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To my parents .• ,1ea n and Terl~';/ 



This study explores, in a sixteenth century context, the 

hi !5 tor ic~':\ 1 thought and consciousness of a selection of 

Shakespeare ' s English history plays. Looked at in relation to 

contemporary historiographical works, it is concluded that 

the plays in question qualify as a form of dramatic 

historiography both transitional and progressive in nature. 

The study, after considering some aspects of Tudor 

hi !5 tor· iog r·aphy relevant to Shakespeare and his drama in the 

introductory chapter, goes on in Chapter One to explore 

Shakf:spec.~n:. s Henrv \/1 sequence. My discussic>n finds that the 

interaction of the roles and requirements of both dramatist 

and historian has two important results: firstly an emerging 

awareness of the impossibility of presenting the historical 

"truth"; and secondly an appreciation that the 

(re)construction of a 1 in ear-· historical narrative 

(dramatisation), especially when developed f r·om diverse 

Chr-cmicle accounts, requires the dramatist/historian's 

cr··i tical and historical judgement concerning probability. 

Also observed in this chapter is the drama's capacity for 

making character as much a part of history as event. 

In Chapter Two Shakespeare's Richard III is juxtaposed 

with its main source, Sir Thomas More's History of King 

Richard I I I. These t.e:-:ts provide a springboard for discussion 

of the tradition of oral history and the problems associated 

with its use as a source for authoritative historiography, 
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and the apparent resemblance between the historian 's and 

lawyer's pursuit of the "truth". The methods and principles 

of the courtroom are intimately related to those used by the 

dramatist/historian. 

The final chapter couples the anonymous history play 

Edward III with Shakespeare ' s most sophisticated history~ 

Henry v. In thi!s chapter I first discuss the growing 

sixteenth century distinction between poetry (the medium of 

the history pl ay) and historiography. The history presented 

in Edward I I l is interrupted and disrupted by the "poetic" 

interludE' o·f King Edward's residence at the Countess of 

Salisbury's castle; I argue that the play (ironically~ given 

its m'\ln ~;ta tus <:3-s VE"~rse drama) priv ileges "histor·y" at the 

e:-:pense o f "poetry". In Hen,tr"y' V ~ in contr-ast~ there is 

evidence of a conceptual shift in the use and perception of 

histor-y. also~ is found the full realisation of the 

irH.:"'!luctable eva.s i veness of historical "t.r·ut.h" through the 

contradictory accounts of the Chorus and the stage action, 

and the opacity of King Henry . 

. ..., 
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Introduction 

Within sixteenth century Tudor society~ history was 

predominantly pr ized ·for its capacity to instruct and 

educate. Humanists agreed that through the study of history 

one could learn how to act by observing the consequences of 

an action as it took place in the past. Past failures could 

thus be avoided and past successes emulated. 

It. is this belief we find exemplified in Sir Thomas 

El yot' s The Book named the Gc1v·ernor. Here~ Elyot emphasizes 

the educative value of histo r y, especially as appertaining to 

the English governing class. To be truly fit and worthy of 

their high societal position, Elyot. thought. that the 

11 Gover-nors 11 should be well versed in a number of areas, 

including a knowledge of history and historical precedent, 

tor: 

there is no doctrine, be it either divine or human, that 

is not eithe r all expressed in history or at the least 

mixed with history .. . And then must history which cometh 

thereof be wonderful profitable~ which leaveth nothing 

hid from man's knowledge, that unto him may be either 

p l easant or necessary ... Finally so large is the compass 

of that. which is named history, that it comprehendeth 



all thing that is necessary to be put in memory. 1 

Histor-y~ therefor-e~ is to be read as an amalgam and 

illustration of "pleasant. or· necessar-y" doctrine relevant to 

contemporary situations: 

Wherefore Lact.antius saith, ' Thou must needs perish if 

thou know not what is to thy life profitable~ that thou 

mayest seek for it, and what is dangerous~ that thou 

mayest flee and eschew it.· Which I dare affirm may come 

soonest to pass by reading of histories, and retaining 

them in continual remembrance. 2 

This last requirement of Elyot·s, to retain history "in 

continual r-emembrance", signifies one of the defining 

characteristics of sixteenth century historical thought and 

consciousness~ that. being the implicit belief in the 

continuity of history. It was this belief~ which failed to 

recognise any differentiation, distance~ or discontinuity~ 

betwer·m the past and the present~ that was responsible for 

history's immediate availability and relevancy to current 

situations and circumstances. However-, at the same time as 

the past was being scoured for the purposes of present 

edi·fication, a new awareness was gradually dawning, through 

-----·- ----
1 Si r· Thomas E 1 yot, The Book named The Go\/ernor ( 1531) , ed. 
S.E. Lehmberg (London: Everyman's Library, J.M. Dent & 
Sons Ltd, 1966), pg 230 . 

2 Elyot, pg 231. 

~F. Smith Fussner, in his Tudor History and the Hi storians 
(New York: Basic Books, 1970), pg 258-259, states that 
"very fe~'ll writers of the si :·:teen th cen t.ury perceived that 
there could be s£~rious problems of discontinuity." 
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the discovery of more differences than similarities or 

par<::\ll.els~ of "the past as other - of societies with their 

own insti t.u ticms, laws~ and customs." 4 This 

discovery would, in time ~ lead to what Kamps calls the 

"innovative" r·ecogn i tion that an y e:-:amp 1 es e:·: trac ted from the 

past were "i.ne:·:tricably linked to t. h ei.1~ unique h istorical 

and could not be treated as if they were 

tr·anshistorically applicab l e-:!, " e thus indicating t he eventual 

:,upercession of the continuous view of histor·y for the 

discontinuous. 

A further example of the Tudor approach to history comes 

from Richard Stanyhurst's "Preface" to the Irish history 

component of Holinshed 's Chronicle (1577). He r e, however, the 

emphasis is <::\ltered from Elyot's claim that "histo r ies" may 

be personally "profitable" (though for "Governors" ) t o the 

more overtly political concern of attaining or preservin g the 

publ.i.c good~ or "~'llealpublickE?": 

And tr- u e-:! 1 y , to my t h inki n g, such mag i strates, as meane 

to haue a vigilan t eye to their charge, can not bestow 

their tyme better, then when they sequestre themselues 

from the affayres of the wealpublicke, t o recreate /!( 

quicken their spirites by r eading the Chronicles, that 

decipher the gouernement of a wealepublicke .•. And who 

so will be addicted to the reading of hysto r ies, shall 

4 Ivo Kamps, .1-f istor·.iograph)l and Ideo.logy in Stuart Drama 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996)~ pg 37. 

f!' Kamps, pq L~5. 
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r-eadily finde diuer-s euentes woor-thy to be r-emembr-ed, 

and sundr-y sounde examples daily to be followed.• 

Within Stanyhur·st' s "hys tor· ies" ar·e count 1 ess e:-:amp 1 es upon 

which "magistr-ates" should base the gover-ning of "their-

char·ge". His histor·y that of the "Chr-onicles" thus 

bE.'C: c1mes a r·epos i tor-y of "woor-thy" and "sounde" political 

pr-ecedent to be "r·emember-ed" and "fo 11 owed" to the gener-a 1 

b e~nr:-?fit of th£~ cur-r-ent "wealpublick.e". Once mor-e in evidence 

the implicit belief in the continuity of histor-y, the 

unquestioned compar-ability and cor-r-espondence of the past to 

the pr-esent. 

Tudor- society thus held histor-y in the highest esteem 

and viewed the study of histor-y as an activity of immense 

per-sonal and political benefit. An indication of this high 

esteem can bf:? seen in the following panegyr-ic fr-om 

Stanyhur-st's "Pr-eface": 

Vpon which gr-ounde the lear-ned haue~ not without cause, 

ad iudgc~d an hystor-ie to be the 1'1ar-r-owe of r-eason~ the 

creame of e:-: per- ience, the sappe of wysedome, the pith of 

iudgement~ the 1 ibr-ar·y o·f knowledge, the ker-nell of 

pollic::ie, the vnfoldr-esse o·f tr·eacher-ie, the kalender- of 

tyme, the lanter-ne of tr-ueth, the lyfe of memor-ie, the 

doctr-esse of behauiour-, the r-egister- of antiquitie, the 

•Fuc har-d St.anyhur-st, Hal inshed 's l r ish Chronicle ( 1577 
ed. ), ed. Liam Miller- and Eileen Power- (Dolmen Editions, 
Nor-th Amer-ica: Humanities Pr-ess Inc., 1979), pg 9. 
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trumpet of chiualrie. 7 

These~ then~ were the in herent qualities history was thought 

to possess and consequently impart through study. 

Elyot's, and to a lesser extent Stanyhurst's, views of 

history (as cited above) can be seen to represent one of the 

two traditions, or "trends", that Irving Ribner has isolated 

as being influential to Tudor historiography: 

We can thus isolate two distinct trends which exerted an 

influence upon Elizabethan historiography: a humanist 

tn~nd essentially classical in origin [Elyot, 

Stanyhur-st], and a medieval trend based upon the 

premises of Christian belief. 8 

It was the intermingling and interaction of these and other 

l.es;s traditione:\1 modes of historiogr·aphy (such as the 

antiquarian school), without any "clear distinction" or 

"apparent awareness of any inherent contradiction", 9 that 

led, in Ribner 's view, to a historiography of "flu:·: and 

uncer-tainty, with new and heretical notions competing in 

men 's minds against old established ideas which could no 

1 on(;)er be <.~ccepted w.i thou t doubt and questioning. ".L •::> 

7 Stanyhurst, pg 9. 

8 Irving Ribner, The 
Shakespeare (London: 

"~'Ribner , pg 22 . 

.L•::>R.i bner, pg 10. 

English History Play in the Age 
Methuen & Co, 1965), pg 21-22. 
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This view of Elizabethan historiography is reflected and 

elaborated upon by both Graham Holderness and Ivo Kamps. 

Ho 1 der·ness ~ in his assessment of Elizabethan "culture", and 

by implication historiography, states that: 

Elizabethan culture was as diverse and as contradictory 

a s could be expected of the culture of a rapidly 

c hanging and at times turbulent historical period ... 

[with] connectecl but separable and conflicting 

ideologies, dominant, residual and emergent. 11 

In a similar vein, though more directly in relation to 

s ixteenth century historiography (rather than Holderness's 

"culture"), !<amps asser-ts t.ha t the differing "approaches to 

the past [identified as "providential, humanist, and 

antiquarian''] contradicted one another significantly, yet 

coexisted, 'progressing· and often intermingling in 

unpredictable ways . " 12 

Ho l der·ness then proct,: eds, and is echoed by Kamps, to 

define and describe the influential "ideologies" of the 

humanist and medieval historians. The humanist historian was: 

concerned with history as a source of moral instruction 

and political wisdom: with how a prince should rule, how 

a people should conduct itself, :in the light of an 

11Graham Holderness, Shakespeare F.'ecycled: The Na.king of 
His tor ica .l Drama (Hertfordshire: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 
199'::~) ' pg 4-5. 
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intelligent and informed reading of history. 1 ~ 

This is clearly in line with Elyot's intent that the English 

governing class improve their "rule" and "conduct" through an 

"intelligent and informed" study of histor·y. 

The medieval historian's ideology~ which is inherited by 

and E:?Vident in "the encyclopedic chronicles of Halle and 

Hol:i.nshed" 14 was, on the other hand: 

dominated by the heritage of medieval Christianity: a 

philosophical system in which the state ... [was 

considered] as one of the functions of a universal 

order~ created and supervised by God~ and ruled directly 

by the machinations of divine providence. 1 e 

Both the humanist and medieval historian, while working from 

different ideologi e s, worked towards the same didactic end of 

appropriating history for present ed i. f i.ca tion. Both, 

implicitly acknowledged the continuity of history 

which made their respective histories appropriable for such 

.1.
03!-lolderness, Shakespeare Recycled, pg 9. Kamps~ pg 28, 
describes humanist historiography as using ''texts of 
classical antiquity for exemplary instances by which to 
guide moral, literary, and political conduct in the 
present." 

.1. 4 Holder· ne:~!:;s, Shakespeare f..'ecycled, pg 5. 

1 eHo 1 derness, Shakespeare Reeve 1 ed ~ pg 2- ~5. Kamps~ pg 28, 
also describes medieval historiography as "concerned first 
and foremost with explicating the links between divine 
providence and human affairs ." 
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contemporary use. 16 

******* 
A dramatization of the Tudor use of~ and attitude 

towards, history as precedent occurs in the anonymous English 

history play Woodstock (c.1592), which covers the early years 

of King Richar·d II's reign. 17 The tension of the play 

revolves around Richard's abandonment of his uncles and their 

"wise" counsel in favour of his mor·e youthful and flattering 

favour-ites: 

Sir Edward Bagot~ Bushy, Greene, and Scrape, 

Your youths are fitting to our tender years 

And shall beautify our princely throne. 

Fear not my uncles, nor their proudest strength 

For I will buckler ye against them all. 

( I I. i. 3--7) 1 e 

Later in this scene, one of Richard's favourites~ Bushy~ is 

seen reading a book and, when questioned what it is~ answers: 

The monument of English Chronicles~ 

------·-
16Regard ing this point Hal d~:=rness, in Shakespeare F?ec}lc 1 ed, 

pg 9, states: "This concern with prac tic a 1 uti 1 i ty and 
contemporary relevance gave humanism common cause with 
medieval providentialism: both, being committed to 
learning from history, were forced to assume that past 
societies were essentially no different from the present." 

17That the Tudor approach to history, represented here in 
Richard II's late-fourteenth century court~ is somewhat 
anachronistic is noted but not our concern here. 

1 eWoods tack: f~ Nora 1 His tor)/, ed. A. F'. Rossiter (London: 
Chatto and Windus, 1946). All subsequent quotes are taken 
from this edition. 
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Containing acts and memorable deeds 

Of all your famous predecessor kings. 

(II.i.55-57) 

From these 11 Chr·on ic l es 11 one can~ according to Bushy~ discover 

"E:-:amples strange and wonderful" ( 1 • 59) • The particular 

"e:-:ample 11 that interests Bushy is one which bears direct 

relevance to their current situation~ and can thus be used as 

a contemporary guide: 

For here tis said your royal grandfather [Edward III] 

Although but young, and under government~ 

Took the Protector then, proud Mortimer, 

And on a gallows fifty foot in height 

He hung him for his pride and treachery. 

(II.i.6.1-65) 

The y oung King Edward's riddance of his Protector Mortimer~ 

then, stands as a historical precedent, due to the 

situational similarity or continuity of history, for the 

young King Richard to "punish" his own Protector 

- a fact that Richard keenly seizes upon: 

(Woodstock) 

Why then should our proud Protector then presume 

And we not punish him, whose treason's viler far 

Than ever was rebellious Mortimer? 

... examples such as these 

Will bring us to our kingly grandsire's spirit. 

(II.i.66-70) 

Discussion then turns to Richard's father~ Prince Edward t he 

Black F'rince~ and thereby illustrates another use of history 
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- history as a source of inspiration for the present. Reading 

fr··om his "Chronicle", Bushy recounts the Black Prince's 

victory, against all odds~ over the French at Poitiers~ a 

victory which momentarily inspires Richard: 

But these bright shining trophies shall awake me~ 

And as we are his body's counterfeit~ 

So will we be the image of his mind, 

And die but we'll attain h i s virtuous deeds. 

(II.i.92-95) 

E:-:pressed in these lines are the effect such heroic history 

should have on a hearer or reader: the Black Prin ce's 

successes "shall awake" Richard to perform t he same. Richard 

also draws on the notion of the continuity of history through 

his assumption that his body is the "counterfeit" of his 

father~ and that his "mind" can mirror ("image") the 

genealogical precedent. 

******* 
For the Tudor historian there was an established corpus 

of historical information which~ having become accepted 

tradition, was considered as unchangeable, unc hallengeable~ 

and, to all intents and purposes, "true". The authorial 

principles behind the composition or construct i on of Tudor 

historiography are succinctly captured in Paola Pugliatti's 

stab:~ment that: "writing about history was considered a 

matter of re-writing and telling a matter of re-telling." 1 "l> 

19Paola Pugliatti, Shakespeare the Historian 
Macmillan Press Ltd, 1996), pg 32. 

(London: 



The historiographer's task was therefore viewed as one of 

compilation rather than "original" au thorship; of re-working 

and re-wording what might already be common knowledge. 

F. Smith Fussner defines this characteristic of Tudor 

his tor- iog r-aphy in terms of "adaptation" and "accretion": 20 

"adaptation" .is asstJciated with the imitation~ borrowing or 

modification of one author's work by another; "accretion" is 

the accumulative collection and subsumption of materia l from 

author to author. Plagiarism ~o..Jas not an issue as the 

historian collec ted~ compil ed and conveyed his h is torical 

material for the edification of his audience. 

******* 
Further to the diverse and c ontradictory 

historiographical landscape, dominated by the huma nists and 

medievalists (and discussed above)~ Holderness r ecog n ises a 

thil""d eme r·gi ng presence which~ appeaJ~ing in the "later 

si:-:teent.h and early seventeenth centur·i es", he labels "new" 

or "modern" histe>r·y. This form of histe>ry was not interested 

in "theological pattern~ moral i nstruction or pol itical 

wisdom" but in viewing the "past as fact". Consequen tly~ the 

" past" in ques-,tion became "visible as nothing more 

than the histor-y of man~ a natur-alistic rather 

or less 
• 

than a 

p r ovidential process~ and therefore subject to question and 

2 °Fussner, pg 239. 
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rational analysis." 2 1 This "new" conception of history, 

therefore~ looks at the past's relation to the present as 

both differentiated and discontinuous. 

The genre of the English history play - which came to 

prominence in the 1580s~ reached its peak towards the end of 

the sixteenth century, and declined rapidly in the early 

seventeenth century22 - can be seen as occupying a pivotal 

position in the development of historiography. The English 

history play receives the historical ideas and traditions of 

the medieval and humanist historians while also looking ahead 

to thF-: ideas of "nE:>w" or "modern" history: 

The historical drama of the Renaissance straddled a 

cultural transition in which more recognisably ·moder-n' 

ways of understanding the past were born: in fact the 

:z .t.Holcl e~r·ne)Ss , Shc.<.kespeare Recycled, pg 10. This "new" 
history described by Holderness shares points of 
resemblance with Kamp's definition~ pg 28~ of the 
antiquarians who "reconstruct through the study of both 
te:-:t.ual and physical remains, the past for its own sake." 
Elsewhere (pg 48), Ka mps is at pains to warn against 
seeing the "march " of histor-iography towards this "new" or 
"modern" conception as one of strict chronologically 
or·der·ed pr·ogression ~ for "it wou 1 d be to stream 1 ine 
retrospectively the truly erratic and varied history of 
historical scholarship... [to] present it as a 
tele•ological march toward a modern historiography." 

•~.-~Phyllis Rackin, Stages of l-l.i.stor·y: Shakespeare's English 
Chronicles (New York.: Cornell University Press~ 1990), pg 
31. Kamps~ pg 1, however, sets out. to revise this 
preponderant critical belief of the seventeenth century 
(Stuart) history play's "inferior status [when] compared 
to Eli Z<:J.bethan history p 1 ays" by stating a case for "a new 
appreciation of the Stuart historical drama's conceptual~ 

historiot;:~raphical, and aesthetic strengths." 
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emergence of that new historiography coincided with the 

demise of the historical drama. 23 

Holderness here seems to imply that the "historical drama" 

contributed to its own demise through the "new 

historiography'''s absorption and development of the drama's 

"understanding of the past". Making this point more 

emphatically is Kamps who, in his "Conclusion", states that 

the genre of the history play met its demise "because the 

playwrights had taken the genre as far as it could go; they 

had first written historical plays and then written plays 

a i::Jou t the wr- i t:ing of histor-y." Thel~efore, "it i.s virtually 

c:er· ta.in that by becoming increasingly sophisticated in i ts 

representation of the nature of historical r epresentation, 

thE~ history play wrote it:.elf out of e:-:ist.ence." 24 It must be 

r-emembered, however, that. Kamps's pr ima ry focus is on Stuart 

histOI'·.ical d re:HTla. While he recognises that "Tudor drama 

occasionally makes [historiographical] representation an 

issue" (he identifies Shakespeare's Henry- V as one such 

e:-:ample ) , it is the "Stuart drama [that] is gene r ally mor·e 

cJe} .iberat:e in its sty ling of historiographic 

r-epresentation. " 20 

The transitional position of Renaissance h istorical 

23C.~raham Holderness, "Theatres of History: 
Plays'', in Graham Holderness, Nick Potter and 
Sh~"J.kespeare The Play of Histor)l (Iowa City: 
I owa Press, 1988), pg 16. 

2 4 Kamps, pg 198. 

2 ~Kamps, pg 201. 
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drama found by Holderness is also s uggested by Phyllis Rackin 

when, focusing specifically on Shakespeare's English history 

plays, she d esc ribes those plays as occupying: 

various sites of contention [at the end of the sixteenth 

century] between older and newer conceptions of history 

and the emergent distinction s that defined 

history and poetry in terms of mutual opposition. 26 

F\ackin be J. ieV!;?~:; that Shakespeare's plays, in order of 

composition from Henry \/I to Henr-y· V, indicate the progress 

of late sixteenth century historiography in two ways: firstly 

by their "increasing sense.• of alienation from the past, of 

its [the past's] ineluctable otherness"; and secondly by 

t h e:~i ,... (self-ref le:-:ive) portrayal of the problems of 

discover· ing "historical ·fact" and representing "historical 

Historical fact was now open to question, and historical 

truth was now debatable. Records were subject to loss or 

distor-·tion, witnesses could be biased, and a 11 things 

were vulnerable to the ravages of time. 27 

Such a new scepticism was, of course, a direct consequence of 

th£·? "increasing sense of a 1 iena tion" from the past wherein 

history came to be seen as comprising numerous specific and 

"past" moments, distant from the "present", and with thei r 

own unique question s and problems. 

··----·--·-------·------

26Rackin, pq 21. The "emer·gent di stinctions" between history 
and poetry are discussed i n this essay in Chapter 3. 

27Rackin, pg 12. 
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This emerging perception of the discontinuity of history 

eventually leads to what Rackin identifies as "the abyss at 

the::.• center o f the historiographic: project" ,::ze Here is the 

r·ealisat.ion that the " t ruth" i.s distant and irrecoverable, 

and thus impervious to "tr·ue" reconstruction - a state of 

affairs which the plays steadily point us towards. 

The chc:\pters t hat follow explor e a selection of 

Shakespeare's English history plays in the conte:-:t of 

Holderness's assertion that these plays are "in themselves 

a nd not der iva t .. i ve 1 y [ i(~. to their sourc e s], 

histor·.i..ogr·aphy"; that they are: 

not just ref 1 ect ions of a cu 1 tur·a 1 debate: they are 

interv·ent ions in that debate, contributions to the 

historiographical effort [of the late sixteenth century] 

to reconstruct the past and discover the methods and 

principles of that r econst ruction. 2 9 

I cons.ide::.•r their hi storical tho ught and consciousness in 

relation t o each other and/or associated te:-:ts; their 

approach to the problem of establishing or representing 

"historical truth"; an d their a war·eness of t he h istorical and 

histor iographica l processes o f which they are a product. 

Overall it will be seen that the plays~ as Rackin argues, 

increasingly counteract the very process they purport to 

undertake - the (re)presentat.ion of "historical truth". 

:2eRac kin, pg 69. We n::-turn to this historiographic "abyss", 
as a point of r esolution, at t he close of Chapter 3. 

2 "'Graham Ho lder·ness, Shakespeare Recvcled~ pg .1:.::.. 
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Chapter 1. 

R.C4i!!t~L~Dft._tij._~j;._g r .t.: .. _.i..JJ._j;.bJlLl::(€D..L.!-C.}~_l ___ ~.§_g!-t en c: ~_;-
§JJ.S!.t . .§.?J?..e~.C.~ __ tb.~f:l.j,_S?,_ to r_i ~D. 

Shake~;peare ' s thr·ee 1-lt:nrv Vl" plays occupy a crucial 

pos;i tion within the English history play genre for two 

reasons: firstly they stand as Shakespeare's initial 

contributions to the genre, and secondl y their earl y 1590's 

composition and debut performance dates place them at the 

beginning of the decade or so in which the English history 

play reached its peak of popularity. Regarding these plays 

Irving Ribner s tates: 

The Henry VI plays are more rich and varied as drama and 

as poetry than any history plays written before them, 

and they mark an advance in the evolution of the genre 

by the seriousness with which Shakespeare approached the 

task of the historian.~ 

The issue I will discuss in t hi s chapter is how the dual 

roles oi' Shakespeare as playwright and Shakespeare as 

"historian" interact to produce a dramatic historiography 

which is progressive in terms of contemporary (l ate sixteenth 

cen tur·y) historic .:;~. I thought and consciousness. More 

specifically, hov-J Shakespeare the "historian "' s perception of 

any 1 imi ta t.ions or inadequacies in his contempor ary 

his tor i.o<;:_l r·aphy (especially that being used as a source) 

inhibits and/or conflicts with the requirements placed upon 

him by the dramati c: medium~ and how these "problems " are 

.t.Ri.bner·, pg 101. 
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addressed dramatically in such a way as to mark an advance in 

the aforesaid historical thought and consciousness. 

My di scussion makes use of four separate~ though not 

necessarily mutually exclusive, aspects of the texts. These 

are: 

i) The texts' attitude towards~ and treatment of, their 

sources - namely the Chronicles of Hall and Holinshed. 

ii) Their explanation of the causality of event~ as 

opposed to that expressed in the sources. 

iii) The uses the characters make o f history within the 

environment of the play. 

iv) The contribution of the dramatic 

presentation to the treatment of history and 

material. 

mode of 

historical 

The murder o·f the Duke of Gloucester in 2 Henry VI 

(III.ii) and the Countess of Auvergne- Lord Talbot encounter 

in 1 Henry· VI (I I. iii) are two episodes from the Henry VI 

sequence which occupy completely different positions in 

relation to the Chronicles; positions which consequently 

allow each to comment, in its own spec if ic way, on some 

perceived shortfall of those sources. The Duke of Gl oucester 

episode, 

position 

whic h is derived from the Chronicl es, 

to react against their historiographical 

uses this 

methods, 

~'llhile the Countess of Auvergne - Lord Talbot encounter uses 

its position as invented, and thus not derived from the 
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to objectively question the same. Both~ in their 

respective reaction and invention~ can be seen as evincing an 

active rathe r than passive historiography. 

The murder of Duke Humphrey of Glou ceste r in Act I I I 

scene ii of 2 Henry VI~ an episode which~ as mentioned, is 

g r·ounc:l ed in the Chronicles~ provides an illustration of 

Shakespeal~e' s texts interacting with and reacting to their 

sources in the manner of a "serious historian". The Duke of 

Gloucester is King Henry ' s uncle and (acting as ) Lord 

Protec tor while Henry i s in his nonage. In the scene 

preceding the murder , a group of Gloucester's sworn enemies 

Suffolk, Queen t-1argaret, Cardinal Beaufort, and York 

discuss the arrangements for the impending deed. Ostensibly 

their motive is to guard King Henry from Gloucester ' s evil-

intentioned influence and ambition. The king is thus, to 

their mind, in need of protection from his Protector: 

Y._g_ct_: Were't not all one, an empty eagle were set 

To guard the c hicken from a hungry kite, 

As place Duke Humphrey for the King ' s Protector? 

So the poor chicken should be sure of 

death. 

(III.i.248-251) 2 

The metaphors are revealing here, ·for ~AJhi 1 e York represents 

Gloucester C:\S an " empty [hungry] eagle " , the equally hungry 

:.~wi.ll iam Shakespear·e, The Second Part of King Henr·y the 
Sixth, ed. Norman Sanders (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 
1981). All subsequent quotes are taken from this edition. 



II k i t.e II may be interpreted as the schemers themselves. 

Whatever the case, their .intent is clearly gratuitous . 

Agreeme•nt is eventually reached by the conspirators~ and 

voiced by Suffolk, that: 

Be it by gins, by snares, by subtlety, 

Sleeping or waking, 'tis no matter how, 

So he [Gloucester] be dead. 

(III . .i.262-264) 

The Cardinal accepts this, and articulates his desire for 

haste: 

But I would have him dead, my lord of Suffolk, 

Ere you can take due orders for a priest. 

(III.i.273-274) 

The murder of Gloucester is therefore imminent, and it comes 

as no surprise to see, in the next scene, b.o.Jo Murderers 

reporting to Suffolk: 

?_L:.L.t.f..Q.ll-.. : Nm.o.J, ~.;i r:;, have you d i spa tc heel this thing? 

t.l..r:.?..~LJtl::.\.r:sJ.§X .. ~C.: Ay , my q ood 1 or d , he · s d ea cl • 

(III.i.i.t.-·-7) 

Suffolk's interview with the two Murderers suggests a 

possible cause of death - asphyxiation while sleeping when 

he enquires of them: 11 Hav*? you laid fair the bed?" (1.11). 

This~ suggestion i. s can f i. r·med later by Warwick. in his 

description and analysis of Gloucester's corpse, and his 

deduc: ti.on of a "pr·obab 1 e" cause of dea t.h: 

... ,-:!" .. :~·-· 



But see, his face is black and full of blood, 

His eyeballs further out than when he lived, 

Staring full ghastly like a strangled man; 

Hi s hai r upreared, his no s tril s stretched with 

struggling; 

His hands abroad di s played, as one that grasped 

And tugged for life, and was by strength s ubdued. 

It cannot be but he was murdered here; 

The least of all these signs were probable. 

(III.ii.168-173 ... 177-178) 

No such conclusion as to the "probable" method and cause of 

death, ho~o-Jever, is reached by the chronicler Holinshed. In 

his account he merely reports that Gloucester's death was 

"dE~ter·mined" and, E~c hoing Ha 11 , proceeds to explai n the 

situation in the following way: 

The duke [of Gloucester], •.. was found dead in his 

bed, and his bodie shewed to the lords and common s as 

though he had died of a palsie, or of a n imposteme. 

But a 11 ind if ·feren t. persons (as sai th Ha l.l) might 

well vnderstand that he died of some violen t death. Some 

iudged him to be .strangled, some affirme that an hot 

spit was put in at his fundament., other write that he 

was smouldered betweene two feather beds; and some haue 

affirmed that he died of verie greefe, for that he might 

not come openlie to his answer [i.e., answer accusations 
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made against him] . 3 

The overall effect here inconclusive and indecisive - we 

have one c hn:m ic 1 t-?r (Holinshed) r epf?:?a ting another 

chronicler's (Hall's) list of possible verdicts sourced from 

what may well amount to nothing more than hearsay~ popular 

speculation~ or rumour. 4 

Shakespeare, of cour·se ~ cannot dramatise all of these 

possible causes of death, but for dramatic impact and the 

requirements of narrative continuity some explanation as 

regards Gloucester's death is necessary. It is th r ough the 

fulfilment of such necessities that I think the plays (and 

thU!5 the dramatist) exhibit the method and approach of a 

"serious historian " by asserting and applying their own 

critical and historical judgement. In this particular 

situation we see S hak espeare~ as "historian"~ constructing 

and por·trayinq thr= rnos t likely ( llJarwick · s "probable") 

scenario given the information ( c harac ter·s, motives etc.) 

available. The scene thus replaces the passivity of Holinshed 

in cumulatively accepting and re-telling any relevant details 

with an active method o f historical reconstruction, producing 

a researched historical hypothesis. Holinshed and Hall merely 

:::~Allardyce Nicoll !!~ Josephine Nicoll (eds. ) ~ Hol inshed ' s 
Chronicle [2nd edition. 1587] as used in Shakespeare's 
Plays (London~ J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd, 1927), pg 112-113. 
All subsequent quotes in this Chapter are taken from this 
edition. 

4 F'oss:i. b 1 y tl·•e type of l~umour desc r· i bed in the "Induction" 
to 2 Henry· IV: "Rumour is a pipe I Blown by surmises, 
jealousi.es~ conjectures" (Induction~ 1.20). William 
S ha kespea r·e, The Second Part of l<"ing f-lenrv the Fou rth, ed. 
P.H . Davison (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 1977). 



tell us Gloucester was found dead ~ and that there was 

speculation hE? "died of some violent death". In 2 fienr)l VI 

this is converted into a hypothetical probability given the 

evidence this is what most likely happened.e Shakespeare's 

historical approach~ seems to adhere to similar 

pr<:~.c tic a 1 and pragmatic princ iples of judgement as those 

exemplified by his cha racter Warwick: 

Who finds the heifer dead and bleeding fresh~ 

And sees fast by a butcher with an axe~ 

But will suspect 'twas he that made the slaughter? 

Who finds the partidge in the puttock's nest~ 

But may imagine how the bird was dead~ 

Although the kite soar with unbloodied beak? 

(I I I. ii .188-1.9::::.) 

Through the application of these principles, and driven 

(guided) by the necessities of dramatic product ion, 

f3hakespear-e the "hi~stDr· ian" can unify th~:-: cumulative and 

ec lectic approach of Holinshed into a single~ 1 in ear· (rather 

than divergent) historical narrative. The resulting effect is 

one of authority over·· both his source and its 

his to J~ iog rc.l.phy as a more convincing situation is 

reconstructed on stage from the inclusive list of popLll ar 

found the Chronicle. A convincing account may 

C:CJr"1SE·?qUE~n t.l y by an audience as more closely 

appr-o:-: :Lma t:Lnq or- rest·:=rnb 1 inq the "truth", merely through its 

perceived authority. 

eThis aspect of historical (re)construction looks ahead to 
my discussion of circumstantial evidence on pp 73-74. 



Thus , 

t ha t of (re )c ons truct i n g a c oherent and congruent historical 

narrat ive fr o m the received traditions of his sources (here 

prima rily Hall and Holinshed)~ then the dramatic medium lent 

him an amount of freedom~ (poetic) licence~ and discretion to 

clo so. 

******* 
In the Countess of Auverg n e - Lord Talbot encounter (Act 

I I s cene i i i of 1 Hen rv V l ) ~ which~ unlike Gloucester's 

has no basis in the Chronicles, it seems Shakespeare 

is acknowledging and dramatising a perceived limitation of 

his sources (in general) and the processes of historical re-

creation on which they are built. 6 Throughout this dramatic~ 

rather than historical, exchange we are repeatedly made aware 

of the intrinsic difficulty, even impossibility, of 

justifying popu 1 ar perception or e:-: pee ta tion ("report") with 

physical reality ("truth"), and the created image ( " shadow ") 

~"Jith the actual imagE=: ("substance"). 

In order that the Countess may meet the man of whom she 

has heard so much (at this point we know nothing of her 

sinister intentions) an invitation is sent to Talbot 

entr-eating him: 

6 Phyllis Rackin, in her discussion of this episode (pp 152-
155), makes some similar points to those made here, but 
sees the encounter as symptomatic of the play's overall 
portrayal of the French female characters (Joan la 
Pucelle, the Countess of Auvergne, and Margaret of Anjou) 
as "threats to the English protagonists and to the heroic 
values associated with history as the preserver of 
masculine fame and glor·y", pg 152. 
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To visit her poor castle where she lies~ 

That she may boast she hath beheld the man 

Whose glory fills the world with loud report. 

The dichotomy being set up here for exposition~ and possible 

r-esolution when they meet~ is that between "the man" himself, 

Lor-d Talbot~ and his "glory"~ signified .in "loud report". The 

"glory" the Countess has in mind may derive from that which 

Shal-:.espe.:ure wr->ul d have found in Ho 1 in shed's " 1 oud report" of 

Talbot. in France: 

Lord Talbot~ being both of noble birth~ and of haultie 

courage, after his comming into France~ obteined so 

manie glorious victories of his enimies~ that his onelie 

name was & yet is dreadful to the French nation; and 

much renowmed amongst all other people. 9 

It is the Countess's stated intention to quantify this 

"glor-y" by meeting "the man" himself. As regards the 

Chr-cmiclf?'s asclription of "manie glor-ious victories" to the 

symbolic and nominal figure of "L.or·d Talbot"~ the encounter 

soon to take place will show that this falls a long way short 

of desc: r· i bing the actua l and original (i.e.~ the "true") 

historical events and circumstances it suggests. To this 

the Countess - Talbot scene~ which is fictional and 

of no historical consequence, can be seen as implicitly and 

7 l>Jilliam Shakespeare, The F'ir.st Part of f(ing f1enr·y the 
Sixth~ ed. Norman Sanders (London: Penguin Books Ltd~ 

1981). All subsequent quotes a re taken from this edition. 

9 1-1ol insheci, ed. Nicoll~ pg 98. 
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S£~11'--ref le:d.vel y cclmmen t.i.ng on two issues. First ly the 

pnJblems facing any ar-tistic (,--e) cons true t. ion of an 

historical event or person in relation to (re)present.ing the 

"tr-uth", and second 1 y the nat~ row, "ar is toe ra tic ", his tot~ ica l 

focus of the Chronicles. 

Early in the scene of their meeting the Countess, alone 

for· c.~ moment, and in terms compa r able to her invitation, 

again expresses the desire to prove by sight those 

she has heard~ 

"reports" 

Both 

Fain would mine eyes be witness with mine ears, 

To give their censure of these rare reports. 

(II.iii.9-l.O) 

the Countess ' s earlier invitation and the above, more 

per·sona l, 

believing; 

declaration, then, suggest the idea that seeing is 

that only the eyes are a suitable locus of 

judgement thr·ough which to evaluate the accuracy of "report". 

However, as th!:! originating rnornen t of a "report" ha-::. passed 

(~·Jhich necessitates it becoming "r·eport "), t o establish the 

"tru t h" of a "r·epor·t" through "beholding" or "witnessing" is 

consequently impossible. Therefore, by definition, "report" 

can only resemble or represent, as a derivative of its moment 

the "tr·uth" . This realisation, it follows, has 

repercussions for the entire historiographic process, for how 

e l se can history be r ecorded and transmitted but. by "report", 

E?Ven though "r·f:= port" is c.~c knowledged as not "true"? It. is 

this self-de-feating and counter-productive acknowledgement of 

the nature of historiography's essential "untruthfulness" 
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that the text seems here, in miniature, to be coming to terms 

with. 

Once Talbot is admitted to the Countess's presence she 

.is, of coursE~, greatly di~;appointed: "~-'Jhat? Is this the man?" 

(I I. iii .1.::::;). E:-: pee ting "some~ He~rcu 1 es, I A second Hector" 

(11.1.8--1.9), she finds the actuality quite bathetic: "a child, 

a silly dwar·t: I It. cannot be this ~·Jeak and writ.hled shrimp" 

( 11 . 21·-22) . The pivotal line, which emphasises the point I 

feel the scene is making, is the Counte:,s · s "I see report is 

fabulous and ·false" ( 1.17): what the Countess has heard by 

( l. 7) bears no resemblance to the "truth" before 

her-. The cn=?dib.i 1 i ty o'f historiography as "the lanterne of 

tr·uE:'t.h""' is thus put. in quEJst.ion as Talbot's "report" and the 

character Talbot's visual reality, which here signi fies the 

"truth", are j u:-: t<:~.posed and shown to be incommensurab 1 e. 

From line 32 of the Countess - Talbot encounter, the 

te:-:t tur·ns f r·om the questioning o·f "report" to a comparison 

of "shadow" and "substance" and the doubtful possibility of 

capturing either - be it in life or in the work of art or 

historiography. 1 o 

In making a captive of Talbot, the Countess believes she 

no~o.J has possession o·f both his "sh<:~.dow", 

9 Stanyhurst, pg 9. 

10 In the F'enguin edition of 1 Henry 
det ined as "image, pcllrt.rai t", 
"ac tua 1 per-son" . 

Vl', 
and 

.in the form of a 

pg .185, "shadow" is 
"substance" as the 



portrait hanging in her gallery~ and his "substance"~ in the 

form of his person: 

Long time thy shadow hath been thrall to me~ 

For in my gallery thy picture hangs; 

But now the substance shal l endure the like. 
[i.e., "thral.l"-dom]·u .. 

(II.iii. 35-37) 

Talbot~ however·~ merely laughs at the Countess's naivety in 

thinking that what she has captured is any more than the 

"shadow" she a lread y possesse~d: "I laugh to see your ladyship 

so fond I To think that you hav~:-: aug ht but Talbot 's Shadow" 

(11.44-45). Even as he stands before her~ the character 

Talbot is "but s h i'-'dm>J of mys~?l·f " (1 .. 49)- a replica~ an acto r 

playing the pe:\rt of the " true.'" Lord Ta 1 bot. Therefore, as far 

as his physical presence on stage is concerned, the apparent 

difference between his "picture" (" shadclw ") a nd " the man" 

("substance") is imi:~ginar·y . Each is an image or imita tion or 

the "origin<::\l" and historical Tal bot i n his "original" and 

historical context. As Talbot explains to the Countess: 

... My substance is not here; 

l..1.My sense of what. the Countess indicates by "the 1 ik.e" is 
at odds with Michael Hattaway who, in his edition of The 
r::·i. r-.s; t Par-t o'f l<'ing 1-ie,o;r-v Vl (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990), pg 105, annotates it as 
indica t.ing "be in<] hanged", obviously in reference to the 
previous 1 ine · s "thy pictur-E-> hangs". I think~ however~ 

that the Countess i£.; n:-:1'er-r-ing to ~>J h a t "thy shadow hath 
bt:~£~n", that is, a "thr-all to me " . Despite her earlier 
"5tatc-:!d intention tcJ be "as famous... by this e:-:ploit I As 
Scythian Tomyris by Cyrus' death" (11.5-6), it is not 
clear- that the Countess intends to emulate the deed itsel f 
or merely to emulate the fame earned through that deed. 
Moreover, she goes on to speak not of hanging but of 
chaining Talbot's "l egs and ar-ms" (1. 38). 



For what you see is but the smallest part 

And least proportion of humanity. 

I tell you~ madam~ were the whole frame here, 

It is of such a spacious lofty pitch 

Your roof were not sufficient to contain't. 

(II.iii.50--55) 

A closer repr-esentation -and thus still effectively " shadow" 

o ·f his "~.:;ubstance" is; gained when his soldier·s enter the 

room: "The~.;e a1~e h.i s substanc~=, sinews, anns, and str-ength" 

( 1 .. 62) , but., as he SU<;Jgest.s above, the complete "substance" 

or "whol(~ fr-ame" is uncont.airH3.ble and unrepresentable. In 

this d r· <::\rna t i. c: moment , then, ~"--ith Talbot. and his soldiers 

bf:?ing described as "his sub~;t.ance", the text is undermining 

the nar-row focus of the Chr·onicle~ in its ascription of "manie 

~~~lol~ious victor-ies" to "Lord T<:."dbot" alone. By himself, the 

play here m.:\kes clear, Talbot is "but the smallest part I And 

least proportion" of the~ "whole frame". 

In summary, the Countess of Auvergne Lord Talbot 

episode can be read (or seen) as an implicit comment on the 

historiographic process as a whole through its awareness that 

in any work of historiography (including a historical play) 

which recollects and represents the past, neither the "whole 

·fr-ame", thf.~ ~'-lhole "substance", nor- the ~'-l hole "truth" can be 

portraye d. The reader or viewer must be aware of the paradox: 

"He will bE~ hen:, and yet i~; not here" ( 1.57). Historical 

such as Talbot, in the Chronicles as in 1 Henry 

,,. r 
\. .... ' but the "shado~'ll" of the "substance" in the 

Chronicles they are a narrative construction ("report"), on 

'':!"'? ·.-• .. :... 
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stage they are a dramaturgical construction ("shadow"). The 

ori.ginal. "tr·· uth" ("substance") is~ by definition~ lost in any 

work of artifice, be it pictorial~ textual~ or dramatic. 

Ib.~~:illJ:oration of Causality 

We have already seen Shakespeare at work on the 

causality of events in the scenes depicting the murder of the 

Duke of Gloucester. The exploration of causality of event 

performed elsewhere in VI te:-: ts repeats the 

"active" method of historical reconstruction found in the 

aforementioned situation. This is particularly evident in the 

way causality is secularized from the supernatural to the 

tempera 1, and the finer gradation of causes into primary 

(in i ti.::d or it;:J ina 1) and secondary (subsequent or 

der-iv~'l.tive). Both of these are characteristic of the general 

move within the Renaissance towards a more human-orientated 

focus, and a desire to question and explore received 

traditions and notions. 

Warwick's description of the (second) battle at Saint 

Albans in 3 Nenr-v \..'I (II • .i.104--140), which supplies reasons 

for his side's defeat~ is one example of the secularizing of 

c~-:~.use. To make this clear it is necessary to compare the 

relevant passages from the play and the Chronicles, this time 

Ha 11 · ~5 The Un.i.on of the Two Noble and I llustre F-amel ies of 

Lancastre and Yorke (1548). Hall reports that Warwick's side~ 

"havyng the kyng in their company~ as the head and chefetayn 

met in battlE~ the "Quene ... with her Nort.hren 



people" at Saint Alban~:; and ~o.Jer·e de·fEO?atE~d: 

Fortune that day so favored the Ouene, that her parte 

pn?vaylE~c!, and the duke [of Norfolk] and the erle [of 

Warwick] were discomfited, and fled[.] 12 

The point of importance here is the reason for, or cause of, 

defeat that Hall provides: "Fortune". 

In the play, Warwick's version of the battle 

and the defeat is a little more probing in nature: 

Our battles joined, and both sides fiercely fought; 

But whether 'twas the coldness of the King, 

Who looked full gently on his warlike Queen, 

That r o bbed my soldiers of their heated spleen; 

Or whether 'twas report of her success, 

Dr more than common fear of Clifford's rigour, 

Who thunders to his captives blood and death, 

I cannot judge; but, to conclude with truth, 

they [Warwick's soldiers] had no heart to fight, 

And we in them no hope to win the day; 

So that we fled. 

(II.i.120-127 ... 134-136) 1 ~ 

-·-·---·----·----

.t. 2 Edwan.i Hall, The Union cd the Two Noble and I llustre 
r·amel i.es of Lancastre ancf Yorke ( .1548), cited in Geoffrey 
Bullough (eel.), Narrative and Dr<:tmatic Sow~ce.s of 
Shakespeare, 6 vols. (London: r.:;:outledge and ~::egan Paul, 
1960), vol.III: pg 179. 

1 ~Wi 11 iam Shakespeare, The Thi. rd Part 
SiNth, ed. Norman Sanders (London: 
1981). All subsequent quotes are taken 

of King Henry the 
Penguin Books Ltd, 
from this edition. 
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Here, a (secular) cause of defeat is searched for in the 

events and circumstances peripheral to, and bearing upon, the 

battle~ the presence of the King, or fear of Clifford, for 

e:-:amplE~ rather than the inscrutable "Fortune" with its 

medieval connotations of mutability: "Thank.ed be Fortune and 

hi.r-e ·f<:\lse wheel, I That noon estaat assureth to be weel. ".1. 4 

This scene, then, bears an interesting relationship to 

t h<::~ pr·ev iou~, 1 y discussed "murder of G 1 oucester" scene through 

the different manipulations of causality that are at work. In 

the FJl oucE~st.er scene of 2 Henrv VI the high 1 y specu J. a t.i ve and 

multifarious account. in Holinshed' s Chronicle is forged into 

scenario of Suffo lk hiring two murderers to 

strangle Gloucester in his bed. Conversely, Warwick's report 

of the Battle of Saint Albans in .:::> Henry· VI speculates on the 

causes of defeat whereas Hall simply attributes the cause to 

"Fortune ". It would therefore seem that the attribution of 

cause to "Fortune" (Hall) is as pr-oblematic and inadequate 

for· the dramatist as the gathering of conflicting hearsay 

surrounding the cause of Gloucester's death (Holinshed). In 

both circumstances a Chronicle reader is no closer to the 

"tr-uth" - they know Gloucester died but not how; they know 

Warwick's army was defeated but not why. 

The plays, by taking account of the conte:-:t 

.a.nd sur· r·oun ding variables of a situation or event 

--·-----·-·---·----·-·--·---

.1.
4 Geoffrey Chaucer, " The Knight's Tale", 11.925-926, in The 
Riverside Chaucer, ed. Larry D. Benson (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1992). 



personalities~ motives~ or social climate for example 

construct a human-orientated and human-mot ivated version of 

that situation or event. 

inspiration from the king, 

Fear in one's soldiers or lack of 

for example, are more credible as 

causes of defeat than the intangible workings of Fortune. Of 

course Warwick's report is by no means definitive his 

withholding of juclg ement. ("I cannot judge") is in the e nd as 

inconclusive as Hall's "Fortune". The difference lies in 

Warwick's use of viable circumstantial evidence around which 

he can speculate a cause of defeat. Hall merely recounts the 

event as a necessary link in his narrative chain. Searching 

for causes is not considered important at this point 

"For·tune" will suffice. 

Warwick's report also points towards the likelihood of 

multiple causes behind an event, and as a consequence 

suggests the absolute inability of either himself or the 

histc:>r·i.a n ever knowing the "truth" categorically. 

Pugliat.ti states~ 

As Paola 

V.Jhere in Holi.nshed indecision signals eclecticism in 

information-gathering, in Shakespeare it assumes the 

form of problematisation, it becomes palyvalence. 1 e 

The ".in dec is ion" in Ho lin~:;h(·::>d regar-ding G 1 oucester · s death~ 

then, is "eclectic" in that. not. all of the suggestions are 

simultaneously plausible or possible - the choice of one 

would rule out the others~ indicating their inclusion as 

18Pugliatti~ pg 49. 
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mutually e :-: c 1 us i ve In Warwick's 

(Shakespeare ' s) report, all the suggested reasons 

1'or·· their defeat are simultaneously plausible or possible. 

This seems to evince in the dramatist, and provoke in the 

reader (or audience), an awareness of the problematic nature 

of historical knowledge: c:an on£·? ever kno~-J the "true" cause 

of!' or underlying reason for, an event. Even Warwick, as an 

eye·-~--Ji tness, "cannot judge"; he can only surmise ("whether 

'twas'') by working backwards from the fact of defeat. 

******* 
The best example of the gradation of cause into primary 

and secondar·y is that related to the causation of what is 

popularly termed the "War·s of the F(oses " . The Henry• VI plays 

appear to put forward the theory that the primary cause of 

the is not the division and dissension between 

factions of York (white rose) and Lancaster (red rose)~ 

the 

but 

kingship of Henry VI. It is Henry's lack of 

authority that makes possibl e the situation which escalates 

into the internecine feud between the Houses of York and 

This feud, therefore, becomes the secondary cause 

of the "fi.Jar·s", subsequent and consequent to the primary 

c:ausf?. As th(~ ~-Jounded Cli·f·ford st i::\ tes in.:::-;- Henry- VI: 

And, Henry [VI] hadst thou swayed as kings should do, 

Dr as thy father [HVJ and his father [HIVJ did, 

Giving no ground unto the house of York, 

They never .:!;l~ . .L!.. had spr-ung like summl'=r f 1 ies; 

I and ten thousand in this luckless realm 

Had left no mourning widows for our death; 



And thou this day hadst kept thy c hair in peace. 

For what doth cherish weeds but gentle 

And what makes robbers bold but too much lenity? 

(I I.vi.14-22~ my e mphasi s) 

This attribution of primary cause to the weakness of 

Henry VI~ and seconda r y cause to the York Lancaster 

conflict~ also questions the providential scheme of history 

dominant in medieval times~ and largely inherited by the 

Chroniclers of the Tudor age~ in which the governing force 

and reason behind all t hing s is God's divin e plan. 16 A Tudor 

adjunct to this providential scheme of history was the 

theory, constructed by the very dynasty it explicitly 

supports~ (J'f the "Tudor Myth" - "that God had led England 

through the troubled times of dissension between Lancaster 

and Yorkist dynasties to fulfil her destiny with the 

ent:hronement. of Henry Tudor as Henry VI I. " 17 Under this 

theory~ all history post-Richard II is consequently seen as a 

preparation for the glorious Tudor dynasty. 

Both the providential scheme of history and its 

anc i J. l ary ~ the "Tudor Myth" theory~ however·~ are not s hown to 

be the driving forces behind the action in the Henr·y VI 

sequE~nce. They are both acknow ledg ed~ but. responsibility is 

seen to rest firmly within the human (tempera l ~ secular} 

rather than the divine realm. As Michael Hattaway states: 

16See pg 11 for further discussion of this outlook. 

.l.
7 Michael Hattaway~ The Second Part 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press~ 
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Shakespeare's reading of the troublesome reign of Henry 

VI, accordingly, takes its nature not from 

visitation of divine vengeance for an original sin 

deposition and murder of Richard II) committed 

generations before but from the aspirations 

particular e s tates. 18 

the 

(the 

two 

of 

It is pert i nent to this point that the one character who does 

see God as the prime mover of all things, Henry VI himself -

"To see how God in all his creatures works~" ( 2 Henry VI, 

II.i.7) is shown as the least successful and the most 

desper·ately incongruous figure in the plays· conte:-:t of 

t1ac hi ave 11 ian, se 1 f-or· ien tc."\ ted, power politics. Henry, in 

keeping with his providential belief, is also the one 

character- who di~a~-\ls e:-:plicit. attention to the "Tudor Myth". 

He does this in an address to young Henry, Earl of Richmond: 

This pretty lad will prove our country's bliss. 

His looks are full of peaceful majesty, 

His head by nature framed to wear a crown, 

Hi s hand to wield a sceptre, and himself 

Likely in time to bless a regal throne. 

(.:::> .t-ien ..... y VI, IV.vi.70-74) 

Outside of the plays· dramatic environment and in that of 

Shakespeare's sixteenth century audience, this speech serves 

two pur-poses. Richmond, in hindsight and commensurate with 

contemporary Tudor ideology, was indeed to prove his 

"country's bliss" through his founding of the Tudor dynasty, 

16Hat taway, The Second Part of Kinq 1-lenr·y VI, pg 8. 



from which the current monarch, Dueen Elizabeth I ' is 

descended. Therefore, to pay lip-service to the "Tudor Myth" 

is here both politically and personally prudent. On the 

othf.:r· hand~ however~ the inadequacy and powerlessness of the 

character Henry VI, and his (blind) faith in providence to 

,~esol ve the tumultuous state of affairs around him even 

though, in the case of Richmond, he was "right" - also works 

to undermin e the very world-view this speech exemplifies, and 

the ideology it suggests. Shakespeare thus seems to be using 

his historiography for discreet contemporary comment. 

Th§:_. Use of .History_ 

A common usage of hi story by characters early in the 

!-1enry 1/I sequence is as a yar·dstic:k, gauge, or guide for 

present behaviour. In these situations history becomes 

something to either be inspired by, live up to, or follow. As 

an example we can use the historical (to the characters in 

the plays) traditions of knighthood, in particular the Order 

of the Gar· tc-~r, and chivalry, the knight's code of conduct. 19 

I n 1 Henry \/I i t is the " o 1 d guard " of Lord T a 1 bot and Lord 

Bedford who a re portrayed as the paradigms of this knightly 

--------·------·---
19The Order of the Garter, founded by King Edward III in 

1348, was the highest of the English orders of chivalry 
and knighthood. The emblem of the Order was a blue and 
gold garter worn buckled below the left knee by knights; 
their mot to ~'las "Hon .i so .it qu .i ma .l y pense" (Fr. "ev i 1 to 
him v-Jho thinks; it e vil"). The chivalric virtues and 
qualities that knights were expected to exemplify included 
honour, piety, love courage, faith, and devotion. See 
en tr i.es under· "chi va 1 ry" and "Order of the Garter" in 
Bradfor·cJ B. Broughton, Dictionary of Nedieval l(n i ghthood 
and Chivalry (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 
.1986) • 
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and chivalric tradition and thus as living up to the relevant 

e:-:amples of history for- "pr-esent" benefit. The antithe sis is 

Jo hn Falstaff who, in de~;e.•r-ting battlE~ - "To save myself 

by flight" ( 1 Hf:.?nry VI, III.ii.105) -performs a serious 

trc'\nsgr-·ession. This crime of desertion is commi tted not only 

against his fellow soldiers but also, as Talbot himself makes 

clear-·, agai.nst the knightly (historical) traditions 

themselves, specifically those of t he Knights of the Garter: 

When first this Order was ordained, my lords, 

Knights of the Garte r were of noble birth, 

Valiant and virtuous, full of haughty courage, 

Such as were grown to credit by the wars; 

He then that is not furnished in this sort 

Doth but usurp the sacred name of knight, 

Profaning this most honourable order. 

(IV.i.33-36 ... 39-41) 

The sort of behaviou r Falstaff shou ld have <:~:-:hi b.i ted, in 

contrast to his desertion, is that of the Duke of Bed for-d 

who, though mortally wounded, will emulate the historical 

f.:?:-:ample of "stout Pendragon" and fight till the last: 

For one<:~ I rr.~ad 

That stout Pendragon in his litter sick 

Came to the field and vanquished his foes. 

(III.ii.94-96) 

Through this use of historical precedent, Bedford also hopes 

to have the same effect on his soldiers that history, in the 
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fonn oi' the historiography of Pendragon~ has had on him: 

"l"le.>thinks; I should I'"E?vive the so ldiers' hearts~ I Because I 

eV('?r fou nd thf~m as mysel·f" (11.97-98). That is~ he hopes to 

inspire and incite them to perform such legendary deeds as 

are found in history~ be they Pendragon's or Bedford ' s. It is 

significant here that Bedford mentions his reading of 

history. In so doing, the text seems to be displaying, 

anachronistically, the humanist use of history in the form 

historiography - as moral and/or political guid.:mce for 

the present.. 

Talbot and Bedford's awareness and use of history is 

motivated by "publi c" values - the defence and maintenance of 

conqur:!red French territory, and thenO'by the glory and 

reputation (itself historical in nature) of England. The good 

of the country, t h€~ c ammon we a 1 , is of prime importance. 

These values, ho~'llever, are shown early in the Henry VI 

sequence to be in decline, and have all but disappeared by 

the end of 

ascendancy 

.1 1--l~:nry VI. The use of history that gains 

is as a device complementary to personal 

advancement. History becomes a tool (anti--

social) 

rather 

political advantage; a vehicle for legitimation, 

than a guide for public (social) behaviour. Actions 

may still carry the facade of the old values, but self-

orientated motives are the actual catalyst and selfish goals 

the main incentive. 

The character through whom we can trace this "personal" 

use of history is Richard Plantagenet as he pursues firstly 
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his status as Duke of York, and then his claim to the 

kingship of England. To make this claim valid requires the 

establishment of legitimacy that only history can provide. To 

obtain this he must first be rid of the historical "blot" 

held against the House of York due to his father's treasonous 

behaviour~ then use history to establish the Yorkist claim to 

t.hf~ throne. The "blot" is r·eadily ,~emoved by King Henry: 

11 1i.i~-=;e, Richan:l, like a true Plantagenet, I And rise created 

pr· :i.nce.~ly Duke of Yod·.: " (1 1--IE>nr't· VI, III.i.l74-1.75), while the 

York claim is established by way of Richard's dying uncle~ 

who upon recitation of his own genealogy and right 

tD passes this claim to Richard: "Thou art my 

heir. The r e st I wish thee gather'' (II.v.96). Richard now has 

historical justification for his subsequent actions. 

the Duke of York, as he is now titled, 

has his sights set firmly on the crown, in support of which 

aim he' c a n r·e c: ite his own "title, I Which is infallible, to 

the English crm·m" ( II.ii..i.J--·-5). This recitation of York's 

"title" proves long and convoluted, almost impenetrable, as 

by t•Jan•.Jl.ck in hi.~:; ironic " l>Jhat plain proceedings is 

The point is, however, that 

such visible knowledge, of history, is 

for any claim to be seen as viable and/or 

1 f~g it. .i m<:."l. t.&? • :;w 

-----·--·--·---

2 0 This situation is similar to the Archbishop of 
Canterbury ' s use of history in Henry V (I.i.i) where he 
recites a history of French Salic Law in order to 
legitimate his king's claim to France. For a discussion 
of this scene and its underlying tensions see Chapter 3, 
pp l.l.:?ff. 



This aspect of history 's use is graphically illustrated 

in the York-instigated~ rebellion. York has 

"sec:lucecl a headstrong l<entishman~ I John Cade of Ashford~ I 

To make commotion~ as full well he can~ I Under the title of 

III.i.356-359) in an e ffort to John Mortimer" ( 2 Henr-y· VI, 

"per·ce i ve the commons· mind~ 

cle:\i.m of Yor-k" (11.2:;74--375). 

I How they affect the house and 

What York is in effect doing is 

har·nes~:;ing the connotative power of the historical n ame of 

in order to gauge popular receptivity to his own 

political aspi1··ations. Cade, the play proceeds to show, 

accepts and performs his role with alacrity. 

Early in the rebellion, in an exchange between Cade and 

Sir Humphrey Stafford~ there is a demonstration of both the 

scope history offers for such "per·son,-a 1" use, and the 

subsequent difficulty~ even imposs ibility, of countering or 

discrediting suc h a use: 

Gac]e_: Marry~ t.hi s: Edmund Mortimer~ Ear 1 of March~ 

Married the Duke of Clarence' daughter~ 

did he not":·' 

Staff~~~= Ay~ si r. 

Cadt:.: By her· hE' had two children at one birth. 

§t:~f_:f O_!:_~: That'~:; fa l S€~. 

Cade~: Ay, t.her·e ' s the question; but. I say 'tis true: 

( IV. i i . 127--132) 

While Cade is never presented as a realistic contender for 

the throne in say, John Ford's Perkin 
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!;Jar- bee k :23.. (who exhibits the requisite authority for s uch a 

contention), here, in this particular and peculiar situation, 

it is up to Stafford to prove Cade wrong rather than Cade to 

prove himself right. ThE"J per·ception that history lend s 

legitimacy is thus used by Cade, on York's behalf, to 

superficially validate his uprising. 

The 1-!t=:nry VI p 1 ays, then, trace a shift in the use of 

history from the "public", commun ity-focused use as with 

Bed ·for-d, to the "pe 1rsona 1", s•~ 1 f--orien tated use as with York. 

Where Bedford used history as a source of inspiration to 

serve the common good, York makes use of history as a device 

for personal legitimacy . 22 

The scope that the dramatic mode of presentation allows 

for characterisation a nd/or c haracter development seems to 

have offered Shakespeare most in his treatment, in the Henrv 

V.{ sequence, of the historical mate r ial he found in the 

Chron i.e l. E?s. Where the Chronicles are event focused and 

driven, ShakE?speare as dramatist (and "his tor ian") can dwe 11 

on and explore features of character and personality 

21 In his history play The Chr·onic::le History- of Perkin 
tllarbeck .• l~ Strange Truth (1634). 

22This changing use of history is discussed 
relation to Henry V, in Chapter· ~.::;. 
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r-esponsible for· these events. 23 He thus pr-ovides his 

historiography with a further- dimension~ making it appear 

more realistic or verisimilar. History~ Shakespeare seems to 

be~ concluding through this " new " emphasis on character~ is 

both event and participant driven. 

The particular participant whose characterisation I will 

address here is that of the sequence's titular character~ 

King Henr-·y VI. By c har-ac te~r ising Henry as they do~ the Henry 

VI texts are able to form a chain reaction of implicit 

consequences to explain their action: the character of Henry 

consequently affects his kingship which consequently affects 

the state of English affairs~ resulting in what we see o n 

staqe. 

To establish this effect~ the texts use thr-ee dramatic 

methods of characterisation: 

1) Soliloquies spoken by Henry. 

2) Henry's dialogue and/or interaction on stage. 

3) Commentary spoken by other characters on some 

aspect of Henry's person. 

For discussion here~ I will take a representative example of 

each of these three methods of Henry's characterisation and 

show how they contribute in combination to the overall effect 

2~In relation to this point~ Larry S. Champion~ in 
Pe rspect i v·e in Shakespeare's Eng 1 ish Histories (Athens: 
Univet~sity of Georgia Press~ 1980) ~ pg 5:3~ states that ".3 
Henry VI is especially significant in confirming a 
commitment to a focus predominantly upon the character 
r-·ath~::-r· than upon action." 
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of verisimilitude. 

The soliloq u y offers the most direct method of 

characterisation. Whether a character talks to him/her-self 

or directly to the audience, the dramatic device allows the 

innermost thoughts of that character to be aired. The 

character in question is freed from their public image and is 

thu~-; able to suggest or c~:-:pr·ess an "essential"~ or pr .i vate~ 

self. Henry has only one such solitary situa t ion~ a scene 

(II.v) in b:~r-posed between other s depicting the 8<3-ttle o·f 

To~"' ton in .J Henry VI. Banished from the battle by Queen 

his wife, and Clifford because he is a nuisance -

"sWE!aring both I They pros per best of all when I am thence" 

(II.v • .17-18) Hen ry cu t s a pathetic figure as he sits on a 

"molehill" (1.14 ) bemoaning his life. We have already been 

shown~ in the earlier play~ the dramatic image of a man 

desperately unhappy due to the vocation thrust upon him: 

No sooner was I crept out of my cradle 

But I was made a king at nine months old; 

Was never subject longed to be king 

{~s I do long and wish to be a subject. 

(2 1-fenry VI, IV.i:-:.3-6) 

Now, the "tr·ue" depth of Henry's despair is made painfully 

evident as he declares: 

Would I were dead, if God's good will were so! 

For what is in this world but grief and woe? 

( 
..,.. 
·-' 1/I ~ I I . v. 19-- 20) 
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It is the simple, uncomplicated life of the shepherd that 

characterised as a simple, uncomplicated man~ yearns 

for "Ah ~'lhat a life ~'>Jere this 1 How sweet~ How lovely~" 

(l.'tl). Henry ends his soliloquy with a comparison of his 

present life as king with that of the shepherd: 

And to conclude~ the shepherds homely curds~ 

His cold thin drink out of his leather bottle, 

His wonted sleep under a fresh tree's shade~ 

All which secure and sweetly he enjoys, 

Is far beyond a prince's delicates, 

His viands sparkling in a golden cup, 

His body couch~d in a curious bed, 

When care, mistrust~ and treason waits on him. 

( I I. v. 4 7-54) 24 

is a man sadly out of his depth in a world of 

expectations he neither can nor will fulfil. 

24This is similar in sentiment to Henry V's comparison, also 
in soliloquy~ of the life of a king and that. of "private 
men" or a "~;lave": 

What infinite heart's ease 
Must kings neglect that private men enjoy~ 

And what have kings that privates have not too~ 
Save ceremony, save general ceremony? 

No, not all these, thrice-gorgeous ceremony, 
Not all these, laid in bed majestical, 
Can sleep so soundly as the wretched slave, 
Who, with a body filled, and vacant mind, 
Gets him to rest, crammed with distressful bread. 

(Henry- \), IV. i. 229-2:32 ••• 259-26:3) 
The difference lies in Henry V's refusal to let this 
"private" belief over-ride his per~formance of his public 
role to the detriment of the country. Moreover, there is 
little sense here that Henry wants to step down from 
kingship to exchange his role with a slave. 
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While we may feel some sympa thy here for Henry ~ the 

context of t he s cene - batt le scenes both before and after 

show~s hm-.J the se l. ·f·-·pi ty of "Henr·y the man" has tr·<:J.nsgr·essed 

upon rol e of "Hen ry the king" to the detriment of the 

count.r·y. The obvious conclusion is that the weakness of 

c:md thus his kingship~ .i. s the cause of the events 

An episoc:le-? :i.n is characterised through 

dialogue and interaction is the scene of the Duke of York' s 

I'"E~tur·n to England in 2 1-lenrv Vl. Prior to this we hav e seen 

Henry prepare fo r York's arrival by committi ng Somerset (who 

has been termed by York a "traitor"~ IV .ix.30) to the Tower 

in an effort to defuse a poten tially e xpl osive confron tation: 

"FO I'' he [York] is fierce and cannot brook lan guage" 

( IV • .i :-: • .q . .q.) • These are hardly, it ~"ill be n~cognised ~ the 

words or actions of an authoritative king who fears none but 

God. 

Henry's panderings are momentarily succ essful~ however~ 

as; '{or .. !-:. indet:-:d by the news of Somerset's 

all submission 

humility" ( \,/ • :i • 5f3 ) " The scene is reduced to chaos, 

t.houq h, upon the entrance of Queen Margaret with the 

supposedly imprisoned Somerset~ whose presence on stage 

speaks volumes as regards Henry 's total lack of power and 

au thority as king. Henry has been ignored~ even over-ruled, 

2 ~Henry VI as the "pr· ima,~y" cause of events is discussed in 
section two, pp 37-38, of this Chapter. 
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by Somerset and, by implication, his wife. Henry's subsequent 

efforts at damage control 

somewhat naive and childish~ 

are equally ineffective, and 

as he tells Buckingham to: "Go 

bid her· hidE~ him quickly from the Duke" (V.i.84). The Queen 

which causes York to launch into a vehement verbal 

attack on HE'ni' .. Y - · "Fal~:.e ~::.i.ng!" (1.91) -·and his ineptness: 

No, thou art not king; 

Not fit to govern and rule multitudes, 

Which darest not - no, nor canst not - rule a traitor. 

(V.i.93--95) 

l<Jhat York is implying here is that he (York) .is "fit to 

govc~rn and ru 1 e" - a cone 1 us ion he emphasises as he proceeds 

to rage against Henry, basing his argument on the symbolic 

trappings of kingship. As regards the crown, Henry's head 

"doth not b~::?comf:? a cr·m..,n" ( 1.96), wher·eas ·for Yo1~k "That gold 

[ c: r .. own] must. round eng i r·t these brovJs of mine" ( 1 • 99) . 

Henry's hand i~:; "made to gr·asp a palmer's staff, I And not to 

grace a n awful princely sceptre'' (11.97-98), while York has 

"a hand to hold a sceptre up, I And with the same to act 

con tr·o 11 ing laws" ( 11.1.02-10~~:;). York also pronounces that 

vJi th his " !smile and fr-mo.Jn" (1.100) he "Is:; able with the 

change to kill 01 ... cure" (1.101). York's rival claim to the 

k in (~shi p o·f England, then, b<:.'\sed on his natural, 

int.r·.i.ns.i.c:, and physical ability to be and appear "like a 
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king'' (1.29), the very thing Henry is unable to do. 26 

At the conclusion of this outburst York receives a 

rejoinder not from Henry himself but from Somerset. It is 

significant, in terms of the characterisation of Henry and 

his kingship, that between Henry's plea to the Queen to hide 

Somerset and his next speech to Clifford, there are forty-

eight lines of bellicose dialogue, and the armies of York 

(with his sons Edward and Richard) and Lancaster (with 

Clifford and Young Clifford) enter the arena, all under his 

gaze. Henry's silence while others take control and speak for 

him reflects on his character as both king and man. The 

nature of his interaction, or lack of it, with those around 

him helps to characterise his reign, as does the state of 

affairs apparently under his jurisdiction. 27 

An e:-: ample of the third dramatic method of 

characterisation, that of commentary of others on some aspect 

of Henry's person, is supplh;)d by Henry's wife, Queen 

Margan~~ t., ec.~r·ly in 2 l-lenrv V.l (I. iii). Margaret, who before 

26The type of kingship York seems to suggest here is that 
identified by David Scott Kastan, in "Proud Majesty Made a 
Subject: Shakespeare and the Spectacle of Rule", 
Shakespeare Quarterl'y', :~:.7 (1986), pg 469, as "rule as 
role" whereby "power· passes to him who can best control 
and manipulate the visual and verbal symbols of 
author·i ty ." Henr·y, then, is losing his power through his 
inability to perform such a "role". 

27This state of affair-s is reflr:cted in the Chorus's 
"Epi J.ogue" to l-fenry V: 

Henry the sixth, in infant. bands crowned king 
Of France and England, did this King [HVJ succeed, 
Whose state so many had the managing 
That they lost France, and made his England bleed. 

( l-1enrJ.·' V, Epi 1 ague, 9-12) 
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coming to England thought Henry would resemble her escort 

Sufi'olk. "In c:our· age~ courtship~ and proportion " (I. iii. 52)~ 

found instead that Henry is more priest than king, and in no 

way meets her expectations: 

But all his mind is bent to holiness~ 

To number Ave-Maries on his beads; 

His champions are the prophets and apostles, 

His weapons holy saws of sacred writ; 

His study is his tilt-yard~ and his loves 

Are brazen images of canonized saints. 

( I • iii . 5~5-58 ) 

Margaret continues to suggest a more suitable vocation for 

Henry~ albeit one tinged with bitter sarcasm: 

I would the College of the Cardinals 

Would choose him Pope, and carry him to Rome~ 

And set. the triple crown upon his head -

That were a state fit for his holiness. 

(I.iii.59-62 ) 

speeches~ then, characterise Henry as an 

e:-:cessi vel y pious individual, more concerned with divine 

than temporal matters~ and lacking those admirable physical 

qualities she sees in Suffolk. Qualities which, to her mind, 

should be duplicated in a king. 

Serving as an effective comparative and concluding point 

in this discussion of the dramatic of 

ch.:~n:\ct.r:.~risaticm in the l-lenry Vl sequence~ and the way they 



con tr-ibute to an overall effect of historical realism and 

verisimilitude, is the brief appearance of Richmond in Act IV 

scene vi of 3 Henry VI. 29 Here, Richmond is characterised, in 

miniature, solely through the commentary of others. He is 

given neither dialogue nor interaction, and he utters nothing 

in soliloquy or aside. He therefore appears as no mere than a 

onf-.:-d imensiona 1 dramatic caricature when compared with such 

characters as King Henry VI, who are not only talked about, 

but talk, .inter-act, and (through soliloquy) think on stage. 

It is the combination of these three dramatic methods of 

characterisation - soliloquy, dialogue and interaction, and 

commentary - that give a more rounded and complete version of 

a character·. The Henr'/ \/I te:-:ts, a nd Shakespeare the 

"hi~:;tor·ian", lift historical characters from the Chronicles 

and bring thc~m to "life", lending their character and 

personality some visible consequen ce in the moment of history 

in which they take part. 29 They are fleshed out, which helps 

to make character as much a part of history as event. 

Shakespeare's dramatic historiography as exemplified in 

t h€.~ !-lenry Vl" sequence, then, is a "r·ea J. isation" of the 

history found in the Chronicles with regard to both character 

and event. However·, as we have seen in connection with the 

Countess o·f Auvergne - l._ord T~>.lbot episode~ of .1 Henrv VI, 

zaDisc:ussed earlic~r"·, in relation to t.ht-: "Tudor- Myth", in 
section two, pp 39-40, of this Chapter. 

z~l'As F. Smith Fussner, pg 229, argues: "Shakespeare· s 
contribution to Elizabethan ideas of history... was 
historic verisimilitude: probable, live kings; not player 
king£.; dr·essed up fr·om the chronicles." 



Shakespeare ' s dramatic historiography also evinces the first 

signs of a s~?lf - refle:-:ive aware ness that. its "realisation " is 

anythinq but. "real" i.n terms of ( re) pre·:;ent.ing the historical 

"tr·uth". 
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Chapter 2 

9 r s.l_l:! i ?_to r_y __ ,_s.o_c;L_..t_tJJ:'L.J::: .. S..~---~D-S .:b. .. r_.I.b.QJJl as __ M o r ~_:_?.. 
tf_;i._!?: .. 't.9.r .. :x_._.Q.f_Ki ng .. B..;i,J;]:la r~L .. Ln: .. __ §.D..fL.Q.b_~ k e~p_~s_r:.~_:...?_ Rich§ r d J.J I 

Si. r· Thomas 1'1or·e ' s His torv of /(ing A'icha rd I I I~ written 

ar-ound 151::., provides the seminal portrait of the king 

cJr·c:\matised in Shak. espE:~are's history play Richard III. It 

reached Shakespeare not directly, but through a long chain of 

The story, as Shakespeare read it in Hall and Holinshed, 

tr·ace~:; b~1c k to two early sixteenth-century accounts, 

More's life of Richard (Latin and English) and Polydore 

Vergil's Anglica Historia, neither of which he himself 

seems to have looked at. Later chronicles borrowed 

freely from these two near-contemporary historians, and 

from each other, in the usual manner of the time. 

F\i.c:hard C3ra ·fton used both~ and was himself 

plundered by Hall ( 1548) ' from whom Grafton then 

extracted more bits and pieces for his second version 

( 1569). Ho l insherJ, ·finally~ dretrJ upon More, Polydore 

Vergil, Hall, Grafton~ and others. 1 

This passage through the sixteenth of the 

historiography of Richard III fr·om "original" historians 

Vergil) to chroniclers (Grafton~ 

1 E.f-'-l.J. Honiqmann, "Intl~oduc:tion", pg 
Shakespeare's f(inq Richard the Th1:rd 
Books Ltd, 1986). 

Hall, Holinshed) to 

13, in his edition of 
(Middlesex: Penguin 



clramat.i.st ( Shake~::;pean::~) is an e:-:ample of the Tudor 

historiographical practices of adaptation and accretion. 2 

liJha t. is immediately evident is the similarity between the 

tr·ansmi ssion of ideas and information from author to author 

through written historiography, and the transmission of the 

same by way of speech from one person to another~ that is, 

oral transmission. More's H.istory~ as one of the founts of 

this particular strand of (written) historiography~ is itself 

a product of the oral transmission of historical detail. 

Through the History More writes of what men "say"~ what he 

has and what he has "learned".~ In F'aul Murray 

Kendall's words, More ' s History is: 

a manuscript which is based on oral information gathered 

a generation after the event. 4 

therefore have the interesting phenomenon of the 

historiography of Richard III being grounded in the tradition 

of ora 1 histot~y. 

ThE~ fact that More's History occupies such a pivotal 

position~ linking oral and written history, and exerts such a 

influence on the his tot~ iog raphic portrayal and 

subsequent popular perception of Richard III is cause to look 

2 These practises are defined on pg 15. 

3 Sir Thomas More~ 
~::endall), in F'aul 
.Dt::.•b<=t te ( 1\11;=w Yor-k: 

History of King Richard III (ed. F'.M. 
Murray Kendall, Richard III- The Great 
W.W. Norton & Company, 1992), pg 36, 

1 <Y.::; , 106. A 1 1 
edition. 

subsequent quotes are taken from this 
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br-iefly at the pr-oblems involved in the tr-ansposition of 

.in ·fo l~ma tion" in to au tho I~ ita ti ve his tor- iog r-aph y . 

The main pr-oblem in such a tr-ansposition is that of 

sour-ce, for- , as the <:luthor-s of Oral History' A Hand book 

put. it, the "Achilles heel of or-al testimony ••. [is] the 

unlimited poten tial for- distor-tion. ooe The histor-ian must, 

~'llhen SLWVe'y'irHJ his collected " or-al testimony", tr-y to do as 

Chaucer- ' s Nu n's Pr-ies t advises: "Taketh the fr-uyt, and lat. 

the chaf be stille." 6 I·f infor-mation is sour-ced fr-om a 

par-ticular- infor-mant, distor-tion may be due either- to genuine 

(the unintentional confusing or- for-getting of 

names, details, or- place~.; ) or-, COnVf:?r-seJ.y, to deliber-ate 

manipulation (intentional distor-tion of facts to ser-ve a 

por-tr-aying someone or- something in a better-

liqht is the casf.?) . Fur-thermor-e, and 

tr-c:m s cend.ing these intentional and unintentional facto r- s~ 

ther-e is the d:i. ~;t o rt.ion that ~'llould r-esult fr-om a n 

individual's per-sonal per-spective and unconscious ideological 

pos.i_ ti.on ( s) . Ther-e ·for-e, the "tr-uth" or- accur-acy of any r-e por-t 

is , in Her-schel Baker-'s wor-ds, subject to: 

not only convictions and beliefs, but also attitudes, 

-=~ssumpt..i.ons, a nd c onfigur-ations of opinion that wer-e 

bound to shapE~ :":1. ma1 1' :::; perception and thus his 

t'Loui~se Doug l<:."l.S, Alan F~obE~r·· ts, Ruth Thompson, On~ 1 !-lis tor)/ 
-A Handbook (Sydn e y: Allen & Unwin, 1988), pg 20. 

6 Ch.::\ucer- (ed. Ben~;on), "Nun ' s Pr-ies t's Tale", 1.3443. 
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p~esentation of the so-called facts. 7 

thE~ above~ the intentional disto~t..ion of "·facts" 

whe~ein a sou~ce, or indeed the histo~ian~ has some vested 

inte~est in popularizing a ce~tain pe~spect.ive on events - is 

a st ~ong conside~ation when dealing with the cont~ove~sial 

a nd p~ovocative figu~e of Richa~d III in combination with the 

po l itical p~opaganda of the Tudo~ dynasty (in such fo~ms as 

tht:~ "Tudor- Myth") .. It. i=s in Tudor- inte~est.s to p~esent 

Richa~d as an unequivocally evil king who, in the best 

interests of England~ was justifiably ove~t.h~own. 

This Tudo~ inte~est. may also affect the othe~ sou~ce of 

in for-m,:~ t ion available to the hi sto~ian, that. of the 

public: domain. Info~mation he~e will span the spect.~um f~om 

"·f actual evEm t." to 1 .i!'2S, with l E:'gend, my t.h !' gossip, ~umou~ 

and speculation in-between. The histo~ian must. t.~y to filt.e~ 

this and somehow ext~act only that which~ in his judgement, 

c\dcls; to, o~ bea~s upon, what is al~eady known. In all of the 

the passing of time - Mo~e, it will be ~emembered, is 

wr· i. t:ing 11 genE·r·a t:i.on a·fte~ thE> E~vent" is a huge 

con~;; i. cl er-a t ion to be taken into account. In the inte~vening 

yea~s sto~ies which pe~haps began as the most out~ageous 

falsifications may, th~ough endless ~epetition, assume an 

unjustified c~edence. In surnma~y, then, the o~al hist.o~ian 

must be-= a~'>Jan·? that all <a ttempts "to <;Jive an account of what 

will subjt::~c::t to in tEe~p~eti ve 

-7 1·-IE·~r·!:;c: hP 1 :Elak.er .. , The F:..'ac:e of Ti.me: Three Lectures on 
Renai.ssanc:e Historiography (To~ont.o: Unive~sity of To~onto 
Press, 1967)~ pg 23. 



n:=c: on s t t'"UC t i. on , "e ~:;ome, o·f c ou r·se, mo r·~"? than o the r·s . 

Both More and Shakespeare, in their respective works, 

seem to illustrate an awareness of the various problems and 

pitfalls involved when compiling and pr·esenting orally-

~5ourced historiography. A representative and comparable 

episode from each - the subject of Richard ' s birth 

make this clear. 

will 

In More's character sketch of Richard, he describes 

Richard's physical appearanc~"?: "little o·f stature, ill 

·featured of 

hig h<:=r· than 

per .. sonal i t.y: 

limbs, crook-backed, his left shoulder much 

his r·.ight" ( pq ::::;5), 

"He ii'Jas ma.lic.ious, 

and aspects of Richard's 

wrathful, envious " ( pg 35) • 

He then touches upon the subject of Richard's birth. 

Si~Fl if ice:m t.l y, More prefaces these details with "It is fq.r. 

truth t~eported" (my emphasis), d.istinquishing what is to 

follow from the preceding information regarding appearance 

and per·sonality, which, unpr··efac:ed, tht'?n: ·fore stands as_ the 

truth. This seems to indicate that More feels less 

comfortable with either hi s source(s) or the information 

itself, and so adds a s mall disclaimer suggesting that what 

follows may or may not be true: 

It is for truth reported that the Duchess his mother had 

so much ado in her travail that she could not be 

delivered of him uncut, 

with the feet forward 

~Douglas et al, pg 21. 

and that he came into the world 

as men be borne out of it - and 
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(as the fame runs) also not untoothed. 9 

Ther·e then, an implicit distinction made between true 

r·eport e:md that vJhich stands "for" the truth, details which 

accumulate ,·:H-ound a popular- figure as speculative "fame". The 

passage then continues with two possible reasons for the 

(·?>:ist.t'?nce o·f t:.hi~3 repot~t or "fame": 

either men out of hatred report above the truth [i.e., 

lie] or else nature changed her course in his beginning 

who in the course of his life many things unnaturally 

ccHnmi t ted . .1.o 

If More himself subscribes, and e:·: pee ts his readers to 

likewise subscribe, to the former explanation of a false 

report made out of "ha tr·ed" rather than the latter 

e:-: pl <::\lla tion that "nature c hangt:-?d her cour-se"~ then the 

inclusion of this latter explanation lends the impression 

that. it was made for (prudent) political reasons. l~ealising 

that to question the tr·uth of the popular reports, or "fame", 

regarding Richard's birth is to question the basis of the 

Tudor· Myth (one dubious story may taint or tarnish the 

~'>~hole), More gives himself an escape clause in allowing the 

possibility that Richard was a freak of nature. On the other 

hand, 

e:·:p lana tions 

completeness, 

may simply have included both 

to signify his historical accuracy and 

showing that:. he is giving a rounded account of 

his subject by not leaving anything out:., even details which 

.t.ol"lor·e, pg 35. 
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he himself is sceptical towards. The details of Richard's 

birth are an example, recognised by More in his qualification 

"as the 'f<::,mf:~ runs" and hi.~:;; rf::~ference to "hatred", of the 

d i. ::; tort. ing report can have upon historical 

"tr·· uth", especially when influenced by (Tudor) political 

inter·est. 

The details of Richard's birth also seem to be used in 

Shake~;peare · s F?.icha rd I I I to i 11 ustra te the d i sere pane ies to 

which the oral tradition can lead when reported "truths" 

( t1or·e' s "fame") gain popular· cunrency. In a brief exchange 

bE:~ tween the young Duke of Yor k and his grandmother the 

Duchess of York (Richard's mother), the topic of Richard's 

birth is raised: 11 

Y,od:·.: !"'arry, thE?Y say my uncle grew sc> fast 

That he could gnaw a crust at two hours old; 

11This exchange between 
similar content in 
murdered Henry VI 
Ric: ha.r-d : 

York and the Duchess recalls one of 
.:::> l-!enry Vl where the soon-to-be-

soon- to-be-murderer 

Thy mother felt more than a mother's pain, 
And yet brought forth less than a mother's hope, 

Teeth hadst thou in thy head when thou wast born, 
To signify thou earnest to bite the world; 
And if the rest be true whi ch I have heard, 
Thou earnest - [here Henry is halted by Richard] 

(.:::> l-!enrv VI, V.vi..49-50 ••• s:::::-56) 
Sign .if ic:an t here .is th,:~ t Henry has "hear-d" these and more 
details concerning Richard's birth, thus s howing them as 
part of the oral tradition. It is also significant, in 
ter·ms of illustrating the "Chinese-whispers" distorting 
effect oral history may be subject to, that Henry's 
ver·sion has F~ic: hard "born" wi t.h teeth, whi 1 e the young 
Duk.e' s later ver·sion has Hichard growing "so fast [and 
implicitly gr·ov-Ji.ng teeth so ·fast ]" that he was able to 
"gnat.\'" at. "two hour-s old". 
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Ducbess.: I prE~Y thee~ pretty York, who told thee this? 

His nurse? Why, she was dead ere thou wast 

born. 

)"or·k: If 'twere not shE', I cannot te 11 who told me. 

(I I. iv.2"7-28 ... :31--34) ~ 2 

The similarities with the previous passage from More's 

History are obvious. More's "It is for truth reported" 

becomes here "they say", and the play turns the report of 

being "not untoothed" into the more graphic and memorable 

detai 1 D·f being ab 1 e t.D "qna~'i a crust". Some e 1 abDr·a tion upDn 

the source of the Duke's information, his "they say", is 

sought by the Duchess, who in so doing seems to imply the 

untruthfulness of the report: the situation of the Duchess 

enquiring of her grandson what is said of her son's birth is 

quite absurd. for surely the mother~ if anyone, would know 

the "truth" of the matter. In reply the Duke first names his 

source as Richard's nurse, but this is quickly proved 

impossible by the~ Duchess, causing the Duke to become 

equivocal: "If 'twere not she~, I cannot tell who told me." 

The Duke's story, then~ is unsourced and exists of itself, 

perhaps lent some undeserved authority through its popular 

c:\SC r i ption to the now dead nurse, an indisputable source. 

the above exchange illustrates is how a story/rumour 

c: i l~cul a tes and, upon enter-ing the public consciousness, 

questions of source and truth fade into the background. In 

~ 2William Shakespeare, King Richard the Third, 
Honigmann (Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd, 
subsequent quotes are taken from this edition. 

ed. E.A.J. 
1986). All 



Jan Vansina's words: 

Rumours that are not contradicted survive and become 

part first of the store of oral history~ later- also of 

oral tradition. 1 3 

What it also illustrates~ through Queen Elizabeth's abrupt 

rej Dinder· 11 F' i tc hers have ears 11 
( 1. 37 ~ a rejoinder which also 

inc:lic:ates-, her anxiety at being overheard discussing such 

mat. ter-s) , 1.
. ,

.::> how a stDry/rumour infiltrates society t o be 

randomly heard and subsequently repeated by even the s mallest 

"pitcher-"~ here equated with the young Duke. The oral 

t.r-ad i. tion does not discern who plays a . part in its 

t.n:u1smission. 

in the History~ C"' . 
;::>l.r Thomas More is often at 

pain=; to stress the reliability of his sources and 

consequently the truth of his received information. This also 

has the c::offect, of implicitly acknowledging the 

possibility of his sources being unreliable, especially when 

we bear in mind those pitfalls to whic h the oral transmission 

of is prone. concern with the 

authoritativeness i:l.nd impartiality of his sources is 

particularly prominent when he is dealing with such disputed 

cases as that of the murder of the two princes. Here, More 

st.::\tes:; his sources ~"":\re those who "much knew and little cause 

had to l i e" ( pg 106 ) • His information regarding the ef f ects 

on Fh.c he:\rd of the murder ("he never had quiet in his mind", 

.t.::!!:J a.n Vansina, Ora 1 Trad 1: t ion as /--lis torv 
Curry Ltc:l, 1985), pg 6. 

(London: James 



"1-·!r=~ took ill r-es-,t a--niqhts", p!;J 107), he te;!lls us, Wc\S "hear-d 

by cr-edible r-epor-t of such as wer-e secr-et with his chamber-

men" ( p~~ .1.<)7) " In the for-mer statement, "little cause .•• to 

lie" does not entirely rule out fa 1 si ·f ication, ~.o.Jhi le the 

lattf~r- statement's "cr·ecHblE! n:~por· t" is at best third hand 

infor-mation. Evc-7!r-y mention of the historiogr-apher's oral 

sour-ce~.; and their- reliability only draws attention to the 

essential unr-eliability of such sources for- the historian. 

This juxtaposition of the wr-itten and or-al, which r-aises 

the question of the best vehicle or conduit for- historical 

between Pr-ince "tr·uth", is the subject of a conver-sation 

Ed~'>li:\t~d, Buck:i.nqham, and Richat'"d in Ft.ichard III (III.i.61-88). 

Prince Edwar-d wants to know wher-e he and his br-other will 

"sojour-n till out~ cor-on,'::l. t.ion" ( l • 62 ) ' to which Richar-d 

~iLl.!;) g E-~S t ~:; that "the ·ro~tJer·" ( 1.6~i) will suit for- a couple of 

Talk i.:hen turns to the subject of the Tower, its 

histor·y, and the role played therein by Julius Caesar. The 

young Prince asks Buckingham how he knows Julius Caesar- began 

the building of the Tower: "Is it upon r-ecord, or- else 

I SuccE~s~:;ively fr-om aqe to age he built it?" 

( 11. 72-.. 7~:;). "f~~:conj" hen;! equates to the ~·Jr·i tten word, and is 

linked therefore with written his tor- iog raphy; 

f r-c>rn age to age" equates to the spoken word, 

"reported •.. 

hence or·al 

histor-y. Buckingham's statement that the Tower ' s history is 

"Upon record'' (1.74) r-eceives an interesting r-eply from the 

Pr- inc:r~: 

But say, my lord, it wer-e not registered [recorded], 

Me thinks the truth should live from age to age, 
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As 'twere retailed to all posterity, 

Even to the general all-ending day. 

(I I I. i. '75--78) 

The assumption both the Prince and Buckingham seem to be 

displaying is that those historical details 

"r·egistered", that is, recorded or written, are subsequently 

accepted as the "tnJth". The fact that Julius Caesar's part 

in the bui 1 ding of the TowE~r has bE?en "registered" means it. 

is r·ecognised a~:; th~"? "truth", and~ using the Prince's words 

out of context, "should live from age to age". The 

consequences and implications of this conceptualisation of 

vJri.t.t.en history for-· the historic:m, especially an oral 

historian like More who creates a written record out of oral 

report, hugE•. Those reports chosen or selected, for 

whatever reason and at a certain moment in time, as worthy of 

becoming ( "register-·ed") will be accepted as the 

"t.n.lth", thE~ (jialogue suggE~sts, long after the historian, his 

and any others in whose living memory the events in 

question occurred, have passed away. As an example of this we 

only remember the whole-hearted acceptance of Mor-e's 

historical record by Hall and Holinshed. 

The Prince's speech, however, merely suggests the above. 

What he actually says is that had Julius Caesar's involvement 

l,•Ji. th the building of the Tower her-e standing for- the 

"tr-uth"·-· not been "r-egistered", the "truth" would have still 

survived and be known as such. "RE~gist.ration", then, is not 

nec:essar i 1 y ''~ corollary fo1·- the "tr-u t.h" to be known. It may 

just as easily, says the Prince, be "retailed to all 



postet'·ity" as (or·al) t'·epor-t. Taken a step fur-ther-, ther-e is 

no r-eason why r-epor-t should not mor-e closely appr-oximate the 

"tn .. tth" than doe~; r-~?c:ot~d. The Pr-ince's essential pr-emise is 

that. the "tr-uth" will~ somehow, always be known. 

then~ does this str-ange little inter-change mean, 

incor-por-ate a discussion of or-al ver-sus wr-itten 

"tn .. tth" in a staged pr-oduction (which par-ticipates in both 

"or-al" and "wr-itten" traditions) r,J I think the te:·:t is 

pr-esenting this discussion of Julius Caesar-'s involvement in 

tht:~ building of the Tower- as an analogy for- Richar-d's 

invo l ve~men t in the mur-der- of the two pr-inces in the same 

To~"Jer-. It suggests that while ther-e ar-e no wr-itten r-ecor-ds 

i.nc: r- imina tirHJ F<ic har-cj of the c r· ime, the "tr·u th" of the matter

·-·that F:ichar·cl ~"..as-, the ins..t:.igator· -·is "known" r-egar·dless. In 

pr-ocess. the te:-:t .lS 

(re)constr-uction of the mur-der-, 

legitimating both 

itself devised fr-om, 

Mor-e's 

and a 

tr-anscr-iption of, or-,::~1 te·:stimony, and those other- unwr-itten 

or· un-"register·ed" r-eports which implicate Richar-d in the 

Though ther-e is no wr-itten pr-oof, only ver-bal and 

.inc:idE~nt.al the "tr·uth" ~·Ji.ll still be known thr-ough 

th~~ ages. Richar-d himself suggests this when he answer-s the 

Pr·ince: "I say, without [written] character-s fame lives long " 

(1.81). Soon after- this~ the Julius Caesar- analogy comes to a 

the Prince reflecting on how Caesar-'s "valour-" 

(l.l35) has ~;msur·ed hi~:; "fame" (1.88), leaving us to r-eflect 

on the "fame->" - or- infamy - of Richat~d. 
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In he1~ "Au thor's F'ref ace" to The Pr.inces in the Tower~ 

A 1 i son l>Je i ,~ ~ while discussing the unlikelihood of any 

confirmation of the "truth" concer·ning the murder of the two 

Pr-inces (Edward and Richard)~ compares the difficulties 

facing the historian in such a case with those faced by a 

lawyer: 

We are talking about a murder that was committed in the 

strictest secrecy half a millennium ago in a period for 

which sources are scanty and often evasive. It is true 

that documents occasionally come to light which add yet 

another- tiny piece to this extremely complex jigsaw-

puz:::: 1 (~, but a historian can rarely hope to produce, in 

such a case, the kind of evidence that would convince a 

modern court of law of the identity of the murderer. The 

historian's job is to weigh the evidence available, 

however slender and circumstantial, and then on a 

probabilities - reconstruct what probably 

happ&?ned . .1. 4 

While Weir is here talking of the "modern court of law" and 

the "historian's job" ,3.~5 it applies to her- own task~ we can 

equ.:dly apply the analogy of historian and lawyer to Sir 

Thomas More and William Shakespeare as they "reconstruct" 

their respective histories of Richard III. It is interesting 

to note that More was himself, alongside his historical 

--------

.L 4 Alison Weir, 
Tower- (London: 

"Author's Preface" :i.n The Princes in 
The Bodley Head, 1992), pg xiii-xiv. 
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political interests, a leg al professional. He was a tr-ained 

lawyer· "acclaimed tor his skill in lc.~w", and his vocation at 

the tim~? o·f ~-vt··iting the 1--fistory of .l(i.ng Richard 1 I I was that 

of an Under-Sheriff, a judicial advisor to the Sheriffs.~ 0 

The lawyer - historian analogy is thus embodied in the figure 

of Sir Thomas More. Consequently, we might expect More's 

historiography and the historiographical methods evident in 

the History to be influenced by his knowledge of the law and 

its pr·ac tic:es and pr·oc:edun?::;;. Likewis-.e, through its 

derivative nature, Shakespeare's Richard Ill. 

To examine this proposed contiguity between the pursuits 

of the lawyer and the historian, I will tak.e the above 

pass<?~ge fr·om The Pr.inces .in tht? Tower·, point by point, and 

it in relation to the two texts under consideration 

(Shakespear-e's F?ichard I I I <:3-nd More's History' of King 

A' i c: ha 1~d .r l I ) • 

Weir's first. point - that the murder of the Princes was 

a highly secret and covert operation leaving no avert 

incriminating evidence ( "sourc &?s ") - is suggestive of the 

situation facing the lawyer and historian alike, that of 

starting their process of discovery from the end result. From 

the actual event and from the person accused, they must 

uncover the probable "truth", the causes and motives. They 

must, in Katherine Eisaman Maus 's words, e:-:tract from 

1 ~Kendall, pp 23-26. 
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"e:-: te~rTta l appear·ancE~s" ·the "inner~ invisible truth". 16 This 

task l. <::: 
. _, !I of course, impossible. The hidden causes of an event 

and the internal motives of a person can only be brought to 

light through the practice or process of what Maus terms 

".indue tion ... : reasoning from the superficial to the deep, 

from the effect to the cause, from seeming to being." This 

pr-ocess always, however, "liable to error". 17 

Significantly, Sir Thomas More~ lawyer and historian, 

acknowledges this very practice and the uncertain conclusions 

the process is likely to yield. Reporting the dispute over 

Richard's involvement in Clarence's death (discussed later), 

Man':? declare~-=;: 

But of all this point is there no certainty, and whoso 

divines upon conjectures may as well shoot too far as 

too shor·t . .1. e~ 

C::onj (:~C t:ur· ing or inducing .:~ "truth", then~ is fraught with 

pr-ob 1 ems: the outcome is as likely to miss the mark as hit 

it. 

The practice of induction, of discerning or extracting 

an " .inner·, invisible tl~uth" fl~om "f?:-:ternal appearances", is 

further problematised, but also made more necessary, when the 

defendant in a trial or the s ubject of a history is allegedly 

16 ~::a ther- ine Eisaman Maus, "Proof and Consequences: 
Inv-Jardness ancl Its E:·: posure in the Eng 1 ish Renaissance", 
F.'epresenta t ions :~~4 (Spring 199.1) , pg 29 • 

. 1. 8 l"lo re, P~J :::)6. 
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or reputedly one whose speech and actions are_ a misleading 

Richard is just such a character in More's History. 

Here, Richard is described as: 

Df 

close and sec r·et ~ a deep dissembler~ lowly of 

coun tenc.inc~=, arrogant of heart, outwardly companionable 

where he inwardly hated, 

thought to kill. ~• 

note hE?r-e is the use of 

not hesitating to kiss whom he 

t<::~rms like "inwardly" and 

"thought", and the emphasis on the dissembling nature of the 

man. 

Shakespeare's texts are able to display the duplicitous 

nature of Richard more pointedly (in the manner of the Vi ce 

of the morality play tradition) through their juxtaposition 

of !::;:ichar·d's "innt:~r-, invi.:;iblE7? tl~uth" i.n soliloquy an d aside 

with that of his "e:-: tern a 1 appearances" in stage 

(inter) ac ticm, thereby drawing attention to the discrepancy 

bet. 1"Jeen the b"Jo. Alone on stage soliloquizing, or in an 

aside, the texts illustrate why the lawyer's and historian ' s 

inductive processes; \.'J:i. 11 ~ \.'Jhen applied to F\ichard · s "e:-:ternal 

app(-::> ;:H·ancc~s" ~ provE? ·f n.li. t 1 (~~;s. In .3 Henr-)1' VI Richar-d out 1 ines 

his ability for deliberate deception and deceit: 

Why, I can smile, and murder whiles I smile, 

And cry 'Content! to that whi c h grieves my heart, 

And wet my cheeks with artificial tears, 

And frame my face to all occasions . 

.1- 9 More, pg ~~::5. 
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(III.ii.182-185) 

cloaking 

piE~ty: 

in F.' i c ha rd I I I , Richard outlines his 

his "naked villainy" with superficial 

technique of 

emotion and 

But then I sigh, and with a piece of Scripture, 

Tell them that God bids us do good for evil; 

And thus I cloth my naked villainy 

With odd old ends stolen forth of Holy Writ, 

And seem a saint, when most I play the devil. 

( I • iii. :::;:::::.3-337) 

A virtuoso performance of this technique is given in Act III 

scene vii~ wher-e F~ic: har-d, entering above holding his prayer 

book and flanked by two bishops, receives the pre-planned 

supplication of Buckingham to be King before the Lord Mayor 

and citizens of London. Only after twice refusing, nominally 

becau~~e he is "unfit for state and majesty" ( I I I . vii . 204) ~ 

doe~s Ric: hard "grudrJingly" accept the responsibility of 

kingship. 

These examples of Richard revealing his capacity to 

belie h is "inner, invisible truth" ~·Jith contrived "e:·: tern a 1 

appear-ances"~ then~ have the self-reflexive effect of 

undermining induction as a legal and historiographical method 

oi' obtain i.n g the "truth " . They shov-J the potential 

impossibility of either knowing or discovering someone's 

thouc;)hts ~ feelings or intentions. Without Richard revealing 

to us this "inner" knmo.~ledge- ~o.~hich is itself~ of course~ a 

invention of the dramatist - we would be left to 
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~)L.te~5s, calculate, induce what lay behind his outward 

behaviour: e:-:actl y the situation in which a prosecuting 

lawyer, for example, or a historian~ would find themselves. 

In the last sentence of the quotation from Weir's 

"Preface" that which outlines the "h istorian's job" of 

the "evidence available" to "r·econstruc t what 

pr-obably happened" - what is immediately apparent is the 

subjective nature of the historical (and legal) process~ and 

the active role the historian plays in the historiography 

they pr·esen t.. A lawyer~ either for the prosecution or the 

de·fence, must select only that evidence which serves~ or is 

aprwopr:i.ate to, his particular persuasion. The historian, 

with the overall intention of trying to "convince" 

his account. is the "+..:r-t.tt:.l·"t ", must "weigh the evidence 

avai 1.:::'\b l e" and then, thl~ough prudent se 1 ec tion, construe t the 

most probable portrayal of character and event. The 

historian, like~ a lawyer, is stating a case - a 

similarity which is even more pronounced if the historian 

sets out not to show the "truth" but t.o either glorify or 

vilify his subject. I f , in the case of Richard I I I for 

&::·: ample, a historian wanted to emphasise Richard's villainy 

or has a (pre)conception of Richard's guilt, then only that 

evidence which suits, or is expedient to this particular 

emphasis ~ would be selected. Such selections, be they biased 

or impartial, are all made subjectively with the intention of 

either discovering and repeating the "tr·uth" or moulding 

selected evidence to fit a certain viewpoint (and one may be 

indistinguishable from the other). 
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extensiveness and amount of evidence the histor-ian 

ha=; to ~tmr·k with, or- "weigh"~ is also an issue r-aised by Weir-

in hr:?l~ qualification "however· slender- and cir-cumstantial". 

of the shor-tage or- inconclusive natur-e of the 

£-'!Vidence, some conclusion must still be r-eached or-

po=, t.u 1 a tee:!. To this end, the histor-iogr-aphical pr-ocess 

r-eflects that of the English Renaissance law-cour-t wher-e: 

c: i r-c: ums tan t.ia 1 evidence was all that was r-equir-ed 

conviction. Engl.ish c:our-ts made n o r-ules about 

for

the 

admi~:;si.bility of evidence, no qualitative distinction 

among kinds of pr-oo ·f, until well into the seven teen th 

c:entur·y. The power to convince the jur-y was all that 

Significant her-e is Maus's r-ecognition of the legal 

pr· ior- i ti sa tion of the ( r-hetc:>r·ical) "powet~ to convince " over-

any reliance on " pr··oof" . Cir-cumstantial evidence, in 

combination with the per-suasive use of eloquence and/or-

emotional appeal (for- pathos or- sympathy~ for- e:-:ample ) is 

all that is r-equir-ed to constr-uct and plead a case. This 

Their-situation c a n equally be applied to the histor-ian. 

task, 

[to] 

in ~-l!c-:!ir-' s v-mrds, is "on a balance of pr-obabilities 

r-econstn.tc t what pr-obably happened". Like the lawyer-, 

the hi stor· ian must "r-e-~con~st.r-uc: t" fr-om the avai 1 able evidence, 

c i r·c:ums tan tia 1 other-wise, a pr-obable and cc:mv inc ing 

(nar-r-ative) account of an event. 



Such reliance on circumstantial evidence draws out the 

~simi 1 a r· it i f.?S between t. hr::> legal and historiographical 

processes and practices in Renaissance England. Both are~ in 

the first instance~ concerned with discerning or discovering 

an "inner·, inv isi bl e tru t.h" from perceived or known " e:-: tern a 1 

appE?arances" ~ a process which is~ by definition, impossible. 

This necessitates the use of "induction " , which in effect may 

be no more than educated speculation. The yield 

pr·ocess of induction is then reconstructed and 

from this 

fo r·mulated 

into a rhetorical narrative which is most likely to persuade 

a judge~ or reader. The issue of "truth " seems to 

become secondary. 

It is interesting to observe how~ in More's History of 

King Richard III and Shakespeare's Richard III~ l egal 

pr·acticE:> and/or process is used or abused to establish or 

"truth", and thereby to observe how this 

the practice and/or process of the historiographer 

a~;; he or· <sh~? also seeks to por·tray the " tr·uth " . 

we bear in mind Maus's conclusion that: 

In so doing 

The English Renaissance theater, and the Shakespearean 

perhaps most self-consciously, strugg l es like 

the English Renaissance courtroom with the limitations 

and potential falsifications involved in the process of 

making visible an invisible truth. 2 ~ 

The courtr·oom ~ the theatre and hi.stor.iography ~ then, in 

2 ~Maus~ pg 47. 
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h.:winq the similar objective to persuade their rt;:>s pee t i ve 

audienc:(=.!S oi' the "truth"~ are subject to similar pr-ob 1 ems. 

further aggravated when the defendant. or 

protagonist or historical subject is duplicitous and self-

con::;c: i.ous 1 y of the "limitations and potential 

fa 1 ~3 i. t .i. cations" of the search ·for "truth". How do More (in 

lawyer and historian) and Shakespeare (in verse 

drama as dramaturqical historian), themselves seeking to 

portray a version of the "truth"~ represent Richard's 

supposed d.i<:;tortion of the "truth" and "truth"-baring 

p r·oc: esses ';·' Two episodes!' or "cases"~ 

interesting in relation to this question: 

are particularly 

the ci r cumstances 

sur-rot.tnd i.ng the accusations of treason aimed firstly at 

Clarence~ and later at Lord Hastings. 

Cle:H··ence' s dottmfall in the His tory is i n itially 

attributed to one of two possible causes: either the jealousy 

an d envy of the Duer.:-m and her Woodville faction~ or 

Clarence's personal pride and ambition: 

For were it due to the Queen and the lords of her blood~ 

who highly maligned the King's kindred .•• or were it due 

to the proud appetite of the Duke himself~ int.ending to 

be king, heinous treason was laid to his charge[.] 22 

More here gives no indication which of these he believes is 

the most probable, more weight~ merely 

continuing with a report of the subsequent judgement and 

22More, pg 34-35. 



sentence: 

and finally were he faulty, he faultless 

attainted was he by Parliament and judged to the death, 

and thereupon hastily drowned in a butt of Malmesey. 2~ 

The~ assocL:~tic.m here of the charge of treason with the 

difficulty of discovering actual innocence or guilt - "were 

he faulty, ~-Jere he ·faultless" - is indicative of the legal 

anc:l historiographical discussed above, of 

ascertaining "inner, invisible truth" ·from "e:·: tern a 1 

appearances ''. This, however, was what some charges of treason 

required. In the medieval treason statute of 1352, which 

provided the basis for treason law in subsequent years 

thr-ough times, 2 4 one of the various offences 

c: 1 as~>i. f iecl as treasonous was "to compass or· imagine the death 

the k irHJ, his quc~f~n or· the ,~oyal heir.":~~ The offence, 

then, might be committed in thought or intention as well as 

in deed, and as such is difficult, even impossible, to know 

or prove. As regards Clarence's charge of treason as reported 

by l"lon:.~ , the suspicion that he vJas "intending to be king", 

thereby necessitating the removal of the current king, Edward 

24J.G. Bellamy, in The Law of Treason in England in the 
Later Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1970), pg 136, states that "most English kings of the 
period [1352-1485] were happy to abide by the definition 
of treason em bod .ied in the act of .1:352." Maus, pg ::~A, 

states that the language of this statute '' persists through 
all the many Tudor and Stuart extensions and 
reformulations of the law." 

2 :'.'),John Bellamy, 
!!~ Kegan Pcn.tl, 

The Tudor Law of Treason (London: Routledge 
1. 979) , Pt;J 9. 
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IV~ would ·f'all within th!-? bounds of "compassing or- imagining 

thr::- de.::\ th of thE' king". Henc e the necessity of " induction" 

(to ascer-tain any "compassing o1r .imaq in ing") to sue h a char-ge 

of tr·c""ason, and hence ultimately no absolute "knowledge" of 

·fault-- "wer-e he faulty, wen;: he faultlt:?ss". 

Of significance in More's histor-iogr-aphy (above) is his 

use of legal ter-minology and of legal "char-ge ••• 

attainted ... judged 11
• These detai 1 s, however·, which ser-ve to 

lend his account of Clar-ence's tr-ial some sense of over-t 

seem quite incongr-uous when juxtaposed with the 

manner· of Cl.:cu·ence' ~:; ~;~;-:ecut .. i.on, "ha·:.Stily dr-owned in a butt of 

Ma 1 mesE:~y. 11 We are l eft by Mor-e to wonder at both the haste 

and the par-ticular- and obscur-e method of dr-owning: does this 

suggest some personal or- political ex pediency r-elating to the 

These questions, especially that of expediency in such a 

pr-ompt dispatch of Clar-ence, ar-e partly answer-ed by Mor-e a 

little l ate r. It will be r-emembered that in Mor-e's account of 

Clarence's downfall, is neither- mentioned nor-

imp 1 ice:\ tf.::>d. Not so ' however·, when Mor-e r-epor-ts what is 

thought at lar-ge concer-ning the case~ 

Some wise men also think that his [Richard's] dr-ift, 

covertly conveyed, lac l..;.ed not in helping for-th his 

br-other.. of Clarence to his death, trJhic h he r-esisted 

openly:, howbeit somewhat (as men deemed) mor-e faintly 
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than he that were heartily minded to his welfare. 26 

The reason fo1~ th.i~5 "~·J.ise" thought is the obvious one that 

Clarence's removal raised Richard's place in the line of 

succession to the c r·m·m, ·for "they that thus deem, think that 

he [Richard] long time in King Edward's life forethought to 

be king", there-fore C l ar·ence · s "1 i fe must needs have hindered 

him" (pg :56). The overall effect here of an initial account 

followed by a secondary and partly contradictory report with~ 

.i.n--bet.vJeEm, 

dissembl<:~r", 

the 

1. c
• :::> 

description 

to suggest 

of Richard as a "deep 

that behind the "e:·: ·tern a l 

appe:•arances" of ClarE->nc£:-~·s-, "treason" is the:~ "inner, invisible 

truth" of Ric hard's evil intentions. It therefore seems, 

thr··ough l"lor·e:•' s orciE·r·ing .:.-~nd pr·esenta tion of the "facts ", that 

FUcha1·-c1 i !5 using the " e:-:ter·nal appearance" of a treason 

and possibly thE:? legally ambiguous nature of 

"imagining" to hide his own "inner, invisible" 

desire for the crown. 

In F?ichard Ill, on the other hand, and carrying on from 

the closing scenes of 3 Henry VI, Richard is unequivocally 

shown to be implicated in, and the catalyst for, Clarence's 

imprisonment and death. His devious method involves the 

setting abroad of false prophecies to evoke fear and 

suspicion of Clarence in his elder brother, the present king, 

IV. In the penul ti.mate scene of .J Henry- VI Richard 

briefly ou tlines his plan: 

26More, pq 36. 
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Clarence, beware; thou keepest me from the light. 

But I will sort a pitchy day for thee; 

For I will buzz abroad such prophecies 

That Edward shall be fearful of his life~ 

And then, to purge his fear, I'll be thy death. 

( .5 1-ienry- VI~ V. vi. 84-88) 

By Richard III the plan has slightly changed. Instead of 

prophecies causing Edward to fear for his own life, they will 

cause Edward to fear for the lives of his heirs, that is~ his 

children. Othen'llise the plan~ more 

elucidated, is the same: 

Plots have I laid, inductions dangerous~ 

By drunken prophecies, libels , and dreams, 

To set my brother Clarence and the King 

In deadly hate the one against the other; 

And if King Edward be as true and just 

As I an subtle, false, and treacherous~ 

This day should Clarence closely be mewed up 

About a prophecy which says that G 

Of Edward's heirs the murderer shall be. 

(Richard III~ I.i.32-40) 

elaborately 

Indicative 

invisible 

of th~;? division Richard ' s "inner, 

tr·uth" as it is repr·esented in soliloquy and his 

"c::>:·:b? J~nal appear·anc~?s" in stage interaction is his ne:·:t line: 

"Dive, thoughts, down to my sou 1 -·· here C 1 arence comes~ " 

(1.41). What we (the audience) have just been privy to, then, 

is Shakespeare's poetic version of Richard's quintessential 

self~ the "truth" behind the facade which is immediately 
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in the presence of others27 - something which More~ 

the prosaic historian and lawyer, does not have recourse to. 

plan~ especially that as laid out in the 

second p,:~ssage ( F..'icha. r·d I I I) , is interesting as regards our 

cl i ~:;cuss ion for two n;;~asons. The first is thE? use of 

"p r·ophec ies, libels, and calls 

"inductions; dangerous" ··- ~'Vh:i.ch all require interpretation for 

their meaning to become apparent. 2 8 Upon hearing or receiving 

prophecy's "e:-~terTlal appearance", its " innE~r, invisible 

truth" must bf.= i.nduc:E~d fot~ it to have any c rf.:dence. Otherwise 

it is meaningless babble. Richard seems to be aware of this -

he ev~?n supplies his prophecy with an "inner, invisible 

~;inc:e "G" can e:1s easily be Gloucester (himself) as 

27Shakespeare's women characters, though, from Queen 
Margaret (her presence in the play being a poetic: and 
dramatic liberty of the dramatist as Margaret had left 
Enoland and died "pr·iot'· to the main action of the play" 
Honigmann, pg 40): "Look. when he fa~-Jns he bites" 
(I.i.ii..:?89), to his mother, the Duchess of York: "Ah, that 
deceit should steal such gentle shape I And with a 
vir·tuous visor hide deep vice!" (II . .i.i.27-28), do 
recognise, in a similar fashion to the audience who view, 
Richard for what he is. The women's intuitive 
understanding, however, .is neither accepted nor reflected 
.in thE::- men's more physical. ( "e:·~ternal"), and thus 
deceivable, level. of understanding and operation. 

28The Oxford English Dictionary (2nd Edition) cites this 
very p.::\ssagE' to illustratE:' definition ::'!;.c::. of "induction": 
"The initial step in any undet~tak.ing. " I, however, think 
FUc:har·d is; also using "incluc:t.ion" hen,~ as an inferential 
process~ relying on people to infer or induce, 
"de:mc.:.1er·ous 1 y" (for C 1 an,~nce c-md subsequent others) , George 
r·a t.h(=r t.h;::~n Gloucester· ·f r·om the "G" o·f his prophecy. In 
this Cc:\SE'.:' 

11 indue t .i.on 11 i. s mor·· e commE.>nsura t.e ~"i t.h definition 
7 .. b.: "{)n ac:t or .. in·:;tanct.~ o·f induction; the r·esult of 
this; a conclusion derived from induction; formerly used 
in thf:~ ~-J:i.der· ~:;(:=nsf.= o·f ·inference'. 11 This definition 
or :i.CJ :i.nc.~t.es f r·om the mid-·f i. f teen t.h century ( 11 c. 14-40 11

) and 
is thus viable for Shakespeare's use. 
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George (Duke of Clarence) and, as we know from later in the 

play, G 1 ouc f.?S te r· \i'Ja ~:; h(::i rs 

Labelling his various prophecies as "inductions dangerous", 

F: i. c: ha Y"d ,,. l so ~:;eems to be awar·e that such induction is 

notoriously unreliable, even "dan~~erous", if the wrong 

conclusion is drawn~· which, as he e:-:pects, it is. How, 

though, can Richar·d be so confident the "G" wi 11 be taken as 

George? The answer 1 iE'?S in a combination of Clarence's 

history and Richard's duplicity. The me:-~mor· y of Clarence's 

earlier defection to the Lancaster faction (portrayed in ..,. 
·-' 

Henr}•' Vl and recalled hE?re by Clar·ence' s murderers: "Thou 
I 
didst receive the sacrament to fight I In quarrel of the 

house of Lancaster" - FU.cha rei .T. I J, Second Murderer, I. i v. 206-

::207) ~· though ostensibly ·forgiven by Edward, must still 

exercise some doubt as to Clarence's whole-hearted loyalty, 

~'lhi le F<ichard' ~:5 ingr ,:\ t.i.atinq "e:-:ten1al ,3ppear<:~nces" as the 

trusttt-Jor·thy and faithful brother and se rvant of the king 

V·JOU l d ~ on remove any doubt as regards his 

loyo:\lty. Richi=:\r·c:l' s plc':l.n ~· thE?n, is minutely calculated and 

firmly grounded to exploit the inductive process. 

The second point of interest in Richard's speech is his 

that if "tr·ue and just" as he 

(Ric:han:l) is "subtle, 

is bound to proceed as he wants. The imp li cation here for us 

.is that the characteristics of truth a nd justice, and the 

pr·ocesst?s they may be seen to signify (historical and legal 

are open to manipulation and exploitation, 

and can be subverted by subtlety and treachery. The "truth" 

Bl 



c: "'' r-1 thus be controlled or created (by Richard) through an 

awareness that the historian can only report, and the 1 aywer· 

only ac::c::usr.~, what is "known" or seen~ is, "e;.: ter·na 1 

the SOU(]ht ,3.ftE~ r·· "inner· truth " can on ly be 

suspected, suggested, or, in Shakespeare's case, invented. 

This fact is made clear in relation to the circumstances 

surrounding Clarence's murder. In contrast to the account 

(cited above) where Ric hard is implicitly 

linked to the c:r-ime thr·ough a combination of "wise" thought 

and the ~-;u.gg(=s t ive "hasty " e:-:ec:u tion, Shakespeare as 

c:lr·am<::\ti.c:/poe:·~tic "hi storian" can invent action and situations 

to co1rrespond ~\li th the "inner, .invisi b 1 e truth" More suspects 

o r· suggE~s ts. In A'ichard I l.l, the murder .:1~>.. ordered by Richard 

in an underhand and secretive fashion, from any 

sense of legal propriety. We see, in the opening scene of the 

play < r .i.::vJ.of), the murderers c ollecting a specially 

"war r·an t." (a legal document drawn for an illegal 

from Richard to gain admittance to Clarence's prison, 

and hear Richard's last orders: " But , sirs, be sudden in the 

execution, I Withal obdurate, do not hea r him plead'' (11.346-

In the actual murder scene (I .iv), Clarence, imprisoned 

in the Tower as a consequence of the dubious prophecy and 

faci ng 

pi'·ejud.ic:i a l 

te r·m in o 1 ogy: 

can o nly lament and decry 

state of a ffairs in a speech replete with 

Are you drawn forth among a world of men 
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To slay the innocent? What is my offence? 

Where is the evidence that doth accuse me? 

i.Jhat .lawful quest have given their v·erdict up 

Unto the frowning judge? Or who pronounced 

The bitter sentence of poor Clarence' death 

BeforE~ I be conv·ict by course of law? 

To threaten me with death is most unlawful. 

(I.iv.184-191~ my emphasis) 

The legal procedure which Clarence's speech outlines as his 

entitlement is the complete antithesis of the justiciary role 

that Richard has taken upon himself. Richard has circumvented 

kinship and societal (legal) ties and constraints to 

effect his own expedient ends. Edward's virtues of truth and 

justice have been exploited to bring about the imprisonment 

of C 1 ar·ence ~ and now Richard's mercenary justice, sig n ified 

by his hired murderers~ is about to be applied in the face of 

pleas of innocence and calls for a lawful trial. In te r ms of 

the wider context of the play, this scene depicts the 

breakdo~'lln o·f legal process and procedure due to Richard's 

Machiavellian inclinations~ and this sets the pattern for 

Richard's continuing disregard for proper legal proced ures. 

Oper·ating ~'IIi thin his ovm personal par·ameters, he is 

etfectiv~?ly a law unto himself, driven by his "inner·, 

invi~;ible" desire for the crown which he manipulates his 

appearances" to serv(·?. Questions of innocence or 

guilt, "evidence" and "course of law"~ as they are popularly 

defined, are no longer valid. 

This scenar·· ic) is illustrated in our second case, in 
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which Richard charges Hastings with treason. Here the 

accounts in More's History and Shakespeare's Richard III 

exhibit many similarities (outside of their differing modes 

of pres en t .a t ion ) i n their respective sequences of events. 

Clearly the History, in whichever Chronicle Shakespeare was 

using, i!:-5 the main source for· these scenes in Richard I I I. 

The events recorded by More and dramatised in Richard 

III leading up to Hastings being charged with treason are in 

accord a nce with the conclusion of legal historian J.G. 

Bellamy, who state s that: 

Only in the reign of Richard III was there what appears 

to have been gross abuse of the law. In 1483 there does 

not seem to have been any legal process at all, proper 

or impr-oper, before the execution of William Lord 

Hast.ings. 29 

In both the History and the play the execution is deemed 

necessary and expedient by Richard due to Hastings's 

antagonism to the ide.:3. of Richard assuming the throne. 

Sounded out. on the matter by the double agent Catesby, 

Hastings is unequivocally against the idea. More reports that 

Ca te~;by, sent by Richard "to test, with some words cast out 

afar off whether he could think it possible to win the Lord 

Hast..inqs unto their party," found Hastings " so steadfast and 

heard him speak so terrible words that he [Catesby] durst no 

29J.G. Bellamy, The Law of Treason in England in the Later 
Middle Ages, pg 215. 
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fur·ther proceed." 30 Shakespeare~ following this order of 

events~ turns the "terr·ible wo1··ds" of Hastings into the 

emphatic denial: 

I'll have this crown of mine cut from my shoulders 

Before I'll see the crown so foul misplaced. 

(III.ii.43-44) 

Even after Catesby gives the news of Richard's go r y bribe and 

gesture of friendship - unprecedented in the History - of the 

murder of Hastings's sworn enemies Rivers~ Grey, and 

\laughan~ 3 .1. Hastings remains "steadfast": 

But that I'll give my voice on Richard's side 

To bar my master's heirs in true descent -

God knows I will not do it, to the death! 

( I I I . i i . 5~3-55) 

Hast.ings ~ then, through his loyalty to the recently deceased 

Edward IV and now h.i~.; son and " r-ightful" heir·· Pr-ince Edward~ 

is an awkward encumbrance to Richard ' s plans and plots. Some 

means to remove him must therefore be devised. It is at this 

moment that Richard's intentions once more collide with the 

1 e~~a l proces~s, and we see what Bellamy 

de:,cribes:. as a "gross abuse of the law." 

'.!!":'More, pg 68. 

3 .1.Concerning this act Bellamy, The Law of Treason in England 
in the Later N.i.ddle Ages, pg 215, states "there seems to 
have been very little [legal process, proper or improper] 
before the deaths of Earl Rivers, Sir Richard Grey, Sir 
Thomas \I aug han. " Li ke~'lli se r1ore · s f-i is tory, pg 79, records 
t.he~i.r· dee:1t.hs as "l,3.Wless" and "~'llithout. judgement, process, 
Dl'. mannl:-?r·· of or-ch~,~." 
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The abuse of the law Richard carries out is a masterful 

achievement in that while he uses no legal process per se~ it 

is possible to see the legal framework around which he builds 

his c: har-c.;Je of treason. In so doing Richard seems to be 

e:-:ploiting those "limitations and potential falsifications 

involved in the pr-ocess of making visible an invisible 

tr·uth"; most notably, he exploits the inherent vagaries of 

the l.:n-.J of treason .in i. ts inclusion of "imagining and 

the death of the king, his queen or the royal 

heir" in an ef·fort to establish Hastings's guilt. Of course 

at this point of proceedings~ is not yet. king but 

r-ather the young King Edward V's Lord Protector. He could, 

apply the law of treason to himself through his 

r-oyal blood. Also, Edward V's coronation has not yet 

occurred, thus allowing Richard a little more room to move as 

a king-substitute. The manifestation of this "imagining and 

compassing" on which Richard establishes Hastings' guilt is 

the use of treasonous words; a ·form of tre;ason to which 

Ric har-d, early in Ric:har·d I I 1, has already alluded when 

admcmishing Brackf?nbury: "t>Je speak no treason, man" (I .i.90). 

In this sort of treason, spoken words are held to be the 

overt evidence for, or expression of, covert treasonous 

"imaginings" or intentions. 

The case of Hastings's treasonous words which Richard 

constr-ucts, is contrived and highly tenuous. The 

History reports that Richard, re-entering the council room 

after a brief absence, enquires (ominously) to those present: 

"What an:~ they trmr·t.hy to have that. f;_Q.f.!.l.P.£:.§.2. and plot the 
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destruction of me, being so near of blood unto the king, 

and F'r·otE~ct.or· of hi~.; r·oyal pe~rson and his rec:dm?" 3 2 

i. n Ric ha ni 1 I l , Richard seeks to know what is an 

punishment for those "That do conspire my death 

~<Jith devilish plots I Of damned witchcraft" (III.iv.59-60). 

As E'V idencE~ of these "devil ish plots", which everyone present 

i.s askE?d t.o "~·Ji t.n~?.s~::; of their· evil" (1.67), the character 

produces his deformed arm: " behold, mine arm I Is 

like a blasted sapling, wi tht:'?n?d up" ( 11 . 68-69) • This, in 

both More's History and the play, is represented as blatantly 

un t1···ul7. ~ in t.h~: f-f.is tor·y :1 Mor·e comments that. " no man was there 

p r esent but well knew that his arm was ever such since his 

birth. ""5 "·._. Standing accused of thi ~::; (invented) offence is 

"Edward's wife" (1.70, Mor·e: "that sor·ceress " , pg 70), Queen 

Eli;.--:abeth, and "that harlot, (1.71, Mo1~e: 

"that other· trJi.tct1 ... Shor-E:>'s wife", pg 70) ' now Hasti n gs's 

mistre-?ss. 

ThE:- trap is now sprung, awaiting Hastings ' s reply to 

seal his fate. The resemblance here between the prose history 

ancl the elrama is markecl. In the History Hastings answers, 

" Ce-?r·tainly, my Lord, if they have so heinously done, they be 

~<Jor·thy he:i.nou~; pun i.~:;hmen t. 11
, on which Ric hard pou nces: 

"What 1 Thou ser-vf.:st me, I t hink, with ifs a n d with 

-:::\nc:ls! they have so done 1 Ancl that, I will 

32More, pg 69. My emphasis. 

::!';:;!:More, pt;:J 70. 
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m,·,,ke good on thy body~ traitor! 11 
':!!: 4 

In the play~ the echoes of More's situation are 

obvious~ the interchange is as follows: 

~..5~.?.1i_Q.g_2_: If th~:::y h<~vr= dom'? this deed~ my noble lord 

Ric:tlf.ir:f!_: I r~ Thou pro tee tor of this damned strumpet, 

Talk' st thou to me of ifs? Thou art a traitor. 

Off with his head' 

( I I I . .i. v. 73·-·7 6) 

Dne wor··d - 11 If 11 
- is enough for Fiic: hard to i nduce treasonous 

intent in Hastings and call for his execution. Richard, then~ 

he:\s; se.i. zed the first convenient opportunity that arose to 

effect h is will. 

Emphasising Richard's disregard for both the law and 

1 (7:ga 1 procedure~ and illustrating his capacity to pervert 

judicial me~thods, 1. c · 
-> the format this brief episode (twenty 

lines from accusation to sentence in the play, appro:·: ima te 1 y 

one-third of a page in the History) seems to follow - that of 

a pseudo, or- moe k ~ trial. To begin, Richard states the case 

in question and identifies himself as the victim of the crime 

committed. He then produces his own evidence and names the 

the aforesaid offence. Finally~ using 

Hastings's own words as proof of treasonous intent through 

his involvement with the perpetrators, Richard finds Hastings 

guilty and sentences him to death. Richard has thus acted not 

only as the victim of the crime, but also, in the subsequent 
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"t.ri.a l"~ as both accuser an d judge. ThE~ other lords and 

nobles (including Hastings until his fatal "if") ther·e 

view proceedings, and can thus be seen as 

representing a jury. Significantly~ after being consulted as 

to \.'Jha t the perpetrators of the alledged "plots" deserve~ 

they remain silent throughout~ powerless to intervene in 

Richard's dominating and domineer· ing performance. What 

Richard wants he achieves, by fair means or foul. Lastly~ the 

extreme brevity or summary nature of the trial would also 

seem to be a distortion of those cases carried out in a 

thorough and procedurally correct fashion. 

fitting conclusion to this discussion of how legal 

practice and process reflects, impinges upon~ and interacts 

with historiographic practice and process comes by way of the 

play's preamble - not found in the History - to the scene of 

Richard's mock trial of Hastings. Here we return to the theme 

of the undiscoverable nature of II . J.nner, invisible truth" 

thr-ough t he evaluation of appE?arances": the 

essential and unenviable task the historian/ 

hi~stor iog r·apher and 1 av-Jyer a 1 ike. Having met to "determine of 

the coronation'' (III.iv.2) of young Prince Edward~ the nobles 

there gathered cannot decide finally until they know "the 

Lord Protector's [Richar·d · s] mind " ( 1 • 7) concerning the 

matb?r. Talk then turns to the problem of knowing someone's 

"mind" or "heart" ( "inner·~ invisible truth") from their 

"face" ( "e:-:ternal appearances"). Buckingham asks who is the 

"inward" ( 1 . 8) ~·Ji. th F:ic hard; the Bishop of Ely thinks 

Buckingham i~5 suct1 a m<:\n and should therefore "soonest know 
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mind" (1.9). Buckingham ' s reply will be immediately 

recognisable in relation to our discussion: 

We know each other's faces; for our hearts, 

He knows no more of mine than I of yours; 

Or I of his, my lord, than you of mine. 

(III • .iv.l0-12) 

This, then, is the definitive statement: while it is possible 

to kno~'ll ~:;omE.~one s "face" , it 1. c
-> impossible to know someone's 

"heart". 3 ~ 

Having established this, the scene then illustrates that 

those attempts to knc::M someone· s "hear-t" (as in the courtroom 

or a work of historiography, for e:-:ample), be it by More's 

"conj t:-~c: tur-es" or- Maus · s "indue t.ion", are consequently and 

inevitably prone to error and/or manipulation. After a brief 

appearance by Richard, Hastings performs his own induction as 

to f~i.char·d's "heart.": 

His grace looks cheerfully and smooth this morning; 

There's some conceit or other likes him well 

When that he bids good morrow with such spirit. 

I think there's never a man in Christendom 

Can lesser hide his love or hate than he, 

For by his face straight shall you know his heart. 

33Significantly, Richard himself expresses similar 
sentiments i.n his remar·k to Prince Edli'Jard: "Nor more can 
you distinguish of a man I Than of his outward show, 
which, God He knows, I Seldom or never jumpeth with the 
hear-t" (III.i.9-l1). To "(3od" ~'lie may also add the play's 
audience who also "knoli'J" through thei. r admission to 
F:ich<:\r-d's "h~:>art" i.n soliloquy. 
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(III.iv.48-53) 

Df this staternr:?nt Derby enquir-es, "l..Jhat of his heart perceive 

you in his face I By any livelihood he showed today?'' (11.54-

55)~ to which Hastings confidently replies: 

Thi~; 

Marry, that with no man here he is offended; 

For were he, he had shown it in his looks. 

(III.iv.56-57) 

"tr·uth" that Hastings discovers could not 

untrue, as subsequent events are about to reveal. 

be more 

Thr:? above scene, then~ seems to suggest an a~'>lareness 

that. the:? discovery of the "tTut.h" or "heart" of a matter from 

its "·face" or· sur·face be it in a legal~ 

historiographical or~ as in this scene, political context, is 

dependent upon such unreliable practices as induction and/or 

spE:~c:ul.ation . This un r·e 1 iabi 1 i t.y will mean that wrong 

cone 1 u~'5ion~::;, "tr-uths", may be "discovered " : 

Cle:tn:>nc:e's misinterpretation of the "G" prophecy~ or 

misjudgernent of Richard's "face", for· f?:·:ample. 

More 's prose historiography, and Shakespeare's dramatic verse 

historiography, <:\re themse 1 ve~; only "part of the 

truth, f":v idenc:e of thing:, not seen, or not entirely 

invisible", and conseq u ently 

insc:r·utable, naturr~. Thus the "t.r·uth" i t.se 1 f "e:-:c:eeds pub 1 ic 

rnethod~s of t~epresen ta t.ion " ~ :;!!:·7 

::!.<~·!'·Ia us, pg 4 7. 

':!' 7 Maus, pg Ll-7 . 
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(textual or dramatic)~ or legal.. The play~ however~ as well 

as SU(]gest.i.nq this regards the discovery and 

subsE~quent representation of the "truth"~ also seems to put 

fontJard the hypot.he~;is that the "truth ~'olill out"~ less to be 

d i scoverf.~d than "k.nov-m" ~ v-Ji th this "knov-J ledge" (as opposed to 

Mon'?' s "conjectures ") being th~: basis of the dramatic 

produc ticm. ~·Ji thin this scenario the "truth"~ as Prince 

a~:;serts ~ will "live ·from age to age •.• Even to the 

all-ending day"~::.-.:e if not a c: => discovered 

("r-egistel~ed") "truth"~ then as unsubstantiated "knowledge". 

36See above~ pp 64-66~ for a full discussion of the Prince's 
assertion r·e(]arc:l.i.ng the "t-.r-u th". 
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Chap'b?r ::::; 

The anonymous histo1~y play The.~ Raigne of !(ing Edward the 

Th.i rei (Edwar·d Ill) ~'\Jas ~·,w·itten some time between 1589 and 

1592,~ and is thus contemporaneous with Shakespeare's early 

history plays. 2 One episode of the play - the Edward III 

Countess of Salisbury scenes of Act Two, in which the action 

deviates from the historical plane is of particular 

relevance to my discussion of Renaissance historiography and 

1ts grappling with the concept of historical "truth" . This 

episode deviates from the historical plane alongside a 

deviation in source from Froissart's Chronicle, the play's 

historiographical source, to the romance of William Painter's 

"For-ty-s.i:-:t:.h l\loue-?11" in The Pa.l.ace of Pleasure. 3 This is nc>t 

.t.F·r·E=2d L..api.des ( ed.), The Ra .igne of King Edward the Third 
(New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1980), pg 37. All 
subsequent references to the play are taken from this 
edition. 

:;;~1.->Jhile it :i•s not a concE~r-n hE:~n:=, it is worth noting that 
the question of authorship regarding Edio\h=J.rd I I I, and the 
possible involvement of Shakespeare therein, has been a 
highly contentious and much debated issue. In his 
introductory discussion of the authorship of the play, 
Metz identifies four differing critical opinions: those 
who deny entirely any participation by Shakespeare; those 
who sE~e She:,kespE~ar·E~ as a r·E~ viser·, in Edwar-d I I I, of an 
earlier drama which may have been two separate pl ays; 
those who claim Shakespeare's part-authorship of the play; 
and those who maintain Shakespeare is the sole author of 
the play. For an elaboration of these views see G. Harold 
Met:::, Sources of Four P .lav~; Ascribed to Shakespeare 
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1989), pp 6-20. 
Also L..apides, pp 3-31. 
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to say that the episode in question is absent in Froissart; 

.it. appears :• but is merely sketched when compared with the 

encounter Painter describes in his romance 

narrative~ and which the play more closely follows. 

In his Chronicle, Froissart describes the encounter 

between Edward III and the Countess of Salisbury as taking 

place over just one day and night, v..Ji th EdvJard firstly 

declaring his love tor the Countess: 

the swete behavyng, the pertyt wysedom, the good grace, 

noblenes, and excellent beauty that I se in you, hath so 

sore surprised my hert, that I can nat but love you, and 

without your love I am but deed. • 

In reply, the Countess rebukes Edward for his attempt to 

"dyshonour·" both her·sf::~ 1 f and "my l orcl, my husbande", who has 

previously been of "so gode servyce" to the Icing. The 

encounter concludes the following clay with Edward, suitably 

admon.is;hed by the Countess, departing her castle to 

recommence his battles: 

Therwith the kyng departed all abasshed; and soo folowed 

• From The Chronicle of Froissart, vol. I (translated by Sir 
John Bourchier, Lord Berners, 1523-1525), reprinted in 
Metz, pg 66. Jean Froissart (c.1337-c.1410), a French 
chronicler and poet, compiled his Chronicle in the second 
half of the fourteenth century. From 1361-1366 Froissart 
resided in England, serving at the English court (of 
Edward III) as secretary to Queen Philippa, and later as 
court chronicler. He briefly visited England - again in 
1395. Froissart's Chronicle would have been available to 
the Edward I I I playvJright through Berners · s tr·anslation. 
For further information see Met z, pp 20-40. 



the Scottes tyll he came to the cyte of Berwyke.~ 

Painter expands this brief encounter into a more lengthy 

love-suit (comprising the whole of the 46th novella)~ similar 

to that in the play~ conducted through love letters and the 

reluctant aid of the Countess's father~ among others. The 

most notable and significant differences between Painter's 

ver·s.i.on of Edward's love-suit and that which we find in 

r:.-chva rei ll I an-2 thos~;? of the 1 oca tion and the cone l usicm. The 

majority of Painter's action takes place in London, not in 

the Countess of Salisbury's castle as in the play; and 

tale ends with the marriage of Edward and the 

Countess, made possible through the death of the Earl of 

the Countess's husband. No mention is made of the 

historical Queen Phillipa, Ed~·Jard · s wife, other than in an 

authorial disclaimer prefacing the novella~ which advertises 

its fictionality: 

that the said Edwarde when hee saw that hee could 

not by 1oue and other perswasions attaine the Countesse 

but. by force~ married the same Countesse~ which is 

altogether vntrue, for that Polydore [Vergil] and other 

aucthors do remember but one wife that hee had~ which 

was the sayde vertuous Philip.b 

Through Queen Phillipa's presence in Edward I 1'1 ~ then~ 

~Froissart~ in Metz, pg 67. 

<!:>From 11 Thf:: Coun tes;s of Sal. esbur ie 11
, in Wi 11 iam Painter· s 

The Pc-,. 1 ace of Pleasure ( 1. 575) ~ reprinted in Metz, pg 109. 
All further references are taken from this edition. 
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pur-suit of the Countess is made all the more 

immoral. 7 One further difference between Painter and Edward 

III is the change in focus from amorous prose to poetry. In 

the ~~lace of Pleasure Edward conducts his love-suit via love 

letters rather than love poems, and, as we shall see, the 

language of the dramatic character Edward is replete with 

poetic terminology. 

Edward III's emphasis on poetry, then, in an episode 

which ac ts as a deviation fr-om the historical component of 

the play, seems to give vo ice to the growing late-Renaissance 

distinction between the written media of history and poetr-y, 

and to draw attention to the "disruptive" influence poetry 

could on both historiographical pt~ocess and 

and thus on historical "tr·uth". This growing 

distinction between historiography and poetry was a result of 

thE2 development through the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centur-ies of history as an autonomous discipline. As Phyllis 

Rackin describes: 

at. the beginning of the sixteenth century, English 

writers made no clear distinction between poetr-y and 

history, either of which could be written in prose or 

verse, both of which freely mingled fact and legend, 

event and interpretation, and endowed characters from 

the past with the customs and manners of the present. By 

7 Likewise in Froissart's account of the Countess of 
Salisbury episode where no mention is made of either Queen 
Phillipa, or King Edward's prospective adultery - it is 
the Countess who will be violating her marriage vows if 
she succumbs to Edward's advances. 
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the seventeenth century~ all this had changed: history 

had become <:\n autonomous discipline with its own 

purposes and methods~ clearly distinct from myth and 

anc1 ac:c:ountal::lle to di f·fenmt for·mal 

requirements and different truth criteria. 9 

The genre of the Renaissance history play~ by way of its 

unique combination of both poetry and historiography~ 

occupies a ~Janus-like position in this historical 

development. In rele:\tion to Edward I I I~ we can see the play 

1 ook. ing back and incorporating those aspects Rack in 

identifies as typical of the early sixteenth century~ while 

also looking forward, in terms of development~ to plays such 

::~c: Shal--:.espE~are ' s Henry V, with its heightened historical 

thought and consciousness (discussed in the second part of 

this Chapter) . The play thus supports Holderness's argument 

that "Engli~sh Renais-.sance histor-y play ••• 

inevitably a transitional period in which different ideas of 

history competed few dominance. " 9 

Rackin's points, quoted above, also suggest a reason for 

9 Racki n, pg 19. Kamps, pg 12~ however~ finds Rackin's 
description as "much tidier" than the "thoroughly eclectic 
[ h:i.stori.ogl~aph.ic J prac tic~:?" of the tim~:?~ and as not 
ref l ec: ting the "~J ~~ave con trad ic tions in theory and method" 
that were simultaneously embraced. He also does not see 
the distinction between history and poetry as happening 
until the e.ig hteE:>n th century~ ~._then "hi story and the 
philosophy of history came to be viewed as respectable, 
well-defined disciplines distinct in aim, content, and 
method, f r·om poetry," pq 12. 

"'Holderness , 
In t.r·oc:Juc tion, 

Shakespea.re 
pp 16-lct, 

F?ecycled, pg 8. 
for further discussion 

"tl~ansitional" naturE~ o·f the genrr:?. 
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the perception of poetry as having a disruptive influence, in 

that poetr·y lost its association with the or with 

hist.or·i.cal truth at. least, as historiography moved towards 

autonomy. truth bee a me s~?en increasingly as 

imaginative truth, an ideal version of the world with a 

general or universal focus. It was therefore a kind of truth 

that was at odds with the historian's more realist, localised 

ancl "·factual" equivalent. As Sir Philip Siclney states in his 

f.~pol og)l for Poetry (1595) when asserting the superiority of 

the poet over the historian~ 

th~;? historian ... 1. c:· 
.:::> so tied, not to what should be but 

to what is, to the particular truth of things and not to 

the general reason of things, that his example draweth 

no necessary consequence, and therefore a less fruitful 

doc: tr· i. ne . .1.o 

Despite humanism's counsel that historiography should provide 

a guide for moral and political behaviour, history and poetry 

increasingly "dealt ~A.Jith different things, dealt with them in 

and add r·essed themselves to di ffer·ent 

enc:ls. "~ . .1. The Edward III - Countess of Salisbury episode of 

Edwa rei lll II'Jhic h r·e)presen t.s a dis tine tion between poetry and 

history, and the disruption o·f historical "truth" by poetry, 

contrasts with the rest of the play in both structure and 

theme. contrasts suggest that the "historical" 

.1.csir Philip Sidney (ed. Geoffrey Shepherd), An Apology for 
Poetry (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1980), pg 
1.07' J.. 4··-8. 

~ . .LBaker, pg 82. 
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component of the play deals with external~ political~ public~ 

military and predominantly male matters~ while the "poetic" 

component (Act Two primarily) deals with internal, domestic~ 

private~ and emotional matters between the sexes. 

From the initial <:>Cf::~nf::~ of Edward l I I we are firmly 

si tw0:1. ted in the domain of history and the historiographic 

genre of the English History Play. In the English court of 

the king and his nobles discuss Edward's lineal 

claim, 

this 

transmitted through his mother~ to the French throne; 

discu<:;sion (like the similar scene in fienry V) 

historically justifies his intention to gain~ by force if 

nec:r.=ssary, his "r· iq ht" in France. News arrives~ however, of a 

~kot:.t.ish invasion in the northern borders of England and of 

the capture of the Countess of Salisbury and her castle by 

the Scots. Before the French campaign can proceed, this more 

immediate threat must be quashed, and the second scene of the 

play recounts Edward's suppression of the Scots and the 

f ,~eeing of the Countess. The scene ends with 

Edwar·cl' s acceptance of the Countt:'SS · s in vi tat ion to "stay a 

~-Jhile with mee" ( I.ii., 1.:3:-.:;;o). 

This acceptance marks the structura l transition within 

the play from the domain of history (Act One) to that of 

poetry (Act Two), as we turn from the affairs of state to the 

affai r s of Edward's heart. As Edward succumbs to his desire 

for· the Cour1 tess, the outside historical world seems 

suspended. The king becomes preoccupied with the elaborate 

E~:-:pn?.ssion of his emotions in written verse and such 
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onv:~mf:?n ted speech as: "Ah wh,~t a world of descant makes my 

soule, / \..lpon this voluntar-.i.e gr-ound of loue" (II.i, 1. 456-

1.~~57) • Act Two concludes with Edwar-d r-ealising the fault of 

p CJ E~ t. :i. C and potentially adulter-Dus sidetrack " I am 

awaked fr-om this idle dr-eam'' (II.ii, 1.994) -to retur-n once 

mor-e to the pr-ovince of (masculine) historical, political and 

public activity. Immediately, he gathers his for-ces and makes 

ar-rangements for- the invasion of Fr-ance, 

subsequent action of the play. 

which comprises the 

St:ru.c tu.r-,::t 11 y, the Edwar-d I I I Countess of 

Salisbur-y episode is inter-polated between pr-eparations for 

the Fr-ench campaign and the actual invasion of France. The 

episode can ther-efore, I think. , be seen as a disr-uption, or 

even, a potentially devastating threat to the 

chr-onological or- linear- pr-ogression of historical event which 

here, ostensibly at least, equates to historical tr-uth. For 

Elizabethan audience, the title and first act of Edward 

Ill all point towards an "historical " 

representation of this famous king's conquest of Fr-ance. 

Especially when one considers the popular- r-eputation of ~::ing 

Edwar-d III in the Renaissance, 

.4pologv for Actors: 

captur-ed in Thomas Heywood's 

that e:tmous [s .i.c] King Edward the thir-d, for-aging Fr-ance, 

tak ill(] so gr-eat a King captive in his owne country, 

the English Lyons with the French Flower--
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de 1 ycc-?. n .1.:2 

The second act, however, sees the historical representation 

hi·-·j acked by the poetically-orientated considerations of 

Edtt·Jard ' s desire Countess. Structurally and 

symbolically, then, it would appear that the play, in this 

episodE-?, takes us from the realm of history and historical 

truth to that of poetry and poetic truth, with, in Baker's 

its dE"alings with "different things ... in different 

~'Jays, and addressed ... to different. ends." 

This leads us to the thematic contrasts between the 

I I I Countess of Salisbury episode and the 

surrounding action of the play as the preceding and 

subsequent militar··.ist.ic and nationalistic themes are 

momentar i ly suspended and supet'·seded by themes and 

conside rations of romance. 

Our first thematic differentiation comes at the close of 

Act One with the Countess's invitation to Edward to repair to 

her castle. In this invitation the Countess stresses the fact 

that the e:·: ter··na l appearance of her~ castle in 

indicates the internal comfort and beauty of the residence: 

Our house my liege is like a Country swaine, 

Whose habit rude, and manners blunt and playne, 

Presageth nought, yet inly beautified~ 

With bounties riches; anc:l faire hidden pride: 

.l.
2 Thomas Heywood, ~n ~pology for Actors (1612) (New York: 

Johnson Reprint Corporation, 1972), Book I, 84r. 
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This, 

These ragged walles no testimonie are~ 

What is within, but like a cloak doth hide, 

From weathers Waste, the under garnisht pride. 

(I.ii, 11.314-317 ... 326-328) 

then, seems to point towards a change in focus as 

the truth - a change in focus, I believe, fr-om 

histor·ical truth which deals with external and "public" 

matter-s, t.o that of poetic truth which deals with inter-nal 

and "pr-·ivc:,te" mat. t:.e!r-·s. The action of the play pr-ior- and 

subsequent to Countess episode, that which 

constitutes the historical component., operates ver-y much on 

the level of political affairs as events r-evolve around the 

respective courts of England and France and the Fr-ench 

This is the historical truth - the conquest of 

France by Edwa rd III and his son, F'l'" ince Edwar-d, the Black 

that the play pr-esents. Countess 

episode>, hcwJc>ver, moves away from the exter-nal and public 

WOI'-}d as it deals with the inter-nal private emotions of 

Ech"Jard. Once he steps inside the Countess's castle he passes 

the outer- domain of history to the inner- domain of 

pOE0t r .. y. 

The truth here 1s that of €'~motion since, 

Edwar-d, poetic truth stems from the heart: 

0 that a man might hold the har-tes close book, 

And choke the lauish tongue when it doth vtter

The breath of falshood not car-ectred ther-e. 
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II.i, 11.640-642) 

Anything spoken (or written) which does not originate from~ 

or equate to the contents of, the heart is therefore deemed 

fa 1 SE"~. For example, when Edward commands Lodowick to compose 

a poem expressing his love for the Countess, he wants noth ing 

but 

The 

true and affecting emotions and sentiments to 

Now Lodwike inuocate some golden muse, 

To bring thee hither an inchanted pen, 

That may for sighes, set down true sighes indeed: 

Talking of griefe, to make thee ready to grone. 

(II.i, 11.400-403) 

be 

1 a~;t instruction here to Lodowick ,~egarding "griefe" 

would appear to be the poetic equivalent of the exemplary use 

of hi~stor ica l truth where history is recited to incite 

similar actions and/or reactions in the hearer or reader. 

Here, Lodowick's poem ic required by Edward to incite similar 

The truth to be extracted, however·, 

is emotional rather than political. 

Another example of poetic truth being juxtaposed with, 

and as a result contrasted to or differentiated f r·om, 

histor··ical truth comes from the second scene of the episode 

under discussion. Here we find Derby and Audley seeking an 

audience with King Edward to report the news from the 

outsidE?, h.i~:;tor.ical, hJor·ld that "thE' Emperour I Hath yeelded 

to his hit:;Jhnes frit=)ndly ayd" (II.ii, l 1 • 802-803) . Upon the 

king's appearance it is obvious he is firmly entrenched in 
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his own world of emotions characterised by his obsession for 

the Countess. When he is told Derby and Audley's news~ Edward 

is thoroughly dismissive~ and he shows the preoccupation of 

his heart and mind with the Countess by speaking her title 

instead of the Emperor's: 

~-;;.g.~rg_: Dar·by I le looke vpon thE~ Countesse mind anone. 

Ql'?r·Qy_: The Counb:=~s~;e mind my 1 i~?Qt'?[?]. 

~fJ~:~.Pr_q_: I meane th€-? FmpE~rour~ leaue me alone. 

(II.ii~ 11.829-831) 

This exchange picks up from Edward's earlier statement~ 

quoted that only that which stems from "the hartes 

c l o£.;e book " is deemed to be tr·1e (poetic) truth. For Edward to 

say "Empe!·-or .. " would be "The breath o·f falshooc.1" within his 

"Countess" not "Emperor"~ therefore 

"Countess" is, at this point in time, the truth. Edward 

himself concludes the same when Derby and Audley have 

him: 

This from the harts aboundance speaks the tongue~ 

Countesse for Emperour. 

(II.ii, 11.833-834) 

Another- thematic differentiation in the Edward 

left 

Countess episode is the change, distortion, or relocation 

l•Jhich military language and symbols (which I take to 

represent the outer, historical~ domain) undergo as they are 

spoken of or- used in the "poetic" ancj em(::>tiona l con te :·: t. A 

good example of this occurs in the verse-composing scene 

between Edward and Lodowick. Just as Edward is commenting on 
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Lodowick's inability to capture vicariously in verse the true 

sentiments of a lover, the Countess enters upon the stage. To 

cover for his activity and the topic of conversation, Edward, 

in a pointedly comic moment, quickly changes tack to ,:ln 

ostentatious display of military tacticianship: 

But soft here comes the treasurer of my spi r it, 

Lodwick thou knowst not how to draw a battell, 

These wings, these flankars, and these squadrons, 

Argue in thee defective discipline, 

Thou shou ldest have placed this here, this other here. 

(ll.i, 11.519-523 ) 

What we see happening here is Edward resor-ting 

histor·ic:al voc ation and the vocabulary of king and 

to provide a facade for his current vocation of 

to his 

soldier 

lovesick 

poet. The historical truth, then, has become subservient to 

the poetic truth. This idea of an external facade hiding some 

inter·nal truth seems to be a characteristic of the poetic 

domain inhabited by the Countess. In her earlier invitation 

to Edward, as mentioned above , the Countess stressed the fact 

that her castle's outer appearance belied its interior, and 

now we see that t he military role Edward assumes as cover, 

one which would be the truth outside the castle, is here 

merely an expedient device to conceal his own inner state. 

Ed~'llan::!' s USF:? of mi 1 i tar-y tenn.ino logy has thus b~"?en 

appropriated from its proper historical or 

to act as a convenient facade 

11 poetic 11 i. n c 1 i. n cl t. .i. on s . 

historiographical 

for his current 



Simpler occurrences of this pervE•rsion of military 

lanquage and 

placement i. n !• 

images through their juxtaposition with~ 

the poetic context are elsewhere visible 

or 

in 

Edward's speech. A representative example is when Edward 

voices his intention to use Warwick~ the Countess's father, 

to further his love-suit. 

imagery of battle: 

His intention is couched 

Here comes her father I will worke with him, 

To beare my collours in this feild of laue. 

(Il.i, 11.628-629) 

in the 

Battle images -- "colloUirs", "fe.i 1 d" -- a1re hen:~ appropriated 

fOI' .. poetic: than military usage in the manner of 

liter-ar-y c:onven tions o·f "1 ove as war" "soldier turned 

lover·". 

The physical attributes of the soldier are also subject 

to appropriation in Edward's temporary l'·esidence in the 

poE~ t i. c domain. Upon hearing the distant beating of a drum, 

wh .ich indicates marching soldiers, he wishes the skin or 

"pe~n::hrnent " o1' the of·fending clr·um to be stripped off and used 

for writing verse: 

Go breake the thundring parchment bottome out., 

And I will teach it to conduct sweet lynes, 

Vnto the bosome of a heauenly Nymph, 

For I will use it as my writing paper. 

(Il .ii, 11.845-848) 

The military drum, which will later herald Edwar-d's march 
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into France, i~ here requisitioned for the purposes of poetic 

I t \J'J i ll be seen , that nothing connected 

with Edward's historical role as conqueror of France, be it 

linguistic or symbolic, retains in his mind its "true" 

identity, use, or purpose while within the confines of the 

Countess's castle. i·-tisto,~y is momentarily overwhelmed or 

disrupted by poetry. 

In summary, the Edward III - Countess of Salisbury 

episode seem~; to encapsulate the Renaissance 

opposition and tr·msion between the differing agendas of 

history ancl poetxy, especially with regard to the 

p n::::-::.en tat. i. on of the "tr·uth". Structurally the episode 

interrupts the historical progression of the play, while 

thematically it turns from the affairs of state (history) to 

affairs of the heart (poetry). 

It is to note that this same antipathy 

betwe(:=n history and poetry can be seen in miniature in the 

scene of Henry V's wooing of the French Princess Katherine at 

thE-~ c:: lose o·f Shakespear·e · s 1·-lenry \.·' (V.i.i). 

Henr·y decle:H .. es his inability as a "soldier" to plead e:< "love-

~:;ui.t" (\/.i . .i.99,10.1).·1·'~ Fur-th~?nnon'?, when it comes to "ver-ses" 

Henry, once 

the political and military context where his 

rhetorical skills flourished, articulates a similar distrust 

.t.::!!'Wi ll.i.am !:3hakespe<u-e, 1-!enr;,. V, ed. A. R. Humphreys (London: 
Penguin Books Ltd, .1988. All subsequent quotes are taken 
from this edition. 
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of poetry or "rhyme" (1.155) to bear the truth. Henry's 

po~5 it ion het~e i <-_, that thCJ~5e v-Jho use "rhyme" for r·omantic 

ends, in opposi ticm to those 11~ho ~ likE> himself~ speak "plain 

/ s;oldier·" ( 11.148·-.14·9) and "t n.H~ English" ( 1.219), are not 

these fellows of infinite tongue, that can rhyme 

themselves into ladies' favours, they do always reason 

themselves out. again. What 1 A speaker is but a prater, a 

rhyme is but a ballad. 

(V.ii . .154-158) 

Quite clearly Henry ic being r epresented as a man of action 

( hi.~:;tory) rather than one of inaction (poetry). So much so 

foray into poetic conce rn s occurs after his 

his;tot~icc.~l that is, when victory over the French at 

Agincourt has been realised, not before as in the case of 

Ed~tJard I I I. 

F(et.urn ing to Eclwa rd I I I, subsE~quen t to the Edward I I I -

Countess of Salisbury episode, we find the agenda of history 

c:tnc:l of historical truth reinstated with the 

English invasion of France. At the forefront of the charge is 

III's son Prince Edward, the Black Prince, who is 

c: har··ac ter· i sE~d by the te~-:t as bf:~.ing responsible for the 

mak.inq !' or· ltJriting!, of history. The Prince is thus set 

i':\ga.ins t his father and his earlier efforts at composing a 

1 OVE>--pc:H:>m. To bring about this contrast the play uses the 

.1.08 



image of the "p~?n". The poet's pen, as used by Lodowick at 

Edward's behest, is associated with a supernatural source 

(the previously quoted "go l dt=m Muse" and "in c: han ted pen" 

I I. i, l • 4-00 ~ 401 ) , while the poetry produced ha s an 

overwhelming~ even hypnotic~ effect: 

For if the touch of sweet concordant strings, 

Could force attendance in the eares of hel: 
[i.e., like the music of Orpheus] 

How much more shall the straines of poets wit, 

Beguile and ravish soft and humane myndes. 

(II.i, 11.411-414) 

The last line here points towards the power of poetry and the 

poet's pen to control or manipu late the mind of a recipient, 

and seems to persuade them to some morally adve rse action or 

I:H::> hav.iour·. This is, of course~ the very intention of Edward: 

to uSE-~ L..cld o~·J i c k ~ who has "'' "pf?rswa::;iue ~.;;pirite", to "beguile 

and ravish" the Countess':-:; mind (<:1nd body) into complicity 

with his adulterous desire. The te:-:t (itself, ironically~ 

therefore associates the pen of the poet with 

incitement or persuasion to improper and unworthy acts. 

The writing of history, on the other hand~ is done by 

too 1 s; s;uc h ac:: Prince Edward's lance~ which the te:-:t equates 

11-Ji til the pen o·f the histor·ian. Before the F'r· ince' s ·first 

battle and initiation into the WCl.'fS of warfare, Audley 

presents him with a lance, and instructs him to use it as a 

"bra=-,en pen" to write, through performance, those "val iant 
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deeds" •·.Jhi c h vv.i ll bec:orrH::> hi~s to1~y for· succeeding a(]es: 14 

Edward Plantagenet prince of Wales~ 

Receive this lance into thy manly hand, 

Vse it in fashion of a brasen pen, 

To draw forth bloudie stratagems in France, 

And print thy valiant deeds in honors booke. 

(III.i i i, 11.1462-1466) 

that Prince Edward is creating (writing) 

history a s he proceeds through France is fully realised 

at the end of the play, when he expresses the wish 

all the trials and tribulations he has thus far 

undergone were now: 

.• . redoubled twentie fold, 

So that hereafter ages when they reade 

The painfull traffike of my tender youth 

Might thereby be inflamed with such resolve, 

As not the territories of France alone, 

But likewise Spain, Turkie, and what countries els 

That iustly would prouok e faire England s ire, 

Might at their presence tremble and retire. 

(V . i, 11.2480-1487) 

The hi.stol'-ic<:.'ll deeds performed with the lance are 

14The image here of history being written with a "brasen" 
pen reflects Sir Philip Sidney ' s juxtaposition, in his 
.Cit:Jolog)i, of the •·Jor~lds of " Nature" i:\nd " poetry": "Her 
[Nature's] world is brazen, the poets only deliver a 
golden" (Sidney, t:?d . Shepherd, pg .100) . The na tLwa 1 
(histoJ~.i.c:al) •·mr··ld, them, is "brass" to the world of 
poe?try ' s "gCJld". 
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automatically to "honors booke" for the 

ed i fication of future generations. This, is the 

the historiographical quest. must pursue the 

recoun tin(_;] of glorious deeds as examples and precedents for 

behaviour of succeeding generations - rather than the 

poet's truth of enchantment and persuasion. 

Despi t.E? the play ' s own use of dramatic verse, it uses 

this distinction or dichotomy to validate the action 

pr .. ec:E::~d ing 

hist.or-.ical 

c:md following the Edward - Countess episode as 

"truth". Using the popular reputation of Edward 

II I, derived predominantly from the Chronicles and expressed 

in Heyi'IIDod · ~, pr-aise;~ of "th<::'lt [ f ]amous King Ed~vard the third" 

quo ted above, the dramatist could rely on his audience to 

recognise a nd thus: 

substantiate the authenticity of what was presented on 

thE·? stage. The names of the illustrious persons, their 

good and bad deeds, the way they lived and died, the 

places associated with their actions were there, clear 

and recognisable, and their function was to convince the 

c.<.ucl.ienc:e that they were witnessing the true facts of 

h .i ::.;tory . .1.:!' 

Steppin~J as it does out of "history" and into the realm of 

;~omance, Countess episode can be read as an 

P:·:<::\mple oi' ~~~hc:\t HoldE'I~rH;.-~:;s clescl"· ii:JE~s as "comic history": 

[Comic History] provides a space of freedom from event, 

.1.:!\Pugl.iatti, pg 37. 
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from the necess1ty of a complete history; thus a 

character can be liberated from his 

histo r ical destiny [eg. Edward as conqueror of France]~ 

can play roles not dictated to him by the written 

authority of history [eg. Edward as lovesick poet]. 16 

The corollary of this is that the "space of freedom" in 

question cannot be classified as histo r iography. 

F'r inc:f2 Ed~'\le:u,.·d' :; hope t.ha t 11 her··£~a f ter· ages 11 would~ upon 

J 

his history (his story)~ be "inflamed with such 

is realised in the opening scenes of Shakespeare's 

!·-!~-= n I~)•' V the last play in his second tetralogy of English 

history plc:tys. the historical conquest of France by 

Edward III and Prince Edward, the Black Prince, is used as an 

e:-:ample, .i.nspi ra t.ion, and justification for Henry to muster 

h .i ~s forces and perform the same feat. Upon H~"?n ry' s request 

for counsel from his Clergy, the Archbishop of Canterbury 

adv:i.<;;(:;:s him to: 

Go~ my dread lord, to your great-grandsire's tomb~ 

From whom you claim; invoke his warlike spirit, 

And your great-uncle's, Edward the Black Prince, 

Who on the French ground played a tragedy, 

Making defeat on the full power of France, 

Whiles his most mighty father on a hill 

,_
6 1-lo l derne':SS, Shake.spf.?a re f~'ecyc 1 eel, pg .19 . 
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Stood smiling to behold his lion's whelp 

Forage in blood of French nobility. 

(I.ii . .t0~~:-110) 

Thi.s invoc<:\t.ion of Prince Edward's exploits on "French 

g r·ound '' to be C:\ n?collection D'f ~" scenE~ ft~om Ed~ard 

l'll, dravm in t.ut~n where King Edward 

wi.thdr-·<:1Ws his for·ce~'> "vnto this little hill" (III.v~ 1.15.1:::::) 

whilE' bel ow Pr-·ince Edward is " na rrowly beset~ I With turning 

Ft~enchmen" (1 • .1524). Thnc?e times~ in the earlier play, 

noblemen (Artoys, and Audley) plead with King Edward 

to send urgent aid to his sr..>n, but all are denied. Edward 

asserts that his son must prove himself in battle and thereby 

earn his place in history:~ 7 

This is the day, ordayned by desteny~ 

To season his courage with those greeuous thoughts, 

That if he breaketh out, Nesters years on earth, 

Will make him sauor still of this exployt. 

(III.v, 11.1546-1549) 

This is indeed what Prince Edward does: the scene concludes 

the Prince's victory and consequent knighthood, and a 

pr-cmounceme.:>nt by his fat.het~ t hat hr:~ is now "f it heir·e vnt.o a 

k.incJ" (1.1605). 18 The apparent. recall of this episode from 

Ed~a rd lll by Can tet~bury in Henr).? V~ then, forms a dramatic 

.1. 
7 1 n Froi ssart ~ Ch<::\pte.:>r CX X X (Met:~, pg 80) , Edwa rd, "who was 

on a lyt.e.:>J.l ~>.Jyndmyll hill," is asked for "ayde" for his 
son but refuses, stating that this is a n opportunity for 
his ~,on to "vJynnf.~ his ~;purre~:;." 

1 mF=·r-oissar-·t., 
pronounced 

in ME~tz, 

to his scm: 
pg 82, reports that King Edward 
"ye ar-· wor-·t:.hy to kepe a realm." 
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as well as historical link between the two plays. 19 

Following Canterbury's lead, his fellow clergyman the 

Bishop of Ely likewise advises Henry to: 

Awake remembrance of these valiant dead, 

And with your puissant arm renew their feats. 

( l-ien ry \/, I • i i . 1 1 ~5- 11. 6 ) 

their respective counsels both Canterbury and Ely 

appeat~ to be giving expression to a humanist mode of 

historical thought and consciousness, firstly in the use of 

hist.or·y for guidance in and, seccmd 1 y and 

consequPnt.ly, the implicit belief in the continuity of 

history - the sense that the past is re-lived in the present 

or, conversely, the present is a re-awakening of the past. 

see the text at this point evidencing similar 

to those implicit in Thomas Nashe's praise of 

historical drama, in Pierce Penilesse his Supplication to the 

D.i.v·eJ}, its capacity to resurrect the past for pr-esent 

ed if i.e a t.icm ~ 

what if I proove Playes to be no extr-eame; but a 

rare exercise of vertue? First, for the subject of them 

the most par-t) i+ is bor-r-owed out of our English 

Chronicles wherein our forefather-s valiant acts (the:~ t 

line long buried in r-ustie br-asse and war-me-eaten 

·1· ";> f-ii'::.' n r·y V c:l <::i tE·S i' r-· c:>rn :J. :'::',99 , 
.tscr~'. 

E~~~nj III fr-om between 1589 and 
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bookes ) ar e rev ived, an d t he y the mselves raised from the 

Grave of Obli v ion, a nd brought to plead their aged 

1-·lonour·s in o pe n presence: than which, what can be a 

s ha~pe~ reproofe to these degenerate effeminate dayes of 

Nashe here makes use of historical drama to defend drama in 

general - identifying it as an activity or pastime that can 

exert a positive influence on contemporary society at large 

th~ough the bringing to life of past he~oes and their 

deeds. The specific example Nashe supplies, comparable to 

Cante~bu~y·s use of Prince Edwa~d, is that of "brave Talbot 

(the terror of the Fr·l~nc h)" \1-Jho, on stage "in the Tragedian 

that his per~son, [the audience] imagine they 

behold him fr·esh bleeding." This resu r r·ection from his 

"Tombt.=", and the~ replaying of his tr·iumphs, should work as an 

admonishment for· the current "degener·ate" state of society, 

just as Canterbu~y · s ~ecollection of Prince Edward's feats, 

br·ought. to life in Edward III, should spur Henry on to 

perform the same. 

This humanist app~oach to history evidenced in Nashe and 

in Cante~bury and Ely's speeches is undermined, however, when 

the clergymen ' s counsel is seen in the context of their 

motivations. These, the opening of the play makes clear, are 

entirely self-serving, and thus con tr·ary to the overt 

2 0 Th ome:1s Na::.;he, 
D .i v·e 1 1 ( 1 59 2 ) , 
Thomas Nashe, 
1904), VoL I, 

Pierce Peni1esse his Supplication to the 
i.n F:onald B. McKerrow (ed.), The Works of 

5 vols. (London: Sidgwick s~ Jackson, Ltd., 
pg 21.:2. 
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humanist agenda of honour and virtue~ and subsequent 

preservation of the common weal. !_ike Yor-k in .2 1-fenr-)-' Vl' who 

used Jack Cade and the historical name of Mortimer his 

political advancement, 21 Canterbury and Ely use the 

history of in conjunction with knowledge of 

precedents from the history of Salic Law~ to 

p r·E·:·~se r · ve their Church 's current affluent status. This is 

·fr-om a "bi 1 J." be·fore the Commons which~ if 

pa~:;sed, would cause any lands bequeathed to the Church to 

to them but to State coffers, thus denying 

Churchmen such as Canterbury and Ely a significant source of 

If it [the bill] pass against us, 

We lose the better half of our possession; 

For all the temporal lands which men devout 

By testament have given to the Church 

Would they [the Commons] strip fro m us. 

(I.i.7-.t.t) 

The question of Henry 's claim to the French throne, then~ 

becomes a suitable diversionary tactic, distracting Henry and 

the Commons's attention from the troublesome "bill". 

Canterbury and Ely use the facade of reinstating England's 

rightful ownership of France in order to protect the Church's 

The humanist agenda is thus put in question 

through its use and abuse by the Clergy. 

21 See Chapter 1, pp 44-45. 
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·rhi ,., j u:-: t.a.posi ticm of a "bill" t.hrea t.E'n ing the Church's 

income with Henry's claim to France is drawn from Holinshed's 

Chnmicle, though in Henry V this material is rearr·anged, 

and augmented to stress the techniques of the 

humanist historian behind which Canterbury and Ely hide their 

more self-serving in tf.:?n t.icm~-:;. 1·-lo lin shed begins with an 

account. of the bill in question and the effect it will have, 

in increasing the king's coffers while decreasing 

the Chur·ch. Some remedy by the 1 at. ter· is then 

sought: 

This bill was much noted, and more feared among the 

religious sort., whom suerlie it touched verie neere, and 

therefore to find remedie against it, they determined to 

assaie all waies to put by and overthrow this bill: 

wher·f=in they thought. best. to trie if they might moove 

the kings mood with some sharp invention, that. he should 

not regard the importunate petitions of the commons. 22 

The invt~nticm" that .i~; fcwthc:oming is the issue of 

Henry's claim to "the ~'llhole realme of France, as heire to his 

g r·eat g randf a t.he1·· king Edw,:\rd the third. " 23 Ho 1 in shed then 

proceeds with the Archbishop of Canterbury's attack "against 

thE• sunni. SE~d and false f ained 1 aw Sal ike" with no further 

mention, unlike the play, of Edward III or the Black Prince. 

----··---·-·--·-------------·--·-·----·---· 

22Ho 1 inshed · s Chr-on.ic 1 es ·- P: icha r-d l.l 1.598-·1400 and Henr-).l V 
(1587), eel. R.S. Wallace and Alma Hansen (Oxford: 
Clarandon Press, 1917), pg 9 ("Henry the Fifth" section). 
All subsequent quotes in this Chapter are taken from this 
edition. 

2 ".!'-1-foli.nshed's Chronicles, eel. Wallace and Hansen, "Henry the 
Fifth", pg 9. 
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Henry's claim in Holinshed~ while derived from his great-

grandfather Edward III~ rests very much on a negation of the 

Sali.c la~·J which is alleged by the French "ever· against the 

king s of England in barre of their just title to the crowne 

of France." 2 4 In Henry \/~ hoi-'Jever, emphasis as regards 

counseling Henry to pursue his claim to France rests as much 

upon the humanist ideal of renewing history as the refutation 

of French Salic law. Here~ then~ Henry is to follow in his 

glorious predecessors' footsteps - an ideal which~ in the 

context of the earlier discussion between Canterbury and Ely~ 

obscures the clergy's less glorious proceedings. 

Another· point of difference between Holinshed's 

Chronicle and Shakespeare's Henry V which serves to undermine 

or question Henry's claim further in the play~ along with the 

humanist values by which it is presented, is the order of 

in the Church's offer of monetary aid for the French 

In the Chronicle the grant of money is made in 

Parliament after the oration on Salic law and the statement 

of the legality of Henry's claim. In Henry V, on the other 

hand, the clergy's offer of aid to Henry appears as a bribe 

since it is offen::.?d, before any discussion of the claim 

itSE.'lf~ directly to Henry (rather than in Parliament) in the 

manner of a back-room deal: 

;;::
4 Uo 1 .in .~:.hl:?d · !:_; Chron.ic 1 es, ed. V.Jal L'-'c:e and Hansen, "Henry the 
Fifth"~ pg 9. Holinshed latE.'r reports that after a 
discussion in Parliament "the bill ·fo r· dissolving of 
religious houses was c:leerelie set aside, and nothing 
thought on but onelie the recovering of France, according 
as the an:hbi.shop had rnoove~d" ~ pg 12 . 
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For I have made an offer to his majesty 

in regard of causes now in hand, 

Which I have opened to his grace at large 

As touching France - to give a greater sum 

Than ever at one time the clergy yet 

Did to his predecessors part withal. 

( I • i . T.S-8.1 ) 

The knowledge of this offer thus tarnishes the following 

scene's call by Canterbury and Ely to renew and relive the 

the past with the taint of bribery. Where in 

Holinshed "the ju~;tice D·f Henry's claim tD thf? French crown 

is not exactly questioned, but it is certainly doubted'', 2 e in 

l·-!enry V, through a rearrangement Df sDurce materials and new 

emphasis on the convenient resurrection of the past, the 

intentions and motivations behind Henry's claim 

explicitly questioned. 

It is unclear in the play whether Henry is aware of the 

Clergy's motives or not. Regarding Henry's inclinatiDn to 

support the Commons and the legislators putting forward the 

"bill", Canter·bury ";tates: 

He seems indifferent, 

Or rather swaying more upon our part [Church] 

Than cherishing th'exhibiters against us. 

(I.i.72-74) 

2 ~Graham Holderness, Shakespeare's History (Dublin: Gill and 
Macmillan Ltd, 1985), pg 134. 

119 



It is possible that the call by the Church to awaken Henry's 

historically and legally legitimate claim to France may suit 

his own plans - the gaining of military honour, or the unity 

o·f Er1gland versus a foreign foe~ for e:-:amp 1 e - or he may 

simply fall prey to Canterbury and Ely. Both scenarios could 

be argued in a play which seems to reinforce and celebrate 

the ambiguous~ opaque nature of historical event and 

causa ti.cm, and thus of historiography.z• Take~ tor e:-:ampl e ~ 

Henry's request to Canterbury~ 

My learn~d lord, we pray you to proceed, 

And justly and religiously unfold 

Why the law Salic that they have in France 

Or should or should not bar us in our claim. 

For we will hear, note, and believe in heart 

That what you speak is in your conscience washed 

As pure as sin with baptism. 

(I.ii.l0-12 ... 30-32) 

is either discreetly preparing the g r·ound for 

26Regarding this point and its relation to historical truth, 
F;:obE~r·t C. Jones st.a tes: "It is as though Shakespeare is 
determined to present 'Harry like himself' in the sense 
that he will not omit details [from his sources] that give 
the king 'such a questionable shape,· at the same time 
that he refuses to offer us necessarily fictive access to 
Henry's private plans and motives [Maus's ''inner, 
.i.nvi•sible truth" J ttJhich v\lould give more answers to such 
questions 'than history can pattern.· He thus abides to 
this extent by the given limits of historical truth here 
and acknowledges in this sense (different from the 
Chorus's) that the entire Harry 'like himself' cannot be 
!shov~n (or even knov~n) . " 
ThE~.se Val i.ant Df.".'c~d -··· F.'enewi.ng the F'a.st i.n Shake::::;peare '.s 
Histories (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1991), pg 
l::::;:_i. 
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to ad v .l. ~~E' him that his claim to France is 

superficially justified and legitimate~ stating that he will 

"be::•l.i.c:~ve" and act upon what he hears, or he is expressing an 

entirely honest call that Canterbury should tell h .im the 

t.i'""l..l t.h, as befits a clergyman. In both cases Henry makes it 

clear that the responsibility for the decision~ and therefore 

its consequences, rests with the clergy rather than with 

h.imse 1 f. The fact that we know the hidden motives of 

Canterbury and Ely serves to undermine their use of the 

humanist historian's purpos(~ of recalling the past far 

present emulation, in support of what they present as the 

"tr·uth" and Henry's "riqht" . 

Another situation in the play where the humanist 

appnJach to~ and u<se of~ history seems to be undermined is 

suggested by Phyllis Rackin in Stages of History. The Welsh 

Captain Fluellen, de:;cribed by Rackin as a "great sb.tdent of 

hi st.ory '', 27 constantly refers current events in the play back 

to those of the ancients, especially "the pr·istine wars of 

sue h as "the war·s of Pompey the the Romans" ( I I I • i i . 79) 

( IV. i. 69) • This~ of course, was the nature of the 

humanist histo,~:i.an' !:; pr-<3-C t:i.c:e ~ and one of the defining 

characteristics of the Renaissance period - the "retrieving" 

of the Classical world. It is the scope this practice allows 

for tenuous and/or dubious parallels to be drawn between the 

Classical and Renaissance worlds that seems to be the tarqet 

of the extended analogy that Fluellen makes in comparing 

27Rackin, pg 175. 
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Hen r··y to Ale:-:ander· thE? Great. Rack in labels Fluellen's 

his:; tor· .ica 1 connection a~:; ''' "parodic r·epresent <~tion of the 

humanist historians who ransacked classical texts to find 

models fo1·· rnod1;cn1 princes" ~:..::1!3 ~'lith the p;:u~ody deriving from 

some of the apparently arbitrary analogous points. Guided by 

the belief that "there .i.s figures in all things" ( IV.vii.3.1-

Fluellen sees ::.;ignificance in the fact that "There is a 

.in t1acedon, and there is also moreover a river at 

Monmouth ... and thE~rT:' is salrnons in both" ( 11.25-·26 .•. 29) • 

The parody continues with Fluellen drawing a distinction 

between Alexander's historical friend Cleitus, and Henry's 

(Prince Hal 's) a-historical comrade, Falstaff: 

As Alexander killed his friend Cleitus~ being in his 

ales and his cups, so also Harry Monmouth, being in his 

right wits and his good judgements~ 

knight with the great-belly doublet. 

(IV.vii.42-47) 

I think, .is two-·- "f o 1 d . 

turned away the fat 

Firstly~ Fluellen's 

incorporation of the fictional Falstaff into his purportedly 

factual quest ·for tht:? "f igun:?s and comparisons" ( 1 • 42) of 

history serves to undermine further the humanist historian's 

methodology <::~s the lines between invention (Falstaff) and 

reality (Cleitus) become hlurred. 

to the wider context of the play, 

Secondly, and i..n re 1 a tion 

Fluellen's analogy acts as 

a reflPction of the ambivalent portrayal of Henry himself in 

the play as regards his status as either friend or betrayer 

28Rackin, pg 238-239. 



of Falstaff and, by implication, his other acquaintances. At 

the heart of the matter is the question of how deliberate and 

calculated Henry (as Prince Ha l) was in his friendship with 

Falstaff and in his subsequent dismissal: "I know ther-.:> not, 

olcl me:1n" (2 1--ler?rT IV, \). v. 50) • This rejection, according to 

Nym, Pistol, and Fluellen, was the cause of Falstaff's death 

u·rhe king he:1th r-urr bad humours on the knight, that 's the 

even of it" (f-fenry· I/, 1'-.l ym, II.i.116) -and therefore an act 

of betrayal. Contrarily, Captain Gower is adamant that Henry 

"never· killed any of his ·friends" ( IV.vii.~~:.B--39). Once more 

we are left with the impossibility of gaining, in Robert C. 

.Jones· words, 

which would resolve this conundrum but which history neither 

knows nor supplies. 

Each of the examples above Canterbury and Ely's 

counsel to Henry, and Fluellen's Alexander analogy - seem to 

point towards a general undermining in the text of humanist 

his tor· iog r·aphy in favour of a more sophisticated conception 

of historical thought and consciousness which differentiates 

rather than draws analogies between the present and the past. 

The hume:m is t historian's belief in the (providential) 

continuity of history, which is the vital premise for their 

use of history for current edification or legitimation, is in 

the play taken and used, abused, and manipulated in an 

environrn~:~nt. increasingly defined by Machiavellian and 



---------------------------

than early human i. ~~ t, principles. 29 The 

sophistication .inher-ent in this change comes from the 

recognition that history is discontinuous rather than 

continuous, that the past is past and does not recur. 

In the case of Canterbury and Ely~ their advice to Henry 

to ''Look into your mighty ancestors ... invoke his 

~-.Jar-·]. ikE~ sp.i. r-· it" (Can tf?r-·bury) , and "{~wake re:,membrance of these 

va l.ian t dead~ I And with your-· puissant ar-m r·enew their feats " 

(Ely), while overtly displaying humanist modes of thought~ is 

politically and covertly used to effect the preservation of 

the Church's property privileges. While Canterbury and Ely 

look to their future and try to maintain 

incomE·', tell Henry to look back and "renei!'J 11 history. 

Aware that history is past and unregainable~ possibly through 

that their own historical pri.viledges are 

about to d:isappea1~ (history is not continuous if such a 

c: h<H1ge occurs) , Canterbury and Ely can use the humanist idea 

of historical continuity - where Henry becomes, in effect, 

III re·-·· inc:"'' r·n a t .ec:l to achieve their personal and 

political f.'!nd·:;. In the case of Fluellen, we see the humanist 

appr··o21c: h to history not manipu l ated but parodied~ as a 

t~?nuous P'"-'···.::\llel bt:?twf~~=n hist.Dr-y and the pres~?n t is 

cCJnst.r-·uc:: ted or c::ont.r-·ived. The text seems to be saying 

that where parallels are sought they will be ·found, 

29 In relation to this point, Rac::kin, pg 70, recognises that 
"Henr·y ,7:\ppr-c-Jpr·i..:::d:.es:. the leqitimc.~t.i.ng ~:mblems of a n older 
~·mr··ld tCJ author-L!e him~:;el·f"; also that " the king's 
recourse to Machiavellian plotting contradicts his 
representations of his achievements as manifestations of 
providential purposE~, 11 p~J 82. 
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though they may rest on such points of comparison as a river 

containing salmon. Of course~ Canterbury and Ely use exactly 

this method in paralleling Henry V with Edward III, though in 

a far more ed u cated and calculated fashion. 

This subver-<:;ion historical parallels, 

then, has the effect of emphasising the idea that the past 

and present are not the same in either event or character. 

Both change as time passes. any one moment in or 

of history is unique and specific, not continuous and 

consequently a reference point or beacon for the present. 3 0 

The situation and circumstances facing Henry are absolutely 

distinct and completely self-enclosed, not~ as Canterbury and 

Ely almost mischievously reconst r uct it in the play, an 

<3.~-<Jak.f:?ning and rene:>wa l of III's situation and 

circumstances. 31 Historical thought and consciousness, then, 

-=:l.S transmitted in the text in the form of 

dramatic historiography, seems to be evolving from humanist 

ideas of continuity expressed by writers such as Nashe and 

30Wolfgang Iser, in Staging Politics (New York: Columbia 
Univero;.i.ty Pn:>ss, 199:::::), pg 187, s.;tates that: " Who ever 
wishes to interpret the play [Henry V] as evidence that 
the ideal can be achieved in history must bear in mind the 
following factors: the ideal is inextricably bound to a 
single situation, it is unique, it is conditioned by a 
variety of unrepeatable circumstances, and its effects can 
in no wc:IY enab 1 e us to c har·t the fu t.ure. " 

3 1 Henry is, however, aware of leaving his own name and deeds 
to, and for the use of, posterity; aware that he is 
creating, rather than reliving, what will become history 
and historiography. This is particularly evident in his 
speech (IV.iii.40-67) describing the glory and renown any 
v:i.c::tor·ious sur·vivor·s o·f the cur·r·ent. battle, "upon Saint 
Crispin'~; day", w.i 11 bask in on its subsequent 
ann i vers;ar .ies. 
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the character Fluellen, to more sophisticated ideas of 

discontinuity signalled by the pragmatic and 

politically aware figures of Canterbury, F.~ J. y and, perhaps, 

further example will suffice to emphasise the 

d.i.~:;tinction <and di·ffen:?ntiation in f-·!enr};' V between the past 

( Ec!~tJarc:! I II) and the pl'·esen t (Henry lJ). I'Jashe's Pierce 

Penilesse32 described ho~ the presentation of dramatic 

historiography had the effect of making immediately available 

those historical characters and historical feats displayed 

the instruction and edification of the play-going 

audience. Nashe's argument, even his images, would seem to be 

rei'uted, in a speech by Exeter, ear 1 y in Hen r)l V, 

where he presents the French King with an account of Henry's 

claim to the French throne: 

'Tis no sinister nor no awkward claim 

F' ic k. E~d fr·om the worm--hc:d e.s; of l eng-vanished clays, 

Nor from the dust of old oblivion raked. 

(ll.iv.85-87, my emphasis) 

Using terms that echo those of Nashe, this passage seems to 

implicitly question the connection Nashe establishes, through 

histol'·ical drama, between the past and pr·esent. E:-:et.er' s 

':S t<::\ tF:men t that Hsnry's claim is neither "sinister" nor 

II awk.~'Jal'"d II may not sit well with the earlier scene of 

Canterbury and Ely's plottinq and the claim they contrive for 

32See pp 114-115. 
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HE:'n r·y out oi' the "l ong--v,:m i shed clays" of French history. 

the contingency of their situation the 

"bill", they can use history under the guise of humanist 

emulation of past heroes to maintain their cur-rent, and 

i'utur·e, incomE?. Histor·y, then, becomes a vehicle for 

distraction rather than a guide or model for the present. 

Elo far·, this discussion of Henry V has focused on the 

stage action of the play and the way it seems to undermine 

Renaissance humanist historiography through characterisation 

such men as Fluellen and Canterbury and Ely. Outside of 

this action, yet a vital contributor to the history presented 

(and represented), is the Chorus which opens and closes the 

play, links the action from Act to Act, and which " embraces 

the role (::J"f thE~ hist.or-L:\n .. " 3 ':!!: It is in the Chor-us that we can 

ev.i.dE?nc::p of t. hf.? text self-consciously and self-

reflexively coming to terms with the process of historical 

representation 3 4 and the related problems of historical or 

historiographical "truth" . As such, it is possible to see the 

C::hon_t::; o·f Henry V a~> a rE:'"' l.isation of the ideas and .issues 

in the Countess of Auvergne Lord Talbot 

(~pi::;ode of 1 l-!er;ry VI .. ::$t'!> Whel~e Talbot claimed that that which 

the Countess sees bears little resemblance to the true nature 

and proportion of things - ''I tell you, madam, were the whole 

':!!:':!!'Kamps, pg 4. 

':!!' 4 ~::<:unps, PD 1.99, ident..i.f ies Shakespeare'~, 1-lenr-y Vas one of 
the ·rudor· elrama' ~::, "instances o·f hiqhly comple:-: and self
conscious treatments of the c haracter of historiographical 
re pre:~se~n t.a t.i.on." 

3 ~See Chapter 1, pp 27-33. 
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I It. is of such a spacious lofty pitch I Your 

were not sufficient to contain' t" 

I I • i i j . 5::::; .... 5 ~.i ) thE'~ Chorus;'s "F'rologue" to 

( .l 1-!e n ry' 

Henrv V~ 

VI, 

in 

s.i.mi lar· emphasises the inability of the stage to 

show the true scope of events: 

Can this cockpit hold 

The vasty fields of France? Or may we cram 

Within this wooden 0 the very casques 

That did affright the air at Agincourt? 

(Prologue, 11-14) 

l...ik.E0WiSE.', in for the great battle of 

Agincourt, the Chorus apologises for the mockery they make of 

the historical truth: 

... we shall much disgrace, 

With four or five most vile and ragged foils~ 

Right ill-disposed in brawl ridiculous, 

The name of Agincourt. Yet sit and see, 

Minding true things by what their mockeries be. 

(IV Chorus, 49-53) 

Th~? histor·ic:al truth~ then, l.ik!::? Talbot's "substance", cannot 

be fully possessed or captured on stage: it is entirely 

elusive. Once a moment, comprised of character and event, has 

passed into the realm of history, it can only be retrieved 

"moe: ker· .ies" or· "~::;hadow", that is, as something that 

resembles or stands for the tr·uth. Henry- V, in constantly 

set tin(] in opposition the historical action, heralded or 

introduced by the Chorus, that comprises the body of the play 



I·Jith til~= hi~storical. reality or "truth" that the Chor·us its~::!lf 

is seeking to represent, has the effect of: 

directing our attention to the abyss at the center of 

the historiographic project: the impossibility of 

,~ecover- .in g thf.:? past. or- of getting behind the 

his tor· j .. og raphic te:-:t (whether that text be a written 

or a dramatic representation) to discover the 

postulated and never graspable fiction called 

historical truth. 36 

·rhe historical thou(;Jht. and c:onsc iousness in Henry V can 

therefore be seen as a development and complication of the 

s:;e.•m:.i.ni':l.l idp;:,,~:; and issues contained in the He.•nr'y' V.l sequence. 

The character York's use of history for personal advancement 

is here enlarged to the use of history by Canterbury and Ely 

for personal and professional preservation, within a conte:·:t 

which renders Henry's r esponses and actions opaque. Likewise 

the interaction in Henry V between the Chorus and the stage 

action, c n:~a tin~~ an "tr·uth" is constantly 

receding, develops the earlier debate between the Countess of 

Auvergne and Lord Talbot on the "truth" of "report", and 

points to the ineluctable presence in any historiographical 

wor .. k of '' :sh<~dow' ' r.::,,thE)r· than ''substancE?''. 

36 F~acki.n, p<;:J f.:8. !<amps, pg :27:, similarly finds a "deep 
.icleologic::al rift" between "the Chor·us' version of 
history... [and] the dramatic-historical tale that 
.:.u:c:ount~.; i'or thE~ r-est of th~~ play." As-, an e:-:ample he cites 
the open .ing o·f the p 1 ay wherE~ hlf.:? ~:;E?e 11 not pr-oud horses and 
heroically decked-out kings [as suggested in the Prologue] 
but two conniving churchmen who are instantly implicated 
in an oppor .. tunistic political deal vJit.h Henry. 11 



Those of Shakespeare's English history plays discussed 

here ··- f-!enr}/ 1/.l P,?:!. rt.s 1 .• 

seem to evince~ in terms of late-sixteenth century historical 

thought and consciousness, the transitional and progressive 

quality ascribed to them by Holderness~ Rackin, and~ to a 

lessr::.~r- e:-:tent, r:~s sue: h ~ the plays~ in Holderness's 

.inter"VE?ne in and contribute to the wider 

histor-iographic e·ffort to "reconstruct the past and discover· 

the methods and pr··inciples of that. r·econstruct.ion." 

We began with Shakespeare· s 1-!enry VI ~;equence and its 

pr·esen t.<:~ t :i. on of the historiography of the 

Chr~onic les. Not. only does this dramatisation result in the 

apparent resurrection of characters and events that~ in 

Nashe's words, "h,'::\ve line l onq buried in rustie bra sse and 

but it also subjects those characters 

and events recorded in the Chronicles firstly to the dramatic 

and narrative requirements of the stage~ and secondly to re-

construction of the dramatist, 

as "historian". This new dramatic presentation 

o·f old "bookes" required above a 11 f~ 1 se a 1 in ear narrative of 

( t.empor-a l ) cause and effect., a form of narrative which was 

not always supplied by the Chronicles. It then=·fore rested 

~·Ji.th the dr.::\matist. as "his;t.or.i.an" to e:-:amine and e:-:plore all 

the evidence and information available, and then to select or 

decide ~·Jhat., i.n his opinion, probably happened. The 

importance of this step with regard to historical thought and 



consciousness was that it required the historiographer to use 

historical judgement and interpretation in his 

rc~~c::onstr·uct.ion ~ and thus become actively involved in his 

task .. This professional involvement was contrary to the 

relatively passive repetition~ signalled in the processes of 

adaptation and accretion~ of the antecedent chroniclers. 1 

Having assumed this control over history, it became 

to "discove r·· thE• methods and pr·in c:i ples " on which 

the subsequent reconstruction of history could be based. 

Shakespeare seems to have been aided in this by Sir Thomas 

legally influenced History of King Fhchard III, 

Shakespe.::\l~e' s main source.~ for his Richard l I .r.. Leg a 1 "methods 

and pr·inc:ipl£~s " were !·?qually applic~.lb l.e to the his tor· ian's 

task .. As the lawyer struggled with the difficulties of oral 

tc-='::; timony, contradictory accounts of events, and the task of 

seeking and interpreting evidence to asce rtain the "truth", 

the historian face d the probl ems associated with using oral 

report as a historical source~ and the problematic 

that exists between the sought after "inner, 

invisible truth" and the "e:·:ternal appearances" from which 

that " tr-uth" mU':5 t, by 1 awyel'" and historian alike, be 

e:-:t.r··ac:ted. 

1 Kamps, pg 199, however, cites a recent development on this 
view of the Chroniclers in a book by Annabel Patterson 
.RI'3ad ing f·!ol inshed '.s Chronic 1 es (Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994) which reconsiders 
"the familiar v.ie~·J of Holi.nshed as a 'baggy and 
undisciplined' tome" and finds "much greater· political and 
methodol og ic:a l d i Vl?n;i ty t han hi ther·to thought possible. " 



It is the awareness of this discrepancy~ and the 

conseq uent realisation of the evasive nature of the 

leads to what Rackin t.&:rms "the abyss 2\t. the center of 

the hi~storiogl'·aphic projr~c:t". In S ha k (~Spear·(:?' s l-Ien r·}l 1/, the 

"aby:.,;s " is &:specia lly pr·ominent <.:\s the action of the play, 

itself laden with ambivalence and ambiguity as regards its 

"hel'·o", is introduced and offset by the commentary of the 

The dramatic and historiographic qualities of Henry' v 

and the history play it is here paired with - the anonymous 

Ed~··.la rd I I I -- have the ef fee: t of highlighting two major paints 

and affecting contemporary 

historiography and the history play genre as a whole: firstly 

the increasing distinction between history and poetry as 

evidenced in the Edward III Countess of Salisbury episode 

of III; secondly the change in the methodology of 

histor·y (from humanist or "public" to Machiavellian or 

"pr·:i.vate") and con~sequent chanqr:::? in the perception of history 

(from continuous to discontinuous). This second change is 

•shm·m as ~..;t::= see Edward I I I' s c:c:mc lu.ding dictate D·f how the 

histor-y ther-e presented should be used in "hereafter ages" 

(7?:-:plic::Ltly u:sur-ped and c:or-r--upb:?d at the opening of Henr}l V. 

In conclusion, then, we can sta te that Shakespeare's 

English history plays are a form of dramatic histor-iography 

th<::\t is., in its l ate-sixteent h century context, transitional 

and in terms o·f historical thought .:md 

consciousness. The plays increasingly show a (self-reflexive) 
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the impossibility of knowing (and thus 

pn::>s-,e-nting) the "tn .. lth", while also, through their fusion of 

poetry and history, paradoxically contributing to 

the emerging distinction between poetry and history. This 

distinctic.m will eventually lead to the autonomy of history 

a discipline which, in combination with the drama ' s 

increased self-reflexivity, will result in the overall demise 

of the history play genre. 

1. :~;~::; 
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