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William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in
April 1564, and his birth is traditionally celebrated on April 23.
The facts of his life, known from surviving documents, are sparse.
He was one of eight children born to John Shakespeare, a mer-
chant of some standing in his community. William probably went
to the King’s New School in Stratford, but he had no university
education. In November 1582, at the age of eighteen, he married
Anne Hathaway, eight years his senior, who was pregnant with
their first child, Susanna. She was born on May 26, 1583. Twins,
a boy, Hamnet (who would die at age eleven), and a girl, Judith,
were born in 1585. By 1592 Shakespeare had gone to London,
working as an actor and already known as a playwright. A rival
dramatist, Robert Greene, referred to him as “an upstart crow,
beautified with our feathers.” Shakespeare became a principal
shareholder and playwright of the successful acting troupe, the
Lord Chamberlain’s Men (later, under James I, called the King’s
Men). In 1599 the Lord Chamberlain’s Men built and occupied
the Globe Theatre in Southwark near the Thames River. Here
many of Shakespeare’s plays were performed by the most famous
actors of his time, including Richard Burbage, Will Kempe, and
Robert Armin. In addition to his 37 plays, Shakespeare had a
hand in others, including Sir Thomas More and The Two Noble
Kinsmen, and he wrote poems, including Venus and Adonis and
The Rape of Lucrece. His 154 sonnets were published, probably
without his authorization, in 1609. In 1611 or 1612 he gave up
his lodgings in London and devoted more and more of his time to
retirement in Stratford, though he continued writing such plays
as The Tempest and Henry VIII until about 1613. He died on
April 23, 1616, and was buried in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford.
No collected edition of his plays was published during his life-
time, but in 1623 two members of his acting company, John
Heminges and Henry Condell, published the great collection
now called the First Folio.
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Richard II (c. 1595-1596) is the first play in Shakespeare’s
great four-play historical saga, or tetralogy, that continues with
the two parts of Henry IV (c. 1596-1598) and concludes with
Henry V (1599). In this, his second, tetralogy, Shakespeare dra-
matizes the beginnings of the great conflict called the Wars of
the Roses, having already dramatized the conclusion of that
civil war in his earlier tetralogy on Henry VI and Richard III
(c. 1589-1594). Both sequences move from an outbreak of civil
faction to the eventual triumph of political stability. Together
they constitute the story of England’s long century of poli-
tical turmoil from the 1390s until Henry Tudor’s victory over
Richard III in 1485. Yet Shakespeare chose to tell the two
halves of this chronicle in reverse order. His culminating state-
ment about kingship in Henry V focuses on the earlier histori-
cal period, on the education and kingly success of Prince Hal.

With Richard II, then, Shakespeare turns to the events that
had launched England’s century of crisis. These events were
still fresh and relevant to Elizabethan minds. Richard and
Bolingbroke’s contest for the English crown provided a sober-
ing example of political wrongdoing and, at least by implica-
tion, a rule for political right conduct. One prominent reason
for studying history, to an Elizabethan, was to avoid the errors
of the past. The relevance of such historical analogy was, in fact,
vividly underscored some six years after Shakespeare wrote the
play: in 1601, followers of the Earl of Essex commissioned
Shakespeare’s acting company to perform a revived play about
Richard Il on the eve of what was to be an abortive rebellion,
perhaps with the intention of inciting a riot. Whether the play
was Shakespeare’s is not certain, but it seems likely. The acting
company was ultimately exonerated, but not before Queen
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Elizabeth concluded that she was being compared to Richard
II. When he wrote the play, Shakespeare presumably did not
know that it would be used for such a purpose, but he must have
known that the overthrow of Richard II was, in any case, a con-
troversial subject because of its potential use as a precedent for
rebellion. The scene of Richard’s deposition (4.1) was consid-
ered so provocative by Elizabeth’s government that it was cen-
sored in the printed quartos of Shakespeare’s play during the
Queen’s lifetime.

In view of the startling relevance of this piece of history to
Shakespeare’s own times, then, what are the rights and wrongs
of Richard’s deposition, and to what extent can political lessons
be drawn from Shakespeare’s presentation?

To begin with, we should not underestimate Richard’s at-
tractive qualities, as a man and even as a king. Throughout the
play, Richard is consistently more impressive and majestic in ap-
pearance than his rival, Bolingbroke. Richard fascinates us
with his verbal sensitivity, his poetic insight, and his dramatic
self-consciousness. He eloquently expounds a sacramental view
of kingship, according to which “Not all the water in the
rough rude sea / Can wash the balm off from an anointed king”
(3.2.54-5). Bolingbroke can depose Richard but can never cap-
ture the aura of majesty Richard possesses; Bolingbroke may
succeed politically but only at the expense of desecrating an
idea. Richard is much more interesting to us as a man than
Bolingbroke, more capable of grief, more tender in his personal
relationships, and more in need of being understood. Indeed, a
major factor in Richard’s tragedy is the conflict between his pub-
lic role (wherein he sees himself as divinely appointed, almost
superhuman) and his private role (wherein he is emotionally
dependent and easily hurt). He confuses what the medieval and
Renaissance world knew as the king’s “two bodies,” the sacra-
mental body of kingship, which is eternal, and the human body
of a single occupant of the throne, whose frail mortal condition
is subject to time and fortune. Richard’s failure to perceive and
to act wisely on this difference is part of his tragic predicament,
but his increasing insight, through suffering, into the truth of
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the distinction is also part of his spiritual growth. His dilemma,
however poignantly individual, lies at the heart of kingship.
Richard is thus very much a king. Although he sometimes in-
dulges in childish sentimentality, at his best he is superbly re-
fined, perceptive, and poetic.

These qualities notwithstanding, Richard is an incompetent
ruler, compared with the man who supplants him. Richard him-
self confesses to the prodigal expense of “too great a court.” In
order to raise funds, he has been obliged to “farm our royal
realm”; that is, to sell for ready cash the right of collecting taxes
to individual courtiers, who are then free to extort what the
market will bear (1.4.43-5). Similarly, Richard proposes to issue
“blank charters” (line 48) to his minions, who will then be au-
thorized to fill in the amount of tax to be paid by any hapless
subject. These abuses were infamous to Elizabethan audiences as
symbols of autocratic misgovernment. No less heinous is Richard’s
seizure of the dukedom of Lancaster from his cousin Bolingbroke.
Although Richard does receive the consent of his Council to
banish Bolingbroke because of the divisiveness of the quarrel
between him and Mowbray, the King violates the very idea of
inheritance of property when he takes away Bolingbroke’s title
and lands. And, as his uncle the Duke of York remonstrates,
Richard’s own right to the throne depends on that idea of due
inheritance. By offending against the most sacred concepts of
order and degree, he teaches others to rebel.

Richard’s behavior even prior to the commencement of the
play arouses suspicion. The nature of his complicity in the death
of his uncle Thomas of Woodstock, Duke of Gloucester, is per-
haps never entirely clear, and Gloucester may have given provo-
cation. Indeed, one can sympathize with the predicament of a
young ruler prematurely thrust into the center of power by
the untimely death of his father, the crown prince, now having to
cope with an array of worldly-wise, advice-giving uncles. Never-
theless, Richard is unambiguously guilty of murder in the eyes of
Gloucester’s widow, while her brother-in-law John of Gaunt,
Duke of Lancaster, assumes that Richard has caused Gloucester’s

death, “the which if wrongfully / Let heaven revenge” (1.2.39-40).
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Apparently, too, Gaunt’s son Bolingbroke believes Richard
to be a murderer, and he brings accusation against Thomas
Mowbray, Duke of Norfolk, partly as a means of embarrassing
the King, whom he cannot accuse directly. Mowbray’s lot is an
unenviable one: he was in command at Calais when Gloucester
was executed there, and he hints that Richard ordered the exe-
cution (even though Mowbray alleges that he himself did not
carry out the order). For his part, Richard is only too glad to
banish the man suspected of having been his agent in murder.
Mowbray is a convenient scapegoat.

The polished, ceremonial tone of the play’s opening is viti-
ated, then, by our growing awareness of hidden violence and
factionalism going on behind the scene. Our first impression of
Richard is of a king devoted to the public display of conciliatory
even-handedness. He listens to the rival claims of Bolingbroke
and Mowbray, and, when he cannot reconcile them peacefully,
he orders a trial by combat. This trial (1.3) is replete with cere-
monial repetition and ritual. The combatants are duly swormn in
the justice of their cause, and God is to decide the quarrel by
awarding victory to the champion who speaks the truth. Richard,
the presiding officer, assumes the role of God’s anointed deputy
on earth. Yet it becomes evident in due course that Richard is a
major perpetrator of injustice rather than an impartial judge,
that Bolingbroke is after greater objectives than he acknowl-
edges even to himself, and that Richard’s refusal to let the trial
by combat take place and his banishment of the two contenders
are his desperate ways of burying a problem he cannot deal with
forthrightly. His uncles reluctantly consent to the banishment
only because they, too, see that disaffection has reached alarm-
ing proportions.

Bolingbroke’s motivation in these opening scenes is per-
haps even more obscure than Richard’s. Our first impression of
Bolingbroke is of forthrightness, moral indignation, and patri-
otic zeal. In fact, we never really question the earnestness of
his outrage at Richard’s misgovernance, his longing to avenge
a family murder (for Gloucester was his uncle, too), or his bit-
ter disappointment at being banished. Yet we are prompted to
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ask further: what is the essential cause of the enmity between
Bolingbroke and Richard? If Mowbray is only a stalking-horse, is
not Gloucester’s death also the excuse for pursuing a preexistent
animosity? Richard, for one, appears to think so. His portrayal
of Bolingbroke as a scheming politician, who curries favor with
the populace in order to build a widely based alliance against the
King himself, is telling and prophetic. Bolingbroke, says Richard,
acts “As were our England in reversion his, / And he our subjects’
next degree in hope” (1.4.35-6). This unflattering appraisal
might be ascribed to malicious envy on Richard’s part, were it
not proved by subsequent events to be wholly accurate.
Paradoxically, Richard is far the more prescient of the two
contenders for the English throne. It is he, in fact, who per-
ceives from the start that the conflict between them is irrecon-
cilable. He banishes Bolingbroke as his chief rival and does
not doubt what motives will call Bolingbroke home again.
Meanwhile, Bolingbroke disclaims any motive for his return
other than love of country and hatred of injustice. Although
born with a political canniness that Richard lacks, Bolingbroke
does not reflect (out loud, at least) upon the consequences of his
own acts. As a man of action, he lives in the present. Richard,
conversely, a person of exquisite contemplative powers and po-
etic imagination, does not deign to cope with the practical. He
both envies and despises Bolingbroke’s easy way with the com-
moners. Richard cherishes kingship for the majesty and the
royal prerogative it confers, not for the power to govern wisely.
Thus it is that, despite his perception of what will follow,
Richard habitually indulges his worst instincts, buying a mo-
ment of giddy pleasure at the expense of future disaster.
Granted Richard's incompetence as a ruler, is Bolingbroke jus-
tified in armed rebellion against him? According to Bolingbroke’s
uncle, the Duke of York (who later, to be sure, shifts his alle-
giance), and to the Bishop of Carlisle, Bolingbroke is not justified
in the rebellion. The attitude of these men can be summed up by
the phrase “passive obedience.” And, although Bolingbroke’s
own father, John of Gaunt, dies before his son returns to England
to seize power, Gaunt, too, is opposed to such human defiances
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of the sacred institution of kingship. “God’s is the quarrel,” he
insists (1.2.37). Because Richard is God'’s anointed deputy on
earth, as Gaunt sees the matter, only God may punish the King’s
wrongdoing. Gaunt may not question Richard’s guilt, but
neither does he question God’s ability to avenge. Gaunt sees
human intervention in God’s affair as blasphemous: “for I may
never lift / An angry arm against His minister” (1.2.40-1). To
be sure, Gaunt does acknowledge a solemn duty to offer frank
advice to extremists of both sides, and he does so unsparingly.
He consents to the banishment of his son, and he rebukes
Richard with his dying breath.

This doctrine of passive obedience was familiar to Elizabe-
thans, for they heard it in church periodically in official homi-
lies against rebellion. It was the Tudor state’s answer to those
who asserted a right to overthrow reputedly evil kings. The ar-
gument was logically ingenious. Why are evil rulers permitted to
govern from time to time? Presumably, because God wishes to
test a people or to punish them for waywardness. Any king per-
forming such chastisement is a divine scourge. Accordingly, the
worst thing a people can do is to rebel against God’s scourge,
thereby manifesting more waywardness. Instead, they must at-
tempt to remedy the insolence in their hearts, advise the King
to mend his ways, and patiently await God’s pardon. If they do
so, they will not long be disappointed. The doctrine is essen-
tially conservative, defending the status quo. It is reinforced in
this play by the Bishop of Carlisle’s prophecy that God will
avenge through civil war the deposition of his anointed
(4.1.126-50); an Elizabethan audience would have appreciated
the irony of the prophecy’s having come true and having been
the subject of Shakespeare’s first historical tetralogy. Moreover,
in Richard II the doctrine of passive obedience is a moderate po-
sition between the extremes of tyranny and rebellion, and is ex-
pressed by thoughtful, selfless characters. We might be tempted
to label it Shakespeare’s view if we did not also perceive that the
doctrine is continually placed in ironic conflict with harsh po-
litical realities. The character who most reflects the ironies and
even ludicrous incongruities of the position is the Duke of York.
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York is to an extent a choric character, that is, one who helps
direct our viewpoint, because his transfer of loyalties from Richard
to Bolingbroke structurally delineates the decline of Richard’s
fortunes and the concurrent rise of Bolingbroke’s. At first York
shares his brother Gaunt’s unwillingness to act, despite their dis-
may at Richard’s willfulness. It is only when Richard seizes the
dukedom of Lancaster that York can no longer hold his tongue.
His condemnation is as bitter as that of Gaunt, hinting even
at loss of allegiance (2.1.200-8). Still, he accepts the responsi-
bility, so cavalierly bestowed by Richard, of governing England
in the King’s absence. He musters what force he can to oppose
Bolingbroke’s advance and lectures against this rebellion with
the same vehemence he had used against Richard’s despotism.
Yet, when faced with Bolingbroke’s overwhelming military su-
periority, he accedes rather than fights on behalf of a lost cause.
However much this may resemble cowardice or mere expedi-
ency, it also displays a pragmatic logic. Once Bolingbroke has
become de facto king, in York’s view, he must be acknowledged
and obeyed. By a kind of analogy to the doctrine of passive obe-
dience (which more rigorous theorists would never allow), York
accepts the status quo as inevitable. He is vigorously ready to
defend the new regime, just as he earlier defended Richard’s
de jure rule. York’s inconsistent loyalty helps define the structure
of the play.

When, however, this conclusion brings York to the point of
turning in his own son, Aumerle, for a traitor and quarreling with
his wife as to whether their son shall live, the ironic absurdity is
apparent. Bolingbroke, now King Henry, himself is amused, in
one of the play’s rare lighthearted moments (5.3.79-80). At the
same time, the comedy deals with serious issues, especially the
conflict between public responsibility urged by York and private
or emotional satisfaction urged by his Duchess—a conflict seen
earlier, for example, in the debate between Gaunt and his sister-
in-law, the widowed Duchess of Gloucester (1.2). When a family
and a kingdom are divided against one another, there can be no
really satisfactory resolution.

We are never entirely convinced that all the fine old medieval
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theories surrounding kingship—divine right, passive obedience,
trial by combat, and the like—can ever wholly explain or rem-
edy the complex and nasty political situation afflicting England.
The one man capable of decisive action, in fact, is he who never
theorizes at all: Bolingbroke. As we have seen, his avowed
motive for opposing Mowbray—simple patriotic indignation—
is uttered with such earnestness that we wonder if indeed
Bolingbroke has examined those political ambitions in himself
that are so plainly visible to Richard and others. This same dis-
crepancy between surface and depth applies to Bolingbroke’s
motives in returning to England. We cannot be sure at what
time he begins to plot that return; the conspiracy announced by
Northumberland (2.1.224-300) follows so closely after Richard’s
violation of Bolingbroke’s hereditary rights and is already so well
advanced that we gain the impression of an already existing
plot, though some of this impression may be simply owing to
Shakespeare’s characteristic compression of historic time. When
Bolingbroke arrives in England, in any case, he protests to York
with seemingly passionate sincerity that he comes only for his
dukedom of Lancaster (2.3.113-36). If so, why does he set
about executing Richard’s followers without legal authority and
otherwise establishing his own claim to power? Why does he
indulge in homophobic slurs against Richard, insinuating that
Richard’s favorites have “Broke the possession of a royal bed”
(3.1.13), when, as far as we can see from the devotion Richard
shows to his queen, the charges are trumped up and untrue?
Does Bolingbroke seriously think he can reclaim his dukedom
by force and then yield to Richard without either maintaining
Richard as a puppet king or placing himself in intolerable jeop-
ardy? And can he suppose that his allies, Northumberland and
the rest, who have now openly defied the King, will counte-
nance the return to power of one who would never trust them
again! It is in this context that York protests, “Well, well, I see
the issue of these arms” (2.3.152). The deposition of Richard
and then Richard’s death are unavoidable conclusions once
Bolingbroke has succeeded in an armed rebellion. There can be
no turning back. Yet Bolingbroke simply will not think in these
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terms. He permits Northumberland to proceed with almost sadis-
tic harshness in the arrest and impeachment of Richard and
then admonishes Northumberland in public for acting so harshly;
the dirty work goes forward, with Northumberland taking the
blame, while Bolingbroke assumes a statesmanlike pose. When
the new King Henry discovers—to his surprise, evidently—that
Richard’s life is now a burden to the state, he ponders aloud,
“Have I no friend will rid me of this living fear?” (5.4.2) and
then rebukes Exton for proceeding on cue.

Bolingbroke’s pragmatic spirit and new mode of governing
are the embodiment of de facto rule. Ultimately, the justifica-
tion for his authority is the very fact of its existence, its function-
ing. Bolingbroke is the man of the hour. To apply William Butler
Yeats's striking contrast, the Lancastrian usurpers, Bolingbroke
and his son, are vessels of clay, whereas Richard is a vessel of
porcelain. One is durable and utilitarian, yet unattractive; the
other is exquisite, fragile, and impractical. The comparison does
not force us to prefer one to the other, even though Yeats him-
self characteristically sided with beauty against politics. Rather,
Shakespeare gives us our choice, allowing us to see in ourselves
an inclination toward political and social stability or toward
artistic temperament.

The paradox may suggest that the qualities of a good admin-
istrator are not those of a sensitive, thoughtful man. However
hopeless as a king, Richard stands before us increasingly as an
introspective and fascinating person. The contradictions of his
character are aptly focused in the business of breaking a mirror
during his deposition: it is at once symbolic of a narcissistic,
shallow concern for appearances and a quest for a deeper, in-
ward truth, so that the smashing of the mirror is an act both of
self-destruction and of self-discovery. When Richard’s power
crumbles, his spirit is enhanced, as though loss of power and
royal identity were necessary for the discovery of true values.

In this there is a faint anticipation of King Lear’s self-learning,
fearfully and preciously bought. The trace is only slight here, be-
cause in good part Richard II is a political history play rather than
a tragedy and because Richard’s self-realization is imperfect.
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Nevertheless, when Richard faces deposition and separation
from his queen, and especially when he is alone in prison ex-
pecting to die, he strives to understand his life and through it
the general condition of humanity. He gains our sympathy in the
wonderfully humane interchange between this deposed king and
the poor groom of his stable, who once took care of Richard’s
horse, roan Barbary, now the possession of the new monarch
(5.5.67-94). Richard perceives a contradiction in heaven’s as-
surances about salvation: Christ promises to receive all God’s
children, and yet He also warns that it is as hard for a rich man
to enter heaven as for a camel to be threaded through a needle’s
eye (5.5.16—17). The paradox echoes the Beatitudes: the last
shall be first, the meek shall inherit the earth. Richard, now one
of the downtrodden, gropes for an understanding of the vanity
of human achievement whereby he can aspire to the victory
Christ promised. At his death, that victory seems to him as-
sured: his soul will mount to its seat on high “Whilst my gross
flesh sinks downward, here to die” (line 112).

In this triumph of spirit over flesh, the long downward mo-
tion of Richard’s worldly fortune is crucially reversed. By the
same token, the worldly success of Bolingbroke is shown to be
no more than that: worldly success. His archetype is Cain, the
primal murderer of a brother. To the extent that the play is
a history, Bolingbroke’s de facto success is a matter of political
relevance; but, in the belated movement toward Richard’s per-
sonal tragedy, we experience a profound countermovement that
partly achieves a purgative sense of atonement and reassurance.
Whatever Richard may have lost, his gain is also great.

Balance and symmetry are unusually important in Richard I1.
The play begins and ends with elaborate ritual obeisance to the
concept of social and monarchic order, and yet, in both cases, a
note of personal disorder refuses to be subdued by the public cere-
monial. Shakespeare keeps our response to both Richard and
Bolingbroke ambivalent by clouding their respective responsi-
bilities for murder. Just as Richard’s role in Gloucester’s death re-
mains unclear, so Bolingbroke’s role in the assassination of Richard
remains equally unclear. Mowbray and Exton, as scapegoats, are
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in some respects parallel. Because Richard and Bolingbroke are
both implicated in the deaths of near kinsmen, both are associ-
ated with Cain’s murder of Abel. As Bolingbroke rises in worldly
fortune, Richard falls; as Richard finds insight and release through
suffering, Bolingbroke finds guilt and remorse through distaste-
ful political necessity. Verbally and structurally, the play explores
the rhetorical figure of chiasmus, or the pairing of opposites in
an inverted and diagonal pattern whereby one goes down as the
other goes up and vice versa. Again and again, the ritual effects
of staging and style draw our attention to the balanced conflicts
between the two men and within Richard. Symmetry helps to
focus these conflicts in visual and aural ways. In particular, the
deposition scene, with its spectacle of a coronation in reverse,
brings the sacramental and human sides of the central figure
into poignant dramatic relationship.

Women play a subsidiary role in this play about male strug-
gles for power, and yet the brief scenes in which women take
part—the Duchess of Gloucester with Gaunt (1.2), Richard’s
queen with his courtiers and gardeners and then with Richard
himself (2.2, 3.4, 5.1), the Duchess of York with her husband
and son and King Henry (5.2-5.3)—highlight for us important
thematic contrasts between the public and private spheres, power
and powerlessness, political struggle and humane sensitivity, the
state and the family. The women, excluded from roles of practi-
cal authority, offer, nonetheless, an invaluable critical perspec-
tive on the fateful and often self-consuming political games that
men play among themselves. As in Julius Caesar and Troilus and
Cressida, the men of Richard I ignore women's warnings and in-
sights to their own peril and to the discomfiting of the body
politic.

The imagery of Richard II reinforces structure and meaning.
The play is unlike the history plays that follow in its extensive
use of blank verse and rhyme and in its interwoven sets of recur-
ring images; Richard I is, in this respect, more typical of the so-
called lyric period (c. 1594—-1596) that also produced Romeo and
Juliet and A Midsummer Night's Dream. Image patterns locate
the play in our imaginations as a kind of lost Eden. England is a
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garden mismanaged by her royal gardener, so that weeds and
caterpillars (e.g., Bushy, Bagot, and Green) flourish. The “gar-
den” scene (3.4), located near the center of the play, offering a
momentary haven of allegorical reflection on the play’s hectic
events, is central in the development of the garden metaphor.
England is also a sick body, ill-tended by her royal physician,
and a family divided against itself, yielding abortive and sterile
progeny. Her political ills are attested to by disorders in the cos-
mos: comets, shooting stars, withered bay trees, and weeping
rains. Night owls, associated with death, prevail over the larks
of morning. The sun, royally associated at first with Richard,
deserts him for Bolingbroke and leaves Richard as the Phaéthon
who has mishandled the sun god’s chariot and so scorched the
earth. Linked to the sun image is the prevalent leitmotif of as-
cent and descent. And, touching on all these, a cluster of biblical
images sees England as a despoiled garden of Eden witnessing a
second fall of humanity. Richard repeatedly brands his enemies
and deserters as Judases and Pilates—not always fairly; nonethe-
less, in his last agony, he finds genuine consolation in Christ’s
example. For a man so self-absorbed in the drama of his exis-
tence, this poetic method is intensely suitable. Language and
stage action have combined perfectly to express the conflict be-
tween a sensitive but flawed king and his efficient but unlovable
SUCCESSOT.
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Richard I1 was popular with Shakespeare’s audience, retain-
ing its appeal well beyond the year of its first performance (proba-
bly 1596). The politically ambitious Earl of Essex was “often
present at the playing thereof,” according to evidence given at
the trial of John Hayward in 1600, and it is clear that one reason
for the play’s continuing presence in the repertory was its politi-
cal relevance. The fact that Shakespeare’s company was com-
missioned to perform a revival on the eve of Essex’s abortive
rebellion in 1601 (see the play’s Introduction) testifies to the
immediacy of the controversy about Richard’s unhappy reign

and its potential applicability to Elizabethan politics.
Richard II must have been first performed at the Theatre in

Shoredich, north of London, and then at the Globe Theatre.
The play admirably demonstrates how these theaters, essentially
devoid of scenery, featuring a large bare platform with two or
more stage doors and a gallery above and to the rear of the stage,
could be used to invoke a world of impressive pageantry and
political conflict. One key to its staging is the use of symmetry.
In the first scene and then again in scene 3, Bolingbroke and
Mowbray meet as antagonists from opposite sides of the stage.
The elaborate ceremony of trial by combat in scene 3 is con-
ducted in symmetrically antiphonal movements: trumpet signals
answer one another, the appellants each enter accompanied
by a herald, and the Lord Marshal asks them in turn to state
their names and causes, according to prescribed ritual. King
Richard, meantime, is enthroned in a raised location, no doubt
center stage, symbolically above the level of the combatants.



