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DEVOURING PESPTILENCL...
Disease, Age and Physicizn Imagery
in
Richoard II =3 Henry IV, Parts I and 11

Ia the three history plays, Ri.nerd II and He.ry IV,
Parts I 2:d II, Shakespeare Jdramztizes the politival dis-
order of England by ¢ ggesting thet z state cf iufectious
diseazec exists ia which (he 11l health of tie kitnglow
parallels thet of the king, He expresses the diseased
couditions by a consisteat and coustant echoiig of three
kinds of images: first, thoese lnzgez ia wnich dizease
of pestilence iifects either aa iadividiuel ox the couitry
as a wihole; second, those iwmayes i which old age lg
see: as { .firx a:d impotent; third, those imagez i wiiich
2 maa elther -eeds a thysicia.. or tries Lo aci as oie.

The political disorder ia Englaid i these three
plays revolves about the two ki.gs, Richard II and Heuxry IV.
Richaxd II is g:ilty ogfmisrdle. The specific ohsrges
levelled against him include his fratricide, his wanton aad
frivolous behavior, his excessive and unfair taxatio:,

his choice of poor couiicilors, aud his illegal selz.re of

Boliiigbroke's iirheritence. Bolingbrcke, in retaliation



for Richard's actions, seizes the throne and is thus. 2z
Carlyle points out, guilty of treasson. Carlyle warns the
new King that England will suffer from Bolingbroke's
usurpation and will undergo » period of constant rebellion
that will spresd through the kingdom. This state of
rebellion, of disloyaslty, of ohaos and disorder is
suggested throughout the three plays by the images
centering upon diseace.

Numerous critics have noted this imagery. A.R. BHum~
phrey, in his introduction to the Arden edition of
S8hakeaspezre's Bengy IV. Part IX., cites the imagea of
disesse and age as linking with "the sexious plot in a
symbolic rendexring of the state of Bnglnnd."l Ronald
Berman, in “The Nature of Guilt in the Hengy IV Plays,"
also recognizes disease imagery wher he states that "...
while the entire Lancastrian tetralogy is ‘'about' politics,
it displays also motifs of disease, imposture, and inhum-
anity."z Berman adds that the motion in the three play=z

is from "early and almost unnoticed mentions of disease

A.R. Humphrey, ¢d. IThe Axde: Edition of the Works

ef Willlam Shokeepedze: The $acond Part of Henry IV
(londons Barxverd University Press, 1363), 1l-li.

2ponsld Gasman, “The Nature of Guilt in the Benxy IV

Plays,“ in Shakesoedre geudies. ed. J. Leeds Barrol
{Cincirnati: University of Cincinnati, 1965), p. 18.



to a sense of great and epidemic conditions.“l

The epidenmic coanditions in England are paralleled
by the serious state of health of England‘s king. This
link between king and country and disesse is not unique
to the history plays but it Qoes represent in them its
full development. R.J. Dorius tells us that "“the well-
known association in the great tragedies between images
of excess or disease and faults ranging from folly to
crime is already developed in the histories."? He adds
that

the disease which begins in the nind

of this king [Richard] sepreads to the body

of the state and to its noblemen. and the

judicious bleeding and pnrging of England

are delayed through three plays, until the

“"wood" {and ‘mode") is changed and the "soil"

of Benry IV's duhio%r achievenent goes with

him into the earth.

Shakespeare slowly makes us aware of Richard's
responsaibility for the origin of the infection, and of
its spread to Bolingbroke ard thence tc other nobles.

With increasing imagery of disease and sge, he widens

our awareness Of the diseased state of England &nd its

1l.xman, 18,

2g.J. Dorius, "A Little Mors Than A Little,* in
 The Bistorice. ed. Bugene M. Waith (Englewood
Cliffs, Hew Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 196S), 1l8.

*>ig.



inhakitants in all levels of the social hierarchy. Then,
ueing the same imagery, he indicates the way in which
the country is ultioately cured of the disease.

Mithout actually mentioning disease, Shakespesre
manages in the first scenes of Richazxd IX to suggeat an
atmosphere of unease. The quarrel betwee:n Bolingbroke and
Mowbray suggests dissention in the kingdomy; Richard's
inability to command his followers seems to forebode a
power struggles Gaunt's words reveal a sense of futility
and fatality. This iz best expressed in his casment
concerning the shortening of Bolingbrxoke'’s exile. Even
five years will be too long for Gaunt for, as he says,

"My oil-dried lamp and time-bewasted light/ $hzll dbe ex~
tinct with age and endless night./ ARy inch of taper will
be buxnt and done,/ And blindfold death not let me see iny
son.” (I,iii, 221-223)1 The emphasis is on wan‘s mortality.

Yet, though Gaunt bewails Bolingbroke's exile for
his own sake, he bids his eon look at it more optimistically.
Se eays, in words which explicitly introduce the diserse
imegery of the play, that 8olingbrokes is to pretend that
“Devouring pestilence hangs in our sir/ And thou are

£lying to a fresher clime.” (I,iii, 283~288)

16.8. Barrison. ed. Shakespeare: The Complete
grks (New Yorks B8arxcouct. 8rage and World, Ine., 1968),

441, All subsequent line refererces are to this edition.



These lines contain both the sugnestion of the mood
that will pervade the three plays 2nd the exact words used
to delingate that 2008. The words “devouring pestilence®
are thus highly significant. They suggest the ferocity
of the contagion that will be spreading throughout Englend.

Nearly everyone vho comes into contzct with the con-
tagion is infected by it, 1Its ravenous cuality--ss indicated
by “devouring"”"-——strikes a note of fear, for we are well
awazre of the fatal ceriousness of such a pestilenre.

The suggeation of Aicease hanging in the air prepsres
the audience for the increasingly numerocus references
to disease.

The next reference to disease comos after Gaunt's
wvords of cheer are rejected by Bolingbroke. The son
anewere, 'Fell sorvow's tooth doth never rankle more/

Then when he bites, but lanceth not the sore.” (I,iii, 302-303)
His words bring to mind an external aspect of pestilence——

the sores that cover the body. The 14ead ©f a sore, or

canker, On msa or country is another of the recurring

images of the disease idiem.

¥We seeé the canker image again when Falstaff is
mazching his “azmy of pestilence” 2cross the eoantry.
fiis soldiexs are described as 'cankers of 2 calm world.*

(V. 18, 32) Paletaff relates that "A msd fellow met



e on the way and told me I had unlosded 11 the gibbets
snd pressed the dead bodies.” (IV,4i, 39-41) The scoldiers
are infected to » serious degree. As they pass through
the country, they spread the contagion they carry to

the inhabitants therein. Thue, they are truly zn "army
of pestilence.”

It is this same army thet Richerd calls down upon
Bolingbroke's head vhen he warns that "God Ommipotent/

Is mustering in His clouds on our behalf,/ Armies of
pestilence; snd they shall strxike/ Your children yet
unborn aad unbegot.” (IIX,iii, 85-88)

It is not coincidence that Richard calls doen upon
Bolingbroke's head the very pestilence that Gaunt had
eaxlier named to Beolingbroke as existing in the air of
England. In retrospect, Gaunt's words now appesr to de
foreshasdowing.

Richasrd had, in effect, invited the return of the
exile by his calloused and illegal actions toward the
father, Gasunt.

A retainer mentions to Richard that Gesunt is “grievous
sick."” (I,iii, 54) Richard's unfeeling response is to
express the wish that God will put it "in the phyesician's
mind/ To help him to his grave immediately.” (I,iii, 59-60)

If Gaunt had heard these words, he would have realized



the futility of trying to sdvise the Ring. York reminds
him that the King listens only to evil counsel. But
Gaunt hopes that his words will have an effect on Richaxd
because he speaks with the tongue o0f 2 dying man.

Throughout Gaunt's deathbed speaech, we can trace the
constant reiteration of disease and age imagery. References,
which to this point have been isolated, now are combined
te bring the full force of the imagery to bear on the
formation of the picture of a direased England. There
are references to breathing one’'s last, to dying men,
to breathing words in pain, ¢of “aged” Gaunt, of being
"gaunt as a grave,' and of sick men playing with their
namnes.

Gsunt, in impaasioned rhetoric, speaks of England as
being a "fortress built by nature for herself/ Against
infection and the hand of war.” (IX,i, 43-44) GEhakespeare
has already prepared us for the resliszation that it is
not from without that England needs to be protected fzom
infection znd war, bat from within. We are aware that
a pervasive soxrt of sickness is abroad in the land, but
we are not as yet aware of its focal point. This awarsness
comas when we hear Gdunt's words to Richard that

Now He that made me knowa I see thee il1l,

I11l in myself to see, and in thee seeing 1ll,

Thy deathbed is no lesser than thy land,

Wherein thou liest in reputation sick,
(zx,i, 93-96)



The link between king and country is clesxly drawn.
Dexrek Traversi notes that "...ths dizesse which Gaunt
on his deathbed zees concentrated in the royzl persam
before him is at the same time = eymptom Of thée corruptiom
of order and rule in the body politie.”l Richaxd‘s
sickness is made clezr in the scene at the same time
that the disorder in the body politic is revesled,
Richard's sickness is revealed in his misrule
of the reslm. Thics misrule iz expressed by Gaunt's
comparison of Richard to a pelican that taps the blood
of its kin; in Richard’'s case the kin is a brother. The
image links to the Qisesse idiom in that it reprosents
3 state of unhealthy and unnatural conditions. |
His revelations coupleted, Gaunt next sf£fixms his
"present sickness” and is borne off to his deathbed.
Richard says, in effect, good riddances “And let them
die that age and sullens have/ Both hast thou and both
bacome the grave.” {(IX,1, 139-140) York hurriedly tries
to patch up the difference between the King and Gaunt
by attributing the latter's actions to "wayward sickli-

ness and age.“ (II,1, 142)

lperek Trayersi, kespeare: Richard II to Benry IV
(Stanford, California: 8tanford University Preas, 1957),

22,



Gaunt's "sickliness" is matched by the sickness
that infects Richard. Not only is Richard'e sickness
evidenced in his reputation, but also in his actions.

In a conversation between Ross, Willoughby. and
Korthumberland, the three nobles camsent on Richard's
infamous actions and on the corruption that now festers

in the body politic. The three men wish to heal the
country that the Xing hss helped to infect. They

decide to throw in with Bolingbroke in order that they

may "Imp out our drooping country's broken wing." (I,1i, 292)
The image is thst of healing the inj, red. another variation
of the disease idiom.

Richsrd does not see their alliance with Bolingbrcoke
as a form of healing. Instead to him, their rebellion
appears as the bursting open of a boil. In a prophecy
vhich “furnishes the idea of disesse to which the fol-
lowing plays will allude."l Richard warns that

The time shall not be many hours of age

More than it is, ere foul sin gathering head

Shsll break into corruption.

(v.i, §7-59)
The foul sin which began as the misrule of a weak

king becomes the unlawful usurxpation of a divine king.

Years later, Bolingbroke, now Henry IV. repeats Richard's

1Botmun. 21,
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exact words. He says,

"The time will come that foul sin, gathering head
8hall break into corruption." So went on Richard
Poretelling this same time's conditions,.

And the division of our amity.

(111,41, 38-40)

Henry IV's kingdom, split into rebel and royal factions,
is now regerded in its division as a diseased body rav-~
aged by a consuming fever."l pestilence is abroad in the
kingdom and recognizable as such:

Then you perceive the body of our kingdowm,

How foul it is, what rank diseases grow.

And with what danger. near the heart of it.

(IXI.4i, 38-40)
Thus does Henry IV lament the i1l health of the kingdom.
He sees it for what it is but, like Richard in his time
is merely a helpless oObmerver of a malady that he cannot
cure.?

The Xing's advisor, Warwick tries to assure the
King that the disesse has not reached an advanced stage:
*It is but s a Dody yet distempered.” (III.i, 41)

T™e King ia not reassured, which is just ss well,
for Warwiok's words 4o not penetrate the truth of the

matter.

The truth is left for Archbishop Scroop to define.

lyraversi. 116,

2Dorius. 116.
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He encourages the rebels to march against Henry IV because
“The commonwealth is sick of their own choice." (I,iii, 87)
Recogriizing clearly the unheslthy condition of the con-
spirators., ss well as that of the commonwealth., the Arch~

bishop states that

.e.We are 2ll diseased,

And with our surfeiting and wanton hours
Have brought ocurselves into a burning fever
And we must bleed for it. Of which diseese
Our late King, Richard, being infected, died.

In this speech both the origin and the crieis of the
disesss are explicated. The diseazse had its origin in
Richard, who "being infected., died.” The crisis occurs
wvhen 21l PEngland is disessed through her countrymen's
surfeits and thelir personal ambitions and their refusal
to accept responsibilities and duties.

With the Archbishop‘s summery of the atate of the
coamonwes l1th~-“We axe all disessed,” we begin to understand
the implications that Shskespeare is suggesting. Traversi
proposes that:

The full meaning 0f such imagery will only

be clear when we heve seen. later in the play,
that both sides sre wrapped in the futility which
their dubiocus past has imposed upon them., under~
xined by the consciousness of diseazse. This dis-
e3se. this rooted precocupation with an infirmity
which those who suffer from it are unwilling or
unadle to trace to ites final causes. is further
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related by York to the operations of time and
fatality.

The Archbishop’s eitire passage inplies not only
the sickiiess of the commonwealth a:d ite excesses, not
oanly the infirmity of tue conspirators, but also a
"more generalized disguet...a universal distaste."2

The ui:iversality of the distaste and of the diseased
condition: of the cowitry is revesled by the depths of
society to which the disease has sunk.

Represe:.itative of the lower level of society is
Buallcalf, one of the ume: whom Palstaff is considering
drafting into his army. The statement that the couatry
is "all diseased” is paralleled by the cry of this indi-
vidual, "Oh Lord, sir! I am a diseased man." (I1XI.,ii., 191)
When Polstaff agke what particular disease Bullcalf has,
that shirker of 4.ty a:swers, "A whoreson cold, sir, a
cough." (III.ii, 193) Bullcalf's disease is not a cold,
but a refussl to serve his Ring., In this ref.usal he is
comparable to Bolingbroke who refused to serve his Kingg
thus Bullcalf ie illustrative of the spread of contagion
to the lower levels of society. A further indication

of the conditions of the rural element are the tag names

lyraversi, 116.

21bid., 112,
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chosen for Bullcalf's fellow conscripts: Mouldy, Wart,
Shadow, and PFeeble.

Bullcalf does have the advantage of recognizing his
diseased state. Palstaff, who is perhaps, the suprenme
embodiment of disease in the kingdom, does not. At our
first meeting with him in 2 Henry IV. the page reveals
that Falstaff has “aore diseases than he realizes." (I,1i, 6)
He is gross, infirm, irresponsible snd in a stste of poverty
that reflects the ill health of his mind. One of the major
symptoms of Palstaff's disesse is his refusal to accept
eithexr his old age or his disease.

Falstaff pretends to be deaf when the Lord Chief
Justice wishes to speak to him. His counterfeiting of
fufirmity mirrors his real infirmity. But Paletaff won't
acknowledge illness; instead, he accuses others of beiang
sick. "I heaxd your lordship was sick," he says to the
Jusetice in false commiseration. "Your lordship though
not clean past your youth, hath yet some smsck of age
in you." (I,ii, 108-110) Palstaff is at least of an age
with the Justice. but he says: "“You that are old coansider
not the capacities of us that are young” (I,ii, 196-197)
This is clearly ludicrous in view of the portrait that the
Justice paints of hims

Do you set down your name in the ecroll of
youth that are written down old with all the
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characters 9f age? Bave you not a moist eye?

A dry hand? A yellow cheek? A white beard?

A decrnasing lag? 2n incressing belly? 1Is

2Ot your voice broksn? Your wind short? Your

chin doubla? Your wit single? And avery part

about you blasted with antiquity?

(1,44, 201-208)

Falztaff's old age i3 2180 linked with his irrational
state. Of Nia infirm mental oondition, Traversi states
that "Age, insmtsad of produeing insicht and control, is
associated with a2 peculiar fevarishneas and sowmetimes,
with o distasteful senile paasion.“l

FPalstaff’s senile passion is his desire for Doll
Tearshaet. 8She, like Palstaff, is diseased. Upon our
first meeting with har, we £ind her "sick of a calnm,”
Rather than sympathising with her, Palstaff argues that
it t¢ Doll's kind of women who helps "to make the disezses.*
(II,iv, 48) 1In spite of this knowladge, Palstaff is an-
asoured of her, and we f£ind her sitting on his knee,
ruffling his hair znd giving him kisses. This per-
formance arxrouses disgust in Poins hecause he feels that
Falstaff's behavior is senile. He asks, “Is it not strange
that deaire should 20 many years ocutlive performance?"
(xx,iv., 283)

In eddition to ssnile passion, Palstaff’s mental state

is reflected by his distorted outlook on disease. PFor

ltravorai, 143,
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Pzlstc£f regards “the human sondition 28 defined by
charactaristic dicezses in time: ‘A man can no more
separ:zte age and covetousness thsn "2 can part young

limbs and lechery.‘“l His bitterast commént e that

both youth and age z2re beset with diseasze: "The gout
galle the one zud the pox pinches the other." (I,1i1,
258+-259) Moraeover, hig irratienal conviction that he

cen “turn diseases t0o commodity" (x,1ii, 277-273) reflects
the mental aberrztions of his disensed state.

Thuz we f£ird that, even when we nre in the midst of
codedy, Shakespeare is suggesting "issues of great serious-
ness...pitched upon the connotations of disesse.*? The
imagery of diseese pervades all aspects of these three
plays.

The disease with which Palstaff is infected has as
some of its symptoras the wanton and surfeiting actions
that the Archbishop has seen in the country as a whole.
This frivolity, this concern for self foremost, and this
diexegaxd for the righte and properties of others are
traits that Palstaff shares with another diressed member

of society. As we have seen, Richard II was infected

lBerman, 22,

2Traversi. 113.
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with the same characteristics. PRven as Palstnff 1s impoxtant
as the emhodinent of disease in the kingdom, so is Richarxd
equally irmportant as the origin of thia diseasns.

R.J. Dorius delineates Richard'z raeszponscibility when
he stasas that "*he disease which heqginas in the mind of this
%ing Richard@ spreads to the bBody of Lthe state nnd to its
noblemen.*l Shakaspeare himsel?, through the Archbishop,
indicated Richnrd's responsibility for the dizsaced state
of the country. The Archbishop aessertcs that the country
ie diseased as a result of that contagion that Richord
*being infected, Aied™ from. However, it is Gaunt who
Zirst recognises the state of Richard's illness when he
affirme that, though he de on hig Jdeathbed, it iz Richard
who is Aying. (1I,1, 90-%4) The King's dezthdbed is
the realm where he "liest in reputztion sick."” (II,1, 25-96)
There is no Aoubt whatsocever that Shakespeare connects the
gick King with the country that he i3 infecting.

Richard's illness acts as a sort of paralysis such
that he is unable to counter Bolingbroke's rebellion with
any definitive action. He reminds on¢ of a sort of nanic-
depressive who zlternates frewm moments of high elation to
overvhelming depression. He dwella on morbidity and

Bortalityy "Let’s talk of graves, of worms, of epitapha.”

1’I)orius, AT,
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(I1x,84, 11S) He deccribes himself z¢ hiving "2n ague £it
of feer." {TIY,4i, 170) His ecticne thyrcuzhovt the deposi~
tion erec never those ¢f z healthy, hozrty king resisting

e usurpers hut more those of a2 termirally ill patient taking
deliciously morbid delight in his z2pprozching denth.

Yn his responsce tc the dcpositien, &g in his indulgence
esrlier in the pl2y in frivolous rleasurez, Richard allows
himself te weollow in = surfelt of emotisn., York recognizes
Richard's responsibility for Fngland‘e upheavel wvhen he
warns Richrrd's queen that “Now comes the sick hour that
his surfeit mzde.* (IX,ii, 84)

Part of England‘'s “sick hour® is represented by
the impotence and i{n€irmity of = series of aging men,!
of whom Gaunt, York, Northumberland, Henry IV, and Palstz=ff
are the most significarnt,

Gaunt war the first to try to warn Richard against
his greedy, immodexzte behavicr. He claimed that he was
s "prophet new-inepired” (1X,{, 31), but his prophetic powers
are not sufficlently developed. Ris optimism merely reveals
hic leck of wisdax. York does not share Gaunt's optimism,

for he reslizes thet Gaunt is incepesble of moving Richzrd

10142Pord Teech. “The Unity ~f 2 Benxyv IV,* {» Dis-

gussions of Shzkespoare's Histories, e4. R.J. Derius (Boston,
M2ssachusette: D,C. Teath =2nd Co., 1964), $°7.
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to corrective sction. He wvarns Gaust: “Vex not yourself,
nor strive not with your breath,/ For all in vain comas
counsel to hie ear.” (II.i, 3-4) And Gaunt. forced to
acknowledge that Richard refuses to change his wilful,
disessed state, edmits hia infirmity and eske to be
carried off to hie ded. aware that hie words have been
impotent in effecting a change in Richard.

Bquslly ineffectual is Gaunt‘s brother, York
Richard's defender in England. Bolingbroke hss ignored
bis aentence of exile and returned to Bngland, aweeping
the country with hie powerful force. York is unable
to turn the tide of the exile's power Dut asserts thst
if he were still young and powerful as he once was
"Then how Quickly should this arm of mine/ Now prisoner
to the palsy chastise thee/ And minister correction
to thy fault.* (11.iii., 103=105) York blames hie
inability on a disease that is aasociated with old
age=--palsy--thus explicitly msesking the connection between
sge sad inability.

Juet as York is ineffectual agsinst Bolingbroke.

80 is ¥orthumberland ineffectual sgainet the same man,
09w becoue Henry IV. DBerman summarizes the portrait
of Nozthumberland when he states that "It is in the idiom

of disssse~-to become 2 universal and dominant theme=-=that
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gorthusberlsnd is delineated in flengy IV, Part IX."}

¥orthumberland is not among the conspirators at
Shrewsdbury, for he claims that he is 80 sick that the
physicisns fear for his life. (IVv.i, 24) wWorcester and
Botspur feel that it is a very bad time for Northuaberland
to 2llow himself to be sick. Hotspur wonders how his
father has “the leisure to be sick/ In auch a justling
time." (IV,1i. 17~18) ¥worcester moans. “I would the state
of time had firast been whole/ Exe he by sickness had been
visited./ His health was never better worth than now.°
(Iv.i, 25-27) Hotspur agrees, stating that “This eicknesa
doth infect/ The very lifeblcod of our enterprise./ “Tis
catching hither, even to our cemp.” (IV,i, 27-30) Not
only do the words convey the diseaaed atate of Bngland
(the time is not whole), but alac the infectious nature
of the maledy that Northumberlsnd has. In addition,
Northumdberland'a disease, by its contagious nature., &nd
because it forces his abaece from the comi..g battle,
is disestrous to his fellow conspirators.

Worcester lame:nts “Your father'a sickness is 2
maim to us.” (IV.i, 42) And Hotspur zgreea, "A perilous
gaah, a very limb lopped off." (IV,i, 43) Hotspur'e images

sre those of battle wounds rather than of incazpacities

lperman, 19-20.
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of illiess, but the more violeat picture of iafirmity
better suits Hotspur's cheracter.

Northumbezland's portrayal of an infirm, old man {s
expanded in ¢ Henry IV to include the total view of the
man as iil and impotent, perhaps even deranged slightly.
His reaction to his son's death indicates an unhealthy
condition,

In poison there is physic and these news

Having been well, that would have made me sick,

Being sick, have in some measure made me well.

(x.4, 137-139)

A man who fi:.ds medicine in poison and an antidote
in bad news reveala a serious mental malady. Hise fellow
rebels recognize this ill hezlth, and it produces in them

“an extended consciousness of diooaoo.“l

They remind him
of the necessity for him to remain well:s “The lives of
all your loving complices/ Lean on your health, the which
if you give o'er/ To stormy passion must perforce decay."
(.1, 163~165)

Moreover, they recognize that the rebellion itself
engenders a form of disease among their men: “Por that
same word, ‘rebellion,' did divide/ That action of their

bodies from their souls./ And they did fight with queasiness,

constrained/ As men drink potious.” (IV,i, 194-196)

1Ttaverli. 113,



21

The Archbishop hopes to cure the rebels' quessiness
by making the insurraction » holy cause; he 'tells them
he doth bestride o bleeding land/ Gasping for life under
great Bolingbroke.” The metaphor is e particularly power-
ful one—Bnglond as & bleeding, gasping hody sickened by
its diseased king, Henry IV.

Henry IV. as the diseased King of England, is also
represaented as infirm and impotent. Thus he is another
representative of the infirm, aged men in the plays. Since
his condition ceme upon him 28 a result of his responsibility
in Richard's overthrow, he is "physically afflicted ae
wall as @orally blemished."! His morsl blemish is cammented
on by Gaunt and Carlyle~~it is the usurpation of a
divinely appointed king. Ris physical sffliction can
be seen by the fact that his old age is *"dominated by
diseppointment and by an ocbsessive preoccupation with
infirmity."?

The first reference to Henry's state of health is
the comment that "His Highnese is fallen into this same
whoreson apoplexy.” (I,ii, 121) G.B. Haxrison notes that

the epoplexy is a form of paralysisd and that we can see

1Bumphroyl. 1.
2Praversi, 133.

3Harrison, G661,



a parallel betweer Be.ry's lreffectiveres: in condatiug
disezse and Richird's ineffectiveness ia combating
Bolii¢broke, and 31e0 betweer Gdut's irneffectiveness
iz conbsting Richard, and Northumberland and ¥York's
ineffectivernezs in combating Hernry IV. The parxalysis
is implied in the czse of Richard., but in Henry IV it
is made explicit.

Benry's iacressing infirnity 1is revealed in the
final three acts of 2 Henxy IV. Ve nre introduced to
his insomnia 83 to his illnese. Warwick advises Henry
to go to bed, for ‘'Your Majesty hath been this fortnight
{11,/ And these uuseasoned hours perforce must add/

Unto your sickuess." (III,i, 104-106)

Henry himself is imbued with a sense of his ensuing
death, When Hal removes the crown from beside his father's
bed Ranry remonstrztes sugrily because Hal won't wait
the little while "Till his friend sickness hath determined
me." (IV,v, 81-82)

The sane fztalistic view is expressed when he answers
his son, vho haa wished him, "health, peace and happiness,”
that "heslth, alack with youthful wings is flown." (IV,v, 229)

Hot even good news is able to reverse the condition
of the Xing. When Westmoreland and Barcourt return to

court after the episode at Gaultree to rejoice with Henry
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that the rebels erre defeated, Renry muses, “"And wherefore
should these good news make me sick?/...Q should rejoice
now at this happy news,/ And row my sight fails wme and

wy brain is giddy/...Mow I am much ill.” (IV,iv, 102-11l)

There i# no cure for Heary IV's dise2se, and so
he ie taken to the room called “Jezusslen” to die. “His
dezth...nanifests the deep-ssated malady of his reslm,”
says Traversi, propounding agein the link between king
and country.l The King's illness is parallieled in the
ravages of the country, and health cannot be restored
to the realm so long ss the King is disessed.

One way of curing dicease is to call in the services
of a physician, Throughout the three plays. Shakespezre
constantly reiterates the link between disease and the
physicisn. He uses the image to increasa the audience's
awareness of England‘s disezsed stote as well as the
diseased state of certain individuals. In addition to
the need for a2 physician, he represonts several characters
as expressing a desire to be a physician to Bnglend or to
other individusle.

Of prime i{mportance in this form of imegery is
Richard II. Richard, who needs s physicien, also f£3ils

to act ss one to his realm.

LTrrversi, 146,
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Richard himself recognized the need for him to
act as a physician. He commande Bolingbroke and Mowdray,
engaged in a heated quarrel, to "be ruled by me—/ Let's
purge this choler without letting blood./ This we prescride,
though no phyaician.” (I.,i, 153-157)

But the Xing should consider himself the physician
for the realm. In the famous garden scene, the gardeners
accuse Richard of failing to act out his proper reles.
They say that

Like a physician maintaining a balance

among the body's humors, however, Richard

should promptly have made a ‘desp incisiomn’

to purge blood overproud and too rich, just

as the precautionary Gsrdener wounds the bark

of his fruit tree. The parallel is explicits

tapping is bleeding and both as gardener and

aa doctor Richsrd is nogllgcnt.1
Hot only did Richard need to act as & physician, but
he al=0 needs one. It is Gaunt who recognizes Richard‘'s
need: "And thou, too careleaa-patient as thou art,/
Comnit'st thy anointed body to the cure/ Of those physicians
that first wounded thee.® (II,i, 97-99) Shakespeare develops
an analogy between Richsrd's choice of poor advisors and
the careless patient's choice of a poor physician., Traversi

sees this irresponsibility of choice ss part of Richard's

lporius, 121.
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sickness.l A synpton of this sickness is Richard's failure
to sssume the role of physician: "The doctor who should
be bleeding the sick body of the realm, is laid out sick
upon it, at the mercy of the physicians who ‘first wounded
him, 2

It i’ not only King Riohard who has need of a doctor,
Gaunt, of gourase, neaded a physieisn because he was on
his deathbed. Malevolently, Richard hopes that “God will
put it in the physician‘’s mind/ To help him to his grave
impediately.” (I,1ii, 59-60) This is a perversion of the
hesling art snd undersooxres Richard‘s inadequacy as a
physician to his realm.

Northumberland i3 slso constantly requiring the
services of a physician, Before Bhrewshury, he sends
word that his physicisns fear for his life. Nedical
attention does not ssem to aid hinm a great deal because
he is still sick when news reaches him of his son's death.
His illness, described as a “crafty" sickness, is partially
counterfeit and partislly mental and, as such, can not
be cured by ordinary medical attention.

Pinally, the character who most needs medical attention

is Palstaff. One physician atteste that he is thoroughly

l‘rravorsi. 22,

2
Dorius, 123.
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diseased. (Be has more diserses than he knows of.) These
are discases Of the dody. Howvever, Palstaff's serious
fliness is not physical. when Bardolph informs the Prince
and Poins that Palstaff is "In bodily heslth,” Poins answers
"Merry, the imuortal part needs a physician, but thst aoves
not him. Though thet be sick, it dies not.” (II,iii, 1ill-ll4)
The Lord Chief Justice recognizes Falstaff's need
for a physician to cure him of his izsorslity, his dis~
honesty, and his disorderliness, and affirms that "I
care not i{if I 4o decame your physician.” (I,ii, 143)
Falstaff rejects such an offer, refueing to be s "patient
0 follow your (the Loxd Chief Justice's) prescoription.”
(x,11, 147)
Others besides the Lord Chief Justice engage to
act as physicians, but their concezn is for the body of
England which desperately needs medicsl attention. Reary
has pointed out to Werwick thst “You perceive the body
of our kingdom,/ Bow feul it is, what rank diseases grow,/
And with what danger, near the hesrt of it.” (11I,4., 38-40)
Putting on the aspects of a physicisn, Warwick snswers:
“It is but as a Dody vyet distempered,/ Which to his former
strength may be restored,/ with good advice and little
sedicine.” {IXX.4i, 41-43)

*Good advice and little nedicine” do not seam to
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be an adequate prescription to Archbishop Scroop who also
assumes the role of physician to England. The Archbishop's
diog:iosis of England’'s malady is very severe: “We are all
disessed.” (IV.i, 54) BHe declines the hasling role svan
a3 he prescridbee for the oountxy: "I tuke not on me here
as a physicisn,/...T0 diet rank minds sick of happiness/
And purge the obstructions which began to stop/ Our very
veins of life.” (IV,i, 60-66) The Arxrchbishop hopes that,
instead of bloodletting to pusge the country of its
disease, the Ki:ig will cure the cunspirators by grantiang
them their conditions, and thus heal Eugland. Then the
country will benefit and "1like a broken limb united,/
Grov atrangex f£or the broaking.“ {TVv.,i, 222-223) The
inage recalls the esrlier iamage by Northunberland of
imping "out our ocountry's broken wing.” {I.i, 292)

The Archbishop’s Wo of a truce go unrealized
and Bagland suffers yet more blovdletting. The land i3
still held in the grips of infection,

Representative of this infection are the inhabitants
of Rastchamp, of whom Palstaff is most significant.
Humphreys says of thase .people that they are "too blemished
for a prince's health."l It is imperative that some of

thex be rencved from sociaty because ’'the correction of

1Bumphxoys. l.
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a state of disease...ls necessary.,'l Palstaff is the
enbudinent of that state of disease and therefore in him
lies the way to health for Bngland. ?Praversi progounds
Falstaff's condition end ®8ngland's cures
The nore realistic conceantration on the
grotesque, the deformed and the diasolute

answer to the graver infirmity of the social

body which harbours him. If he feels his

years 3s a burden, so--almost without exceptioge~

40 the politicisns who have accumpanied with

approval or dissent, Henry's rise to power; and

if he is dise2sed, we have seen the disease

is both the personal counterpart of rebellion .

and a sign of the disorder which it will be BEsl's

stern duty to_extirpate from the imperilled body

of his realm.

It lies with Prince Hal, now the new King, Henry Vv, to
act as the true physician to England.

At first, it appears as if he iz 28 diseased o8
his fellows. There are constant references %o his
preferences for disorder, for low life, for lewd compan-
ionship.

But Hal claims that he is not diseased; he has merely
been biding his time. He will now perform acte that will
“salve/ the long-grown wounds of my intempersnce.” (III,i{,
155-156) The healing comes when Hal agsumes the throne.

Palstaff, delighted that Basl is King, believes thst wanton

l'rrovorsi . 161,

21bid.
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-

cations, friveloun hohavior, and persensl greed will
continue to exist in Engl:nd and in hex Xing as they
have existed since Richard II's time. He gloateg, "I know
the young king is sizk for me." (V,iii, 141)

Instead, the young Ring is sick of Falstaff., He
becomes Eangland's physician and cures her Of her digease
by cuttiag the cankqr cf£f the body of Bngland, by lancing
the poiszoned boil that is represeated by Palstaff, by
guarantiniag tie 2ountry £rom that center of contaglon
and rejecting it f2rom his parson-~and thus the personage
thet is England. All the disease lmagery is implicit
in Hal's rejection of Palstaff., “The old blemished oxder
must changa; the new Ring must show himself part of the
nation's healthy rathor than its failing stock."l! Thie
Honry V does. Through his rejection of Palastaff and his
embracing of justice, he extiyxpstes Richard's disease of
aisxule and his feather's discase of usurpation and Falstaff's
disease of peroonal disorder and@ thus hesls the body politiec.
Henry V has become the 'star of England” and his country

is well 2nd triumphant. Xing snd country are cured of

disease.

1Humphreyz, i
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