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ABSTRACT

-

_ v
FOUR HISTORY PLAYS

A Study of Henry V, 2 Henry Iv; 1 Henry IV;and Richard IT '

Wim A. van Voerst van Beest

4
.

In ;this thesis an attempt has been made to define the historical perspect—

Y

ive implied in Shakespeare’s Richard II, 1 Henxy IVL 2 Henry IV and Henry V.
. ‘ - \

B} ueing as touclistones a ee;;es of -basic historical conceptions tﬁet
historians have worked thh‘through the ages, I.hoﬁed to arrive at a
| clear statement of the. extent to which Shakespeare- subscrib;; to or '
deviates from thnse conceptions, and consequently at a definition of Shake-
.speere s.concept of history in terms of basic historical notions, such as
the notion ef facts as descrihable data, the notion of history as ;
patterned continuum .and the notion 2545 givee ﬂistorical situation as a
pafterned'entity. As a result of my inquiries I found that the historiee
coeld best be described as anti~history in that the pla&s challenge the .

validity of fundamental historical conéepts. Thus the plays speak of the

elusiveness and unknowability of facts; they present history es a chaotic
process, and a speclfic historical situation as a disorganized entiey; A
detailed illustfation‘of these points ferms the major portion of this thesis.
But if the .bistory plays are on the whole negative in their implications, it is ‘
nevertheless argued that we -gshould continue to value the plays because
precisely through their destructiveness they open up the possibility of an
examination of the basic.ceﬁcepts of history. Other historical works never
lead to examinatlons of this Llnd becallse they are the embodiment of and
silently accept as absolately valid those notions which the plays hold -

up as objects of inquiry.
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INTRODUCTION : ' '

»

Point of View

Critical practice tells the student of Shakespeare's histories that "

[
]

broadly speaking there are two well-established though different ways'

of looking at the‘plays.. Either the plays are primarily viewed as

1 -

history, or they are treated as dramatic compositions whose historical

content ﬁainly serves to provide the scaffbiding for human drama. .

Y

Either/;é work on the assumption that at the centre of the plays there is

. . . . s t
a. serious historical purpose, or we take it that the playwright was

- -

~

i . . , ..
chiefly interested in history in so far as it supplied him with characters.
Judging from existing major studies of the histories, most scholars

have felt itaneceésary to focus on 6ne, and only oné;-of two aspects of

the plays.l Of course I am oversimplifying. S:rictij speaking it is

o

1Na‘turally, the divisions are not always quite so clear—cut.
More often than not it is mainly a question of emphasis, but even so
major studies of the history plays roughly fall into two groups. Among
recent exponents of the dramatic approach I would include the following:
John L. Palmer, Political Characters of Shakespeare (London, 1945);
Derek Traversi, Shakespeare from '"Richard I1' to "Henry V' (Stanford,
Calif., 1857); James Winny, The Player King: A Theme of Shakegpeare's
Histories (New York, 1968); John Bromley, The Shakespearean Kings
(Boulder, Colo., 1971); Robert Pierce, Shakespeare's History Plays: M
The Family and the State (Columbus, 0., 1971); Robert Ornstein, A King- -
dom for a Stage: The Achievement of Shakespeare's History Plays (Cam
bridge, Mass., 1972). Of those who are mainly interested in the
historical aspect of the plays the foremost representatives are:
E.M.W. Tillyard, Shakespeaxe’s History Plays (London, 1944); Lily B. Camp-
bell, Shakespeare's.'Histories': Mirrors of Elizabethan Policy ' (San
Marino, Calif., 1947); Irving Ribner, The English History Play in the Age
of Shakespeare, rew. ed. (London, 1965); M.M. Reese, The Cease of | )
Majesty: A Study of Shakespeare's History Plays (London, 1961); Henry
Kelly, Divine Providence in the England of Shakespeare's Histories (Cam~
bridge, Mass., 1970); Moody E. Prior, The Drama of Power: Studies in
Shakespeare's Histqry Plays (Evanston, I1l., 1973). .

~



not a matter of either hi§tory or drama.. There has always been.a
certain amount of overlap. If he does his job well, the scholar who
discgsses the'history plays as history never loses sight of the fact "
that Shakéspeare's medium was theatre; that Shakespeare wrote plays,
not.philosophical treatiéés. Similariy, the commentétor who con—
_ centrates on the human content of the plays cann;t but dadmit that the
plafgﬁépeak of‘certifiable historical events and that some sort of
historical‘perspect}ve, however uninténtional, must needs be implied in
the plays. But granted that there is some common ground, my initial
-assertion that the two approaches are different in purpose sf;ll st§nds.
It is not surprising the%efore that no one has dealt with the.history
plays without at some point committing himself to one 6f the two -
basic apbréaches.

‘The obvious lesson to behleérned from the experiences of other .
commentators is that for a study of the history plays to be successful,

the author first of all has to decide which aspect of the plays he will

focus on, the historical or the dramatic. And given that both approaches

.

(14

4

have time 'and again proven their wortp, it is in the final analysis not
the merit of each approach but the prefefénces of the individual

scholar tHat should:&;tgrmine which of the two perspegtives\he is going
to adopt. In the light of this conclusion.I want to be quite clear about

one matter. The foliowing pages contain a readingcﬁ Richard IIL, 1 Henry IV,

2 Henry IV and Henry V, and though I have attempted never to ignore the
fact that these works were written for the stage, I have viewed the plays

solely as historical entities. The reader should never be in doubt as to

)
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the nature of my intentions, for one consequence of my determination

~

has been that throughout thig etudy I have referred to Shakeepeare as
an historian and to his plays as historical works. Also I have assumed

that.everything in the plays (language, plot, characters) serves to

convey an historical perspective. Thus charactfrs have not been treated
as human beings of flesh and blood but as Artaudian puppets that, through

the manipulations of the playwright, contribute to and are part of =z

l

central vision.

-

I am avare of the limitations of my approach. Those who prefer to

deal with playe in terms of immediate dramatic experience will be ‘dis~

-~
v

appointed, for though some of my observations reflect direct audience
]
response, I was not primarily interested in recording what the audience

)

goes through while it is in the theatre.. Instead I have described what
the_audience may do- with its theatrical experience in the process of
reflection. I wanted to talk about ideas rather than sentiments. There
may be something reductive‘about transforming the history plays into arid
statements about history, in S0 far as such‘a procedure takes’ the life
out of the plays. On the other hand, there is also something enriching
about it, in that it makes explicit what' the plays merely hint at.' In
any cese,pas I indicated ebove, experience would seem to teach us that in

discussions of the history plays one approach to a large extent tends to

exclude the other. . .
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Method

My method has been a simple one. Having deciﬂed to describe the

historical perspective implied in the four history plays enumerated

above, I began my investigations by drawing up a list of conception

that are absolutely fundamental to virtually every historical method- . -

-
-

ology. Also I made sure ito include only those concepﬁs that are
neither specifically Elizabethan, nor ﬁodérn, nor limited to any other
period. After much sifting, I ended up with the following list of

essentials: (1) the notion of facts ab more or less fixed, describable
and objective data of human experience; (2) the notion of hiStory_as

.an horizontally étrucQured process: such-concepts as causality,

continuity, teleblogy and evolution are articulated on this-notion;

(3) the notion of an historical situation as a vertically structured
entity: to this-category belong the concept of pivotal evé;ts as thé.
co?mon centre of all aspects of a given historical situation, and the
concept of the leaﬂer or hero-as tﬁe central figure around whom Tevolve
all o;her historical figures wﬁo particip;té in a specifie'historical
siéuation. The idea behind cgmpiiing;a }ist of fundamenta}s (all of
which will be diséusée&‘in detail iﬂ.the body of-this study) was to

use them as touchstones for determining how Shakespeare handles the

elementary building blocks ‘of the h?storién‘ Stated differently, By

~ I

. starting out from a series of generally accepted concepts that have been -

used in all ages by practically every historian, I hoped to arrive at

a clear statement of the extent topwhich Shakespeare subscribes to or

dgviapes from thoseconceptiors, and consequently at a.dé%inition of
v & * .



’gﬁgkespegre's concept of histoxry in terms ofrbasic historigcal notions.

The reader wili recognize that what I -have done is different
from anything he may have read about the hiétory plays. Leaving a;ide
the writings of scholars ﬁho have not addressed tﬁemselves to the
historical aspect of the plays (such Q;itihgs are of secondary interest
_to me, as 1 have explained), the reader is likely to be familiar with
discussions of Elizabethan attitudes, specifically the scope of
_Elizabethan histofiography, whether cbngidered separately or onto-
genetically, say against the background of medieval or classical historio—
graphy; or discgssions of the correspondenceg and differences between
the history plays and possible sources, or between the history plays and
unrelated historical works of the same or SLher periods. The c:uciai
d;fference between these studies and mine is that the former have used ’
as an instrument of inquiry what 1 intended to use as an object of
-inﬁestigation. Let mé give some examples. A scholar who talks about
Elizabethan attitudes must first believe that thesge attitudes can indeed
be described, i.e. he must ppsiq that i; is p053;ble te acéurately
detefmine the facts;of the past. .Similarly, a critic who writes about

the relation between the history plays and their sources must first of

all accept the notion of continuity; if he does not there is no point

in examining sources. Again, someone who sets out to trace the development

L

of historiography from the Middle Ages to Shakespeare's history plays,

[

must suppose that history is a structured, evolutionary process. Finally,
‘a commentator who describes the histories as the central expression of

Elizabethan histofiography, must postulate that it is valid and meaning-

L3

ful to arrange all historical works of a given period around a cemmon



centre which is then called the culminating expression of #11 the other
historical wokks. What I am tFying to say 1s that existing stuQies of

the historical aspect of the history p}ays are baseé on, make use of

and unquestioninglylaccept those very concepts,(facts; continuity, !
evolution, piﬁotal points and so on) that I wished to use as objects of
research.’ﬁéerhaps I can ¢Yarify my point by dfawing a comparison

between mysélf aﬁd today's scientist on the one hand, and between‘éhake—
spearean s;hola;s and scientists of an.earlier aée on the other.. Formerly,
scientiéts workedrﬁith the notioh of physlical constants which were

looked upon as absplutes and which served to describé all phenomena'in the
physical universe. Nowadays, hoﬁe#er,-these physical 'constants' have
been isolated and.have themselves become objects of inquiry; also they

are no longef considered absolute, but relative values that may expléinf

’

one group of phenomena while they do mot at all accouné for other
pheno;ena. Similarly, Shakespearean critics, who have dé?lt with thg
historical aspect of the historiles, have worked with the notion of
histérical constants which were'iooked upen as absolutes. I, however,
have regarded these 'éonétants' as concepts whose su@tability is open to
question. | .

The most important effect of my ;xperimental approach has been
that T was able té ask .a seriés of fundamental questions of'tﬁe histories
which others had bypassed. It is easy to see why this ig so. I have
argued that ué to now those who have turned their attention to the

historical angle have assumed, for the purpose of their own writings,

that the fundamental elements of historiography, as I have listed them,

RSN SN
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are absolutes. And because existing studies are founded on and could

" not have been written without those absolutes, their authors were unable

¥

to ask the elementary questions that I wanted to ask..bf the plays.

Such questions were beyond thé epistemological horizon of these authors.
- L

In a sense the questions did not exist, for the essential elements of
historiography, as summarized above, were considered the~given,-the selfe

evident, thé unquestionable — and exactly because they were regarded as

3 - '
Bl

the given they could not possibly be used as objects of inquiry either ~

in relation to the books that the commentators were writing, or, more
' [

importantly, in rélatiqn to the plays that they were writing books about .

-

. .. _ ' The thesis

As for the result of my inquiries,bthat is the core of this study. And

the}e is nothing‘which I might éay here that has not already been said

v

there. But what it comes‘doun to i@ this: sﬁékespeé;e's histories.ﬁhﬁe
little to‘do with Englisﬁ histqry, but have everythi;g to &o with the
concept of histord ip'gene%al as it is traditionally congeived of, I
.would describe the_history pléys as ﬁroBing, and oftep profaundly
disturbing, examinations into the validity-of the-central concepts of
historiography that I have sketched out in the preceding section and
that will be treated in detail in the context of my discussion of the
plays. 1In eaqh of the‘history-plays'a concerted éffort is made to

challenge one or more of the three basic cohcepts; or, skirting the

ever tricky problem of conscious authorial intent, perhaps I should
‘ : . ‘ P ) , )

] ;

say that in and of themselves the histories raise the questién.gf-the
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‘

validity of traditional historical notions. Tﬁus the plafs-underminé'the
concept of facts as,retrievable tracgs of human aétivity; they p;esenp
history as an gssgntially unstrucfured process upoﬁ which man arbitrarily
impdses patterns; the notions of_he;oes and pivofal events are .
questioped; in effeét the past is dec}ared incomprehénsible,-unkgﬁwable,.
unintefppetable. 1 am not alming ?t completenesg in this enumeration,
nor do I expect the reader to undergtand exactly what I am driving at. RY
I merely want tpo give the reader a fotetastékof what is to come - algo

. because I have to explain to him the following. ;From my remarks the

reqder will have gathered that I view Shakespeare's plays as anti—history'r
piays, i.e. history plays that bid defiapce to the beliefs, assumptions,
premises'and procedures of most'ﬁistorians. *And ;n order to capture in

my own text something of the congrary spirit of the histories 1 have‘
discussed the plays in reverse order: Henry V comeé first, Richarxd II
last. My unorthodox arrangement serves a second purpose as well, in

that it illustrates my contention, hinted at earlier, that tracing a
continuity is one of many things that Shakespeare was not trying to do.
Finally, it is my hope that by reading the chapters in the order in

which I have pfesented them, the reader will exﬁerience something of a-

)

Dantean bouleversement. The reader will remember that on reaching the -

pit of hell Dante has to turn a hundred and eighty degrees rognd his
axis in order to be able to proceed to purgatory and see things from
a different perspective. It seems to me that in much.the same way the
history .plays ask us to obtain a new perspective. HoJever,‘I must -
stress that thoﬁgh my chapter arrangemént is calculated? it is at the

same time arbitrary in that ultimate&{ it does not. matter in which order

.
-

M



the chaptere are read. Each chapter-concefns itself with only one pley,

eachipley i1s discussed as ; separate unit, and no chapter contaige\alban
single reference to enother.ehapter. There ie a fé;éon for this too.
I'did not want to give the reader the feeling tnat I wvas Building up a
case, developing a theme or revealing a pattern, because I do not belieVe
that the history plays, taken as a group, comhine to yield a single |
unified vision. They are individual plays which occasionally overlap,
but for the most part move on different levels. What links the plays is

that they all ask baslc questions about basic concepts in Historiography.

For the rest, the plays are dissimilar. Hence the non-thematic blanket

title of this thesis.

Acknowledgements and a glance forward

After the previous sections it should be clear to the‘reader that I could
not expect much help for my undertaking from the criticism of tne history
olays. The critics who had not looked at the historical aspect of the
plays were not directly relevant, nhile the ones that_had were also of
little use, because even though I and they Shared a common Interest, I
found myself on a different epistemological level from theirs right from
the start, There 1s great irony in this latter fact, because it was the
writings of the historical critics that had initially encouraged me to -
examine the_plays‘from tﬁe historical angle.. But from the moment I
started my enterprise I had already cut myself off from my source of

inspiration. And by the time I had completed my 1nvestigatlons I had

produced a reading of the histories whi¢h like a boomerang came back to

r



strike down the pillars of all historical inguiry including that of
my one;ime inspirers. Yet where help was scarce I have not been
working in a vacuum. In unexpected ways the insights of Robert Ornstein,

Sigurd Burckhardt and particularly Richard Lanham were pseful.2 And

I owe a debt to 2 man who is neither a Shakespearean noxr even a literary

aritie: the, French ﬁhinker.M@chel Foucault. I know that to many

Foucault is:anathema, espeéially to those who refer to themselves as :
‘the standard bearers of the humanist tradition. But, though I understand

the unease of thqsé self-styled humanists, I do not share tﬁeir sentiments.

As I see it, Foucault is someone who in the best humanist tradition

poses questions about important human issues. Foucaplt may be an

_ iconoclast, but I respect the Foucaultian kind of naysaying for reasons

r

which will be explained in the afterword, in.which I shall attempt to

define the value of Shakespeare's equally iconoclastic history plays.

For the moment suffice it to say that Foucault's The Archaeology of

Knowledge proved to be a helpful point of referemce during my work on the
Aowledge prov ; plul p g my

histories.By It is a book which bears close affinities to the history plays.

2Robert Ornstein, A Kingdom for a Stage: The Achievement of
Shakespeare's History Plays (Cambridge, Mass., 1972); Sigurd Burckhardt,
Shakespearean Meanings (Princeton, 1968), pp.l144—205; Richard A. Lanham,
The Motives of Eloquenc¢e: Literary Rhetoric in the Renaissance (New
Haven, 1976}, pp.190-209. Ironically Qrnstein was helpful even though
he takes the.dramatic approach.

3Michel Foucault, - The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A.M.

Sheridan Smith (London, 1972)
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Like Shakespeare, Foucault casts doubt on the vaiidity of many traditional
historical concepts, for instance those of causality and continuity. T

have refrained from quoting from Foucault because, where The Archaeology

and the histqries are similar in kind, they are different in degree,
emphasis and, most of'tﬁe time, different in the specific nature of the
problems posed. Thus the knowabllity of facts is a major issue in the
..plays, while to Foucault it is no problem at all. But though the
reader will not find references to Foucault in the following pages, he
should know that the skeptical, investigativg spirit of Foucault is
everywhere.

All quotations érom the plays have been taken from the current

Arden edition5.4

4John Walter's edition of Henry V (London, 1954}; A.R.
Humphreys' edition of 2 Henry IV (London, 1966); A.R. Humphreys'
edition of 1 Henry IV (London, 1960); Peter Ure's edition of
Richard IT (Londonr, 1956).



CHAPTER ONE

HENRY V

1.
History Aeals wiqpnfaEts as opposed to.fietinn. The historian describes
evenes that actually took place as distinct from events that may be
imagined to have ﬁakee‘place. Sidney's statement on the matter could
serve as motto for the Easic aim of historiography. The historian, he
says, ‘'brings you images of true matte;s, such as, indeed, were done,

Y

and not such as fantastically or falsely may be ‘suggested to have been
done,' 1 Sidney’'s pronounceme;t is confident, unambiguous and author-
itaﬁ{ye. Yet his words raise a question ‘which is so fundamental that
we normally prefer not to ask it. The question is quite simply: 'How
does an historian distinguish between fact and fiction?' It is fine to
fell an historian what to do, but how is he to go about it?  For instance,
what does an historian do if not all the facts are known? What if his
sources are incomplete? The Greek‘and Roman historians eften‘EEind
themselves in this predicament. Their solution wae to rely on the
imaginatioe. Thus they invented speechee for the historical figures
whose actions they described. But arelthese speeches fact or fiction?

Thucydides thought that they were fact, for though 'the words that were

actually used' are not known, he wrote, 'my method has been ... to make

1'The Defence of Poesy,’ in The Miscellaneous Works of Sir
Philip Sidney, ed. W. Grey (New York, 1966), p.80.




the speakers éay what ...lwas called fof b} eéch situation.'2 In othef *
words, to Thucydides' way of thinking the speeches enabled the rééders to .
get closer t; the facts, even if strictly speaking the speeches were
fictional. But naturally the Greek histofiographer's method is fraught

with danger. We ali know Poe's instructivé story 'Mellonta_Tauta,' a
futuristic tale which takes place eight centuries from now, and in which

an amateur historjan studies the inscription on the monumént which

- . .

commemofates Waﬁhington's victory over Lord Cornﬁallis, Unable to maké
head or tail of the telegrammic inscriptionm, the‘histofian i; questioq'
uses thé imagination to supply additional facts which lead to the
inevitable conc;usion that Washingtoh was the chief of a band of cannibals
who made_sauséges'out of a dealer inlcorn; named Cornwallis. No one can
deny thét‘Poe'has a point. No matter how noble the Historian's inteEFions,
he is liable to err at the crucial éoint of developing &nd interpfeting
evidencet . |

0f course it could be argued'that Thueydides and Poe'’s heroine

Pundita were just unfortunate. AThérefore take thé impossible case of an

" historian whose sources are comﬁlete down to the minutest detail. Could

such an historian, working in ideal conditions, be trusted to come dp with

a full statement of the facts? Not really. First, though complete, the

>sources may be contradictory,!as Thucydides realized when he complained

that even 'eye-witnesses give different accounts of the same event.'

L

ZThe Peloponnesian War, trans. Rex Warner (Harmondsworth, 1954}, p-24,

3The Peloponnesian War, p.24.
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Second, thduéh complete and mutually corroborative, the sources .may be’

~

unreliable as a body. Sidney was:aware of this possibility when he
referred to the historian as a twaddling beast of burde? 'ladened'with
old mousejgéten;regqrdé, authorizing himself, for the most part, upﬁn,
other'hiséories, whose greatesé autho;ities are built ;pon the notable
foundation of hearsay-r.'4 Third, fhough complete, mutually corroboréfive
and reiiable,'the sources may not.be represeﬁéative. Peasants, soldiers
and merchants make history, but do not write it, as .Tolstoy used to say.
Historf is written by intellectuals, and intellectuals, in Tolstoy's
opinion, tend to write about themselves.5 Therefore what is presented
in the sources as general history may just be the biégraphy of a fe§
eccentrics. There is no guarantee that the extant documents of a given |
;ge are the repositories of all the thought, ideais,' strtiggles anq
frustrations of that age. ?ou;;h, though complete, mutually cottoborati?e,
réliable and representative, it is doubtful that'the sources can be inter—
preted objectively. The historian has his personal predilections and
prejudicgs'ts contend with. Whgn Alaﬁ Bullock, writing on the emotion— .
ladénlsubject of the career of Adolf Hitler, stated that he was determined
to avoid the ﬁitfal;g ofiéubjectivity, to write his book 'without any
particular axe to grind,o; cagse tb argue,' and to reach down to the

A .

) . 6 .
'solid substratum of fact,' he was no doubt sincere. But we do not for

'
- '

5

4'The befence of Poesy,' p.75.

5See.-War and Peace, particularly the second epilogue.

6Alan Bullock, Hitler: A Study in Tyranni, rev. ed.
(Harmondsworth, 1962), p.l4
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a Tmoment believe that he_succeeded in his enterpfise, because Bullock
inevitably took a’ oersonal interest in his topic.

To say then that history deals with facts as opposed to fiction
is to make a claim ohich is as platitudinous_as it is‘outrageoue.
P}atitudinous because itvhcs been said so often. '0utrageous because no
one has been able to draw the dividiag line between fiction and fact.
Or, if ssmeone has managed to do so, we would not know it. How could
we find out? Perhaps it is better therefore to admit that we are not
stre what we mean when we speak of facts, and to accept that history
deals with fact and fiction. Our perception of reality, including
historical reality, is to a considerable degree determined by the
tautologies imposed by our linguistic, conceptual and emotional baggage.
Hence what we perceive is always en inextricable jumble of subjective and
objective reality, of fact and fiction. What we believe to be objective
reality may be subjective and vice versa. And even if we could separate
the one from the other there is no reason why oe should not posit the
objectivity of both objective and subjective reality, of fiction and fact.
After all, to what extent is fiction Iess real than fact? TFiction becomes
fact as ssoon as enough people Believe in it. Suppose that on the oesis
of factual evidence an histotian were to prove that Christ was an in-
competent'ipggler whose poorly executed disappearance act‘happened to
receive éevourable write~ups from a numoer of corrupt journalist‘s.7 What

difference would it make for a Christian's appreciation of Christ? Would

. 7Cf. De Sade's pamphlet 'La Religion, la Charité, 1'Adultére,’
in La Philosophle dans le Boudoir. .
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he reject the 'fiction,' in which he believes, for the 'facts'?

Not everyone will agree with the epistemclogical position which
I have adopted. Particularly those h;storians whose livelihood depends
on the vaiidify of Fﬁe‘éssumptibn that facts'afe récoverable entities
which can and shoul& be distinguished from fiction may wish to sign off
at this point. They are free to do so, b;t the problem remains. 'How
does an historian distinguish between fact and fiction?' It ds a haunting
question.whethef one 1ikes it or not.' It is also‘a real quegfihn, not
just,becauge I h;vé asked it, but because it lie§ at the heart of the

play which is the subject of this chapter.

2.

The central concern of the present chapter is to define the hisgorical
perspective which emexrges from Henry V. -It is my contention that in
‘ Henry V Shakespeare poses the problem which I have described in the
opening secfion of this chapter. I am going to argue that Henry V
deliberately erases the dividing line between fact and fiction; that the
. playwright chops up history into unrecognizable cﬁunks, and forces the
‘ audience to swalldé the hotchpotch whole, thereby compeliing'them to
accept the perspective which dispenses with the traditional distinction
between histérical fact and fiction. Most scholars have come to Henry V
expecting to find a conventional history play, i.e. a play that dramatizes
facts. Not surprisingly, 'theﬁ could not agree on what thé facts are. It
is not just that they differed on éhe interpreﬁatiqn qg‘detéils, but they

» et
came up with two mutually exclusive readings of—the play. Some could only
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see a factual dggﬁetizétiop of the deeds of an heroic king, others g
factual dramatization of the misdeeds of a royal criminal.8 Both‘groups,
I believe, are wrong, becauee both agyed the wrong question about the
j%]:ay . The question is not: - 'What are the facts?' but: ."What are facts?'
I do not think that Shakespeare cared in the least whether Henry was a
good/Pr a bad king. What he was interested in is that we are unable té
determine what Henry was.9 In this connection I should like tp draw
attention to Lanham's analysis of Henry V to whieh 1 owe a considerable
debt. Lanﬂam seys that the play spans the full range "from certifiable
y10

fact to pure romance, and often piles one atop the other,

What Lanham

means is that there is simply no way in which we can separate certifiable

fact' from 'romance.' Within the world of the play it is impossible to

.
-

get a clear idea of what is fiction and what is fact

The most intriguing feature of Henry ¥ . are the plg&'s'choruses.
Not, as some think, because Shakespeare did not use choruses in any other
‘play, but because the choruses present the peoblem of .the relationship -

between fact and fiction in all its complexity. Beféfe.going into detail,

3

8See Karl P: Wentersdorf, 'The Conspiracy of Silence in )
Henry V,' 5Q, 27 (1976), 264-5. Wentersdorf summarizes the two 0pposing
points of view, and lists the main representatives of each.

9Norman Rabkin makes the point in 'Rabbits, Ducks aﬁd Henry V,'
5Q, 28 (1977), 279-96. 'The inscrutability of Henry V is the inscrutabllity
of hlstory,' Rabkin says (p.296). :

loRichard A. Lanham, The Motives of Eloquence: Literary Rhetoric
in the Renaissance (New Haven, 1976), PP.190~200. The quotation is from
p.199. .- :
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I shall suméarize the multi—facetted effect which tde choruses ptoduce
on the audience. First therchotusesrwill be considered separately, then o
in relation to the play. iez it be understood that what I describe as
a diachronic process is actuwally syncﬁronic, eicept for the fourth and
final stage. | lu
(1) In some places the choruses give an objective account of
facts as the traditional historian conceives of them, i.e. evects
that actually took place and that can be described factually.
But' the facts are ccnveyed in a condedsed'manner.and in matter-
of-fact prose-like verse, so that we retain little of the factual '
information. ASJaudience we begin to look upon objective fects-)[/ﬂﬁmﬂqﬂ4
as dninte;eating, or at the very least as slippery and difficult
"to hold on to. ..
(Z)I In other places;the‘choruseé beg ug to realize that the "real
facts' cannot be presented directly; that fct the audience to ger -
an idea of what actually happened an effort of the imagination is
required. Put differently, we are urged to accept ‘the positien that ,
. to get a clear conception of what the facts are, Wg must fictionalize
facts. As audience we begin to believe that fiection may‘be
superiof to and more real then objective fact.

r

(3) .Id yet other places the choruses do the fictionali&ing fq;
us. qu choruses assail the ;udience with impressive-imagery and. !
'intoxicating language. The rhetoric employedgis so powerful and has
such a‘ dramatic appedi tile'th:, if we forget everything else about the

play, we remember the rhetoric. As audience we begin to see fiction -



as the only reélity.

The 1list is incomplete, because thus far I have merely looked at the

chordseé in isolation.. Turning from the choruses to the play, we have

to add one more item which throws everything into confusion.
(4) It seems natural-to assume ﬁhat the events of‘the Playl
fepresent objecti#e fact in so fer as they literally and diréctly
.re—énact an historical situation by displaying it ﬁef;ré our eyes.
But the problem is that the facts of the play do not match the
fictionalized facts of the choruses, and n; amount of fictionalizing
on the part of the audience can bridge the gap. Now, since the

7

.audience has come to regard the fiction of the choruses as fact
before getting ‘to the action on the stage, a difficult mental
somersault 1s required to reject the 'facts' of the chorusés in
févnur of the facts of the play. But we alsc canﬁ;t ignore the
events of the play, because, after all, we see them with our owh
eyes. The result is that we accept both the fiction of the ‘
choruses and the facts of the playfas fact, thereby, admitting
. that ‘we cannot separate the one from the o;her, even thohgh,
perplexingly, the§ are incompatiblé and therefore cannot both be
true to the rational mindf
let me give a serles of.example; ffom the text. Here are some excerpts,
written out in plose,“in which fhe Chorus‘supplies the audience with facts

in the objective language of the traditional historian. This is what the

Chorus says about the conspiracy against Henry:
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. The French; advis'd by good intelligence of this [i.e.
the English] most dreadful preparation, shake in their
fear, and with pale policy seek to divert the English
purposes ..., three corrupted men, one, Richard Earl of
Cambridge, and the second, Henry Lord Scroop of Masham,
and the third, Sir Thomas Grey, knight, of Northumberland,
have for the gilt of France ... confirm'd conspiracy with
fearful France (2. 12-5,22-7).

Here is the Chorus's comment on the events that precede the siege of
Harfleur:

... th'ambassador from the French comes back; tells Harry
that the king doth offer him Katharine his daughter; and

vith her, to dowry, some petty and unprofitable dukedoms:
the offer likes nmot (3.28-33). .

o : -

'

. - 4 » -
. This is the Chorus's rendering of the events that take place between

Agincourt and the peace talks in France: ' '

Now in London place him [{.e. the king] ; as yet the
’ ¥b7 lamentation of the French invites. the King of England's
y at home; the emperor's coming in behalf of France,
to order peace between them; and omit all the occurrences
whatever chanc'd, till Harry's back-return again to
France (5 35-40). '

Finally, here is the Chorus's description of the aftermath:
Henry the Sixth, in infént‘bands crown'd King of France
and England, did this king [i.e. Henry V] succeed; whose

atate so many had the managing that they lost France and .
made his England bleed (Epilogue, 9-12).

The. terse sentences, the relative infrequency of qualifiers, the dry

enumeratién of the names and titles of the conspirators, the laconic

description of the négotiations before Harfleur and ;after Agincourt,
: ;

the curt comment on the outcome of the war, all these things are typical

of the style and therefore the outlook (the two are inseparable) of the

traditional historian. These are facts presented factually. But if the

Chorus had omitted 'All occurrences whatever chanc'd,' as he asks the

;
/
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audience to do, we would not have missed much. We cannot memorize the

»>

details ahywaj. They follow each other in such rapid'auccessioeRand are

_communicated so unimaginatively, that all we remember ffom the quoted
3 ‘ . * e ‘ .
passages is.that some-people whoever they were, conspired against.. the

-

king;" and that ambassadors, kings, soldiers and emperors bounced back

and forth between several European cities like soymany tennisballs from -
the Dauphin' 'tun of treasure' (1.1. 255) - all Jr

0 no avail, because the
war did not produce results. If we recall the facts at all we are likely

to think of them as dull and useless fragmentgpof infofmation. When the

-

Chorus bege us 'to admit th'’excuse/0f time, of numbers, 3nd due course of

things"(5.3—4), he takes the words out of our mouths. We do not in the.
Vi
least mind being spared a detailed treatment of 'whatever chanc'd,’ also,

because the Chorus has an attractive alternative.

On several occasions the Chorus draws attention to the %}mitations

of the theatre: 'this unworthy sceffold,' 'this cockpit,' 'this wooden 0?'

1

he says, cannot hold 'The vasty fields of France;' for the "'little room' of

the stage confines "mighty meé'rand mangles 'the full course of their glory'

- {1.10-13; Epiloguet;3—4). Apart from spatial there are also temporal
limftations. We are requested to 'brook abridgement,' beeause for

practical feasons the play turns 'the accomplishment of many years/Into an

hour—glass'_(5.44;1.30fi). Lastly,‘the actors have 'flat unraised epirihs,'

and the stage prope are inadequaée: 'four or five most vile and ragge&

foils, /Right  i11-disposed in brawl'ridiculous'_cannbt‘do justice to '"The

name of Agincourt’ (1.9;4.51=3). Read the Chorus's statements literally ‘

A

and what they assert is one of three things. Either the Chorus says that

Y

A\
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a play ig not the real Ehing. But which playgoer in his right mind needs
to be reﬁinded of that? ﬂe knowjthat we 'are in the theatre, that the
medium is 'drama and that we have to play g 1ét's-§retend game, 95;
the Chorus means tﬁat for the sake of br;vity not everything that happeneg -
can be sﬁoﬁn on the‘stage. ButlfhatjdoesAnot make gense, since, as we
shall see shortly, in the majority of cases the Chorus talks about events
that.immediatelywafterwards are acfed out. 'ég Shakespéare, using the
Chorus as mbﬁthpiecE,.admits to béing a bad ‘playwright who.gann&t manage
a big_specﬁacle on the étage. But that explanation is even lesslconvincing
than the two previous o;es. It is not as 1f Henry V &as ShakeSpehfe‘s
first play. There was no need for him to make polite disclaimers.
,Obviously'a literal reading of tﬁe Chorus'é words is unsatisfacﬁory.
égpething else is meant then. It seems to me that the Chorus uses the
jargon of his mediuﬁ metaphorically. ﬁe is not talking”about the
dichotomy.between;piay and reality, but about the diécrepancy between
'facts' and 'real facts.' Whaf the reporting voice, discussed above, f
tells us about, and what.we see on the stage are "facts': objective
representations of‘;hings that actually'cook place;. fReal.fgcts,' on the
otﬁér hand, cannot be sféged or commﬂnica;ed objectively. Tﬁey'caﬁ only
be imaginéd. Thus if we wanf to know what Henry.waé'really like ("warlike
Harr&, like h;mself;' 1.5) there is no poin; in looking at the frail
-puppet on the st?@e qith a piece of tinse} ot his head. Rathe; we should
close qdr eyeé and.dreaﬁ ﬁp'a m;ghtf my thological crégture who has 'the
p;rt of Mars,' at who;e heels 'Leash'd in like hounds' 'famine, sword and

fire/érouch for employment,' and who is attended on by 'English Mercuries'

’

&
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'With winged heels' (1.6-8;2.7). We have to increase the value of small

numbers by 'adding a crooked figure,' which 'may/Attest in little place a
million' (1.15-16). éﬁall numbers correspond to 'facts.' .A.fmilliod' to
freai facts."' To.transform the ome into the other we need thé‘imééination.
. 'Play with‘yqur fanéies,' the Chorus says encouragingly, and 'Piece out .
out our 1m§erfections with your thoughts'(i.?;l.ZB). 'Grapple your minds,'
'Work, work your thoughts,' 'eke out our ﬁerformance with your mind,’
'minﬂing true things 'by what their mpck'ries be,' "In the quick forge

and working-house of thought' (3-18;25,35;4-53;5r23). The Chorus also
offerslto help ﬁs form an id;a of what really took place: ''tis your

‘thoughts ghat now must deck our kings,' he says,rbﬁt to aid you in this
("for the which sﬁpply') 'Admit me Chorxus to this history! 'fnd let us .../
On your imaginary forces work' (1.28,31-2,17-8). Sipcelye are aiready
dulled by 'facts,’ thé éffect of the Chorus's incessant exhortations
‘ls that the distinction between fact aﬂa‘fictLon is nd longer clear to us.
We are prepa?ed to go along with the Chorus. He may be fight. Perhaps
metaphorical realiﬁy and fictionalized fact‘érE'moté real than'objécﬁivé‘- ”
fact. . |

And not oniy does the‘Cho;us givé the a;dieﬂce instructions, he
also puts theofy into practice by fictioﬁalizing a’'number of facts for us.

' Here are some excerpts in which the Chorus supplies us witﬁ "real facts' in
.tﬁe péssiohate #erse of the enkindled imagination. This is what the Chorus
says about the mood in Eégland'on the eve of the invasion of France:

Now all the youth of England are on fire,

And silken dalliance in the wardrobe lies:.
«Now thrive the armourers, and honour's thought
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Reigns solely in the breast of evéry man
They sell the pasture now to buy the horse,
Following the mirror of all Christian kings,

- With winged heels, as English Mercuries, (2.1-7)

Here is the Chdrus's comment on the English army's crossing of the

Channel: g

behold the threaden sails,
Borne with th'invisible and creeping wind,
Draw the huge bottoms through the’ furrow'd sea,
Breasting the lofty surge. 0,, do but think
You stand upon the rivage and behold
Acity on th'inconstant billows dancing: :
For so-.appears’ this fleet majestical - {3.10-16) .

- ‘This is the’ Chorus's rendering of ﬁﬁe near hopeless situation in which the
Englisﬁ find themselves hours before the battle at Agincourt:

The poor condemned English,
Like sacrifices, by their watchful fires
Sit patiently, and inly ruminate
The morning's danger, and their gesture sad
Investing lank—lean cheeks ‘and war-worn coats
Presenteth them unto the gazing moon
So many horrid ghosts. ‘ {4.22-8)

Finally, here is the.Chorus's descriptibn of the receptionlgf the returning
- army:

v

- Behold,_ the English beach

Pales in the flood with men, with wives and boys,

Whose shouts and claps outvoice the deep-mouth'd sea,

Which, like a mighty whiffler, 'fore the king

Sdems to prepare his way (5.9-13)
The long, flowing sentences, the emotive language, the intense descriptions .

. of the high expectations of the invading army, of the apprehensions of

scared soldiers and of the homecoming of the victorious king,'gll these
suggest a heated imagination. These are\imagined facts presented imagin-

- atively. Again, we may not recall the details, but now it does not

matter. We remember the excitement, the despair, the ultimate triumph and

Y R R
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the stirfing rhetorlic through which the events and ;ccompanying emotions
are communicated. The language employed in the quoted'passages‘establishes
its own reality. And it is a reality which, once glimpsed, we never ‘
forget. ‘Because we 1isteﬁ with eagerness, we ognfer upon the Chorus's
words a veritable.objectivit§: Fiction hés become fact, I defy the
" reader to give me the‘full tiéieg of the conapirators at this point. But
would he,evgr forget.ghe.'Engliéﬁ Mercuries' at Southampton or the 'horrid
ghosts at‘Agincourt? And surely‘a remembered scene, even if ﬁnreal, is

\Tmoré factual than a fofgotten one. Proust needed seven volumes to make
. ) .
the point, but we all know it to be true.

On the basis of what we have seen so far the reader may argue that
there is nothing’unusual about Henry V. I have stressed the fictionalizing
aspéct of the choruses, but i1t coul@ be objected that the fact/fiction
dichbtomy which Iﬂhave'féised'is,artificial. It might be sald ghat '
Shakéspeare, like $hgcydi&es, uses rheforic to recreate an historical
rgqlity\ghich could not be rec&nstrdcted in any other way. One would still
'have to account for the'unhistorical indifference with which the cﬁoruses
trgft factgai informétion; but that cquld be explgined by saying that

Shakespeare was less;interested in meticulously recording factual details

than in conveying an overall impression. In other words, the reader might

maintain that Henry V is another War and Peace or The Red Badge of Courage.
Following that line of thought, we would have to conclude that as an
historian Shakespeare believed in evocative rather than scientific histery.

I would be happy with that conclusion, were it not demonstrably wrong.
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Let me recapitulate. It is true that I have argued that the.
cumulativ%_effect of the choruses is to lead the audience awéy from the
concept of sclentific to that of evocat}ve historiography. The effect
1s produced in three stages: (1) fact;al detail is shown to be tedious
and irrelevant {('omit/All occurrences whatever chﬁnc'd'); (2) the choruses
state pérsuasively that only the imagination can show us what actually
happened ('Play with your fancies,' 'Work, work your thoughts'); (3) the
tremendous rhetoric makes an indelible impréssion on the audience so that,
whether we like it or not, we accept as fact what is frankly presented

‘as”fiqtionft'behoia/A city dﬁ th'inconstant billows dancing;/For so
appears this fleet majespiqal'). Now, 1f the historical:reality thus
evoked were corroborate& by the events of the play, we could only infer
that Shakespeare was trying to write non-scientific imaginative history.
Put differently, if the play authenticated the historical vision called
up by thé‘choruses, thereby Justifying the imaginative effort we are

 asked to make; we would be right in calling Shakespeare a precursor of
Tolstoy and Crane. But the truth is that the play consistently contra-
dicts the historical vision of the choruses. The factsrof.tﬁe play are
50 decidédly at dads with fhe fictionalized facts of the cﬂoruses that
even the imagination cannot assimii;£e or recouncile the discrepancies.

In ;he first prologue thé Chorus hélds out a promise of exciting

. battle scenes. But the play ﬂas no-battle scénes worth mentioning. From
the stage directions we gather that there is a bit of noise before
Harfleur.. A handful of soldiers écurry acros# the stage with scaling-

ladders. And that is it. Agincourt is equally unexciting in terms of
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military displayé. In the only scene in the play iﬁ which a Frenchman'
ard an Englishman meet face to face on the battléfield, Pistol boox;ns )
'"Yield, cur!' to his Frencﬁ.opponEnt beforé the two come: to blows t&.&.l).
The Frenchman obeys immediézély and that is as close as wé ever geé to

a real battle. Also, throughout the piay fhe French are portfayed as
"indecisive boasters who are eithef.unwilling'or unabie to put up much

of a fight. Like the observant Jews in the second book of the Maccabees
?ho refused to defend themselves against aggressors on the Sabbath, the
French are killed like flies by a small band of conquerors. At Agincourt,
for instaﬁée, the French offer so little resistance that when the dust
settles 'ten thousand French ... in the field lie‘slaiﬁ' (4.8.82-3), while
the English have lost less than Ehirty men. But given thgt the Frepch,

in spite of their numbers,-are no match for the English, where are we to
imagine heroic encounters and the shock of battle? Similarly, the Chorus
_ asks us to 'Think, when we talk of horses, that you ;ee them/Printing

their proud hoofs i' the receiving earth' (1.26-7). But in the play 1ittle
or no éttempt is made to suggest pfoudly'charg;ng.hnrses. Instead horses
appear as the subject of debased dalliance,.as when the French discuss
their amorous adventures in terms of horse (i.e. whores) riding: 'ﬁy
‘horse is my mistress} {(3.7.45).
In the second prologue. the Chorus maintains that ‘all the youth

of England are'on.fire ... and honour'’s thought /Reigns sélgly in the breast
of every man' (2.1-4). However, in the scenes which follow we are con—

fronted with the dishonourable noblemen who have been bribed by the

French to assassinate Henry. Also, we learn that many of Henry's
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' prospective soldiers are elther cowards ('I dare not fight; but I

will wink and hold out mine iron,' 2.1.6-7) or umscrupulous opportunists
who'go to war for private gain ("Let us to France; like horse—leeches,r
my boys, /To suck, to suck, the’gg;y blood to suck!,' 2.3.56-7). 1In thé
third prologue, as we- have seen;the Chorus depicts Hepry's 'fleet
majestical' in gfandiloquent terms. But, in the play we are to find out
that Henry'sférmy and pfegumabl& the fleet as well are actually quite
small énd ingignificant. In the séme prologue Henry's men are referred

to as.'cull'd and choice-drawn cavaliers' (3.24), while the play offers

‘a rather different version. While the siege of Harfleur is underway

Pistol and his 'choice~drawn' cronies make a brief appearance, but

judging that 'the knocks are too hot' (3.2.3) quickly vanish égain.

b
In the meantime, a group of 'cull'd' officers, apparently unconcerned

“"about the progréss of the siege, amuse themselves with an aimiegs

discussion about the pros and cons of killing with swords and killing

-

with explosives. And as fbr their being 'cgvaliers,' how does that fit
the Scottish captain's threat to decapitate his Welsh colleague: ‘so
Chrﬁﬂléave me, I will cut off your.head' (3.2.136). Finally, in the

fqurfh'prolngue the Chorus describes how Henry visits and cheers his

-

soldiers(on the eve Bf Agincourt. Like a cdﬁcerned'and responsible
king 'forth e goes- and visits all his host' (4.32), the Chorus says,

With cheerful semblance‘énd sweet majesty;
That every wretch, pining and pale before,
Beholding him, plucks.comfort from his looks.

(4.40-2)

K

Again, #he play offers a different picture. Henry hides his 'sweet
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'ﬁ;jesty' from his-troops‘by disguising himself, as if reluctant to
assume his kingly responsib;lities. Furthermore, he does not encourage
his soldiers at all. Rathere he;concedes that gi;en the size of the
French army the English are like "men wracked upon arsand, that look

_to be washed off ihé next tide' (4.1.97-8). Lastly, how are we to
imagine Henry to look cheerful when, dreading defeat; he offeré up
an anguished prayer, in a soliloquy, mno less: ;Not to-day, O Lord!/

0 not to-day"' (4.1.398—9).

What are the implications of the discrepancy between play and
choruses? Three responses are possible. Two have been given by those-
who treat Henry V as Shakespeare's answer to the quegtion: 'What are
the facts?' The scholars who see Henry V as a factual dramatization
of a glorious war of conquest hold that there are no implica&ions other
than that we should literally omit ‘whdtéver ch;nc'd.' According to
them we ought to dismiss the events o{\the play as irrelevant and listen
to the choruses only. In other words taey“see Henry V as evocatiﬁ
history. The critics who view Henry V as a factual dramatization of a

"brawl ridiculous' maintain that there are no implications other than

that the choruses ﬁay 1ip service to the patriotic myth concerning

-

Henry, while the piéy undefmines that myth. According to them the
choruses'soqu hollow and insincere, while the play tells the truth about
' Henry. In,othef words they think that Heary V is scientific history.
*Again, it seems to me that both answers are wrong. They are wrong, partly

because they are the product of closet'iéading. No one can sit through

- a performance of Henry V, and, on the one hand, completely ignore the



events of the play, or, on the other, deny the genuineness of the

g

choruses whose pdwer%plrlanguage establishes an historical vision whose
actua%ity we cannot buﬁ acknowledgel They are wrong too, because the
orlginal question 'What are the facts?' is wrong. The third response,
which I take to be the correct one), is to say that Henry V answers

the qﬁestion: 'Hhat are fgcts?,' the answer being that in the conventional
sense pf the terﬁ there are no facts. In Henry V, to go beyond Sihney's
ph;ase; facts are both matters suéh as are <done and matters such as
_fantésfically ma& be suggested to be doné. The events of the play are
factua}, because we see them happén.' To say that they do not take place
is to say that we have not seen them. ‘The fiction of the choruses is .
factﬁal, because we believe in it:; To say that the choruses are

_ fictitious 1s to say that we ha;; not heérd them. That the play and the
.choruses tell mutually exclusive stories/yg bewi}dering — as bewlldering
as Poe's claim that in 2843 it may:bé possible £6 prove conclusively
that Washington fed on.hum;n flesh. Bué there is no way out of this
bewilderment. It will hot do to posit an objecéive historical reality

outside Henry V and then say that certain aspects of Henry V conform to

that reality, while the ones that do not are either irrelevant or tongue

-

in cheek, depending on which objective reality .one prefers to regard as .

the true one. That is not how Henry V works in the theatre, not to

-

mention that Henry V denies that such an objective reality can be

established in the first place.. The world of Hlenty V is an autonomous

entity, and within that world we can distinguish between the choruses and

the events of the play. Limited by our inadequate vocabulary, we may
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then ﬁse traditonal terminology and 1abél the choruses 'fictiqn' and o _%
‘the events 'fact,' but 3inée in effect we aceept the choruses as wéll

’ . ! ’ i
as tﬁe events as factual the.labels are as arbitrary as are élgebraic‘ {
symbols for unknown quantities. The one thing that_we do know for -~ SR
a certainty is that in Henxy V 'fiction' and 'fact' are contradictory.
But that is a confusing certainty, since we cannot choose between the
two. Henry V férces us to concede the factuality of either.'

Henry V can be approached from a different angle as well. ILf
the choruses in combinatioﬁ/with the plaf blur ,the dividing line betwéen
fact and fiction, the play considered in isolation does so as well.
Employing a strategy which runs exactly parallel to that used in the
choruses, Shakespeare hit upon the briliian;ﬂae;ice of presenting his
titular protagonist as a2 man who in his own'lifg and through his own
exploifs manages to convert fiction into fact. The remainder of~this‘
chapter wili Be taken up by a discussion of the role of Henry in the
play. In my feading df Henry V, the kiﬁg, along with his counsellor
Canterbury, serves to:restate the problem of the relationship between
fact and fictionm. - . ;

Henry V deals with a war between France and England. Cénterbury
furniﬁhes Henry with a wmotive for making war, while the king himself is in
charge of the campaign. Dramatically .. therefore, Cantefﬁqu and Henry
are the most important characters in the play. Both of ggem are 'choral'
characters in that togethgr they supply an accurate imitation of the

choruses. Shakespeare uses the archbishop first to demolish facts as

they are traditionally conceived of. Then he makes Canterbury substitute

L
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fiction for fact. And finally he has Henry transmute Canterbury's
fiction into new facts. The three phases in the gradual process of
conversion will be discussed in chronolegical corder, which is alsc the
order in which they appear in the play. .

The Church prelate s discourse on the legitimacy of Henry's claim
to the French crown form; the first phase. Canterbury' s speech is

objective, factual historiography pushed to its limits. We are over—

whelmed by names, dates, bald summary and unadorned facts. The following

Apassages are typicél.' This is a prose version of the archbishop's

account of Eye conquest of Salic:

- «+. the French [did nof] possess the Salic land until
four hundred one and twenty years after defunction of
King Pharamond ... who died within the year ... four
hundred twenty-six; and Charles the Great subdued the
Saxons, and did seat the French beyond the river Sala,
in the year eight hundred five. {(1.2.56-64)

And here Canterbury discourseé'on the genealogy of thirFTench.royal house:

' Hugh Capet .. who.hsurp'd the crown of Charles the Duke
of Lorraine, sole heir male of the true line and stock
~ . of Charles the Great ...-convey'd himself as heir to the
Lady Lingare, daughter to Charlemain, who was the son to
- Lewis the emperor, and Lewis the son of Charles the Great
" ... King Lewis the Tenth, who was the sole heir to the
usurper Capet, could not keep quiet ... wearing the
crown of France, till satisfied that fair Queen Isabel,
- his grandmother, was lineal of the Lady Ermengare,
daughter to Charles the foresald Duke of Lorraine (1.2.69-83)

Canterbury's enumeration of the facts is as'dull_as are the corresponding
passages in the choruses. ' The language in which they are communicated has

little appeal in the theatre, eveh though long-winded bombast sometimes
has its charm. And this time we not only spurn facts because they are

dull, but also because upon analysis Cantérbury's tfeapment of the facts’
. o . : -

“a
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turns out to be so erratic that we are hard pgt to it to make any sense
of them at a2l1l, In the quoted passages, for instance, Canterburﬁ

. implies Eg;t "four hundred one and twenty'’ plus_'four hundred twenty-six'
adds up to ‘eight hundrea five,' and also that Charlemagﬁe was both
father and son of Lewis th; emperor. Things become more confuging still
if we study the p;ssages in context. What emerges from théhcataract of
names and dates is an absurd self-defeating argument in the course of
which facts cancel each other out. It would seem that Canterbury is
saying that because Henry as well as Charles of France descend from
Charlemagne tﬂrough the female line, it f£pllows Ehat Henry is fhe right;
ful king of France, while for precisely the same reason Charles is a
usurper.ll of course during a performance we do not have ;he timé~to
analyze Canterbury's speech in detail, but even so-the archbishop leaves
us with a ggﬁeral feeling that objective facts are tedious and useless ‘
playthings, which neither prove nor disprove anytﬁing and which do not
deserve serious consideration. Heﬁry.gives volce to our tedium when he
‘_interrupts Canterbury with the impatient question: "May T with right and
conscience make this claim?' (1.2;96). The remark clearly suggests

that to Henry's mind the archbishop's speech, though apgarantly grounded

on solid fact, has nothing substantial to offer. The sole effect of

llFor a detailed and amusing discussion of the absurdity of
Canterbury's speech, see Harold C. Goddard, The Meaning of Shakespears
(Ctiicago, 1951}, pp.220-1.

4
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Canterbury's words on Henry is that he wants to hear something more
exciting than facts. The king (and we with him) are ready for the second
phase: ‘ J

Aﬁter Henry has swept Canterbury's facts under the carpet, tﬁgv
archbishop adoptqfa different tone. He no longer tries to estab;ish a
factual justification for the French campaign, but instead -asks the king

to play with his fancles and work his thoughts. Inﬂtrue'choral fashioq

Canterbury gets genry's 'imaginary forces' to visualize fictiqﬁalizéd-

facts which prove to provide a far more powerful motive for going té

war than the preceding jumble of objective.facts. The archbishop asks

Henry to invoke the 'war~like spirit’ (1£2.104) of his great-grandfather

and the latter’'s son
Who on the French ground play'd a tragedy, ‘
Making defeat on the full power of the French
" Whiles his most mighty father on a hill
Stood smiling to behold his lion's whelp
Forage in blood of French nobility. (1.2.106-10)

~

The reference is to an actual historical event, ‘but the awesome vision

of a superhuman figure standing on an elevation and smiling with divihe -

detachment, as down below events unroll in accordance with his wishes,
belongs to the realm of fiction - a fiction memorable enough to be almost

indistinguishable from fact. At first Henry does not wor® his thoughts

hard enough, for he raises the level-headed objection that in his absence .

the Scots may invade England. But switching from fictionalized historical.

fact-to pure fiétion, Canterbury fuels the vision by dfawing'an

entrancing picture of Henry as a mighty emperor bee,#lording it over the

-

lowly inhabitants of the beehive who either slave away in the emperor's
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.sernvice, or else aye delivered 'o'er to executors pale' (1.2.203).

..35. "'l o /

No sooner has Cantexbury finished than Henry explodes into an impassioned

-

.batéle cry: 'Now are we well resolv'd ... Frahce being ours, we'll

bend it to our awe/Or break it all to.pieces.' And using terms which
refer back to the %pages of the figure of the hill and the emperor bee, ~
he continues: S ) - ¢
‘ «.+ there we'll sit,

Ruling in large and ample empery _

O'er France and her almost kingly dukedoms (1.2.222-6)
Faétﬁally Henry may not have much of a ‘case, but the king now commences

to convert Canterbury's fiection into new facts — and fully succeeds in

doing so. Whether Hgnry-has.a factual right to the French crown becomes

iV

increasingly unimpoftant. He grabs, for the crowm, and that is a fact

4

"if ever there was one. o ’

-

The third phase begins. Throughout the play Henry sows images
that befit his role as omnipotent monarch. Using language that has a'

rhetoricﬁl appeal, surpassing even the moéf tﬁrilling péssaéés in the

' choruses, Henry repeatedly de_scribq-s"himsel_f and his army as an un-—

. \ . .
stoppable force that will trample underfoot everything that appears in its

.

path. For instance, on receiving the Dauphin's insulting gift of tennis-—

" balls, the king threatens France with total anhihilat@on’iﬁ'terms that -

make an indelible’ impression on us: 'I will dazzle all the eyes of

France' '(1.2.279), Henry says,
... for many a thousand widows
Shall this his mock [the Dauphin's] mock aut of their dear husbands;
Mock mothers from their sons, mock castles down'
And some are yet ungotten and unborn -
That shall have cause to curse the Dauphin S scorn. (1 2.284-8)

..

2!
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,éimilarly, before Harfleur Henry refers to his soldiers as dehumanized

war-engines that, once in motion, will mow down each and every citizen

of the besieged cisf:

y -

. ' ... in a moment look to see
The blind and bloody soldier with'foul hand
Defile the locks of your shrill-shrieking daughters-
Your fathers taken by the silver beards,
And their most reverend heads dash d to the walls;
Your nakéd infants spitted upon pikes, -

- ' © . Whiles the mad mothers with their howls confus'd

- _ Do break the clouds. ‘ (3.3.33-40)

-Lestly, at Agincourt,. Henry suggests that even in case of fefeat his

army. will strike at the French from beyond the grave, 'Killing in

_ relapse of mqrtality'“(4.3.107).‘ Addressing himself to the French

herald, he says:

‘e though buried in your dunghills,
_ They [ the English] shall be fam'd; for there the sun shall greet them,
. And draw ‘their honours reeking up to héaven,
Leaving their earthly parts to choke your clime, -
The smell whereof shall breed a plague in France. (4.3.99-103)

The*léﬁéuage is hyperbolic. Henry does not really carry out his threats: *

. he does not have to. His soldiers, judging from what we see of them,

are mot half so coﬁtegeous and irrepressible as Henry maintains. On the

-other hand the king's rhetoric is unforgettable. It would be wrong to
. : < ,

call it myth maki?g Henry makes facts in the same way in‘which the

comparable passages in the choruses establish facts. Nor is it a matter
L i .

P

of hhetoric alone., Henry is not an historian who describes events in )

tﬂe past, but-is a participant in and prime force behind historical events.

Héhryuis net an idle boaster, for when the action is over France is in

a shambles. Regardless of whether Agincourt was a 'brawl ridiculous'

or a glorious fight, the upshot is that the fields of France lie fallow

a

ey,

b

f’,
I\
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" ('all her husbandry doth lie on heaps,’' 5.2.39), the French army has

37

been crushed ('ten thousand Ffench' lie siain in the field),'éharleé

. resigns and swears fealty, and Henry acquires the title of 'Roy

; .
d'Angleterre, Héritier de France' and 'Rex Angliae, et Haeres Franciae'

. (5.2.358-60). By the end of the play Henry is the mighty figure on .

4

the mountain. What began as a rather outlandish fiction is a fait

accompli.- ' A dream has generated an undeniable fact. Literally wiping

" out the dividing line between fact and fiction, ‘Henry makes fiction come

true. We may feel a little uneasy about his bldatant imperialism, but

* Henry pulls it off, and on the whole we admire him for it. -Ahdhin s0 o

doing, have we not become his accémplices? ﬁave.ée_no; admitted that
fact cannot be sepdrated from fiction? Or that the impossibility of
drawing the boupda;y line between fact and fiction 1s an inescapaﬁl&
agpect of the human condition? Aftef Heﬁgx V, ww are we ta define
"fact' and 'fiction'? In Henry V 'fzct' and 'fiction' are made and

unmade at will.

.
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CHAPTER TWO

2 HENRY Iv
The first task an histofian usuaily sets himself is to distinguish
between relevant and irrelevant events, for even the most meticulous
chronicier would not attempt to include all events of a given pFriod in
his description. After a process of selection the historian will decide
that civil war is important, while a street fight is not; the inaugur;tion
' of a new head of state demands'atteﬁtion, a bfawl in a red-light district
dqes not; the death of a king is in, the life of a streetwélker is aut.
The serious historian deals with grand events and leaves out’ the
irrelevant. As an histé?ical work 2 Henry iV is extraordinary for- the
.Vﬂfac; that it does not make a choice between thé'releva;t and the
irrelevant, presenting both as equally important”and unimportant. Not
'that the play is an exhaustive catalogue of everything that happened
during the yéﬁré éovered by the play. Certainly not. Thé ﬁiay is a very -
compressed.historicai account, and in that sénée a selection has been .
.madeﬂ But the principle of selection is an odd one. Shakespeare has
selected evénts in such a way as to suggest thﬁt he hag not. selected
theﬁ — not with any degree.of.copsistency, that-is; Simple stockt?king
will illustrate ﬁy point.
N The action of the play is'evenly distributed between the worlﬁ of
higﬁ politics and Falsfaff's tavern worlq. The auhience ge;s equal
exposure to both, and each is alternately presented as iﬁportant and

insignificant, so that it never becomes clear where the true centre of

interest lies. Sometimes the irrelevant is suppressed and the relevant
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highlighted, as we would eipect in a serious work of histo;y. At other .
times the reverse is true: insignificant events are blown up out of all
proportion, while crucial events are ignored. Startiﬁg with the world of
kings and princes we notice that a number of scenes stress the significance
of events that Are historically impo;tant in that they affect the entire .
nation, while others do just the opposite. In other words, some scenes
suggest that Shakeépeare wa; writing ser;ous history.as it 18 traditionally
conceived of, others imply that he was doing nothing of the kind. Proper
emphasis is placed on tﬁe confrontation between the king's men and the
" rebels, the altercation between the king and the heir apparent when
the latter takes away his father's crown, the king's final words of
advice to his son,rthe réappointment“of the Loxd Ch;ef Justice by Henry V .
and the establishment of order in the kingdom. On the other hand,
.Northumberland's criticai deéision to abandon the cause of the reSélS i;‘

. treated scantily, his ultimate défeat is barely touched ﬁpon, the king's

death and the coronation of his successor take place off-stage, while the

. '
2

new king, far from being givéﬁ a chance to assert-himgelf at the conclusicn
:of the pl§y3 is made to disappear from sight before the action is aover:
after the king is gone, decided inferiors hold thé stagé ~ Falstaff

P aﬁong others. 1In short,—i; some places‘Shakéépeare brings cut the full
significance of events that we normally think of as important, while in
others he makes so 1itt1e of them that we are hardly aware that they take

“«iplace. ’
Tﬁrning from the world of high seriousness to the tavern world, we

obseizi/;hit some scenes dwell at length on the lives of whores and petty

crooks, thus leaving'the audience with the feeling that the irrelevant is all
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that matters, or possibiy that Shakespeare was primarily-interested in
examining the effect of gragd events on the common pecple. But then there
are other scenes which bring out the utter inéiguificmmx:of Falstaff and’
h%s environment, and which therefore seem to have been written from the
é;int of view of the serious historiographer.' The tavern scene at the end
of act two, for instance, is by far the longest scene in the play, while
in the briefest scene Falstaff's female acquaintances are rapidly dis-
posed of by officers of the léw {the scenes run td 387 and 31 lines R
respectively). The one scene suggests that the play's emphasis is on

Falstaff and his comrades, the other that no such emphasis is Intended.

In much the same way an ;pordinate amount of attemntion is gliven to

Falstaff's recruiting‘précﬁices,/as if to indicate either that the f&cus

1s on Falstaff, or that Falstaff?é abuse Af the king's press will signi-

ficantly affect the outcome 6f the struggle with the rebels. But in a
“subsequent scene (again a brieﬁ,one), the empﬁasis shifts from Falstaff

to Prince John,who lets us kno; that, since by the time Falstaff arrived

at the battlefield the rebels had already been captured, it is not bf

the least importanée what Falstaff did or did not,dol Similarly, Falstaff's

A doodling and merrymaking at the house of Shallow is treated in great detail

“ as 1f it were a major event, while his ;ejec;ion by the king is ‘a m;tter

of a few words. The former scene implies a keen interest in the irrelevant,

!

the latter exposes the irrelevant for what it is.
To sum up, 2 Henry IV is not orthodox historiography, but it also
is nog purely anecdotal history. The emphasis is not entirely on the

tavern world or on the king's world. Nor are Falstaff's world or the world

B or - . SLE Y S
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of high politics gonsistently discrédited. Sometimes ‘Shakespeaxre pays
attention to the irrelevant, at other times he does not. In some places
the dram;tist concentrates on the relevant, elsewhere he consciously
refrains from doing so. The question now arises: 'What kind of history
was Shakespeare trying to write in 2 Henry IV? What is the historical
per;pective that emerges from the play?' Of course, 2 Henry IV is not

without precendent or parallel in the Western world. In many respects -

/"‘

2 Henry IV has close affinities with.thé type of digressive history as we

know it from Herodotus and Plutarch. The Histories and the Lives also

present the relevant and irrelevant, the big and the small as equally
significant or insignificant. But where the Greeﬁ historians could be
accused of primitivism, no such charge could be levelléd against Shakéspeare
who seems to know exactly what he is doiﬁg.l 2 Henry IV can.ﬁardly be .
called a mistake. The pattern outlined above is too chaotic not to be
-deliberate. Also; there isea paréllel between 2 Henry IV and modern

«- journalism which presents contemporary history asan odd jumble of gossip

and serious news. But where today's ﬁews media cg& claim lack of perspecfiye,
Shakespeare was writing about events that took place some two huqdred years
before he was born and that had been fully documented. Given that Shake-—

speare was neither a priﬁitive nor badly informed, what are we'to.ﬂake of

the inchoate'successioﬁ of uprisings, drinking bouts, coronations and

4

. ]'But perhaps Herodotus and Plutarch are not primitive, Perhaps
they merely look at history in a different way. Their 'digressions' may
"be part and parcel of a valid and sophisticated historical perspective -
one which rejects the distinction between relevant and irrelevant.
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street fights, which afe offered as histgfy in 2 Henry IV? What are the
implications o£ such an approach to histgéy? .

I think the answer is as follows.ﬁuggx;ier I sald that the historian's
first task is to distinguish be tween the:reievant and the irrelevant., In
2 Henry IV that process of selection is avoided, or, to be more precise,
great events and minor incidents are alternafely deflated and 1nf1ated,
so that in the end tﬁe terms 'great'ran& "minor, " ’relfvant' and 'irrelevant'
cease to signify anything. Selection is a form of interpretation. If in
an "historical work every principle of selection is ?ejected, except for
that principle wheréby history becomes meaningless hodgepodge, the
possibility of inte;freting history begins to disappear. Now‘when:we move
from an external description of 2 Héngz IV (specifically the 1eﬁgth of each

scene) into the play itself, we soon discover that the play's external

features have been designed to reflect the central concern of the play,

L

which is exactly the question whether it is at all poésiblgrfb understand

‘history. Selecfion is onk form of interpretation which the play questions.

But seiectiqn alone is not.the aim of.historiograahy. An historian aoes

not merely draw up a chronoldgical list of important events, but organizes
the raw materialuof hiétory around one or seéerai céhfral figures who may
be sald- to bring about those events. In a se#se historiography “is aiways
biogréphical. Whether man does or dogs not believe that the planet he
occuples has a preferred‘position in time and épace,-he never abandons
belief in his centrality. Man doés not-eiplain the events of the past ip

- o

terms of scientific lavs as he does when’ talking about the interaction of

atoms or the generation of heat. He places himself at the centre of an

-

S—
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event. Efénts‘arg viewhkd as -caused by specific individuals. In

2 Henry IV, hpweﬁer, we sgarch in vain for‘central figurqg for the .
simplg reasQn that the play has no hero. ‘Jpst as Shakespeare refuses

to discriminatg between the releQant and ;trelevanf, so he also declines
to ar;ange his mater;al ardqu a ﬁivotal character. -

' Starting ﬁitﬁ the chara;ters‘who wield political power, who among
either the rebels or the king's éarty qualifies as. a major characﬁer? The
' opeﬁing scene of the play suggests that.No;thumberland will play a role
of some importance in subéequent events, but he does not. He makes one.
brief apﬁear;nce later on, then passeé out of the story. The other rebels
figure in a handful‘of scat tered scenes, but fail to leave a 1;sting ,
impression on the audience. We may ;emember the archbishop, because as
a churchman- he makes an improbable rebel. 3But apart from his title the?e
is not anything nqteworthy about him. Prince John is instrume;tal in the
'dééeat of the rebels, but wé hear virtually nothing of him in the res£‘of

the play. The Lordlchief'Justice-is equally q?impﬁrtant dramaﬁically.

Tﬁice we meet him wandering through the.streets of London. Then he vanishes
and does not re—enter the play until. the very end where Henry V plays a

. cat-and-mouse game with him. Prince Henry's role is minimal too. At
unequal intervals he moves in and out of the piay; but never is he a

- compellihg presence on the stage. Early in the play he is downright boring,

as when he exchanges dull and pointless jokes with Poins and Falstaff.

- .
-

wE . : . .
Later, whenever -there is action of some kind, as at Gaultree Forest where
the rebel army has gathered, he is conspiéuously absent. He never says
or does anything memorable apart from stealing his dying father's crown,

and, as indicated gbove, at the moment when he could emerge as the hero
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(ﬁe.it somewhat belatedly)~5y establishing himself firmly as:the nevw man
‘in power, he makes a graceless exit while the play continues. Finally,
most stfiking of all is that the play's titular psotagonist could not

have had a less oﬂérous role. In the thirgiact we catch a glimpse of him
for the first time, and when he comes back he only does so to &ie. Yet

his actual death does not take pléae on the stage, as if it is an event
not worth recording. The deathbéd scene 1s abruptly bfokgn off to make way
for Shallow's and Falstaff's dallying in the orchard of the country justice.
Of course a character can have a small part and nevertheless be the hero of
the blay. 'éha;espaare's Julius Caesar is a case in point. We do not see
much of Caesar on the stage, but throughout the play everybody always
discusses him. In 2 ﬁEnEx IV it 1s different, however. The characters
listed above rarely meet or even gent?on each other. They seem to lead .
isolated egiﬁpences. Moving on separate planes, they occasionally bump
into one another and then are off again into the‘unknown. ﬁith_refefence
to the Lord Chief Justice, one comméntator has written tha;"he does not

s0 much enter the plot as move through its interstitial spaces.'2 ‘Thé
same holds true for the other chara;ters'from ‘the political_wa?ld of

2 Henry IV. Nobody is in control, ﬁb dﬁe-staﬁds dut:_ No character in -

particular is talked about more than any other.

) _ 2 Robert Ornsﬁein, A Kingdom for a Stage: _ The Achievement of
Shakespeare's History Plays (Cambridge,-Mass:,+1972), p. 155.




If we now return to Falstaff's world, we meet the one character in
the play who has been given a major part: Falstaff himself who makes mofe
‘appearances and has more lines than the king and his ‘son together. BuF
does that turn Falstaff into the hero of 2 Henry IV? Not really. Falstaff
has none 6f the charécteristics of a hero. He is a repulsive lecher, and,
if the truth be known, a dreadful bore despite his mythic aura ana his-_
absurd claim that he is not only witty in himself 'but the cause that wit
is in other men' {(1.2.9). At best the Falstaff of 2 Henry IV is an anti-
hero like Fellini's clowns or.the tired comed%a;'in Chaplin's Limeligﬁt
who has iost the ability to eﬁtertain and does not know it. Hls tedious
jokes ramble on for ever, without reaching a punch line. Falstaff may Ee
-;Ehe hero of his cwﬁ'private play, but as audienceAwé néverllook forward to
- hig next appearance. ﬂerg is a representative excerpt from one of his
tiresom; monologues: |

A‘good sherris—-sack hath a twofold operation in it. It ascends me into

the brain, dries me there all thg foolish and dull and crudy vapours
which environ it, makes it apprehensive, quick, forgetive, full of

nimble, fiery and delectable shapes, which delivered o'er to the voice,
the tongue, which is the birth, becomes excellent wit. The second property

of your excellent sherris is the warming of the blood .... (4.3.95-102)

In this vein Fa&staff goes on and on. It takes a naive audience indeed to

. r] -

:be amused gy this autistic gabble. In-any'case,-even if Faiétaff was a
thorpughlydenéaging charaétLr, he b£111 would not be the hero, no matFer how
large his part is. As I hinted earlier, it is made very plain that Falstaff
has not the least impact on the historical events in which he is caught up.
Whenever confronted with a character from the other camp, whether the Lord

Chief Justice, or Prince John, or Prince Henry, he is’ shoved aside as a

i
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mere nobody. And where he, along with his cronies, does seem to function*

as spokesman for the man in the street; that does noﬁ make ﬁim a hero

eitﬁer, because, as I pointed out, 2 Henry IV as a whole doe; not sbecifiéaliy
" concern itself with little-people-history.

) If the distinction between important and unimportant events is one
form of iﬂéerpretation, and the ;hoicé of a pijotal figure anothéﬁ, the
historian aléo decides on a central event in his attempts to combrehend-
history. The historian shows how a séfieé.df events leads up tola climactic
event which explains and gives meaning to all the others. History is in its

‘essencé teleclogical. WNot necessatily iﬁ a theological sense, but in that

-behind every work of history 1ies‘the asshmption that mgn'é actions have

an innate purpose, that human endeavour leads somewhere. xpe hiétoriaﬁ
traces confiﬁuities. It is his bread and-butter. The society in which he
lives pays him fof ft. Starting out.from a meaningless succession of events,
the historian is éxpe;ted éo ?gk ﬁiﬁself: ’Wha%nis the fo;al éoint? What.“
is the culminating event? To which event can all other events of a given
period be meaniﬁéfully ;elated?" He is also expected Lo come up with
answers. 1In 2 Henry 1V, however, the questions aré neither posed nor.

&
' ~
answered. Just as Shakespeare refuses to separate the relevant from the

v

irrelevant and to arrangé h%s-material around a central figure, so he also
deélines to give tﬁe audiencg a ééhée of direction. . ' -
‘In 2 Henry IV one écene affer the otﬁer evokes a pictﬁre of pointless
activity,'frustrated.energy, and of characters plotting on the basls of
false expectatioﬁs with no‘idea where they are going. The -theme is
announced in general terms by Rumour, the character who délivers the

.prologue and who in a way presides over the play. Rumour is the arch liar

L
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who holds out false promises, raises false hopes and spreads false reports
only to thwart expectations, dash hopes and withdraw his statements. Rumour
both externalizes man's desire to discover a telos and exposes the ﬁbtion

of  telos as a paltry lie. Throughout 2 Hen;z IV the theme is played out

in endless variations. On hearing of his son's death, for instance, ! \*(/
Northumberland works himself up to a frenzy, threatening to cause‘universal
destfuction, shortly afterwards, however, judging thac the risks are too

great, he flees Lhe country with his tall between his legs ~ and gets killed

in his place of-refuge like the gardener from theOriental fairy-tale who

- hoped to escape from the claws of Death. The pattérn is typical of 2 Henxy IV:

a plan or a sudden outburst of energy, followed bv a reversal of the

o;iginal intentions or instant failure, Falstaff sends his page on an

errand to obtain silk on credit; Fhe page returns empty-handed. The Lord -
Chief iustice addres§elealstaff'to befate him for his role in the Gad's’

Hill robbery; Falgtaff simulates deéghess. "York énd his fellow conspirators
-_plan to overthrow the king, “but are worried that their army may not

be large enough; it all does not matter, f;r on the battlefield not a blow

A

" is struck and York 1s outwitted by the juvenile delinquent Prince John. The )
Hastess sues Falstaff for unpaid debts; attempts to arrestﬂFaistaff fall and L
the old man manages to getlthe HosteSs to drop‘charges;againat him. The
Lord,ChiefEJustice pronounces the Hostes; an honest woman; later ‘he has her .,

picked up. Prince ﬁenry and Poins intend to &isguise themselves and spy

on Falstafﬁi they are recognized a}most immediately and are summoned to

couft before getting an opportunity to carry out their pIEn. Falstaff-looksr ( i

"forward to a night of revelry with Doll and the Hostess; hélfway through

, the night he is told to pack his bags and go to war. Pistol-attempts to

- - -
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gain forcible entry into the ‘Boar's Head Tavern where he is ‘not wanted; ‘

v

Falstaff throws him out. At one o'clock in the morning the siéeplgss.king

-

calls his advisers out of bed to discuss what measures are to be taken against

the rebels; he is reminded that he has already done all there was to be

done gn& his'advisers go back to bed. Shallow waﬁts Falstaff to eniiét
Mouldy and Bullcalf, the best men in the village; they bribe Falsﬁaff and
are allowéa to stay home;r Falstaff hopés to impfess his superioré by“
single-handedly capturing a rebel; Prince John jnforms him that even before-
his arrival the rebellion had beeﬁ quenéhed. Thé king reiterates his

-

decision to organize a crusade; hours'later‘he'dies. Prince Henry steals -~ -

-

his father's cran, when for once the‘latter‘is not plagugd bx insomnia;

;:he king wakes up and Henry has to return his booty. Sha}llow lends Falstaff
a thousand pounds, hoping to obtaiy influénce at court through Falstaff; y
Falstaff'is banished by the new lking. The selg-righteous-Lord Chief Justice
makes an impressi;e dispiay of unﬁgiling inteérity;.ﬂenry vairst appoints
him chief‘édviser at cquré, then drops him like a brick: ,

And there is more. it is not just the events of the play which create
a modd of futility, ill-directed energy and frustration. There are also the

"

countless rgferences to illness, déan, old age, weariness and infertility.'
If the‘char;;ters move aﬁywhere‘at all, it is towards death, the end oé.all
activity and purpose. The women in the play are.either widows or whores.
VThej do noﬁ give birth to normal offspring but to 'Unfathgr'd heirs and
loathly bi;thfof nature'”ja.A.IZi), or, as in Doll's éase,'to cushions.
Nort£umber1and's castle is a 'worm-eaten hold of ragged stome' in wh%ch

'61d Northumberland, /Lies crafty-sick' .(Induction 35-7). The Lord Chief

Justice is advanced in years. Falstaff has-'moe &iseases than he knew fof,'

T



'every part about him' is-'blasted with antiquity'; he is a 'withered -

elder,' a 'dead elm' (1.2.3-4,183; 2.4.256, 328). Prince Hdgry is,

'exceeding weary' (2.2.1). His father suffers from sleeplessness and a

'whoreson apoplexy' (1.2.107). York is gre}, Bullcalf has a cold, Shallow's

former écquaintances'are elther dead or on the way out, and Shallow too

will not make it much longer: 'We shall all follow, cousin,' Silence

says to him (3.2.35),. The kingdom itself is 'Gasping for life' and rank
_ \ . .

with diseases -'mear the heart of it' (1.1.268, 3.1.40). On those rare
; .

‘occasions when a character displays some vigour it is invariably with a

destructive purpose in mind. As when Northumberland calls out for

universal chaos, or when Pistol threatens to kill Doll and the Hostess,

or when Prince Henry grabs his father s crown, or when the ruthless haugn

man Prince John orders the execution of the leaders of the rebel}ion. The

one thing ip the play.which carries. the positive suggestion of fecondity

. But its owner ig a corrupt Justice who

@

and new life is Shallow's orchard.
lets criminais go scot—free at the request of his servants:

have some countenance at his friend's request' (5. 1 40-1), Davy says to .

Shallow who eravenly complies. Mopfover, Shallow himself refers to his

¢

land as 'Barren, barrem, barren’ (5.3.7). p;

Finally, the.play has no climax. The audience never has the feeling

‘that it is going somewhere. We remember the play for individual scenes:

Falstéff'wobbliﬁg across the stage the fight at the Boar's Head, Prince

John committing one of the blackest acts of treachery on record the death-,

bed scene and so forth. But there is not one particular scene which .could

. be called the culminating point' of the action. ‘How ooq}d there be a climax

'a knave should_

L
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. in a play which keeps going off-on tangents, which has no dominating

&

characters_and in which the relevant matters as much or as little as’the
irrelevant? The plot of 2 Herry IV lacks a centre. 2 Henry IV‘is)a series
of self—contained mini—plays. The narrative drifts plods on, bogs down,

meanders off, breaks up, lingers over trivial scenes, skips essential

‘ones, but goes nowhere.

"

It may be necessary to elaborate a,little on this point,vfor‘it

&
has been argued that the Lord Chief Justicelshodld‘be seen as ideal justice .

personified, and that Prince Henry's acceptance of justice at the end of

_ the play constitutes something of a climax.3 I £ind myself in complete

disagreement with that reading for a nunber'of reasons.4 First, since

both characters play minor roles and never meet until the last scene of

- “
-

‘the play, I do not see how the scene in question could possibly strike the

"

audience as climactic. To my mind no one can stage the meeting of Prince

. Henry and the Lord Chief Justice in such a way that the audience suddenly

feels that this is the moment it has been #aiting for, the crowning event
that drives home the point of that deliberately disorganized sequence of
preceding events As far as I can see the scene’ is just another disjeinted

incgdent. Second, nowhere in the play does‘Prince Henry transgress the -

'
.

law. Reference %s made to Prince Henry's striking the Loxrd Chief Justice,.

but we do not see this infraction ofwthe‘laq take place on the stage.

31 am referring to the familiar theory proposed by E.M. W. Tillyard.‘
" See Shakespeare's History Plays (London, 1944), p. 265.

the confrontation between him and Prince Heary, I amplify a series.of
observations made by Robert Ornstein in A Kingdom for A4 Stape: The Achieve-

ment of Shakespeare's History Plays (Cambridge, Mass./, 1972), pp.- 152-5;,
and Sigurd Burckhardt in Shakespearean Meani gs |(Bxrincetonr, 1968), pp.
. . B4

157-62.

/ '

4In my comeents on the Lord Chief Justice and'igz implications of

e

AT AT Y

it o
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Furthermore, Prince Henry repeatedly disassoclates himself from the

lawless Falstaffians. To Poins he says: 'What a disgrace is it to me to
. : J

remember thy namel!' (2.2.13). And theré is no lightheartedness, but only

-

disgust in the words he utters while watching Falstaff and Doll: 'Look
whe'er the withered elder hath not his poll clawed like a parrot? (2.2.256-7).
Then what is so remarkable about his public acceptance of justice? The

Prince may manage to fool some characters in the'play, but he certainly does

not surprise anyone in the audience. We knew all alﬁng that he was on
the right track. Third, it is not true that Prince Henry wholeheartedly

submits himself to the authority of the Lord Chief Justice. He calls him

father and says that he will seek his counsel on‘every occasion. But as

H

~ soon as he gets the chance he starts ordering the Loxd Chief Justice about

.

like a messenger boy, without cansulting him or ahyone else: 'Be it your

Pl

.charge, my Lord, /To see perform'd the tenor of my word,' he says, referring
to the arrest and banishment of Falstaff (5.5.69—70); This is surely very

different from: 'I will étoop and humble my intents/To your well-practis'd

wise directions’ (5.5.12dr1).' In other words, the startling trapsformation

which the Prince had planned does not really amount to‘much. Fourth, in his

two earlier appearances the Loxrd Chief Justice is portrayed as a ﬁllﬂly

foolish figure, which is a far cry from ideal justice personified. Rather

thaﬁ seeking out criminals the Lord Chief Justice inadvertently stumEiga/r

E H . Com
upon them. Running into Falstaff in London's red-light district, he says:

i

'How now, Sir John? ... Doth this become your place, your time, and business?’

- L

(2.1.63~4). But if the Loxd Chief Justice 1s‘amazed to find Falstaff on

t .
-

homeground, should we not be more amazed at the Justice's ineffectual ’ -

meanderings through London? Also, in his first meeting with Falstaff, the




52

Lora Chief Justice shows himsel% ignorant of the finer points_of the 1aﬁ
and displays an objectionaple*gfndency to use a double standard, which is
the last thing we would expect f£rom someone of his profession. iﬁe.Lord
Chief‘Justice aecuses Fa}sﬁgff of failing to responé to a summons. In
reply Falstaff pointé ou£ that since he was on military duty, he was

P

immune from prosecution: 'As I was then advised by my learned counsel in

the laws of this 1énd—service, I did not come' (1.2.133-4). . The Justice
‘then chides Falstaff for his loose behaviour. At his ége he .should know

better, the Justice says. At the same time, the Lofd Chief Jﬁstice has

arranged for Falstaff to join the expedition against the yebels. "Falstaff
aptly comments that 'Lf ye will needs say I am an old man, you should give

me rest' (1.2.216-7).

.-

T have discussed the role of thé torﬂ*Chief.Justice in 2 Henry IV,
and the significance, or rather insignificance, of his confrontation with
Prince Henry in some_datail; not just to dispell a persistent critical
mytﬁ, bGt Be;ause the_Chiéf Justice strikes me as an excellent examble of
someone uho‘might havé Beeq an impesing figure or even the central character
- in a different play, but definitely is not in 2 Henry IV. Similarly his
meeting with Prince Hénry nicely illustrates how a scene which could have
been a thrilling climax in another context is just‘a sorry affair inhthe
pla& under discussion. Oné can only coﬂclude that 2 Henry IV is literally
a‘pointless play. The endless succéséibn of purposeless activiti;s, the
imageryrand charactérizétion, and 1a§tly the absence of a truly climactic
moment collectively unprop accepted belief in history as a meaningful

Pl

progreséion, a goinpg-towards something other than death and nothingness.
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The following passage from one of the king's speeches expresses the nihilist
defeatist mood of the play well:

0 God, that one might read the book of fate,

And see the revolution of the times

Make mountains level, and the continent

Weary of solid firmness, melt itself

Into the sea, and other times to see

The beachy girdle of the ocean

Too wide for Neptune's hips; how chance's mocks
And changes fill the cup of alteration

With divers liquors! 0, if this were seen,

The happiest youth, viewing his progress through,
What perils past, what crosses to'ensue,

Would shut the book and sit him down and die. (3.1. 45 56)

v, b

. To separate the relevant from the irrelevant, to choose a central
figure, to determine the telos of a sequence of events are all attempts at .
interpreting history. 2 Henxy IV thwarts these at;emnts, so that history
becomes esséntially an incomprehensible process. And the play undermines
‘the possibility of understanding history in yet another vay. An historian
seiects‘important eveuts, arranges them around a villain, a genius or a hero,
ann'demonstrates‘hbw they lead up to a climactie event, but he does more than
that. “The histdrian also'wents to know why things happened the way they did.
Why did a prince spend his déys in the tavern? Why was a king dethroned?
Why did civil war break out? The historian wbr#s backwards as well as
forwards. He is normonly interested in the telos, but also in the origin
of things. A_series of:events being known, he will try to define causal
relationshipe between them. The.questinn of causality lies at the heart of
every historical inquiry. Deny that things can be explained in terms of
cause and effecr, and the edifice of history collapses;‘ It is'a shock’

therefore to encounter a serious histérical work which posits the meaning-

nlessness of the notion of cause, but 2 Henry IV is such a work. Considered

..
.
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fro;'the‘point of view of the characters, the play categorically refuses

to explain the cause of anything except in terms of chance, caprice and
blind fate. The characters ineist that they have no control over the events
in which they participate,;that they do not understand them, and cannot -be
yeld responsible for them. As they see it, things happen for no reason

at all - or at least not for reasons which the ;ationai mind can grasp.

. The characters fall @eto three .groups. The first and least interesting
comprises the characters who populate'Falstaff's tavern world. These
characters lead mainly priﬁate lives and are Eherefefe, like most of us, -
in the fortunate pesition ef eot having to explain their actions. However,

as soon as they are forced out of their privacy, their universe disintegrates.

Confronted with tﬁe law in the final scenes of thelplay they are crushed

-

like Kafka's characters. They are called to account and fail to come up

with satisfactory answers. Doll and the Hostess emit';partieulate screams,

4

the vociferous Pistol 1apsee into silence and the big talker Falstaff
munBles something about the king not being ser;pps:-'That can hardly be...

I shall be sent for in priﬁate to him' (5.5.76—751. 13" -
-&
The main representatives of the second group are the king and his -

son, Because they hold public offices they may be expected to account for
their motives in detail, or at least to lie cohereutly about them, but they
do not. Prince Henry' s erratic beheviour defies rational explanation and
his feeble attempts at explaining himself only deepen the mfstery._ He
despises Poins, but nevertheless persists in'seeking:his company because he

»

hopes to impress his future subjects with an unexpected transformation which

he has been publicly announcing for'years; "It would be hard to think of a
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more nonsensical reason. He is overcome with grief at his father's illness,
or says he is ('my heart bleeds ipwardly thag'my father is so sick,'
2.27h5-6), but refuses to comfort the dying man fof fear that people may take
him for a_thPcriteI .The logic is that'of a madman. Believing his father

to be déad, he, does ﬂot deem it ﬁecessary to inform the nobles at court, .
but puts on the king's crown and walks off. Pressed for an explanation he
can do no better than resort to the old I-wastust-looking trick. He behaves
like'a child Fhat is caught’red—handed with an empty tin of biscuits and
.claims mot to have touched the’qonteﬂts; What it boils down to is that’

-

Prince Henry has no idea why he beh;ves so peculiarly. It is astonishing
to hear-an histori;ﬁ Qay that Prince So—and-so did such and such a thing
for the hell of it, but that is exactiy what the play implies abqut Prince
Henry. That Shakespeare derived his account of the Prince's childish
escapades from his sources is immaterial. fhe point is that h&'coﬁld_have'
supplied Henry with‘a motive, but did not do so. R y C
The Prince's father is another character who does not know why he
ﬂdoes whatevef‘ic is he does. 1In two reminiscential passages, in qhich ge
talks about the deposition of Richard I, he states*emphatiéally that his
usurpation was a matfer of necessity. Pérsonally he somehﬁw'did‘noﬁ

have a hand in it: it just happened. 'I had no such intent,' he says,

But that ne&8ssity so bow'd the state
That I and greatness were compell'd to kiss. (3.1.72-4)
; o . '

Or, 'as he puts it later, in his son's presence:

God knows, my son,
By what by—paths and indirect crook'd ways
1 met this crown. ‘ ‘ . (4.5.183-5)
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The operative words are 'necessity,'_'compeli'd,' and 'met.' What the king

is saying is that he was not out to get Richard's crown, but happened to

cross its path. The implicatiéh is that the act of dethroning Richard
cannot even be explained by the man who performed the ﬁct. Properly
speaking, it was no #ct, since noquy did {# and nothing caused ik, It is
tempting to see the king's-remarks ag transparent rationalizqtions after thé:

fact. But the king‘is not just being evasive about a tricky issue. Rather

his refusal to 6%ate causes is a habit of mind, an epistemoclogical position,
for he is'just as reédy to.aCCept other men's actions as inexplicable

'necessities' as his own. Referring to York's rebellion, he says: 'Are

.

, ; .
these things then necessities? Then let us meet them like necessities'

(3.1.92-3).

The most intriguing group consists of the characters who are
' -

directly involved in the uprising against the king. Rebellion is something
out of the oréinary. Therefore someone who starts a rerlt presumably has
done some thinking'first, for he should be prepared té justify his unusual
action. How else can he hope to gain a folléwing?. Even the most anarchistic

t

revolutionary movement has its ideologists, particularly if the overthrow

it wishes-to bring about is largely the york ‘of a minoxity, as is the case
in 2 Henry TV. The ideology may be invalid, bu el will admit ghat
he has no cause whatsoever.- In the play the leader of the rebellionlis a
learned ;rchbishop. If even an irresponsible anarchist will claim to have
—reasons for Febelling, a high ranking.ghurchman may be expected to have

excellent reasons. Yet no matter how long we ransack the'play for clues, it

never becomes clear what York's reasons are. One conspirator says that
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York 'Derives from heaven his quarrel and his cause’ (1.1.206).‘ York
himself speaks of 'our cause' (1.3.1). At one point he gives a represent-
ative of-the king a.document which he degcribes as }the summary of all oﬁr
grigfs,' 'a scheduie' which 'contains our general grievances' and 'The
pa;cels and particulérs of our grief' (4.1.73, 168-9; 4.2.365. It is
hinted that the rebellion has something to do witﬁ the depositiop of
Richard. Morton says that York 'doth enlarge his rising with the blood/
0f fair King Richard, sérap'd from Pomfret stones; (l.liﬂﬁﬁ—S). And on
the battlefield Mowbray too implies that -there is some connection between
Bolingbr;ke's usurpation and the present ﬁprising. The rebels want revenge
for those that 'by indictment and by dint of sword/Have since miscarried
.under Bolingbroke' (4.1.128—9); But all this remains vague and unsub—
stantiated. How the rebels really see themselves becomes élear from a
series of vef& explicit statements which igdicate_that the rebels have no
cause and cannot bé bothered to make one up either. They cause havoc
because they must.
When' asked by Westmorelénd,

Wherefore do you so ill translate yourself

Out of the speech of peace that bears such grace

Into the harsh and boist'rous tongue of war. (4.1.47-9)
York rep&ies: 'Wherefore do‘I this?,"' as 1£.it had never occurred to him
to think of a reason, and then .continues: 'so the. question ;tands.' It
does indeed and it is never answered, for now York_séys:

Briefly to this end: we are all diseas'd,

And with our surfeiting, and wanton hours

Have brought ourselves into a burning fever,

And we must bleed for it. _ - . (4.1.53-7) .
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The argument is tautologicalz Accoxrding to York, the rebels act in a
deranged manner because that is what .they do. Perhaps the archbishop means
that the disease he speaké of is the rebellion, but that of course explains

nothing. 1In an earlier scene, Yor} states it this way. It is not he, the

.

leader of the uprising, who is deranged or causes the revolt, but the people

of England. Addressing the populace he exclaims:

Thou beastly feeder, art so full of him [i.e. the king]
.That thou provok'st thyself to cast him up. (1.3.95-6)

The reflekive pronoun "thy'se'lf'__says it all. The rebellion is Eause and
leffect at once, There is no explanatiqn or justification, because the '
revolt generates itself. 'The commonwealth is sick of their own choice’
[i.e. the king] (1.3.87). ' Just that. The nature of the sickness‘is not
diagnosed.‘ Similarly when Prince John repeats Westmoreland's question,
York answers: 'The time misorder’d .... Doth crowd us ard crush-us to
thi; monstrous form' (4.2.33-4), just as.garlier he ﬁad said that the
rebels 'are enfore'd .... By the rough torrent of occasion' (4.1.71-2),

¢

or as Hastings put it: 'We are time's subjects, and time bids be gone'
(1.3.110). But what is the 'time misorder™d’ and the 'rough torregt' if .
not the rebellion‘itself? The circular argumantation uhdermines the
distinction between cause and effect. The latter does not follow from
the former, because the.two are identical, éith the bewii&ering restalt
that neither explains the other. Do the bad times cause the rebellion or
are they‘Eéused by it? Does the revolt spring from a sickness or 3355_

versa? The rebels do not know and neither do we.

It would be’wrdng'to say that-York's faulty logic implies an

authorial coﬁﬁéﬁt on the invalidity of his cause. The question of validity

\""--. -



never enters the play. Both the rebels and the king's nobles view the
rebellion'as a necéssafy event,‘something that had to take place‘énd fbr”\;
which there is no explanation. Warwick speaks of the 'necessary form' of
history, 'The whicH‘obéerv'H, a man may prophesy/ﬂith a near alm, of the
‘maiﬁ Ehance of things' (3.1.82—3,7). In other words, history is viewed
as aﬁ inévitable, self—ﬁropelled,;ﬁechahiéal process wﬁich can bé’
- observed and described, but not influenced o? understood. Th; notion of -
cause as a force residing in the partidipants in historical events is
unknown to the charactéfg in 2 Henry IV. To them the sole reason why thingé
happen is that they happen. All they hén do is limp along. In.thids vein
Westmoreland tells Ehe rebels to -

Construe the times to their necessities,

* And you shall say, indeed, it is the time

And not the king, that doth you injuries. (4.1.104-6)
The statement. could be paraphrased Ehus: 'In s0 farlas you have grievances,
do not point to tﬁe king as a possible cau;e. Simpl; concede that there
* is :? cause, that.you have grievances because you have them.'
e Throughout this chaéter I havé maintained a series of negative
conélusibnsL' To pro;e a negative is, I thiqk;(technically impossible. By ,
contrast it is;éaéyland reasguriﬁg to ’brove' that the régeis have a‘good:
cause, that Prince ﬁénryfs béhaviour 1is perfectly normal, that tﬂe Loxd Cﬁiéf
Justice is the\true hero of_fhe play: and'thét the play’s final scene is a

tremendous climax. It is easy because we have been taught to think along

— »

those lines. It seems to'me, however, that 2 Henry IV requires us-'to
_reverse. our habifual mode of thinking. 2 Henry IV is an examination into

the nature of history. And what emerges from the play are a number of
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statements which cast doubt on the assumption that man is capable of

compreliending his own history. In summary:' ‘

' -
4

1. It is_impo;sihle to saf that one event is o

more important than another.
2. No 6qe histofical figure dederves more attention

than another. |
3. 'It i;.nat given t; man to lnow if ﬁhere is a

purpose behind his actions. | "
4. We cann&t explain the ofigin of events, even if

it is we who take part iﬁ‘those events.
2‘Henrz 1V declares history incomprehensible,

In retrxospect we can perhaps detect a climact;c.scene in 2 Henry 1v.

The scene'is get in the tavérn world and occurs quite early in £he play
‘where we would least expect a climax. On the other hand, the sceﬂé draws
attention to itself in that it contains the oniy act of violence on the
stage in 2 Henry IV. Moré iﬁportantly, the scene emphasizes the central
concern of the play which I have défined as an inquiry'into the knowability”
of history. I am ﬁhinking.of the scene in which Pistol tries to enter the
‘Boar's Héad. Pistoi is history personified. He uses the idiom-of a former
agé éﬁd his speeches are packed éith historical allusions, such as Plato,
Erebus, Caesar, Troyant Greeks, Cerberus, Calipolis, Atropos and so on.
Pistol is a walking history book. Also Pistol is the unknown. There is

a good deal of coufusion about who or what Pistol is. 1Is his name Pistol
or Peesel? Is he a captain, an ancient (i.e. an énsign—bearer) or an

ancient (i.e. an old man)? Is he a 'swaggerer' or a 'tame,cheaterﬁ

(2.4.95)? Pistol's speeches are just as mysterious &s his idenuitj:-
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Then feed and be fat, my fair Calipolis. ' ' -
Come give's some sack. '

51i fortune me tormente sperato ‘me contento.

Fear we broadsides? No, let the fiend give firpg!
- Give me some sack; and sweethqart, lie thou there!
Come we to full points here? -And are etceteras nothings?

(2.4.175-180) .

. When Falstaff and Bardolph kick Pistol off the stage, it seems as if
thereby history is'pronouﬁieﬂ a dispensable exercise in futility.

History.is incomprehensible and no one can do anything with it, ’'Get

ybu downstairs' (2.4.199).
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Historiography is normally seen as an attempt to state the facts of'the

past either for}didactic purposes or simply to satisfy man's curiosity

o . t .

about himself. Hence one of the prime criteria by which.n__Judge an
y . :
historical work is the comprehensiveness.and clarity of its factual

. . N

content. Of course we expect a ggod deal'more from an historianm than a

mere statement of the facts: we would also like to have an interpretation

-

of the factual material. But as a minimum requirement we want a ‘complete

and unambilguous descrip;iop.of the facts. The facts®of the past are the
—J :
foundation of historiography. Without 1nterpretation we cannot under~

B T

stand the past, buf without facts we cannot even-know it. Starting out

—~£rom the generally accepted assumption that facts are the sine qua non : !

of history without which the past is radically unknowable and con-
sequently useless for didactic or schoiariy pufposes, ‘1 Henry 1V is
an unusual historical work, because it cénceals as many facts as it
reveals. 1 Henfz IV'tontains enough facts-t; enable us to recognize the
play as history in that it talks of verifiable historical events such as
the rebellior® of York and the Percies, the conversion of the heir
épﬁarent the king's v1ctory at Shrewsbury and so forth. But if the
play supplies a substantial amount of historical material (thereby
"insisting that it be treated as history), it also keeps us uninforged

-about, many events, and makes us aware that we are being kept in the dark.
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th instance, on the basis of the piay‘we éaﬁho; tell if the king sﬁcceedg
in defeating thq rebels or not. It is a curious thing because in one way
- oé.another most of the action of the‘bléy is directly orfindirggtly

@onnected with the ﬁfbellfon. The uprising is not presented as a-minor
ebent, and though it may not Be the sole concern of llﬁenrx‘iv,‘there

. 1s hardly a scene which does not make menton of the rebellign. ' Given'

the centrality of the rebellion we expeéf the play to tell us the complete
*~

story. Yet when the play.is over, nothing has been concluded. The
king has won'a battle,.but two more rebel armies lie in wait for him,

and there the action stops. As a result 1 Henry v leaves us with a

-

question: 'Did the king crush the rebellion or did he nof?". 1 Henry IV~

.

ends with a lacuna, an historical ambiguity: a fact is missing.

Nor is the play’s inconclusive ending an ahcideut or an Isolated

case. Throughout 1 Henry IV we are made to ask ourselves: '"What has |
happened? What are the facts?' But the answers do not come. The play .

.contains a humber ef eﬁigmas'of a véfy basic. factual kind. As audience

-

we often are in the same position as the rqpbef‘Gadshill in the opening
séene of act two. Gadshill accosts the coachmen of a London bound coach
. in the hope of obtaining information concerning their travelling plans.

But his questions meet with evasive responses from which little can be

learned. 'Sirrah carrier, what time do you. mean to come to Londom?,’

Gadshill asks. 'Time enough to go td bed with a candle,i'is.the vague

-

reply (2.1.40-2).° Thﬁ robber is also Iitgrally kept in the dark. The .

scene in question takeéuéiace at night, and when Gadshill asks the coach-

men for the loan of a lantern the request is refused. In much the same



64

way the play frequéntly declines to ehlighten the audience when it demands

a clear statement of the facts. Thus, there is for instance the dispute

-

about Henry's acquisition of the ¢rown. The issue could be described as
. an;upresolved and unres;}vable quarrel abqpt facts. The king depicts
the deposition of-Richard as an act of the people of.kngléhd. Because
‘the former king 'Mingled his royaltf with cap'ring fools' (3.2.63),
Henry‘says, Richard lost tKe respect of his.subjecté who the; made Henry
himself Fing, a man 'wonder;d at' "like a comet' and less 'common-

hackrey'd' than Richard, the 'skipping g}ng' (3.2.40,47,60). 'Opinion,'

Henty éxpléinss 'did help me to the crown' (3.2.42). The rebels, how-
ever, see things. differently. Henry, they say, is'a 'vile politician'

(1.3.238),»whom‘they-rescuéd from exile on the understanding that. Henry
X 1 ‘ g :
would "notWing purpose 'gainst the state! (i.e. Richard, 5.1.43). But

instead, they claim; Henry took advantage of the situation by unjustly

deposing Richard, 'that, sweet lovely‘rose' (i.3.173). Not the will of

. - . ,
the people, but deceit and usurpation, the rebels maintain, heélped Henry

to theqshrone. Who is telling the truth, we wonder. The twdﬁbersions
are incompgtiblé. IsLHeﬁfy a true or a false king?  What happened in

- o l\

the days of_Richard?'-Did the populacé make kichard resign or was Henry

solely responsible? The play does not tell us.. We have our doubts about

the rebels' honesty, but we cannot aétqally'know where they étop telling

the truth and start lying. A Henry IV indeed pregéﬁts a'woria in which

. AR
truth can hardiy be distinguished from falsehood. To further fllustrate

L)

my point I have selegcted four specific ipcidenté-pf varying degfees of
¢ . - .

dramatic and historical ﬂmportance, all of which'give-us the feeling

-

,
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that factyal informatien has been withheld or obscured. //

|-

One such incidentiis;the mysterious encounter between Glendower

and Mortimer,’ first hentioned by Westmoreland im the play's opening

scene. According to Westmoreland Mortimer fought against the Welsh, was

. defeated by 'the irregular and wild Glendower and taken prisoner (1. 1.40).
: /

The king, however flatly denies that the incident ever took place.

5

Mortimer 'never-did encounter with Glendower ... he durst as well have.

met the devil' (1.3.113-4):.-The king's view of the matter is that
Mortimer turned traitor and voluntarily eent oﬁer'go the enemy: 'the
foolish Ho;tiﬁer ... hath wilfully betray'd [ his men],' the king says
(1.3.79-80). Hotspuf gives the opposite version in the form of what
'purpor;s to be an eye-witness account of a combat Seteéen the two
commanders: Mortimer "did confound the best part of an hour/In changing

. hardiment with great Glendower' (1.3.99- 100) But are we to believe _
Hotspur? Hé was not present at the scene, since at the time he was in

the north of England. Moreever his inflated language quggests.tbaF he 1s
making,thingstup. The problem is compounded Qhen we learn on the one

hand ehen;e Tansom was demended for Moitimer, which would indicate that
Moftimer had been'capteteﬂ;'and on the other that Mortimer was in love
with and married to Glendower's daughte?; which lendspweight to the

king's version. So what pfecisély took”place befyeen Mortimer and’
Glenﬁdwer at the Severn? Did Mortimer turn against ‘the‘king or d.id he
reeain loyel? Mortimer's inyolvement_ih the febellien does not throw A

any light on the question either. In the council scene at Bangor, in

which Hotspur, Glendowerand Mortimer draw up‘plahs~to divide England
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between them, Mortimer remains strangély'aloof, dnd though he is
1nstrument£1 in patching up the breach between the other two rebels,

he ;ppears on the whole more interested in his private éffairs than in
tﬁe nationa% iséue: as for thelrebe;lion he is "as slow/As hot. Lord
Percy‘is on-fire to go,' as Glendower comments'(3.1.257—8). And the
truth is that Mortimer's 'revdlt never gets beyond the planning stage.
He is not present at Shrewsbury, so that’there is a real possibility that

[

Mortimer did.not in fact espouse the cause of the rebels. Again, was

A
'

Mortimer a :gpel or was he not? The answer is nowhere to be found. What
did Mortimer do,ﬁheﬂ he met Glendower at the Severn?“ We do not know.l .
Another incident which leaves us with an iﬁsoiuble puzzle 1is the
cénfrontation between Hotspur_ana 'a certain lord' (1.3.32) at E91medon.
The 'lord' in ﬁ?estion demaﬁdéd in the king's name_that Hotspur surrender
the Scottish noblemen céptured in the battle at Holme&on. Apparently
‘ghe courtier returned empty-handed and reportedrto the'ging that ﬁotsgur
ﬁas unwilliﬁg to give up ﬁiq';risoﬁéré. But did Hotspur actually refyse’
to comply with the king's order or did he not? The king insists that he

did: 'The prisoners ... To his own use he keeps'.(1.1.91-3). BRut Hotspdr

himself disclaims.the charge emphatically. His explanation is that,

%The confusion about Mortimer has been accounted for by
assuming that Shakespeare unwittingly conflated two different historical
Mortimers. But/I am not convinced by that explanation, unless it.can
be demonstrated’ that all other instances of 'missing facts' in 1 Henry IV
are also blunders of a bungling playwright. ¥
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angered by the superciliousness and dandy-likgfappearance of the_courtier,
he used words that could be construéd‘to implyfa refusal, but, he states,
.'i;did.4eny no prisoners' (1.3.28). Northumysrland and the king's

trusted adviser Blunt agree with Hotépur;.;he former may be prejudiced,

.

but the latter qertainly is not. Hotspur's father thinks th%F the report
deliver;d to.the king éprang from 'Either en%y ... OT misprision' (1.3.26),
while Blunt maintains that whatever Hotspur said to the courtier, the .
words wererapoken in anger and constit&té no. evidence bf‘disloyalty on -
Hotspur's part. Westmoreland s non-committal. He neither confirms nor

'

dgniés the king's accusation, buF]says-that even if Hotspur éefused to
;ield the prisoners, it was all Worcester's doing, ﬁoc Hotspur's:
'This/is his uncle's teaching, Fhis is Worcestey' {1.1.95). 1Thefking,
however, calmly repeats his charge: ' 'Why, yet he doth éeny his prisoners’'
(1.3.76). Whom should we believe? Did Hbtspur disobey the king or not?
Wﬁaé happened between Hogsqu and the courtier? At a later point,
_Hotspur;q alleged refusal appears unequivocal: 'I'1l keep them all;/
He shall noﬁ have a Scoﬁ of them' 61.3.212—3), Hotsﬁur 5ays, But then. .;
certaintydissolvesagain‘hhen ﬁel:eaiiée fifst that, infuriated by theh ;
Eing's intransigence, Hotspur is overreacting, ‘and second that Hotspur's
final statement on the ﬁatter does not neceséayily teli us something
about.his initial position at Holmedon. Once moré, ﬁhat took place at
Holmedon? The issue is raised, and then lgft in doubt.for the play
s:ubbornly,refusés to give up its secfet.

. Both of the incidents referred to occur off-stage. It could be

objected therefore that because the events at the Severn and at Holmedon
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" are not‘enacted,-it follows that Shakespeare was not interested in the

details of the two incidents, and that th
2

be. But I do not think that the objectign stands close serutiny, since

ere is no reason why we should

there are also a number of incidents (among them the most memorable of

the play) ‘that do take place on the stage

~and still give rise to historical

ambiguities that make, the audience ask itself: 'What are the facts?

What has transpired?’

Take for instance the second scene of the opening act in which we
A

watch Hal bantering with Falstaff and planning the mock robbery with Poins.

From what we hear and see there can be 1il

[

ttle doubt that Hal relishes the

company of his comrades. There are obvigus suggestions that a change is

+

in the offing, as when Hal warns Falstaff

-.that if the old man does not

mend his ways he will end up on the scaffiold as a ‘rare hangman' ('rare,’

P

‘because Fglstaff will not be an ordinary jhangman, but a hanged man, -

1.2.64-5). But in spite of %hese ominous
we get is that Hal is hav a glorious ¢

energetically, curse so’coherently, speak

“hints, the dominant impression
ime. No man can act so '

with so much wit and radiate such -

self—cbnfidence, if he is not thoroughly lenjoying himself. For all we

can ‘tell Hal is quite.comfortable in hisirole as thief. Also, it is Hal

who asks: 'Whgre shall we take a purse %omorrow?' (1.2.96). But then, as

~

2 baffling non~sequitur, comes the soliléquy; The gist of Hal's speech

is that he despises Poins and Falstaff, that he seeks their acquaintance

in order to project a'prddigaluson image oY himself, and that by the time

everyone in England will have lost faith

in him, he will turn around and

surprise the nation by denqyncing his profligate associates. In other
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words, Hal tells us that, far from genuinely enjoying himself, he has
been playing a devious game with two wastrels in whom he takes no person;l
' interést. Wﬁ;t is baffling about Hal’s_solildquyfis that there is little
or nothing-in the rest of the écene to indicate that Hal was actually
manipulating Peoins aﬁd Falstaff. So how are we to take Hal's speech?

Is Hal lying to himsglf? Is the soliloquy a. transparent rationalization
which'enablgs Hal ;o conceal from himself his affection for Falstaff?

Is Hal a true thief and a false prince - or is it the other way about?

Is Hai telling the trﬁth? Is hé éctually carrying out a preﬁeditated
plan? 1Is he a true prince after all? We are never quite sure - not at
this stage in Hal's life anyway. What we do know. is that we feé} taken

in as we listen to the soliloquy. The speech is like the denouement of

a bad mystery novel in which all of a sudden new factual information is
sﬁpbliéd that does not in any way follow from earlier chapters. The effect

the speech has on the audience is that it begins to entertain serious

-

doubts as to the accurécy and reliability of the presentation of historical

A

events in 1 Henry IV. What really went on in Hal's chambers in London?

We cannot be certa‘in.2

2The problem with the soliloquy disappears if we assume, as many
have done, that the speech is not really a confession on Hal's part, but
a reassuring piece of authorial intervention, in which the playwright tells °
us ‘that all will be well with Hal in the end. But is that how the
soliloquy strikes us in the theatre? Do we feel that Shakespeare is
clarifying matters for us? I would say that the opposite is the-case.
We are puzzled by the speech - far more puzzled than we would have been
had there been no soliloquy. And if Shakespeare knew anything about
theatrical effects, surely he must have anticipated that the soliloquy
would be confusing, i.e. it must have been his intention to confuse us.



~ Finally there are the éad's Hill robbery and Eastcheap scenes
in the ;;;;nd act. The robbery is put on the stage from beginning to end,
so that we are spectators to all‘tﬁe proceedingg: the preparations of the
thieves, the arrival of the coach, the robbery, and in particular ;he
successful execution of Poins's 'jest' (1.2.57) which sends 'the fat =
rogue' Falstaff roaring down the hill (2.2.106). Here at last, it would
seem, we have a éetailed and realistic presentation of the.facts; every;
thing is set down .before us; there is no room for uncertainty - or is
there? In the Boar's Head‘Tavern Falstaff's astounding 'By the Lord,
I knew fé.as well as he that ﬁade ye' (2.4.263) makes-us question the
soundness of our observations. Falstaff's clgim.is that he recognized
Hal ana Poins immediately, but deqided to play along so that the joke '
would‘be‘on them. And the'uncanny thing is that we, who were witnesses
to the event, have no real groun&s for disbelieving Falstaff. When
Falstaff makes ;Eleven buckram men' out of two (2.4.214), we know that .
he is lying, but does Falstaff expect to be taken literally on that
point? Is he not rather—patting his listeners on by uttering the
'incomprehensible lies' (1.2.180-1) éhqy expg;ted to hear, only fo'
surprise them with his irrefutable” claim that he voluntarily let him-
self be robbed in order to make Poi#s and Hal victims of their own
'jest'? The answer, as always, is that we do not know. We are sure
though fhat Hal's childishly triuvmphant 'These lies are like their
father that begets them, gross as a mountain, open, palpable' (2.4.
220-1) could not be further from the truth. During the robbery scene

-
we could have sworn that Falstaff's version (had we known it a2t the time)-

-
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was a lie, but after the tavern scene, we are no longer certain. What
happened at Gad's Hill? Who'fooled-whomk We have seen the robbery with
our own eyes, but the gquestions are unanswerable.

The indidents discussed can also be approached from the point

of view of the characters, but the conclusions remain the same. If

1 .

the audiencé is incapable of arriving at a clear statement ;f the facts,
;he characters are so too. The characters confront eaéh other with
mutually exclusive versions of the same event, but when it comes to
pgeving the accuracy oxr veracity of the facts they are quite powerigsﬁ.
With reférence to Mortimer's actual or supposed defection, the king

and Hotspur accuse‘each other of‘lying, but neither is able to
substanéiate his claim: ;leg him not be slander'd with revolt,'

Hotspur séys of Mortimer, but the #ing counters gith: "Thou dost

belie him, Percy, thou dost bel}e him,' and there the issue remains
deadlocked (1.3.111-2). Similarly, Hotspur begs the king not to-let the
courtier'’s report 'Come current for an accusation' (1.3767), but is
unable to refute the report. The king charges Hal with 'inordinate .
and low desires,; 'mean attempts,’ and 'vile participation’ (3.2.12-3,
87), but Hal coolly states that the king should, not be so foolish as to
pay attention to ‘tales devis'd’ 'By smiling pickthanks, and base news—
mongers' (3.2.23,25). In the Gad's Hill affair Hal apleoine think thét
they have a c¢lear ideé of the fécts, becauselthey themselves have pPre-—
arranged those facts. But Falstaff pulls the rug from under their feet

- by presenting them with a conflicting fact (or a lie?) that cannot be

disproved. In other words the characters are just as confused about
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the facts as the audience. Neither' audience nor characters have a firm.

grip on the facts. _

What I have been trying to suggest in the preceding pages is
that 1 Henry IV punches deadly little holes in the Big balloon of

traditional historiography: the notion that history is a form of know-

ledge founded on facts. Repeatedly the play implies that the past

cannot be known with any degree of accuracy, that facts are elusive

- L]

data of past human .experience that. lead an ephemeral existence beyodnd

. the'reach of positive knowleége. It is true that the play does not
demolish ﬁhg traditional conception of facts as retrievable, déscribable
traces of human activity: If that gere the case we would not even
ﬁerceive the play as‘history; we ﬁduld not know that a statement‘aiout
history was being made. Thus 1‘Hejfz IV does not deny or obscure the
féct that Heﬁry'IV and Hotspur existed, that the Percies organized a
rebellion against the'king, or that a battle took place at Shrewsbury.
Bué though the play allowé'us to recogﬁize these historical figures and
events, it never ceases to maké us conscious of the indéterminate néture
of facts. 1 Henry IV leaves a considerable number of facts standing as
the still impressive ruinous remains of what may be imagined to have

been a méssive bu&lding: But these ruins serve to provide the stage

upon which the plaf carries out its erosive work, for what solidity faqts
in 1 Henry IV possess is in corstant danger of pulverizatioh. Shrewsbury
too may go the way of Gad's H#ll (and would have done so a long time ago,
paraaoxically, if.it had not qeen for 1 Henry IV). 1In the pia; facts

-

disintegrate under our very eJes. They are not the solid building blocks
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;f the traditionai historian, but are fluid, malleable, irretrievable.
Particularly through its deceitful ch?racters the play shows how
effortlessly the procéés of disintegration can be brought about. Two
'examples may.be cited here. Wﬁen Worcester returns from his parley with
the king at Shrewsbﬁry,‘and tells Hotspur that 'The king will bid you
gattle éresently{ tS.Z.éO), Worcester is mis?epresentigg the facts.
Instead of calling for bioodshed, the king.had offered peace: 't;;; the
offer of our grace ...‘and_you, yea, évefy man/Shall be my friend aéain'
'(5.1.107-8). But Hotspur does not see through his uncle's deception, even
though he would have preferred to avoid fﬁl]—scale war: 'that no man
might draw short breath today/But I and Harry Honméuth!f (5.2.48—9).
Aﬁd acting on Worcester's li; Hotspur;issues prdén;%q‘aftack: 'Arm, arm
wiFP speed' (5.2.75). Similarly, Falstaff's absurd clgim tﬁat he has
_kflled Hotsﬁur rema;nq'unchalignged. The one character in Bﬁg play who
knows that Falstaff fg_lying is éhe man who actually killed Hotspur.

’ W2
'ThaF man is Hal, Hﬁtlﬂal, a master of lies himself, is prepared'po
?orréboraté Falstaffis story£ 'if a lie may do thee grace,/ 1'll gild it
with the happiest terms I have' (5.5.156-7). The two'Séenes clearly imply
that depending on the skill or authority of the spe;Ler the most blatant
lies gcan pass for facts. Of course the au&ience i; aware that Worcesteé
and Falstaff do not tell the truth. But thdt iﬁsight does no; give us the
feelihg thap the fa;ts of a case caﬁ be determined after all (if not by ‘

the characters, then at least by us). Far from it, the ease with which

.

Falstaff and Worcester get away with—flat falsehoods impresses upon us

the impossibility of ever obtéining a clear statement of the facts.

.
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2.

1]

At the begiﬁning of thé‘first section of this chapter I stated that
historioéraphy is usually seen as an expression of man's desire to learn
something about himself, and also that tﬁis desife cannot be satisfied if
the historian does not first of all know the facts of the past. We can
noﬁ say that 1 Henry IV does not fit conventional definitions of
histofiographj. Even 1f wé approach the play with modest expectations,
not demdnding that_it glve us an understanding of the past but. asking
only for a lucid statement of the facts, we return empty-handed. Normally
we"study.historiéa} works to learn somethiné about the events of the ﬁagﬁ,
but from 1 Henry IV little can be'lea?ned; And if we accept the play'é
fthesis we may have t6 admit that nothing much can be learned from any
study of the past, becauﬁe in the play history doés not appear a; a
positive discipline. The play does not accept éhe premise that facts are
fixed, knowable entities.l On tﬂe contrary, it openly attacks that

premisé. As a result the play leaves us in a vacﬁum, and as alfurther
result the play requires ﬁs t; radically modify our usual culture-bound
epistemological attitude towards the past. The pléy forces us to bring
about an epistemological mutation of history. We can no longer hq;d on to
the assumption that history is a form of knowledge, ﬁut have to conceive of
history in different terms. Of course the play does not and cannot compel.
us to deny that there is such a thing as the past. The past exists for éll’
lof us_in'some shape or anotherﬁ And even the most unsophisticated among
us are interested in the pasty if only in the form of personal memorieé
and cherished knick-knacks. .It méy not be possible to acﬁurately know

the past, but that obviously does not mean that the past does not exist. .3
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But if the play cannot erase the past altogether, and at the same time

maintains that the pést cannot be known, then we begin to wonder: "Why

i

! P ' . : N
do we contiﬂhe to take such a keen interest in the past, if strictly

£ Al

speaking the ﬁast 18 unknowable? Why not abandon a lost cause? What
does thé past mean to us? What do we do with the past? And finally:
could it Be that we do ndt want knowledge from the past but something

else?' These aré the questions which-1 _Henry IV ultimately invites us

. R T .

to ask. And this time the play contains some answers: .

However, before returning to the play, let me speculate a little =~

‘further. I have hinted that something other than a desire for knowledge

may be involved in our interest in the past. What we wish to know now is

-

what that 'somethiqg' is. What exactly do we look for Ain the past? The

2

psychology of man's historical impulse has not, I think, been written,'

s0 to some extent we are entering unknown territory. On the other

hand, 1f there is no scientific analysis of the historical impulse
< ) - .
available there are a number of literary works that point at possible

directions which such an analysis might take. One of these works is

[y

Keats's 'Ode to a Grecian Urn.' 1In the 'Ode' Keats suggests that we

turn to the past, not because we are interested in the past as.such,

‘but because we-cannot-bear the flux and shapelessness of the present.

The poem implies that we need the past begau;e it affords a reassuring
illusion of permanence and definite forms. In other words, the historical
impul%e is not viewed és a positive desire for specific knowledge, but

as a negative defense mechanism without which the present would bg

+

intolerable.- Consequently, the historian is not seen as an earnmest

-
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seeker of knowledge, but as the incarnation or externalization of man's
longing for thoee hints of stability and of sharply outlined forms which

the present denies him. Doubtless:there is something to be said for Keats's
view. Few things in life are fixed apart from the beginning and end of
individual existence and_of the entirelsemple of qatter which we

populate. ﬁut in the past we find suggestions of permanence and

: fixednese, whether the past presents itself to us in'the form of a.vase-‘ .
that“hao withetood the ravages_of time, or by entension; in‘the shape of

"a monument, a buifaing, an ancient text, a memory, a familiar etory or_ ’

.ha tradition. All these things have a definiteness about them, a static

quality quite unmatched by anything we experience in daily life. And

the illusion of immortality and stable forms which they evoke 15 certainly -----------------

.
-

important to us. How important can be gauged by our sense of shock when

we hear of cases in which the past has been obliterated or 1s in danger

of being erased: vandals blow uo a paiace; the retaining wall of an .
ancient temple mound is desecrated;-Artand speaks of his readiness to-
destroy all iiterary masterpieces produced by our civilization;%_Joyce
describes the past in.terms of a sichening heap of corpsee'thet beg to be

" left dlonecéi.To~hearmofmthese'things“invériéhlﬁsﬁhkegrnéVEEél fngecure.”

Not necessarily because we experience a sense of personal loss, or because

- . . -

3Antonin Artaud, 'No More Masterpieces,' in The Theatre and:
© its Double, trans. Mary C. Richards (New York, 1958), pp.74-83.,

9533 the 'Nestor' episode in Ulisses.
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‘we are saddened by the disappearance.of specific traces of the past

(though depending on individual inberesfs that may be_the case too),

but because the eﬁergence of the ﬁhenomenon of fragmentat?Op in the one
area where we Hope_to Hisc0vey stabilit& calls Jp‘the spectre Af‘eternal
flux. The feader wiil recognizé that 1if we.accépt the higtérical
persbective hinted at by K?ats our—attitude towards history changes

completely. Questions such as: - 'What has t:ansﬁifed? What are;ﬁbe_facts?

What precisely happened?' cease to be relevant, or rather we begin to

see those questions as misguided substitutes for other questions: 'Where

can stability be found? How can we .escape from the formlessness of the

present? How can the flux of the present be covered over with a layer of o

i:;llusory unchangeability?' Also, an exact knowledge of the past is no'

'longer important. First because history becomes a grab bag from wﬁiqh we

'y

take whatever ;s_a&ailable or whatever. is needed, given the circumstances.

P, .

Second, because it does ot ‘matter-if what we produce from the grab barrel
. ] . (™Y s () . » .
is accurate historical fact or‘ficpion,.as long as it affords an illusion

of definiteness and stability through its aﬁtiquity and historical

* +

assoclations.

If we now turn back to the play and view 1 Henry IV agalnst tHe

-

the one that we saw before. Initially we looked at the play as history,

and on the basis of customary definitions of history we mistakenly -

expected the play to tell us something about the past. Now, however, we -

épproach 1 Henry IV as a play about hisfory, or to be more precise, as a
, - b , s . . ﬁ’_,-
play about how and why man as historian uses the past. And we shall

.
- ..,

v -



78

discover that through its characters the play communicates an historical
perspective that couldybe roughly identified as Keatslan. Trapped in a

-

world of great uncertainty and ugliness the characters use the past to
give themselves a sense of purpose. Living in a fluctuating present.théy

t turn to the past for suggestions of stability, and like Keats s persona

»

they find the stability that they need. Theyderive from the pastnipecific

s

" programmes for action,-or inversely, they transform the amorphous present

]

, into the definite shapes of the past. My discussion of the characters’

use of the pasr will concentrate on Falstaff, the king, Hal and_aome of

-

_* 'the rebels. My strategy is simple. Each time I will show first- that a
particular characteér lives in a state of uncertainty or insecurity, and

then how this charactef resorts to the past for a workable illusion of

]
.

stability with which the present cannot supﬁly him.

M
' )

A fine example of a character who leads a life of insecurity is
. . . . . \

~ Falstaff. Walking a tightrope on the petiphery of seciety and huspeéted‘
by the court of leading'the heir apparent aatray, the petty criminai

‘spends +his days drinking, whoring and stealing So far his‘title_and

*

his friendéhip with Hal have prevented the judiciary from taking
. punitive ‘measure against®him, but ‘this situation will not last, as Falstaff

realizes. Set:in his habits, too old to'alter hia.present way of life,

Falstaff.knoﬁa-that one ‘day the law will catch up with him.-'Thus Hal'a
. . . ) ¢ . . ] .

ominous references to the "'gallows' -and-a 'buff jerkin' (i.e. a constable's

- . . ¥ .
<Jacket, 1.2. 38 42) early in the play produce a revedling effect on Falstaff.

Ignoring Hal's remarks, Falstaff first tries to change the subject' ;15\

P
n ' -

‘not my hqstess of the tavern‘a most sweet weneh" (1.2.39-40). Then,
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when Hal persists, Falstaff attempts to turn Hal's veiled threats into a

3Bke: '‘How now, how now, mad wag ... What a plague have I to do with a buff

Jerkin?' (1.2.43-5). ‘But'wheanélstaff has finally managed to get Hal to

talk about something other than the law, he himgelf returns to the subject,

thus betraying a profound uneasiness under his display of cheerfulness:
'shall there be géllows standing in England when thou art king?,' Falstaff

inquires apprehensively (1.2.57-8). Given the uncertainty of ‘Falstaff's

situation, 'and with Keats's'thesis in mind, it is interesting to observe-

that Falstaff's utterances are packed wi‘P historical allusions. WNo
matter what the subject is Falstaff always harks back to the past. He
refers to the Bible in phrases such as: 'I regarded'him not, and yet he
talked wisely, ;nd in the street too‘.(1.2.84—5);‘9Pﬁaraoh's lean kine'
(2.4;4675;.;Divés that lived in purple’ (3.3.31)5';i; the state of .
innocence Ada@ fell? (3.31164-5); 'slaves as ragged as Lazarus' and
'prodigals lately ctme from ;wine—keeping' (4.2.24;5;34—5). He‘describes
himself in mytﬁolo;ical terms: 'let us be Diana's foresters,' for as -
thieves 'we that take purses go by the moon ... and not ‘by Phoebus, he
that wand' ring knight so fair'' (1.2.13-5,25). When imitating the king
in tﬁe ertempore play in the Boar's Head, ?alstaff-spontaneously gives
an archaic piqfura of the king in a quaint old—tashiohed style: 'I will.
do it in Kiné bambyseé' vein,' Falstaff éays, empioying such lines as
"Weep not, -sweet Quten, for trickling tears are vain' gn& 'I do not speak

i

. ) -
to thee.in drink, but in tears ... not ‘In words only, but in woes also'

(2.4.§Ol—2,306,410~2). Ralstaff also makes repeated use of the phraseclogy e -

-of the ancieneﬂinstitution_of the Church: '[I am] little betterlthan one.

- -
.

-

,l‘h’lk; N

rd
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of the wicked,' '"tis no sin for a man to labour in his vocation' (1.2,

91-2,101~2) and 'thou art ... the son of utter darkness' (3.3.34-6).
It may be that on the surface Falstaff's expressions serve a humorous
purpose, but if Keats is right, Falstaff's use of the past also satisfies
a psychological need. Iﬁ orqer‘to compensate for the insecurity éf the
présent, Falstaff surfounds hiﬁgelf as it were with relics from the past.
Falstaff may mock?fhose relics'by'misquotihg and misapplying holy texts, .
by making fun of the sanctimonious phrases of Puritan preachers, and
ridiculing the style of oldfangled plays,lﬁut he needs his jumbled
collection of antiquigiés all the same. Without them he mighthbe siienced;
he might be forcéd to take a hard look at himself'and the crumbling found-
ations on which his present life style is based. ,High them he can bolétef
"his image of himself, reduce the threat of tﬁe outside world.and view
himself as paré of a seemingly indestructible-past. To be a fﬁrester oﬁ:
Diang is a good &eal befter than to Ee a lecherous crook who may be .
‘clapped‘into jail any moment. To be the former spells iﬁ%ortaiity.
Another character who badly needs images of stability is the king.

The si;uation Henry finds himself in 4s the play opens could be sketched

as follows. ' His subjects are discontented; wagés_f;e l?w, prices high;-
there is the threat of an energy crisis; because hdrsefodder haé become
t.oo efﬁepsive; everyihing Eas taken a turﬁ for the worse: 'this house is
turned upside do%z.since Robin Ostler died,’ asiéne,GE the coachmen at
Rochester %ays, using words that are equally %ﬂslicabie to the Rochester
Inn as to England as a whole'(2.1.9-10). The:king's leadership ha%fbeen
.shrewd, moder#tely effectivé, but inglorious. There are disturﬁdncéé.at ’/)#<1

R
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the Welsh and Scottish borders. The king is plagued By stories of his son's
insubordination and Hotspur's triumphs: 'riot and_dishonoﬁr stain the

brow’ of the former, while the latter is 'sweet Fortune's minion and her

.pride‘.(l.l.82,84). Rumour has it that Hal might even attempt to usurp the

;hrOBeJ the king hés been told that Hal may be base endugh to fight
against him "under Percy's pay' (3.2.126). There are the theoretical

possibility of Mortimer's raising the eﬁbarrassing question of succession,

~and the real threat of the disgruntled Percies. The realm 1s infested

with criminals. The king has been unguccessful militarily; tﬁe play
mentions that the king was personally iﬁvglved‘in three campaigns against
Glendower, all threé of which ended in failure: - 'I [have] sent him/Boot— -
less home and weather—-beaten back,; Glendower boasts (3.1.62-3). By
contrast; Hotspur, a 'Mars in swathling Elothes,' an 'infant warrior’
(3.2.112—5) sdc;eeded in 5eating back the Scots three times. Clearly the

king must feel threatened. And like Falstaff he turns to the past for

" relief.. To get the confusion in the realm and his inner confusion about

Hal and Hotspur under control, Henry evokes a picture of himself as a

crusader, a man who not’ only must have appeared to Henry%elonging to

the past,5 but also a man who in his turn had made it his 1ife's ambition

to impose a perspeétive of immutability on the flux of the present by

restoring to life an even more distant past. A crusader is someone who

5Since the fall of Acre, well over a century before the event§’/f

N oof 1 Henry IV, crusades to the Holy Land had ceased to be a practical

venture., In Henry's days some pseudo-crusades were fought on the
continent, ‘but no one would contempldte going to the Holy Land.
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hopes to arrest the flow of time by establishing a link between the
present and a series of events that took place at the beginning of the
Christian era ('fourteen hundred years ago,' Henry points out, Iv1.26).

The crusader attempts to model the present cn the past by ieconquering

L} —

the Holy Land. Of course Henry does not for a moment seriously consider

going on a crusade. We are not surprised therefore when the king

|4
'

cancels<his plans for a crusade on}y moments -after announcing them.
/

[

Quiﬁe apart from the fact that é crusade to the Holy Land m@st have
: Ty

A

been a ridiculous anachronism in ﬁenry's days, it would haééxfeen
! i

instant political suicide for ‘{enry t:;a leave. Engiand at a tim; when
his kingdom is in a state of vif;ual c;llépse. But if Henzry ddgs not
literally see himself as a crusédér, he needs the aura of the gigat
soldier of Christ:: 'sﬂaken' and 'wan with care' {1.1.1) Henry dg;ves
into the grab bag of history, searching for an image of stabilityl And
what image would suit him bétté;1zﬁﬁn‘t§35hof a glorious'ﬁgfrior of the
'pasf wh; himself had striven (and not witho::‘zgﬁﬁbrqu succéss) to
articﬁlate tﬁe preéeut on the past? -

In the confrontation with Hal the king again uses the past for
the pu;pose of obtaining an illusion of fixed points of referenge, only
this time the past serves not just as an incentive, as in the previous
exaﬁples, but also as a deterrent. Also in the scene iﬁ\question it is
not really the king who needs.stability but his drifting sﬁn who laéks
purpose and wh§ cannot seem to decide between the attractionﬁ of the

tavern world and his princely responsibilities. Henry offers Hal the

choice between two connections with the past, two opposing historical

" s
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Sthnds, two altérnative mod;s of giving shape to thelpresent with the
aid of the past. First Henry gives a detailed.accouﬁt of his conflict
with Richard, the point oflthe historical discourse being that if Hal
persists in following his Baser instincts, leading a 1ife-of vulgarity
and mixing with_the'lowe& classes,.th%bprince is bound to go the same
way as Richard: 'As thou art to this hoﬁr was Richard then,' the king
tells Hal (3.2294). Like Hal, the king argues, ﬁi;hard 'Enfeoff'd
himself to ﬂopularity' and as a result 'ﬁas but as the cuckoo is in
Juné,/Heard, not regarded' (3;2.69,75—6). And just as the populace did
not respect Richard, 'Being with his presence glutted, gorg'd, and fuli'
(3.2.845, so they will not accept Hal as'king, being weary of his
'common sight' (3.2.88). Alternatively, Henry says, Hal can opt to
foliow in his father's footsteps. 'By being seldom seen,’ the king
explains;"did I keep my person fresh and new.' .'My presence;' he adds,
'(was] Ne'er seen but wonder'd at' (3.2.46,55-7). Thé implication is
that by imitating his father Hal, like the king himself, will be
stared at with 'extraordinary gaze, /Such as is bgnt on sun—like majesty':
{3.2.59,78~9). Then the #ing fortifies his argument'by introducing

. v .
another f&nk with the past. Poiﬂ;ing to Hotspur as an example, the king
remin@s ﬁal how much honour would be bestowed upon him 1f Hal were to
play his proper role in life. The concept of honour in 1 Henry IV ds an
interesting one in the céntext of this discussion, not only because
hoﬂour; like so many cogéept}oqs and ideals, is a traditional value and
as #ﬁch vaguely associated with the past, but also becau;e in the play
honour 'is literally seen as an’ hereditary duality'which is handed dowii

’

from one champion to the ﬁé&t and which thus provi&es continuity between *
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. the past and the present. At later points in the play both Hal and .
Hotspur refer to the idea that one who defeats an opponent succeeds éo
the honours he had won. Thus Hal says that ‘should he manage to
subdue Hotspur, the latter 'shall render every glory up' (i.e. to Hal,
3.2.150). Similanl?, addréssing Hal at the moment of death,‘Hotqur
bewails the loss of "those proud titles thou ri.e. Hal] hast won of me'
(5.4.78). In other words, in the woxrld of 1 Henry 1V to win honour is

[
the pasﬁ. To gain honour is to add one's name to a long line of warrigis,

.quité\}ycerally to shape the present according to the guide lines of ./~
& . .
all of whom had repeated the past in the present. Having preserved
silence.through most of his father's speech, Hal, who up to this point
in the play had appeared irresolmte, now decides on a specific course of
;ction. Without further shilly-shallying he picks the second of the
@ : ‘ .
. two historicéal alternatives'prbffered by the king, thus giving form to
an amorphous present with the help‘of.thé clear contours of the past.
He is . going to renounce his former life, play his designate& role as
pringé,ﬁand Join his father in the struggle against the rebels, not,
as he had said before with typical flippancy, becaﬁsg the confusion of
civilf@ar‘might enable him to 'buy maiden—heads as they buyfhbb—nails,
by the huﬁdreds' (2.4.358-9), but bec;use by worsting Hotspur, Hal
.'_.Bay feplace the "northern youth} (3.2.145) as the latest exponent of
aeéuccession of renowned warriors. The shapeless present has been
cast in the mold of the past.
| Lastly theré are the rebelsfﬁhom for greater simplicity.I shall

treat as a group without paying much attention to individual differences.

L
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Like Faistaff, the king and Hal, the rebels live in uncertainty. F{Fst,
becaﬁse_their enterprise is a dangerous one. They cannot predict

the outcome of thelr revolt. They have great difficulty 'organizing them-
selves. They do not trust each other and are never quite sure who will
actually be presentfat Shfewsbury to meet Henry's army — and justly so,
for many of the rebels fail to make an appearance. But what makes them
even more uncertain is that theyrdo not have a clear motive for re£elling
againgt the king, at least not a motive that anyone would like to admit
to himself. There are fe iings of infgriority:' 'we ... Live scandal-
iz'd and foully spoken of (1.3.151-2). There 1s, daredev%;ry: 'Send -
danger'from the east unto \the west, /So honouxr cross it from the ncu_:tlf'r

to south' (1.3.193-4). There is also the will to destroy: 'We must
have bloody noses, and crack’d crowns' (2.3.94). There.ére unfounded
suspicions: ' {the king] doth begin/To make us strangers to his looks
of.love' (1.3.283-4): The?e is greed’ as when tﬁo‘of the rebels quérrel
about who is going_to take possession of the small area bet;een Wales

and the river Trent: 'I'll cavil on the ninth part of a hair,' one of

them says (3.1.134). There is also jealousy, personal ambition, frustration,

moodiness and many other things, but what is conspicuously missing is a
respectable motive. Tﬁe-king's description of the rebels @its.the nail
on the head: they are 'moody begga;s starving for a time/Of ﬁellmell
havoc and confusion' (5.1.81-2). Falstaff too sums up thg.matter well
ih a sneering comment direc£ea at=on% of the leaders of the ﬁp;ising:

'Rebellion lay in his way, and he found it' (5.1.28). And so it is.

The rebel@%pave not one valid reason for causing havoc, and what is

3

r

r
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more, chey are aware -that l‘:hey have not. "In 'tha.t'sense the rebels live
in a present that is uncertain because_theﬁ will not know.it. Iﬁ is a
prééeut that no one could live with because of its fouluess. And to
make the present tolerable, to smoﬁhe; up its ugliness the rebels turn
to the past, Private ambition is dubbed honourable,'i.e. an impermissible
impulse is replaced by an hiatorical_value (for which see above):
'methinks it were an easy leap/To pluck bright honour from the paie~
fac'd moon ... So he that doth redeem her thence might wear/Without
corrival all her dignities' (1.3.199—200;204—5), one rebel says, using
words that betray the underiying senﬁiment of megalomaniac greed. Also,
the rebels conjure up the advenéurous wor;d of medieval romance with
the obvious implication that through their reckless actions‘they may
somehow become part of that,world. Their cause, tht? say, is a2 'matter
deep and dangerous,’' e |
| As fuli of peril and agr;nturous‘spirit'

As to o'er walk a current roaring loud .

On the unsteadfast footing of a spear. (1.3.188-91)
The reference is to the perilous sword-bridges of outdated chivalriec
tales., , Evidently tpere is no connection between the rebels’ sensgles;\
desire to 'gallnaﬁd pinch' (1.3.226) the king and the storybook world
of an earlier age, but-even sé the image of.the.dauntless ﬁedfgﬁal kn%ghg
peéforms the sage'function for the r;Sels as does the cfusader imagé

L

for the king: the past provides the rebels with a setting, it gives them

L]
o

a stage upon which'to act, it fénds stability to a chaotic present.

Finally, the rebels entangle themselves in lengthy histqrical arguments,

some of which purport to show that they champion the cause of Mbrtimer



who had historical rights to the throne (was Mortimer not 'proclaim'd, /
By Richard tﬁat dead is, the next of blood?,' 1.3.143-4), while others
are meant to deponstrate that their rebellion is justifilable on Ehe
grounds that the king had maltreated them tiﬁe and again since the days
when they rescued him fro? banishment: they complain.gf 'unkind usage'
and accuse the king of ;dangerous countenance' and.'vi?lation of all
faith andltroth' (5.1.69-70). Their arguments, which ﬁenry qualifies as
"hurlyburly innovaﬁions' (5.1.78) amount to very little though, and the
rebels know it. Thus, after one rebel haé just completed an involved
account of all the occaéions upon which the king had mistreated the
rebels,_gq& is then agked by Sir ﬁalter Blunt, the king's negotiator:
'Shall I ré;urn this answer to the King?,' ﬁhe,illogical answer is:
.'Not_so, Sir Walfer. We'll withdraw awhilé' (4.3.106-7). And as for
Mortimer, the rebels have no intention qf actually putting him on the
throne. At best they'wili allot him one third of the kingdom. Also
Mortimer himself does not appearlinterested in becoming king. Nowhere
in the play does he so much as mention his rights to the crown. But

~ 1f the historical arguments of the rebeis do not stand scrutiny, they
nevertheless ‘evokeé an histdfical ambience in which the rebels can ;ove
with a certain degree of confidence — at least as long as tQFy are
amongst themselves. (Think of the revealing phrase: ;We'll wi;hdraw
awhile.') Considered separately each of their”aréuments is invalid,
h;t b} their sheer volume thése arguments collectively create the illusion
that somehow the present actiods‘of the rebels are the necessary result

- -~ : )
of a remote past. The least that can be said is that the past works

H
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for the rebels. 1t enables them to pursue their destructive designs

” 3 N . I '

So there it is. On the basis of commonly”accepted‘definitions of

historiography I first approached 1 Hengz 1V ag history, 1l.e. a play
which documents the facts of the past in order to contribute to man's
knowledge of himself. My analysis was a frustrating experience, for the
play gahe me neither facts nor knogledge. As a result I began to
question the validity 9f existing concepts of historiography. And
gradually I came to see 1 thgj 1V both as a play which deliberately
undermines these widely accepted notions, and as a plhy which speaks of
a very different conception of history, one which denies that history

is a form,of knowledge and instead proposes that history is a kind of
lucky dip from which man, plagued by uncertainty abouf himself, brings
up stories and images which make it possible for.him to ¢onfer upon the
shapeless present an appearance of stability and definite form. The
stability remains an illusion, because the aims of the forester of Diana,

the crusader and the courageJLs knight are violently at odds.  But within

the private world of each character the illusion works:i the past enables

. #
-

a lewd villain.to continue down the path of larceny andS&ébauchery; it

helps an embattled king to get hold of himself; a prince to find a burpose

in life and become reconciled with his father; and a group of rebels to

-~ persist. in causing disruption.’ Thus' the historical perspective which
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eﬁé&ées from 1 Héngz IV 1s double-edged:
1. The past cannot be accurately known,
.nor do we really want to know it.
2. For better or for worse history is effective
+ only as a rhetorical device: it enables man

to give the present a semblance of shape.
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CHAPTER FOUR S

RICHARD 1I-

Traditionally, the notion‘tﬁat disorder is the natural state of man has
never been a d;minant feature of Western historiography. History may‘
present itself iﬁ the shape (ér, more properly, shapelessness) of
inexplicable accidents, coincidents, chaotic sequences 6f occﬁrrences

and so forth, but the historian of the West has usually worked on the ’
assumption that the disorderly phenomenal surface of history is but an
illusion beneath which there exists an orderly structured reality which it
is his task to uncover. Thus the authbr of the fentatepch does not regord

»

the wanderings of the Israelites fot their own.sake, but in order to reveal

" the divine plan which underlies the kaleidoscopic series of incidents from

the flight out of Egypt to Ehe crossing of‘the Jbrdan.' Similarly, Virgil
o .l-

does not relate the voyage of Aeneas to’ entertain his readefs wﬁth ‘an
S

odyssean adventure story, but to bring to light the divine design‘hidden

under the episodic succession of events from the sack of Troy to the

qonquest of Latium. Moses.and Aeneas Buffer many setbacks on the way and

o N

neither takes the shortest route to the ultimate destination,, 6 yet both men
are shown to be engaged in an unfaltering'search for their promised lands.

Illusory disorder is on thé surface, while underneath:there,is éﬁ :

v !

_ Cd 1
Nor'is the implicit distinction between a diso;der}y surface and,.

ordered reality.

L

"an orderly substratum typical of providential historiogpapﬁylalone.

Thucydides' configuration theory, which in the first'halfgqf our century

was revivegd. by Toynbee, also posits the existence of an{underlyingfpattgrn.
. o ' . B
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In "'The Peioﬁonnesran War, the secular Greek historian declares that, although

" he is interested in determining the facts of the war between ns and

Sparta (i.e. the phenomenal), his main concern is to set down once and !

‘for all a basic pattern of history. ’Hy work,’! Thnéfdides says, ‘'was
done to last for ever,' because the events described in it 'will at some“~=et‘hﬁh_

time or other and in much the same way, be ‘repeated in the future. 12

-

Similarly, Toynbee speaks of recurrent models which, in'h;s vieh, can'be .
detected in the history of manaz‘ Needless to say, the pattern'which

Thucydides and Toynbee have In mind is of a different kind from that which

\

their Jewish and’ Roman counterparts propose. The one is a pattern of .

endless repetition, the other one of‘uninterrupted growth. But in either.

case the centraljassumption is that history has some degree of structure,
N -

~n

some design whﬁch is both concealed under and more real than the incidents

that appear on the surfaCE.‘ - ‘ v , .- - ; o
The four historians mentioned are representative figures who lived -

at different‘ times and in different geographical areas, and as such may

‘be said to exemplify_the mainstream of WeStern historical thought.' However;

. theré has alsp‘ainays been a skeptical counter current to which belong those - -

thinkers who hold that‘nothing exists beyond the purely phenomenal, that

- . . o

[

Lol I'Tﬁe Peloponnesian War, trans. Rex Warner (Harmondsworth, 1954), - T
PP. 24-5. , . - ' ' . o
T : ) . n. e : T

- 21[ am thinking of Toynbee s Hellenic, Chinese and Jewisn models. L -

" Toynbee's nogt concise %Eatément on the matter c?p be found‘in ‘hig: own -
BEln

(rather .than Somervell's§) abridgment of the original-twelve Vo umé ,edftion B R
of A Study of History. sSee Arnold _Toynbee and "Jane . Caplan, A tud of - _‘.' =

w

History: (New York 1975), PP- 15 72. . .o o . N
N | P | ', - l. - L .. | . :' - . ! " . - ‘4\ . ‘0, y
. . . t . F'.f . .{.,
oy - A . - RPN
‘ ) . {' . ) - N 1".-". k: ".__'_._ 5
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the;disorderly phenémenal is thé only reality. Pérticulariy today that
latter mode of.thinking hag (agaiﬁ) gained some acceptance. Behindrig, I
think, is the idea that the mind is incapable of distinguishing“betwéén man-
made ﬁatterns and patterns that exist?putside the mind; and the subsequent
idea that given the uncertainty of our gnowledge, patterns as such are .
suspect, becaﬁsé potentially, if not actually illusoryf Another way

of putting it would b;.to say that, according to the kind of skepticism

that I am ;rying ;o deécribe, models and batterns are arbitrarily imposed

on reality from without, while we cannot be suré to.what degree they
correspond to that reality. There is even the extreme possibility that

that reality does not exist at all, because it may have been called into
being by the models through which we think that we are describing it.

-

In any case, the skeptic looks upon stable patterns with suspicion. To

him they are\anlartificial element introduced from without by the unrgliable
thinking mind. To him they do not reveal the true state of man,, but conceal
it. Applied.to the. study of history, the skeptical approach amounts to a
.~ complete rsyérsal of history in its classic form. The traditional historian
takes fég¥1y stfhctures to be thé-‘real' which 1 to be uncovered from
underneath the {llusory phenomenal.' His sképtic opponent takes the
. disorderly pheunomenal to be the 'real' which has to be cleared of the
illusory patﬁerns fhat have been superimposed upon it.

All this may seem an odd preamble to a discussion of Richard II,

but the fact is (a phenomenal nonrillusory.fact) that'iﬁ the above 1

have given the reader a handle for laying hold of Shakespeare's history

play. 1In Richard II, as I hope to demonstrate, Sﬁ%kespeare adopts the

-



stance of the skepticai historian who has taken upon himself the -twin fasks
of showing up his classic couuﬁerpart's prgoccupation with pattern, and .
of presenting historical reality as a serigé of disorderly phenomena'which
resist éttembts ;t_patterning. The majority of historians of Shakespeare'é
age fall into either of the two categories.of traditional historiogféphers.‘
There were the pious histéfians who establighed providentialist patterns,
such as the fatterns now known as the Yorkist, Lancastrian and Tudor myths.
And there were also worldly—minaed historians who detected in histor&.
patterns such as the Machiavelliaﬁ mbdel 7T interminable power struggle. ’
But Sﬁakespeare,;l believe, sténds—apart from both groups. His is the
boldness of the questioning historian who challengeé the validity of the
notion of underlying'pattefns as such.3

To illustrate my statements concerning the historicél perspective’
implied in Richard II, and also to.give the reader an insight into Shake-
speare's method, I shall ﬁegih my aﬁalysis with the famous gardeﬂ scene,
located appropriately at the centre of the play. An a;areness of the
implications of that scene will take the reader to the heart of Shakespeare's
Januéufaced presentation of history. Ostensibly the scene in qaestioq
has nothing to do with history.‘Howeve;, we are explicitly asked to’

interpret the garden symbolically. Shakespeare himself draws a comparison

Between the state and the garden which is sald to be a "model' of 'the

—

3Am I modernizing Shakespeare by implying that his mind‘con—fﬁfj
ceived of models, patterns and world pictures as man-made, and thereffre
potentially illusory? The readexr may consult Sigurd Burckhardt's analysis
of the history 'plays, in which a gimilar suggestion is made. See Shake-
spearean Meanings (Princeton, 1968}, ppt 144-205, but esp. pp. 144-6,
163-73 and 179-85. .
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whole land' (3.4.43). Given that the garden stands for society, it:ﬁay
b& extension also ;tand for a general philosophical position, of which a
particular view of society is one aspggf;aud a corresponding view of ,
h%ﬁtory'another. It is the latter as;ect that T am interested in.
The -5cene ié set in a postlapsarian garden.as the references to
the story of the Fall indicaté. The gardener is called 'old Adam's likeness,'
who has been seduced by }E;e,' a ’serpeﬁk,' and has brought about 'a
second fall of cursed man; (3;4.73, 75~6). Traditionally the most distinctive
'féaturé of the postlapsarian garden 15 that in it art aﬁd nature are
‘diamétriﬁﬁii§-§pposed. Nature does not follow an internal organizational
principle as it did before the Fall, but is essentially a chaotic jungle
whose wild iuxuriance can only be keft in chéck by artificial means. The *
setting then is one of external order and internal disorxder, orderly
appeﬁrance and disorderly reality. In this setting, not surprisingly,
the gar@ener and a servant discuss the discrepapcy between art and nature,
paftern and phenorenal reality.‘ Accordiﬁg to the servant the garden_had best
be left untended in orQe;:thét it more’closely resemble the soclety which
it symbolizes. 'Why should we .... keep law and form,' geeing that the léna
Is full of weeds, her fairest flowers chok'd up,
Her fruit—trees all unprun'd, her hedges ruin'd,
Her knots disordered, and her wholesome herbs
’ Swarming with caterpillars? (3.4.40,41,44-7)
Clearly, the sgrvant's polnt of view parallels that of the skeptic -
historian: 1if chaos is ﬁhe order of the day, then chaos should be accepted

as the only reality. Orderly patterns, under such circumstances, are

illusory. , ' - .
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The gardener's position, on the other hand, cbrresponds to that
of .the traditional historian as seen tﬁtough the eyes of the ske;Lic.
The gardener‘exhibits a passion fog:paétern and regularity. 'Go,
bind thou up young.dangling ap?icocks,' he says to his servant, 'Give
some suppqrtance to the bending twigs' and 'Cut off the heads of too
fast growing sprays,' 'while I will go root away/The nolsome weeds'
(3.4.29,32,34,37-8). But if tﬁe'gardener wants to éee order and pattern
everywhere, he will have to bring Fheq in from without. Shakespeare
did not choose to place the gardene; in an unfallen environment, in thch
order wnglgrhavé’been the u#derlyiég norn and in which the gardener's
situation wadiaﬂﬁave been perfectly analogous-with that oﬁ\?he traditional
historian. Instead he placed him in a fallen gardén, not ngglecting to
maﬁe us aware of the fact, so that we‘realize that in this garden order is ‘
not even latently present: i1t has to be enforéed from outside and is

therefore artificial by the standards of the skeptic. A comparison with

Milton's p:élapsarian garden is perhaps enlightening. In Paradise Lost,

the unfallen garden is just slightly chaotic, and Adam and Eve have to

work regularly to keep things under‘control;abut their labour is primarily o
restorative because order is inherent in the gardenl In Richard II, the
gardener does not:restorg order, but iﬁpéses it on something decidedly
disorderly. Order ig not brought up from deep down, but pastéd on from
above. From the point of vieg of the skebtic, the gardener does to the

. garden what the classic historian does !o history.

I now ask the reader to visualize the scene described above.

. !
First, think of the servant who without conviction pgoes about his task of



pruning“the overgrown garden. And what the reader sees before him is
'Shakespegre; or his #érsona, in Richard II. In his dramatization of

the events that t;ok place ‘during the last years of the reign of Richard,
Shakespeare presents history as a basically disorderly érocess, that /

can be given a semblance of order, but never more than a éemblancef
History is like a wil& garden, and no amount of pruning can conceal the
fact. In Shakespearq's conception, what pattern thefe is in history, as

in thé fallen garden, is adéuyface illusion; beneath it is disorder.

Shakespeare achieves hig double-edged pose as follows. On the one hand,

he-employs a number of literary dramatic devices to create an illusion

of order, stability ard pattern. Thus he has his characters move about

"y

the stage lika‘ballet dancers and eépress themselves in extremely.controlled,
balan;ed verse. Also, he shapes the pla} in sécﬁ ; way as to suggest
ﬁarmony. On the other ﬁaﬁd, he exposes the order, stabikity and pattern
as dgceptive. Partly, by makiﬁg us aware that the movements are too
restrained, tha‘verse too delicate and the composition too neat to B;
credible. P;rtly, bylletting us{know fhrough the text and the events of
the play, that underneath the semblance of order there is &:chaotic
historical reality, that in Richard II the universe itself is in a
permanent state of disorder.

Secoﬁd,‘think of the gardener who eagerly pulls ouf weedslin the
hope of bringing to the éugfaée the pattern which he believes is hidden _ .

in the wildegness. 'And what the reader sees before him are Shakespeare's’

characters. .Surrounded by chaos, they never cease to search for and somehow
find stable structures which.simply are not there except as projections of

F]

the mind. As participants in the events that form the subject of the play

A W



they create a semblance of order, but the world they live in is a wild
garden (though tne characters, like'the gardener, are reluctant,to adnrt
as much), and no amount of wegFing on the part of the charactege can, "
‘eonceal the faot from the audience. On the one hand, thé‘eaaracters clain
to uphold conceptions and institutions that ideally should spell order
stabilitp and pattern in ‘a human society, such as the regal office, the %
sacredness of oaths and the right of inheritance. On the other, they
unwittinély expose this order, etability and pattern as deceptive. Partly,
because ;n the hands ot the characters the stabilizing institutions are a
mere show. Thus Richard has all the trappings of royalty, but none of the
kingly virtues: he has a splendid court, but in order to be able to
maintain it,‘plunges the country into a state of near bankruptcy. Partly,
because the institutions in question make contradictoéy demands upon the
individual, and therefore cancel each other out. Thus Richard, in seizing
Gaunt's possessions, ruptures the right of inheritance on‘the grounds that
he needa the money to carry out his royal duties, specifically the suppression
of the irish rebellion, while Bolingbroke, in rkturning from exile, breaks
his pledge of obedience to Richard-on the gfounds that he has come to tlaim‘
his inheritance. The remainder of this chapter will serve as a testing
ground for the ideas deVEIOped above.' I ehall first‘examine the pley from
the point of view of the skeptic'servant—playwright3 then from that of the
deluded gardener-characters. | - \\

The most striking feature of Richard II is undoubtediy the,

enormous discrepéncy between the piay's highly artificial_orderly surface

. and its explosive content. Richard II is a time bomb in n glift wrapper.’

B e S U T . e e =



The events‘og the play take place against a backgrouddrof ﬂﬁ!{;;shl
disorder. Chased away by metéors, 'the fixed stars of heaven' .leave their
proper sphere (2.4. 9) The sea encroaches upon the land while 'the silver

rivers drown their shores' (3.2.107); ‘Houses a;e desertéd and have 'empty

*

lodgings and unfurnish'd walls, /Unpeopled ﬁffices untrodden stones’

N -

(1:2.68-9) Castles are in a state of disrepair: they have 'ruih'd ears'

(i.e. loopholes) and 'tottered battlgments"(3.3.34;52). The 'bay-trees'
» .

A
are 'all wither'd,' the 'fruit-trees 'overproud in sap and blood'!

‘ﬂ(Z 4.7,3.4.58-9). Animals that are usually loyal now obey whoever cares
o lj_" 'l .
to command them, as when Righaggls_favourite horse Barnaby proudly carries-
"\ . . e N o c
Bolingbroke, while its master i in.prigon. The world is out of joint.

In this sett&gg of widespread disruption, England ylelds its
possessions in France that in more"glorioua déys had been"achi%y'd—with
blows' (2.1.254). Rebels 'stand:-out in Izeland' (1.4. 38), yplle at home

. ;0
noblemen plot against their king. . Hhen Richard ﬁ; fﬁ power, Northumberland

wC

and bis fellow conspirators announce plans to shake off their 'slavish
yoke' (2.1.291); after the take-over it is Bolingbroke's turn to become the
target of a conspiracy. {éislcousin Aumerle, joined by churchmen, intends

‘1To rid the realm of this pé}nicious blot' (iL.e. Boliqg%roke, 45.1.325).
] : . : Vi

Lol
Log v

Authority counts for nothing, for people, 1like dogs, are 'eésily won to
fawn on any man' (3.2.130). Political assassination, fierce quarrels,

unfair trials and the break—up of families are the order of the day. Richard

" has had his uhcle Gloucester killed; Exton murders Richard. Mowbray and

' . 4 . A
Bolingbroke fling abuse at each other in front of Richard;-later Aumerle &

" and his enemies do the same in Bolingbroke's presenceq\ Richard punishes

<0
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8 ) |
Bolingbroke for a crime which he did not comit; Bolingﬁroke has Richard's

courtiers executed at a time when he has no legal status in England, let

"alone Jjudicial authority.. The Duchess of Gloucester is widowed as a

result of the activities of Richard's henchmeni Bolingbroke 1is separated

ftém his father, Richard from'his queen; Bolingbroke's marriage plans are
thwarted by Richard._ Disorder reigns supremg.

/o ‘Ontwardly, however, everything is qnder_centrol. The eeﬁpoeition
ane languaée'of‘tﬁe play, and the action_on the stage are extremely orderly.
But, -as inlthe garden, order is evidently an illusien effected by a coloseai
pruning job which gives the garden a pleasant appearaece to the casual
observer, though if we look eore closely we see the chaos underneath. We
are in a wild gerden in which the'sembIance of order mocks the 'real brder'.
which the classic historian believes to te present in his illusory Eden.

First, a carefully worked—eut mirtor symmetry shapes the play, as
if to indicate that the world‘ef Richatd II is in perfect harmony with itself.

The mirror line coincides with the garden scene at the centre, so that the

second half of the play repeats the first half in inverse order, in many

cases transmuting tones and colours into thelr opposites as we move 'From
Richard's night to Bolingbroke's fair day' (3.2.218). The action begins

just after the nurder of Gloucester, it stops after the murder of Richard

‘who was responsible for Gloucester's death. In the play's opening scene

Bolingbroke refers to Gloucester es Abel, in the final scene he assoclates
Richard's mirderer with Cain (1.1.104,5.6.43). The trial of Mowbray and

Bolingbroke, presided over by Richard, is parallelled by Aumerlels trial,
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presided 6ver by Bolingbroke (1.1,4.1). The abortive tournament at
Coventry is matched by the jousts at OXférd in honour of the new king .
1.3,5.2); Gaunt's parting from his sbn by Richard's parting from the
queen (1.3,5.1); York!? hesitant professions.of loyalty to Richard ('how .
1;ng/SBall tender dufy make me suf%er wro?g,' 2.1.164~5) by his firm
protestations of aliggiance to Bdlingbroke ('To Bolingbroke are we sSworn
suggect; now;' 5.2.39); the plof agadinst Richard by the p;o; agailnst
.Bolingbroke 62.1,4.1) and.so forth. A'somew@at dgffe;ent symmetrical
desigﬁ is apparent in certain ind;vidual scenes, notably thé first and
. third scenes of the opening act. 1In turn Mowbray and Bolingbroke are asked
the saﬁe questions pertaining to their grievances,_i&enéity and loyalty: |
'say who thou art,; "Speak t?uly on thy knighthood, ' "wherefore com'st
‘thou hither,’ ;whht's thy quarfgl' (1.3.11,14,31,33). 1In reply they make.
identical gestures, swear the saﬁe oaths and givedsimilar answers. If the

issues at stake weré,ndt deadly serious, they might have been engaged in a

charming pas de deux. .. . ‘ -

Second, the lanéuage of the play is consistently formal and restrained.4

All éharacters, gardeners and kings, noblemen and grooms, express themselves

4My analysis of the language and dramatic action of Richarxd II
derives from E.M.W. Tillyard, Shakespeare's History Plays (London, 1944},
pp-245-52; and R. Ornstein, A Kingdom for a Stage: The Achievement of
Shakespeare's History Plays (Cambridge, Mass., 1972), pp.103-6. Tillyard
accounts for the contrast between form and content in Richard .II by
making the inverifiable eclaim that in Elizabethan eyes such-a contrast
was typical of Richard's medieval days. Ornstein, on the other hand, hits
the nail on the head, I think, when he speculates that Richard IX- 'describes
an ideal cosmological scheme in its poetry' and-mocks that scheme in its
events; that Richard II speaks of 'the universality of contention and change'’
and of 'man's will to discover pattern. and ‘stability in a universe of
disorder .and flux' {p. 105) i Y o

et
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in finely constructed conceits. The surface of Richard II hég”gusmootﬁneSS
and uniformity'not found in anf tthef Shakespearean play& What is
particulérly strikiné 1s that duriﬁg moments of great emotional stress
the languége remainslcontrolled. ‘The passions rise-to fevet pitch but-.
there is no correspotding syspetéion of'formalities. For instance, when

Bolingbroke hears that he is banished for‘ten years (it is not until later

/
’

that his sentence isfreduced), he'says to Richérd: /

Your will be done; this must my comfort be,
That sun that warms you here, shall shine on me,
And those his golden beams to you here lent
Shall point on me and gild my banishment {1.3.144=-7)

L.

. .

Scanning these verses and reading them 510ud helps to show up their absurdity:

The wofds fit the underlying sentiments as comfortably as a straitjacket.

Who can doubt that Bolingbroke is enraged at Richard s flagrant injustice?

Yet in his carefully phrased reply there 1s not the slightest hint of

protest or menace. His father s reaction to the yerdict is equally surprising.
Gaunt's 'grieved ﬁeart' is mirtorea 'in the’'glasses' of his eyes (1.3.208,9),
but this is what he says: |

Look what thy soul holds dear, imagine it X ' .
To lie that way thou goest, not whence-thou com'st.
Suppose the singing birds musicians,
' The grass whereor thou tread'st the presence strew'd, o .
The flowers fair ladies, and thy steps no more .
Than a delightful measure or a dance. (1.3.286-91) .

. "
Notice in particular the reference to dancing where there should have been a

reference to frenzied stamping. -It‘is hard .to think of a more formal farewell
spéech,'especially in view of the fact that Gaunt expects to die before his

son's return. In the parallel parting scene involving Richard and the queen

the language is also exceedingly restrained. Again it is important to recall !
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the circumstance;i%%Richatd and his wife are obviously fond of each othef

(2

their separation is final and an ignominious fate awaits them both. Yet
when they exchange kisses for the last time, they behave like. two automatons:

Rich. . One kiss shall stop our mouths and dumbly part;
. + ¢ Thus give T mine, and thus take I thy heart.
Queen Give me my own again; 'twere no good part
To take on me to keep and kill thy heart. (5.1.95-8)

These chill} couplets with their mechanical repetition of the rhyme'words

- need no further comménc, I trusf. This is pruning with a vengeance where

the. branches will not be pruned. .
. Third, the dramatic action is just as férmal and restrained as
: - q
the language. TholGgh in Richard II the world is in a state of upheaval, we

get to see just two acts of violence in the entire play, and even those have

a definite ceremonious quality. The first occurs in the deposition scene,

" in which Richard, after playing a game of tug-of-war with Bolingbroke oﬁer.the

crown ('On this side my hand, and on that side thine,' 4.1.183), smasheg a

mirror in frustration: an inconsequential, ritualistic gesture, appropriately

-

described by Richard as a 'sport' (4.1.290). The second is Richardfé murder;

though, brutal as that scene may be, it too is a far c¢ry from phenomenal
- .

reality. Richard dies.}n tﬁe manner of the hero of an opera who sings louder
and better as his streﬁgth diminishes. T"Mount, mount, my soul,' Richard
gasps, ‘and then has énough breath left for a final codplet:-'thy seat is up.
on high, /Whilst my gross flesh sinks downward, here to die’ (5.5.111-2).

And apart from ;hese two brief outhursts oﬁhviplence thé;e is nothing in'the

action on the stage to indicate that in Richard II the universe itself is in

A :
a shambles. Throughout the play the characters bow, kneel, hug the ground and

stand up again. Mowbray stoops before Richard during the trial. In the lists
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> ~ at Coventry, Richafd descends from his throne to embrace.Bolihgbroke; both

Mowbray and Bolingbroke bend‘down to kisd/;ichard’s sword. On his return ‘
from exile Bolingbroke throws himself down before York. Faqé to face with .

Richard at Flint Castle, Bolingbroke“kneels in a gesture of submission. "
. ly

. L
After Aumerle has been exposed as a traitor, York, his wife and Aumerle

himself stoop before Bolingbroke, and so on. Again a metaphor from ballet
comes to mind. Were it not for the seriousness of the issues {dueis,

usurpation, treason), it would appear that the characters collectively

.

perform an orderly dance, expressive of stable hierarchical principles.

"On the face of. it, we are in a world in which everything is done in accordance

1 L3
.

with well-established rules of decorum and mutual- respect. Even when the
characters fling gages on the ground, openly.threatening to take each other's

lives, as they do abundantly in the two trial scenes, things never get out

of hand. In fact, their challenges are slightly comical, as when Aumerle

‘finds himself surrounded by so many foes that he runs out of disposable

articlés of clothing. 'Some honest Christian trust me with a gage,' he N

"™~ exclaims (4.1.83).

To sum up. In Richard II form and content are strikingly at odds.

The harmonious symmetrical structure does not match the anarchic reality.
’

The overly formal language in mo way corresponds to the strdhg, often violent,

emotions that lurk beneath the surface.- And the restrained movements of the
_characters belie the disruptive nature of their actions. Outwardly the play
suggests order, inwardly we sense disorder. Form is enforced upon, but

wholly divorced from reality. Paradoxically, form does not give shape to

reality, but distorts it. In Richard II form is as delibera&e as it isg

e eI
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unreal. We do mot believe that the historical situation which the play i
dramatizes is 1like a 'delightful measure or a dance,' or that there. is anything

harmonious or restrained about it. Instead we see’a pandemo:ig;xhistorical

reality upon which an illusion of pattern and stability has been super-

‘ imposed. We are made to view history as the skeptic views 1t, and ‘at tﬁe

same time we are taught to be'suspicious of the supposedly underlying-patterns

of. traditional historiography. -~

‘The next point to be considered is what role the characters play.

As indicated before, it is my belief that Shakespeare uses the characters

" ’

both to fortify the historical persbective described in thé preceding para-

graph and elsewhere, and to convey that perspective in a different way.

-

‘Perhaps I can clarify this statement as follows: (1) Shakéspeare employs

literary devices to evoke an illusion of order, while he has the characters

use conceptions that are articulated on the assumption that order is. the

" natural state of man. Instances of these conceptions will be discussed

- . .

shoftly. _They include monarchy, the judiciary, family ties, the right of

- inheritance and the inviolability of oaths; (2) where the dramatist

consciously shatters patterns by presenting them as false superstructures,

s

the characters do the same ﬁnconsciously. The characters are the manipulating
author's pawns who believe they see patterns and order which the play's

universe of flux and disorder denies them;'(q) Shakespeanasmashes his own

patterns by contrasting them with a disordefly reality, and also by ‘

making the patterns appear so artificial that they annihilate themselves.

He smaéhes the characters' patterns either by juxtaposing them with a chaotic
_ : / , \ ;
reality, or by having the patterns clash and destroy each other. The final

- . - .
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part of this chapter will be devoted to a discussion of a series of

examples of each of the two last-named techniques.

The play's centr;I figure is the embodiment of the contrast
between a seemingly stable strudtire and chaotic actuality. Richard has all
the accoutremcnts of the regal office which normally serves to provide
stability to a cpmmunity. Unlike his successor Bolingbroke, Richard is a
legitimate king, 'God's substitute, /His deputy anointed in His sight;
(1.2.37-8). He has a'}gorgeous paiéce a 'gay apparel, ' 'figur d goblets,
a 'sceptre' (3.3.148,149,150 151) and ‘a’ 'crown.' He is surrounded by 'pomp,
and majesty,' possesses manors,' collects 'rents' and 'rcvenues,' and issues
'acts, decrces, and sFatutes' (4.1.203,211,212,213). He also has a house-
hold of 'twelve thousand,' or, as is stabed elsewherc 'ten thousand men'
(4.1.171,2&3). But if Richard's title and\royal attributes suggest orcer,
the reality cf his reign spells disorder”writ large. Richard is implfcated

in the assassination of Gloucester. He exiles his Eiﬁublesomc cousin

or does he have scruples

Bolingbroke for bringing up the Gloucester affair.’
~ about inflicting a similar punishment on his loyal follower Mowbray. * Richard .
turns a deaf ecf to,expericccechunsellors like Gaunt and York, because he
prefers to listen to the 'flattering scuqu' and 'lascivious metres' of

his cozening courtiers who bring him 'Répcrt of fashions in prcud Italy’
(2.1.17,19,21). He is hated by the poor from whom ‘he extorts 'grievous
Ataxes' (2 1.246), and despised by the wealthy whom he forces to sign 'blank
charters' (1.4.48) and from whom he obtains‘instant cash advancementc_;ﬁ//
the form of 'benévclences' (i.e. forced loans, 2.1.250) or iﬁ exchange for

.

'promises of a share in the profits from the 'royal realm' (i.e. royai taxes,

1.4.45). But the 'burthenous taxes notqichstandihg,' Richard is 'bankrout
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like a broken man' (2.1.260,257). Not because the money is spent on suéh

a legitimate enterprise as a war of conquest, for unlike his forebears

“&t

Richard does not venture aqroés the Channel. Instead the money 1s wasted

on private splendour, so that, when Richard is called upon to quell én

- uprising in Ireland, he is compelled to seize the 'plate, coin, revenues

and moveables' of-.the Lancasters (2.1.161), so as to be able to buy coats
for his soldiers. - In short, Richarglis king in name only, mnot in substance.

And it would seep that the play Invites us to infer not just that Richard,
CFAR

- Cu . -
considered as an individual, i1s a bad king, but that the entire system of

monarchy is an illusiomn. Order, once again is an outward appearance which
; .

far from conéealing the inner core of chaos, brings it out in stark relief. °

A similar contrast between a suggestion of order and a reality of

disorder is implied in the characters' use of the judicial system. Like

.

the monarchy, the judiciary is an institution deviséd to exert a stabilizing .

influence on the commonwealth. In Richasd II the judiciary, like the :

monarchy, 15 a mere name. The characters make a°point of going through the

motions prescribed by the Iegal system, but use the law to pursue their »

private destructive designs. In the play's opening scene, for instance,
Richard sits in judgmgnt on the Gloucester murder case. Bolingbroke is the

heart-broken relati#é, who accuses Mowbray, among other things, of killing

his uncle Glou?ester whose blood, hé says, 'cries ..._To me for justice'

(1.1.104,6).  Mowbray is the maligned defendant who pleads innocent in the °

1

face of incriminating evidence. Richard is’the incor ible ‘judge. -Putting »

. - ) ! . \ *

on an impressive display of impartiality, he questions Gaunt on the point .
L]

of the sincerity of his spn's motives, while assuring Mowbzay'that the close

%
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family tie between himself and Bolingbroke will not 'partialize' his
'unstooping firmness' (1.1.120-1). He-allows the tﬁo noblemen to state their
,respective cases frankly and in elab;;ate detail;=and finally acts as a
, peacemaker begging the 'Wrath-kindled gentlemen' to 'Forget, forgive and ;
be agreegy (i.l.152,6): To all'appeaygnces we are In a fairy-tale court-
rooﬁ. However, justice is not as firmly enthroned as she seéms to be, for

what we arg watching is not a fair trial but a complete inversion of justice.

-

'
i

First, because the,ﬂearing has gvidently been pre-érranged bchichard who
earlier ciéimed want of ileisure' (1.1.5) and now after considerable pre-
paration stage-manages the proceedings from beginning to end; so much for
Richard's impartiality., Second, bécause iﬁ accusing Mowbray of Gloucester's
murder Bolingbroke is actually jnging_Richard who had 'caus'd his [1.e.
Gloucester's] death,'|as Gauné explains later (1;2.39): “%n other: words,
Richard who acts as judge is really the accused; Bolingbroke who acts as

- plaintiff is‘judge, while Hdﬁbray, who ap;earg to be the accused and is
ruthlessly victimized by Bolingbroke, has little to do with the whole affair.
Third, because in the upshot Mowbray, who had protected Richard_Py keeping -
quiet’ about the latter's involvement in the case, is banished for life;
Bolingbroke feceives a reduced sentence, for Richard, in spite of claims of
neutrality, cann;t afford to offend Bolingbroke}s influentiallfathef too
much; and Richard, the criminal, goes scot-free. Fourth, because, confusingl&,
Bolingbroke could ﬁot care less'about hisluncle's death; he is not the'
revenging nephew, as.he seem; to belieﬁe, but is using the Glouces%gr affair

as a means of getting at Richard; just.as later in the play, at a time when

the real culprit Richérd has fallen into the hands of the outlaw Bolingbroke,

PR
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th; latter uses the affair & second time to calumniate hiﬁ innocent
cousin Aumerle. The picture of chaos is complete.
A third stable structure which, like the 'tottered battlements'

of Flint Castle, is in a state of collapse is the family. Blood relation-
- ship is u5ualiy some guarantee of stability; but not so in Richard II.

The play is somewhat like a family party, because everybody is related.to
everybody else. The text is 1iteraily packed with terms denoting kinship.
Throughoutfthe play'the.characters insist on.pointing ouf;the exact
relationship between them, using phraées like 'my father's brother's son'
(1.1.117), 'thy'gometimes brother's wife' (1.2.54), 'He isﬂéur cousin,
cousin'’ (1.4226), 'my brother Edwafd's‘sen' (2.1.124), '"his father Edward's-
son’ (2.1.125),-{it is my son ... Sent froq'my brother’ (2.3.21,22), 'uncle
me no uacle, /I am no traitor's uncle' {2.3.86-7), }1youpl‘son, Aumerle,

my noble cousin ... sh;uld have fOuna his uﬁqle Gaunt a father' (2.3.124,
6), ‘Couéin, I am too young to be your father‘.(3.4.204), 'loyal father
. of a treacherous son' (5.3.58), and ;ﬂncle farewell; and cousin too, adieu:
YYour mother wéll hath pray'd' (5.3.142-3). But at this particular family
party the relatives do ngt have'dinner and dances in a spirit of éompanio;—
ship. ‘Instead they frey on one another,tkill each other or are violently
sepafated from one another. No textual support is needed to illustrate
the point, I trust, since the preceding pages contain all the evidence.

.

Once more, there is a'telling contrast between an illusion of order

evoked by the frequent references to consanguinity and a reality of dis-
order conveyed through the events of the play. Family, in Richard II,

is a meaningless biological fact thch confers no obligations or

-
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responsibilities upon the rélatives.'

Monarchy, the judiciary and kinship are not the only stable
structures to which the characters pay lip service while in effect tﬁéy
crush those very structures. Two more should be mentioned. I am thinking
ofithé right of inheritance and the inviolability of oaths. Both concepﬁs

o ;fford stability in that they stem the flow#sof time and freeze a state of
élﬁx. A person who swears an.oath éommits-himself to a course of aéiibn -
from which he éannat swerve under any conditions. The right of inheritance
is based on the'paradéxical notioﬂ that time is a static continuum,néhat

« - in the future things will be much the same as they are at presént. In
‘Richard II, however, oaths are as easily sworn as broken, while the

right of inheritance, though invoked by several characters, is non-existent

in practice. I shall not discuss separate examples of these latter two

s of a contrast between illusory stability and actual chaocs. Instead
I sﬁéll deal with them in the context of a discussion of the second
method used by. Shakespeare to shatter the characters' patterns.

In the world of the characters, stable structures are like a heap
of sticks in a game'of jackstraws.' They all point‘iﬁ different direct;ons.
Tﬁey are not hierarchically arranged. And it is virtually impossible to
éafely remove a stick without Qisturbing one or several of the others.

Thus when Gloucester's widow asks Gaunt te revenge his brother's murdeff
she 1is trying to pull out the kinship stick. Gaunt and Gloucester were
'branches springing from one root' (1.2.12,13), she says. Gloucester's

‘blood, she reminds Gaunt, 'was thine' and 'the bed ... that fashioped

thee/Made him a man' (1.2.22,23-4). But since Richard was mainly
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responsible for Gloucester's death, the duchess cannot-extract the blood

relationship stiiy without upéetting the stic} marked 'menarchy.' In -

effect she is asking Gaunt to assassinate the‘king. She upholds one

1

stable structure at the expense-of another. Gaunt's position is jEEt the

reverse. He concentrates on the monarchy stick. 'I may never lift an
angry arm' against my king, he exclaims, because he is 'God's substitute’ )
"(1.2.41,37). -Bu?lin trying to take out the monarchy stick, Gaunt in-
evitably aisibdges the kinship stick in that he .allows his brother's
murderer t; go unpunished. The situatioé‘is-typical of much in the play.
Time and again wé watch the 'characters attéﬁpting toarqscue at least dné
stick only to find that their attempts invariably cause the dislocation
of another. Here ar? some exampies. T .

In the)éame of just?ce and to avoid the iﬂpression'of partiality
Gaunt rdtifies Richard's decision to bapisﬁABolingbroke for ten years.

But in being just, Gaunt ignores the demands of kinship. Gaunt himself

 draws attention to the fact. Richard, he says, forced him to.speak 'as
o a

; judge,' where he would have preferred <o 'arghe like a father' (1:3.
237,8). 'Against my will,' he explains, 'I was too sérgct' (1.3.246}?). '
Justice and kinship are irreconcilable._‘When'Richard decides to take the
regal office ;eriously for onée and prepares to crush the Irish uprising,

he finds that he cannot raise an army because the state's coffers 'with

too gréat a couft/And liberal largess, are grown somewhat light' (1.4.43-4).
He solves the problem by seizing Gaunt's 'plate, his goods, his money and
hi;‘lands' (2.i.210). But in so doing he rupéunes the inheritance pattern,

as York pqints out to him. Gaunt's possessions should go to Bolingbroke,

. . N

3
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York says, and in taking the latter's 'rights away' Richard 'takes from

time/His charters, and his customary rights' (2.1.195-6). Monaxchy and

the right of inheritance clash. Bolingbroke returns from exile to claim-
his 'inheritance of free descent' (2.3.135), but coming back 'Before the

expiration of thy time,' York tells him, 'amounts to gross rebellion and

o

detested treason' (2.3.110,108), in.that Bolingbroke breaks his pledge of

obedience to Richard. -In, endorsing the right of inheritance Bolingbroke

nullifies the value of oaths. As governor of England in Richard’s
. ; |
absence it is York's task to confront the rebellious- Bolingbroke. York

agrees with Bolingbroké that according to the inheritance pattern "the
king hath wrong'd' (2.2.114) the Lancasters by selzing Gaunt's dukedom.

He also believes that in accordance with his 'oath' it is his ‘duty’

. L

(2.2.i12,113) to take Richard's side and arrest Bolingbroke. Finally,
',the blood rélationship'patternAdemands of York that he supporﬁ both, since
Richard as wéll as Bolingbroke are his ‘'kinsmen’ (é.Z.llO). The thfee -
"patterns are incompatible. 1In the end York washes Hi; hands of the affair,
thereby rupturing ali three structures. Refusing.to help'either Richard
or Boiingbroke, he says: since 'All is uneven,/And_everything is left at
six and séven; 'l do remain‘as neuter' (2.21120—1, 2.3.158). On
accidentally discovering his son's invol;emeﬁt.in a conspiracy to kill
Bolingbroke, Yé?k hurries to the‘king to impi;%? Aﬁmerle. What motivatgs
him is his.view of the duties of a loyal subjgﬁgf 'To Bolingbroke are we
‘sworn subjects,u as he puts it‘(5.2.39).‘ The duchess's entreaties that he

spare the life of his only son by coﬁering up Aumerle's part in the plot

meet with an impatient 'Away, fond woman/Were he twenty times my son I

s . ,
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would appeach him' (5.2.101-2). York preserves the cath péttern, but
destroys the kinshiﬁ structure. His wife does just the‘reve?se. We
are in the universé of Arfhur ﬁimbaud in which uncontrollable forces
shatter‘the limits of things from within; theresy exposing those 11@1&5
as false. - '

To sum up.- In the world of the characters, cénceptions which .
' suggest stability a?e strikingly at édds with aléhaotic reality. Richard
calls ﬁ;msélf monarch but causes havoc in his-kiﬁgdom. Tﬁere are triéls
but no justice. The characéeré are intimately related but fail to carry
out their family obligations. -F;rthermore, though stable patterné e;ist
-in theory, the} interéct in such' a way as to cancel each other out.” The
patterns dé‘not combine iﬁtd a single grand patfern,_but are so hope}esgiy
contfadictory that in the end they all dissolve inte a fluid indeterminate
mass from which no norﬁative principle emerges. With a certain Hgsper—

ation the characters clutch at straw patferns and conceptions that evoke

. -

an illusion of order, bﬁt the audience becomes increasingly aware of

the disorder underneath. In Richard II history is like Richard's
mangléd bod; encased in the‘coffin which holds the centre of the stage
in the play's final scene. The presumaBly ornamented c;ffin with its
riéid shape 1Is the handiwbpk of the traditional historian and the
garde%er—charactersh' But the coffiﬁ is form, noﬁ'contént...As such ‘it
is a Sainfully accurate symbol for the writings of the histofian.who-in ’

the ‘eyes of the sképtic somnambulates through the nightmarish past for-

ever designing tombstones, building caskets and émbalming corpses.

‘e
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AFTERHORD

" What now? I have’argued that Henry ;, 2 Henry IV, 1 Henry IV and’

Richard II undermine the validity of basic historical conceptions.

Henry v'SPEaksigf.che inscrutability of history andﬁthe impossibility of
] [y - . . .
B ﬂ . :
distinguishing betweez'fact and fiction. 2 Heanry IV declares history

incomprehensible by questioning the notions of causality, teleology,

- a

central figures and pivotal events. 1 Henry ¥V implies that though the.

past is unknowable, we nevertheless need the pést because without it the

present would be unbearable. ‘: And Richard II presents historical reality

as essentially chaotic, while exposing whatever patterns man detects in

L,

history as illusory. In short, the histories do not leave a stoeﬁﬁgf

Y

. v
the edifice of history standing, and for that reason.present us with

a momentous question: how are we to respond:fo this assault on the

traditional conéept of history? Should we take the plays literally and
- t &>

with Henry Ford conclude that histoxry is bunk? Should we follow Foucault
and attempt to develop a radically new historical methodology’l Or should

we admire the- histories for their skepticism on the questionable gfbunds, 

-

that the skeptical stance is In itself commendable? Or.should we perhaps

”

. . 2 ;
call Shakespeare a "poet of chaos' whose work is in a perverse way

lFoucault is prepared to-do away with traditional history com-—
pletely. The major portion of The Archaeology is an attempt to develop
a new historical vocabulary, based on notions which are roughly the
reverse mirror images of conventional historical concepts.

2The phrase is John Bromley' s- See The Shakesgeafean Kings
(Boulder, Colo., 1971), p. l - :

‘- [
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, Iz
valuable to us because we live in an anguished, catastrophic period'?3
"Should we becone hypochondriac narcissists and say with Bromley and
Artaud that because we live in a bad world it is good to have plays in

”~

which things are Just as bad if not worse? Or, lastly, should we

dismiss the plays as unpleasant produotS'of'an immature mind? It seems
to me that we should do none of these things. It is true tnat if we
approach the plays as history, the histories are negative in their
implications. 0f the four plays 1 Henry IV alone suggests that something
positive can be done with history. Though 1t must’ be added that this

positive element is of ambiguous value. the past is just as useful forA'
_oestructive as for constructive‘purposesL. On the whole thefefore, there
is soﬁetﬁing ﬁefinitelx'shocking about the plays: din effect we are

asked to éive up a‘whole series of eoncepts that over the centuries have
been judged to be useful. But there is aldo another side tOnthe picture
-which makes that aspect of the plays which I have explored immensely
‘valuable:- The histories do not give us yet moxe facts, causes, con—
tinuities, teles,. heroes and olimactic events. But unlike any other
historical work that I know of, they make it possible.for us to talk about
bistory in terms of those basic nistorical notions precisely by

destroying them, by defeating out expectations, by doing what as history

plays they are not supposed to do. The histories give rise to tﬁe,type

3Antonin Artaud, "The Theater and Cruelty,' in The Theater and
‘its Double, trans. Mary C. Richards (New York, 1958), p.84.
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of discourse t}_ulat‘:'this thesis -consists in; other,historical works
é;nnot produce that effect of themselv?si because Fbey secretly accept
the absolute validity of the central notions of history. Like
Foucaﬂlt; another man of negative capapilitiesihShakespearé gets us
to thiék about what history is by wresting from anonimity, isolating,
challenging and finally annihilating the basic éssumptiohs'of hiﬁtqrioj -
graphy - assumptions which wé ao not normally exaﬁine either Secause'
we are hafdly aware of ghe%r existénce, or because we prefer té'think
of them as self-evident a prioris (facts, causality) or as hazy-axié—‘
matic'articles of faith (téleology,'man's,centrality) rﬁther than as
énalyééble a;sumptions. ‘The histories pull us ou; of_our‘tofpor. By
;nQirection they spiit up that‘nonde;cript ;qmething tth we call .
‘histofy i;to descriﬁable enﬁities. The histories lay th? fqyndéﬁiqn
for a'p;sifivist examination of the concept of“history. And there is
a_sgcond reééon why we Shgyld value the‘plays.' Of . course, aftér thgj:

-~

histories, we can no longer look upon the historian as a guardian of .- -

~truth. 1In that sense we lose something: we can see historiography as

: , . : = A
only an ultimately arbitrary 'way of looking at things,' based on .

ass@mptions not absolutes. But in the loss lies our gain. At least

we acquire an insight into how the historian in man operates. The

histories tell us something about ourselves, and that is good,‘though

the lesson is a hard. one. : -
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