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ichard II, written around 1595, is the first play in Shakespeare’s second "history
tetralogy,” a series of four plays that chronicles the rise of the house of Lancaster to
the British throne. Richard II, set around the year 1398, traces the fall from power
of the last king of the house of Plantagenet, Richard II, and his replacement by the
first Lancaster king, Henry IV (Henry Bolingbroke).

Henry Bolingbroke, Richard’s cousin, is having a dispute with Thomas Mowbray, Duke of
Norfolk, and they both want the king to act as judge. The subject of the quarrel is Bolingbroke’s
accusation concerning Mowbray's treason. After several attempts to calm both men, Richard
acquiesces and Bolingbroke and Mowbray challenge each other to a duel, over the objections of
both Richard and Gaunt. Richard interrupts the duel at the very beginning and sentences both
men to banishment from England. Bolingbroke has to leave for six years, whereas Mowbray
is banished forever. The king’s decision, an act of political manipulation, can be seen as the
first mistake in a series that will lead eventually to his overthrow and death. Indeed, Mowbray
predicts that the king will fall sooner or later.

John of Gaunt, Bolingbroke’s father dies and Richard Il seizes all of his land and money. This
angers the nobility, who accuse Richard of wasting England’s money, of taking Gaunt’s money
(which rightfully belongs to Bolingbroke) to fund a war with Ireland, of taxing the commoners,
and of fining the nobles for crimes their ancestors committed. Next, they help Bolingbroke
secretly to return to England and plan to overthrow Richard Il. However, there remain some
subjects faithful to Richard, among them Bushy, Green and the Duke of Aumerle, cousin to both
Richard and Bolingbroke. King Richard leaves England to administer the war in Ireland, and
Bolingbroke takes the opportunity to assemble an army and invade the north coast of England.

When Richard returns, Bolingbroke first claims his land back and then, by means of of the
nobility’s maneuvering, he ascends to the throne as King Henry IV. Richard is taken into prison,
where he is murdered under unclear circumstances. The new king repudiates the murderer
and vows to journey to Jerusalem to cleanse himself of his part in Richard’s death. As the play
concludes, we see that the reign of the new King Henry IV has started off inauspiciously

Richard Il is considered one of the most moving and poetic plays in Shakespeare’s history
tetralogy. Shakespeare takes this unique king — who feels painfully alone sitting on the throne
— on a sobering and captivating journey of self-discovery in light of his failure as a leader. The
play touches upon sibling hatred and unfounded hatred, and poses a weighty moral dilemma:
the duty of loyalty to a king who rules by virtue of divine grace vs. the duty to save the homeland
from and defend it against a depraved and irresponsible ruler.

Richarad |l

he wars of the Roses have raged for many years. Now the civil war has

finally ended and Edward has been crowned King. His brother, Richard Duke

of Gloucester, a soldier all his life, is confronted with “the weak piping time of

peace”. Robbed of purpose in peac  etime, he decides to aim for the crown. He

sets his two brothers, George Duke of Clarence, and King Edward. who is already
close to death, against each other. Both love Richard dearly and suspect nothing. In need of
an upstanding wife of means to be his Queen, he woos and wins Lady Anne, despite having
killed both her husband and father-in-law in the wars.

The Queen and her relations Lord Rivers and Lord Grey are mocked by Richard and Lord
Buckingham for their opportunism and law birth. Clarence is murdered in the tower in
Richard’s orders. King Edward’s dying attempts at reconciling his Queen’s Kindred with
Richard prove superficial. Edward’s son and heir, the young prince, is welcomed home by the
court, and immediately sent to the tower with his younger brother to await coronation. Their
mother’s kinfolk (Rivers and Grey) are killed; So is Hastings, the Lord Chamberlain, when it is
clear he does not favour Richard’s accession.

Buckingham proves Richard’s chief advisor and henchman, helping to manipulate public
opinion and gain him the crown. But when asked to ensure the murder of the princes in the
Tower, Buckingham hesitates, looses favour, and escapes to join Richmond who is leading
an army from France against Richard. Queen Elizabeth and the Duchess of York (Richard’s
mother) unite in mourning their dead, and in cursing Richard. When they confront him,
he dismisses his mother’s curses. Having willed the death of his wife, Anne, Richard needs
to marry Elizabeth’s daughter to prevent his rival, Richmond, marrying her and thereby
strengthening his claim to the throne. Queen Elizabeth is finally persuaded. Buckingham is
captured and executed. Richard and Richmond fight for the throne.
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