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  Abstract 
This study explores the interplay of sympathy and political emotion in Shake-
speare’s Richard II. By examining the tension between the monarch’s “two bod-
ies,” it argues that “fellow-feeling” functions as a strategic rhetorical tool to reshape 
perceptions of sovereignty and tragic failure. Through close analysis of founda-
tional metaphors—including the Gardener scene and symbolic objects like mirrors 
and buckets—the paper illustrates how Shakespeare meticulously fashions a sym-
pathetic image of the falling king. This emotional manipulation humanizes the mon-
arch while warning against the disruption of divine order. Ultimately, sympathy 
emerges as a potent political force bridging personal suffering and institutional col-
lapse, offering new insights into early modern character fashioning and tragic sus-
tainability. 
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1. Introduction 

Shakespeare’s Richard II occupies a unique space in the Henriad, transitioning from the rigid structures of medieval 
kingship to the fluid, emotionally-driven landscape of early modern politics. At the heart of this transition lies the 
mechanism of sympathy—a concept the play interrogates through both verbal rhetoric and visual performance. By 
grounding the analysis in the Gardener’s poignant interaction with the Queen, this paper argues that sympathy in 
Richard II serves as a bridge between the “king’s two bodies”, allowing the audience to navigate the collapse of 
political order through the lens of shared human suffering. 

1.1 The Gardener’s Sympathy and Wordplay 

In the final scene of Act 4, the Gardener, after many metaphors for the wasteful king and his untrimmed country, is 
convinced that Richard’s rule is inept and invites the downfall of the crown. Deeply moved by the Queen’s grief, he 
resolves to plant rue where she wept: 

Here did she fall a tear. Here in this place 
I’ll set a bank of rue, sour herb of grace. 
Rue e’en for ruth here shortly shall be seen, 
In the remembrance of a weeping queen. (3.4.108-11) 

1.2 Defining Sympathy and Empathy in Richard II 

As the OED suggests, “rue” denotes sorrow or regret, while “ruth” signifies pity and compassion. Shakespeare has 

https://www.hillpublisher.com/Journals/jhass/


Lin Yao 
 

 

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2026.03.024 382 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science 
 

at least 5 times invoked the word “rue” in his plays, some of which take it as a kind of herb, symbolizing solemnity 
and repentance, or sorry remembrance, some of which take the meaning of “regret” or “feel sorrow” (Liu, 2015). The 
Gardener takes both and extends much. He suggests that the plant rue—an herb of Divine grace—will signify and 
commemorate the Queen’s ruth, or sorrows. But the phrase “Rue e’en for ruth” is especially suggestive, not least 
because the words rue and ruth could both denote sorrow and compassion. Here, though, comes kind of wordplay, 
which not only adds a tinge of sadness by both the tone and the rhythm, but also epitomizes the play’s complex 
exploration of the different responses we might have to the suffering of others. The Gardener’s wordplay blurs the 
line between sorrow and pity, suggesting that empathy involves a degree of repetition or imitation. This foundational 
scene establishes sympathy as a recurring theme throughout the drama.  

2. The Rhetoric of Richard II: Eliciting Pity through Language 

The political demise of Richard II is inextricably linked to his transformation of language from a tool of sovereign 
command into a medium of poetic lamentation. Richard’s rhetoric is a strategic performance designed to elicit fellow-
feeling and validate his suffering in the eyes of his subjects and the audience. This rhetorical shift operates through a 
progressive humanization of the monarch, moving from a cosmic identification with the divine order toward a more 
intimate alignment with the mundane experiences of ordinary humanity.  

2.1 Senseless Conjuration and Storytelling 

In Act 3, Richard attempts to use words as weapons, conjuring the earth and stones as sympathetic allies: 

Mock not my senseless conjuration, lords: 
This earth shall have a feeling, and these stones 
Prove armed soldiers, ere her native king 
Shall falter under foul rebellion’s arms. (3.2.23-6) 

As his confidence falters, he retreats into storytelling, seeking emotional transference through “sad stories of the 
death of kings” (3.2.155). Harry Berger, Jr, has commented that Richard’s reference to sad stories “specifies a loose 
and ambiguous relation to history, since what are to be recounted are not the events themselves but previous accounts, 
and these may be parabolic, exemplary, false, or fictive, as well as historical” (1989). That means the favorable part 
of the stories has been extracted and even exaggerated, while the unfavorable part is diminished.  

This narrative approach is more compelling than history itself, magnifying his plight to elicit approval. Richard 
further stresses his humanity: “I live with bread like you, feel want, / Taste grief, need friends” (3.2.172-7). This 
humanization is his first attempt to lead others toward an awareness of his predicament and subsequent pity. The 
emphasized similarities rather than differentials invite an instant identification with others and a powerful appeal for 
pity. 

2.2 Daily Items as Mediums for Fellow-feeling 

If Richard in Act 3 is somewhat subjective in his deliberate rhetorical skill to impress the audience both on and off 
stage, the abdication in Act 4 is more like an intentional political performance dominated by Shakespeare, for Rich-
ard’s eloquence and sentimentality are somewhat embarrassing in this serious scene, especially when compared with 
others’ relative silence. Familiar objects—a well, buckets, and a mirror—play as rhetorical tools. Richard identifies 
as the “down” bucket, full of tears, while Bolingbrook is the “empty” one mounting high (4.1.178-83). The mirror, 
however, provides the most resonance. Upon seeing his face without “deeper wrinkles” despite his sorrow, Richard 
shatters the glass. This act creates a visual and auditory shock, symbolizing the rupture of his political body and 
anchoring the audience’s sympathy in a universal image of sadness. 

3. The Fashioning of Characters and Sympathy 

Shakespeare employs artistic treatment to both the main and secondary characters, making them serve the theme of 
the play collaboratively, being sympathetic to Richard. 

3.1 The Silence of Bolingbroke and the Eloquence of Richard 

Shakespeare manipulates Bolingbroke as a mechanical counterpart to Richard. Before Act 4, Bolingbroke occupies 
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the center of the stage, such as the indignation and melancholy of his exile in Act 1, Scene 3, and the wit and cunning 
of his winning over the support of York in Act 2, Scene 3. As the play progresses, Bolingbroke’s lines become short 
and pale, contrasting with Richard’s Hamlet-like eloquence. In Holinshed’s Chronicle, Richard was lured into Flint 
Castle, and Bolingbroke brought his army ashore while Richard was right in London (Bullough, 1966). Omitting the 
specific historical plots, Shakespeare ensures that the sympathy for Richard and the abomination for the disruption 
of order are mutually reinforcing. Since the Flint Castle meeting, especially in the Abdication Act, Shakespeare pre-
sents us with a Hamlet-like Richard, leaving Bolingbroke largely voiceless. As a counterpart to Richard, our sympa-
thy or abomination for him, and our abomination and sympathy for Richard, are mutually reinforcing. 

3.2 A Three-dimensional Portrayal of a Tragic Monarch 

The capricious Richard in the duel in Coventry, the ruthless and covetous Richard, cursing Gaunt, pushes both our 
disgust and sympathy for Bolingbroke to the extreme. Since then, Richard’s image began to change dramatically. 
From the tears of joy when he is setting foot on Wales to the sense of political identity as an anointed king when he 
compares himself as the sun, from the loneliness of “Let’s talk of graves, of worms, and epitaphs” (Richard II, 3.2.140) 
to the self-mockery of whether he is a king or a clown, Richard’s political emotions gradually become full and unre-
strained, evolving from the image of a contemptible monarch without authority to a pitiful image of pathos. 

The emotional intensity of the abdication scene transforms Richard II completely from a political tragedy to an 
emotional one, setting the emotional tone of the play: “You may my glories and my state depose, / But not my griefs; 
still am I king of those.” (Richard II, 4.1.186-7) The farewell of the king and queen once again strengthens this 
emotional atmosphere. Stripped of his crown, Richard has also shed his cold political shell and is now just a husband 
who is forced to part from his wife. In this way, Shakespeare enables us to see Richard’s natural body, which is 
covered by the political body, and a Richard full of natural emotions.  

The prison scene presents us with a poetic Richard. In the face of the siege, realizing his inevitable predicament, 
he still rises to fight back, which establishes an image of a heroic ordinary person. Therefore, Shakespeare’s Richard, 
who is indeed misruling, is also pitiful, poetic, and tragic. Just as Richard said: “Thus play I in one prison many 
people” (Richard II, 5.5.31). Our sympathy for Richard is not groundless but gradually built up through his multi-
faceted portrayal. Shakespeare grasps the scale to the right point, creating a monarch image with a highly tense 
atmosphere. 

3.3 The Paradox of the Yorks: Overt and Covert Narratives  

York, seemingly a loyal minister, flies into anger and contempt when Richard seizes Gaunt’s property, foreshadowing 
his political shift. His later neutrality before Bolingbroke’s army abandons the already vulnerable Richard. Ironically, 
York is the first to acclaim “And long live Henry, of that name the fourth!”, openly backing the new regime and 
overseeing the transfer of the crown. 

Yet Shakespeare only narrates York’s deeds factually, without direct moral judgment. Aumerle’s hidden motives 
provide a key to his true stance. Aumerle’s evasive replies to Richard and his ambiguous conduct with Bolingbroke 
leave his intentions unclear. 

Holinshed records that Richard once hinted Aumerle might deserve the crown, fueling his ambition. Thus, 
Aumerle’s role in the Westminster plot could stem from either loyalty to Richard or personal greed, just as York’s 
defection may serve the nation or only his own family. York, in fact, hedges between both sides for security. Through 
York’s betrayal and Aumerle’s duplicity, Shakespeare deepens Richard’s tragedy and reinforces the play’s central 
themes. 

3.4 Adaptation of the Queen: Maternal Imagery and Political Aspiration  

Shakespeare’s Isabella, with extraordinary eloquence and emotional intensity, was only 10 in 1399. After Richard’s 
departure to Ireland, she foresaw “some unborn sorrow, ripe in fortune’s womb” (Richard II, 2.2.10). When she 
learned from Green that everyone had turned to Bolingbroke, she called Green the midwife of her woe, Bolingbroke 
her sorrow’s dismal heir, and herself a gasping new-delivered mother, thus presenting a metaphor containing a series 
of images of pregnancy, childbirth, baby, and mother. This metaphor not only implies her mature female identity but 
also makes the couple who have never given birth more desolate and pitiful. In addition to her personal feelings as a 
mature woman, Shakespeare also endows Isabella with strong political emotion. She is angry at the depressed Richard 
and reproaches him for being a tame schoolboy under the guidance rather than a dying but rebellious lion. The contrast 
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between the lion and the schoolboy is both a stark contrast between the Queen’s political aspirations and the reality, 
and between Richard as a king and a prisoner. As a woman, she still thinks that Richard should be formidable to 
“frighten the jackals” (Machiavelli, 2019). By adding female characters to create a tragic atmosphere, Shakespeare 
also fashions a miserable king by contrast and inspires us to have a deeper sympathy for Richard. 

4. The Value and Power of Political Emotion 

The chief value of Richard II lies in its powerful exploration of emotion. Richard appears willful and irresponsible 
in the first two Acts; his misrule and indifference after Gaunt’s death arouse deep disapproval. Yet Act 3 Scene 2 
marks a turning point, as Richard’s divine confidence collapses amid military defeat and noble betrayal. The meeting 
at Flint Castle deepens our restrained sympathy into sincere, growing pity. As Shakespeare depicts Richard’s surren-
der, abdication, and death with sorrow and pathos, the audience’s compassion for him intensifies. 

Carlisle’s prophecy of civil bloodshed echoes powerfully through the history cycle, resonating with Bolingbroke’s 
son’s penitence in Henry V and his grandson’s horror at fratricidal violence in 3 Henry VI. These echoes diminish 
pity for Bolingbroke and heighten sorrow for Richard. Combined with other emotional moments—Gloucester’s 
widow’s lament, Gaunt’s dying rebuke, and the royal couple’s farewell—they reveal Shakespeare’s deliberate control 
of emotional tone to shape audience feeling. This emotional design serves both characterization and thematic reso-
nance. 

4.1 Historical Context: Emotion as a Means of Rule 

This artistic approach is closely related to the intellectual climate of Shakespeare’s time. By the early sixteenth cen-
tury, Machiavelli had already identified emotion as a key tool of royal governance. In the late sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, Europe saw widespread debate over the passions, as philosophical and cultural discourse linked 
emotional control to mastery of the self and the regulation of others. To govern oneself required awareness and 
restraint of one’s own feelings; to govern others depended on understanding and directing their emotions (James, 
1997). 

Against this background, Richard II’s emotional responses remain unreflective and spontaneous, yet Shakespeare 
consciously foregrounds and shapes his emotional world for dramatic and political effect. Under Queen Elizabeth I, 
tense relations with Rome and unstable politics led her to remark, “I am Richard II.” The 1601 Essex rebellion’s use 
of this play to mobilize public feeling further demonstrates its powerful emotional and political resonance. With keen 
political awareness, Shakespeare depicts Richard’s political failure while acknowledging his melancholic, poetic na-
ture. He also expresses skepticism about divine right and the breakdown of political order, warning of its disastrous 
consequences. This gave the play a constructive political influence on public opinion in Elizabethan England. 

4.2 The Disconnection of the King’s Two Bodies 

From Andronicus to Gloucester in Henry VI and Gaunt in Richard II, all display unwavering loyalty to the crown. 
Yet York represents a different model of allegiance. Earlier loyalists like Andronicus deify the monarch, merging the 
king’s sacred anointed status with secular authority and remaining faithful regardless of political failings. By contrast, 
witnessing Richard’s decline, York distinguishes between the king as a mortal man and as a sacred political institution. 
He abandons Richard the individual to uphold the office of kingship, initiating the separation between the ruler’s 
natural and political bodies. 

York’s shift forces a rethinking of loyalty and the ideal monarch. Earlier loyalty, rooted in divine kingship, ex-
cluded natural human affection. Ironically, it is precisely this rupture between the natural and political body that 
enables the emergence of genuine emotional sympathy for the fallen king. 

5. Conclusion 

In Richard II, we see little of humor-determined elements in the main characters, but more of the autonomous con-
sciousness, for example, in Richard, and the effort to put the actions of individuals into a larger social background. 
Though the intention and self-awareness from Richard are still so weak and even artificial, tinged with the touch of 
Shakespeare’s control and domination, Richard has taken his first step to be a man with awareness of self, whether 
natural or political. It is a small step for Richard, but a big step for Shakespeare. Later on, Shakespeare furthered his 
exploration and created more characters who can not only have cognition on his or her own emotional state, but also 
manipulate it, even others’, to achieve their goals. 
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