
RICHARD II: THE UNKINGLY KING
My brain I’ll prove the female to my soul;
My soul the father: and these two beget
A generation of still breeding thoughts (V. v. 6-8).1
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Abstract

Search for the ideal king has been a consistent preoccupation
with Shakespeare and he reinforces this motif in Richard II to
express his discomfort over the office of kingship. Shakespeare’s
Richard II is a tale of self-exaltation and self-realization. It is a
journey of a man who progresses towards nullity. Being misfit
for the office of a kingship, Richard emerges as a sentimental
and  inconsistent  character  whose  actions  and  words  are  in
marked contrast with each other—they are hardly compatible.
He  keeps  wavering  between  two extremes  and is  more  often
seized by inconstant mood-swings which can best be interpreted
in terms of Jungian psychology. His inability to bridge the gap
between  the  two  causes  his  fall  and  the  suffering  that  he
endures. His tall claims crumble down before the time for their
execution comes and his inherent tendency to lean on somebody
for support obscures his position as an ideal king. This paper is
an  attempt  to  explore  Richard’s  character  and  examine  his
behavior from a Jungian point of view; hence focusing on the
existence of a pronounced female voice in him. The imbalance
between the conscious and the unconscious complexes leads to
devastating consequences and make his downfall inevitable. He
needs  to  integrate  into  his  conscious  attitude  what  he  is
potentially capable of. 
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Introduction

Richard II is a tragic story of a weakling who happens to be a king of the
state. He possesses strong imagination of a poet but is weak in execution
as a  king.  He walks very gallantly  but  surrenders  without  testing his
mettle.  His words are a little  too big for the actions he commits.  He
awards punishments but repents it before it is even executed.  He faces
the reality but never reconciles with it. A step forward proves to be a
step backward; hence resulting in regression and resignation. He suffers
but does not seem to learn from his experiences. Not only do the other
characters see through his weaknesses, but the audience also observe his
extreme one sided attitudei , as Carl Jung would put it.
Richard II has been criticized for his “‘intellectual feminineness which
feels a necessity of ever leaning on the breast of others’ and for ‘inspired
effeminacy’”(qtd in Forker 3+). Furthermore, Coleridge depreciates his
character  by  calling  him  ‘the  unmanliest  of  [Shakespeare’s]
creatures.’(qtd  in  Forker  3+)  Critics  highlight  the  passivity  of  his
character by dwelling on the weaknesses he embodies in his character.
Shakespeare presents ‘the passive, contemplative side of human nature’
in the portrayal of Richard II (Clemen 55).

A journey towards self-realization and ultimate nullity

Richard II appears in a kingly manner in the very first scene of the play.
He is conscious of the fact that he is the king of England as he uses the
royal “us” (I. i. 5) for himself. The image one forms is contrary to the
one he wishes to create. He speaks in strong emotional but kingly tone to
remain impartial  but  the  outcome is  actually  contrary to  the  reader’s
expectations.

Now, by my spectre’s awe I make a vow,
Such neighbor near ness to our sacred blood
Should nothing privilege him, nor partialise
The unstopping firmness of my upright soul (I. i.
118-121). 

It seems pretty evident that Richard public life is affected by his private
life  when  Richard  contradicts  himself  after  he  announces  a  milder
penalty for his cousin, Bolingbroke, as compared to that of Mowbray’s.
He even reduces the former’s punishment by four years “Hath from the
number  of  his  banished  years/plucked  four  away”  (I.  iii.  210).  This
aspect of his personality also manifests itself in the same scene when
Bolingbroke and Mowbray are presented before the king. Bolingbroke
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uses strong language for Mowbray and even pulls out his sword in the
presence of the king “What my tongue speaks, my right drawn sword
may prove” (I. i. 46).  It appears that Bolingbroke is well aware of the
fact that being a close relation, the king will overlook his rash attitude.
Soon he openly challenges Mowbray in the presence of the king “There I
throw my gage” (I. i. 69). (On the other hand, Mowbray does not expect
to be forgiven  so he speaks well under control “the fair reverence of
your highness curbs me/from giving reins and spurs to my free speech”
(I. i. 54-55). Thus, for others, Richard seems to be partial towards his
blood relations. When he fails to reconcile Bolingbroke and Mowbray,
he  once  again  assumes  his  royal  tone;  he  suddenly  becomes  furious
“Lions  make  leopards  tame”  (I.  i.  174).  He  descends  to  embrace
Bolingbroke before the duel starts but does not greet Mowbray in the
same fashion.  When he fails  to achieve his end,  Richard manifests  a
higher  degree  of  partiality  by  banishing  Mowbray  forever  and
Bolingbroke  for  ten  years  only.  Richard  presents  himself  as  an
opinionated character which is evident from his leniency (cutting down
four years of punishment) towards Bolingbroke who receives it with a
complaining reply “Four lagging winters and four wanton springs/End in
a world; such is the breath of the king” (I. iii. 214-215). On the other
hand, Mowbray’s patriotic sentiments cannot change Richard’s decision.
Clearly, his heart moves easily for his relations. Thus he fails to carry
out the responsibilities of his public office under the dominant influence
of his private life. The inconsistency and partiality in Richard’s nature
finds a glaring contrast in the firmness and impartiality of Gaunt who
does not hesitate to approve the banishment of his son. Despite his effort
to create a larger-than-life image of himself,  the crown of kingship lacks
the awe of a king. 
Jung believes that a person can be possessed by inferior functionii  which
is identical to the dark side of human psyche. It manifests itself in two
possible ways, that is, animaiii and shadowiv.  In Jungian terms, Richard
has his  anima overdeveloped which is  manifested in  his  sentimental,
inconsistent, and emotional nature. In the first scene of Act five, Richard
has his last talk with the queen. It seems as if two women are sharing
their sorrows. Richard is rather more sentimental than the queen “Weep
thou for me in France, I for thee here, / Better far off, than near, be never
the near, / Go count thy way with sighs, I mine with groans ”(V. i. 87-
89).  Instead  of  encouraging  the  queen,  he  presents  himself  as  an
extremely weak person. For the queen, he seems to have accepted his
defeat “And wilt thou, pupil-like, / Take thy correction mildly, kiss the
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rod, /And fawn on rage with base humility” (V. i. 32-34). They depart in
an extremely emotional way.  
The impression of weakness and sentimentality appears in the first scene
when Richard asks Gaunt “hast thou sounded [ Bolingbroke]”(I. i. 8). It
seems Richard himself is afraid of asking the same from Bolingbroke.
After listening to the fiery speeches from Bolingbroke and Mowbray,
instead of behaving like a king, he behaves more like a mother pleading
for reconciliation “Forget, forgive; conclude and be agreed” (I. i. 156).
After few lines, he suddenly assumes his royal tone “We are not born to
sue, but to command” (I. i. 196). This fluctuating  tendency of his mood
pervades  all  over  the  first  Act  together  with  his  dominant  emotional
nature. Later within eight lines, Richard uses words --“fostered” (I. iii.
126), “infant” (I. iii. 133), and “cradle” (I. iii. 132). -- which presents a
motherly temperament on his part. The choice of diction in Richard’s
speech unravels his anima possessed psyche.  These lines are charged
with emotions and sentimentality of a mother. 

Before  the  departure  of  Bolingbroke  and  Mowbray,  Richard
makes them take an oath out of his own fear;

Nor never by advised purpose meet
To plot, contrive, or complot any ill
‘Gainst us, our state,or subjects, or our land (I. iii.
188-190).  

It means there is a possibility of how both together or each in his own
capacity might raise an army against him. A good and far-sighted king
would prefer to nip the evil in the bud.  He hurts them without damaging
them well enough to debilitate them. His decision to proceed to suppress
revolt at Ireland, oblivious to the fact that his policies will boomerang if
Bolingbroke  decides  to  arrive,  also  lacks  the  foresight  of  a  king.
Richard’s  fall  is  thus  visible  since  Bolingbroke’s  return.  All  the
disgruntled nobles join him against the royal authority. Like Richard, his
army too loses courage and decides to withdraw. To all his near and dear
ones, his decline is surely evident.
According to Jung the anima is fickle, capricious, moody, uncontrolled
and  emotional,  sometimes  gifted  with  daemonic  intuitions,  ruthless,
malicious,  and untruthful.   Thus time and again,  in the  role  of king,
Richard behaves more like a weakling who feels utterly insecure.  He
feels insecure of Bolingbroke of which he speaks to Aumerle “Observ’d
his courtship to the common people, /How he did seem to dive into their
hearts/With humble and familiar courtesy”(I. iv. 24-26). He seems to be
fearful of the popularity that Bolingbroke enjoys among the masses. He
seems to have realized his mistake in banishing Bolingbroke but cannot
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do anything  to  reverse  his  decision.   It  is  Richard  who interferes  to
prevent  Bolingbroke’s  engagement  with  the  French  king’s  cousin.  It
clearly manifests that he seems to be afraid of Bolingbroke’s return with
French help. York mentions his interference in preventing Bolingbroke’s
engagement  “Nor  the  prevention  of  poor  Bolingbroke/  about  his
marriage” (II. i. 168-169) besides other wrongs committed by Richard.
On both the occasions, Richard appears to act under a dominant fear of
Bolingbroke.
Both his uncles, John of Gaunt and York, know well that Richard needs
to rectify his demeanor;

Gaunt. Will the king come,that I may breath my last
In wholesome counsel to his unstaid youth?

York. Vex not yourself,nor strive with your breath;
For in vain comes counsel to [Richard] ear (II. i. 1-5).

York knows well that Richard is extremely susceptible to sycophancy
“No; [his ear] is stopp’d with other flattering sounds, /as praises of his
state” (II. i. 17-18). It seems Richard lacks self knowledge due to which
he fails to coordinate his conscious with that of his unconscious. He does
not  want  to  know himself  rather  he  believes  in  what  his  sycophants
makes him think about himself. He looks into himself through the eyes
of others. His lack of self knowledge nourished by his sycophants has
impaired his vision to such an extent that he fails to see himself through
his own eyes.  John of Gaunt also seems to be disgusted with the internal
policies of Richard that he devises on the suggestions of his selected
sycophants. 
York  knows well  about  the  rash  aspect  of  Richard’s  character  as  he
requests the dying Gaunt to be mild with the king “Deal mildly with his
youth; /for young hot colts, being rag’d, do rage the more” (II. i. 69).
Since  Richard  intends  to  confiscate  Gaunt’s  land  after  his  death,  he
speaks disrespectfully to the dying Gaunt. Gaunt warns him and shows
him his true picture;

 A thousand flatterers sit within my crown,
Whose compass is no bigger than thy crown;
And yet, encaged in so small a verge,
The waste is no whit lesser than thy land (II. i. 100-103).
He  warns  him  in  the  strictest  possible  words  about  the

destruction that his policies is going to result in. He openly accuses him
of murdering Gloucester. Richard’s emotional nature is revealed in his
harsh and disrespectful replies to Gaunt. He labels Gaunt as “Lunatic
lean-witted  fool”  (II.  i.  115).  The  inconsistent  nature  of  Richard  is
reflected lucidly in the contrast between his treatment of ‘Gaunt in the
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court’  to  that  of  ‘Gaunt  in  his  death  bed’  in  Act  one  and  two
respectively. Despite York’s warnings to forbid him, Richard announces
confiscation of Gaunt’s property after his death. York knows that such
an act would displease the nobility as they will feel insecure about their
future after such happening. It seems that Richard is so overpowered by
his (ego mode) that he turns a deaf ear to what York warns him about.
He  seems to  trust  his  sycophants.  Northumberland also  observes  the
haughtiness in Richard’s demeanor “The king is not himself, but basely
led/ by flaterers ”( II. i. 242-243). According to York, Richard lacks a
balanced  personality  unlike  his  father  (Prince  of  Wales,  the  Black
Prince) “In war was never lion rag’ed so fierce, / In peace was never a
gentle lamb more mild” (II. i. 175-176). This means that Richard cannot
maintain a balance to make use of his anima tendency on time. It is due
to this reason that he always gets sentimental on wrong occasions. This
indicates a lack of coordination in conscious and unconscious mode of
his psyche. The occasion where he needs to show animusv tendencies is
dominated by anima.  Resultantly his judgment is  affected and makes
him take wrong decisions that cost him heavily, as Northumberland puts
it;

Wars have not wasted it,for warr’d he hath not,
But basely yielded upon compromise
That which his ancestors achieved with blows (II. i. 253-255).

The  dark  aspect  of  his  nature  is  projected  on  the  other  characters
especially  on  Bolingbroke  as  he  can  see  in  him  something  that  he
unconsciously detests in himself. He has denied the rightful legacy of
Gaunt  to  Bolingbroke but  looks at  him as  a usurper.  He projects  his
shadow on Bolingbroke. He cannot acknowledge this weakness which
he projects on Bolingbroke while talking to Northumberland;

And he shall think that thou, which knowest the way
To plant unrightful kings, wilt know again,
Being never so urg’d,another way
To pluck him headlong from the usurped throne (V. i. 62-65). 

This is not what he feels for the other characters as they do not pose a
threat  to  him.  He  does  not  feel  threatened  of  Mowbray  as  we  hear
nothing  of  him  from king’s  mouth.  It  is  Bolingbroke  who  is  on  his
nerves. Richard wants to remain king where as the latter being a close
relation can pose a threat to his reign. Due to this sense of insecurity, his
conscious  mode  is  overshadowed  by  his  over  dominated  anima.  He
keeps on hitting Bolingbroke but does not give him a fatal blow as he
seems to be afraid of losing popularity among his people. He lets him
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live to strengthen himself. It is Richard who has created this situation for
himself after making a series of wrong decisions. 
When Aumerle returns after seeing off Bolingbroke, Richard asks if any
“parting tears” (I. iv. 5) are shed by Bolingbroke. Here he again projects
his  own  shadow  on  Bolingbroke.  The   sentimental  and  feminine
tendencies that he does not acknowledge in his psyche are projected on
Bolingbroke. This is what he unconsciously dislikes about himself but
since he has turned blind to his unconscious he cannot see it himself.
Like a female, he wants to know the reaction of departing Bolingbroke.
His  fear  makes  him  think  that  he  has  made  a  mistake  in  banishing
Bolingbroke.
He appears as an anima possessed person since he lacks confidence to
believe in his own abilities. He takes York for granted to help him “Say,
Scroop where lies  our  uncle  with  his  power”(III.  ii.  192).  He  seems
overdepedent on York who later on joins Bolingbroke’s camp. Richard,
when left  alone,  resorts  to  resignation.  Here he should have asserted
himself like a king. He should have shown no fears but he feels insecure.
He fails to see that it is unbecoming for a king to rely on others without
testing his own power.  Instead of putting his own resistance, he seeks
the help of mother Earth in these words “But let thy spiders, that suck up
thy venom, / And heavy-gaited toads lie in their way” (III. i. 14-15).  He
behaves more like a lost and desolated soldier.
Richard’s anima becomes dominant due to which he fails to assert his
authority on the return of Bolingbroke. Without fighting a battle, without
taking up any challenge, without putting a resistance to protect his royal
authority,  he  succumbs  to  his  sentimentality.  Within  few  days  of
Bolingbroke’s return, Richard hands him over his crown. In contrast to
Richard,  York  knows  how to  rebuke  a  banished  duke  on  his  illegal
arrival.  York  labels  Bolingbroke  “foolish  boy”(II.  iii.  97).  He  rather
scolds him “chastise thee/ And minister correction to thy fault”(II. iii.
104-105). 
Carlisle can see his lack of mettle after the return of Bolingbroke “Fear
not,  my  lord”(III.  Ii.  27).  Richard  sticks  to  the  same  old  habit  of
oscillating  between  extremities.  Within  a  short  time,  Richard  throws
away  the  pall  of  hopelessness  “Not  all  the  water  in  the  rough  rude
sea/Can  wash the  balm from an  anointed  king”  (III.  ii.  54-55).  This
elevated mood is soon to plummet when Salisbury arrives to announce
the withdrawal of royal forces in Bolingbroke’s favour. Richard seems
to speak senselessly “I had forgot myself. Am I not king? /Awake thy
sluggard majesty! Thou sleepest”(III. ii. 84-85). Despite all tall claims,
he does not have the courage to keep his nerves intact.
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It  is  obvious that  whenever he assumes the kingly tone,  he seems to
interact  with  his  unconscious.  The  traffic  between his  conscious  and
unconscious starts flowing but temporarily. He suddenly falls a victim to
unconscious forgetfulness of his status. The strong anima dominates his
conscious  mode  of  psyche  which results  in  his  sentimental  behavior.
Thus the sudden assertion of authority seems to be the temporary bridges
between his unconscious and conscious.
He relies on the power of his uncle York “I know my uncle York/ hath
power enough to serve our turn” (III. ii. 89-90). At the back of his mind,
he  knows that  he  has  lost  to  Bolingbroke.  He  cries  like  a  miserable
woman. He cannot muster up courage and fails to behave as a man. He
can see his end. He laments upon his fate. Carlisle tries to encourage him
but  the  effect  is  temporary.  It  elevates  Richard’s  spirits  for  a  while
“Proud Bolingbroke,I come/ to change my blows with thee for our day
of doom”(III. ii. 188-189). Soon after he is informed that even his uncle
York has  forsaken him and joined Bolingbroke.  He once again loses
hope and wants to be alone “Let them hence away, / From Richard’s
night to Bolingbroke’s fair day”(III. ii. 217-218). For the very first time
in the play he seems to realize that those who flatter him are selfish and
insincere to him “He does me double wrong, /That wound me with the
flatteries of his tongue”(III. ii. 215-216). This seems to be an episodic
interaction  of  his  conscious  and  unconscious  which  is  soon  to  be
overcome by his dominating anima. 
Bolingbroke’s party is now fairly sure that the king will soon submit to
them. Lord Northumberland even starts calling King Richard as Richard.
It shows that his opponents know clearly well that Richard does not have
the ability and resources to resist. In his first meeting with Bolingbroke,
after the latter’s return, Richard again presents himself as a mixture of
contrast.  He maintains a kingly demeanor but behaves in an unkingly
manner. Instead of rebuking and challenging Northumberland, he adopts
a cursing tone ;

God omnipotent,
Is mustering in his clouds on our behalf
Armies of pestilence;and they shall strike
Your children yet unborn and unbegot (III. iii. 85-89).

He accepts all the demands of Bolingbroke as a tacit indication of his
surrender.  A  minute  after,  he  feels  like  reversing  his  decision  of
surrender but Aumerle does not agree. Richard regrets his decision as he
cannot  reconcile  his  injured  pride  with  his  incompetence.  Instead  of
standing on his decision, he regrets the banishment of Bolingbroke “O
God! O God! That ever this tongue of mine, /That laid the sentence of
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dread banishment”  (III.iii.  133-134).  He cries  at  his  helplessness  and
yearns to die. Unlike York, he cannot rebuke Bolingbroke rather calls
him King Bolingbroke. He indicates an open surrender to Bolingbroke in
their very second dialogue “What you will have I’ll give, and willing
to”(III. iii. 206).
It is, however, through York that Richard informs Bolingbroke about his
final stepping down. He still assumes the demeanor of a king. It seems
that he wants to remain king but does not have the authority to assert
himself as a king. He cannot reconcile himself with this situation and
decides to resign “Give me the crown. Here, cousin, seize the crown”
(IV.  i.  181).  He  surrenders  sentimentally  like  a  helpless  and usurped
person “Mine eyes are full of tears, I cannot see” (IV. i. 244) but in his
heart  he  is  still  convinced  that  he  is  the  king  in  God’s  eye.  While
transferring  his  authority,  Richard  seems  to  think  of  it  as  sin  “God
pardon all oaths that are broke to me” (IV. i. 214). To him, his whole
personality is based on his status as king due to which after resigning
from kingship he is no more Richard to himself. He calls himself “King
of snow” (IV. i. 260) and “King of beasts”(V.i. 35), “King of man” (V.i.
36),  and “rightful King”(V. i. 50). He labels Bolingbroke as “unrightful
king”(V.i. 63), despite willingly surrendering to him. Due to the lack of
traffic  between  his  conscious  and  unconscious,  he  fails  to  reconcile
himself with the reality.] Unconsciously he considers himself to be the
king, but at conscious level he cannot assert himself to be so. Thus his
conscious and unconscious are not  reconciled with each other.  In his
soliloquy in the  penultimate  scene of  the  play,  he  defines  himself  in
these words;

Thus play I in one person many people
And none contented: sometimes am I a king;
Then treason makes me wish myself a beggar,
And so I am: then crushing penury
Persuades me I was better when a king;
Then I am kinged again; and by and by
Think that I am unking’d by Bolingbroke (V. v. 31-37).

For people, too, he is no more the regal king. They treat Richard in a
despicable way “ No joyful tongue gave him his welcome home;/ But
dust was thrown upon his sacred head” (V. ii. 29-30). He displays self
pity “and some will mourn in ashes, some coal-black, / For the deposing
of a rightful king.”(V. i. 50). It is yet another evidence of lack of self
knowledge. As king, he used to be flattered by sycophants. Now there
are  none.  Thus  instead  of  accepting  the  reality  he  wants  to  win  the
sympathies of people around. He still wants to be called a king.
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A glimpse of self realization appears after the queen departs. Doesn’t it
mean that it is under the influence of his anima(Queen) that he fails to
see  his  real  nature?  As  soon  as  she  leaves  England,  Richard  starts
knowing himself but death is too close to let him attain the process of
individuationvi. It seems that he has almost reached the reality of his true
nature but it’s too late to act. In the entire play, for the very first time,
Richard is seen in action. He strikes the keeper and kills the two armed
soldiers.  But his action does not help him to save his life. Exton strikes
a fatal blow and kills him. Like Hamlet, his “readiness” comes at the
cost of his death. 

Conclusion:

Richard II is a record of follies of and mistakes made by the king leading
to devastating consequences for the nation due to his inability to judge
himself properly. He becomes a victim of lopsidedness of personality;
hence leading to his ultimate failure.
Eventually he wants to be the king of his grief and wishes kingly death
while death treats kings and commoners equally. Grief confounds kings
as much as it confounds ordinary people rather with a greater magnitude.
Mistakes made by kings are never forgotten as history repeats them and
their follies determine the destinies of nations.

End Notes

i To act in one extreme way and to overlook the other important aspect
of one’s personality such as one directional or one sided attitude may be
positive or it may be manifested in negative direction. It is normally a
result  due to the lack of co-ordination between the conscious and the
unconscious.  Nietzsche  and  Jung:  The  Whole  Self  in  the  Union  of
Opposites.p.45

iiThe inferior function, along with its archetypal compatriot the shadow,
can take on a kind of active and authoritative presence in our everyday
lives. Shadow can be identified with the dark side of human psyche. By
accepting  and  incorporating  it  prudently  into  the  conscious  self,  an
individual can overcome the lopsidedness of his personality. In its most
diabolical  aspects,  it  tampers  with  and  sabotages  our  relationships,
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turning friend into foe, or intrapsychically speaking, self into non-self.
Nietzsche  and  Jung:  The  Whole  Self  in  the  Union  of  Opposites .
P.45(Listed)
iii Anima is a female voice in man.  It is the totality of female attributes
in the unconscious of a man.  For normal behavior, it is essential to get
the anima integrated in the conscious of a man. Conversations with Carl
Jung and Reactions from Ernest Jones. P. 53(Listed)

ivThe shadow, according to Jung, in being instinctive and irrational, is
prone to project:  turning a personal inferiority into a perceived moral
deficiency  in  someone  else.  Jung writes  that  if  these  projections  are
unrecognized  "The  projection-making  factor  (the  Shadow  archetype)
then has a free hand and can realize its object--if it has one--or bring
about some other situation characteristic of its power." These projections
insulate  and  cripple  individuals  by  forming  an  ever  thicker  fog  of
illusion between the ego and the real world.  Nietzsche and Jung: The
Whole Self in the Union of Opposites. P.45(Listed)

vAnimus  represents  the  totality  of  masculine  attributes  in  the
Unconscious of female.  In other words it is the man in woman.  Unless
this aspect is integrated in the conscious of a female, she cannot attain
individuation. Conversations with Carl Jung and reactions from Ernest
Jones. P.53( Listed)

vi Individuation is the process of maturation of psyche.  In simple words
it  means  to  come  to  terms  with  one’s  own  self.   One  way  of
individuation is to get conscious of one’s anima and animus which is
possible  after  the  integration  of  one’s  conscious  with  that  of  the
unconscious.  The ego tries to find into its true internal self;  it  looks
through  its  anima  or  animus  thus  moving  towards  the  process  of
wholeness. The goal of individuation is to attain self certainty. Nietzsche
And Jung: The Whole Self in the Union of Opposites. P.42 (Listed)
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