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Transcending Oppositional Borders: the Paradox of Deposition in Shakespeare’s Richard II 
 

 

 In his 1975 article, Richard II and the Realities of Power, Samuel Schoenbaum 

characterized contemporary criticism on Shakespeare’s Richard II as embodying a revisionist 

phase wherein critics sought to overturn E.M.W. Tillyard’s reading of the play as an 

endorsement of the Tudor myth. What is insightful about Schoenbaum’s essay is that while he 

positions his own paper within this popular trend by aligning the text with a kind of 

Machiavellian poetics of power, he simultaneously envisions a time when future critics will 

transcend these argumentative oppositions. “Eventually, I expect,” the author says, “we shall 

look again at Tillyard more disinterestedly, extrapolate what is of lasting value, and absorb it into 

the critical stream. Thus we have synthesis. It is what may be described as the Hegelian tendency 

in Shakespeare studies” (SchoenBaum 93). In many ways, judging by recent critical trends, 

Schoenbaum’s comments appear to have been correct, as there is now a discernable effort among 

modern scholars to avoid oppositional interpretations by allowing for irreconcilable aspects of 

the play. This can be witnessed in two different approaches. One approach, adopted recently by 

both Rebecca Lemon and Paul Hammer, is to ignore, or sidestep, the seeming incompatibility of 

Richard’s divine right claims, and to read the play merely as a political commentary on the 

imperfections of both tyranny and rebellion. In this purview, Shakespeare simply highlights the 

negative consequences of both Richard’s and Bolingbroke’s actions without having to explicitly 

endorse or negate a divine right doctrine. The other approach, evinced by the recent work of both 

Robert A. Logan and William O. Scott, is to see the text as being fully enveloped in a discourse 

of ambiguity by simultaneously asserting and undermining divine right theory, thereby 

withholding any kind of official commentary on the legitimacy of Richard’s deposition.  

 In the present paper, I would like to propose that, while these recent scholars have offered 

fascinating ways of transcending past hermeneutic oppositions, there is a way in which the play 

might negotiate argumentative extremes without having to either sidestep the issue of Richard’s 

divine right claims or concede a poetics of ambiguity. Without negating the possible legitimacy 

of these other readings, I contend that the play may resolve traditional tensions by both endorsing 

and disapproving of Richard’s deposition within a paradoxical religious and political interpretive 

framework. My aim here is not to validate or undermine an aesthetics of ambiguity by 

reproducing a dialectic between Richard as either tyrant or martyr, but to point to the interpretive 

possibility that Richard may embody both types simultaneously within an understanding of his 

deposition as an effect of the fusion between divine providence and Bolingbroke’s wrongful 

rebellion. Importantly, this argument, like much recent criticism, will rely on seeing Richard’s 

deposition, not as one fixed temporal act within the play, but as a gradual process that works 

toward, and culminates in, an external divestment of royal power. 

 Discussions of Richard II have usually centered around three competing early modern 

conceptions of monarchical authority: Robert Parson’s politics of contractual power; a 

Tillyardian understanding of the theory of the divine right of kings; and Machiavelli’s 

philosophy of realpolitik. While these critical discussions offer important starting points for 
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interpreting Shakespeare’s play, they also inadvertently obscure, or at least ignore, an alternative 

way of considering the relationship between kingship and divine right doctrine. What is 

interesting about these contextual readings is that they refuse to address or consider the 

possibility that, within the early modern imagination, monarchical authority could also be seen as 

being vulnerable to divine revocation if a ruler proved ethically bankrupt. Thomas Freeman has 

recently called attention to this alternate way of conceiving of royal power in the early modern 

period in his 2003 essay Providence and Prescription: The Account of Elizabeth in Foxe’s Book 

of Martyrs. In examining Foxe’s treatment of the queen in all three editions, as well as 

contemporary sermons, Freeman finds that both Foxe and Protestant preachers subtly warn 

Elizabeth that her authority is rooted solely in her Protestant virtue, and that if this grows thin, 

then God will—as he did to Saul—remove her from the throne (Freeman 42-43). Alexandra 

Walsham has also confirmed the prevalence of this form of political thought in her 2003 article 

‘A Very Deborah?’ The Myth of Elizabeth I as a Providential Monarch.  

 In the present paper, I would like to call attention to one way in which the early modern 

dramatic imagination appropriated this conception of monarchical authority-- as being contingent 

upon divine favour-- by looking at the closing lines of Francis Beaumont ‘s and John Fletcher’s 

1619 play, The Maid’s Tragedy. The important passage takes place just after Lissipius learns that 

his father, “the King”, has been murdered by his indignant mistress, Evadne. After briefly 

mourning over his dead body, Lissipius-- now the succeeding ruler-- offers the reader a way of 

interpreting his father’s death. He says: “May this a fair example be to me / To rule with temper, 

for on lustful Kings / Unlooked-for deaths from God are sent; / But curs’d is he that is their 

instrument” (5.3: 291-295). These lines are of heuristic value, I would argue, because they open 

up a political and religious conceptual framework wherein deposition--which, in the Maid’s 

Tragedy, takes place through regicide—can be understood as a divinely sanctioned act at the 

same time that the means of this act can be conceived of in treasonous terms. Importantly, this 

allows for a way of seeing monarchical authority, in light of divine right doctrine, as being both 

absolute in reference to political subjects and contingent in relation to God. In addition to this, 

Lissipius’ comments also argue for a more complex understanding of providence as a force that 

can sometimes appropriate wrongful actions as a means of achieving some desired end. The best 

dramatic example of this notion of providence, alluded to by Beaumont and Fletcher, can be 

found in Shakespeare’s King Lear, when Edgar provides a paradoxical way of understanding 

Gloucester’s torture at the hands of Cornwall. Speaking to his illegitimate brother, Edmund, he 

remarks: “The gods are just, and of our pleasant vices / Make instruments to plague us. / The 

dark and vicious place where thee he got / Cost him his eyes (5.3: 169-172). The important thing 

about these remarks, whether valid within the play or not, is that they position Gloucester’s 

ordeal within a conceptual context wherein the act of torture is ontologically separated from the 

means by which that act is carried out. In other words, Edgar conceives of providence as both 

endorsing Gloucester’s suffering and opposing Cornwall’s agency. Significantly, when taken 

together, both Edgar’s and Lissipius’ comments make possible one way of considering the events 

in Shakespeare’s Richard II.  

 The issue of monarchical authority comes up early on in the Richard II. Although it is 

alluded to, and underlies, the verbal and almost physical confrontation between Mowbray and 

Bolingbroke in the opening scene, it is not until act one scene two that it is discussed explicitly. 

In this part of the text, the Duchess of York and John of Gaunt discuss the events surrounding the 

death of the duke of Gloucester. As a number of critics have noted, the conversation between the 

two characters provides strong grounds for attributing the cause of Gloucester’s death, at least 
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partially, to King Richard. What is important about their exchange, however, is not so much that 

Richard is implicated in Gloucester’s murder, but that Gaunt sees his monarchical authority as 

precluding physical rebuke by political subjects. As he says to the Duchess: “God’s is the 

quarrel; for God’s substitute, / His deputy anointed in his sight, / Hath caused his death; the 

which if wrongfully, / Let heaven revenge, for I may never lift / An angry arm against his 

minister” (1.3: 37-41). Within this purview, Richard’s power is seen as being divine in origin. He 

has been “anointed” by God, made his “deputy” on earth, and reigns with his seal of approval. 

There is no intervening or limiting political body in this picture. Richard is accountable only to 

God, and this means that his authority over his subjects is entirely absolute. While Gaunt’s 

comments are significant for being the first instance in the play of a divine right discourse, they 

might be said to be even more important for the way in which they attempt to limit a conceptual 

understanding of Richard’s fall from power. By rejecting the legitimacy of ever ‘lifting an angry 

arm against’ King Richard --reserving that right only for God-- Gaunt essentially disallows for a 

reading of deposition, carried out through human agency, as a divinely sanctioned act. What he 

fails to consider, in other words, is that Richard’s downfall and deposition may in fact be 

manifestations of divine retribution at the same time that their agency may be devoid of God’s 

approval.  

 Interestingly, this is not the only instance of divine right discourse in the play that evinces 

a limited theoretical framework. As many critics have noted, Richard’s own conception of divine 

right doctrine is also somewhat myopic. This is best illustrated in act 3, scene 2. After returning 

from England, and receiving word of Bolingbroke’s slightly veiled threat, Richard makes clear 

that he considers divine protection from rebellion to be an entitlement of his monarchical status. 

In the company of his supporters, for example, he says: “The breath of worldly men cannot 

depose / The deputy elected by the Lord. / For every man that Bolingbroke hath pressed / To lift 

shrewed steel against our golden crown, / God for his Richard hath in heavenly pay / A glorious 

angel. Then if angels fight, / Weak men must fall; for heaven still guards the right” (3.2: 52-58). 

If these words are taken seriously at all, it can only be for an instant; for immediately after this, 

Richard learns from both Salisbury and Scrope that the Welshmen have gone to Bolingbroke, 

“dispersed, and fled” (3.2: 70); that “[w]hitebeards have armed their thin and hairless scalps [. . .] 

against [his] majesty” (3.2: 109-110); that “[b]oys with women’s voices [. . .] clap their female 

joints. . .against [his] crown” (3.2: 109-111);  that all the Northern castles have “yielded up”; and 

all the “southern gentlemen” have armed “upon his faction” (3.2: 197-199). Some scholars have 

taken this moment of dramatic irony as an indication of the text’s opposition to Divine Right 

theory. Graham Holderness, for instance, asserts that in this scene “we see a fantastic reduction 

of Divine Right to a kind of childish superstition” (58). Hugh Grady likewise suggests that in this 

particular instance the play “comes as close as any in the London Renaissance theatres to an 

outright demonstration of the inadequacy of divine-right theory” (80). While this may be one 

possible reading, however, a more nuanced interpretation might see this moment of dramatic 

irony, not as an indication of the inadequacy of divine right doctrine per se, but as evidence 

merely of Richard’s naïve and presumptuous beliefs regarding this doctrine. The problem, in this 

context, is not that Richard undermines divine right theory altogether, but that he refuses to 

acknowledge the possibility that God--the only figure he is supposedly accountable to-- may in 

fact be very much opposed to the continuation of his rule, and that these numerous reports of 

rebellion may symbolize a movement towards divine revocation of his authority.  

 Now, although both Gaunt’s and Richard’s conceptions of monarchical authority do not 

explicitly lend themselves to an understanding of Richard’s deposition as divinely sanctioned--in 
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both senses of the term--, there are ways in which the play itself seems to invite, or at least to 

allow for, this kind of interpretation--- which might be said to exist within the fissures of the 

theories of both characters. One of the most salient ways in which the text does this is by 

situating both the early instances of rebellion and the deposition within a complex and 

paradoxical providential discourse. In the first part of the play, this discourse is employed as a 

means of comprehending the erosion of Richard’s power. In act 2 scene 4, for instance, the 

Welsh captain’s decision to abandon Richard’s cause is founded upon seeing withered trees, 

ominous meteors and the whisperings of prophets of “fearful change” as harbingers of “the death 

or fall of kings” (2.4: 7-15). This interpretive mode also underlies the verbal exchanges and 

events mentioned in act 3, scene 2. After hearing of Bolingbroke’s military threat, the Bishop of 

Carlisle tells Richard not to fear defeat, since the “power that made you king / Hath power to 

keep you king in spite of all” (3.2: 27-28). In the 1597 quarto edition of the play, Carlisle’s 

exhortation is given even more detail: “The means that heavens yield must be embraced / And 

not neglected; else heaven would, / And we will not: heaven’s offer we refuse” (3.2: 25-27). The 

irony of these lines, as I alluded to earlier--in the context of Richard’s divine right discourse-- is 

that after Carlisle argues that heaven will always provide the means to support his monarchical 

authority, both Salisbury and Scrope enter and report that almost every military contingent has 

abandoned Richard’s cause, thereby leaving him entirely defenseless. The interpretation offered, 

therefore, by way of deduction, is that God has essentially forsaken Richard by disallowing for 

the preservation of his power. Interestingly, York offers his wife a similar reading of these events 

when he recounts Richard’s defeated entrance into London. He says: “Had not God for some 

strong purpose steeled / The hearts of men, they must perforce have melted [. . .] / But heaven 

hath a hand in these events” (5.2: 34-37).  

 In the second half of the play, of course, providential discourse becomes re-appropriated 

as a way of highlighting the criminality of Richard’s deposition. Perhaps the most prominent 

example of this altered providential trajectory can be found in the Bishop of Carlisle’s prophecy 

in act 4, scene 1. After Bolingbroke announces that he intends “to ascend the regal throne” (4.1: 

104), Carlisle undermines any hope that such an action might be thought of as nationally 

advantageous. Beginning with the subjunctive, “if you crown him king, let me prophesy”, he 

predicts: the blood of ages shall manure the ground, and future ages groan for this foul act [. . .] 

Disorder, horror, fear and mutiny / Shall here inhabit, and this land be called the field of 

Golgotha and dead men’s skulls” (4.1: 128-135). By itself, Carlisle’s prophecy argues for one of 

the strongest providential oppositions to Bolingbroke’s actions in the play because, as both 

history and Shakespeare’s later History plays testify, they actually helped, if not entirely caused, 

the subsequent English, civil wars. 

 Although some critics have argued that these two forms of providential discourse are 

oppositional in nature, and that they serve to confuse, rather than to resolve, readings of 

Richard’s deposition, there is actually some textual basis for seeing their relationship as being 

paradoxically compatible. For one, as discussed earlier, an ontological separation of 

Bolingbroke’s agency from Richard’s political fall from power makes this hermeneutic 

alternative both logical and feasible. Moreover, there is never any instance in the text wherein 

providence is represented as supporting and disapproving of either Richard’s deposition or 

Bolingbroke’s agency at the same time. On the contrary, it is either focused on the deposition 

itself as a symbol of divine retribution against Richard’s misrule, or on the agency of that act as a 

form of wrongful rebellion.  



 5 

 In addition to this, there are also particular points in the play, I would argue, that actually 

encourage an interpretive fusion between these two distinct ways of viewing Richard’s loss of 

authority. The first of these takes place in act 3, scene 3. After agreeing to relinquish his crown 

from the battlements of Flint castle, under a slightly veiled coercive context, Richard prefaces his 

descent with the following comments: “Down, down I come like glist’ring Phaethon, / Wanting 

the manage of unruly jades” (3.3: 177-178). Some scholars see these lines merely as a way of 

calling attention to Richard’s inviolable authority by associating his rule with both the sun and 

Phaeton, a god-like figure. Louise Cowan, for instance, writes: “Something equivalent to the 

sun’s being removed from its course in the heavens is happening to Richard, something so 

incredible and outrageous that he is impelled to race towards it” (80). What Cowan and other 

critics fail to emphasize, however, is that Phaeton, in the original classical tale, was actually 

overthrown by one of Jove’s thunderbolts for recklessly misusing his father’s sun chariot.  

Significantly, this added detail calls into question Richard’s presumption of divine support, 

without undermining his claims to divine right kingship. In other words, at the same time that the 

sun imagery and Phaeton reference argue for the inviolability of his monarchical authority, the 

inadvertent allusion to the circumstances of Phaeton’s demise suggests that his political downfall 

is a consequence of divine will. This allusive signification, of course, also helps to condition an 

interpretation of Bolingbroke’s involvement in this larger event. By using the sun and Phaeton to 

emphasize Richard’s permanent authority over political subjects, it basically suggests that 

Bolingbroke’s actions, as well as Richard’s complicity in them, are examples of treason—since, 

within divine right doctrine, only God can remove the sun.  

  Richard also unwittingly creates a similar interpretive framework in act 4, scene 1. 

Towards the beginning of the scene, just before his deposition, he imagines himself as a Christ-

figure, who has been abandoned by all of his former followers. He says: “Yet I will remember / 

The favours of these men. Were they not mine? / Did they not sometimes cry ‘All hail!’ to me? / 

So Judas did to Christ” (4.1: 158-161). After the deposition takes place, his Christological 

imagery continues, as he offers his “enemies” another way of viewing their actions: “Though 

some of you, with Pilate, wash your hands, / Showing an outward pity, yet you Pilates / Have 

here delivered me to my sour cross, / And water cannot wash away your sin” (4.1: 229-232). 

Richard’s aim here, of course, is to try and impose meaning on his seemingly hopeless 

predicament by presenting himself as an innocent Christ-like figure, and to emphasize, once 

again, the sacredness of his monarchical authority. To some degree, without ignoring the obvious 

dissimilarities in the analogy, one could say that he actually succeeds in establishing some 

interpretive connections between both events. At the same time, however, Richard’s comments, 

like his Phaeton allusion, fail to justify his deposition as a wrongful act--in and of itself. For 

amidst all of the intentional parallels he creates, he also inadvertently conjures up the ontological 

distinctions of Christ’s capture, passion and crucifixion as events that, while condemned in their 

agency, are nevertheless divinely endorsed. As a result of this, he unintentionally fashions his 

own deposition as a paradoxical fusion between divine will and reprehensible rebellion.  

  This reading acquires further credibility when one considers Shakespeare’s 

representation of the Duke of York. Early on in the play, York is seen as one of the few 

characters to openly characterize Bolingbroke’s actions as forms of sedition. In act 2, scene 3, for 

instance, he tells Bolingbroke and his supporters that, since Richard is an “anointed king”, their 

active attempt to undermine his authority makes them all “rebels.” Subsequent to this, however, 

York also comes to see Richard’s fall from power as a providential event. As he says to his wife, 

“heaven hath a hand in these events” (5.2: 34-37). This admission is important in the text, I 



 6 

would argue, because it provides the only instance in the play of a character who is able to 

conceive of Richard’s political demise as both an act of treason and a providential occurrence. 

There is, of course, a slight problem with York’s final reading of these separate observations. 

Rather than seeing God as employing undesirable acts to achieve some form of justice, York 

assumes that Bolingbroke’s rebellion is divinely sanctioned. In fact, this is why he is able to 

support Bolingbroke’s reign from the beginning of its inauguration without ever retracting his 

earlier charges of sedition. While this might function to problematize the authenticity of York’s 

dichotomous claims, there is a way in which York’s sudden transference of allegiance—which is 

a result of his final reading-- seems to be undermined by the text. For one, his final inference 

involves a faulty deduction. When, for example, he says to his wife that God “hath had a hand in 

these events”, he attributes the workings of providence only to Richard’s political downfall. 

Significantly, he never claims to have perceived a divine endorsement of Bolingbroke’s actions. 

He simply presumes that because providence seems to support Richard’s loss of authority, it 

must also necessarily support Bolingbroke’s agency, and hence, his rule. In addition to this, 

York’s conclusion also jars heavily with Carlisle’s verifiably correct prophecy of civil war and 

the evident catastrophes associated with Bolingbroke’s early reign. Together, these factors, I 

would argue, help to make York’s final reading unsatisfactory, at the same time that his charge 

of treason against Bolingbroke and his providential understanding of Richard’s loss of power are 

still presented as valid interpretations. What remains, in the end, then, is the alternative inference 

from York’s premises: that is, that Richard’s political demise, like Christ’s capture, passion and 

crucifixion, is a result of providence’s appropriation of unjustifiable rebellion.  

 If this reading of Richard II is plausible, as this paper has suggested it is, then it has 

significant implications for critical discussions of the play. For one, it offers a way of 

transcending past oppositional arguments by opening up a middle ground between Tillyard’s 

“orthodox” reading and revisionist interpretations of Richard’s deposition. As one hermeneutic 

possibility, it also adds further complexity to discussions surrounding the ambiguity of the text 

by encouraging scholars to contend with a more subtle form of providential discourse. Most 

importantly, however, this reading makes room for seeing Shakespeare, not as a cultural 

mouthpiece for the Elizabethan Tudor myth or Robert Parsons politics, but as a distinct thinker 

who could be aware of other possible political interpretations of Richard’s deposition and still 

present one of his own.  

 


