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  Context


  Likely the most influential writer in all of English literature and certainly the most important playwright of the English Renaissance, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in the town of Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire, England. The son of a successful middle-class glove-maker, Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded no further. In 1582, he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and he had three children with her. Around 1590 he left his family behind and traveled to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical success quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England and part owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558-1603) and James I (ruled 1603-1625); he was a favorite of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeare's company the greatest possible compliment by endowing them with the status of king's players. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford and died in 1616 at the age of 52. At the time of Shakespeare's death, such luminaries as Ben Jonson hailed him as the apogee of Renaissance theatre.


  Shakespeare's works were collected and printed in various editions in the century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeare's life, but the paucity of surviving biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare's personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact that Shakespeare's plays in reality were written by someone else--Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidates--but the evidence for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory is not taken seriously by many scholars.


  In the absence of definitive proof to the contrary, Shakespeare must be viewed as the author of the 37 plays and 154 sonnets that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of Shakespeare's plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so influential as to affect profoundly the course of Western literature and culture ever after.


  The date Henry VI, Part 2 (often noted simply as 2 Henry VI) was written is uncertain. Some editors think it was written before 1 Henry VI, probably in 1591, making this play one of Shakespeare's earliest stage plays. The play takes place after the French wars, when the English lost and regained most of the lands originally won by Henry V. During the wars, depicted in 1 Henry VI, factionalism between the various nobles brought about the death of England's champion warrior. Disagreements between Somerset and York led to a division of nobles into those who supported the red or white rose, setting the stage for the civil war known as the War of the Roses. At the end of 1 Henry VI, Suffolk captured Margaret, daughter of a bankrupt French lord; infatuated with her, Suffolk woos her for Henry and convinces Henry to marry her instead of a more politically motivated match.


  2 Henry VI concerns the continued scheming in the court, first between Gloucester and Beaufort, then between York's faction and the other lords. The infighting between the lords and the popular uprising by Jack Cade show what happens to the nation when the king in power is too weak to rule effectively. The play charts the rise and fall of many lords and lesser figures within the kingdom.


  Shakespeare probably made use of historical information gathered from contemporary chronicle histories of the 15th century and the struggles between the Yorks and the Lancasters in the War of the Roses. Particularly he is thought to have used Raphael Holingshed's Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland for details of Cade's rebellion, modeled on the revolt by Wat Tyler in the Peasant's Rebellion of 1381.


  Scholars agree that two different versions of this play existed in the early modern period. A version of the play was first published in 1594, and another longer version appeared in the First Folio in 1623. The relationship between these two texts has been a long-debated point in Shakespeare scholarship.


  Some scholars have suggested that the first version was a reconstruction of the play prepared by actors, who remembered as much of the play as they could for publication. Or this first version may derive from a promptbook. Another scholar remarks that the 1594 version of this play may have been Shakespeare's early version, and the play published later included his revisions. Most editors agree that many people, from actors, scribes, publishers, and censors, had a hand in altering the play as it moved onto the stage or into print.


  The Oxford editors, on whose work the Norton edition is based, decided to use the later, longer version of the play and incorporate some of the lengthy stage directions from the earlier version and, at several points, use samples of lines from both versions.


  Summary


  Henry enters the court with his various lords. Suffolk has returned from France with Margaret, whom he presents to the king as his new wife. He also brings a peace treaty from France, which Gloucester reads. He falters when he comes to a passage about the French keeping the territories of Anjou and Maine in return for Margaret. Gloucester is upset at this loss of land, once hard-won by Henry V and by the other lords in recent French wars. He prophecies the imminent loss of France and leaves. Beaufort speaks against Gloucester, suggesting to Buckingham and Somerset that they plot to oust him. Salisbury and Warwick talk with York about trying to suppress the influence of Suffolk and Beaufort, two ambitious and prideful nobles. York, left alone, speaks of his belief in his claim to the throne and his frustration that Henry willingly allows lands that are rightfully his own to be returned to the French. Yet he can't make his claims yet; he plans to side with Warwick and Salisbury.


  Gloucester speaks to his wife, the Duchess. He had a dream that his staff of office was broken, but she dreamed that she was about to be crowned queen. He urges her not to speak of her excessive ambition, since she is already the second woman in the kingdom, behind Margaret. Hume enters, and the Duchess and Hume discuss her desire to hire a witch and conjurer to summon spirits to ask about the future of Henry's reign.


  Petitioners come to the court to ask for Gloucester's help. They encounter Suffolk and Margaret and believe Suffolk is Gloucester. One petitioner, Peter, accuses his boss of saying York is the rightful king, and Suffolk sees he has found a way to weaken York. Henry and his court enter, discussing who should be the regent of English forces in France. Gloucester suggests York, but after hearing Peter accusing his master Horner and casting doubt on York, he recommends Somerset. Margaret insults Gloucester and asks him why he is still protector of the kingdom; she also insults the Duchess. Gloucester suggests that justice will be best served by single combat between Peter and Horner.


  The Duchess welcomes the Witch and the conjurer, Bolingbroke. They summon a spirit and ask it Margaret's questions about Henry's rule. The spirit gives ambiguous replies, then York, Suffolk, and Somerset enter and arrest the Duchess for dabbling in the occult.


  Henry and his queen and lords are hunting. Gloucester and Beaufort bicker. They meet a poor man who claims to have had his sight restored by miracle, but Gloucester sees he is lying and chases him away, "curing" his lameness, too. Then, Buckingham arrives with news of the Duchess' arrest.


  Richard speaks to Warwick and Salisbury, explaining the complex family tree that makes him the more rightful heir to the throne than Henry. Both men believe him, call him the true king, and swear allegiance.


  Henry and his lords judge the Duchess and her sorcerers. She is banished and ordered to do penance by being led through the streets of London before departing. Gloucester gives up his staff and his office. Then, Peter and Horner enter for their combat. Peter thinks he can't fight, but he is able to defeat and kill Horner, who arrives drunk. Later, Gloucester waits in the street to see the Duchess paraded through the streets. She warns him that the lords are out to get him, but he says he has always been honorable and, thus, is above blame. He bids farewell to his wife.


  Henry holds a meeting of the lords outside London, and Somerset enters to report that all the French lands have been lost. Gloucester arrives late, and Suffolk arrests him for treason. The lords all accuse him of wrongdoing. Henry says he hopes Gloucester can prove his innocence, but Gloucester says the lords have all plotted against him, and he will not be able to defend himself. Gloucester is taken away, and Henry mourns his inability to defend an innocent Gloucester against the plots of the lords. He departs; the other lords discuss how they shall come up with an excuse to kill Gloucester. A messenger arrives with news of rebellions in Ireland; York is sent to take care of them and given an army. Left alone onstage, York revels in the turn of events; all he had lacked was an army and now he has one. While he is in Ireland, he has hired Jack Cade to raise trouble in England, to say he is a York with a claim to the throne, to see what is the public response to such a gesture. If it's positive, York will return and take over himself.


  Gloucester is killed by murderers at his home. Henry and his lords arrive for his trial, but Suffolk announces that Gloucester has died. Henry is distraught. Warwick and Salisbury enter with reports of unsettled commoners, who suspect Gloucester was murdered. Examining the body, they decide that Gloucester died in struggle and was murdered. The commoners ask for the death or banishment of Suffolk. Henry grants their wish, and he orders Suffolk to leave the country. Left alone, Margaret and Suffolk declare their feelings for each other. She says she will try to have him returned or will be banished, too. He says he can't live without her and wants to stay. She sends him away.


  Meanwhile, Beaufort has been taken ill, raving in his bed. He dies miserably, signifying bad behavior during his life. Suffolk is captured at sea but refuses to plead for his life. He insists he can't be killed by such lowly men, but Suffolk is beheaded.


  Cade speaks to his army of commoners, claiming to be the heir to the throne and promising many changes in a new England. He promises to honor only workmen, not artisans or people who can read. Stafford and his brother arrive with an army to convince Cade and his men to lay down their arms, but the two armies come to blows. Stafford and his brother are killed, and Cade drags their bodies to London.


  Margaret holds Suffolk's disembodied head and mourns him. Henry listens to reports of Cade's attack, and he determines to leave the city temporarily. Cade attacks London, hunting for and killing Lord Saye, who Cade accuses of ruining England with literacy. Cade's rabble asks Cade to create new, spoken laws. Cade wreaks havoc on London, until Buckingham and Clifford arrive, reminding the commoners of the honorable rule of Henry V. Soon, the rabble abandons Cade, who flees. Henry forgives the commoners and receives word that York's army marches from Ireland, demanding the imprisonment of Somerset, who York claims is a traitor. Meanwhile, Cade is starving in the countryside; he steals food from Alexander Iden's garden. Iden arrives, and Cade threatens him. The two come to blows, and Cade is killed.


  York marches near London with his army. Buckingham arrives to ask about his intentions. York claims he only wants Somerset imprisoned. Buckingham says he has been, so York dismisses his army. Henry enters, followed by Margaret and Somerset. Seeing Somerset free, York can contain himself no longer; he accuses Henry of being a weak, unfit king, and he declares himself to be the rightful heir to the throne. Somerset orders York's arrest. York refuses to budge and asks for his sons Edward and Richard and Salisbury and Warwick to speak on his behalf. Salisbury and Warwick declare their allegiance to York. Henry agrees there is nothing left to do but fight.


  Richard fights with Somerset and kills him. Then, he fights with Clifford and kills him. York's army is winning, so Margaret urges Henry to flee back to London, where he has support. After the battle, York declares victory, but his enemy has fled. So he, with Edward and Richard, Salisbury and Warwick, prepare to enter London.


  Characters


  
    Henry - Called Henry VI, Henry is the king of England. Crowned at a young age when his popular warrior father died, Henry had a protector, Gloucester, to take care of the kingdom until he was old enough to rule. Prophecies at the time of Henry's coronation declared that Henry VI would lose all the land in France that his father Henry V won. 1 Henry VI depicts wars in France to save those lands, but in this play France is finally lost. Henry marries Margaret, a French girl with no money, giving the French two regions in return for her hand; this horrifies Henry's nobles, who see France slipping out of their grasp. Henry's overall weakness allows his nobles and his wife to create complex plots against each other and against him, culminating in a full-fledged civil war with York. Throughout the play Henry is unable to assert his power.

  


  
    Gloucester - Named the protector of England until Henry is old enough to rule, Gloucester has long-standing tension with Beaufort. Margaret dislikes Gloucester because she believes he holds too much power over the throne. The other nobles believe Gloucester desires to seize the crown. However, Gloucester seems to be a genuinely noble man; he sticks up for the common people, and he believes his honorable behavior should speak for itself. Yet plots against him are too large, and Gloucester is murdered in his bed through the scheming of Suffolk, Somerset, Beaufort, and Margaret.

  


  
    Somerset - Somerset and York first disagreed in 1 Henry VI over a point of law, causing all their followers to align themselves behind one or the other through wearing the emblem of the white or red rose. Somerset stood for the red rose. He still hates York, but he also schemes against Gloucester in this play.

  


  
    Buckingham - Another lord of the court, Buckingham joins Somerset, Suffolk, Beaufort and Margaret to plot against Gloucester. Later, he delivers the news that the Duchess has been arrested. He serves as a messenger to York when York marches to London, and he fights on the side of the king.

  


  
    Beaufort - Beaufort is the head of the English church. Known in 1 Henry VI as Winchester, he and Gloucester have a long-standing dislike for each other. Beaufort suspects Gloucester of wanting the throne for himself, though Beaufort himself is guilty of that crime. When it is revealed that Gloucester was murdered, Beaufort falls ill and dies miserably, signifying the fact that he had sins on his conscience.

  


  
    York - York believes he is heir to the throne of England, and this motivates his every action. Throughout this play and 1 Henry VI, he tries to stay calm and wait until Henry is weaker and can be more easily ousted, but his patience runs thin. Already involved in disputes against Somerset, York allies with Warwick and Salisbury against the other lords of the court. He explains to these two men that he is heir to the third son of Edward III, and Henry is heir to Edward III's fourth son. Richard II was wrongfully removed from the throne by Henry IV, meaning the Lancaster line, including Henry VI, held the throne illegally. York intends to correct that, and he is delighted to be sent to Ireland to put down rebellions, for that means he is given an army. When he leaves, he hires Jack Cade to stir up trouble by pretending to be a York claimant to the throne, intending to return should Cade's campaign prove popular. When he does return, he can no longer wait, and he declares his intentions to Henry.

  


  
    Suffolk - A lord of the court, Suffolk convinced the king to marry Margaret, a woman he captured in France and wooed for the king, since he was himself already married. Suffolk is infatuated with Margaret and hopes to influence Henry through her. Margaret and he plot together against each of the lords. Yet Suffolk is banished when the commoners demand he be punished for the wrongful death of Gloucester, and he is beheaded by pirates at sea.

  


  
    Salisbury - A lord of the court, Salisbury joins Warwick in supporting York as the true king.

  


  
    Warwick - A lord of the court, Warwick joins Salisbury in supporting York as the true king.

  


  
    Margaret - A French woman, Margaret was captured during the French wars by Suffolk, who wooed her for Henry since he could not have her himself. In exchange for Margaret, the French keep two pivotal regions of French territory, which upsets Gloucester. Margaret had imagined that Henry would be just like chivalrous Suffolk, so she is disappointed in the weak king. She plots against Gloucester and gradually gains more power. She is devastated when Suffolk is exiled, for she had begun an affair with him.

  


  
    Duchess - Wife of Gloucester, the Duchess is very ambitious and wants Gloucester to desire the throne as much as she does. She hires practitioners of the occult to help her find out about the future of Henry's kingdom so she can figure out how to position herself to gain the most power. When she is caught, she is banished after being led through the streets of London. Her fall spells the end for Gloucester.

  


  
    Hume - The Duchess hires Hume to bring conjurers to her house to help her talk to the spirit world. Hume has also been bribed by Beaufort to encourage the Duchess to try the occult, which was illegal at the time. Beaufort hopes she will be caught and Gloucester may topple also.

  


  
    Peter - A working man, Peter brings a claim to the court, falsely reporting that his master, Horner, spoke treasonous words in saying that York is the true heir to the throne. Gloucester decides the case by commanding that the two men engage in single combat. Peter is terrified but kills Horner because Horner shows up drunk.

  


  
    Horner - Accused by Peter of treason, it is Horner's word against Peter's, so Gloucester decides the case by commanding the two men to fight, believing that the innocent man shall win. As it turns out, Horner loses because he fights while drunk, and the innocent man dies.

  


  
    Witch - Hired by the Duchess, the Witch helps raise a spirit to answer the Duchess' questions about the king.

  


  
    Bolingbroke - A conjurer, Bolingbroke is hired by the Duchess to help raise a spirit to answer the Duchess' questions about the king.

  


  
    Simpcox - Simpcox is a poor man who pretends he has been blind since birth and has had his sight restored by a miracle. Gloucester sees through his lies and has him publicly beaten.

  


  
    Jack Cade - A common man and fierce warrior, Cade is hired by York to raise a ruckus in England while York is away. He tells Cade to pretend he is a Yorkist claimant to the throne, to see how the public responds. York plans to return and take over if Cade is successful. In fact, Cade is very successful; he takes London, kills Stafford and his brother, and puts to death a number of literate people, including Lord Saye, who he accuses of ruining the commonwealth with grammar. Cade metes out great violence throughout the country. When his troops betray him under the influence of rhetoric of the king's nobles, Cade flees. Starving in the countryside, he steals from Alexander Iden's garden, and they come to blows. Cade dies.

  


  
    Captain - Leader of the ship that captures Suffolk at sea, the Captain orders Suffolk be put to death after enumerating the bad things he has done in the English court. Suffolk can't believe he can be killed by such low men, but the Captain orders it.

  


  
    Whitmore - One of the Captain's men, Whitmore kills Suffolk.

  


  
    Rebels - Common people led by Jack Cade.

  


  
    Butcher - The Butcher is one of Jack Cade's men. He rapes the Sergeant's wife, but when the Sergeant reports it to Cade, Cade orders the Butcher to kill the Sergeant as well, showing his bloodthirsty nature.

  


  
    Weaver - Another of Jack Cade's men.

  


  
    Stafford - Stafford and his brother are two nobles of the court who come to challenge Jack Cade, but when the commoners refuse to lay down their arms, their armies fight. Stafford and his brother die, and their bodies are dragged behind Cade's horse to London.

  


  
    Lord Saye - Jack Cade and his men search out Lord Saye and kill him. They blame him for having lost Normandy to the French but more for having set up grammar schools and printing presses throughout the kingdom.

  


  
    Sergeant - The Butcher rapes the Sergeant's wife, but when the latter complains to Jack Cade, he is put to death. Cade explains that all women are available to anyone in his new kingdom.

  


  
    Clifford - A lord of the court, Clifford helps convince Jack Cade's troops to lay down their arms. Later, Clifford is called on to judge York when he makes his claim to the throne. In battle, York kills Clifford, and Clifford's son decides he is finished with pity for any Yorkist after he finds his father's body.

  


  
    Alexander Iden - Iden is a landholding noble, who, unique among nobles, prefers to stay on his property rather than come to London and deal in the intrigues of the court. Seemingly kinder than the other nobles, Iden has no desire to fight with Jack Cade, who appears in his garden and insults him; but he is forced to fight and kills the starving Cade. Iden's loyalties are always clear; he takes Cade's head immediately to the king.

  


  
    Edward - York's son, brought in to testify on behalf of his father after York marches his army back from Ireland. Edward will be the next king of England.

  


  
    Richard - York's son, brought in to testify on behalf of his father after York marches his army back from Ireland. Richard will become Richard III, subject for Shakespeare's play of the same name, and one of the most bloodthirsty and depraved kings in English history.

  


  


  Act I, Scene i


  Summary


  King Henry enters the court, with the Duke of Gloucester, the Duke of Somerset, the Duke of Buckingham, and Cardinal Beaufort. From another door enters the Duke of York, Suffolk, the Earls of Salisbury and Warwick, and Margaret. Suffolk bows before the king, relating how he captured Margaret during the French wars and negotiated for her to become Henry's wife. He presents Margaret to the king. Henry welcomes her. Margaret greets him, saying her only desire is for him to love her. Henry rejoices in her and orders the lords to welcome her.


  Suffolk presents the king with the article of a peace treaty transacted with the French. Gloucester reads it aloud, growing faint at the passages about the lands of Anjou and Maine being returned to the French in exchange for Margaret's hand. Henry is pleased and so promotes Suffolk to the rank of duke. Henry thanks all his lords and departs with Suffolk and Margaret to prepare her coronation.


  Gloucester speaks, marveling that Henry's father, King Henry V, and then all the lords present in court, had fought so hard in the French wars to win the very lands that Henry so willingly allows the French to regain. Gloucester thinks the marriage between Margaret and Henry is a fatal pairing, undoing the achievements of English-held France and erasing the names of all those who fought to hold those lands from memory. Beaufort says Gloucester speaks too soon, for the English still hold the rest of France. Yet Salisbury and Warwick agree that Anjou and Maine are the keys to Normandy, and their loss to the French forebodes the fall of remaining English lands there. York bemoans the marriage, too, saying that English kings always received a large dowry through their weddings, but in this case Henry gives away lands and receives nothing.


  Beaufort tells Gloucester that he is too hasty in his criticism, and Gloucester explodes, saying Beaufort dislikes him, not his words. As he leaves, he tells the lords to remember that he prophesized the imminent fall of France. After he leaves, Beaufort speaks against Gloucester, reminding the lords that Gloucester is the Protector of the throne until Henry is old enough to rule, and, therefore, he is the heir apparent to the throne should Henry die. He urges the lords not to be bewitched by Gloucester, even though the common people like him, for he is a dangerous force in the kingdom and surely wants to become king. Buckingham agrees that Gloucester's job is done and Henry is now old enough to rule; he suggests that he, Beaufort, and Suffolk join together to remove him from office. Beaufort departs, and Somerset advises Buckingham against helping Beaufort to topple Gloucester, for Beaufort surely wants to become Protector in Gloucester's place. Buckingham suggests he or Somerset would be the next Protector, and both depart.


  Salisbury comments on the pride and ambition of the departed lords. He had always known Gloucester to be an honorable man, yet he has seen Beaufort behaving in a manner unbefitting his station. Speaking to York and Warwick, Salisbury suggests that they band together for the public good, to try to suppress the pride of Suffolk and Beaufort and the ambition of Somerset and Buckingham, and save Gloucester. They agree, and York is left along on the stage.


  York speaks of his own claims to the throne. He is angered that the king has given away Anjou and Maine, when they were not his own lands to give. York can do nothing as yet but to fret about his lost lands, which seems a pity to him since he had high hopes for France. Someday he will claim his birthright, he declares, and until then, he will ally himself with Salisbury and Warwick until the right moment arrives. He tries to stay calm while others mess up his kingdom, for soon the house of York will topple the reign of the Lancasters.


  Commentary


  The battle lines are drawn in this first scene, taken up right from the conclusion of 1 Henry IV. At the end of the prior play, Suffolk woos Margaret for the king because he could not have her (being already married), and he delights at the powerful influence he will have over Margaret and, thus, over the king. 1 Henry IV laid the groundwork for disagreements between Gloucester and Beaufort (then called the Duke of Winchester), who argued because Gloucester was the protector of the kingdom and Beaufort the head of the church. Struggles boil between Somerset and York, who respectively selected the red and white roses as symbols of the side they and their men take against each other. The excuse for Somerset and York's argument came first from a disagreement about a point of law and later from Somerset's slowness to provide York with reinforcements in the French wars, causing the death of England's greatest warrior.


  The struggle between Somerset and York will become the War of the Roses, fought between Lancasters and Yorks with the professed intent of returning the house of York to the throne. York believes that King Richard II was illegally removed from the throne by Henry IV, the present king's grandfather. York believes he should hold the throne, as the eldest link to the eldest of Richard II's brothers still living after Richard's fall. His ambition to one day gain the throne motivates his every action.


  Yet first the disagreement between Gloucester and Beaufort must be dealt with. Beaufort has always wanted to oust Gloucester; to accuse him of plotting to gain the throne is the latest in a string of schemes against Gloucester. Yet Gloucester is popular with the people; in a world where all the nobles are rotten, their support defines Gloucester as authentically honorable.


  Henry's inattention about the articles of the peace treaty is an early sign of his weakness as a king. All his lords agree that lands so hard won in France should be kept, but Henry doesn't care. Yet none of his lords are prepared to advise him, including the Protector, Gloucester. It is as if they have already given up on Henry and can only see misfortune in the future--as Gloucester predicts when he departs the scene. Now all that remains for the lords is to jockey for the best possible position during the apparently inevitable fall of a weak king.


  Margaret is also not so meek as she first appears. She fully intends to take advantage of her position and the weakness of Henry, both to control the realm and to have an affair with Suffolk.


  Act I, Scenes ii-iv


  Summary


  Gloucester and his wife, Eleanor, the Duchess, talk. She asks why he is so gloomy. Does he dream of Henry's throne, she asks. Gloucester tells her to banish such ambitious thoughts, explaining his bad mood comes from his unsettling dreams. He saw his staff, the badge of his office, broken in two, and impaled on the end of each half were the heads of Somerset and Suffolk. The Duchess, too, has had dreams; she saw herself in Westminster Abbey, about to be crowned as queen, with Henry and Margaret at her feet. Gloucester, astonished, chides her, reminding her that she is the second woman in the realm, behind only Margaret. He demands that she must not hatch any treachery that will bring harm to him.


  A messenger enters, asking Gloucester to join the king at Saint Albans, where the lords are hunting. He leaves. The Duchess considers how, if she were a man, she would much more easily remove the stumbling blocks between her and the throne. But, being a woman, she must play a role. She calls in Sir John Hume and asks him if he has spoken with the witch and conjurer to ask them to advise her about the future. Hume says they have promised to raise a spirit to answer all the questions. She gives him money to complete the deal and she leaves. Hume remains, pondering that the Duchess has given him gold to hire a witch, while Beaufort and Suffolk have also given him gold to help undermine the Duchess and urge her to dabble in the occult. He's playing both sides, he realizes, and he will bring about the fall of Gloucester through the ruin of the Duchess.


  Several petitioners, including Peter, enter the palace, searching for Gloucester, whom they believe to be a good man who can help them. Suffolk and Margaret enter; one petitioner believes Suffolk is Gloucester, but another insists it is Suffolk. Suffolk asks what the petitioners want. One petitioner offers up his complaints. Realizing they are addressed to Gloucester, Margaret eagerly reads the papers. The second petitioner's complaint is against Suffolk, but nothing interests Suffolk until he hears Peter's complaint against his master, Thomas Horner, who Peter claims has said the Duke of York is the rightful heir to the crown. Suffolk pays attention to Peter and sends him off to make his complaint formally. Meanwhile, Margaret rips up the other petitioner's papers.


  Margaret asks Suffolk if court details are normally dealt with by Gloucester instead of Henry; as the queen, must she be subject to the rulings of a mere duke? She tells Suffolk that she thought Henry would resemble Suffolk in bravery and seductiveness, but Henry is weak and more concerned with prayer and his religious life. Suffolk tells her to be patient; just as he was the cause of her becoming queen, so he will make things work out for her in England. The two discuss all their enemies, from Beaufort and Gloucester to Somerset, Buckingham, and York, and finally Salisbury and Warwick. Plus, says Margaret, there is the Duchess to worry about; Margaret can't stand the Duchess's haughty manner, behaving as if she is the highest lady in the land. Suffolk says he has set a trap for her already. And while they don't like Beaufort, they must side with him until Gloucester has come to disgrace. And as for York, Peter's complaint may help bring him down. So little by little, they will weed out their enemies.


  Henry enters with York and Somerset, followed by Gloucester, the Duchess, Buckingham, Salisbury and Warwick, and Beaufort. York and Somerset disagree over who should become regent of France, while Henry says he doesn't care who gets the job. The other lords join in, suggesting their preferred candidate. Gloucester says the king should decide, but Margaret demands to know Gloucester's role now that Henry is of age. He reminds her that he is the protector but willingly would resign if she wishes. Suffolk, Beaufort, Buckingham, and Margaret accuse Gloucester of making a mess of the kingdom. Gloucester, insulted, leaves. Then, Margaret drops her fan and asks the Duchess to pick it up, punching her in the ear when she leans down. The Duchess is enraged, promising revenge, and storms out. Gloucester returns, calmed, and urges the king to make York the regent of France. York says he would be a bad candidate for regent, for Somerset's delay in providing him with men and equipment would delay him until France fell to the king of France.


  Horner and Peter enter. Suffolk explains that Peter accuses Horner of saying York was the rightful heir to the throne. Horner denies such accusations, but Peter repeats them. York asks for justice in treatment of these villains. Horner suggests Peter's accusations come from anger at Horner correcting Peter's work. Gloucester recommends that Somerset become the regent of France, as the case brings suspicions against York. And he recommends that Horner and Peter settle their differences in armed single combat. Henry agrees and Horner is satisfied, but Peter is hysterical; he doesn't know how to fight and worries he will die. The two men are taken to prison to await their battle.


  At Gloucester's house, a Witch and Bolingbroke, a conjurer, arrive with Hume. They discuss the Duchess and suggest that she watch their work from above, with Hume. The Duchess enters above and greets them. They begin their ceremony with Bolingbroke's incantations. A spirit appears and says that he will answer their questions. Bolingbroke reads from a list of questions, asking first what will become of Henry. The spirit responds: "The Duke yet lives that Henry shall depose, / But him outlive, and die a violent death" (I.iv.29-30). Bolingbroke asks about the fate of Suffolk, who the spirit says will die at sea. The spirit says Somerset should avoid castles. Then, the spirit sinks into the ground, with thunder crashing.


  York and Buckingham enter with soldiers. York orders the arrest of the conjurers. Finding the written questions, Buckingham orders the Duchess' arrest. All are led away, and Buckingham and York read Bolingbroke's questions. Buckingham asks if he may ride to Saint Albans and tell the king and Gloucester about the Duchess' arrest.


  Commentary


  Even if Gloucester is an honorable man, he is alone among a crowd of plotters and schemers. Even his wife has designs upon the throne. It is her ambition that Beaufort and Suffolk will use to begin bringing Gloucester down, cleverly paying off Hume to urge her to make use of occult forces.


  The petitioners who seek Gloucester firmly believe in the power of the upper classes to put things right in the lives of the common people, and they want Gloucester to help fix their problem. Yet mistaking Suffolk for Gloucester provides Suffolk with an opportunity to weaken York, while it ruins the petitioners' chance to solve their grievances. Margaret speaks of the surprising weakness of Henry; it is clear to her that she must gain power in other ways than through her husband. Margaret and Suffolk want to bring down everyone in each faction; they have a long struggle for power before them.


  Gloucester advises justice will be served in the case of Peter and Horner if the two men engage in single combat, which startles Peter. After all, he only wanted to get his master in trouble, he didn't want to fight. This kind of trial shows the idea of justice has become a farce, and the lords think it's easier to have the petitioners fight it out than to listen to their complaints and hold a real trial.


  The debate between Somerset and York to be regent of France refers to a time during the French wars, when York was regent of France and Somerset delayed sending troops to York. York says if he were to become regent now, France would surely fall because of Somerset's lack of aid.


  The Duchess' questions to the spirit elicit ambiguous responses. The syntax of the reply suggests that a duke is alive who Henry shall depose or who shall depose Henry. This duke is probably York, though the spirit's replies are too vague to comprehend. Since practicing the occult was illegal in this time, the Duchess is arrested, and Gloucester will be held to blame for her behavior.


  Act II, Scenes i-ii


  Summary


  Henry, Margaret, Gloucester, Beaufort, and Suffolk are hunting in Saint Albans. Beaufort and Gloucester bicker and Henry asks them to try to get along. The two speak privately and challenge each other to meet later that evening with swords to settle the argument for good. They pretend they were talking of hunting, while they threaten each other under their breath.


  A commoner enters, telling of a miracle; a blind man just received his sight at Saint Albans' shrine. The king asks to see this miracle, and Simpcox is brought in. Henry asks him if he was blind and now can see; Simpcox says he was born blind and experienced a miracle. Beaufort asks if he is lame; Simpcox says he is, because he fell while climbing a tree. Gloucester asked him why he was climbing a tree while blind, but Simpcox explains he was very young at the time. Gloucester points at some robes and asks Simpcox to describe them; Simpcox says one is red, another green, yellow, black. He accuses Simpcox of being a liar, declaring that a man with restored sight might be able to see colors but wouldn't be able to name them. Gloucester determines to heal Simpcox's lameness and calls for a whip to be brought in. Simpcox says he can't stand unaided to be whipped, but after the first blow falls, Simpcox runs off. Gloucester orders him to be caught and whipped as he is paraded through a series of towns.


  Buckingham arrives with reports of the arrest of the Duchess for having dealt with witches and conjurers, asking questions about the future of Henry and other lords. Buckingham presents a record of the questions and answers. Suffolk hears the spirit's answer that he will die at sea. Beaufort says quietly to Gloucester that they won't meet that evening to fight now that Gloucester is in trouble. Gloucester grudgingly yields to Beaufort. Gloucester tells the king that he has always done his best, and he is sorry about his wife's actions. He says he will banish her from his life for having dishonored him. The king says they will return to London the next day to deal with this business.


  York talks with Salisbury and Warwick at his house. York wants to tell them about his claim to the throne. He explains that Edward III had seven sons. The eldest son died, leaving his son, Richard II, to become king. Richard ruled until the Duke of Lancaster, son of the fourth son of Edward III, deposed him and ordered him murdered and became Henry IV. Thus, the house of Lancaster illegally holds the throne. York explains that he is the heir of the third son of Edward III, part of the Mortimer line. Legally, the son of the elder son of Edward III should rule before the son of the younger son; since he is heir to Edward III's third son while Henry VI is heir to Edward III's fourth son, York should be the king.


  Salisbury and Warwick are convinced and bow to York as England's true king. But York reminds them that he is not king yet. They must allow the other lords to continue on with their foolery until they bring down the honest and decent Gloucester. Then, prophecies York, the others will all bring about their own ends.


  Commentary


  Gloucester sees through Simpcox's scheme, and as he flees, his wife says they did it only to make enough money to live. Gloucester may be the favorite of the people, but that doesn't stop him from revealing Simpcox's methods of creating an income. An example is made of Simpcox, as an example will be made of the Duchess when she is found guilty of her crimes.


  York's explanation of his right to the throne demonstrates a fairly distant claim, based almost entirely on the idea that the deposition of Richard II was the real crime of the Lancasters. In Shakespeare's time, there was a prevalent belief that the disastrous violence of the French wars and the English civil wars all rooted originally in the unjust murder of the rightful king, Richard II, and the rule of usurpers thereafter. Therefore, to depose the Lancasters again in favor of the Yorks would set things right.


  Act III, Scenes iii-iv


  Summary


  Henry and Margaret, Gloucester, Suffolk, Buckingham, and Beaufort enter a court of justice, followed by the Duchess, the Witch, Hume, and Bolingbroke. Then, York enters with Salisbury and Warwick. Henry condemns the Witch, Bolingbroke, and Hume to be executed. He orders the Duchess to endure three days of penance in the streets of the city and then to be banished to the Isle of Man. Gloucester seconds the king's commands, and the Duchess is led off. Gloucester is saddened and asks if he may leave the court. The king asks for Gloucester's staff, promises to be his protector, and tells him to go in peace. Margaret less kindly demands the staff, telling Gloucester that he need not be protector now that Henry is old enough to rule. Gloucester lays the staff at the king's feet and takes his leave, saying that he hopes peace will come to the throne after he dies.


  Margaret picks up the staff and gives it to Henry. York announces it is the day for the combat of Peter and Horner. York says he has never seen anyone less prepared to fight than Peter. The two men enter, Horner drinking so much that he staggers, while both carry staffs with sandbags tied to the ends. Several men offer drinks to Horner, who readily accepts, but Peter refuses all such offers. The two men fight, and Peter beats Horner, killing him. The king declares that the death of Horner shows he was a traitor.


  Gloucester and his men, in mourning clothes, wait in the street for the Duchess to pass by while performing her penance. She enters, barefoot, holding a candle, with her crimes written on papers and pinned to her back. The Duchess tells Gloucester how the multitude stares at her with hateful eyes, but Gloucester tells her to stay patient. The Duchess says she thinks she shouldn't be thus punished as the wife to the protector and asks him how she shall bear the shame. She says Gloucester is in danger, too, as Suffolk and Beaufort and York have made plans to trap him.


  Gloucester says she must be wrong, for he has done nothing wrong and cannot be punished for his good deeds. So long as he is loyal and without crime, he insists, he is above reproach. Even her scandal can't harm him. A herald enters to summon Gloucester to a parliament to be held at Bury St. Edmunds. Gloucester bids the Duchess farewell, so teary he can barely speak. The Duchess says her only joy now will come in death, and she is escorted to the Isle of Man by an attendant.


  Commentary


  The struggle between Peter and Horner ends in Horner's death, despite Peter's inexperience at fighting and the inadequacy of their weapons, because Horner is drunk. The king then declares that Horner must have been the traitor, since he lost the fight--dubious justice to be sure. In fact, Peter made the whole thing up to bring punishment to his master, but the king's justice is unable to make a distinction between criminal and innocent men. Justice devolves into blood sport.


  Gloucester listens as the Duchess tells him that all the other lords are out to get him. With a demonstration of his faith in truth and honor that reveals he belongs to an older, more virtuous time than the present, Gloucester insists that he cannot be brought down if he has not done anything wrong. In fact, he is incorrect. In another time, virtue might win over villainy. But in his present, politics will take precedence over justice, and scheming will win out over honorable behavior.


  Act III, Scene i


  Summary


  Buckingham and Suffolk enter a parliament hall at Bury St. Edmunds, followed by York and Beaufort, then Henry and Margaret, then Salisbury and Warwick. Henry wonders where Gloucester is, but Margaret tells him he should take note of his changed countenance. He's become insolent and is always angry, never greeting anyone. She reminds Henry that Gloucester is next in line to the throne, so she advises him against allowing Gloucester near him or in his council. Gloucester has won the support of the common people through flattery, she says, and he can lead them into revolt when he so chooses. It is time to weed the garden, she insists, and she asks Suffolk, Buckingham, and York to back up her female intuition about Gloucester. Buckingham agrees that the actions of the Duchess show Gloucester harbored thoughts of treason; Beaufort reminds the king of Gloucester's strange punishments; and York mentions Gloucester levied large taxes during the French wars, though the money never arrived at its destination as pay for English soldiers.


  Henry is dissatisfied and says that he thinks Gloucester is innocent of any treasonous thoughts and too good a man to plot evil. Margaret says Gloucester is even more dangerous since he seems so harmless; he is a wolf in lamb's clothing. Somerset enters from France to report that all the English lands in France have been lost. York mutters to himself in his dissatisfaction that more of his future lands have been lost.


  Gloucester enters. Suffolk arrests him for treason, but Gloucester says he is not worried, since he has done nothing wrong. He asks of what he is accused. York says it is thought that Gloucester contributed to the fall of France by not sending money to France to pay the English soldiers. Gloucester says he did not steal any money but rather sent much of his own money since he didn't want to tax the commoners. York mentions the strange tortures for criminals, but Gloucester says he only tortured the worst criminals. Yet Suffolk insists there are still worse crimes of which to accuse him, and he reiterates his arrest charges.


  Henry says he hopes Gloucester will prove his innocence. Yet these are bad times, says Gloucester, and virtue and ambition grow wild. He knows the other nobles want him dead, and if his quick death would spell the end of their tyranny, he would gladly die. But, he thinks, his death is just the prologue to their violent play following. He refers to Beaufort's malice, Buckingham's envy, York's ambition. Then, he turns to Margaret, accusing her of having heaped disgraces on him. He declares that all the lords have plotted against him, and he won't be able to prove his innocence because they will pack the court with false witnesses. Beaufort orders Gloucester to be taken away; Gloucester says that the king, thus, throws away his crutch before he has yet learned to walk alone, and he is led off.


  Henry is distraught, saying that he believes Gloucester to be honorable. Yet the time has come when he will have to betray Gloucester because all the lords and his wife want Gloucester dead. Gloucester is harmless and innocent, insists the king, but there is nothing he can do to save him but to cry unhelpful tears. Gloucester's enemies are so powerful that even the king can't stop them. He exits with Salisbury and Warwick.


  Margaret says the king is full of useless pity, and he is easily beguiled by Gloucester. Beaufort thinks it best for Gloucester to die, but he wonders what excuse they shall make for his death. Suffolk says they have no evidence against him but mistrust. So Suffolk suggests that it doesn't matter if he is accused of anything, he simply needs to be killed. They all agree.


  Just then a messenger arrives from Ireland, telling of a rebel uprising there. York sarcastically suggests they send Somerset as regent since he had such good fortune in France. The two men bicker; Beaufort tells York to go to Ireland as regent, leading soldiers there to restore peace. York agrees to go, and he asks for an army to be readied soon. Everyone else departs. York says it is time to be resolved in his future course. His mind has been too busy imagining ways to bring down his enemies, but now he can act. What he lacked was an army, but now he has been given one. When he is in Ireland, he will leave someone in England to stir up trouble, he plans. Toward this end he has employed Jack Cade, a fierce commoner, who will pretend to be the now-dead John Mortimer, claimant to the throne. With Cade's help, York will discover the tempers of the common people and what they think of the Yorkist claim to the throne. If Cade is captured and tortured, he won't reveal his link to York, but if he thrives, then York will come back from Ireland with his army to seize the throne.


  Summary


  If Henry were a stronger leader, he would not be pushed around by his nobles and consent to the imprisonment of a man he believes to be innocent. Yet Henry can't resist the accusations of his nobles and his wife, and though he is distraught at the downfall of Gloucester, he allows him to be led off to prison. In fact, he believes he betrays Gloucester through his inability to act on his behalf. But he can't give commands; Suffolk arrests Gloucester, Beaufort orders him taken away, and the others all accuse him. And though the nobles agree that they have no real proof of wrongdoing, they agree he should be killed immediately, without a trial. The nobles play out their own version of mob rule, removing their enemies from office and killing them without reason.


  Meanwhile, rebellions in Ireland provide York with an excellent opportunity. He now has an army and will be out of the country when he launches his first effort at the throne, through the destructive adventures of Jack Cade. Cade will rally the citizens behind an alleged Yorkist claimant to the throne; if he succeeds, York will finish the job, but if he fails, York will have to wait until another time. It is a clever plan, as it means York's claim to the throne will not be suspected, even while commoners rage over the countryside in the name of York.


  Act III, Scenes ii-iii


  Summary


  Two murderers smother Gloucester in his bed. Suffolk enters and asks if they are done. He sends them to his house to be paid. Henry, Margaret, Beaufort, and Somerset enter the adjoining room. Henry tells Suffolk to summon Gloucester for his trial. Henry orders the lords to prepare for a fair trial, which Margaret supports. Suffolk returns from the next room to announce that Gloucester is dead. Henry faints. Suffolk tries to help him up, but the king curses him, accusing Suffolk of murderous tyranny. Margaret asks Henry why he is so cruel to Suffolk, who didn't like Gloucester but now weeps at his death. She, too, sheds tears, despite her struggles with Gloucester. She pities herself, asking what people will say about her, now that Gloucester is dead--will they suspect she had a role in his death? She bewails her position as queen yet suspected of infamy. But Henry weeps for Gloucester.


  Margaret accuses Henry of ignoring her in his grief for Gloucester. Why did she come to England in such a difficult crossing, she asks, for such bad treatment? The king's flinty heart is harder than the cliffs against which she might have been thrown. She was bewitched, she declares, by Suffolk's French tales about Henry's greatness, for Henry was not so wonderful as Suffolk pretended. She wishes she might die, since Henry doesn't care about her.


  Warwick and Salisbury enter, with a crowd of commoners. They have heard reports that Gloucester was murdered by Beaufort and Suffolk, and the commoners want to find what happened. Henry says Gloucester is dead, but no one knows how. Warwick and Salisbury go to look at the body. Henry says he suspects some violent hand has caused the death of Gloucester. Warwick brings out the body and reports that he, too, thinks Gloucester was killed. Warwick notes the signs of struggle and horrible expression on Gloucester's face as proof that he was murdered. Suffolk asks who could have killed him when he was in the protection of himself and Beaufort, but Warwick points out that Gloucester was the sworn enemy of both men. Margaret asks if Warwick is making accusations, but Warwick says he is merely pointing out the suspicious facts. Suffolk dares Warwick to accuse him; Beaufort falls ill and is led out with Somerset's assistance. Warwick accuses Suffolk of murder; the two argue and both depart.


  Then, Suffolk and Warwick reenter with swords drawn. Suffolk tells Henry that Warwick has set his commoners against him. Salisbury enters with reports that the commoners demand Suffolk be killed or banished. They believe he killed Gloucester and fear for the king's well-being, for Suffolk is a sly serpent who intends to do harm to the king. The commons outside shout for a response. Henry sends Salisbury to thank them for their care and to tell them he will do as they ask and banish Suffolk. Margaret pleads for Suffolk, but Henry tells her not to bother. He tells Suffolk be must be gone in three days, and he departs with Warwick.


  Margaret and Suffolk remain. Margaret wails about their misfortune, and Suffolk curses his enemies. Margaret kisses his palm and urges him to go so she can express her complete misery. She says she will have him called back to England or be banished herself, so she can again be with him. Suffolk says he could live in any wilderness if she were there, so to be banished both from England and from her is the worst punishment. A messenger passes through with news that Beaufort is terribly ill, talking madly as if he were addressing Gloucester's ghost and revealing his secrets aloud. Margaret repeats her woe at Suffolk's misfortune and urges he depart. He says he can't live if he leaves her and would rather remain and die. He kisses her and asks her permission to stay and brave what will happen. She sends him away to France and promises to be in touch.


  Henry, along with Salisbury and Warwick, enters Beaufort's chamber. Beaufort raves about the ravaged form of Gloucester, saying he will confess. The lords observe that Beaufort's death pangs are not peaceful, betraying a troubled and guilty soul. He dies, with Warwick noting that such an unpleasant death signifies a terrible life. Henry says not to judge, for they are all sinners.


  Commentary


  Henry makes his first command decision here, to banish Suffolk, but only because the commoners demand it. It seems that the commoners are more attuned to the plots in the court than even the king is, but he gladly uses their demands as an excuse for an order he was probably glad to give. It is the first time that the other lords and Margaret cannot manipulate him. Henry uses the desires of the commoners as support for his actions--an unusual gesture for a king, who often ignored the plight of the common people. Yet in this case the commoners were right, and they enabled Henry to eliminate a genuine problem to his reign.


  Margaret and Suffolk declare their mutual affection before he departs. She is convinced that she will regain her manipulative influence over Henry and will be able to be with Suffolk again. Yet her long monologue when Henry mourns for Gloucester reveals her bitterness at having come to England and her dissatisfaction at being Henry's wife. It is unlikely that she will now return to Henry's favor.


  Act IV, Scenes i-vi


  Summary


  Off the coast of England, an English ship is under attack. On board are the Captain and the master and mate, Walter Whitmore. Their prisoners include a disguised Suffolk and two gentlemen. The Captain shares out the prisoners among the master, mate, and Whitmore, giving Suffolk to Whitmore. Each gentleman asks what his ransom shall be. The gentlemen offer to send for the money. Suffolk starts when he hears his captor's name is Whitmore; once an astrologer had foreseen his death would come with a man named Whitmore, and he already had heard he might die at sea.


  Suffolk reveals his identity and declares that his honorable blood must not be shed by someone so lowly as Whitmore or the Captain. Such men are only fit to serve such nobles as himself, he declares. The Captain, annoyed, orders Suffolk to be taken away and beheaded. The Captain scorns Suffolk for his behavior, for having kissed the queen, delighted in the downfall of Gloucester, and for daring to scheme to wed the king to the daughter of a worthless noble of France. The Captain accuses Suffolk of losing Anjou and Maine and further encouraging the house of York to rise up against the king. Suffolk insists that it is impossible that he should die at the hands of someone so lowly, but Whitmore is determined. The gentlemen urge him to beg for his life, but Suffolk says he is unused to begging, and he would rather stoop to have his head chopped off than bow to any save the king. He is a real noble and, thus, exempt from fear, he says; sometimes great men die at the hands of low men. Whitmore leads him off and returns with his head. One of the gentlemen determines to carry the body to the king.


  Meanwhile, on land, Rebels overrun the land, discussing Jack Cade's plans for the kingdom. Artisans will not be in favor in the new regime, they agree, and only workmen will be honored. Then, Cade enters with the Butcher and the Weaver. Cade makes a speech, announcing his alleged lineage through the Mortimer and Plantagenet family. After each point, the Butcher mocks him to the rebels, saying Cade is as far from nobility as one can get. Cade announces that when he is king, beer will be plentiful, there will be no money, and the first thing they will do is kill all the lawyers and punish all those who are able to read. Just then a clerk is brought in; Cade asks if the man can read and write, and when he answers affirmatively, Cade orders him to be hanged with his pen and inkhorn around his neck.


  A messenger enters to tell of an attack by Stafford and his brother. Cade says Stafford isn't too scary, he is just a knight, and proceeds to knight himself. Stafford enters and demands the rebels lay down their arms. Cade says he is the rightful heir to the throne, and they debate the point. Stafford's brother accuses Cade of having learned his argument about the line to the throne from York, but Cade denies it. Cade and the Butcher say they mean to kill the Lord Saye, who sold Maine to the French and weakened the English holdings in France.


  Stafford and his brother agree there's no negotiating with Cade, so they decide to send the king's troops against them and proclaim Cade's followers to be traitors. Cade calls to those who love the commoners to follow him and to hunt the lords in the name of liberty. The Butcher is frightened by the orderly rows of soldiers approaching, but Cade declares his army to be most in order when they are most disorderly. In the ensuing battle, both Staffords are slain, and Cade's army marches toward London.


  In London, Henry enters reading the rebels' supplication, Margaret enters with Suffolk's head, followed by Buckingham, Lord Saye, and others. Margaret is distraught but tries to think of revenge instead of sadness. Henry tells Saye that the rebels want his head. Then, he notices that Margaret is still mourning, and he comments that she wouldn't have mourned so much if he had died. A messenger enters to tell of the approach of Cade's army and how Cade calls himself Mortimer and vows to become king. Buckingham advises the king to leave London; the king suggests Saye come, too, but since he might endanger the king, Saye decides to stay in London. Another messenger enters, saying Cade is nearly at London Bridge, and all the citizens join his march. Henry and Margaret flee, and Buckingham advises Saye to be brave. Saye says he is innocent, so, therefore, he is brave.


  A lord in the Tower asks citizens below if Cade has been killed yet. They report that the mayor of London has called for reinforcements, so the lord sends them. But Cade and his men invade London and take the city. Cade kills a messenger who arrives with a note saying that an army gathers outside town to oppose him. Cade and his troops head out to fight.


  Commentary


  These scenes, mostly very short and filled with stage directions, encompass most of the action of the play. Suffolk dies at sea, as was predicted. He seems most upset that he would be killed by men he deems lowly. Yet as lowly as they are, the Captain has a clear understanding of everything Suffolk has done against the kingdom, and he enumerates Suffolk's faults before ordering his head chopped off. Even as Suffolk scorns the regular people, they nevertheless seem to be far more aware of the machinations of the nobles than are the other members of the royal court.


  Meanwhile, Cade's attack against the king begins. York intended Cade's actions as a test to see how the commoners liked the idea of a York as king; the commoners are enthusiastic, though they do not seem to believe for a moment that Cade is actually a Mortimer in line to the throne. They make fun of his speeches about the throne and kingdom, and they cheer on his declarations about what he will do when he is a king, including creating a realm where the simplest working man is the most honored, and literate people will be executed. Mostly they seem interested in creating trouble, and they aren't that interested in whether Cade becomes king. Some of Cade's declarations, about making the common working man the most important and banning literacy, reflect some of the rhetoric of rebel leaders of the time, including a tradition of popular radicalism that championed laborers. Yet while Cade offers an egalitarian vision, where there is no money and everyone will become more or less equal, he still declares he will become the king.


  The reason that the rebels want Lord Saye is unclear, especially since he is accused of having lost Maine, when it was Suffolk who negotiated the exchange of Anjou and Maine for Margaret. But since Suffolk was dead, perhaps the rebels needed another scapegoat.


  Act IV, Scenes vii-ix


  Summary


  Jack Cade fights with reinforcements from the Tower, killing the leaders. The Butcher and Weaver ask Cade to make new laws for England, though his laws will be simply oral, not printed. Cade declares all written records should be burned, and his words will constitute the new Parliament. A messenger announces Saye has been captured, and one of the Rebels brings him in. Cade makes a long speech to Saye, affecting courtly speech but speaking in prose. He accuses Saye of giving up Normandy to the French and says he must sweep the court clean of such filth. He charges Saye with corrupting the youth through grammar schools, causing the use of printing presses and a paper mill. Cade says Saye has people around him who talk so much about the usage of nouns and verbs that none can bear it. Finally, Cade accuses Saye of putting men who cannot read in prison.


  Saye replies, speaking of the good traditions of people from Kent, the home of Cade's army. He says he had nothing to do with the loss of Normandy, and he has done nothing but try to maintain the king, the realm, and the people. And he defends knowledge, saying ignorance is the curse of God and knowledge the wing to heaven. Cade orders him beheaded. Saye insists he has done no wrong and begs to be allowed to live. Saye orders his death.


  A sergeant enters and accuses the Butcher of having raped his wife. Cade declares that all women in his realm shall be available to all men, and he orders the Butcher to cut out the Sergeant's tongue and kill him. Some of Cade's men enter with the heads of Saye and his son-in-law on pikes, and Cade orders them to be paraded around all the street corners.


  Buckingham and Clifford enter as ambassadors from the king, offering pardons to the common people who put down their weapons and go home. Clifford makes a speech in favor of the king, invoking King Henry V. The commoners all side with the king. Then, Cade makes a speech to the commoners, reminding them that he has won their freedom, but now they want to be slaves to the nobility again. They all change their mind and shout that they will follow Cade. Clifford speaks again, saying that this civil brawl will weaken the state, and soon the French will attack England--better Cade die than any Englishman stoop to a Frenchmen. Again the rabble turns back to the king.


  Cade thinks to himself that the multitude is as easily led one way or the other as a feather in the wind. Evoking the name of Henry V changes their allegiance, and they easily abandon him. He curses his former army aloud and runs away. Buckingham sends soldiers after Cade.


  Henry waits in a castle with Margaret and Somerset. Henry ponders his continual discontent, when Buckingham and Clifford enter. They announce that Cade has fled, and the multitude who were his army are below, wanting to be forgiven. Henry speaks to the masses, thanking them for returning to their king, and promises he will never be unkind. He dismisses them. Then, a messenger enters with the news that York is on his way from Ireland, marching toward them with a powerful army. York claims his only desire is to fight with Somerset, who he deems a traitor. Henry reels, noting that his kingdom is buffeted like a ship in a storm between assaults from Cade and then York. He sends Buckingham to talk to York and sends Somerset to the Tower until he can sort things out with York. Somerset willingly goes to prison in order to help out the king.


  Meanwhile, Cade hides in Alexander Iden's garden in Kent. He hasn't eaten in five days and is very weak. He jumps the fence to Iden's vegetable patch and starts eating his herbs. Iden enters with his men, speaking of his little garden, left to him by his father, where he enjoys spending his time far away from the turmoil of the court. Iden sees Cade, who threatens Iden. Iden doesn't understand why Cade is so rude. Cade threatens to kill him, but Iden has no desire to fight with a weakened, hungry man. Yet Cade draws his sword on him, they fight, and Iden stabs Cade to death. Cade reveals his name in a dying sentence. Iden is amazed to have killed Cade; Cade replies that he was vanquished by hunger, not by valor. Iden tells his men to leave the body in a dunghill, and he will take Cade's head to the king.


  Commentary


  Cade's rule is characterized by extreme brutality, from the hanging of the clerk to the death of Saye, and Cade's orders to kill the Sergeant who has complained about the behavior of one of Cade's men. The violence of Cade's army seems to confirm contemporary suspicions about the dangers of popular rule. His main violence is aimed at those who can read or write; his reasons for killing Saye seem to have more to do with his support of schools and presses than for losing any French land. And Cade's reign of terror erases any rights of women, making them fair game for rape. Cade's troops, however, seem to enjoy the pleasures of mob rule more than any ideology of freedom, and they can be easily swayed by rhetoric. When Henry's men come to urge them to abandon Cade, they must evoke Henry V rather than the present king, since Henry VI is too weak to be a convincing influence over the commoners.


  Alexander Iden is a curious figure; a landowning gentleman who has built a wall around his garden and prefers it to courtly life, Iden seems charitable and doesn't want to fight with Cade. He evokes the virtues of rural life in contrast to the values of the corrupt court or the rampaging commoners. His appearance anticipates the emerging bourgeois property holder, soon to become the backbone of the nation. And his loyalties are clear; when he finds he has killed Cade, he rushes to take the head to the king. Iden's garden may, thus, represent a version of an English Eden.


  Act V, Scene i


  Summary


  York and his army enter a field near St. Albans. He speaks of his journey from Ireland to London to claim the crown from weak Henry. Then, Buckingham enters, and York swiftly realizes he is a messenger from the king, so he must lie to him. Buckingham says he has been sent by the king to find out why York marches on London. York mutters to himself that he can barely restrain his fury, for he is far better than the king, more kingly in thought and action, but he must restrain himself until Henry is weaker and he is stronger. So York announces to Buckingham that he has brought the army in order to remove Somerset from his office, and he declares Somerset to be a traitor. Buckingham says Somerset is in the Tower, a prisoner. Hearing this, York dismisses his troops, telling them to report the following day for their pay.


  Henry enters, asking York about his army, and York repeats his intentions regarding Somerset, and he adds that the troops could help rout Jack Cade. Then Alexander Iden enters with Cade's head. Henry is pleased and knights Iden. Then, Margaret enters with Somerset. Seeing Somerset free, York can contain himself no longer. He turns to Henry, demanding to know why he has broken faith with him. He says Henry is not a genuine king, not fit to rule or govern. He says Henry is not made to hold the scepter or wear the crown, but his own head and hand are made for such signs of office. He declares Henry will no longer rule over one who should be the ruler.


  Somerset orders York's arrest for treason. York asks that his sons be called in to speak for him. York's sons Edward and Richard are called in, along with Clifford. Clifford judges York to be a madman and a traitor. Margaret says York has been arrested but will not go to the Tower, calling for his sons to speak for him. York insists he is the king and calls for Salisbury and Warwick to enter and defend him. Richard speaks of Warwick's bravery, Clifford insults Richard, and York declares they will soon teach Clifford a lesson.


  Henry asks Salisbury and Warwick why they won't bow to him. He asks where their faith and loyalty have gone. Salisbury says that he believes York to be the rightful heir to the throne. Henry asks him if he did not swear allegiance to him already; Salisbury says he did, but it was a sinful oath to support a usurper, which is better to break than keep. Henry tells Buckingham to arm himself, and York tells him to gather his allies, for there will be fighting in the future. Clifford and Warwick insult each other, and Clifford's son and Richard spar verbally.


  Commentary


  Though he counsels himself to wait until Henry is weaker, York can hold his tongue no longer, and he tells Henry of his claim to the throne, accusing him of being unfit to rule. He brings out his sons, both of whom will be future kings, Edward becoming Edward IV and Richard later wreaking havoc on the kingdom as Richard III. And now the finally struggle between Lancaster and York is out in the open.


  Act V, Scenes ii-v


  Summary


  Somerset and York enter, fighting. York kills Somerset under the sign of a castle on an alehouse; he remarks that the conjurer who predicted castles in Somerset's death was right. Warwick enters, chasing Clifford. York asks to fight with Clifford, and Warwick departs. They fight, and York kills Clifford. York exits, then Clifford's son arrives, horrified to see soldiers retreating. Then, he sees his father's body. He speaks over the body, wondering that Clifford should have lived so long in peacetime and then died in battle in his old age. If York doesn't spare old men, then he won't spare the youths on York's side. From here on, says Clifford's son, he will have no pity, and he will slay any member of the house of York he meets.


  Buckingham, wounded, is carried to his tent. Henry and Margaret enter; Margaret tells Henry he should flee. Henry do not want to, and Margaret is astonished with Henry, who is too scared to fight or to flee. She urges him to save the crown by keeping it and to flee to London where the people support him. Clifford's son enters and urges flight also.


  York enters the battlefield with his sons Edward and Richard. It has been a good day, he says, they have won the fight. He asks about the whereabouts of Salisbury; Richard says he helped Salisbury three times when he fell from his horse. Salisbury and Warwick enter. Salisbury thanks Richard for saving him. He agrees they have won the battle but not completed the job, as their enemies have fled. York says he has heard the king has run to London to call a parliament. He suggests they follow, but Warwick says they should beat him to London if they can. He speaks of the St. Albans battle won by York, which will be immortalized in history.


  Commentary


  And so the play ends, with the completion of the underground plot by York to gain the throne, and the beginning of outright war between Lancaster and York. Scheming and conniving will no longer be the prevailing mode of the court as before, for now swords have been drawn. The third play in this series, 3 Henry IV, will deal with the battles between the various armies, the eventual death of York, and his son Edward's victory over the Lancasters. And it will begin the story of the complex rise to power by York's son Richard, who will plot and scheme in the most bloodthirsty ways to one day become Richard III, in a series of events portrayed in Shakespeare's Richard III. /PARAGRAPH


  Analysis


  2 Henry VI depicts the brutality set loose within the English kingdom when nobles are set against each other, when the commoners are divided against the nobles, and the King is too weak to assert his authority. King Henry VI, crowned while very young, never completely gains control of the kingdom; he's pushed around by his nobles, who each have a scheme of their own, and by Margaret, Henry's French wife. Henry is a pious man, mocked by Margaret for his weakness. In fact Margaret manages to nearly reverse their gender roles, urging the King to flee and commanding the army by the end of the play. Henry is powerless to stop her even from having an affair with Suffolk (though banishing Suffolk temporarily weakens her).


  The play is marked by power struggles throughout. The scheming of the nobles first comes to a head when Gloucester, protector of the kingdom during Henry's youth, is ousted. When this honorable man is ousted from his office through the plots of Margaret, Suffolk, and Beaufort, no one remains to protect the King from York and his minions, who dominate the action thereafter.


  Gloucester's violent death sets loose a chain of events ending in the deaths of Beaufort, Suffolk, Somerset, and other nobles. The failure of the monarchy is emphasized largely through the various forms of violence inflicted on human bodies. As the body of the kingdom is threatened by popular revolt and civil war, this suffering first registers in the death and destruction of actual bodies. Gloucester's death draws much attention to the state of his body; the unnaturalness of his bulging eyes and disordered features show signs of murder rather than peaceful death. However Beaufort's unnatural death which soon follows signifies his is a soul weighed down by sin.


  Other bodies suffer throughout the play. Simpcox, who tries to fool the King into believing that his sight was restored, is revealed to be a liar, and beaten by Gloucester until he runs away. Suffolk is beheaded by pirates; his head is delivered to Margaret, who carries it around the court. Lord Saye and his son-in-law are beheaded and their heads are carried throughout the streets of the city. Jack Cade, head of the rebels, is beheaded and his head delivered to the king. Cade kills Stafford and his brother and drags their bodies behind his horse on the way to London. And others suffer the indignity of death in battle, including Somerset and Clifford.


  Punishment too takes on a role in the play, as we see the sometimes irrational nature of so-called royal justice. Gloucester's wife, the Duchess, is banished for having dealt in the occult, but first she must endure the public humiliation of being led through the streets with written records of her crime pinned to her body. Violence is used to resolve the conflict between Peter and Horner. Peter has falsely accused Horner, his master, of treason, but rather than trying the case, Gloucester orders them to engage in single combat; whoever dies will be considered the guilty party. When the day of the fight arrives, the two men have been equipped with staffs with sandbags on the end, yet somehow Peter manages to kill the drunken Horner. Justice has certainly not been served by this battle; rather it is a parody of justice.


  After Gloucester, who the people believe to be their champion, dies, the King loses control of the machinery of justice and violence. Henry does manage to banish Suffolk, removing a dangerous influence from the state, but he is unable to stop Jack Cade, a lower class rebel leader hired by York to stir up trouble. Cade's violent success confirms contemporary fears of the danger of mob rule. But Cade's interpretation is complicated. On one hand, he seems to be a champion of the people; yet before his appearance, the commoners seemed to genuinely believe in the power of the nobility to set things right, as evidenced by the petitioners, including Peter, who came to ask for Gloucester's help. However in that scene, the petitioners mistake Suffolk for Gloucester, and Margaret rips up the petitions; hence the nobles fail to exercise their political duties, and are more at fault than the commoners. Cade first appears when Gloucester, the only noble who cared about the commoners, has fallen, suggesting he is taking up the slack and keeping the commoners in the public eye. Yet he has also been hired by York as part of a scheme to test whether the people support the idea of another rightful heir to the throne.


  Cade declares that his new kingdom will only honor workmen, so artisans or skilled laborers will fall in rank. His rhetoric echoes a tradition of popular radicalism, which stressed that there was as much nobility in the labor of an honest man as in the educated speeches of a gentleman. With references to this egalitarian tradition, Cade mobilizes the anger of the commoners against the nobles, directing most of his violence against those can who read or write.


  Yet Cade contradicts these same egalitarian claims by insisting that he will someday be king, and from his mouth will come the new law of the land. His army seems to recognize his hypocrisy, but they don't mind it, as they are stirred on by their dislike of the nobles. And for their part, the nobles too show contempt for other classes. Suffolk is irritated that his captors don't release him when he reveals his identity, and he insists that no one so low could kill him -- of course they do.


  Hence Henry's weakness creates risk for the kingdom, but not only from its most disenfranchised members among the common people. Though Cade is shown to be a despicable and vicious character, his death doesn't end the threat of civil war; the real danger to England lies in the ambition of the nobles of the court.


  And there are schemes and plots to go around. Buckingham, Somerset and Suffolk plot against Gloucester; Somerset and York vie for power; York allies with Salisbury and Warwick against the other lords; Suffolk and Margaret want to bring all the other nobles down, so that they will be able to reign through the puppet figure of Henry. By the end of the play, enough people have been killed that the sole conflict has dwindled to the struggle between York and Henry. York, with a white rose as his emblem, stakes claim on the throne as the heir of the third son of Edward III. Meanwhile Henry, a Lancaster with a red rose as the emblem of his house, has been the hereditary heir to the throne, but he is the heir of the fourth son of Edward III. York believes a crime was committed when the Lancasters came to the throne and killed king Richard II, a crime which many of Shakespeare's contemporaries blamed for the bloody years of the fifteenth century.


  Study Questions


  
    
      
        Who seems to be the greatest threat to the nation, the nobles or the commoners? Discuss each.
      


      The commoners seem very dangerous, when led by someone like Jack Cade. Yet the commoners can be easily swayed one way or the other, as the nobles demonstrate when they convince the people to abandon Cade and lay down their arms. Despite the violence of the common people, the real threat probably lies mostly with the nobles, including York, who urged on Cade's uprising and who later sweeps into London with an army, claiming his right to the throne.

    


    
      
        What are some reasons that Henry may have turned out to not be a good king?
      


      He became king when he was very young, and he is barely of age; hence, he has no experience. All his nobles want to manipulate him to do things benefiting them instead of the kingdom, so Henry has rarely gotten any good advice and has no one he can trust. When Gloucester dies, he is without his protector and at the mercy of the snake pit of scheming lords and his conniving wife. He is unable to assert his authority and seems to wish for a private, pious life rather than a public and political one. Henry also probably suffers in the shadow of the legend of his great father's rule. Henry V won France (in the series of events portrayed in Shakespeare's Henry V), but Henry VI has lost it. Even the commoners, when lured away from Jack Cade, respond more enthusiastically to the name of Henry V than to any other name.

    


    
      
        Is there a link between the death of Gloucester and the rise of Jack Cade?
      


      On one hand, there appears to be no link at all. Gloucester dies, and later Cade arrives on the scene. However, a connection does lie in their equivalent preoccupation with the rights of the commoners. Gloucester may have been the last noble in the court who cared about the common people. When he is gone, there is no one to defend the masses until Cade comes along. However, Cade has been hired by York to raise trouble in England and to test out public response to a new claimant to the throne. Is Cade genuinely in support of the people, or does he just enjoy creating chaos? He claims he wants to create both an egalitarian society and he wants to be king. These conflicting claims, plus his extreme violence, may show Cade to be merely a vicious killer and a man who likes stirring up trouble, not a savior of the people.

    

  


  
    
      Consider royal justice in this play, particularly the Duchess and the petitioners who come to Gloucester.
    


    
      Discuss the violence enacted on bodies throughout this play. Why do you think this play is so violent?
    


    
      Consider Jack Cade and his revolt, alongside his claims about what he will do as king. What kinds of frustrations of the commoners does he seem to be playing out?
    


    
      There are two scenes in this play where lying commoners, Simpcox and Peter, are "punished." Why do you think these scenes are included in the play? What does it show about the interaction between the nobles and the commoners?
    


    
      What is the desired end of all the plots of the nobles? Consider the variety of grouping of scheming nobles.
    


    
      Is Gloucester the last honorable man? Why or why not?
    


    
      This play has been called both 1 Henry VI and The First Part of the Contention of the Two Famous Houses of York and Lancaster. These different titles suggest very different emphases to the play. If you were to name the play after the most important character or event, what would you call it?
    

  


  
    Review Quiz


    
      1. Suffolk has brought Margaret from where?


      
        A. Belgium

        B. Spain

        C. Ireland

        D. France

      

    


    
      2. She is given to England in exchange for what?


      
        A. Anjou and Maine in France

        B. A shipment of English arms

        C. The king's sister

        D. Suffolk's freedom

      

    


    
      3. Why are the nobles upset about the loss of two French regions?


      
        A. They had preferred to trade different regions.

        B. They think it spells the fall of the English hold on France.

        C. They wanted to give the French more lands.

        D. They planned to trade Belgium.

      

    


    
      4. What does the Duchess plan?


      
        A. To lead the French against the English.

        B. To flee to Ireland and raise an army.

        C. To summon spirits to asks about Henry's reign.

        D. To cook a huge banquet for Henry.

      

    


    
      5. What is Peter's petition?


      
        A. That he is the real heir to the throne.

        B. That the Duchess hired a witch.

        C. That Suffolk took his lands.

        D. That his boss claims York is the true heir to the throne.

      

    


    
      6. Who plots against Gloucester?


      
        A. Suffolk

        B. Somerset

        C. Margaret

        D. All of the above

      

    


    
      7. What happens to the Duchess?


      
        A. She asks the spirit questions.

        B. She is arrested.

        C. She is exiled.

        D. All of the above

      

    


    
      8. What is Simpcox's scam?


      
        A. He pretends to be miraculously restored to sight.

        B. He claims he is the heir to the throne.

        C. He says he is a conjurer.

        D. He believes he is the king of France.

      

    


    
      9. What is York's claim to the throne?


      
        A. Richard II was ousted illegally.

        B. He is the heir of the third son of Edward II.

        C. Henry is the heir of the fourth son of Edward II.

        D. All of the above

      

    


    
      10. Who are York's allies?


      
        A. Beaufort and Gloucester

        B. Warwick and Salisbury

        C. Suffolk and Buckingham

        D. Margaret and the Duchess

      

    


    
      11. What is Somerset's report from France?


      
        A. Belgium and France are at war.

        B. The king of France is dead.

        C. France has been lost.

        D. The sea is too rough to cross.

      

    


    
      12. What pretext do the lords use to kill Gloucester?


      
        A. He wants to be the regent of France.

        B. He believes he is the heir to the throne.

        C. He is against the commoners.

        D. They have none.

      

    


    
      13. After Gloucester's death, what do the commoners demand?


      
        A. That the king get a haircut

        B. To have Suffolk banished

        C. To send for Somerset

        D. To excommunicate Margaret

      

    


    
      14. What's going on between Margaret and Suffolk?


      
        A. They are secretly siblings.

        B. They are engaged.

        C. They are having an affair.

        D. They really hate each other.

      

    


    
      15. How does Suffolk die?


      
        A. At sea

        B. At the hands of lower class men

        C. He is beheaded.

        D. All of the above

      

    


    
      16. Who is Jack Cade?


      
        A. A lower class man

        B. A rebel leader

        C. A minion of York

        D. All of the above

      

    


    
      17. What does Jack Cade do?


      
        A. Captures London

        B. Flees from the English army

        C. Attacks the French

        D. Picks roses

      

    


    
      18. Why does York hire Jack Cade?


      
        A. To garden for him

        B. To ship arms to the French

        C. To clean up his house

        D. To test if the people go for another claim to the throne

      

    


    
      19. Jack Cade's reign of terror includes:


      
        A. Hanging a clerk

        B. Killing Lord Saye

        C. Encouraging raping women

        D. All of the above

      

    


    
      20. Why does Jack Cade's army fall?


      
        A. They're not strong enough.

        B. They're too small.

        C. Some nobles convince them to lay down their arms.

        D. They got bored.

      

    


    
      21. What is York's plan?


      
        A. To bring his army to London

        B. To return from Ireland

        C. To wait until Henry is weaker

        D. All of the above

      

    


    
      22. What does he end up doing?


      
        A. He loses his temper and declares his right to the crown.

        B. He flees to France.

        C. He gives up his dukedom.

        D. He stays in Ireland.

      

    


    
      23. Who does York summon to defend him?


      
        A. Edward

        B. Richard

        C. Warwick and Salisbury

        D. All of the above

      

    


    
      24. What is Margaret's advice to Henry?


      
        A. To fight

        B. To flee

        C. To abdicate

        D. To banish York

      

    


    
      25. Who wins the battle?


      
        A. York and his men

        B. Henry

        C. Somerset

        D. Clifford

      

    


    
      Answer Key:


      1: D; 2: A; 3: B; 4: C; 5: D; 6: D; 7: D; 8: A; 9: D; 10: B; 11: C; 12: D; 13: B; 14: C; 15: D; 16: D; 17: A; 18: D; 19: D; 20: C; 21: D; 22: A; 23: D; 24: B; 25: A

    

  


  
    Further Reading


    
      Jean A. Howard, ìThe First Part of the Contention of the Two Famous Houses of York and Lancaster (The Second Part of Henry VI), The Norton Shakespeare, Ed. Stephen Greenblatt. New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1997.
    


    
      William Shakespeare, 2 Henry VI.The Norton Shakespeare, Ed. Stephen Greenblatt. New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1997.
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