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INTRODUCTION 

In many of his plays, especially the chronicle his

tory plays, William Shakespeare portrayed the mental and 

spiritual states of both individuals and of nations in 

terms of the outward physical manifestations which were 

indicative of inner health or disease. In doing so, he 

followed the example of Elizabethan psychologists and 

philosophers who firmly believed that there was a direct 

correspondence between the health and appearance of the 

body and the nature of the soul. A diseased or deformed 

body probably presaged a corrupt soul, while a healthy 

and beautiful body usually housed a goodly spirit. How

ever, Andre Du Laurens was quick to remind his readers 

that even the most religious or seemingly healthy man 

could be assailed by the corrupting forces of disease. 

In that case, "the bodie, which is as it were the vessel 

of the soule, is so greatly altered and corrupted, as that 

all the noblest faculties of the same, are likewise cor

rupted, the sences seeme all of them to wander and go 

astray, every motion to be out of order, the imagination 

troubled, the reason foolish and rash, the memorie 

altogether given to let slip and flie away whatsoever it 

.,1 should retalne . . . . 

Â Discourse of the Preservation of the Si^ht 
(London: F. Kingston for R. Jacson, 15997, p. 81. 



This view became so prevalent that the status of 

the physician assumed new importance and significance. 

The "doctor of physicke" was entrusted not only with the 

care of his patients* bodies but also with the well-being 

of their spiritual lives. To prepare himself for this two

fold duty, the physician needed more than training in such 

medically oriented fields as anatomy and alchemy; he had 

to acquaint himself with the broadest possible scope of 

knowledge. In 1586, Timothy Bright presented this view 

in his Treatise of Melancholie: 

For medicine is like a toole & instrument of 
the sharpest edge, which not wisely guided, 
nor handled with that cunning which thereto 
appertaineth, may bringe present perill in 
steade of health, and where it should be a 
succour, and maintenance of life, for want of 
arte, may work a contrary effect, daungerous 
and deadly. To the right applying of medicine, 
besides the particular considerations belong
ing properly to the arte of phisicke wherein 
exercise maketh the phisician prompt and 
expert, sharpe of judgement, and circumspect 
in the care, you yourselfe know what furniture 
of philosophie is necessary, even the whole 
course of arts, and knowledge of nature, but 
only to prepare, and to give hability, of 
conceiving, and learning the rules of preserving 
and restoring the health of man's body, 
which we call phisicke. . . .̂  

It is not the purpose of this study to suggest that 

Shakespeare was trained in the medical sciences or that he 

consciously utilized specific available literature related 

2 
A Treatise of Melancholie (London: T. Vautrollier, 

1586), p.'TUU: 



to those disciplines as reference or source materials. 

Rather this work maintains only that health and health-

oriented subjects were of such vital concern to all peo

ple of the Renaissance that references or allusions to 

such subjects were as common as, or even more common than, 

classical or mythological allusions. Richard II, chrono

logically the first of Shakespeare's history plays, illus

trates this fact. It is within every realm of possibility 

to expect that a man who was so attuned to the spirit of 

his times as Shakespeare was would be familiar with such 

a vital aspect of Renaissance life in England. His utili

zation of a great deal of the health imagery in Richard II 

was perhaps so natural on his part that it falls into the 

category of the subconscious. However, his use of health, 

disease, and related topics as philosophically developed 

themes is certainly conscious and carefully controlled. 

In order to understand the frajnework in which some of these 

ideas are presented in Richard II and in the whole series 

of chronicle history plays, one must have a basic under

standing of two areas: (1) the rudiments of Elizabethan 

psychology and physiology; and (2) the attitude of the 

Renaissance man toward the monarchy, the state, and sedi

tion. 



CHAPTER I 

BACKGROUND OF ELIZABETHAN MEDICIÎ S AND HISTORY 

Elizabethan Psychology and Phy3iolop;y 

The Renaissance man had a passion for order; and his 

conception of the mind, the body, and the soul of man, as 

well as of the universe, exemplified and mirrored this 
3 

passion. Man was seen as a "little world" or microcosm 

which exactly corresponded to the universe or macrocosm. 

He, like the universe, was composed of the four elements--

earth, air, fire, and water; and these elements in turn 

reflected certain qualities—earth, coldness and dryness; 

air, hotness and moistness; fire, hotness and dryness; and 

water, coldness and moistness. Of the relations of the 

elements to man, Pierre de La Primaudaye said in the French 

Academie: 

• . . man's body is compounded of the four 
elements & of al their qualities, as also 
all the other bodies of creatures under 
heaven. And because the greatest part which 

-^Shakespearean scholars have been greatly aided by 
many fine studies which have related Elizabethan psycho
logy to Shakespeare's plays. Those works of Ruth Leila 
Anderson and Lily B. Campbell are especially helpful since 
they attempt to assimilate psychological material from all 
available Elizabethan sources and to combine them into a 
coherent system from which certain generalizations about 
Shakespeare's plays and heros can be drawn. However, a 
study of the original works will often reveal important 
diversities as well as striking similarities; and for that 
reason, the quotations in the following summation will as 
often as possible be drawn from the original sources. 



remaineth of that which wee see of man, is of 
the earth, therefore it is saide, that he 
returneth to the earth, although whatsoever is 
taken of the other elements in the composition 
of his body, doth likewise turn again into 
them. For the flesh of man agreeth aptly with 
the earth, his vital spirits with the aire and 
fire, his humors with the water. The sence of 
seeing agreeth with the fire: that of hearing 
with the element of water, the sence of touch
ing with the earth, & that of smelling with 
the aire & fire. . . . Yea there is no piece 
so small in the whole frame of man, wherein 
every one of the elements doth not intermeddle 
his power and qualities, although one of them 
doth alwaies command above the rest.n-

The predominance of one of the elements over the 

other three gave rise to the theory of the humors. Accord

ing to William Vaughan, "an humour is a moist and running 

bodie, into which the meate in the liver is converted; to 
5 

the end, that our bodies might be nourished by them." 

Although all humors are created in the liver and are 

carried in the blood, they each retire to a different 

organ or "seat." Thus, the sanguine humor is "hot, moist, 

fattie, sweet, and seated in the liver." Its purpose is 

to nourish and "water" the body and to give rise to the 

vital spirits. The phlegmatic humor is white in color, 

cold and moist, and brackish to the taste. It is seated 

^Pierre de La Primaudaye, The French Academie, trans. 
T.B. (London: / j . Legatje/ for T. Adams, 1615), p. 341. 

%aturall and Artificial Directions for Health 
(London: R. Bradocke, 1600), p. 614.. 

Vaughan, p. 6I4.. 



in the kidneys, which draw water from the blood. The hot 

and fiery humor, termed cholerick, is bitter to the taste 

and serves "not only to cleanse the guts of filth, but also 

to make the liver hot, and to hinder the bloud from putre

faction."' Melancholy, the last of the humors, resides 

finally in the spleene and is black, earthy, cold and dry. 

Of the four humors, the melancholic has received the 

most attention from scholars, both during the Renaissance 

and in later periods. An imbalance of the dark, heavy 

melancholic humor was considered disastrous for both the 

physical and psychological (or spiritual) health of an 

individual. Andre Du Laurens concludes in his treatise on 

melancholy that the man afflicted "is become a savadge 

creature, haunting the shadowed places, suspicious, solita-

rie, enemie to the Sunne, and one whom nothing can please, 

but only discontentment, which forgeth unto itselfe a thou-
..8 

sand false and vaine imaginations. Du Laurens and others 

list some of the characteristics (or complexion) of the 

melancholic man as leanness, "duskish" or whitish color, 

solitariness, morning weeping, sighing, sobbing, lamenta

tion, fitful dreams, little laughter, excessive fear, and 

inordinant suspicion. Yet one must not conclude that the 

melancholic are entirely unsuited for any productive endea

vor. On the contrary, they are "accounted as most fit to 

•7 

Vaughan, p. 65-

Discourse. . ., p. 82. 
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undertake matters of weightie charge and high attempt"; 

and in those in which the humor heats the vapors of the 

blood to a certain degree, there is kindled "a kind of 

divine nourishment, . . . which stirreth men up to plaie 
9 

the Philosophers, Poets, and also to prophesie. . . . " 

It cannot be overemphasized at this point that the 

characteristics given above are those of the person 

afflicted by an excess of natural melancholy humor. There 

was another type of melancholy, however, which was con

sidered much more serious--leading more often that not to 

"blindness of understanding, perversion of the will, 

alteration of humours, and maladies and diseases together 
10 

with troublesomeness or disquietness of the soul." This 

unnatural humor was called melancholy adust and was caused 

by subjecting any one of the four natural humors to exces

sive heat. Therefore, even choleric or sanguine humors 

which were burnt or putrefied were thus termed melancholic, 

But there was a great difference between an excess of a 

natural humor and an excess of an unnatural, burned one. 

For the purposes of students of the drama, the com

plexions of the choleric, phlegmatic, and sanguine persons 

are not of such significant importance, since, with the 

Q 

Du Laurens, p. 86. 

Thomas Wright, The Passions of the minde in ̂ enerall 
(16014-), quoted by Lily B. Campbell, Shakespeare's Tragic 
Heroes, Slaves of Passion (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1930; reprinted by Barnes k Noble, I960), p. 78. 
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possible exception of choleric persons, they do not repre

sent such drastic abberations in personality or behavior. 

Suffice it to note that sanguine persons are, in general, 

sociable, pleasant, healthy, and given to laughter, love, 

and long life. The phlegmatic are dull, slow-witted, and 

blockish and are, as Du Laurens notes, best suited for "a 

bed and a pot full of pottage." The wits of the choleric 

are sharp and quick, yet they are unable to continue long 

at one task since they are also restless and fitful. They 

are quick in anger and are given to dreams of fire and 

fighting. 

A concern about anatomy and the makeup of his body 

naturally led Renaissance man to the next logical step--

a concern about the makeup of his soul and its relation 

to his body. Indeed, the two were seen as so closely 

interrelated that La Primaudaye admonished the physicians 

both of the body and of the soul "to follow almost one and 

the same methode, and observe a like order in their arte 

and practice, every one according to the subject propounded 

unto them; insomuch that look what the one doth unto the 

body, the other is to deale so with the soule, such things 
12 

being applied as best agree with their severall natures." 

Discourse. . ., p. 85. 

^^French Academie, p. 14-57• 



With minor differences here and there, most Eliza

bethan writers spoke of the soul as having three divisions 

or faculties. The vegetative soul, shared by man and all 

other plants and animals, is concerned with engendering, 

nourishing, and growing; the sensible soul, common to man 

and beasts, is that part of the soul by which knowledge 

and sense are received; and the last faculty, the rational 

soul, is possessed by man alone. The last two of these 

three faculties are here of most concern, for many of the 

problems arising in life were seen as a conflict between 

the rational and the sensible souls. 

The sensible soul consists of two parts—the know

ing faculty and the desiring faculty, each of which is 

again subdivided. The exterior part of the knowing soul 

is made up of the five senses which receive stimuli and 

send messages to the brain; the interior parts, the ima

gination, the common sense, and the memory, receive the 

stimuli, become impressed with the "form" of the thing 

received, or store it. The appetitive or desiring faculty 

of the sensible soul consists of the concupiscent or desir

ing faculty and of the irascible faculty, which incites 

man to obtain that which is desired. It is in this appeti

tive part of the soul that the passions reside—those 

motions of the soul which are in constant conflict with the 

reasonable soul. In an ideal situation, the desires of the 

passions would always be in subjugation to the dictates of 

man's rational understanding, avoiding those things which 
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are dangerous or evil and embracing those things which are 

good and beneficial. But owing to the fall of man and his 

subsequent corruption by sin, the passions (or affections) 

are constantly led to defy natural order. One cannot fail 

to see the analogy between this concept of disorder of the 

soul and the concept of bodily illness in the following 

passage: 

For as good natural humors become evil by 
corruption that seazeth upon them, and turne 
that health which before they afforded into 
disease, so the inclinations and natural 
affections of our soule, which of their own 
nature are good and the seeds of virtue, are 
turned into vices and into their seeds, 
through that corruption which sinne bringeth 
upon them. -̂  

Thus, the eternal conflict was set in motion. Just 

as Satan's forces are constantly seeking to corrupt the 

order of the universe, so the evils of sin and disease 

are continually assailing the equilibrium of that "little 

world" of man. 

Elizabethan Attitudes Toward 

History and the Monarchy 

If the mind and body of man mirrored the order of 

the universe, the state was an extension of that same order. 

It was a union of the particulars of God's creation into 

-̂̂ La Primaudaye, pp. l4.56-i4.57. 

http://l4.56-i4.57


11 

one body or commonwealth; and as the creatures of the whole 

world were subject to the omnipotence of God, so were the 

individuals who composed the state subject to God's emissary 

on earth, the Prince or Monarch. The Elizabethan man saw 

this correspondence between the nature of his own body and 

soul and that of the organization of men on earth, and it 

was therefore quite natural for him to speak of the state 

in much the same terms by which he spoke of his own body. 

Thus one finds a remarkable similarity in the language used 

to describe the ills of the body and that used to denote 

the malfunctioning of the workings of the state. In the 

following brief discussion of this similarity, all pertinent 

quotations will be drawn from La Primaudaye's French 

Academie, since that extensive work very effectively dis

cusses the relation of the state to the individual man and 

since it was in print and in current use in England by 1586. 

Professors Hardin Craig and John Hankins, as well as numer

ous other scholars, have made studies which attempt to 

trace the source of much of Shakespeare's imagery and 

thought to this book. However, even if the case for direct 

borrowing cannot be proved, the numerous similarities between 

La Primaudaye and Shakespeare serve to further elucidate 

our understanding of many Renaissance attitudes. 

Since in all races there is always found "one that 

hath preemminence above the rest of his kind . . • the 

kingly monarchiall government draweth nearest to nature of 



12 
..lli all others. This reference to natural order in all 

nature clearly indicates the justification the Renaissance 

mind offered for the monarchial type of government. The 

head of this government was considered God's agent on 

earth, and his opinion was the final word in all matters 

pertaining to the governance of the individual components 

of the state. If such an analogy can be made, the monarch 

was to the state what the reason was to the mind of man. 

Both were the final authority in their spheres of action 

and were the closest sources of divine intervention. 

Although this theory about the monarchy was commonly 

accepted during the Renaissance, there were, nevertheless, 

special problems which arose out of the monarchial system. 

What, for exajnple, was to be done if the nation was unfor

tunate enough to have a bad or evil monarch? Was he still 

an agent of a beneficient God? Could he be justly removed 

from the throne? And if a child became monarch, what was 

to be done about the practical day-to-day affairs of the 

kingdom? All of these questions finally resolved into 

two areas of consideration: (1) What were the charac

teristics of a good monarch? and (2) Was civil war ever 

justified? 

The peace and concord of the nation were entrusted 

into the hands of the monarch; and though he owed account 

to none but God, men spent a large part of their time deter* 

lî  La Primaudaye, p. 253• 
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mining exactly what constituted the attributes of this 

minister of God. According to La Primaudaye, a Prince 

"must strive that none excell him in the goods of the 

soule, in wisdome, magnanimity, temperance, and justice." 

In addition, he shall be called a good Prince: 

. . . if he serve God in sinceritie and 
puritie of heart, if he inquire diligently 
after the truth of his word, and cause his 
subjects to live thereafter: if he provide 
for their profit, redresse their miseries, 
and ease them of oppression, reaction, and 
polling. If he be pliable to heare the 
requests and complaints of the least, 
indifferent and moderate in answering them, 
readie to distribute right to everie one, 
by propounding reward for virtue, and punish
ment for vice. If he be prudent in his enter
prises, bold in his exploits, modest in pros-
peritie, constant in adversitie, stedfast 
in word, wise in counsell: briefly, if he 
governe in such sort, and reigne so well, 
that all his subjects may have what to imi
tate, and strangers to commend.•'•̂  

The Prince should also choose those ministers which help 

him with the same considerations in mind. The Elizabe

thans feared the influence of flatterers with just cause; 

for they could look back upon the reigns of Edward II and 

Richard II and see the disastrous results of the sway of 

flatterers over a weak king. Shakespeare, following the 

tradition of Marlowe, seized upon this concern when 

writing Richard II. 

Not many monarchs met all of the qualifications 

^^French Academie, pp. 266 and 273. 



stated by La Primaudaye, and English history literally 

teems with plots and plans to overthrow the reigning mon

arch. Nowhere, however, was there to be found a concrete 

justification for such a course of action. La Primaudaye, 

as well as other sixteenth century philosophers and theo

logians, stated unequivocably that "all sedition is evill 

and pernitious, although it seemeth to have a good and hon

est cause." In short, "sedition comprehendeth in it all 

kinde of evils." Instead of waging civil war, the sub

jects of a bad monarch had to look to their own con

sciences; for a monarch could be a "scoiirge" as well as a 

"minister" of God. Roy W, Battenhouse in his study of 

Tamburlaine has shown the prevalence of the "scourge" 

theory in the Renaissance. He quotes Calvin, who, apply

ing the scourge" theory found in the tenth chapter of 

Isaiah to Renaissance history, made the following comment: 

So at this day there are divers diseases in 
the Church which the Lord will puree and 
heale. , . . Wherefore wee must not marvell 
if he lets loose the bridle to tyrants, and 
suffreth them still to exercise their cruel-
tie against his Church: for the consolation 
is readie, to wit, having used them as his 
vassals to correct his people, he will visit 
their prl^e and arrop,ancie.^7 

l^French Academie, p. 285. 

•̂ 'A Commentary Upon the Prophecie of Isaiah, trans. 
C. Cotton (1609), pp. 119-120, quoted by Roy W. Battenhouse, 
Marlowe's Tamburlaine (Nashville, Tenn.: Vanderbllt 
University Press, I9I4-I) , p. 109. 
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Thus, historical crises could be explained as chastise

ments by God, while the assurance that tyrants would fall 

and suffer for their sins offered consolation. 

The king who was troubled by civil discord also had 

to make sure that his own house was in order; for, by the 

same token, civil war could be a punishment to a bad mon

arch. Unfortunate as it may seem, a weak or bad ruler was 

simply to be endured; for the problems resulting from such 

a situation were never as bad as those arising from civil 

war. Some of the most frequent causes of sedition were 

covetousness, ambition, injury, fear, excess in power and 

authority, contempt, over-great inequality, and impunity 

of offense. 

The good monarch, therefore, had to perform the two

fold role of the physician. He had to prevent any aberra

tion from the established order, and he had to rid the 

state of discord when it arose. La Primaudaye makes a 

direct comparison between the Prince and the physician: 

Therefore as a good Phisition preventeth 
diseases, and if one part bee suddenly 
touched with raging paine, asswageth the 
present evill, and then applyeth remedies 
to the causes of the disease: so a wise 
prince or governour of a commonwealth 
ought to prevent as much as possible the 
ordinary changes of all Estates which 
overtake them either by outward force, or 
by inward diseases. When they begin, he 
must stay them whatsoever it cost him, 
and then looke what the causes are of 

1 A 
La Primaudaye, p. 291. 
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those diseases, that are farthest from 
effect, and apply convenient and apt 
remedies unto them.^° 

Too often, however. Englishmen could review their 

own history and find evidences of the disastrous results 

of a civil war waged against a weak and ineffectual mon

arch. The reign of Edward II was a case in point, but the 

most striking example was the bloody v;ar of Roses which 

began when Richard II was not able to squelch the uprising 

of his Lancastrian cousin, Henry Bolingbroke. The serious

ness with which the situation was viewed by the Elizabethan 

mind cannot be overestimated, and it was cited again and 

again in literature as a warning against sedition. Though 

long and cumbersome, the following passage from The French 

Academie deserves quoting simply because it does illustrate 

the concern which a sixteenth century mind other than 

Shakespeare's attached to that turbulent period of English 

history. 

What did England suffer by the division of 
the houses of Yorke and Lancaster, that gave 
the white and red Roses in their armes? 
Which contention although it began when Henrie 
the fourth who was Duke of Lancaster and 
Earle of Darbie, usurped the kingdome upon 
his cousin Richard the second, whom he caused 
to be slaine in prison, after he had compelled 
him to resigne his kir^lie power and crown of 
England, yet it was hottest in the reigne of 
king Henrie the sixt, who succeeding his 
father and grandfather, was at Paris crowned 
king of England and France. Afterward, 

TO 

-̂ F̂rench Academie, p. 290. 
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favouring the house of Lancaster against 
the house of Yorke, they that held the red 
Rose tooke arms against him so that in the 
ende hee was deprived of his Estate, and 
shut up as prisoner in the Tower of London, 
where hee was after put to death. These 
factious and civill warres , . . endured 
about eight and twentie yeares, wherein died 
at sundrie battels and skirmishes above four
score persons of the blood royall, with the 
flower of the nobilitie of England, besides 
an infinite number of the valiantest men and 
best warriors among the people. Many lords 
were put in prison, or banished, leading the 
rest of their lives miserablie in strange 
countries: the auncient policie of the king-
dome corrupted, justice contemned, and the 
land Impoverished, untill in the ende the 
Earle of Richmond, overcame King Richard, 
enjoied the kingdome and qualitie, and was 
called Henry the seventh: having married 
Elizabeth daughter to Edward the fourth, 
both of them being the sole heires of the 
families of Lancaster and Yorke. By 
meanes of this marriage the dissensions 
ceased in England, and the red and whitep-. 
Roses were joyned together in one armes. 

Shakespeare lived dxiring a time in which the order 

that was instituted by the reign of Henry VII was fully 

realized in the reign of Elizabeth I. Peace and prosperity 

were everywhere to be seen. However, men with a sensitive 

apprehension of the lessons to be learned from history 

capitalized on the errors of the past as sources for their 

writing. Shakespeare saw a parallel between that havoc 

wreaked upon a nation by civil war and that suffered by the 

body which was diseased or imbalanced. It is therefore no 

accident that the focus in Richard II, chronologically the 

20 French Academie, p. 288. 



first in the series of history plays, centers about the 

ideas of health, disease, and disorder. The failure of 

Richard, the physician, to "prevent" and eventually to 

"cure" the ills of the state led to the beginning of a 

long series of wars and skirmishes in which the "body" of 

the state was again and again wounded and corrupted. 

Through an artistic balance of form and content, a syn

thesis of idea and image, Shakespeare develops this theme 

in Richard II. 



CHAPTER II 

ANALYSIS OF THE HEALTH IMAGERY IN RICHARD _II 

The Significance of Health Imap;ery 

The Renaissance concern for the health of the body 

manifested itself in the publication of a great number of 

anatomies. These compendious works attempted to catalog 

in an orderly, logical manner the structure and function 

PI of the different parts of the human body. Most were 

modeled after Galen's work, but some disputed the author

ity of the ancient physician and purported that a search 

for truth was more important than servile obeisance to 

tradition. The relative importance of these works for the 

Renaissance scholar, however, lies not in the medical 

accuracy of any particular anatomy but in the philosophi

cal considerations behind the attempt. A study of Shake

speare's health imagery is meaningful only insofar as the 

concepts underlying its use are understood. La Primaudaye 

provides a clue to this problem: 

Among the manifolde and great commodities, 
which we may reape by the diligent consi
deration of the Anatomy of the body, there 

^^So great was this vogue that many other areas were 
"anatomized" by early and late seventeenth century writers. 
See, for example, Robert Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy, 
(1621); F.W. Jaggard's Anatomie of sinne, 71603); and John 
Donne's "An Anatomy of the WorldT^ (1611). 

19 
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are two of great weight. The first is to 
put us in minde of our mortalitie in 
regarde of our bodies, to the ende that 
v/e should not please ourselves too much 
in the beautie of them, and so wane prowde 
and above ourselves. . . . Againe for the 
second point, wee are taur̂ ht to consider 
and to know by that providence of God, 
which sheweth itself in the composition of 
the vilest and most earthy parts, and in 
that frame which hee maketh for the build
ing of the whole body, how great and won-
derfull it ought to bee in the residue, 
namely in the noblest parts thereof, 
especially in the soule, if we could seeop 
it with our eyes, as we behold the body. 

Thus, the ultimate aim of medicine at this time 

was not simply to cure and prevent diseases but also to 

probe and study the makeup of man, searching for some 

bit of divinity. More often than not, however, this 

scrutiny revealed as many flaws as areas of perfection, 

and the resulting product was a canon of work in which 

physical imperfection or bodily disorder was indicative 

of inner or spiritual irregularities. Shakespeare expli

citly probed this idea in the trial scene of King Lear. 

As Lear searches for a reason for the ingratitude of his 

daughters, he cries out in anguish to Edgar: 

Then let them anatomize Regan; see what breeds 
about her heartT Is there any cause in nature p-j 
that makes these hard hearts? (III,vi,80-82) . -̂  

^^French Academie, pp. 314-9-350. 
23 
All quotations from Shakespeare are taken from 

Hardin Craig's edition of The Complete Works of Shakespeare 
(Chicago: Scott, Foresman and Co., 19311"̂  Unless other
wise indicated, all italics are mine. 
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This reference in Lear is an isolated example, but Shake

speare takes these same ideas and utilizes them on two 

different levels in the history plays. Literally speak

ing, the health imagery applied to or used by any parti

cular personage is usually indicative of that person's 

true character; and as the health imagery shifts and 

changes, one can trace the character development of that 

figure. Philosophically speaking, the amount of health 

imagery in a given history play reveals the well-being or 

disorder of the state itself. Again, La Primaudaye eluci

dates this point: 

Wherefore a sound body of a good constitution 
is like the body of a whole people and society, 
that hath the members agreeing well together, 
so that every one keepeth his ranke, not hurt
ing one another. But a sick and diseased body 
is like to a body of a mutenous and seditious 
people, that breaketh the order it ought to 
keepe, and goeth beyond the appointed bounds. 
Therefore . . . we ought to learn what great 
account we are to make of peace, amitie and 
concord, and how we ought to hate and abhorre 
all warre, discord and dissention, seeing 
the one is as it were health and life, and 
the other as diseases and death.'^^ 

If the monarch, who is the primate and physician 

of the body of the state, is not performing his duty of 

preventing and curing any disorders which might arise, 

civil discord (that which wounds and corrupts the body of 

the state) is inevitable. In Richard II, chronologically 

^French Academie, p. 528. 
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the first of a series of eight .chronicle history plays 

which record the War of the Roses, Shakespeare has incor

porated health imagery into the play in order to impress 

upon the reader that which becomes evident as one reads 

the whole series: If a ruler has gained the throne by 

questionable machinations or if he is weak and unable to 

perform his role as "physician," the diseased or corrupt 

state is unavoidable. 

Anatomical imagery in Richard II falls into three 

main categories: those images dealing with blood and 

blood relationships; those concerning the tongue as the 

organ of speech; and those extended images in which the 

king's role as physician is presented. In addition, one 

significant portion of the health imagery deals with the 

joy-sorrow antithesis, an area which falls under the 

classification of psychological health. Numerous other 

health images, covering nearly every facet of anatomical 

and psychological allusions, are utilized; but the func

tion of these isolated Images is one of reinforcing by 

reiteration the primary health images. 

Blood Imagery 

In the early seventeenth century, the blood was con

sidered important for a variety of reasons. It was a part 

of or a carrier of the soul, since when blood was withdrawn 

from the body, life (itself analogous with the soul) seemed 

to be withdrawn also. And it was the vehicule by which the 
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humors were carried to different parts of the body. In 

addition, the blood symbolically represented genealogical 

descendency and the kinship of men on earth. To spill the 

blood of one's kinsman was to compound one's offense. For 

not only had the life of a fellow creature been destroyed, 

but also the heinous crime of Cain had been recreated. The 

Cain-Abel theme recurs several times in Richard II, culmi

nating in the curse which falls upon Bolingbroke and his 

descendants, as well as upon all England, when Richard II 

is slain. 

The focus on blood becomes apparent in the first 

scene of the play. Thomas Mowbray, Duke of Norfolk, an 

articulate nobleman, has been summoned before King Richard 

to answer certain accusations made by Henry Bolingbroke, 

son of John of Gaunt and cousin to the king. Mowbray has 

been charged, among other things, with the death of the 

Duke of Gloucester, Bolingbroke's ̂xincle. Bolingbroke, at 

this point, appears to be enraged by the death of his 

kinsman and vows vengeance upon the guilty party: 

Further I say . . . 
That he /Mowbray/ ^^^ plot the Duke of Glou

cester' s death. 

And consequently, like a traitor coward, 
Sluic'd out his innocent soul through streams of 

blood; 
Which bTood, like sacrificing Abel'^ cries. 

To me for justice and rough chastisement 
(1,1,98-106). 

Mowbray, however, answers the charges with accusations of 
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his own, even though he fears Bolingbroke's kinship to 

the king. In order not to enrage the volatile Richard, 

he qualifies his remarks by saying: 

Setting aside his high blood's royalty. 
And let him be no kinsman to my liege (1,1,58-59); 

and again in line 112, he turns to Richard, asking him to 

"bid his ears a little while be deaf/ Till I have told this 

slander of his blood. . . . " Richard in ideal kingly 

fashion replies that "impartial are our eyes and ears" and 

vows that "such neighbor nearness to our sacred blood 

should nothing privilege /Bolingbroke/ (1,1,115-120). 

Finally, in an effort to curb their anger, the king per

suades the two men to submit to his judgment: 

Wrath-kindled gentlemen, be ruled by me; 
Let's purge this choler without letting blood. 
This we prescribe, though no physician; 
Deep malice makes too deep incision. 
Forget, forgive; conclude and be agreed; 
Our doctors say this is no month to bleed 

(I,i,152-157). 

At this point, Richard is displaying the acumen and 

insight that a monarch should. He shows no partiality to 

either defendant, nor does he evidence any desire to judge 

the validity of either man's charges. Rather he resorts 

to the age-old custom of trial by combat in which the lives 

of the combatants are staked as proof of guilt or inno

cence. "Swords and lances," instead of Richard, will arbi

trate "the swelling difference of /their/ hate" (I,i,200-201) 

Scene two of act one clarifies the problem facing the 
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Lancasters in their conflict with Richard, For even 

though the blood of one of their kinsmen has been shed, 

there is no honorable recourse open to them since the 

object of their revenge is God's emissary on earth—King 

Richard. At the opening of the scene, old Gaunt laments 

to the Duchess of Gloucester the fact that there is no 

"cure" for the present ill: 

Alas, the part I had in Woodstock's blood 
Doth more solicit me than your exclaims 
To stir against the butchers of his life! 
But since correction lieth in those hands 
Which made the fault that we cannot correct. 
Put we our quarrel to the will of Heaven. . • 

(I,ii,l-6). 

But the Duchess will not be placated by Gaunt's reason

ing, and she attempts to rouse his ire by referring to the 

blood relationship of Gaunt to all of Edward Ill's sons: 

Finds brotherhood in thee no sharper spur? 
Hath love in thy old blood no living fire? 
Edward's seven sons, whereof thyself art one. 
Were as seven vials of his sacred blood. 
Or seven fair branches springing from one root. 

But Thomas, my dear lord, my life, my Gloucester, 
One vial full of Edward's sacred blood. 
One flourishing branch of his most royal root. 
Is crack'd, and all the precious liquor spilt. 
Is hack'd down, and his summer leaves all faded. 
By Envy's hand and Murder's bloody axe. 
Ah Gaunt, his blood was thinej . . . (I,ii,9-22). 

Gaunt, however, is adamant in his stand and will not 

lift his arm against God's minister, even though Richard be 

implicated in the murder of his brother. Gaunt is in many 

ways the most sympathetic character in the play. He has 

served his country faithfully for many years, and the 
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ultimate treachery directed against him by Richard as the 

action develops only augments his stature more. And the 

fact that he has correctly diagnosed the illness of the 

state (i.e., the culpability and ineptitude of Richard) 

and recognized the proper cure (i.e., "God's is the quarrel.") 

gives Gaunt's role in the play prophetic overtones. In 

relation to the blood imagery theme. Gaunt gives vent to 

his anger in the second act in prophetic statements which 

presage Richard's ultimate downfall. Encompassed as they 

are within a scene which deals exclusively with sickness 

and health. Gaunt's lines focus attention on the complex 

relationships surrounding the health of the state, the con

dition of the body, the role of the king, and the demands 

of kinship: 

0, spare me not, my brother Edward's son. 
For that I was his father Edward's son. 
That blood already, like the pelican. 
Hast thou tapp'd out and drunkenly carous'd. 
My brother Gloucester . • . 

May be a precedent and witness good 
That thou respect'st not spilling Edward's blood. 

Live in thy shame but die not shame with thee I 
These words hereafter thy tormentors be! 

(11,1,1214.-136). 

Another of Richard's uncles, Edmund of Langley, Duke 

of York, also recognizes the heinous deeds which Richard 

has committed; but since he is a weak man who serves the 

crown (and by extension, anyone who wears it) almost 

blindly, he gives in after lamenting the fact that Richard 

has little in common with his illustrious grandfather, 
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Edward III: 

His ^dward's/ hands were guilty of no kindred 
blood. 

But bloody with the enemies of his kin. 
0, Richard! York is too far gone with grief. 
Or else he never would compare between (II,i,l82-l85). 

Richard, however, completely ignores the protests of York 

and appoints him Lord Governor of England while he himself 

is in Ireland, His actions and his words ironically reveal 

his lack of insight into the situation: 

And we create . . . 
Our Uncle York Lord Governor of England; 
For he is just and always lov'd us well 

(11,1,219-221). 

In the beginning of the play, Bolingbroke's references 

to blood centered about his desire to revenge the death of 

Gloucester. By the third act, however, as he develops his 

plot to.overthrow Richard, the references shift to a justi

fication for his treason. There has always been a question 

of whether ambition played any role in Bolingbroke's actions 

or whether he simply assumed the throne in order to rid 

England of a weak and inefficient ruler. Perhaps the above 

will always be a debatable question, but the use of health 

imagery in Bolingbroke's speeches at least indicates that 

he was aware that what he was doing was in direct opposi

tion to the laws of both man and God. As he prepares to 

sentence Bushy and Green, Richard's courtiers, Bolingbroke 

prefaces his remarks by saying: 
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. . . yet to wash your blood 
From off my hands, here in the view of men 
I will unfold some causes of your deaths 

(111,1,5-7). 

But though he offers proof for the guilt of Bushy and 

Green, his very terminology indicates his desire to 

absolve himself. 

As the action of the play develops, the relationship 

between Richard and Bolingbroke, both as kinsmen and as 

countrymen, is dramatically heightened by the use of blood 

imagery. When Richard returns to England, aware that 

Bolingbroke is raising arms against him, he blanches with 

fear as each successive report of the enemy's strength is 

given to him. In answer to Aumerle's question concerning 

his paleness, he replies: 

But now the blood of twenty thousand men 
Did triiimph in my face, and they are fled; 
And, till so much blood thither come again. 
Have I not reason to look 'pale and^dead? 

(111,11,76-79). 

Bolingbroke, cognizant of Richard's vacillatory nature 

and of his fear of open battle, takes advantage of Richard's 

weaknesses and threatens him with civil war. He warns that 

if his demands are not met, he will: 

• . .use the advantage of my power 
And lay the summer's dust with showers of blood 
Rain'd from the wounds of slaughtered Englishmen; 
The which, how far off from the mind of Bolingbroke 
It is such crimson tempest should bedrench 
The fresh green lap of fair King Richard's land. 
My stooping duty tenderly shall show 

(III,iii,l4-2-i|-8). 

In a brief moment of insight, Richard realizes the gravity 
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of the situation and recognizes what will happen if he 

does not assert himself: 

. . . He ̂ olingbroke/ is come to open 
The purple testament of bleeding war; 
But ere the crown he looks for lives in peace. 
Ten thousand bloody crowns of mothers' sons 
Shall ill become the flower of England's face. 
Change the complexion of her maid-pale peace 
To scarlet indignation, and bedew 
Her pastures' grass with faithful English blood 

(III,iii,93-100). 

True to his nature, however, Richard's determination is 

short-lived, and his renunciation of the throne elicits 

the following comment from another of God's emissaries, 

the Bishop of Carlisle: 

. . . let me prophesy. 
The blood of English shall manure the groxind. 
And future ages groan for this foul act 

(IV,1,136-137). 

At the end of the play, the consequences of their 

actions are realized by all concerned. And a return to 

the use of blood imagery reinforces the seriousness of 

the crimes committed. As he dies, Richard curses Exton 

for "staining the King's own land with the King's blood" 

(V,v,110); and Exton, immediately following the deed, is 

filled with remorse and fear: 

As full of valour as of royal bloodl 
Both have I spill'd. 0 would the deed were goodl 
For now the devil, that told me I did well. 
Says that this deed is chronicled in hell 

(V,v,113-117). 

Bolingbroke, too, when he hears of the crime is struck with 

fear; for he realizes that not only has he committed treason 
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but also that he has been a party to the primal sin--

fratricide. He banishes Exton from England and declares 

his intention to absolve himself: 

With Cain go wander through /the/ shades of night. 
And never show thy head by day nor light. 
Lords, I protest, my soul is full of woe 
That blood should sprinkle me to make me grow. 

I'll make a voyage to the Holy Land, 
To wash this blood off from my guilty hand 

(V,vi,l4.3-50K 

The guilt of those concerned, however, was not so 

easily absolved; and the curse which fell upon Bolingbroke 

and upon his descendants for nearly one hundred-fifty years 

was seen by the Elizabethans as a direct result of the 

crimes against God and natural order. The blood imagery 

in Richard II both reflects the nature of the crime and 

prophesies the years of discord and civil war. 

Tongue Imagery 

Upon reading Richard II, it is at once apparent that 

Richard is a very articulate monarch. His speeches are 

embellished with lavish imagery, reflecting alternately 

the dual sides of his personality—the complete espousal 

of life and the utter rejection of existence. It is there

fore not accidental that Shakespeare centered much of the 

imagery in Richard II around the tongue as the organ of 

speech. During the Renaissance the view that the speech 

of man was divine was still prevalent. In fact. La Pri

maudaye states that "to pollute and defile so holy a thing 
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with filthy and vile talk . . . /is a/ sacriledge." But 

he also cautions that "the tongue is a slipperie instru

ment, and bringeth great danger to those that neglect it."^ 

An analysis of the use of the tongue as a dominant image 

in Richard II will reveal one of the basic flaws of Richard's 

character. For had he paid as much attention to affairs of 

state as he did to "the roar of his rhetoric," Richard 

might have saved both himself and England from the wounds 

of civil war. Richard, however, neglected an important 

axiom of the Renaissance: "The tongue is the messenger of 
26 

the heart." Too often, Richard became so carried away 

by an excess of emotion or by the lyricism of his own 

speech that he completely forgot the content behind the 

expression. According to La Primaudaye, there should always 

be harmony and agreement between expression and content, 

as between an instrument of music and the melody itself: 

For if there should be discord between the 
heart, the tongue, and the speech, the har
mony could not be good, especially before 
God the Judge of most secret thoughts, no 
more than the harmonie of a musicall instru
ment quite out of tune would be pleasant in 
the eares of men . . . . ' 

At the beginning of the play, both Bolingbroke and 

Mowbray refer to the divinity of speech in their testi-

25p£ench Academie, pp. 52 and 53. 

26 
La Primaudaye, p. 38O. 

27 
French Academie, p. 38O. 
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monies before King Richard. Bolingbroke declares that 

". . . heaven /will/ be the record to my speech!" (I,i,30) 

and that "what my tongue speaks my right-drawn sword may 

prove" (I,i,l4.6). Mowbray retorts that "cold words" will 

not "accuse his zeal" and that only the presence of Richard 

"curbs /him// From giving reins and spurs to /his/ free 

speech" (1,1,55). Richard, however, is apparently unmoved 

by the fervor of either man, concluding that "Impartial 

/s'hall be/ our eyes and ears" (I,i,ll5). Unsatisfied with 

Richard's seeming indifference, Bolingbroke lashes out 

angrily, refusing to withdraw his charges: 

, . . Ere my tongue 
Shall wound my honour with such feeble wrong 
Or sound so base a parle, my teeth shall tear 
The slavish motive of recanting fear. 
And spit it bleeding in his high disgrace. 
Where shame doth harbour, even in Mowbray's face 

(1,1,190-195). 

Before the actual contest of armŝ  each combatant is 

admonished in turn by Richard's marshal to "speak truly, 

on thy knighthood and thy oath/ And so defend thee Heaven 

and thy valour!" (I,iii,ll4.-l5) . But neither is given a 

chance to support his words with actions, for Richard 

halts the contest before it has scarcely begun. Anxious 

to avoid any skirmish which reflects his guilt or involve

ment in either man's charges, he banishes both men from the 

kingdom—Bolingbroke for ten years and Mowbray for life. 

It is Mowbray's plaint upon being banished from his home

land, the land of his mother tongue, which gives the most 

moving expression to the seventeenth century Englishman's 
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attachment to his native language: 

A heavy sentence, my most sovereign liege. 
And all unlock'd for from your Highness' mouth. 
A dearer merit, not so deep a maim 
As to be cast forth in the coinmon air. 
Have I deserved at your highness' hands. 
The language I have learn'd these forty years. 
My native English, now I must forego; 
And now my tongue's use is to me no more 
Than an unstringed viol or a harp. 
Or like a cunning instrument cas'd up. 
Or, being open, put into his hands 
That knows no touch to tune the harmony. 
Within my mouth you have engaol'd my tongue, 
Doubly portcullis'd with my teeth and lips; 
And dull unfeeling barren ignorance 
Is made my gaoler to attend on me. 
I am too old to fawn upon a nurse. 
Too far in years to be a pupil now. 
What is thy sentence then but speechless death. 
Which robs my tongue from breathing native breath? 

(I,iii,l5l4.-173). 

Despite Mowbray's eloquence, Richard remains adamant. 

Though enamored by the skillful use of language himself, 

the king is unmoved by the banished nobleman's passionate 

pleas. 

The interpretation of one of the key scenes of the 

play, Richard's confrontation with the dying Gaunt, is 

dependent upon a concept related to the tongue and speech: 

" . . . the tongues of dying men/ Enforce attention like 

deep harmony" (11,1,5-6). John of Gaunt, who has correctly 

diagnosed the disease which is corrupting his beloved 

England, hopes to convince Richard that he must alter his 

present behavior and tend to his duties as monarch and 

"physician" of the state if civil war is to be avoided. 

His hope that Richard will heed his advice is based on 

the assumption that "though Richard my life's counsel would 
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not hear,/ My death's sad tale may yet undeaf his ear" 

(II,i,15-16). York, of course, realizes that even Gaunt's 

last attempt will be in vain; for Richard's ears are 

"stopp'd with other flattering sounds" such as "praises," 

"lascivious metres," and "reports of fashion." Richard 

simply refuses to hear any criticism which touches him or 

his fawning flatterers. As predicted, the king is obli

vious to Gaunt's pleas and orders the seizure of his lands 

and goods as soon as he receives the news that Gaunt's 

"tongue is now a stringless instrument" (II,i,ll4.9) . 

In the third act, a specialized use of the tongue 

imagery is introduced. As Richard receives the reports of 

his men on the strengths and weaknesses of his and Boling

broke' s forces, the tongue imagery is used to signal the 

introduction of unfavorable news, Richard has just 

asserted the power and invulnerability of his position 

when Salisbury enters with a message which plummets 

Richard from the heights of self-esteem to the depths of 

despair: 

. . . Discomfort guides my tongue 
And bids me speak of nothing but despair. 

For all the Welshmen, hearing thou wert dead. 
Are gone to Bolingbroke, dispers'd and fled 

(III,ii,65-711-). 

And when Scroop, too, reports that "all goes worse than I 

have power to tell" (111,11,120), Richard reno\inces all 

thoughts of aid and wallows in the mire of self-pity: 
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. . . of comfort no man speak. 
Let's talk of graves, of worms, and epitaphs. . . 

(III,ii,ll4i4.-ll|5). 

Momentarily roused by the Bishop of Carlisle's admonition 

that "wise men ne'er sit and wail their woes" (III,ii,178), 

Richard is again plummeted to the depths by Scroop's next 

speech: 

My tongue hath but a heavier tale to say. 
I play the torturer by small and small 
To lengthen out the worst that must be spoken. 
Your uncle York is join'd with Bolingbroke, 
And all your northern castles yielded up. 
And all your southern gentlemen in arms 
Upon his party (III,ii,197-203). 

By this time, Richard cannot be roused out of his despair 

even by his closest associates; he has resolved to give in 

to Bolingbroke: 

He does me double wrong 
That wounds me with the flatteries of his tongue. 
Discharge my followers; let them hence away. 
From Richard's night to Bolingbroke's fair day 

(111,11,215-218). 

Later In the third act, the full realization of the 

position into which his hasty and over-zealous words have 

brought him strikes Richard. He sends Northumberland to 

Bolingbroke, urging his messenger to speak gently; but even 

as Northumberland leaves, Richard laments the hypocrisy 

of his situation. He comments to Auraerle: 

We do debase ourselves, cousin, do we not. 
To look so poorly and to speak so fair? 
Shall we call back Northumberland and send 
Defiance to the traitor and so die? 

(111,111,127-130). 
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But even as Aumerle reassures him that there is no harm 

in fighting with "gentle words" until "time lend friends 

and arras," Richard continues his self-denunciation: 

0 God, 0 Godl that e'er this tongue of mine 
That laid the sentence of dread banishment 
On yon proud man, should take it off again 
With words of sooth! (III,ill,133-136). 

Richard is beginning to realize that it is own tongue and 

not Bolingbroke's machinations which is suggesting and 

motivating his dethronement. However, by this time, his 

outbursts have brought hlra so close to the brink of mad

ness that Northumberland justifies his ravings to Boling

broke by saying: 

Sorrow and grief of heart 
Makes him speak fondly, like a frantic man. . . 

(Ill,iii,1814.-185). 

With the decline of Richard and the rise of Boling

broke, the use of tongue and speech Imagery shifts also. 

Though Richard waxes eloquent until the moment of his 

death, the emphasis on speech as a manipulative instru

ment is transferred to Bolingbroke. In one of his first 

duties as acting monarch, Henry must review the case of 

Aiimerle, the son of the Duke of North, who has been accused 

of treason. In an effort to sway the king, the Duchess of 

York pleads her case by referring to the ideal ruler's 

speech: 

Say "pardon" first, and afterwards "stand up"; 
An if I were thy nurse, thy tongue to teach, 
"Pardon" should be the first word of thy speech. 
I never long'd to hear a word till now. 
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Say "pardon," King; let pity teach thee how. 
The word is short, but not so short as sweet; 
No word like "pardon" for kings' mouths so meet. 

(V,iii,113-119). 

Bolingbroke, now Henry IV, does pardon Aumerle, but 

his amnesty does not extend to the imprisoned king. It 

is true that Henry does not actually order the death of 

Richard; but as Exton plans the murder of the deposed mon

arch, he justifies his actions by referring to Henry's 

"very words": "Have I no friend will rid me of this living 

fear?" (V,iv,2). 

Though Henry lacks the ability to manipulate and 

capitalize on the arts of rhetoric as Richard had been 

able to do, he is brought to a full realization of the 

subtle powers of language when Exton charges that "from 

your own mouth, my lord, did I this deed" (V,vi,37) . 

Brought face to face with the actuality of Richard's 

death and with the awareness of his own guilt, Boling

broke perhaps regretted verbalizing his wishful thinging. 

Through the dramatic vehicule of the spoken word, encom

passing as it does an emphasis on tongue and speech Ima-

gery, Shakespeare has mirrored in Richard II the 

Renaissance mind's respect and awe of language and its 

skillful use. 

The Role of the Physician 

In tracing the role of the physician in Richard II, 

one can detect a definite pattern in the development of 

the dramatic action. At the beginning of the play, Richard 
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is more or less functioning as guardian of the state's 

health, although his vacillations and weaknesses are 
/ 

already making his position precarious. But as Richard 

relinquishes his attention to health and order, other 

"physicians" must take over. The rebels, Northumberland, 

Ross, and Willoughby, first assume the role. Complica

tions beset them from the beginning, however; for they 

are violating natural order by plotting against the king. 

Finally, Bolingbroke adopts the duties of the physician 

when he accepts the throne. One of his first acts as mon

arch is to decree a pilgrimage to the Holy Lands to "cure" 

the wounds which the state has suffered following the mur

der of Richard. Henry's whole reign is characterized by a 

never-ending attempt to assuage the guilt which fell upon 

him and upon all England as a result of this crime. He 

is never able to justify his actions, however, for there 

is no justification for treason. 

All sedition is evill and pernitious, although 
it seemeth to have a good and honest cause. 
For it were better for him that is author of 
sedition, to suffer any losse or injurie, than 
to be the occasion of so great an evill, as to 
raise civill war in his countrey.^^ 

pQ 

^ Henry was convinced that the profligate Prince 
Hal had been sent to him as a punishment for his crimes. 
"Can no man tell me of ray unthrifty son?/ 'Tis full three 
months since I did see him last:/ If any plague hang over 
us, 'tis he" (V,ill,1-3). 

^^La Primaudaye, p. 285. 
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The long duration of the conflict set in motion by this 

one act of sedition was proof positive to the Elizabethans 

of the validity of La Primaudaye's statement. 

In scene one of the first act, Richard has called 

Bolingbroke and Mowbray into his presence to hear the 

charges of both men. At this time, he appears to be con

scious of his role as physician, for his speeches in this 

scene contain much health imagery. Richard has consented 

to hear both the accuser and the accused although both are 

"high-stomach'd" and "full of ire/ In rage deaf as the sea, 

hasty as fire" (1,1,19-20). The king has promised, however, 

to be impartial and to ignore Bolingbroke's "neighbor 

nearness to /his^/ sacred blood" (I,i,119). When he is 

unable to calm either Bolingbroke or Mowbray, he inter

venes in the volley of charges and asserts his power: 

Wrath-kindled gentlemen, be rul'd by me; 
Let's purge this choler without letting blood. 
This we prescribe, though no physician; 
Deep malice makes too deep incision. 
Forget, forgive, conclude and be agreed; 
Our doctors say this is no month to bleed 

(1,1,152-lFnT 

But since neither man will concede, Richard orders the 

two to meet in open combat to settle "the swelling dif

ference of /their/ settled hate" (1,1,201). 

In Richard's next appearance (the third scene of act 

one), one begins to notice the touches of weakness which 

are his ultimate downfall. His vacillation and inability 

to remain firm become evident as he suddenly halts the 

combat between Mowbray and Bolingbroke. His avowed 
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clamations usually cloak some selfish motivation. His 

first remarks reflect the wise physician: 

For that our kingdom's earth should not be soil'd 
With that dear blood which it hath fostered; 
And for our eyes do hate the dire aspect 
Of civil wounds plough'd up with neighbours' sword; 
And for we think the eagle-winged pride 
Of sky-aspiring and ambitious thoughts. 
With rival-hating envy, set on you 
To wake our peace, which in our country's cradle 
Draws the sweet Infant breath of gentle sleep; 
Which, so rous'd up with boist'rous untun'd drums. 
With harsh-resounding trumpets' dreadful bray. 
And grating shock of wrathful iron arms. 
Might from our quiet confines fright fair Peace 
And make us wade even in our kindred's blood 

(I,111,125-13^77" 

but his conclusion shows poor judgment: "Therefore, we 

banish you our territories" (1,111,139). By banishing 

Bolingbroke, son of the influential John of Gaunt, Richard 

Incurred even more wrath from his Lancastrian kinsmen. For 

his action provided Bolingbroke with a cause—a cause which 

the high-spirited Henry used to justify his insurrections 

against Richard. 

The extended image of sickness and health provides 

a framework for nearly all the dramatic action of the first 

scene of act two. And the whole image is dependent upon a 

paradox which John of Gaunt elucidates: although old Gaunt 

is dying, Richard is the sicker man. Because he is near 

death, the Duke of Lancaster hopes to convince Richard of 

the error of his ways and to persuade him to assume the 

powers and responsibilities of his position. Gaunt is 

the "diagnostician" of the play, for he recognizes the 



illness and recommends the proper cure. He does not try 

to raise rebel forces to overthrow the king, but attempts 

to get to the heart of the matter by appealing to Richard's 

patriotic feelings. His mistake, of course, is not realiz

ing, as York does, that the volatile Richard can only be 

persuaded by flattery. 

When he enters Gaunt's chambers, King Richard asks 

of York: "How is't with aged Gaunt?" (II,i,72). His 

question remains unanswered by the sick man's brother, for 

Gaunt seizes upon the king's query as an opportunity to 

express his feelings by a series of puns on his name: 

0, how that name befits my composition! 
Old Gaunt indeed, and ga\mt in being old. 

Gaunt am I for the grave, gaunt as a grave. 
Whose hollow womb inherits nought but bones 

(II,i,73-83r: 

His wry humor only piques the mercuric Richard, who petu

lantly demands of the dying man: "Can sick men play so 

nicely with their names?" (11,1,814.). Gaunt continues in 

the same vein, however, hoping to spur Richard on to some 

positive action. But when Gaunt declares that "Richard/ 

diest, though /he/ the sicker be" (11,1,91), Richard's 

temper begins to flare. He retorts: "I am in health, I 

breathe, and see thee ill" (11,1,93). At this point. 

Gaunt drops his light tone and earnestly appeals to the 

angry king: 

Now He that made me knows I see thee ill; 
111 in myself to see, and in thee seeing ill. 
Thy death-bed is no lesser than thy land 
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Wherein thou liest in reputation sick; 
And thou, too careless patient as thou art. 
Commit'st thy anointed oody to" the cure 
Of those physicians that first wounded thee. 

Landlord of England art thou now, not king 
(II,i,93-113). 

Upon hearing these words, Richard is so enraged at Gaunt 

that he all but threatens his uncle with death. Even 

the politic York cannot convince the king that Gaunt's 

words should be imputed "to wayward sickliness and age in 

him" (11,1,114.2). When he receives the news of Gaunt's 

death, the king orders the seizure of his uncle's lands 

and goods to help finance his diversionary Irish War, 

although York warns him that he: 

. • . will pluck a thousand dangers on /his/ head, 

. • • lose a thousand well-disposed hearts. 
And prick /York*^/ tender patience to those thoughts 
Which honour and""allegiance cannot think 

(11,1,205-208). 

By this time, however, Richard is losing control both of 

himself and of the state. 

As Richard relinquishes the role of the physician, 

other "doctors" prepare to take over. Immediately upon 

hearing that the Duke of Lancaster is dead and that Rich

ard has seized the dead man's worldly goods, the rebels, 

Northumberland, Ross, and Willoughby, meet to confer upon 

the situation. Their charges against Richard are summed 

up in a speech by Northioraberland: 

Now, afore God, 'tis shame such wrongs are borne 
In him, a royal prince, and many moe 
Of noble blood in this declining land. 
The King is not himself, but basely led 
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By flatterers; and what they will inform. 
Merely in hate, 'gainst any of us all. 
That will the King severely prosecute 
'Gainst us, our lives, our children, and our heirs 

(11,1,238-21^5). 

They conclude, however, that although they see now 

"through the hollow eyes of death" (11,1,270), there is 

still hope. For they have received news of the forces 

which Bolingbroke and his allies are raising in Prance; 

and in the cause of the dead Duke of Lancaster's son, they 

see a "cure" for the "drooping co\mtry'3 broken wing" 

(11,1,292). Through Bolingbroke, they will: 

Redeem, from broking pawn the blemish'd crown. 
Wipe off the dust that hides our sceptre's gilt. 
And make high majesty look like itself. . . 

(11,1,293-295). 

When Bolingbroke arrives in England, he gradually 

assumes the role of the physician although he protests to 

his uncle, the Duke of York, that he ceime only to "lay 

/his/ claim/ To /his/ inheritance of free descent" 

(11,111,1314.-135). York, unable to sway his nephew, declares 

his position as neuter; and Bolingbroke, now asserting 

himself more positively, leaves for Bristol Castle in 

search of Bushy and Bagot, "the caterpillars of the com

monwealth," whom he has sworn "to weed and pluck away" 

(11,111,166-167). This statement by banished Bolingbroke 

is an indication of his desire to rid the nation of the 

pestilent flatterers who are despoiling the health of the 

kingdom. 

In the last scene of act two, Shakespeare presages 



the fall of Richard and the rise of Henry by means of a 

pathetic fallacy. The superstitious Welsh captain reports 

to Salisbury that even Nature is reflecting the disease 

and pestilence which is eating away the foundations of the 

state: 

Tis thought the King is dead, we will not stay. 
The bay-trees in our country are all withered 
And meteors fright the fixed stars of heaven; 
The pale-faced moon looks bloody on the earth 
And lean-look'd prophets whisper fearful change; 
Rich men look sad and ruffians dance and leap. 
The one in fear to lose what they enjoy. 
The other to enjoy by rage and war. 
These signs forerun the death or fall of kings 

rri,iv,7-l5). 

Salisbury can only agree; for "with the eyes of heavy 

mind/ /EJe/ sees /iTichard'^ glory like a shooting star/ 

Pall to the base earth from the firmament" (II,iv,18-20). 

Richard's extravagant speech when he arrives back in 

England recalls both Bolingbroke's reference to the "cater

pillars of the commonwealth" and the Welsh captain's pathe

tic fallacy. He invokes the insects and reptiles of his 

kingdom to pursue and punish Henry and the rebels: 

But let thy spiders, that suck up venom. 
And heavy-gaited toads lie in their way. 
Doing annoyance to the treacherous feet 
Which with usurping steps do trample thee. 
Yield stinging nettles to mine enemies; 
And when tney from thy bosom pluck a flower. 
Guard it, I pray thee, with a lurking adder 
Whose double tongue may with a mortal touch 
Throw death upon thy sovereign's enemies. 
Mock not my senseless conjuration, lords. 
This earth shall have a feeling, and these stones 
Prove armed soldiers, ere her native king 
Shall falter under foul rebellion's arms 

(III,ii,ll4.-26). 
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Yet falter Richard does; and although he swears that 

'not all the water in the rough rude sea/ Can wash the balm 

off the anointed king" (III,ii,5U-55), he gradually relin

quishes his hold on the crown. Throughout the third and 

fourth acts, he alternates between espousal of life and 

rejection of existence, completely unable to stabilize his 

emotions or his country. At one point, he cries out: 

For God's sake, let us sit upon the ground 
And tell sad stories of the death of kings 

(111,11,155-156); 

and to Aumerle he laments: 

What must the king do now? Must he submit? 
The King shall do it. Must he be deposed? 
The King shall be contented. Must he lose 
The name of king? o' God's name, let it go 

(III,iii,ll4.3-ll4-6) . 

Scene four of the third act is a mirror scene in 

which the condition of a garden is compared to the health 

of the state. While the queen and her ladies listen, the 

gardener and his servants speak of Richard's failure to 

"prune his own garden"; and they predict the impending 

fall of the king. When the gardener orders his servant 

to "cut off the heads of too fast growing sprays" 

(III,iv,3l4-) * the man hesitates and asks why such care 

should be maintained in the cultivation of a garden if no 

order and proportion are kept in the kingdom: 

Why should we in the compass of a pale 
Keep law and form and due proportion. 
Showing, as in a model, our firm estate. 
When our sea-walled garden, the whole land. 
Is full of weeds, her fairest flowers chok'd up. 



Her fruit trees all unprun'd, her hedges ruined. 
Her knots disorder'd and her wholesome herbs 
Swarming with caterpillars? (III, iv,14.0-14.7) . 

The gardener replies that Richard himself has met "the 

fall of leaf" and that Bolingbroke has rid the land of 

the "caterpillars," Bushy, Bagot, and Green. However, the 

gardener has compassion for the fallen Richard and laments 

the fact that he was neglectful of his duties: 

. . . 0, what pity is it 
That he had not so trimm'd and dress'd his land 
As we this garden, /v;̂ / at time of year 
Do wound the bark, the skin of our fruit trees. 
Lest, being over-proud in sap and blood. 
With too much riches it confound itself. 
Had he done so to great and growing men. 
They might have liv'd to bear and he to taste 
Their fruits of duty (III,iv,55-63). 

At this point, the queen steps in and upbraids the gardener 

for speaking thusly of the king, but the weight of her 

sorrow only reveals that she realizes the truth of his 

remarks. And the gardener's vow to set out a bank of 

rue, "in remembrance of a weeping queen" (III,iv,106), 

reveals his insight into the queen's character. 

The confrontation of Richard and Bolingbroke in the 

fourth act reveals only too clearly the exchange of roles 

which is taking place. There is no battle to decide the 

issue; there is no murder to eliminate one of the contes

tants. Rather, Richard voluntarily hands over his throne 

and kingdom to a declared traitor, and Henry just as will

ingly accepts it. This one act made Richard and Henry 

equally guilty of the years of conflict which followed; 
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for if it were unforgivable to wage civil war against one's 

country, it was just as heinous a deed for God's chosen 

emissary to relinquish his crown. Before the men even 

meet in Westminster Hall, the Duke of York arrives with 

a message from Richard: 

Great Duke of Lancaster, I come to thee 
From plume-pluck'd Richard, who with willing soul 
Adopts thee heir, and his high sceptre yields 
To the possession of thy royal hand. 
Ascend his throne, descending now from him; 
And long live Henry, fourth of that name I 

(IV,1,107-112). 

Bolingbroke's acceptance is immediate and whole-hearted: 

"In God's name, I'll ascend the regal throne" (IV,1,113). 

Despite the protests and prophecies of the Bishop of 

Carlisle, the exchange takes place as planned; and Richard, 

in the presence of the nobles, confirms his earlier posi

tion: 

Now mark me, how I will undo myself. 
I give this heavy weight from off my head 
And this unwieldly sceptre from my hand. 
The pride of kingly sway from out my heart. 
Vi/ith mine own tears I wash away my balm. 
With mine own hands I give away my crown. 
With mine own tongue deny my sacred state. 
With mine own breath release all duteous oaths. 

Long mayst thou live in Richard's seat to sit. 
And soon lie Richard in an earthy pit'. 
God save King Henry, unking'd Richard says, . . 

(IV,i,203-220). 

Immediately after his complete renunciation of the 

throne, Richard calls for a mirror to study what changes 

have been wrought in his face "since it Is bankrupt of 

his majesty" (IV,i,267). His shattering of the mirror 
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symbolically represents an important realization on 

Richard's part. Even though the pomp and outer circum

stance of majesty have been stripped from him, his face 

reveals no changes. It is the "unseen grief/ That swells 

with silence in the tortured soul" (IV,1,297-298) which 

suffers the true alteration. And Richard is beginning to 

be aware of the horrible and unalterable significance of 

what he has done. 

In the fifth act, Henry is fully established in the 

role of the physician; it is he who must now restore order 

to the state and rid it of all who threaten his position. 

But ironically enough, it is Richard who now fills the 

role of "diagnostician." Relieved of the responsibilities 

of the throne and imprisoned alone, away from the political 

maneuvers of the court, Richard is suddenly possessed of 

an insight which he never had as king. In prophetic tones, 

he warns Northiimberleuid of the conflicts to come: 

Northumberland, thou ladder wherewithal 
The mounting Bolingbroke ascends my throne. 
The time shall not be many hours of age 
More than it is, ere foul sin gathering head 
Shall break into corruption (V,1,55-59). 

And as he reflects on his present position in his prison 

cell, Richard admits the vacillatory nature of his own 

character: 

Thus play I in one person many people. 
And none contented. Sometimes am I king; 
Then treasons make me wish myself a beggar: 
And so I am. Then crushing penury 
Persuades me I was better when a king: 



Then am I king'd again and by and by 
Think I am unking'd by Bolingbroke, 
And straight am nothing. But whate'er I be. 
Not I nor any man that but man is 
With nothing shall be pleas'd, till he be eas'd 
With being nothing. . . (V,v,32-l4.1) . 

He also admits his failure to fulfill his role as king 

and physician: 

And here have I the daintiness of ear 
To check time broke in a disordered string. 
But for the concord of my state and time 
Had not an ear to hear my true time broke. 
I wasted time, and now doth Time waste me 

(V,v,l4.1|-l4.9). 

At the end of the play, the ascendant Henry is 

already malfunctioning in the role of physician. He 

pardoned one minor traitor upon the entreaties of the 

accused's mother; but by means of a sly innuendo, he was 

responsible for the death, as well as the deposition, of 

the anointed king. Now his attention must be directed 

not only to those who might threaten his position but 

also to the correction of his own faults. He must now 

decree a pilgrimage to the Holy Lands "to wash this blood 

off /Kls/ guilty hands" (V,vi,50); but as the beginning 

of 1̂  Henry IV reveals, Henry was never to make the voyage 

which he felt would assuage his guilt. He was soon beset 

by the same type of rebellion that Richard had faced. Once 

again the lesson was to be proved—the physician who fails 

to prevent or cure disorder in the state inevitably faces 

rebellion. 

ITEXAS TECMNaLDGICAL CDLLEIGH 
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Joy-Sorrow Imagery 

One large category of imagery in Richard Ij, the 

interplay of joy and sorrow, deals not with physiologi

cal health but with the mental and spiritual well-being 

of the individual. This alternation between joy and sor

row, as seen primarily in Richard and in the queen, paral

lels effectively Richard's mental fluctuation between 

espousal and rejection of life and furthers the dramatic 

action by providing psychological motivation for the cha

racters. Willard Farnham has pointed out that "in none of 

the other tragedies of Shakespeare do we find such use of 

the form, the manner, and the conventional phrases of 

30 medieval tragical story in all its simplicity" than in 

Richard II. One of these conventional forms was the 

de contemptu mundi theme. Surviving first in the Renais

sance as an ascetic duty, this scorn of the world soon 

developed into a type of paranoic emotional pleasure. At 

one and the same time, it was entirely logical for one 

man to both scorn and embrace the world. For within the 

framework of the hximanism which the supplanted the other-

worldliness of the medieval period, one could not deem 

entirely worthless a world in which the man Jesus died 

for men on earth; nor could one deny the supremacy of the 

spiritual life in the world to come over this earthly life. 

^^The Medieval Heritage of Elizabethan Tragedy 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 195<5r, p. 14̂ 15. 
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Thus, men shifted back and forth between these two polar 

attitudes. A volatile character like Richard may fluc

tuate between joy and sorrow, hope and despair, several 

times in one scene, thereby thwarting the efforts of his 

councilors to make him adopt a firm policy. And since all 

of the scenes in which the queen appears are dominated by 

the joy-sorrow imagery, her role in the play is to heighten 

the dramatic intensity of the action by a purely emotional 

reiteration of the primary themes. As Richard gradually 

falls and Bolingbroke rises, the queen's emotional state 

shifts from restless uneasiness to complete despair. 

Joy and sorrow were considered to be affections or 

passions, i.e., motions and acts of the soul which either 

sought good and eschewed evil or led to corruption and 

despair. Generally, joy, when governed by temperance, 

was seen as a goodly affection "which serveth greatly for 

the preservation of life."^ It was closely allied to 

hope ("an affection and motion of the heart, whereby it 

wisheth some Good to come, and prepareth to open it selfe 

32 
and to receive it" ), and it was a state of mind greatly 

to be desired. Sorrow, on the other hand, dried and con

sumed the vital spirits and moistures of the body and led 

to utter dejection and despair. La Primaudaye's descrip

tion of the effects of sorrow on man could be a description 

•̂̂ La Primaudaye, p. I4.65. 

^^La Primaudaye, p. I4.69. 
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of Richard at the moment of his deposition: 

^orrow ia/ a motion and affection of the 
heart, whereby it is restrayned and pressed 
either with some present evil, or with some 
that is in a manner present: which displeaseth 
the heart as if it had received some grievous 
v/ound. . . . Now when griefe is in great 
measure, it bringeth withall a kinde of 
loathing and tediousnes, which causeth a man 
to hate and to be weary of all things, even 
of the light and of a man's selfe so that he 
shall take pleasure in nothing but his melan
choly, in feeding himselfe therwithall, in 
plunging himselfe deeper into it, and refus
ing all joy and consolation. To conclude, 
some grow so far as to hate themselves, and 
so fall to despaire, yea many kil and destroy 
themselves .-̂-̂  

Richard did not kill himself; in fact, at the moment of 

his death, he regained self-control and actually fought 

his murderers. But the fact remains that his inordinant 

grief, coupled with his other faults, led directly to the 

circumstances which contributed to his death. 

At the beginning of the play, sorrow is most fre

quently mentioned by those who have suffered as a con

sequence of Richard's actions. At this point, Richard 

is too caught up in the game of monarchy to feel any 

pangs of soul or conscience. The first character to be 

felled by sorrow is the Duchess of Woodstock, the widow 

of John of Gaunt's slain brother. When Gaunt will not 

cede to the Duchess' demands for revance, the unfortunate 

woman vows to leave Gaimt's palace and die: 

33 
-'"̂ French Academie. p. I4.67. 
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Farewell, old Gaunt I Thy sometimes brother's wife 
With her companion grief must end her life 

(I,ii,5U-55). 

And as Gaunt prepares to leave, realizing that he cannot 

sway the Duchess to believe in God's justice, Woodstock's 

widow stops him once more: 

Yet one word morel Grief boundeth where it falls. 
Not with the empty hollowness, but weight. 
I take my leave before I have begun. 
For sorrow ends not when it seemeth done 

(I,ii,58-61). 

Little does Gaunt realize that another member of his 

family will soon be struck with sorrow as a result of 

the mercuric Richard's actions. 

Following the sentencing at Coventry, Gaunt is 

once again faced with the task of trying to rationalize 

another person's grief. But Bolingbroke, the old Duke's 

son, can just as easily justify his sorrow; and the 

resulting dialogue between the two men is a verbal parry 

which draws on the rhetorical weapons of paradox, irony, 

antithesis, and puns. When he is chided for not returning 

the greetings of his friends, Bolingbroke replies: 

I have too few /words/ to take my leave of you. 
When the tongue's ofTlce should be prodigal 
To breathe the abundant dolour of the heart 

(TTiii,255-257). 

As soon as the subject of grief is introduced. Gaunt 

seizes upon the opportunity to convince his son that 

grief is a relative thing and of short duration: "Thy 

grief is but thy absence for a time" (1,111,258). But 

Bolingbroke retorts: "Jo^ absent, grief is present for 
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that time" (I,iii,259). For him, "grief makes one hour 

ten" (I,iii,261). The Duke of Lancaster is not easily 

discouraged, however; and he tries to convince his son 

that "there is no virtue like necessity" (I,iii,278): 

Look, what thy soul holds dear, imagine it 
To lie that way thou goest, not whence thou com'st 
For gnarling sorrow hath less power to bite 
The man that mocks at it and sets it light 

(I,iii,286-293). 

But Bolingbroke is not to be convinced, and he leaves 

England a bitter, as well as a sorrowful, man: 

. . • the apprehension of the good 
Gives but the greater feeling to the worse. 
Fell Sorrow's tooth doth never rankle more 
Than when he bites and lanceth not the sore 

(I,Iii,300-303). 

In the second scene of act two, the queen appears 

for the first time in the play. Here, the king's wife 

laments an unknown grief which she feels will strike her 

and Richard. Through the queen's apprehension, Shake

speare is preparing the reader for the calamities to 

come. To Bushy's entreaty that she lay aside "life-

harming heaviness," the queen replies: 

. . . I know no cause 
Why I should welcome such a guest as Grief, 
Save bidding farewell to so sweet a guest 
As my sweet Richard. Yet again, methinks. 
Some unborn sorrow, ripe in Fortune's womb 
Is coming toward me, and my inward soul 
With nothing trembles. At something it grieves 
More than with parting from my lord the King 

(11,11,6-13). 

Bushy's reply reflects one of the Renaissance attitudes 

toward grief and all passions: 
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Each substance of grief hath twenty shadows. 
Which shows like grief itself, but is not so; 
For sorrow's eye, glazed with blinding tears. 
Divides one thing entire to many objects. 
Like perspectives, which, rightly gaz'd upon. 
Show nothing but confusion; ey'd awry. 
Distinguish form. So your sweet Majesty 
Looking awry upon your lord's departure. 
Find shapes of grief, more than himself, to wail; 
Which, look'd on as it is, is nought but shadows 
Of what it is not. Then, thrice-gracious Queen, 
More than your lord's departure weep not. More's 

not seen; 
Which for things true weeps things imaginary 

(II,ii,ll+-27). 

But the news that some of the nobles have revolted against 

Richard and joined Henry reveals that the queen's grief 

was not imaginary. Her "unborn sorrow" has become reality: 

So, Green, thou art the midwife to my woe. 
And Bolingbroke my sorrow's dismal heir. 
Now hath my soul brought forth her prodigy. 
And I, a gasping new-deliver'd mother. 
Have woe to woej sorrow to sorrow join'd 

(11,11,62-66). 

By the third act, Richard's fluctuations between joy 

and sorrow are becoming apparent. When he lands in England 

after his sojourn in Ireland, he "weeps for joy/ To stand 

upon /hi^/ kingdom once again" (111,11,14.-5). But upon 

hearing of the defection of the rebels and of the deaths 

of his favorites, he plunges into despair, wanting only 

"to tell s_ad stories of the death of kings" (III,ii,l56) . 

The chidings of the Bishop of Carlisle rouse him momentarily; 

but when he hears that his uncle York has joined Bolingbroke, 

he rejects all offers of comfort and embraces sorrow: 

. . . I'll hate him everlastingly 
That bids me be of comfort any more. 
Go to Flint castle. There I'll pine away; 
A king, woe's slave, shall kingly woe obey 

(III, 117^7-210). 
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Throughout the confrontation with Bolingbroke before 

Flint Castle, Richard fluctuates between joy and sorrow, 

hope and despair. But by this time, his grief has reached 

such proportions that Northumberland states that "sorrow 

and grief of heart/ Makes him speak fondly, like a frantic 

man" (III, iii,l8l4.-l85) , 

Prefacing the garden mirror scene of the third act, 

there is a brief conversation between the queen and her 

ladies; the subject—joy and sorrow. Once again the emo

tions of the queen reflect the chaos of the whole worsen

ing situation. In an effort to cheer the queen, one of 

the ladies proposes telling tales of either joy or sorrow. 

But the queen will have neither, for: 

• • • if of joy, being altogether wanting. 
It doth remember me the more of sorrow; 
Or if of grief, being altogether had. 
It adds more sorrow to my want of .joy; 
For what I have I need not to repeat. 
And what I want it boots not to complain 

(III,iv,13-18). 

Upon overhearing the conversation of the gardeners, her 

worst fears are once again confirmed; and convinced that 

she was born to a life of sorrow, she exits with her 

ladies. The gardener recognizes this characteristic of 

the queen, for he vows to set out a bank of rue "in the 

remembrance of a weeping queen" (III,iv,l67). 

As a final affront to the fallen majesty of Richard, 

the victorious Bolingbroke and his followers send for the 

deposed king to raake a public denial of his throne, even 

after he has declared Henry his heir. As he prepares to 
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face the nobles, Richard urges his sorrow "to give . . . 

leave a while to tutor /him/ to this submission" (IV,i, 

166-167). But though he relinquished the throne, he reminds 

Henry that: 

. . . still my griefs are mine. 
You may my glories and my state depose. 
But not my griefs, still am I king of those 

(IV,i,191-193). 

Thereafter follows a series of puns on the word care and 

the famous renunciation of Richard's majesty. The culmi

nating action of this scene is the symbolic "mirror" epi

sode. Richard calls for a mirror in order to read his 

face. But he is struck with the fact that his visage 

shows so few signs of wear: 

No deeper wrinkles yet? Hath sorrow struck 
So many blows upon this face of mine 
And made no deeper wounds? 

/Dashes the glass against the ground^ 
For there it is, crack'd in an hundred shivers. 
Mark, silent king, the moral of this sport. 
How soon ray sorrow hath destroy'd my face 

(IV,i,277-279). 

Bolingbroke points out, however, that it is not sorrow, but 

the "shadow of his sorrow" which has destroyed Richard's 

face. And Richard realizes the validity of Henry's state

ment, for he has too often been beguiled by the outward 

appearances of things: 

The shadow of my sorrowj Hal let's see. 
'Tis very true, my grief lies all within; 
And these external manners of laments 
Are merely shadows to the unseen grief 
That swells with silence in the tortured soul 

(IV, 1,2914.-298). 
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Richard's increasing insight now only makes him a more 

tragic figure, for he is no longer in a position to put 

his new-found convictions to the test. His only recourse 

is the critical self-examination which faces him as he 

awaits his fate in prison. 

In the confrontation of the king and queen in the 

fifth act, the first such meeting of the play, sorrow 

dominates the entire scene. Upon seeing the king, the 

queen is shocked by his withered appearance and demands 

why "hard-favour'd Grief /shoull/ be lodg'd in /Jiim/" 

(V,1,144). At first, Richard tries to comfort his wife, 

urging her to "join not with grief" but to learn to accept 

the reality of the situation. But as the dialogue between 

the two proceeds, Richard loses some of his control and 

indulges in a bit of self-pity. So that he will be remem

bered as a suffering king, he urges the queen to: 

sit by the fire 
With good old folks and let them tell thee tales 
Of woeful ages long ago betid; 
And ere thou bid good night, to quit their griefs 
Tell thou the lamentable tale of me 
And send the hearers weeping to their beds 

Tv, 1,14.0-1^5). 

Prodded by the politic Northumberland, the two lovers part, 

leaving "sorrow to say the rest" of their adieus. 

As he faces probable death in prison, Richard has 

more or less stabilized his emotions. He no longer fluc

tuates between joy and sorrow, but meditates upon the mis

takes he has made. He admits the vacillatory nature of his 

own character, and he also confesses his failure to keep 
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order and proportion in his own life and in the state. But 

one realization does cause him sorrow--his misfortune "runs 

posting on in Bolingbroke's proud joy . . ." (V,v,59). 

Richard meets death with valor, however, true to his royal 

blood and to his own new-found self-respect. 

The joy which Richard recognized as Henry's is singu

larly short-lived. For as soon as the new king receives 

the news of the deposed monarch's death, he, too, is plunged 

into sorrow. He protests to the lords: ". . .my soul is 

full of woe/ That blood should sprinkle me to make me grow" 

(V,v 1,14.5-14-6) . His woe, however, is inextricably mixed 

with guilt; and any attempt to relieve the sorrow is of 

necessity also an attempt to assuage the guilt. Thus, 

Henry decrees a pilgrimage to the Holy Lands. But he goes 

not to worship but to seek consolation and forgiveness, 

and the last two lines of the play reveal the heavy hearts 

of all concerned: 

March sadly after; grace my mournings here 
In weeping after this untimely bier 

^^-^ (V,vi,51-52). 

There is a return to order at the end of the play, but it 

Is far from natural. And the fact that the joy-sorrow 

antithesis resolves itself into a domination by sorrow 

reveals Shakespeare's intention to reinforce the gravity 

of the situation by means of rhetorical reiteration. 



CONCLUSION 

There are eight plays in Shakespeare's history 

cycle; Richard II is chronologically the first of this 

group. It is throxigh this play that Shakespeare revealed 

the dramatic motivation which he developed in the other 

plays. However, one must surmise that he worked in retro

spect in regard to this piece, for the Henry VI plays had 

already been composed somewhere around 1591-1592. By 15951 

when Richard II was written, a clear plan must have devel

oped in Shakespeare's mind; and the fact that he did not 

stop with Richard II and the Henry VI plays, but filled in 

the gaps with the Henry IV plays and with Richard III, 

indicates a definite intention on his part. Instead of 

treating Isolated periods in time, the eight plays now 

covered the long span of English history during which 

England was torn by internal crises and conflicts. And 

since many of the occurrences during these years paralleled 

those events which were happening during the Elizabethan 

Age, Shakespeare capitalized on the lessons to be learned 

from the past. 

Viewing the cycle as a whole, Richard II sets the 

scene for all later action. Richard, a weak monarch, 

failed to keep order and proportion in the state; and 

Bolingbroke, an ambitious nobleman, took advantage of 

Richard's weaknesses in order to gain the throne. The 

result was the "sick state." Through a synthesis of idea 

and image, Shakespeare used the health imagery which was 

60 
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commonly known and understood during the Renaissance to 

portray the ills which were besetting the kingdom. The 

sajtne imagery is used throughout the whole cycle, indicating 

the alternating sickness and health of the state until the 

advent of the reign of Henry VII ushered in the Golden Age 

of English history. 
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