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David Akenhead (1946 - ) Theatre Manager, Producer, critic, actor

Setting the Scene for the entire play from the beginning, with King Richard’s earnest desire to
unite his people by uniting his noblemen. His endeavours failed, followed by his betrayal, and
inevitable end at the hands of grown men expressing themselves like bullies in a school
playground. It is hardly surprising that the Virgin Queen Elizabeth who held the same aspirations
as King Richard was not happy for this sad story to be enacted in her lifetime even with
Shakespeare’s attempts at sympathy and fairness to both monarchs. James | was more receptive
to the traditional line that King Richard was the betrayer rather than the betrayed, and that he
deserved to die in dishonour as became the case. My own conclusion is in line with Queen
Elizabeth’s view that he was betrayed disgracefully by a prejudiced populace and greedy
noblemen. I should concede, however, that John of Gaunt was misjudged by King Richard after
he died, far from being his enemy, he remained loyal to his king and in fact Gaunt’s demise
became the undoing of his master — David Akenhead.

ACT 1, SCENE 1
KING RICHARD (bracketed items may include my own comments — D.A.)

Mowbray, impartial are our eyes and ears: Were he my brother, nay my kingdom’s heir, -

As he is but my father’s brother’s son. — Now, by my sceptre’s awe, | make a vow,

Such neighbour-nearness to our sacred blood Should nothing privilege him, nor partialise

The unstooping firmness of my upright soul. He is our subject, Mowbray, so art thou:

Free speech and fairness | to thee allow. (to the assembly of noblemen before his throne)
Wrath-kindled gentlemen, be rul’d by me; Let’s purge this choler without letting blood:

This we prescribe, through no physician; Deep malice makes too deep incision:

Forget, forgive; conclude and be agreed: Our doctors say this is no month to bleed, -

Good uncle, let this end where it begun; We’ll calm the Duke of Norfolk, you (Gaunt) your son.

ACT I11, SCENE 11
KING RICHARD

All murdered; for within the hollow crown That rounds the mortal temples of a king

Keeps death his court, and there the antick sits, Scoffing his state and grinning at his pomp;
Allowing him a breath, a little scene, To monarchize, be feared, and kill with looks,
Infusing him with self and vain conceit As if this flesh which walls about our life

Were brass impregnable; And humoured thus, comes at the last, and with a little pin

Bores through his castle wall, and farewell king!

Howard Staunton (1810 to 1874)
SHAKESPEARE’S “King Richard I1.” Was entered at Stationers’ Hall, August 29,

1597, by Andrew Wise, who published the first edition that year under the title of “The
tragedie of King Richard the Second.” (underlying my own convictions that ‘tragedie’



justly describes this play he goes on to say:) The revival of an old play on this prohibited
topic must therefore have been highly offensive to the Queen. (Elizabeth, and further
evidence supporting my thesis as well as NO further comment about this play recorded).

From John Goodwin RSC highlights from his Short Guide to Shakespeare’s Plays 1990:

Shakespeare wrote ten history plays in all. Eight of them — Richard Il, the two
parts of Henry IV, Henry V, the three parts of Henry VI, and Richard Ill — follow one
another chronologically. Together (though complete in themselves) they unfold more
than a hundred years of English history, and trace the bloody and unstable period from
Richard II’s deposition and murder, to Richard I1I’s defeat at the battle of Bosworth
Field.

Richard I1, the first in this sequence, is about a king’s fall. But it is more than a
crown that is taken. The idea of divine right, and medieval belief that a king was
appointed by God and was therefore God’s symbol upon earth, until then unquestioned, is
also violated. Anyone who rose against the anointed King, or even so much as countered
his wishes, was considered to be committing heresy.

Shakespeare’s Richard is shown as a vain man who has built up in the English
Court an indulgent, intensely self-regarding and enclosed world of flatterers. But
although absolute ruler, he is weak, whereas his cousin Bolingbroke, whom he recklessly
exiles because of a quarrel, is strong. Bolingbroke is the ‘new man’, ruthless, ambitious,
not afraid of the Godhead of the Crown. Returning to England with an army to regain his
lands and wealth, he pays lip service to the concept of kingship whilst, in the interests of
‘good government’, climbing steadily up the ladder of ambition, finally to reach its top —
Richard’s throne. For the unbelievable happens, and the ‘deputy elected by the Lord’ is
deposed. The King (ignoring the maxim of ‘keep your enemies close’ pays the inevitable
price) is turned into a subject.

Richard takes a kind of exquisite melancholy in his own fall in his own
destruction. Shakespeare gives him some of the most beautifully elegiac speeches in all
drama. And at the end, in prison, a few moments before he is murdered, his words ‘I
wasted my time, and now doth time waste me’ echo the whole of his tragedy.
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Above part of my legacy to Shakespeare, courtesy of my former wife, Celia
Ruth Staunton and her celebrated ancestor Howard Staunton (1810-1874), supreme
Shakespearean authority from his Globe Illustrated Shakespeare, and a former
English Chess Grand Master to boot! Enjoy my digital Jumbo crossword evolved
from two chess supremos: Howard Staunton and Edmund Akenhead former Times
crossword editor 1965-1983 via his mother, Myrtle Akenhead nee Nicholson Grant
MacGregor, former Ladies Chess Champion of Somerset who | had the audacity to
beat aged 10 with hitherto unconventional moves using the Queen’s pawn!

David Akenhead, February 2026
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