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Prologue


                         … O flattering glass,

Like to my followers in prosperity,

Thou dost beguile me! Was this face the face

That every day under his household roof

Did keep ten thousand men? Was this the face

That like the sun did make beholders wink?

Is this the face which faced so many follies,

That was at last outfaced by Bolingbroke?

A brittle glory shineth in this face.

As brittle as the glory is the face,

For there it is, cracked in a hundred shivers.

                            Shakespeare, Richard II1



In the act of resigning his crown to Bolingbroke, the future Henry IV, Shakespeare’s Richard asks for a mirror, and stares disbelievingly at his unchanged face. This is a king who has been sustained by a vision, the image of his own glorious kingship. Now unkinged, he cannot make sense of his own face in the mirror; he smashes the glass, and shatters the image. A king is not dismantled from within, as a man’s character may be broken down by circumstance. A king has no interior; his whole existence lies in his face, his crown, his glory.

Shakespeare’s Richard is an amalgam of the chronicle sources, turned to the playwright’s dramatic purposes. The play opens in 1397, with a high-handed and immature king; the path to his deposition is inexorable, and his folly and Bolingbroke’s usurpation sow the bloody seeds of the Wars of the Roses, which tore England apart in the fifteenth century. History itself knows no such necessities. King Richard II of England was crowned at the age of ten in July 1377, and deposed twenty-two years later, on 30 September 1399. He lived for a few months more, in close imprisonment, and died in February 1400. Contemporary accounts give several different versions of Richard’s death – that he was cruelly starved, that he starved himself out of despair, that he heroically fought off an assassination party of several attackers before being struck from behind – and chroniclers observe that many believed he still lived. Henry IV displayed Richard’s corpse to the public, his face uncovered, in an attempt to convince the populace of his identity and prevent any further attempts to restore him to the throne. In death as in life, Richard was an image offered up for recognition.

Richard’s face, as he wished it to be seen, is well known to us. He made two great artistic commissions around 1395: the Westminster Abbey portrait, in which he faces us enthroned with crown, orb and sceptre; and the Wilton Diptych altarpiece, where he kneels before the Virgin Mary and Christ Child with a choir of angels, supported by the blessing of the saints King Edmund the Martyr, King Edward the Confessor and John the Baptist. Both images depict a youthful, beardless face; smooth, pale skin and fair hair, with a small mouth and delicately shaped nose. Richard’s decision at the age of twenty-eight to present himself so boyishly has occasioned some perplexity among historians. But perhaps this was the idealized light in which he saw himself throughout his life.

He had been crowned and anointed as a child, at the culmination of an astonishing display of pageantry and festivity in London, heralded by hundreds of trumpeters and the cheers of thousands, when the fountains ran with wine and beautiful maidens cast golden coins at his feet.2 Richard conceived of kingship as an essential part of his identity; at the very end he declared himself incapable of casting off the spiritual character with which he had been imprinted at his anointing.3 He would not do it, he said, and angrily added that he would very much like to know how a king can resign a crown, and to whom.4 ‘Not all the water in the rough rude sea / Can wash the balm off from an anointed king’;5 Shakepeare’s ventriloquy of Richard captures an unshakeable faith in the divine qualities of kingship, and in the transformative and indelible nature of the ceremony by which the young prince was made a king. One chronicle tells a famous story which has stuck, despite being otherwise unattested, because it seems to encapsulate Richard’s hauteur, and also his loneliness. We are told that at the height of his power he had a throne made for his chamber, ‘wherein he was wont to sit after dinner until the hour of evensong, speaking to no man, but overlooking all men; and if he looked upon any man, whatever his estate or degree, that man must kneel’.6

Richard had not been expected to inherit the throne so young. His father, Edward, the ‘Black Prince’ of Wales (1330–76), embodied the chivalry of the age, and led England to great military victories in France in the first decades of the Hundred Years War. Admired by English and French alike, he was celebrated as a heroic figure and protector of the English nation. With his early death, one chronicler extravagantly declared, the hopes of the English died too.7 The elderly Edward III expired amid some political chaos the following year, and ten-year-old Richard came to the throne as a fragile but optimistic promise of peace and accord, supported by a great council established for his minority, with the agreement of the Commons and the Lords. In Parliament the Archbishop of Canterbury insisted that ‘although the very noble and powerful prince my lord Edward, recently Prince of Wales, was departed and called to God, nevertheless the prince was as if present and not in any way absent, because he had left behind him such a noble and fine son, who is his exact image or true likeness’.8

This may have been the first public use of Richard’s face and body as the epitome of kingship, but it was very wide of the mark; he would never be a martial figure like his father. He pursued a different ideal: kings had always balanced military might with a sacred duty to the maintenance of peace and justice in the realm, and it was this latter vision which gave purpose to his rule, and – ironically – brought about his downfall. Richard’s difficulties were many, but the essence of his personal failings seems to have lain in the confluence of these two great ideas – the divinity of kingship and the perfection of peace – because for Richard, ‘peace’ in the sense that he valued it meant the complete obedience of every subject to the will of the king.

The Westminster portrait makes it easy to believe that where this man’s gaze fell, the subject should kneel. His face is calm and inscrutable, dwarfed by the signs of his office and status. This is no Henry VIII to command obedience by sheer force of personality; rather, Richard’s image enacts kingship itself, around a curious void. As an individual, he is absent from the portrait; as king, he is presented for our veneration. In contrast, the Wilton Diptych shows Richard in a posture of supplication, either offering or receiving some gift. But his supplication is to heaven, to the Virgin and Christ Child; his gaze is fixed in prayer, away from us. Once again, the viewer is made to recognize the sheer glory of kingship, its otherworldly status, and Richard’s distance from his subjects. This majesty is revealed by the actual events of Richard’s life and death to have been empty at its heart. One English chronicler placed such an accusation into Richard’s own mouth: ‘And then King Richard confessed how he had greatly trespassed against God and the realm, and that he was not worthy to reign, for he knew well, he said, that he loved never the people, nor the people him.’9 Shakespeare captured the Richard whose whole identity was the glory of kingship; this anonymous chronicler casts him as an individual who failed to provide the heart and soul which were supposed to live beneath the image.




[image: Penguin Walking Logo]


1

Parliament


Must I do so? and must I ravel out

My weaved-up follies?1

The question of deposing King Richard and replacing him as king with Henry duke of Lancaster, and of how and for what reasons this might lawfully be done, was committed for debate to a number of doctors, bishops and others, one of whom was the writer of this present work; and they decided that perjuries, sacrileges, sodomitical acts, dispossession of his subjects, the reduction of his people to servitude, lack of reason, and incapacity to rule, to all of which King Richard was notoriously prone, were sufficient reasons … for deposing him. Moreover, although he was prepared to abdicate, it was nevertheless decided that, as a further precaution, he should be deposed by the authority of the clergy and people.2



The author of this eyewitness account was a lawyer named Adam Usk, who began writing his chronicle in 1401. The decision to depose Richard had been taken long before the official reasons for it could be satisfactorily shaped, as Usk unapologetically reveals. In legal terms the situation was extremely delicate; the best precedent they had was the deposition of the emperor Frederick II by Pope Innocent IV in 1245, but the pope’s authority over a king was of a fundamentally different order from that of a king’s own subjects over him. In English experience, similar crises had had different outcomes: in 1216 John had fortunately died at a moment when the rebellious magnates could transfer their support to the young Henry III; Simon de Montfort’s death at Evesham in 1265 had ended real rebellion during Henry’s long reign, and his son Edward I became the first king after the Conquest to succeed unopposed. The removal of Edward II in 1327 had been softened by his son and heir’s immediate accession as Edward III (albeit under the control of others). Richard had no heir of his body, and he was young and in good health; he would have to be destroyed. The historical parallels did not escape him. When Usk visited the imprisoned king in the Tower and saw him at dinner, Richard declared bitterly that ‘this is a strange and fickle land, which has exiled, slain, destroyed, and ruined so many kings’, then ‘recounted the names and the histories of those who had suffered such fates’.3

Usk’s chronicle reveals the strains involved in this newly minted legal process. He describes a lengthy argument which attempted simply to put Richard out of the line of succession, by means of a rumour that Edward I was not in fact the firstborn son of Henry III – which Usk himself disproves by citation of numerous chronicles and records. He further records a more scurrilous rumour that Richard himself was the result of his mother’s adultery, and therefore illegitimate. Neither allegation was pursued. The list of crimes with which Richard was eventually charged is so exhaustive as to be meaningless. The reasons for Richard’s deposition were essentially personal, in a manner which collides painfully both with the codification of a king’s deposition in law, and with the abstract divinity of kingship which he had spent his life trying to embody. As the chroniclers present us with their different visions of Richard, we can see that the true battleground of his reign was the king’s image, the face he presented, and its interpretation by those around him. The story in this book is told largely through the accounts of eyewitnesses, and contemporary chroniclers, because it is the story of how Richard was perceived.4

The book is arranged by four locations, each both real and imagined: parliament, battlefield, city, shrine. There is an obvious omission – the court. This was a decision which came about in the process of writing, for considering the court in the context of these other locations highlights the paradoxes which surround Richard. The court was not after all a place: it was a collection of people around the king, and it was an idea. Where the king travelled, the physical court travelled with him: the noblemen and ladies in attendance on the king and queen (these were the only ‘courtiers’), with their own attendants and servants, their packhorses and carts of provisions and luxuries; the musicians and performers, men-at-arms and their horses, cooks and chambermaids, seamstresses, embroiderers and furriers, scribes and administrators; and all the petitioners, those seeking employment or preferment, the hangers-on. In royal manor houses they could rapidly install the king’s household to an appropriate level of luxury; in abbeys and towns on the road, hundreds of them might be camped out while the king and queen made do with the best accommodation that could be vacated for them. The expense to their hosts was often punitively high.

The idea of the court was more important than these logistics, and more difficult to control. Richard invested in majesty, in the display of dazzling wealth and intricate ceremony; but if his subjects were to believe in the court as he wished, as a demonstration of glorious kingship, they would have to see some substance of power and regality within the show. Richard encountered particular difficulties in this. The king’s court was supposedly the true centre of power in the realm, and his grandfather had nurtured this image. Edward III’s court had been a celebration of England’s chivalrous knighthood and success in war, led by the king as a new King Arthur, host to the Order of the Garter. But when the ten-year-old Richard was crowned, power resided with the council appointed for his minority, with the greatest magnates, and with Parliament. As the war with France lapsed into a series of truces, the court ceased to be a gathering of the flower of chivalry; men with martial ambitions had to look elsewhere. One chronicler sneered that the court was full of knights who were more valiant in bed than on the battlefield; observers commented on the presence of numerous women, whom they thought ‘useless’ and an expense for the royal household to support.5

Richard’s court was necessarily no more than a forum for display while he was a child; yet as he grew older, his taste for the performance of ceremony, deference and largesse only increased. Some of his sense of his proper dignity can be gleaned from the praise poem written by Richard Maidstone in 1392, commemorating Richard II’s ceremonial procession into London. The poem could possibly have been a commission; it certainly sought to represent the king as he would wish himself to be seen. Richard’s beauty is compared with that of Troilus and Absalom, and he is greeted by the Londoners seeking his favour with dramatized obeisance:


The king pulls back the golden reins and halts his steed;

At this the people and the nobles all fall still.

The warden then draws near, with aldermen in robes;

His left hand holds the keys, his right hand holds a sword,

Its point toward himself …

‘Your majesty, whose awful power is to be feared

And also to be loved, and equally revered,

Behold: your humble citizens, beneath your feet

Surrender all they have and their own selves to you.

With keys and sword the city gives up willingly:

It comes all ready to surrender to your will.’



After a long procession through the decorated streets, the king comes at last to his throne in the palace of Westminster:


The decoration of the hall and its array

Would be no easy task to tell or to unfold.

The house was overspread with all the weaver’s skill;

The gaze was stunned at such an unaccustomed sight.

The royal throne has pride of place upon the dais,

Bedecked with coverings of nothing but fine gold.

The scepter-wielding king then mounts the gleaming throne;

The nobles stand there, urging silence on the crowd.6



The repeated image is of vast crowds cheering in adulation and then stilled by the sheer beauty and charisma of the king; he is beyond them all in glory, appropriately surrounded by the superabundant offering of gold, jewels, banqueting tables, tapestries, music. The scene is dazzling, and we are instructed to be dazzled.

Towards the height of his power, in October 1396, Richard held a conference over several days with Charles VI of France, to ratify the terms of Richard’s marriage agreement with the seven-year-old Princess Isabella. The festivities were wildly expensive to arrange, and to crown their ritual of friendship the two kings presented one another with gifts of increasing value. Richard produced a buckle worth more than £300 and a goblet and pitcher worth £200; later he presented another huge golden cup and pitcher worth £470, and finally he seems to have won the competition with a necklace of pearls and precious stones which had belonged to his first queen, said to be worth as much as £3,300.7 These figures are difficult to translate into modern monetary terms, but certainly amount to an impressive fortune.8 More inventively (though the English chronicler who is the source of our account did not know their value), Charles presented Richard with a goblet and pitcher filled with pearls and jewels, and a model ship in gold, mounted at either end with the figure of a tiger looking in a mirror. Richard wore a different, fabulously expensive gown each day of the conference (while poor Charles only had one outfit). On the day that Richard wore a long red velvet gown and a hat covered with pearls, the two rulers ‘spoke together for a long time, and at their meeting all the people of the one side and the other knelt for a long time on the ground’. Eventually, the writer says, ‘for the comfort of the people’ the kings rose, and walked hand in hand to admire first the French then the English knights drawn up in their finest array, before withdrawing to Charles’s pavilion for further gift-giving.9

Such performances were an indispensable part of the intricate dance of international diplomacy; a king had to assert his magnificence and munificence among his only peers. But at home, despite Richard’s hopes for the respect and submission of his people, from the earliest years of his attempted self-governance his actions brought him into conflict with the other powers in the realm. Chroniclers had long observed Richard’s ‘lust for glory and his eagerness to have from everybody the deference properly due to kingship’.10 As a young king he had sought to purchase both glory and deference with extreme largesse, which became a continual source of rancour in Parliament, as the chroniclers relate:


In his early years this king of ours was so open-handed that to make any legitimate request of him was to have it immediately granted; indeed at times he anticipated the wishes of petitioners and he used often to give more than had been asked for. So lavish was his bounty, however, that all the property attaching to the Crown, in common with the revenues belonging to the royal exchequer, was virtually dealt out piecemeal to various people who presented demands for this or that.11



This was a substantial accusation, with important legal implications. On the one hand, the king could use the income from crown property as he wished, to fund his household and court, but such royal property should not be alienated from the crown, to the impoverishment of his own estate and that of his heirs. The revenues of the royal exchequer were another matter altogether: they were to be used for the good of the kingdom. This had long been a vague distinction, for the king’s own expenses when at war or engaged in diplomacy might appropriately come from the public purse, but Richard’s profligacy made it an urgent question. In particular both the Commons and the Lords were enraged by the sense that corrupt favourites were using the young king for their own ends, growing rich themselves while he, ‘having thus handed out his own substance to others … had perforce to come down on the commons, with the result that the poor are loud in their complaints and declare that they cannot go on supporting the burden’.12 These accusations were to wax and wane in strength throughout his reign, periodically bringing it to crisis. Writing after the king’s fall, one chronicler repeated a rumour that Richard had ordered a robe to be made for him ‘of gold and pearls and other precious stones’, supposedly worth the unimaginable sum of £20,000.13 Richard had become a symbol of outrageous pride and extravagance.

The idea of the court sustained Richard, and he sustained it, at vast expense. He surrounded himself with courtiers who stood to gain from his largesse, and who therefore flattered and praised him as he wished. He experienced his court – his day-to-day life of hunting, or feasting, or games – as the place where the king’s will was enacted without question, and he believed that this was as it should be. But beyond his court circle all was very different, in ways which Richard seems not to have understood. There were three important spheres of power which overlapped with the court, but maintained independence from it, and from the king’s will. First, his greatest magnates: they expected to exercise their customary role of advising and helping to direct international and domestic policy. For Richard this amounted to their coming to him with tiresome and unwelcome instruction and admonishment – his uncles demanding war with France, bishops protesting the rights of the Church to lands held by the crown. Second, his councillors, the chief officers of the realm; in the early years such men were appointed by Parliament and not by the king. Richard experienced the execution of their duties as a series of attempts to block his desires, to which he responded with rage – in 1382 he removed his chancellor for refusing to ratify charters giving away great landholdings; the ‘ambitious men’ who stood to gain had persuaded the king that, by denying them, the chancellor showed ‘contempt for the royal command’.14 And finally, above all, Richard faced Parliament, the great machine of government of the realm, which could cut off his income by refusing to grant levies of taxation, and always insisted on examining the reasons for his requests. Richard understood his own reign through the distorting lens of the court he made for himself; he could not understand why the regality he regarded as his right was denied to him on the broader stage.

The court is not a focus of this book, therefore, despite its centrality to Richard’s imagination of himself. From this distance, Richard’s reign is better explained as a series of parliaments, violent struggles for power played out in ponderous legal prose over weeks of circular discussion, and periodically in blood on the executioner’s block. The parliaments of this period constituted an intricate legal framework for the channelling of individuals’ desires into power over the whole kingdom. The essence of the question was simple: who could manipulate Parliament for his own ends most successfully without openly destroying it?

In the so-called ‘Wonderful Parliament’ of 1386, when Richard was nineteen years old, his wealthy favourites were impeached and his chancellor, Michael de la Pole, condemned for treason and imprisoned. Richard attempted to halt proceedings by withdrawing from Westminster to Eltham while Parliament was in session; the Lords and Commons sent messages to the king stating that his chancellor and treasurer should both be removed from office, and Richard famously responded that he would not dismiss so much as a kitchen boy on their orders.15 At this, the Duke of Gloucester and Thomas Arundel, Bishop of Ely, came to see the king, and told him that ancient statute required him to hold Parliament once a year, where ‘the errors of the kingdom can be corrected, and the state and governance of the king and the kingdom considered with the wisest counsel’, not least, they added pointedly, because ‘as [the people] bear the burden they should also oversee in what manner and by whom their goods and chattels are expended’.16

Richard reportedly then threatened to ask the King of France for help against his rebellious subjects, which Gloucester and Arundel dismissed contemptuously, noting the ‘endless exertions’ and ‘tireless endeavour’ of Richard’s father and grandfather to conquer that great enemy. Finally, they cited an ‘ancient statute’ held by the people of England, ‘which not long since, lamentably, had to be invoked’, by which a king who would ‘estrange himself from his people, and will not be governed and guided by the laws of the land … and the wholesome counsel of the lords and nobles of the kingdom, but wrong-headedly, upon his own unsound conclusions, follows the promptings of his untempered will’ might ‘with the common assent and agreement of the people of the realm’ lawfully be deposed.17 No such statute existed, but the memory of his great-grandfather Edward II’s deposition certainly did, and Richard capitulated. In late October he returned to Parliament to ratify the removal of his favourites.

The Lords’ and Commons’ motivation for action was openly stated: ‘that by the greed of the king’s ministers the goods of the kingdom were all but consumed to no good effect, the king greatly deceived, and the people of the kingdom impoverished by heavy burdens … and that amidst all these things the king’s officials were beyond measure grown rich’.18 Beside the chancellor, de la Pole, these ‘officials’ included Robert de Vere, whom Richard had stubbornly promoted to the great title of Duke of Ireland on 13 October, sparking the immediate crisis; and Nicholas Brembre, several times Mayor of London, whom Richard had supported for years. In an astonishing gesture of authority over the king, Parliament set up a commission of lords of the realm who would ‘take over the management of all matters’, effectively rendering Richard powerless. The Commons pleaded ‘that the said lords and officers may be able to correct and amend all the faults through which your crown is so harmed, as well because the laws and statutes are not at all upheld and protected, as because other goods and profits whatsoever are withdrawn from your said crown’.19 The chronicler adds that the Lords sought to gain Richard’s ‘greater benevolence and favour’ for the arrangement by granting him an extra round of taxation income, but only ‘if it should seem necessary to the aforesaid councillors’.20

These constraints were untenable to Richard, who promptly released his chancellor from prison and set off on a progress around the country, apparently to avoid the lord commissioners while he decided on his next move. He summoned the sheriffs from the counties and told them to prepare to muster forces to fight against the lords who opposed him, and to agree that they would not return any knight to Parliament whom the king had not chosen; both demands, the one amounting to civil war, the other to the corruption of Parliament, were refused.21

In August 1387, Richard called a panel of judges to attend him at Shrewsbury, where he and his favourites asked them to pronounce on whether the measures of the 1386 parliament had been lawful. They answered that they had not been: since the king had been ‘coerced’, he ‘could annul and change such ordinances at his pleasure … because he was not subject to those laws’.22 In Nottingham on 25 August, Richard then gathered all the judges of the realm – though one lucky Sir William Skipworth did not attend because of illness – and forced them to fix their seals to a statement that ‘the new statute and ordinance and commission made in the last parliament held at Westminster were derogatory to the regality and prerogative of our said lord the king’, and that those who had ‘procured the aforesaid statute … deserved to suffer the capital punishment, namely of death, unless the king wished to grant them his grace therein’.23 One judge, Robert Bealknap, famously refused to comply until threatened with death on the spot – and miserably commented that he had only delayed the inevitable, for ‘because I have done the king’s will … I shall be judged to a traitor’s death by the lords of the realm’.24 He was indeed condemned with all the others in the next parliament, but the sentence was mercifully commuted to exile in Ireland.25

Richard returned to London to a great welcome from the citizens, decked in the king’s colours of red and white, and he must have hoped that this show of support indicated a turn in his favour.26 But when he asked the Londoners to fight for him, they refused. Richard’s cause was impossibly unpopular. It is hard to imagine many people in 1387 believing that it was truly in the king’s interests to fight for the ‘Duke of Ireland’ de Vere, the wealthy and corrupt de la Pole, and their associates. Richard’s insistent support of his favourites demonstrated too well that he followed his singular will rather than justice and truth:

It is said that Ralph, Lord Basset, said to the king, ‘My lord, you know that I have been, am, and ever shall be your faithful liegeman, and my body and all I possess are and will be subject to your justice and truth, but I must tell you that if I have to go into battle, I wish unmistakably to be with the party that is true and seeks the truth, and that I am not going to offer to have my head broken for the duke of Ireland.’27



De Vere raised an army from Cheshire and the Welsh borders, and marched towards London in an attempt to reach Richard. He was cut off by the lords and their (much greater) forces in Oxfordshire on 20 December, and in a confused clash at Radcot Bridge he fled by swimming his horse across the river, dropping most of his belongings on the way, and leaving the bulk of his army to be stripped of their possessions and sent home.28 This ignominious anticlimax was one of the crucial turning points of Richard’s reign. He never forgot Radcot Bridge.

Richard was forced to accept the appeal of treason against his friends, and on 3 February 1388 opened what became known as the ‘Merciless Parliament’. De Vere and de la Pole were condemned to death in their absence; Robert Tresilian, the king’s chief justice, was captured during the trial, accused of giving ‘aid and counsel’ to the traitors, and executed;29 Nicholas Brembre was tried and executed. The Archbishop of Canterbury protested on behalf of all clergy present that it was not permissible for them to deal with such matters.30 But the Lords and Commons went further, impeaching more of Richard’s friends and advisers, and four knights were executed in May, while two clerics were sent into exile. The knights included Sir Simon Burley, who had fought with the Black Prince at Nájera in 1367, and had been appointed Richard’s tutor in his childhood; at Richard’s coronation he had carried the young king on his shoulders, and in 1382 he had arranged Richard’s marriage to his beloved Anne, and been rewarded with the Order of the Garter.31 As a final act of this parliament, the Lords and Commons granted a large subsidy on wool and other goods, of which £20,000 was awarded personally to the lords who had brought the charges of treason against Richard’s friends.32

The men who had inflicted this humiliation and loss on Richard, enriching and aggrandizing themselves in the process, were the so-called ‘lords appellant’ (because they had brought the appeal of treachery): Thomas, Duke of Gloucester, the king’s uncle; Henry, Earl of Derby, son of John of Gaunt (Henry Bolingbroke: eventually Henry IV); Richard, Earl of Arundel (brother of Bishop Thomas Arundel); Thomas, Earl of Warwick; and Thomas, Earl Marshal. The chief architects of the whole affair were Gloucester, Arundel and Warwick; Henry Bolingbroke seems to have joined when the outcome appeared inevitable, and he pleaded unsuccessfully for the life of Simon Burley. Richard did not forget what these men had done. However, he had learned a hard lesson, and he waited years to put it into practice.

In May 1389, when he was twenty-two, Richard belatedly declared himself of age, and announced his intention to take government of the kingdom into his own hands. He argued that the lowest man of the realm would have charge of his own affairs once in his twenties, and in this he could hardly be contradicted; he proceeded to dismiss and reappoint all the major officers of government and his household, removing the lords appellant and their followers.33 A hostile chronicler depicted this move as petulantly immature, describing Richard’s seizing the great seal and all but running out of the room with it;34 but another suggested that ‘there was none who sought to oppose the king’s will … all praised God that He had provided them with so wise a king’.35 It was a brilliant move on Richard’s part, since it precisely challenged the basis on which power had been taken away from him in 1386 and 1388: it was not that he was essentially wilful or contemptuous of the laws of the land, but rather that he had been young and powerless. ‘I have been long ruled by tutors,’ he stated, neatly eliding the council for his minority with both the years of influence of his condemned favourites and the subsequent rule of the lords appellant. Now, he said, it was time for him to be a king, and there was no appetite in England to stop him.

Richard did not attempt to recall or pardon his exiled and condemned friends. In the early 1390s he reigned with apparent peace and prosperity: a truce with France was agreed and renewed, easing the pressure on taxation; John of Gaunt returned from his campaigning abroad, having been away since early 1386, and became a stabilizing influence between the king and his magnates. Richard restored Arundel, Gloucester and Henry Bolingbroke to positions of power before the end of 1389, and apparently worked in accord with his erstwhile enemies in the ensuing years. But there are one or two signs of Richard’s nursing his grief, and he appears as an increasingly lonely figure. In 1390 he commissioned a book of ‘miracles’ said to have taken place at Edward II’s tomb, with the aim of petitioning the pope for the disgraced king’s canonization; he pursued the case unsuccessfully in embassies of 1395 and 1397.36 In 1394, on the death of Queen Anne, he ordered the manor house at Sheen, where they had spent a great deal of time in recent years and where she had died, to be razed to the ground.37 During her funeral at Westminster Abbey, one chronicler tells us, Richard thought the procession had been delayed by the Earl of Arundel, and he grabbed an attendant’s cane and struck him over the head, felling him and drawing blood.38 And in 1395 when Robert de Vere died in exile in Louvain, Richard had his body brought back to England for reburial. It is said that he had the coffin of his ‘former beloved’ opened, so that he could ‘look upon his face, caress his fingers’ before he was interred with solemn ceremony.39

Shortly after Anne’s death, Richard departed on an expedition to Ireland, to secure the submission of the Irish lords. He took a large army, landing at Waterford in October 1394, and used it to blockade Ireland’s eastern ports and to harass the countryside with raiding attacks. Before long the Irish lords of Leinster, including the self-proclaimed king of the region, had submitted to Richard and promised fealty. In January 1395 Richard wrote to Parliament to announce his success; by the spring he had received promises of obedience from all parts of his Irish lordship.40 He had triumphed in Ireland without fighting a battle, and his sense of the majesty of kingship can only have been enhanced. These gains were temporary, however; writing a few years later, Adam Usk sharply observed that ‘although the Irish pretended at the time to submit to his will, as soon as he departed news arrived that they had rebelled’.41 Meanwhile, Richard’s councillors were negotiating a new marriage for him; a Spanish match was put forward, to strengthen England’s position against France. In the summer of 1395, however, the French king, Charles VI, offered his young daughter Isabella instead, as a means of contracting a long-term peace between the two countries, and the matter was agreed early in 1396.

Observers marvelled that he should have chosen to marry a seven-year-old child, meaning that at least five years would have to pass before there would be any chance of an heir.42 In the currency of political rumour, Richard’s strategy of peacemaking with England’s old enemy became mixed with his difficulties at home; chroniclers writing after his fall invariably suggest that he was favourable to the French king to the extent of betraying his people, seeking his enemy’s aid against his own subjects. What the marriage can be seen to signify in 1396, however, is the simple but ironic fact that Richard believed he had plenty of time. Now secure in a twenty-eight-year truce with France, and with money flowing in from that agreement – Isabella’s dowry was fixed at more than £130,000 – Richard was at the height of his power.43 In Parliament in January 1397, he legitimized John of Gaunt’s illegitimate children by his long-time companion and now wife, Katherine Swynford, stating that he did so ‘with imperial power in his realm of England’.44 There were rumours that he was being considered for election as Holy Roman Emperor, the highest status available to a European king.45 But in the same January parliament, the Commons brought forward a bill which they put to Richard, asking among other matters ‘that the great and excessive charge of the king’s household should be amended and reduced’.46 Richard replied that ‘he wished to have the regality and royal liberty of his crown’, and the Parliament Rolls further record his anger with the Commons:

The king took great offence and affront in that the commons who were his lieges should wrongly take upon themselves or presume any ordinance or governance of the king’s person, or his household, or other persons of standing whom it should please him to have in his company. And it seemed to the king that the commons committed a great offence therein against his regality and his royal majesty, and the liberty of himself and his honourable progenitors, which he was bound and willed to maintain and sustain by the aid of God.47



This was a dangerous declaration of intent, which left Parliament powerless to act. In the summer, amid a febrile atmosphere of rumour, Richard suddenly moved against his old enemies. It is said that he invited the Duke of Gloucester and Earls of Arundel and Warwick to dine with him. Gloucester pleaded ill-health, and Arundel, forewarned, simply refused; when Warwick came, Richard arrested him. He then sent Thomas Arundel, now Archbishop of Canterbury, to persuade his brother the earl to give himself up, ‘promising that he would suffer no bodily harm’. He too was then imprisoned to await the next parliament. Finally, Richard took an army to Pleshey in Essex, where Gloucester was staying, and arrested his uncle. Gloucester was taken to Calais and imprisoned there.48

In September 1397, Richard opened what became known as the ‘Revenge Parliament’. Proceedings began with an uncompromising statement of royal power: ‘there would be one king and governor, and no kingdom could be governed in any other way’; ‘the subjects of the kingdom should be duly obedient to the king’ while ‘kings should be powerful enough to govern their subjects … as the father teaches his son that he should abstain from vices and evils by threatening him, so the king, as a good father of all the people, should make laws by which the people may learn how to bear themselves towards him and their neighbours’. He went on to explain that the purpose of this parliament was to investigate and correct all occasions on which the prerogatives of the crown had in recent years been infringed. He promised a general pardon to follow this process, with the chilling qualification that ‘fifty persons whom it would please the king to name’ would not be included in that pardon, and nor would those about to be impeached.49

This was a hollow parody of a parliament. Richard had packed the Commons with his followers, as he had tried and failed to do with his instructions to the sheriffs in 1387. He had forbidden the Lords to bring any armed men to Westminster with them; meanwhile, he had his own army of 2,000 Cheshire archers surrounding the building. Chroniclers differ as to whether they actually began firing at one point; they were entirely at Richard’s command.50 It has been much debated whether Richard had developed a theory of royal absolutism at this time, but in any case he had certainly developed its practice. The Commons Speaker brought forward the first accusation: that in the parliament of 1386 ‘Thomas duke of Gloucester and Richard earl of Arundel, traitors to the king and his kingdom, by false scheming and machination caused to be made by statute a commission directed to themselves and other persons of their choosing to have the governance of the king and kingdom’. The whole of the 1386 commission was read out, in what must have been an increasingly strained and breathless atmosphere, as Richard listened once more to the words then put in his mouth about his own ‘insufficient counsel and evil governance’. Finally the Speaker begged that the statute should be repealed and ‘entirely annulled, as a thing made treacherously, contrary to his regality, his crown, and his dignity’, which Richard was pleased to grant.51

This action necessarily entailed that those who had pursued and enacted the commission in 1386 were traitors for doing so. Before proceeding with that ruling, however, with scrupulous attention to procedure and existing statute, Richard repealed the royal pardons which had been granted to Gloucester, Warwick and Arundel in the Merciless Parliament of 1388, and the pardon given by charter to Arundel in April 1394, on the grounds that the king had not known ‘that the matters contained in the same were so horrible and so heinous, contrary to his royal dignity’.52

It was in the interrogation of the three lords that Richard’s depth of feeling was revealed. Arundel defended himself angrily, declaring that he was no traitor, and that Parliament itself was rigged – ‘the faithful commons of the realm are not here’.53 He accused all his detractors of lying, reserving particular venom for Henry Bolingbroke, who had turned witness against his fellow former lords appellant. Richard’s judgement was implacable, rooted in his own memories, frustration and loss:

Then the king himself said to him, ‘Did you not say to me in the bath-house behind the white hall, at the time of your parliament, that there were a number of reasons why my knight Sir Simon Burley deserved to die? To which I replied that I could see no reason why he should die – but even so you and your fellows treacherously put him to death.’54



Arundel was beheaded, ‘on the same spot hard by the Tower of London where Lord Simon de Burley had been executed’.55 His brother the archbishop was deposed and sent into exile. On 21 September, Richard sent public word to Thomas, Earl Marshal, the Captain of Calais (the fifth lord appellant in 1388), to present the king’s uncle Gloucester at Parliament for his trial; on Monday 24, the reply came and was read out:

I am unable to cause Thomas duke of Gloucester named in the writ sent to me to come before you and your council in the present parliament, to do as the writ demands and requires, because the same duke is dead. And the same duke, by order of my most excellent lord the lord king, I had in my keeping in the prison of the lord king in the town of Calais: and he died there in the same.56



Gloucester had been murdered at Calais, perhaps as long as two weeks before this announcement.57 Richard had taken the precaution of sending a man in early September to record his confession of guilt, which Gloucester was said to have written in his own hand. It was in turn read out, in English. Gloucester threw himself on the king’s mercy for all offences committed, saying that he had acted ‘wickedly and foolishly’, but that he had meant no evil: ‘truly not knowing nor witting that time that I acted against his estate nor his regality, as I did afterwards, and do now’. He added that he could not be sure what he and the others had really planned to do in 1387, ten years before, and ended with an open plea for mercy:

But for sooth there I acknowledge, that I did untruly and unkindly as to him that is my liege lord, and hath been so good and kind lord to me. Wherefore I beseech to him notwithstanding my unkindness, I beseech him evermore of his mercy and of his grace, as lowly as any creature may beseech it unto his liege lord.



The report then reverted to French, no longer quoting Gloucester’s own words. Finally, asked if he had anything to add, the duke is said to have recalled that he once ‘said to the king that if he would be king, he should not seek to save the said Simon Burley from death’.58 It is impossible not to wonder if Richard suggested or prompted this addition, drawing on another of his bitter memories. Gloucester was posthumously condemned as a traitor, all his property seized and his grants revoked. Brought in to Parliament for his own trial, the Earl of Warwick responded to these events with a full confession, and begged for mercy; Richard granted him life on the condition of perpetual imprisonment.59

Richard rewarded his followers lavishly at the end of September, among numerous promotions elevating the two former lords appellant who now supported him: Henry Bolingbroke became Duke of Hereford, and Thomas, Earl Marshal (who, as Captain of Calais, had seen to Gloucester’s end) Duke of Norfolk.60 Parliament was adjourned until January, when it reconvened for four days, and immediately repealed and annulled all rulings of the 1388 Merciless Parliament. Richard had his ‘questions’ to the judges in 1387 put again in full, and Parliament ratified that the original answers he had received had been correct in their entirety. In his great constitutional history of England, William Stubbs described this as a ‘suicidal parliament’, which stripped itself of its own powers, finally devolving its authority to a committee of eighteen members whom Richard believed to be his closest supporters.61

Over the days of his Revenge Parliament, Richard had not only destroyed the men who had taken away his power and his friends in 1388. He had replayed events to his liking, changing history by parliamentary statute. The parliaments of 1386 and 1388 had no longer happened, in legal terms; pardons he had granted were annulled, as though they had never been. Richard therefore needed to reinforce the rulings of his present parliament in contrast, in what was an ironic foreshadowing of Henry IV’s problem in 1399. How could a parliament annul parliaments without being itself vulnerable to annulment? How to be a king who has deposed a king? Richard sought to make his Revenge Parliament untouchable by obtaining the pope’s confirmation of its acts, and by requiring an oath from the Lords, Commons and clergy at the tomb of St Edward, that they would uphold this parliament’s statutes in perpetuity, and never revoke or annul them, on pain of excommunication. Richard turned to the Church and to the saintly king as symbolic of a higher court than any in the country, to uphold his rule.

Richard had won his revenge. But in order to do so he had needed two of the former lords appellant to break their earlier promises. He had given them pardons and promotions in recognition of their service – but he had also once pardoned the other three appellants, and now they were exiled or dead. Richard’s will was sovereign, and yet it could not be trusted not to change. He had demonstrated that he would erase history, change the statutes of the realm, rather than remit his desires. By reducing Parliament to an instrument of his will, Richard sought to make all England in the image of his court, where he was sole governor – but the country could not be run like the court. The court was by definition a place of extreme instability, of faction and favourites, in which men could rise and fall as they pleased or displeased the king. For the nation to function at large, this could not be the case. The noblemen of the realm needed the security of their patrimony, their status and their rights; for them to support the king they needed to know that he would support the social structure which maintained them all. Richard had demonstrated, fatally, that everything was personal to him.

The two remaining lords appellant fell to accusing one another of treason. In Parliament in 1398, Henry Bolingbroke, Duke of Hereford, described a conversation with Thomas of Norfolk in which the latter had said ‘we are about to be destroyed … because of what happened at Radcot Bridge’. Henry protested that they had been pardoned and forgiven, to which Norfolk insisted that ‘he will do to us what he’s already done to the others, because he wants to obliterate that memory’. In Henry’s account of himself he continues to express pious faith in the king’s goodwill, observing that Richard had sworn on St Edward to be a good lord to them; Norfolk darkly replied that he’d heard the same promises many times on the body of Christ, and he didn’t trust the king any the better for them.62

Following this very public and serious argument, it was decreed that the two dukes should undertake a judicial combat to determine the truth of the case, as each charged the other with treason. This was a deeply uncomfortable situation for Richard, because they were effectively accusing one another of distrusting the king; whichever should triumph, the king’s fidelity to his servants and theirs to him was exposed as fragile and vulnerable. Equally, he could hardly punish them without proving Norfolk right, for the crime he was accused of was that he anticipated his own and Bolingbroke’s downfall at the hands of the king. Richard could not make peace with them, because they were already officially at peace and in favour with him. Repeatedly he asked them to make peace with one another – and in effect that was a plea for them to agree to declare that they trusted him, to retract the implication of their claims that the king was dangerous, rather than vying each to put the other in the king’s danger – but they stood upon their honour.63

Richard dramatically halted proceedings moments before their combat was to take place, and – despite declaring that they were not guilty of the charges against them – pronounced sentences of banishment on the two dukes: ten years for Henry Bolingbroke, and life for Thomas of Norfolk. It is clear that there was consternation at this ruling, which insulted the honour of both men, and punished both of them for unspecified and untried crimes.64 When Henry’s father, John of Gaunt, died in February 1399, only five months later, Richard confiscated the Lancastrian lands and title, denying the exiled Bolingbroke his inheritance, to widespread condemnation. Then at the beginning of June, in a move of baffling complacency, Richard again took a large army to Ireland to try and regain the submission of the Irish lords.

Despite the size and grandeur of his army, Richard achieved little in Ireland that summer, and in Dublin in early July 1399 he received the news that Bolingbroke had landed back in England with substantial and growing forces.65 By the time Richard had returned to Wales, around 24 July, he had already lost almost all support. Efforts to raise troops for the king proved fruitless, and his own army, brought back from Ireland, began to desert him. Panicked, he fled in the night with a few followers to Conway Castle, and the remainder of his forces disbanded entirely. Bolingbroke sent messengers to Conway, and in the absence of any alternative, Richard agreed to go to meet the duke at Flint Castle. Arriving at Flint, he saw Bolingbroke’s great army gathered, and realized all was lost and that he would be taken prisoner.66 From there he was taken to Chester, and then to the Tower of London, to await his last parliament.67

This became the first parliament of the reign of Henry IV. The Rolls show the somewhat laboured management of a paradox, characteristic of their difficulties as a whole: Henry’s first parliament is stated to have opened on 6 October, recording that Richard had called a parliament on 30 September, which had now been rendered void by the actions of that parliament, which had deposed Richard. This meant that the parliament which had removed the king had not been called by a king, and so was not legally a parliament – but it must have been, in order to have the authority to remove him.68 The solution was to document and ratify the ‘record and process’ of the deposition on the Rolls of Henry’s first parliament, and to ignore the circular contradiction. Archbishop Arundel, reinstated to his see after joining with Bolingbroke on the continent, opened proceedings by declaring that

this honourable realm of England, which is the most bountiful and well-endowed corner of the whole world … was on the brink of ruin, and of being most grievously and terribly destroyed and devastated, if almighty God had not through his great grace and mercy sent a wise and prudent man to govern the same realm, one who, with God’s help, wishes to be ruled and advised by the wise men and elders of his realm, for his own advantage and assistance and that of all his realm.69



The contrast with Richard’s statements of kingship could not have been clearer. A former councillor of his, William Bagot, testified that

he had heard the king say in diverse parliaments and to diverse knights that he would have his purpose and his will of diverse matters, some in one parliament and some in another, or else he would dissolve his parliament, and when it were dissolved he would strike off their heads that were hinderers of his parliament and of his purpose.70



Henry promised to rule through and with Parliament, and by the advice and counsel of his magnates. In 1399, this was the only kind of kingship which could be accepted.
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Battlefield


He had two children by his wife, and reigned in Gascony for seven years in joy, peace and quietness … All men alike held him to be a great lord, faithful and wise, and I dare rightly say that since the birth of Christ there has never been such great estate kept as his, nor more honourable, for every day at table he had more than eighty knights, and four times as many squires. There were jousts and feasts in Angoulême and Bordeaux; there resided all nobility, all joy and pleasure, largesse, kindness, and honour. All his subjects and all his liegemen loved him dearly, for he did great good for them. Those who attended him prized and loved him greatly, for largesse sustained him and nobility governed him; wisdom and temperance and righteousness, reason and justice and moderation. A man could truthfully say that such a prince would not be found if the whole world were searched.

The Chandos Herald on
Edward, the Black Prince (c.1385)1



The chivalrous ideals with which Richard had been raised were ubiquitous, and formed the lifeblood of the aristocracy’s claim to rule society. The literature of chivalry taught that all nobility and virtue were the property of the warrior aristocracy; in their success lay the success of the nation, and their victories brought glory. The English kings’ legal claim to the throne of France provided a righteous enough cause for war, which supported the military nobility in their unending quest for fame and wealth. The cost to the French rural populace, whose lands were repeatedly ravaged and burnt, is largely incalculable; the direct cost to the English people was in contrast all too calculable, in ever-increasing taxation to fund the war. Yet the Chandos Herald, firmly rooted in the aristocratic world, could celebrate the Black Prince’s extravagant rule in Gascony without ambiguity. The prince’s court, like that of his father, Edward III, was modelled on the fictional glories epitomized by King Arthur, an ideal shaped in literature. The knights of the Round Table had been described and celebrated in countless French and Anglo-French romances from the twelfth century onwards, and had inspired Edward III’s foundation of the chivalric Order of the Garter. Richard himself bought the Romance of the Rose and two romances of Gawain and Perceval in costly French manuscripts when he was thirteen.2 Now, in the last decades of the fourteenth century, this world found its voice in English alliterative verse, in the poem now known as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight:


This kyng lay at Camylot upon Kryst masse

This king was at Camelot at Christmas

With mony luflych lordes, ledez of the best –

With many gracious lords, the finest people –

Rekenly of the Rounde Table alle tho rich brether –

Worthily of the Round Table, all those noble brothers-in-arms –

With rych revel oryght and rechles merthes.

With noble, fitting revelry and carefree joys.

Ther tournayed tulkes bytymez ful mony,

There warriors tourneyed on many occasions;

Justed ful jolilé thise gentyle knightes,

These noble knights jousted most joyfully,

Sythen kayred to the court, caroles to make;

Then rode to the court for ring-dances and singing.

For ther the fest watz ilyche ful fiften dayes,

For there the festivities were sustained fully fifteen days,

With alle the mete and the mirthe that men couthe avyse.

With all the feasting and the fun that men could devise.

Such glaum ande gle glorious to here,

Such noisy chatter and music, glorious to hear,

Dere dyn upon day, daunsyng on nyghtes –

A sweet din in the daytime, dancing in the nights –

Al watz hap upon heye in hallez and chambrez

All was high happiness in the halls and chambers

With lordez and ladies, as levest him thoght.

With lords and ladies, as they thought most delightful.

With all the wele of the worlde they woned ther samen,

They dwelt there together with all the good fortune in the world,

The most kyd knyghtez under Krystes Selven

The most renowned knights but for Christ Himself,

And the lovelokkest ladies that ever lif haden,

And the most lovely-looking ladies that ever lived,

And he the comlokest kyng, that the court haldes …

And he the most handsome king, who governs the court …3



The Black Prince had fitted readily into this mould. A formidable military commander and charismatic leader, he had achieved the astonishing feat of capturing the King of France, forcing a treaty in 1360 by which Aquitaine became a sovereign state, wholly detached from the French crown. The profits of victory had enabled him to reward his followers handsomely, and national enthusiasm for the war was at its height while he kept his court in brilliant style. But by the time his son Richard came to the throne, the glories of Crécy (1346) and Poitiers (1356) were decades past; sovereignty over Aquitaine was effectively lost, and the war with France had lapsed into an uneasy truce, following an alarming series of English defeats and erosion of continental territory in the last years of Edward III’s reign.4 The so-called ‘Good Parliament’ of 1376 was a chaotic attempt at reform of royal policy, which openly acknowledged for the first time that the war was financially unsustainable. The Speaker of the Commons, Peter de la Mare,** eloquently condemned the ‘diverses trespas et extorciouns’ which corrupted government, saying that none of the old king’s counsellors would speak truth to him, or advise him with any loyalty or wisdom, but ‘every day’ mocked the crown and lined their own pockets.5 This powerful opposition focused upon the courtiers exploiting the elderly and incapable Edward III, however, and once his hated mistress Alice Perrers had been removed, and Richard had succeeded on the old king’s death, Parliament settled somewhat. Here and throughout the reign, the tendency was to focus criticism on particular individuals charged with corruption, rather than to address the structures which made such corruption endemic.

There were plentiful reasons to object to the war in France on financial and practical grounds; more insidious was the sense that the chivalric ideal might itself be empty. With increasing force, commentators dismissed knighthood’s claims to virtue as little more than a cover for greed and avarice. Battle might be glorious, but it was always bloody and terrible; victory could be a sign of God’s favour, but defeat, humiliation and stalemate must therefore be the wages of sin.

Before God all virtue is worship and all sin is shame. And in this world it is even the reverse, for the world holds them worshipful that are great warriors and fighters and that destroy and conquer many lands, and waste and give much good to those that have enough, and that spend outrageously in meat, in drink, in clothing, in building and in living in ease, sloth, and many other sins. And also the world worships them much that will be revenged proudly and pitilessly of every wrong that is said or done unto them. And of such folk men make books and songs and read and sing of them … But whatsoever the world deemeth of such foresaid folk, learn we well that God is sovereign truth and a true judge that deemeth them right shameful before God.6



Churchmen had long decried the false morals of the aristocracy, but this damning description was written by a knight who had seen active service. The long story of the medieval cult of chivalry, from its emergence in the twelfth century to its belated glories in the court of the young Henry VIII, is punctuated by the ongoing conflict between knighthood’s idealistic claims to virtue and divine favour, and the Church’s condemnation of all chivalric values as empty and worthless. When the Black Prince had returned from France laden with gold, it was easy enough to convince the Commons of the righteousness of the English cause and the brilliance of English chivalry. With the crown near-bankrupt and the war in tatters, support for aggressive action in France was now chiefly prompted by fear that England could not defend herself against impending attack. In these circumstances, moral criticism of aristocratic dishonesty and oppression inevitably found a voice – or many voices, as happened so explosively in the revolt of 1381. Nevertheless, chivalry remained an ideal to be conjured with, an abstract value similar to kingship itself.

In the October parliament of 1377 at the beginning of Richard’s reign, Peter de la Mare attacked not the order of chivalry, the high ideal which repeatedly threatened to bankrupt the country, but the corrupt conditions which, he asserted, had destroyed it. Mixing keen nostalgia for the past with condemnation of the present, he strikingly conflated the idea of ‘Chivalry’ with its practitioners, the group of men who claimed the title of knight:

The noble Chivalry of the realm was long well nourished, cherished, honoured, and nobly rewarded for their great deeds, and so was knighthood most emboldened and ardently desirous of performing great enterprises and great feats of arms, each more than the other, through which the realm was greatly enriched and filled with all good things, and its inhabitants feared by their enemies … But now, this Chivalry has been rebuked and humiliated, and what is worse, their goods nobly won from their enemies in war have been taken from them without just cause, and furthermore knighthood and all other virtue is subject to mockery, and vice praised, advanced and honoured and in no way punished or chastised … so that no man today, learning from this experience, has any desire to do good: from which the Realm has now newly suffered great damage and destruction … and it is to be feared disaster will come if God does not make remedy of her government.7



It does not occur to de la Mare that there might be flaws inherent to the ideal itself. His complaint was founded in an absolute faith in chivalrous patriotism, and as a knight and Speaker of the Commons he demonstrates that this was not the sole preserve of the aristocracy. But he also displays its vulnerability, as an ideal whose practice was dependent upon good leadership and governance. This kind of moral analysis is characteristic of medieval thought: the aim is to condemn where condemnation is due, but to salvage from that criticism the ideals which animate and support society. If knighthood is failing England, then the fault must lie with particular governance, not with chivalry itself. Yet in a society so politically dependent upon the will of individuals, these notions rested permanently in paradox – what was chivalry, if not the conduct of the noblest knights? What was kingship, if not the conduct of the king? These ideological battlegrounds stood behind the open conflicts of the day, in Parliament, in the field, and on the streets of London.

In 1377 the most powerful magnates of the realm, John of Gaunt chief among them, were unwilling to abandon their military ambitions. During Richard’s minority they recommitted England to the war in France, leading to a costly and inglorious sequence of advances, reverses and temporary truces, at the price of ever-heavier taxation. Dissatisfaction grew not merely at the financial cost imposed on the people, but with the sense that there was little or nothing to show for it; corruption and mismanagement were once again widely suspected. In November 1380, Parliament voted to impose a flat-rate poll tax, raised to a standard contribution of one shilling per head – three times the poll tax of 1377, and no longer (as in 1379) graded according to status.8 This tax, and the government’s increasingly punitive attempts to collect it amid unprecedented levels of evasion – one chronicler says the collectors extorted the money ‘inhumanely’, inflicting ‘numerous injuries and intimidation’9 – finally galvanized the rural populace into rising in rebellion. This became the Great Revolt of 1381, which turned southern England and London itself into a battlefield.

The usual term, ‘Peasants’ Revolt’, is to some extent a misnomer, as well as an insult. The movement was driven by ambitious and educated people – businessmen, administrators, office holders, individuals of some power, wealth and influence in their local communities – and was spread from region to region by writing and preaching, in perhaps England’s first demonstration of the power and danger of widespread literacy. A village only needed one person who could read in order to be a literate community, and the records of letters circulated which have survived (preserved by Latin chroniclers in the original English) have a memorable, recitable quality, deliberately echoing William Langland’s great contemporary English poem Piers Plowman. Their tone is admonitory and apocalyptic, delivered by named leaders who are themselves symbolic of ‘the people’:


Jack Carter prays you all, that you make a good end of that you have begun, and do well and ever better and better, for in the evening men reckon the day. For if the end be well, then all is well. Let Piers the Plowman my brother dwell at home and get us corn, and I will go with you and help as I may to get your meat and your drink, that ye not fail.

Jack Trueman gives you to understand that falseness and guile have reigned too long, and truth has been set under a lock, and falseness reigns in every flock … God help us, for now is time.

John Ball greets you well all and gives you to understand, he has rung our bell. Now right and might, will and skill. God speed every single one. Now is time … Now reigns pride on high, and covetousness is held wise, and lechery without shame, and gluttony without blame. Envy reigns with treason, and sloth is taken in great season. God help us, for now is time.10



The great rebellion began at the end of May, when a group of villagers in Brentwood, Essex, set upon one of the tax collectors, saying that they would not pay another penny (and in fact, in a claim which underlines their frustration, that they had a receipt from him to say they had already paid).11 Uprisings swept through Essex and Kent. In early June, the king took to the Tower of London for safety, and the rebels converged on the city in their thousands. On the way they seized men they considered to be representatives of lordly oppression and publicly beheaded them; manor houses were burnt and legal documents destroyed. The revolt had taken on the character of a revolution: at a meeting on 2 June in Bocking, Essex, the rebels swore ‘to destroy diverse lieges of the king and to have no law in England except only those which they themselves moved to be ordained’.12 The fourteen-year-old king was not himself their target, for they believed him to be a natural ally of the common people; one chronicler tells us that the rebels had a ‘watchword in English’, ‘With whom hold you?’, to which the answer was ‘With King Richard and with the true commons’ – and anyone who did not know the correct response would be beheaded.13

The king offered to meet the Kentish rebels at Blackheath on 13 June, but came no further than Greenwich. They sent messengers demanding the execution of John of Gaunt and of fifteen other lords and magnates, which provided little ground for negotiation. Warned that they intended to seize him, Richard returned in alarm to the Tower, where he waited as the rebels descended upon Southwark, and broke into the Marshalsea prison (the notorious debtors’ prison, to which Charles Dickens’s father was sent nearly 450 years later), releasing all the prisoners. Meanwhile, another party of rebels reached Lambeth, where they raided the archbishop’s palace and burned all the legal documents they could find. Finally the crowd arrived at London Bridge; the mayor hastily drew it up to keep them out, but amid some confusion (and with supporters of the rebels on both sides of the river), the drawbridge was lowered and they poured into the city. Initially little damage was done, but at Fleet Street they released all the prisoners from the Fleet Prison, and then rushed to Temple Church and destroyed the lawyers’ records, setting fire to Temple Bar. Further along the Strand, they burned down John of Gaunt’s manor house of the Savoy, destroying all its rich contents. One chronicler lamented the loss of what he called the finest wardrobe in Europe – hangings, ornaments, jewels and furnishings, gold and silver – but added that the rebels themselves put to death a man who tried to loot the house, declaring that they were ‘zealots for truth and justice, not thieves or robbers’.14 Their targets were specific – the legal records which they saw as tools of oppression and corruption, and the property of those whom they regarded as traitors (including the Hospital of St John, which was run by the king’s treasurer, and Lambeth Palace, because the archbishop was the chancellor).

An anonymous eyewitness chronicler describes Richard in a turret of the Tower of London, watching his city in flames around him, his counsellors lost for words.15 By this account, the distraught king proclaimed a universal amnesty, if the rebels would only go home peacefully and put their grievances in writing to him – an offer which they dismissed as ‘trifles and mockery’. The well-informed French chronicler Jean Froissart (1337?–c.1404) contrastingly describes a detailed debate in the Tower between Richard’s advisers, on the possibility of resisting the rebels by force – in the Tower garrison, and at various noblemen’s lodgings, there were hundreds of men-at-arms and knights available to command.16 But they could not know which side the mass of Londoners would take, and in any event, the outcome would be bloody and destructive. Men on horseback are at a sudden disadvantage in the narrow streets of a city; a mob on foot can move much faster and to greater effect. After lengthy deliberation they sent messages that the king would meet with the commons at Mile End, which (by no coincidence) was some distance out of the city. At that meeting, on 14 June, the king diplomatically conceded all the rebels’ demands as a matter of the process of law, the execution of traitors being their foremost concern – but if Richard hoped his promises of future trials would quell the present violence, he was mistaken. Either as he negotiated at Mile End, or shortly afterwards, a group of rebels broke into the Tower and ran riot through it, eventually seizing and beheading the king’s chancellor, Simon Sudbury, Archbishop of Canterbury, and Sir Robert Hales, the king’s treasurer.

Richard called the rebels to another meeting at Smithfield the following day. Overnight many more buildings were burnt and people killed, including a direct attack on the foreign residents of London, craftsmen who competed for business with the Londoners. In 1377 Flemish and Brabant clothmakers in London had officially been taken under the king’s protection.17 Nevertheless, thirty-five Flemings seeking sanctuary that night were notoriously dragged out of the Church of St Martin Vintry (later destroyed in the Great Fire of 1666), and killed. Rebels from the counties can have had no motivation for this; evidently some Londoners took advantage of the chaos to pursue their own violent ends.

At Smithfield on 15 June, Richard faced a great host of rebels and their leader, Wat Tyler, who came forth to speak to him. All the chroniclers recount with distaste Tyler’s arrogant lack of regard for the king’s majesty – he carried a dagger, demanded and drank a cup of ale, and supposedly sought to start a fight with one of the king’s men. This was an excuse to call for his arrest, and in the ensuing scuffle Tyler was killed. Now came King Richard’s moment: his one extreme act of bravery, on an effective battlefield, which averted disaster. As the rebels realized their leader was dead, and began to raise their bows and staves and prepare to fight, Richard rode out to them and into the host, shouting that he was their king, and they could not wish to harm him; meanwhile his party sent word that Richard was in peril and in need of support from all London. Richard ordered the rebels out to meet him again in the field of St John in Clerkenwell (now just around the corner from Farringdon tube station); once again, the aim was to remove them from the city. There, struck by uncertainty in the absence of their leader, intimidated by the arrival of many of the mayor’s men, and mollified by Richard’s repeated promises of justice and amnesty, they began to disperse.

This may have been the defining event of Richard’s life. The fourteen-year-old king showed undoubted courage and determination, and he won a great victory, riding among a crowd of his people. But if this day was formative, it was not unambiguously positive. No king should seek a victory over his own people, or have brought about a situation where one was necessary. Richard may never have understood this. In a letter of 1398 refusing to send military aid or money to an ally abroad, he explained:

some of our subject magnates and nobles … have made many attempts on the prerogative and royal right of our regal state, and have wickedly directed their malevolence even against our person. Wherefore when we could no longer endure their rebellion and wantonness, we collected the might of our prowess, and stretched forth our arm against these our enemies; and at length, by the aid of God’s grace, we have by our own valour trodden on the necks of the proud and the haughty, and with a strong hand have ground them down, not to the bark only, but even to the root; and have restored to our subjects peace.18



Richard’s ‘peace’ was submission to his will, and to the majesty of kingship. His success at Smithfield was undoubtedly shaped by the careful planning of his counsellors, but it also allowed the youthful Richard to believe that he alone had saved the kingdom. If the anonymous eyewitness and Froissart’s accounts of the days in the Tower are combined, we have a picture of an isolated and stricken young king, ill-advised or contrarily advised (or ignored?) by his counsellors, who eventually rode out alone to speak to his people and convince them of his good faith. But if this was how Richard remembered it, he chose not to remember a great deal. The king’s party may well have planned Tyler’s death; the other rebel ringleaders were later rounded up and executed, and all concessions Richard made to the commons were repealed in Parliament the following month.19 Richard himself took part in a ‘visitation’ of Essex to crush the remnants of rebellion there, and apparently dismissed their spokesmen with threats of death, as ‘wretches … unworthy to live’: ‘you will be forever in bondage, not as you have been, but incomparably more vilely’.20 A scrap of an English poem survives in a Cambridge University manuscript from the early fifteenth century:



	Man be war and be no fool:

	



	Thenke apon the ax, and of the stool.

	executioner’s block




	The stool was hard, the ax was scharp

	



	The iiii yere of kyng Richard.21

	fourth





Froissart said that more than fifteen hundred people across the country were beheaded, hanged or otherwise put to death.22

The rebels had sought to seal a bond of trust between the commons and the king, against lordly oppression. Richard had had no such bond in mind. For Richard, his triumph proved the untouchable nature of kingship. Contrarily, the government’s reassertion of control over England in the aftermath demonstrated a merciless insistence on the social structure, which tied all into the hierarchy, supporting the king at the top. It was a part of Richard’s failure that he did not understand, or would not accept, his throne’s dependence on the stability of that structure.

In 1385, when he was eighteen, Richard undertook the military expedition intended to be his chivalric coming of age. For the first time in half a century, the army was assembled by a general feudal levy: lords were enjoined upon their ‘fealty and homage’ to come to the king’s summons with their men. This was an archaic formulation, and one not upheld by the eventual form of the army, which was composed largely of men serving as professional paid soldiers. Nevertheless, at the end of July an army of perhaps 14,000 men was mustered at Newcastle-upon-Tyne, ready to march into Scotland, where a small force of French men-at-arms had joined the Scots in launching incursions into northern England – as a distraction from simultaneous French planning for an invasion of the south coast. The latter threat was infinitely greater, and indeed Richard had been promised funding for his expedition the previous year on the understanding that he would launch a continental invasion. In this context the use of the feudal levy seems to have been solely a ploy to raise money from scutage (the monetary payment due in lieu of feudal service), since Parliament would revoke the funding it had offered rather than spend it on a Scottish war.23 In the event scutage was not collected, no doubt because it would have sparked a crisis of resistance, and the Scottish expedition was an anticlimactic raid.

Deprived of full-scale battle by the entirely predictable tactical retreat of the Scots and their French allies, and running desperately short of provisions in a countryside already stripped to hinder their advance, the English resorted to burning and ravaging what they could find, destroying the Abbeys of Dryburgh, Melrose and Newbattle on the thin pretext that their inhabitants supported the French antipope Clement VII. Reaching Edinburgh, Richard still found no Scottish army to fight. Several chroniclers suggest that John of Gaunt then advised marching further into Scotland, to take the entire country by force, but that Richard angrily accused him of disloyalty for suggesting such a dangerous strategy, in the absence of reliable provisions.24 Meanwhile, the French and Scots had cut round to the west and sacked Carlisle, nearly a hundred miles away.25 In any case, Richard turned home, with little to show for his adventures, but also without major losses or humiliation. In great part this was accidentally owed to the people of Ghent, whose temporary seizure of the Flemish port of Damme threatened the French hold on the coast, and necessarily distracted the French king from his plans for an invasion of England until too late in the year for a fleet to sail.

Richard’s expedition of 1385 had carried all the trappings of noble chivalry; he had created numerous knights, dukes and earls in the field, and expected these awards to be ratified by Parliament in the autumn. But the Commons were critical of Richard’s extravagance, not least because his grandfather had always brought such promotions to Parliament first. In his charters, Richard explained his flurry of pre-emptive patronage with formulaic rhetoric:

A country resplendent with noblemen who excel not only in mature counsel but in vigour of arms is certain to be happy. For just as the sky is rendered bright and clear by the stars, so not only kingdoms but kingly diadems reflect the light of dignity … 26



Such numerous elevations entailed promises of thousands of pounds’ being paid direct from the Treasury, in order to sustain the new dukes and earls in the manner expected of their status. It was not merely the cost to royal finances which rankled with the Commons, however; Richard promoted men far beyond their inherited station, in a challenge to that same social hierarchy which guaranteed his own status. Towards the end of the 1385 parliament, he gave his favourite, Robert de Vere, Earl of Oxford, the new rank of ‘Marquess of Dublin’, using a title unprecedented in England, and presented him with the lordship of Ireland.27 This extreme honour made him superior to all other earls, and had evidently arisen from no particular virtue the man possessed, but solely from the king’s affection for a friend from boyhood. Despite Parliament’s disapproval, Richard went on to make de Vere ‘Duke of Ireland’ the following year, in a dramatic demonstration of his disregard for the Commons’ criticisms, which led directly to the ‘Wonderful’ and ‘Merciless’ parliaments that followed.28

In times of truce – for peace was a rare thing in this period – the military aristocracy sought ritualized training for the battlefield as well as leisure in the tournament. The celebratory moments of Richard’s reign show his deployment of chivalric display to his own aggrandizement. In 1386 and 1390, he held great tournaments at Smithfield; on the latter occasion, the festivities lasted several days and were attended by many foreign dignitaries, chiefly French nobility. The codes of chivalry found no irony in the warm welcome and sporting contests offered to the country’s aristocratic enemies, though the fifteenth-century English chronicler of the event may have shown his sensitivities by referring to all the visitors simply as ‘strangers’, foreigners.29 Richard did not take part in tournaments himself, as his father and grandfather had done;30 his role was gloriously to preside.

These jousts and tournament were held at London in Smithfield, for all manner of foreigners … and to them and to all others the household was held open with great feasts, and also great gifts were given … And those of the king’s side were all of one suit: their coats, their armour, shields, and their horses and trappings were all adorned with white harts, with crowns around their necks, and chains of gold hanging thereupon, and the crown hanging low before the hart’s body. This hart was the king’s livery that he gave to lords and ladies, knights and squires, in order to know his household from others. And at this first coming to the jousts, twenty-four ladies led the twenty-four Lords of the Garter with chains of gold, and all in the same suit of harts as aforementioned, from the Tower on horseback through the city of London into Smithfield, where the jousts were held.31



The ride from the Tower to Smithfield must have brought to Richard’s mind the tumultuous events of nine years earlier. Now all was peaceful, with cheering crowds, the flower of English chivalry decked in Richard’s newly adopted symbol of the white hart,32 and the nobles of France admiring the majesty of England.

The white hart appears as Richard must have commissioned it on the reverse of the Wilton Diptych, seated on a bed of rosemary, collared with a crown with a long gold chain. It was the noblest beast of the hunt, and a figure for Christ in its suffering. Richard’s hart (the pun was no doubt intended and often used) apparently bears majesty as a noble burden, the deer’s white coat a sign of purity, the rosemary for remembrance of sorrow: and indeed in his will, drafted in 1399, Richard observed ‘how, since our tender age … [we have] submitted our neck to the burden of royal rule’.33 On the opposite panel were Richard’s royal arms impaled with the arms of St Edward the Confessor (a later confection, since heraldry postdated the Anglo-Saxon king). Between the two symbols, the arms impaled with the saint’s and the grieving hart, Richard could hardly have been clearer about his idiosyncratic understanding of heraldic display. There was no reference to martial prowess here. Richard’s use of symbolism was a part of the aura of pious kingship, illuminating its inherent holiness and nobility; it directed the audience towards the higher significance of the king’s historical inheritance, and the touch of the divine.

Yet Richard used his livery as cynically as any other lord. In the latter years of his reign he worked hard to build up an ‘affinity’ – a group of sworn knights and men-at-arms from all parts of the country, carrying his livery badge, who would support him in times of danger as an effective small standing army, a praetorian guard.34 In this he copied the conduct of his magnates, and the Commons in Parliament repeatedly tried to limit the use of such livery badges, complaining of the ‘great and outrageous oppressions’ committed in the countryside by lawless armed men, ‘the more emboldened and encouraged in their maintenance and evil deeds because they are of the retinue of lords’.35 Richard offered to ban the use of livery badges, but it may have been an empty gesture, and in any case the Lords resisted it. In the event, the measures taken to restrict the use of livery to higher status retainers, with whom the lord had genuine and lasting bonds, benefited Richard above all, and he retained and expanded his own affinity throughout the 1390s. His particular love of Cheshiremen over all other regions brought consternation among the people; his private army of Cheshire archers (and apparently axemen) consistently numbered several hundred, all of whom followed him around the country in the years after 1397, when he had brought as many as 2,000 of them to Parliament.36 An anonymous English poet writing after Richard’s fall sorrowfully explained how his proud retinue of armed men had alienated the rest of his people:



	They plucked the plumage from the poor’s skins,

	



	And showed their signs for men should dread

	livery badges




	To ask any mends for their misdeeds.

	



	Thus liveries overlooked your lieges each one;

	scorned subjects




	For those that had harts on high on their breasts,

	



	For the more partie, I may well avow,

	For the most part




	They bore them the bolder for their gay brooches,

	



	And bushed with their breasts and bore down the poor

	thrust out their chests




	Lieges that loved you the less for their evil deeds.

	



	So, truth to tell, as town-men said,

	



	For one that ye marked, ye missed ten score

	



	Of homely hearts that the harm hente …

	simple  suffered




	I not what you ailed, but if it ease were;

	I don’t know what was wrong with you




	For first at your anointing all were your own,

	



	Both harts and hinds, and held of none other;

	



	No lede of your land but as a liege ought,

	person / as a subject should [be]




	Till ye, of your dullness, disseverance made.37

	




The people were familiar with and accepting of lordly retinues, much as they disapproved of their violent behaviour. But for the king to make some men his own, to give some few people his badge to wear, was to distance himself intolerably from the rest of his subjects – in the poet’s words, for each man he favoured he missed two hundred others who might have loved him. Richard appeared as a man who expected to fight his own people, even while he sought conciliation and peace with foreign enemies.

Richard was not alone in desiring peace with France, but his reasons for doing so may have been idiosyncratic. In 1395 he received an open ‘letter’ from the French soldier and diplomat Philippe de Mézières, a lengthy plea to the Kings of England and France to abandon their war and turn, as allies, to the matter of Holy War in the East. The crusading ideal remained strong in the later fourteenth century, but Richard himself never seems to have been tempted. Philippe may have hit nearer the mark with a startling moment in his letter, when he argued that ‘if the two kings make war on each other, they will become the serfs of all their subjects’. It is ‘impossible to satisfy the will of men-at-arms’; a prince who achieves victory in war risks the sins of ‘vainglory, outrageous pride, presumption and avarice’, while one who allows his generals to go into battle on his behalf is thrown into servitude if they succeed, in an enterprise which is in any case sinful:

Oh, what evil royal servitude before God! The more Christian souls the aforesaid commander has sent into hell, the more the king becomes his serf. And if the king does not reward the commander as he wishes, he becomes indignant, and perhaps secretly forms a group of his own – the effect of which in the future, to the prejudice of the royal majesty, need not be spoken of further.38



This is little more than an encouragement to kingly paranoia. It must have appeared a clever and uncontroversial argument to Philippe: Christians should not slaughter one another, pride is a sin, chivalric competition over worldly glories can lead to conflict – all of which supported his call for a crusading expedition. But perhaps all Richard saw, in the beautifully illustrated presentation copy he was sent,39 was the constant threat to his dignity posed by the military and political ambitions of his magnates and lords. Chivalry had long been the most expensive business in the world; kings had bankrupted themselves at war, and landless princes had bankrupted themselves supporting their followers, hosting feasts and tournaments. It took a particular genius and a great deal of luck to make war pay, and Richard had neither.

Richard understood the glorious display of chivalry, and the necessity of largesse, by which the prince rewarded his most worthy followers, and his and their glittering successes reflected light to shine the brighter upon one another. What he lacked was the substance of military victory, and the discernment of whom to reward. When he took his fateful expedition to Ireland in 1399, he was perhaps seeking to rekindle the sense of victory he had gained from the submission of the Irish nearly five years before. He had not fought a battle then, and he did not fight one now. By the time he returned to England, the country was already lost. As in 1399, so in the conflict at Radcot Bridge in 1387: when the critical moments of his reign turned on a battlefield, Richard wasn’t there.
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3

City


Memorandum that on the Friday after the Feast of Epiphany [6 January] this year [1382] the Mayor, aldermen and the commons were arrayed to ride in procession with the queen, the Emperor’s sister, and whereas all the city misteries were instructed that their clothing must be of red and white, the goldsmiths were dressed in these same colours, and since all the other misteries had various cognizances, the goldsmiths had the red part of their clothing barred with silver wire and powdered with silver pearl trefoils, and each of the seven score men of the said mistery wore on their left side a large gold clasp with gemstones, and on their heads they wore chaplets covered in red material powdered with the said trefoils, and they rode with the queen throughout the city, and the said wardens paid various expenses for the said riding as follows:

Firstly, to the 6 minstrels – 60s

Item, for the clothing of the same minstrels – 24s 5d

Item, for leaves to be diapered1 to throw over the queen – 5s

Item, for silvered skins – 3s 4d

Item, to the porter of St Bartholomew’s and his servant – 14d

Item, to a painter for the minstrels’ ornaments – 2s 2d

Total: £4 16s 1d

Memorandum also that a summer-castle was set up in Cheap and well decorated, and three virgins leaned out of it to throw leaves, and this castle cost:

Firstly, for 6 yards of red cloth at 18d the yard –

1¼ yards of red cloth at 30d the yard –

3 yards of white cloth at 28d the yard –

John Garoun, for carpentry work – 43d.2



The guilds or ‘misteries’ of London (so-called because of the secrets of their crafts, which were revealed only to apprentices) kept detailed records of their business. At the age of fifteen in 1382, Richard brought his sixteen-year-old bride, Anne of Bohemia, with ceremonial procession into London, culminating in their marriage and her coronation. The goldsmiths had a central part to play in organizing the festivities. The English Brut chronicler notes that ‘the people of the city … Mayor and aldermen and all the commons, rode to her to welcome her, and every man in good array, and every craft with its minstrelsy, in the best manner’.3 The goldsmiths’ account books supply detail to this, in pounds, shillings and pence, and reading them now gives something of a frisson: this is private information about the hidden workings of the show they put on, revealing a whole new layer of life in the city. Looking at the first set of charges, we can see that musical and artistic talent was highly prized – and the minstrels were not expected to fund their own ceremonial clothing, worth more than half their pay. Perhaps the porter of St Bartholomew’s gave his servant a few pence from his share, while the skilled carpenter John Garoun earned three times as much for his work, which must surely have taken a few days. Someone with a keen eye had noted that the bulk of the wooden model castle could be draped with the cheaper red cloth, as long as a few feet of the expensive stuff took centre stage. Perhaps the three maidens in the tower were so honoured to be part of the celebration, chosen ahead of their peers, that they required no pay; fortunate, because collecting and decorating the leaves they threw, confetti-style, cost a whole five shillings.

This was a period of astonishing disparities in wealth and living. A typical workman’s daily wage in the 1380s was 4d, giving an annual income of around £5 (100s), assuming he could find work at least 300 days a year; a gallon of good ale cost just over a penny, as did two chickens or two dozen eggs. In London a goose was supposed to cost 6d, but sharp-eyed salesmen often asked seven or eight. A year’s tuition at Oxford University in 1374 cost 26s 8d, though lodgings there were significantly pricier at 104s a year (when annual rent for a cottage might be 5s, or 20s for a craftsman’s house), and the student would need 40s for his clothing. Meanwhile a merchant’s house in London (such as the one in which Geoffrey Chaucer was born) might be rented for two or three pounds a year, which was about what it would cost to send your son to a monastery school. Higher up the social scale, the numbers lose purchase. A knight’s two horses, without which he couldn’t function as a knight, would cost him about £10. His armour could total nearer £20. In 1397 Thomas, Duke of Gloucester owned armour worth £103. If a man were attendant at court he would need a fashionable gown, in silk or fur: it would certainly cost £10, and he could easily spend £50. The life annuity granted to Chaucer in 1367 (paid until 1388), of £13 6s 8d, would make him wealthy in the city of London, yet would barely support him at all at court. But as a courtier he was the recipient of largesse – robes, livery, gifts – and appointments to administrative offices from which, it was understood, he would profit. In 1389 Richard II made Chaucer Clerk of the King’s Works in London; in 1393 he presented him with £10 as a gift for good service, and in 1394 awarded him an annuity of £20.4

Chaucer becomes an interesting figure from this perspective, standing between the court and the city, moving upward with his talents and the notice of powerful men, but always vulnerable to the changing favours and factions of politics.5 One early fifteenth-century manuscript of his masterpiece Troilus and Criseyde has a gorgeous frontispiece which depicts him reading to a group of lords and ladies in a garden, outside a beautiful castle, with a procession in the background.6 He stands in a raised wooden pulpit decorated with scarlet cloth, but he himself is drably clothed in comparison with the luminous figures surrounding him. The Chaucer who became celebrated as the ‘father of English literature’ was a product of his later fifteenth-century poetic followers; the fourteenth-century man who served the king on diplomatic missions abroad and in administrative roles in London and Kent, while writing with unmatched genius in new forms of English verse, is much harder to grasp. Notoriously his writings provide little or no access to his personal life; his gaze was turned outward, to the world around him, and beyond that to the realm of imagination, seeing inside the minds of others. Chaucer’s city is glimpsed in the Canterbury pilgrims’ gathering at the Tabard Inn in Southwark, and the ebullient Host, Harry Bailly, who sets them their storytelling challenge. The short stub of ‘The Cook’s Tale’, cut off after fewer than sixty lines, depicts a young apprentice keener on the festivities – and women – of London than on his work:


	He was as full of love and paramour

	


	As is the hive full of honey sweet;

	


	Well was the wench with him might meet.

	


	At every bridal would he sing and hop;

	wedding party


	He loved better the tavern than the shop.

	


	For when there any riding was in Cheap,

	Cheapside


	Out of the shop thither would he leap –

	


	Till that he had all the sight y-seen

	


	And dancèd well, he would not come again –

	


	And gathered him a mesnée of his sort

	company


	To hop and sing and maken such disport.7

	




When the apprentice’s master grows exasperated with his behaviour and throws him out, he moves in with a friend whose wife keeps a shop for the look of the thing, but actually works as a prostitute – and there the little story ends abruptly, unfinished. This is another London, seen from beneath, but nevertheless participating in the spectacle and festival of the grand pageants, tournaments and ceremonies; these are the people who cheered in the streets as Richard and his bride rode past.

Shakespeare’s Prince Hal memorably moves through the London of taverns and whorehouses, but Richard II in literature and in life can barely be imagined in such a setting. He did, however, try to involve himself in London politics, often punishing the city for episodes of disorder, and he expected the Londoners’ support at times of difficulty, with unreliable results.8 He repeatedly intervened in mayoral elections, which were riven by faction throughout the period; in 1384 he supported the mayor, Nicholas Brembre, in a showpiece summary trial and execution of one of his rival’s supporters:

Richard, by the grace of God etc. … when of late a great outbreak of our people, against our peace, was threatened in our city … one John Constantyn, cordwainer, [is charged with] going among, counselling, comforting, and inciting the people of the said city to close their shops, and through his iniquitous contrivances, in the way of rumour, commotion, disturbance, and insurrection … he was therefore taken … and upon this was recently arraigned, and on the testimony of witnesses sworn and examined, and upon his own acknowledgement thereon, and for other reasons, sentenced to death, and beheaded; – we would ratify and confirm the judgement given in this behalf … by way of strengthening from henceforth the governance of the said city … 9



No doubt he expected complete loyalty from the men he supported in this way, and Nicholas Brembre obliged, only to pay for it with his life in the Merciless Parliament of 1388.10 Richard appeared not to understand the costs of his involvement in vicious factional politics. It was as an intimate of Richard’s hated inner circle that Brembre lost his post as mayor in 1386, and was arrested for treason the following year. In that crisis of 1387 as he prepared to face the lords appellant in a hostile parliament, Richard sent for the new mayor, Nicholas Exton, and his aldermen to ask how many men-at-arms they could muster to come to his aid. They replied ‘that the inhabitants of the city were in the main craftsmen and merchants, with no great military experience, and it was not permissible for them to devote themselves to warfare save for the defence of the city alone’.11 The substantive message here was that the Londoners would not fight for Richard in a civil struggle against his own magnates, a rebuff which no doubt contributed to his later concerted attempts to build up an affinity of retainers. Richard expected love and loyalty from the Londoners, and apparently could not see the necessary limits of that bond. More critically for a king who sought the affection of his people, Richard’s actions acknowledged no difference between outward action and inward feeling. At the same time he issued a proclamation in London in English:

Our Lord the King, that God save and watch over, commandeth to all his true lieges in the city of London, and the suburb, of what condition that ever they be, upon the pain of their lives, and forfeiture of their goods, that none be so hardy to speak, nor act, nor publish, in private nor openly, anything that might imply evil or dishonesty of our liege Lord the King, nor of our Lady the Queen, or any lords that have been dwelling with the King by for this time … nor that none of his true lieges trouble themselves with such matters, but that our Lord the King, our sovereign judge, must ordain thereof that to him seemeth best.12



This order simply demanded a show of loyalty and obedience, rather than trying to win or to earn such devotion. It instructed the Londoners that it was not for them to consider or to judge the conduct of their betters – but this was an order at odds with the city’s power and importance as the engine of the realm, and it was cited in Brembre’s trial as evidence of his tyrannous misconduct.13 The ruling men of London were powerfully aware of the city’s status, which emerges in their records and ordinances as the condition under which all judgements are made:

There is a greater resort, as well of lords and nobles, as of common people, to that city, than to any other places in the realm … and therefore there is the greater need of good governance therein, and of peace, in especial; and more particularly … it is the capital city and the watch-tower of the whole realm, and … from the government thereof other cities and places do take example … 14



The support of the city was vital to political success at various moments of crisis. William Langland called the Mayor of London the meene, the mediator between king and commons.15 Richard thought of London as ‘his’ city; beyond his reach, however, it was powerfully its own city, and the independence and entitlement of the Londoners did not go unnoticed elsewhere in England. When Brembre was executed in 1388, a Leicester chronicler recorded some wild rumours which neatly encapsulate his critical view of Richard and of his supporters in London:

Brembre had perpetrated many oppressions and seditions in the city. It was said of him that when he was at the height of his power as mayor he set up a public block and axe to chop off the heads of those who rose against him … And it was said that he proceeded against 8,500 or more of his opponents … [and] he would have had them all beheaded … If he had lived he would have had himself made duke of Troy by the king, for in ancient times London was called the second Troy, and so he would have been the duke of London, the name of London being changed to Troy.16



Here Brembre is accused of terror and tyranny, and the king associated with these horrors by implication. The identification of London with Troy had originated with Geoffrey of Monmouth’s twelfth-century Latin History of the Kings of Britain, a fantastical pseudo-history tracing the origins of Britain’s kings back to the Trojan prince Brutus; a poet writing in the 1390s for Richard II could still call London ‘New Troy’.17 Geoffrey’s work, rapidly translated into French and English and soon spawning a whole romance literature, had popularized the glory of King Arthur, whom medieval English kings had long claimed as an antecessor. Richard’s own inspirations were more pious and pacific figures, but the notion that Richard might have renamed London ‘Troy’ and presented it as a dukedom to his favourite is not an entirely ridiculous accusation in wider context. Richard was the king who arbitrarily appointed his friend Robert de Vere ‘Duke of Ireland’ in 1386, and in 1397 made Chester a principality, setting it above all other regions, with a machinery of government modelled on that of England itself, because he bore such affection for the city and its men. This astonishing, even bizarre favouritism to some places and people, at the literal and symbolic expense of others, would bring about his downfall.18

In 1392 Richard came head to head with the mayor and aldermen of London, enraged at the city’s refusal to lend him a large sum of money (variously described by the chroniclers as between £1,000 and £5,000). The specific details of the case cannot be ascertained, but certainly Richard was in financial need throughout these years, and both the city and individual Londoners had become much less willing to lend since the upheavals of 1386–8.19 A chronicler based in the monastery at St Albans, Thomas Walsingham (c.1340–c.1422), took the opportunity of recounting Richard’s dispute with the city to express an apparently long-nurtured resentment against Londoners, calling them ‘the haughtiest, the most arrogant, and the most avaricious of all the peoples of the world’, who had passed civic laws by which ‘they harassed, oppressed and vexed visitors from surrounding towns and districts. I pass over their inhumanity, I say nothing of their greediness, I make no mention of their untrustworthiness, I remain silent about their malice, which they practised indiscriminately against people who came to London.’20 The reader is compelled to speculate on the nature of Thomas’s own visits to the city which so enraged him.

A more sympathetic – and Westminster-based – chronicler, writing of the events of 1392, agreed that the Londoners had refused to make Richard a large loan, and explained that the king had turned instead to an Italian banker, who quickly obliged. When the king asked him how he had sourced the funds, however, the Italian said he’d borrowed it from various London merchants, and Richard felt humiliated.21 Whatever the immediate cause of Richard’s indignation – and there was another outbreak of violence in London’s streets that spring – he suddenly declared in May 1392 that his courts, Exchequer, chancery and several other government offices should all be moved from Westminster to York.22 This was a shocking thing to do; the machinery of government had been located in York as a matter of strategy during the height of Edward I’s and Edward III’s Scottish wars, but all these offices had resided in Westminster for more than half a century at this point.

Meanwhile, Richard summoned London’s leaders to attend him in Nottingham in June, where he accused them of misgovernance and removed the mayor and two sheriffs from office. In July he revoked all of London’s ancient liberties and privileges by royal decree. Then at Windsor on the 22nd, the Londoners appeared before the king to receive his judgement, making humble entreaties for pardon. Thomas Walsingham, contemptuous as ever, tells us that he sent them away with the full weight of their punishment, including a vast fine, and adds (ridiculously) that the king considered raising an army to launch an assault upon the city and ‘annihilate’ its citizens. At length, however, hearing of the sorrow and suffering of the people, Richard magnanimously declared: ‘I will go to London, and console the citizens, and will not allow them to despair any more of receiving my pardon.’23 The more balanced Westminster chronicler describes the queen’s prostrating herself before the king to beg for mercy on behalf of the city.24 This may well have occurred, and if so it would certainly have been staged with Richard’s foreknowledge; the lady’s duty of persuading her lord to be merciful was a cliché of the Middle Ages.25 Gestures are repeated in literature because they possess power in reality; life may well have echoed art here, and Richard was a lover of ritualized display.

In any case, Richard’s ‘mild and kindly nature was moved by pity’, and he ‘forgave the Londoners all their offences against him on condition that within the next ten years they paid him … £40,000’.26 We might not all hope for such forgiveness, but Richard cannot have anticipated collecting the whole sum. His immediate focus – impractical though it seems – was on his other demand, for a royal progress into the city with all ceremony and festivity, which took place on 21 August 1392, ten years after his royal entrance with Anne, and fifteen years after his coronation procession. Once again the streets were decorated and decked in fine cloths; the king and queen were showered with gifts; temporary structures put up in the streets carried little boy angels, who crowned Richard and Anne with gold, all the while singing. The procession ended at the shrine of Edward the Confessor in Westminster Abbey, where Richard greeted his saintly predecessor. The following day the Warden of London invited Richard to a vast banquet, where he was presented with further gifts.27 Richard restored London’s liberties in September – on the promise of good behaviour – and court and chancery were all back in Westminster by Christmas. Nevertheless, he insisted on the vast sum of £10,000 as the cost of his forgiveness, and appears to have received it in February 1393.28 The Londoners’ faithful love and their money were both important to Richard; unfortunately he sought the latter at the expense of the former, while imagining them to be the same thing.

In 1398 Richard wrote to ask the details of the arrest in London of a carter named John Sewale, and why he had been detained in Newgate Prison. The mayor’s reply put the matter very simply, in careful legal terms, stating that he had been accused before mayor, recorder, sheriffs and coroner by a certain Richard Hawtyn of Gloucester, who

appealed John Sewale, cartere, of Iseldone [Islington], because that he, the aforesaid John Sewale, on the 15th day of the month of September, in the 21st year of the reign of King Richard the Second, in the Church of St Martin le Grand, in London, did say to Richard Hawtyn aforesaid, that there had been no peace or love in England since the present King of England became king; and in like manner, did further say that he is not the rightful king.29



These are not words a king would wish to see in writing, and it was not the first time someone had been arrested for seditious speech. In 1391 a man named William Mildenhall had appeared in chancery accused of having concealed the fact that his father ‘had spoken disrespectfully’ of the king, saying that he was ‘unfit to govern and should stay in his latrine’.30 On that earlier occasion Richard mercifully released Mildenhall. Sewale was not so lucky, being arraigned and condemned to prison before the chief men of the city. Richard’s grip on London was tightening; in 1397 he bypassed the usual election procedures and simply appointed his own favourite as mayor, Richard Whittington (no cat appears in the chronicles). It was Whittingon who negotiated a ‘solution’ to the five-year-old question of London’s liberties, having them restored in perpetuity (rather than ‘until the king should ordain otherwise’) in return for yet another ‘loan’ of 10,000 marks (£6,666 13s 6d), which was never paid back.31 Yet despite Richard’s constant and punitive demands on the city, it often demonstrated its loyalty to him. In 1399 the Londoners did not make peace with Bolingbroke until Richard was his prisoner. Notably, the Lancastrian lord landed in the north on his return from exile and did not attempt to approach London,32 instead waiting for the aldermen of the city to come to him.

Despite his apparent switch of favour to York to punish London in 1392, Richard’s relationship with the former was much weaker, and the feeling was mutual. The Great Revolt was largely a southern phenomenon,33 but the inhabitants of York resisted the poll tax in other ways – the population of 7,248 in 1377 had apparently mysteriously fallen to 4,015 in 1381. Yorkshire as a whole declared only 55 per cent of the 1377 population in the 1381 tax returns.34 Richard did make occasional visits to York, and donated funds for building work on the Minster; his gift is commemorated by a carving of the white hart on a capital of the main arcade, of around 1395. On the feast of Corpus Christi (1 June) in 1396, he attended a large civic reception, where it seems he may have witnessed a special performance of the Corpus Christi or ‘mystery’ plays, for the chamberlains’ accounts list payments for minstrels, decorations and carpentry work, which might refer to the wooden stages or structures required for the plays.35

The Corpus Christi plays are the most potent artistic demonstration of civic vitality and community in this period. In contrast with the royal triumphs and entrances staged in London, the mystery-play cycles of York, Coventry, Chester and Wakefield were each produced by the people of the city for themselves, in large part free of direct control from Church or state. They aimed to show the whole of Christian history over the course of a day, in a cycle of short plays or ‘pageants’ put on by the craft guilds of the city.36 Each pageant would be staged on a large wagon, hauled through the city from one performance site to the next; audiences would gather at these sites, and see each of the pageants in turn. The guilds were responsible for the whole production and performance of their particular pageant, which they funded by the levy of ‘pageant silver’, collected from guild members every year. The pageants’ themes were often suited to the guild (in ways which seem slightly tasteless to modern eyes) – the Pinners, nail makers, put on the Play of the Crucifixion, while the Goldsmiths would show off their finest wares in Herod and the Magi.

The audience would see Creation at dawn, and the Last Judgement by torchlight, late at night. The whole of biblical history was spread before the eyes of everyone in the town, with both grandeur and intimacy, acted before small audiences by their friends and colleagues, acquaintances and relatives. And as they watched, in the late fourteenth century, they could see that Judgement was very near – for all of Christian history has already happened; their own time hovers in the dark pause between the Coronation of Mary – the penultimate pageant, in which Mary was welcomed bodily into heaven at the end of her earthly life – and the Last Judgement. Each person might perceive their own insignificance in comparison with the long span of history. And yet – characteristically of medieval thought – they would also have seen, simultaneously, exactly the reverse. All the significant events of human history were performed by individuals, whether in ignorance or in knowledge; those individuals were just like us, and we like them, and those events reverberate through eternity. One man’s lifetime is as nothing to historical time, but one man’s soul is infinite, whereas history is finite. In this sense, the awed observer of the Corpus Christi cycle could know that her own soul’s fate was of greater importance than a thousand years of history.

These are not really plays for a king. The people of York may have entertained Richard II with their great theatrical achievement as a sign of respect for him, but the plays themselves are resolutely egalitarian, speaking directly to every man and woman of God’s providential hand in history, and in their own lives. The tyrannical King Herod rants ineffectually while the Magi, the ‘three kings’ of the East, quietly submit to the glory of a newborn child.

Of all the cities of his realm, Richard finally placed his greatest hope in his newly declared principality of Chester. By an act of his 1397 parliament he had made it virtually a kingdom within a kingdom; he used the lands seized from the executed Earl of Arundel to increase and enrich the principality, regarding it as a stronghold of his own.37 He immediately began adding the title ‘Prince of Chester’ to his royal style. Chester was bound up with his memory of past glory and past wrongs; numerous Cheshiremen who had fought with the Black Prince received pensions from Richard, and in 1398, in the aftermath of his Revenge Parliament, he deposited more than £2,600 at Chester Abbey for distribution to those who had suffered in and after the clash at Radcot Bridge in 1387. It was Cheshiremen Richard relied upon to keep him safe. Yet in the summer of 1399 Chester fell without a fight to Henry Bolingbroke.

This was not because its loyalty to Richard was inadequate or false; rather, it was the outcome of an essentially self-defeating strategy. In his determination to have one place entirely his, entirely loyal, he had alienated the rest of the country; just as he had dismayed Parliament with the promotion of favourites, so he denigrated the rest of his realm to the greater glory of Chester – and the Cheshiremen could not but be outnumbered by the rest of the nation. Richard himself lacked the spirit to fight alongside his men; he abandoned his own army in the night. The cities he had thought of as his own were lost to him. While he was held prisoner by Bolingbroke in Chester, the aldermen of London came to the city to swear their allegiance to Henry.

Chester’s status as a borderland between England and Wales, and as a world unto itself, carried a particular power set apart from the English state. There was a long-lived rumour, still current in the fourteenth century, that King Harold II of England had not been killed at the Battle of Hastings. Instead he was said to have lived out his years anonymously as a holy recluse in Chester, famed for his sanctity.38 The story would no doubt have appealed to Richard, had he known it.
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4

Shrine


I Richard’s body have interrèd new;

And on it have bestowed more contrite tears

Than from it issued forcèd drops of blood.

Five hundred poor I have in yearly pay,

Who twice a day their withered hands hold up

Toward heaven to pardon blood;

And I have built two chantries,

Where the sad and solemn priests sing still

For Richard’s soul.1



On his accession in 1413, Henry V had Richard’s body exhumed from the priory at King’s Langley, and reinterred at Westminster with great ceremony, in the double tomb Richard had commissioned for Queen Anne and himself upon her death in 1394.2 The tomb was the last in a series which formed a Plantagenet mausoleum, with the tombs of Edward III, Edward I and Henry III nearby.3 In the centre of the group was the shrine of Edward the Confessor, whose cult Henry III and Richard had done so much to promote.

This was an age when the dead could speak. Shakespeare has Henry V on his knees the night before the Battle of Agincourt, pleading with God not to use the day’s business to punish him for his father’s crimes against the deposed king. However long the list of Richard’s failings, and however properly Henry IV had been acclaimed by Parliament and people, he had brought about the death of an anointed king, his own lord. The young Henry V’s own innocence in the matter was a vital part of chroniclers’ adulation for him. A story is told that on hearing of Bolingbroke’s invasion, Richard asked the boy, then about twelve and in the king’s custody as a hostage, ‘ “Why has your father done this to me? … I grieve for your person, in that you will perhaps be deprived of your inheritance because of this unfortunate behaviour of your father.” ’ These were hypocritical words – for Richard had already deprived the boy’s father of his inheritance – as well as being disingenuous (or self-deceiving) in their expression of hurt, carrying a barely veiled threat. With great presence of mind, Henry is said to have replied: ‘ “Gracious king and lord, I am truly aggrieved at these rumours, but it is obvious to your lordship, in my estimation, that I am innocent of my father’s actions.” ’ This earned him Richard’s important declaration that ‘ “I accept that you have no responsibility for that deed” ’.4

Fear of the dead, and of the providential workings whereby all sins would necessarily be punished, had the corollary of a veneration for the dead. Above all it was the saints whose favour was sought, who could intercede with God on behalf of the sinner, whether living in fear of damnation, or waiting in purgatorial torment. One manuscript now held in the British Library contains a miracle poem about a London saint, written most likely in the 1390s, in the Cheshire dialect. No certain attribution or connection can be adduced for the poem’s author, but his Cheshire origins and London subject matter combine two of Richard’s greatest associations. The saint was the seventh-century Anglo-Saxon bishop Erkenwald, whose relics had been translated to a shrine east of the high altar in St Paul’s in 1148, when Erkenwald was effectively adopted as the patron saint of the city.5 During Richard’s reign his cult was actively promoted by the Bishop of London, Robert Braybrooke, and Richard is likely to have paid his respects to Erkenwald’s shrine on several occasions.6 The poem recounts a miracle performed by Bishop Erkenwald in London during his lifetime. On the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons to Christianity, as the poem explains, pagan temples and structures were taken over and made into churches as a deliberate strategy of persuasion and adaptation, and it opens with just such an excavation and rebuilding project.

Digging down into the foundations of St Paul’s, Erkenwald’s men find an ornate and beautiful marble tomb, deep buried. They have no idea whose it is or how long it has been there, but the corpse inside is perfectly undamaged as though merely asleep, with all its clothing and accoutrements, including a crown and sceptre, still gleaming. The saint prays to God to provide a solution to this mystery, approaches the corpse, and commands it to speak. The body is suddenly animated by goste-lyfe, either a ‘ghostly life’, or the life force of the Holy Spirit, and he begins to speak. He explains that he lived in London when Brutus had first built the city as ‘Troy’, five hundred years before Christ, more than a thousand years before the poem’s present day. He was a man of law and a judge, set to rule over the city. Erkenwald asks him why he has been buried with the crown and sceptre of a king, and he replies that he was so famed for his justice and impartiality, his uncorruptibility and righteousness, that all the people of the city wished to celebrate him as ‘king of wise justice’, the greatest Troy had ever seen, or ever would see. But – alas – he lived before Christ, and he cannot be saved without baptism, no matter his virtues. At this the bishop prepares to go and fetch water for baptism, praying that the corpse’s animation may last long enough for him to do so, and he says the words of the sacrament, weeping at the man’s plight; but then a tear falls upon the body:



	With that word that he warpèd, the water of his eyen

	shaped eyes



	And tears trillèd adown and on the tomb lighten,

	trickled landed



	And one fell on his face, and the freke sighed.

	man



	Then said he with a sadde soun: ‘Our Saviour be loved!’7

	grave utterance




The saint’s words and his tear have baptized the pagan; with that, the corpse collapses into dust, and his soul is released to heaven.

This poem binds together London’s Anglo-Saxon with its supposedly Trojan, British past, and ties both to its fourteenth-century present. The constant work of building and rebuilding the city’s churches and palaces was an engagement with time and history, like the collecting and veneration of saints’ relics: the past is physically present, in stone and bones, and that presence gives access to an eternity beyond time. More politically, in the context of Richard’s reign it is impossible not to note the poem’s (albeit ancient) depiction of kingship, as something bestowed on a ruler in recognition of his fitness to rule, his justice and righteousness – and the intimation that ‘Troy’, London, will not have such a ruler again. But above all the story is about the miraculous power of God and the saints, for whom nothing is impossible.

Saintly intervention was not only sought for the soul. At moments of crisis or trouble, the saints were begged to perform physical miracles to show their favour in this world. The Westminster chronicler describes Richard’s going to the shrine of St Edward in the midst of the Great Revolt, the morning of the meeting at Smithfield, to beg for his aid. The saint was well disposed to punish the rebels, he observes, for they had desecrated the shrine by dragging a man out of sanctuary the day before:

Richard Imworth, steward of the Marshalsea … had fled for safety to the church of Westminster and was clinging to the columns of the shrine when he was forcibly dragged away from that holy spot, to be later beheaded, without any judicial process, in the middle of Cheap. But St Edward, to the exaltation of his sainthood and the comfort of the realm, was swift indeed to avenge the wrong offered to him.8



Richard wept and prayed at the shrine, surrounded by ‘lords, knights, esquires, and countless others’ who fervently joined in his supplications. ‘Every man, as he rose from prayer, took fresh heart and fresh hope of a happy outcome. Thus inspired, they rode away again’, on to Smithfield, and the end of the revolt.9

The Westminster chronicler had an obvious interest in celebrating the role of his abbey and its saints, but the bonding and inspiring effects of corporate worship at times of crisis were undoubtedly powerful. In later years Richard may have ceased to exploit such opportunities for public devotion. At the feast of the translation of St Edward in 1390, following his Smithfield tournament, Richard brought his whole chapel entourage to Westminster Abbey for the services of Prime, Vespers and Compline, but during High Mass he sat in the choir wearing his crown, while his queen, also crowned, sat on the north side.10 The impression is not of collective prayer and devotion, as it had been nine years earlier; rather the king is honouring Westminster Abbey with his royal presence, underlining his distance from his subjects by the ceremony of public crown-wearing.

The Wilton Diptych was made a few years later, around 1395, and it has been argued that this object was effectively a private shrine, an altarpiece for Richard to kneel before in reflection, by which he could direct his meditations towards himself and his kingship.11 It is oddly representative of Richard’s reign as a whole that these decorated panels, surely commissioned by him in precise and elaborate detail, should have proved so difficult to interpret. His kneeling figure is offered support by the royal Anglo-Saxon saints Edmund and Edward, with his chosen patron John the Baptist, who ushers him towards the Christ Child. On the facing panel a red-cross banner echoes both Christ and St George, and recent work has revealed that the orb at the head of the banner contains a miniaturized portrait of an island, presumably representative of England. It seems that Richard is in the act either of rendering the banner up to Christ, or receiving it from him – or both, as a symbolic reference to the idea that he held the throne as a vassal of the Lord. But the angels are painted in surprising attitudes: they all wear the white hart, in iconography which can seem alarmingly hubristic; but some are attentive and gesture towards Richard, while others seem uninvolved, or even engaged in discussions of their own. Richard is not represented in any earthly space, such as the usual chapel or court; rather he kneels in a wasteland, some limbo from which he is granted a view of paradise.12 The overriding impression for the viewer is of distance, isolation – even self-absorption, despite Richard’s pious posture. His exchange with the Christ Child is for ever opaque to us, and we are not permitted to ask.

Reversals of fortune – such as the ignominious end of Wat Tyler – were often attributed to the intervention of the saints, but there are many more direct examples of their miraculous involvement in people’s lives. The chroniclers of Richard’s reign describe local wonders, such as blood flowing from wood on a martyr’s feast day; a young man paralysed and then restored by a saint so that he communicates the vision she has sent him; the healing of a disabled old lady; a drowned girl restored to life; and several instances of a miraculous abundance of corn.13 They also recount more obviously political events: a vision of Christ’s flesh in the Eucharist, disproving the Lollard heresy that the bread did not contain the real presence of Christ; the apparition of an English army, brought by the Virgin Mary, which causes the Scots besieging Carlisle to flee; a reliquary’s becoming impossible to carry while near a house of friars (of whom the chronicler sharply disapproved); the uncorrupted and perfectly preserved head of an earl weeks after his controversial execution and the head’s exposure on a spike.14

Some of the more personal stories are astonishingly moving, as in the account from 1397 of a woman from the village of Tiddington in Warwickshire. She was afflicted with suicidal despair, and tried to hang herself; her husband found her, cut her down and revived her, and for a time she tried to live as normal. Then she was seized once again, and this time the cord she tried to hang herself with broke; instead she threw herself into a lake, trying to drown, but could not succeed. She came to her sister’s house, cold and half crazed; her sister tucked her up in bed and went to fetch help. The woman then grabbed a knife and tried to cut out her heart, reaching into the wound and pulling her own entrails from her body – at which terrible, bloody scene her sister and priest arrived, with others. The priest pleaded with her to make her confession, arguing that God had made it so hard for her to kill herself because he wished to save her, for a suicide was eternally damned without confession. At length she began to trust him, and ‘confessed in full repentance, received the last sacrament in true faith, and survived for three more hours’. What those hours must have been like for her sister and husband is barely imaginable, but I hope the woman found some sense of peace. The chronicler is utterly sincere in saying that she left behind her ‘a great hope for mortal men of God’s mercy, which is ever available to those who seek it’.15

Richard was himself the witness to a healing miracle in Ely in 1383, when he was sixteen. One of his knights, a close friend named Sir James Berners, was struck by lightning during a violent storm, leaving him dazed and blinded. Richard appealed to the clergy to process to the tomb of St Etheldreda and pray for her intercession for his friend. The knight was led to the altar and received a vision in which he was brought before a judge to be condemned, but was saved by the intervention of Etheldreda and St John the Evangelist – and he recovered his sight and sense completely.16

Etheldreda was one of several Anglo-Saxon saints, like Erkenwald, to whom Richard showed great devotion. He certainly visited and supported the shrines of Chad at Lichfield, Winifred at Holywell in Flint, and Edward the Martyr at Wareham.17 Most important of all were the two chief Anglo-Saxon royal saints Richard had chosen for the Wilton Diptych, Edward the Confessor and Edmund the Martyr. Edmund, martyred by the Vikings in the ninth century and spontaneously venerated by the people soon after his death, had a thriving later medieval cult at Bury, with a great popular following. Edward the Confessor in contrast was a sadly ineffectual, heirless king, sanctified by the efforts of twelfth-century writers on behalf of the crown, and adopted by the Plantagenet kings as the saintly antecessor who had granted the throne to William the Conqueror. Henry III had rebuilt Westminster Abbey in Edward’s honour and named his son for the saint, and Richard followed Henry’s example, making vast donations to the abbey and supporting its building programmes in his own reign. For both Henry III and Richard II, the appeal of Edward lay in his claims to peace-loving sanctity; he was not associated with martial endeavour, but with a time of peace and stability at the culmination of the Old English royal line, which was then bequeathed to the Normans and their successors. Edward I had looked to King Arthur instead, as a mythical predecessor of heroic warrior stature, while Edward III promoted the cult of St George, an invented paragon of chivalry who rapidly overtook Edward the Confessor in popularity as England’s saint.18 But Richard was devoted to his royal predecessor, and it seems an obvious connection to make that Richard was as interested in Edward’s – and Edmund’s – royal status as in their sanctity. His sense of history was channelled through the royal line, and he sought glories to burnish that genealogy, while mourning the crises which had broken or besmirched it. His veneration of the Anglo-Saxon kings was of a piece with his attempts to have Edward II canonized, or his famous recitation, while held prisoner in the Tower, of the fallen kings of England.19

The royal saints of Anglo-Saxon England were particularly important because England could furnish none after the Conquest; in comparison, France had the towering figure of Louis IX (1214–70), canonized in 1297. But if Richard thought of sanctity and kingship as closely related, he did little to promote his own aura of kingly piety, beyond the iconography of his art and architectural commissions. Indeed he was highly conventional in his public adoration of St Thomas Becket (1120?–70), who was often regarded as a patron of resistance to royal oppression, for he had been martyred in a bitter dispute with Henry II, King of England. Richard took steps to make sure no parallel cult could develop around the corpse of the Earl of Arundel in 1397, having heard that rumour proclaimed him a martyr following his beheading: ‘pilgrimages began to be made to his body and miracles declared, amongst other stories that his head, which had been separated from his body, had been miraculously joined to it again’.20 Richard ordered the body to be exhumed and examined; the head had been sewn on to the body with cord for burial, and he had it torn off again, and the remains reburied in an unmarked site.21 The hostile chronicler represents this as the vindictive and impious behaviour of a madman, but popular cults could grow with dangerous rapidity, and Richard showed his political nous in preventing it.

Religious belief threatened to take on a dangerous character throughout Richard’s reign, through the influence of the Oxford scholar and theologian John Wyclif (d. 1384). His followers became known as ‘Lollards’, condemned for heresy by the Church and ultimately persecuted, but many of Wyclif’s promulgated views were wildly popular and highly influential. At the centre of his reforming critique was a simple equation about Christianity’s opposition to worldly wealth; this had a strong basis in scripture, and was a recurring problem for the medieval Church: Christ had embraced poverty, and so it was argued that the Church must be poor. Wyclif declared that all material wealth belonged by definition to the state and laity, not the Church, and that in holding and hoarding wealth the clergy were necessarily in a state of sin, and were therefore unworthy of their office. In moderate form these ideas were useful to the crown and government, and in the later years of Edward III’s reign and the beginning of Richard’s Wyclif was asked more than once to produce legal arguments to justify the crown’s right to appropriate Church property at times of need.22 John of Gaunt was for some years Wyclif’s patron and supporter, and there was a faction at Richard’s court known as the ‘Lollard knights’, all of whom to some degree adhered to his views.23

But the situation was delicate, and rapidly Wyclif’s teachings became more controversial. His understanding of the Church as a whole created a dramatic challenge to papal and episcopal authority. Wyclif believed in predestination, by which some were saved and some damned, unknowably during this life, but irreversibly. The only true ‘Church’ was that composed of the elect, those who are saved – and there is no way of knowing whether any cleric, up to and including the pope, is saved or damned. Furthermore, all authority in this world comes directly from God, and can justly be held only by the righteous, who are in a state of grace. Any priest who sins, therefore, has no right to his office; and because civil power and dominion is inherently flawed and sinful, the clergy should have no part in it: ‘temporality and spirituality be two parts of Holy Church, and therefore he that taketh him to the one should not meddle him with the other … all manner of curates both high and low be fully excused of temporal office’.24 It followed that for Wyclif the reformation of the Church would require the restoration of all its wealth and property, and all secular jurisdiction, to the secular state and the laity.

Clerical chroniclers fill their accounts of these arguments with venom, and cite papal condemnation of Wyclif’s writings in great detail. They immediately connected Wyclif’s teachings to the Great Revolt of 1381, and once the association of Lollardy with sedition was accepted by those in power, support for Lollardy noticeably drained away in court and Parliament. But the penetration of Wyclif’s arguments throughout society is unmistakable, as is the serious moral character of many of the 1381 rebels’ complaints. William Langland’s inspirational poem Piers Plowman is a visionary social commentary and critique, fired by the urgent necessity of every man’s seeking his own salvation, while society stands on the brink of destruction. The leaders of the Revolt made open reference to the poem in their letters and broadsides.25 Langland wrote and rewrote it during the 1370s and 1380s, and the dating of each version is a complex task. It has long been thought that he responded to the use of his work in the Revolt by producing the much-edited, more elliptical ‘C’ text of the poem, which contrasts with the sometimes almost revolutionary fervour of the earlier ‘B’ text. But whether the latter was written before 1381 and proved to be, in part, incendiary, or was written afterwards as a bitter reflection on the causes of the uprising,26 Langland echoes Wyclif at his most extreme, in a popular work widely known throughout England in the period, with more than sixty manuscripts surviving to this day. He declares that the ‘Donation of Constantine’, by which the first Christian emperor of Rome endowed the Church, was the fatal moment of destruction:



	If knighthood and kind wit, and the commons and conscience

	common sense



	Together love loyally, believe it well, ye bishops –

	



	The lordship of lands lose ye shall for ever,

	



	And live as Levitici, as Our Lord you teacheth:

	Levites



	Per primicias et decimas …

	By first-fruits and tithes



	When Constantine of courtesy Holy Church endowed

	



	With lands and ledes, lordship and rents,

	properties



	An angel men heard on high at Rome cry:

	



	“Dos ecclesie this day hath drunken venom,

	Endowment of the Church



	And those that have Peter’s power are poisoned all!”

	



	A medicine must thereto that may amend prelates,

	



	That should pray for the peace; possession them letteth.

	binds, hinders



	Taketh their lands, ye lords, and let them live by dymes;

	tithes



	If possession be poison, and imperfect them make,

	



	Good were to discharge them for Holy Church’s sake,

	



	And purge them of poison, ere more peril fall.27

	




This echoes the recorded words of one of Wyclif’s staunchest followers, Nicholas of Hereford. In May 1382 he preached in English to an appreciative crowd in St Frideswide’s churchyard, Oxford. Criticizing the wealth of the Church in its entirety, he went on to say that all clerics with temporal possessions should be disinherited, and that rather than oppressing the common people with taxes, the king should confiscate the Church’s property. He ended by encouraging the laity to seize the Church’s property themselves if the king did not.28

Nicholas of Hereford’s career is good evidence of the power of a Lollard faction at court. Sir William Neville was in royal service as a knight of the chamber, and while Hereford was imprisoned for heresy in Nottingham Castle between 1387 and 1391, Neville used his influence to protect him, apparently providing him with books and possibly even disseminating his writings.29 His fate would have been somewhat different during the reign of Henry IV, just as the passage quoted from Piers Plowman above could not safely have been written a few years later.

Despite the Lollard sympathizers at his court, Richard’s own views on Lollardy seem to have been conventionally orthodox, following the prevailing tide of increasing condemnation in the aftermath of the Great Revolt. Nevertheless, his personal involvement cannot be assumed for the first half of the reign. Richard was still only fifteen when the Archbishop of Canterbury petitioned Parliament in 1382 for greater powers against heretics, which were granted.30 The Merciless Parliament of 1388 was also concerned with the problem of heretical writings and preaching,31 but Richard’s role in that parliament was no more than that of a figurehead – and indeed clerical observers continued to express worries about the influence of pro-Lollard magnates on Parliament.

However, in 1388 the king’s council began to move against suspected heretics among the aristocracy, summoning Sir Thomas Latimer (a soldier who had served with the Black Prince, and attended upon Joan, Richard II’s mother, until her death in 1385) to appear before them with his books, which were alleged to be counter to orthodoxy.32 Such investigations continued during Richard’s majority, and in 1395 a number of heretics took an oath before chancery, abjuring Lollardy ‘on penalty of being punished with the forfeiture of all their goods to the king without further process of law’.33 In the same year, despite being absent in Ireland, Richard responded rapidly to the news that Lollard sympathizers had nailed a manifesto to the doors of Westminster Hall. The chronicler tells us that he made one of his Lollard knights, Sir Richard Stury, swear to abjure the heresy, on pain of death if he should go back on his oath.34 One of his household squires was similarly made to renounce his heretical views before the king at Windsor in August, when he took an oath never to read any Lollard books in English or to have any such in his house.35 The Dominican Roger Dymock presented Richard with an illuminated copy of his anti-Lollard Treatise Against the Twelve Errors around this time; on the opening folio Richard is depicted enthroned in miniature, and his arms and white hart symbol form the page’s decorated borders.36 Two years later, in March 1397, Richard ordered Sir William Scrope to bring all the heretical prisoners in his custody before the king for personal examination.37

Historians have drawn on these actions in attributing to Richard a personal drive against heresy, epitomized in the praise for his destruction of heretics which is inscribed on his tomb in a striking epitaph. But I suspect that his stern response to Lollardy was no more than another facet of his obsession with the obedience of his subjects. In the broader context of the rather confused and confusing epitaph (no one knows why Richard should have chosen to compare himself to Homer), the relevant phrase is both more conventional, as all rulers promise to protect the Church, and more open to ambiguous interpretation, melding divinity with kingship:

He was truthful in discourse and full of reason. Tall in body, he was prudent in mind as Homer. He favoured the Church; he overthrew the proud and threw down whoever violated the royal prerogative. He crushed heretics and laid low their friends.38



Richard may have believed himself an opponent of heresy, but he took no real measures against that close group of his knights who seem to have been at least protectors, and perhaps promulgators, of the Lollard heresy and Wyclif’s ideas.39 Despite papal condemnation and his expulsion from Oxford University in 1382, Wyclif himself was permitted to withdraw to private life in Lutterworth, where he continued to write until his death two years later. Yet if Richard was initially attracted to Wyclif’s teaching for its emphasis on the power of worldly kingship and the king’s right to all property of the Church, Lollard condemnation of shrines, relics and images as near-idolatry was in little sympathy with Richard’s style of piety. Furthermore, the ascetic Lollard attack on pride and extravagance would hardly have appealed to him: ‘the multitude of crafts not needful … nourisheth much sin in waste, curiosity and disguising … goldsmiths and armourers and all manner crafts not needful to man … should be destroyed for the increase of virtue’.40 Richard’s statements about heresy gain venom in his later years, but they continue to betray an overriding interest in his rule and his subjects’ obedience. In a letter to the Bishop of Chichester he wrote of ‘damnable errors repugnant to the faith … which would bring ruin to the diocese if not resisted by the arm of the king’s majesty’; he feared that such heresies would ‘infect the people of the whole realm, the ruling whereof is committed to the king from on high’.41 Richard’s own interests in these debates were perhaps satisfied merely by the Lollards’, as all his subjects’, immediate obedience to his will.

Lollardy is chiefly and justly remembered now for inspiring the translation of the Bible into English, and its rapid distribution among the laity. Around 250 copies of the Wycliffite Bible survive, their original owners from all classes of society, which only makes it more difficult to credit the horror – and hauteur – with which this was greeted by one of the chroniclers of Richard’s reign:

The Gospel, which Christ gave to the clergy and the doctors of the church, that they might administer it to the laity and to weaker brethren, according to the demands of the time and the needs of the individual, as a sweet food for the mind, that Master John Wyclif translated from Latin into the language not of angels but of Englishmen, so that he made that common and open to the laity, and to women who were able to read, which used to be for literate and perceptive clerks, and spread the Evangelists’ pearls to be trampled by swine. And thus that which was dear to the clergy and the laity alike became as it were a jest common to both, and the clerk’s jewels became the playthings of laymen, that the laity might enjoy now forever what had once been the clergy’s talent from on high.42



This chronicler believed that these events must presage the end of the world. His ‘not … angels but … Englishmen’ is a bitter reversal of Bede’s famous story of the origins of the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons to Christianity. The pope, seeing for the first time some fair-haired Anglo-Saxon slaves, is said to have commented that they were ‘non Angli sed angeli’ (‘not English but angels’), and so he sent Augustine on his mission to convert this people. Now, the fourteenth-century chronicler implies with his mirrored reference, all those centuries of faith are about to be lost, scripture made useless. French translations of the Bible had long been widely available in England, and were valuable, often highly illuminated possessions: but they were of course the property of the aristocracy; Richard himself had purchased one when he was thirteen.43 It was not the act of translation into a vernacular which aroused such fire; it was the seditious offering to the common people of the right to their own interpretation of scripture, and hence their own moral judgement on their betters. As such, it is perhaps not surprising that so many manuscripts of the Wycliffite Bible should be expensively illuminated and professionally produced. Copies are known to have belonged to aristocrats, and even to kings Henry IV, VI and VII: scripture had always been thought to be safe in the hands of the ruling classes.44

It is not known whether Wyclif himself was actually involved at any stage in the English Bible translation, which was a major undertaking.45 The ‘General Prologue’ to the English Bible, written probably in the 1390s towards the end of the great project, mentions ‘diverse fellows and helpers’ and four, complex stages to the work of reinterpreting an authoritative Vulgate text in the English vernacular.46 The sheer, scholarly attention paid to the English language and to the act of translation itself in this work is one of its greatest gifts to the time, and it seems unlikely to be accidental that this project coincided with such a general flowering of literature in English. Chaucer’s works are the most well known to modern readers, but the anonymous authors of this period produced texts of outstanding creativity and beauty, often preserved in single manuscripts.

The author of the great romance Sir Gawain and the Green Knight also wrote a dream vision of paradise, seen through the grieving eyes of a father who has lost his infant daughter: Pearl. The Dreamer speaks of his lost Pearl, his jewel, now horribly buried in mud and earth. Falling asleep, he enters an impossible landscape of dazzling beauty – trees with silver leaves, crystal cliffs, the gravel in the river made of precious stones, golden fruit in the trees, brightly coloured birds in the air. Then he sees a maiden dressed all in white, decked with pearls, whom he recognizes as his lost pearl, his daughter. He addresses her with love-longing and yearning, and she replies with stern religious instruction: he must understand that she is not his pearl, but God’s, and that she is now in heaven among the blessed. She explains to him the infinite grace of heaven, which renders earthly understanding meaningless:



	The court of the kingdom of God alive

	living



	Has a property in itself being:

	of its own nature



	All that may therein arrive

	



	Of all the realm is queen or king,

	



	And never other yet shall deprive,

	never yet take from another



	But each one fain of other’s having

	joyous for what the other has



	And would their crowns were worth those five

	five times more



	If possible were their mending.47

	improvement




These are the economics of infinity, of heaven, untainted by the scarcity of earthly life, by which one man’s possessions cannot be another’s, and one’s gain is another’s loss. The explanation is transcendant – and yet the humanity of this poem is remarkable. The Dreamer is not released from his grief; instead he is enabled to express it, at anguished length, to his dead daughter, and to receive in return some sense of the eternal truth which lies beyond earthly suffering, beyond our reach and understanding. At the poem’s end he returns to the world, with a pearl of faith to surround the grit of his suffering: but the faith required the suffering, and requires it still.

The fourteenth century was a great era of visionary writing, inspirational of and inspired by the growth and intensity of lay piety associated with Lollards and orthodox thought alike. Julian of Norwich (1342–c.1416), an anchorite – a hermit physically walled up in her cell, dedicated to prayer – received some visions from God during her sickness in 1372. Over the following twenty years, she wrote up her visions in English and interpreted them for others, offering the wisdom which God had brought to her. In one of her most famous images she receives a revelation about the nature of the whole created universe:

He showed a little thing, the quantity of a hazelnut in the palm of my hand, and it was as round as a ball. I looked thereupon with the eye of my understanding and thought: ‘What may this be?’ And it was generally answered thus: ‘It is all that is made.’ I marvelled how it might last, for methought it might suddenly have fallen to nought for little. And I was answered in my understanding: ‘It lasteth and ever shall, for God loveth it.’



God’s love is the defining quality which animates and keeps all reality, for Julian; she observes that looking for fulfilment to the little ball of creation, rather than to the love of the creator without whom it cannot exist, is to mistake nothing for something:

For this is the cause why we be not all in ease of heart and soul: for we seek here rest in these things that are so little, wherein is no rest, and know not our God that is almighty, all wise, all good; for he is the very rest.48



Richard visited a London anchorite in 1381, and made donations to support anchorites in various towns during his reign. But his devotion seems to have been resolutely of a practical sort: he prayed for favour, for intervention, for mastery over his enemies and the love and submission of his people – for all ‘these things that are so little’, which brought him no rest.49 Not for Richard the heaven where all who enter are queens and kings; his lone regality, carried in royal blood and in anointing, was his access to the divine.

In 1388 Richard presented the shrine of Edward the Confessor with a valuable gold and ruby ring, on unusual terms: when he was in the country he was to retain use of the ring for his lifetime, but when he left the realm and on his death, it would be returned to St Edward. Apparently he failed to keep his own contract in 1399 when he went to Ireland, for the ring was eventually returned to the shrine by Henry V after 1413.50 But the agreement itself is revealing of Richard’s sense of his relationship with, and likeness to, his holy antecessor. When Richard is in his and Edward’s kingdom, he suggests, the bond between them is such that his ownership of the ring is commensurate with Edward’s possession of it. Edward’s own chief miracle story, in honour of which he is depicted holding a ring on the Wilton Diptych, was that finding he had no coins to hand, he gave away a valuable ring from his finger to a poor beggar. The beggar is later revealed to be John the Evangelist, and he returns the ring to the king with his blessing, and the promise that they will be peers in heaven.51 In presenting Edward with a ring, therefore, and in keeping it with him as a ‘gift’ from Edward, Richard sought to associate himself closely with the saint and with his miracles.

There is something painfully appropriate in the regard of Richard II for Edward the Confessor. Edward’s cult was invented and sustained by and for kings, for their own purposes, and it never mustered real popular support or a groundswell of feeling. It was a literary and artistic cult created by patronage, without the widespread faith or veneration necessary to inspire love and loyalty. Edward’s tomb at Westminster Abbey was designed as a glorious shrine to the sanctity of kingship, of a kind that, in his own time, only Richard II believed in.
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Epilogue



	I had pity of his passion that prince was of Wales,

	suffering



	And eke our crowned king, til Christ wills no longer.

	also



	And as a liege to his lord, though I little had,

	



	All my whole heart was his while he in health reigned.1

	




The early fifteenth-century English poem Richard the Redeless (‘Richard the Counsel-less’) captures in the midst of its stern criticisms the essential difficulty of betraying an anointed king. Subjects had a duty to love their king, as these lines sorrowfully demonstrate. In 1402 Henry IV faced a group of friars whom he suspected of stirring up rebellion with the rumour that Richard still lived. It had not taken long for dissatisfaction with Henry’s rule to encourage nostalgia for Richard, and all the difficulties of Henry’s reign could be interpreted as judgements upon him for Richard’s deposition and death. The chronicler’s description of the king’s interrogation of the friars is startlingly vivid.


‘Tell me truth as it is in thy heart: if thou sawest King Richard and me in a field fighting together, with whom wouldst thou stand?’ ‘Forsooth,’ said the friar, ‘with him, for I am more beholden to him.’ Then said the king unto him, ‘Thou wouldst that I and all the lords of my realm were dead?’ The friar said, ‘Nay.’ ‘What wouldst thou do with me,’ said the king, ‘if thou hadst the victory over me?’ The friar said, ‘I would make you the duke of Lancaster.’ ‘Thou art not my friend,’ said the king, ‘and therefore thou shalt lose thine head.’2



The friar’s damning final statement, that he would remake Henry as the duke he should be, carries a dreadful weight of righteousness, and Henry’s response is merely tyrannous. He sought to build a case by which the friars could properly be charged with treason, and promptly received word of a conspiracy: that five hundred men had agreed to gather on Oxford plain on Midsummer Eve, to go in search of King Richard, and that prophecies had told them that the former king would return and defeat his rival. Henry questions the apparent ringleader, the friars’ master, asking him whether he believes that Richard is alive:

‘I say not that he liveth, but I say if he lives, he is true King of England.’ The king said, ‘He resigned.’ The master answered, ‘He resigned against his will in prison, the which is not in the law.’ The king answered, ‘He resigned with his good will.’ ‘He would not have resigned,’ said the master, ‘if he had been at his freedom; and a resignation made in prison is not free.’ Then said the king, ‘He was deposed.’ The master answered, ‘When he was king he was taken by force, and put into prison, and despoiled of his realm, and you have usurped the crown.’ The king said, ‘I have not usurped the crown, but I was chosen thereto by election.’ The master answered, ‘The election is naught, living the true and lawful possessor; and if he be dead, he is dead by you, and if he be dead by you, you have lost all the right and title that ye might have to the crown.’ Then said the king to him, ‘By my head you shall lose your head.’3



There was no reasoning that could adequately eradicate the paradoxes of Henry’s situation; the friars were hanged at Tyburn and then beheaded. According to the chronicler, Henry had to convene three different juries before he found one that would pronounce sentence of guilt, and the jurors later came to the friars’ fellows to beg forgiveness, explaining that they had been in fear of their lives.

Richard had not been the king the country had wanted or needed, but he was incontrovertibly the rightful king by custom and descent, and once dead, he was a much more potent focus for political loyalty. In appropriating Richard’s cause, the rebels against Henry IV used him as a figure of true kingship, evacuated of the individuality which had caused his downfall – represented him, in fact, as Richard had always represented himself. It is an irony that his deposition had indeed turned on personality, on his subjects’ impressions of his character. One of the articles of his impeachment in Parliament stated the case directly:

Also, the same king was accustomed almost continually to be so changeable and dissembling in his words and writings, and altogether contrary to himself … that almost no living person who knew what sort of person he was, could or wished to trust him. Rather he was thought to be so untrustworthy and inconstant that it became a disgrace, not only to his person, but also to his whole realm.4



It seems that Richard’s mind was opaque to his subjects, his unpredictability intolerable. But what is most revealing is the critical importance not of Richard’s actual nature – which was and remains inaccessible – but of the image of the king: ‘he was thought to be so untrustworthy’, reputatur in the Latin. Being thought to be untrustworthy is no better – indeed in political terms much worse – than actually being untrustworthy. Richard died as he had lived, by the image he projected of himself. More directly, Archbishop Arundel is said to have pointed out Richard’s paradoxes to his handsome face: ‘Thou art a fair man, but thou art the falsest of men’; at the end of this diatribe against Richard’s crimes, ‘the king knew not what he should say’.5 As we approach him through contemporary records and chronicles, any sense of the ‘real’ man beneath the image recedes, never to be caught. Chroniclers tell us what they think he said or did, or that bias or rumour believed he had done or said – and even then they give us a Richard who baffled those around him. But the idea of Richard II is as real an object of historical study as the man himself. When it comes to trying to understand the fate of a king, the idea of him may be the only real object of study there is.
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1. A gorgeously illuminated copy of the Dominican friar Roger Dymock’s anti-Lollard Treatise Against the Twelve Errors, presented to Richard in 1394–5. Richard’s symbol of the white hart appears in the lower margin, and he is shown enthroned in the decorated initial ‘O’, wagging an admonitory finger at heretical errors.
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2. Richard kneeling, on the front left panel of the Wilton Diptych. John the Baptist indicates his blessing, alongside the Anglo-Saxon kings Edmund the Martyr (clutching the arrow symbolic of his violent death) and Edward the Confessor, whose ring suggests both the story of the saint’s generosity to a beggar and Richard’s own gift of a ring to Edward’s shrine.
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3. The white hart on the Wilton Diptych reverse, chained and collared with a golden crown – Richard’s self-declared ‘burden of majesty’
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4. The Way of Holding Parliament – an idealistic work on the importance of the Commons’ role in Parliament, here in a London manuscript from the time of Richard’s reign
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5. Westminster Hall, rebuilt at Richard’s behest in the 1390s, in the form which survives today
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6. A beautiful fifteenth-century imagining, from Froissart’s Chronicles, of Richard’s approach along the Thames to meet the Kentish rebels in 1381



[image: image]
7. Chaucer reads his tragic love story, Troilus and Criseyde, to the court of Richard II, as depicted in an early fifteenth-century manuscript
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8. Radcot Bridge, scene of the rout of Robert de Vere and the royalist army by the lords appellant in 1387. Much of the bridge was destroyed in that clash; rebuilt six years later, it was again damaged during the Wars of the Roses, and rebuilt as it appears today.
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9. The defeated Robert de Vere’s flight into exile. Richard had de Vere’s body returned to England upon his death in Louvain in 1395, famously opening the coffin to see his friend’s face once more.
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10. Head from an effigy of Anne of Bohemia, Richard’s beloved first wife, probably based on her death mask
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11. Richard (right) receives his child bride, Isabella of France, from her father, Charles VI.
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12. The Dukes of York, Gloucester and Ireland dine with Richard II, no doubt in a rather awkward atmosphere.
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13. Richard’s supreme self-representation, the Westminster Abbey portrait. His apparent clean-shaven youthfulness is likely to have been an idealized invention at the time of the portrait’s painting.
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14. Richard is led, captive, by Henry Bolingbroke to London, to renounce the throne. Bolingbroke’s armour and stature – and his army – contrast with Richard’s lone, comparatively beardless figure.
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15. ‘With mine own hands I give away my crown’: Mark Rylance as Richard II at the Globe Theatre, 2003
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49. Saul, p. 321.

50. Saul, p. 313.

51. See e.g. the version of Matthew Paris, The History of Saint Edward the King, trans. Thelma S. Fenster and Jocelyn Wogan-Browne (Tempe, Ariz.: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 2008), pp. 98–100.

5. EPILOGUE

1 Richard the Redeless, lines 23–6.

2. EngC, p. 30; cf. Eulogium, III, p. 390.

3. An English Chronicle, ed. Davies, pp. 24–5 (spelling modernized by LA; reading preferred to EngC, pp. 30–31); Eulogium, III, pp. 391–2.

4. Henry IV: Parliament of October 1399, item 42, trans. C. Given-Wilson, in PROME.

5. EngC, p. 23.
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