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The fifteenth 299. IF the only object of Constitutional History were the 
century not 
a period of illvestigation of the origin and powers of Parliament, the study 
constita- 
tion'tl de- of the s~lbject might be suspended a t  the deposition of Ricichard 11, 
velopment. 

t o  be resulned under the Tudors. During a good portion of the 
intervening period the history of England contains little else 
than the details of foreign wars and domestic struggles, i n  
which parliamentary institutions play no prominent part ; and, 
upon a superficial view, their continued existence may seem to 
be a result of their insignificance among the ruder expedients 
cf arms, the more stormy and spontaneous forces of personal, 
political, and religious passion. Yet the parliament has a his- 
tory of its own throughout the period of turmoil. It does not 
indeed develope any new powers, or invent any new mechanism ; 
its special history is either a monotonous cletail of formal pro- 
ceedings, or a record of asserted privilege. Under the mono- 
toiious detail there is going on a prccess of hardening and 
sharpening, a second almost imperceptible stage of definition, 
which, when new life is  infused into the mechanism, will have 
no small effect i n  determining the ways in  which that  new life 
will work. I11 the record of asserted privileg,: may be traced 
the flashes of a consciousl~ess that  show the forms of national 
action to be no inere forms, and illustrate the continuity of 
a sense of earlier greatness and of an instinctive looking 
towards a greater destiny. And this is nearly all. The 
parliamentary constitution lives througli the epoch, but its 
machinery and i ts  functions do not much expand; the weapons 
which are used by the politicians of the sixteenth and seven- 
teenth centuries nre taken, wit11 little attempt a t  improvement 
or adaptation, from the armoury of the fourteenth. The inter- 

vening age has rather conserved than multiplied them or 
cxtended their nsefulness. 

Close of tAe iMicIdle Ages. 

y e t  the interval witnessed a series of changes i n  national Vasthisto- 
rical import- 

lice, and character, in  the relations of classes, and i n  the ance of the 
period of balance of political forces, far greater than the English race transition. 

llas gone througli since the Norman conquest, greater in  some 
respects than i t  has experienced since i t  became a consolidated, 
christiall nation. Of these changes the Reformation, with i ts  
attendant measures, was the greatest ; but there were others 
which led to and resulted from the religious change. Such 
was that recovered strength of the monarcl~ic principle, which, 
in England as on the Continent, marlted tlie opening of a new 
era, and which, although in England it resulted from causes 
peculiar to England, from the exhaustion of all energies except 
those of the crown, whilst abroad i t  resulted from the concen- 
tration of great territorial possessions in the hands of a few - 

rrreat kings, seemed almost a necessary antecedent t o  the new 
conformation of European politics, and to the share which 
England was t o  take in  them. Such again was the  liberation 
of internal forces, political as well as religious, which followed 
the disruption of ecclesiastical unity, and which is perhaps the 
most important of all the i7henomena which distinguish modern 
from medieval history. Such was the transformation of the 
baronage of early England into the nobility of later times, 
a transfornlation attended by changes in  personal and political 
relations which make it inore difficult to trace the identity of 
the peerage than the continuous life of clergy or commons. 
The altered position of the church, apart from Reformation 
influences, is another mark of a new period; the estate of the 
clergy, deprived of the help of the older baronage, which is now 
almost extinguished, and set i n  antagonism to the new nobility 
that is founded upon the spoils of the church, tends ever more 
and more to lean upon the royal power, which tends ever more 
and more to use the church for i ts  own ends, and to weaken 
the hold of the church upon the commons, whenever the in- 
terests of the commons and of the crown are seen to be in  
OPposition. Partly parallel to  these, partly resulting from 
them, partly also arising from a fresh impulse of its own 
liberated and directed by these causes, is the changed position 

B 2 



Chang.0 in of the commons : the third estate now crusl~ed, now flattered ; 
the position 
of tile corn- now con~olidated, now divided; now encouraged, now repressed ; 
mons, but  escaping the internecine enmities that  destroy the buronage, 

learning wisdom by their mistakes and gaining freedom when 
i t  is rid of their leadership ; rising by its own growing strength 
from the prostration i n  which it has lain, with tlle other two 
estates, a t  the feet of the Tudors, all the stronger because it 
has i t ~ e l f  only to  rely upon and has springs of independence 
i n  itself, which are not i n  either clergy or baronage ;-the 
estate of the commons is prepared to enter on the inheritance, 
towards which the two elder estates have led it on. The crisis 
to which these changes tencl is to  determine i n  that struggle 
between the crown and the commons which the last two cen- 
turies have decided. 

Workingsof The causes which worked thesc changes begin from the 
modern life 
inthe opening of the sixteenth century to display themselves upon 
fifteenth 
century, a lighter and broader stage, in inore direct and evident con- 

nexion with their greater results. But  they had been working 
long and deeply i n  the fifteenth century; and our task, one 
object of wliich is to  trace the continuity of national life 
through this age of obscurity and disturbance, necesearily 
includes some examination into their action, into the relations 
of church and state, of the crown and the three estates, the 
balance of forces i n  the corporate body, and the growth in 
tlie several estates by which that  balance was made to vary 
without breaking up  the unity or clestroying the identity of 

planof the the whole. Having traced this working up  to the time a t  
chap:er. 

which the new struggles of constitutional life begin, the point 
at which modern and medieval history seem to divide, we shall 
have accomplished, or done our best to accomplish, the promise 
of our title, and have told the origin and development of the 
Constitutional History of England. 

Parliamentary institutiolls during the fourteenth century are 
the main if not the sole subject of ConstitntionaI History. 
From this point, a t  which parliamentary institutions seem to 
have, to  a great extent, moulded themselves, and parliamentary 
ideas have ripened, we shall have to recur to  our earlier plan, 

XVIII.] Pla~t of tAe C&apter. 5 
t o  trace more generally the workings of national 

life that gave substance and reality to those forms, that  lay 
quiet under them when they seemed to be dormant, and that  
fonbllt in  them when the time came for it to  arise and go down 
to the battle. 
300. The object of the present chapter will be t o  trace the riot of the 

History. history of internal politics i n  England from the accession of 
Henry I V  to  the fall of Richard I11 : not that  the period 
possesses a clistinct political plot corresponding with i t s  drama 
of dynastic history, but that from i t s  close begins the more 

action of the new influences that  colour later his- 
tory. A more distinct political plot, a more definite constitu- 
tional period, would be found by extending the  scope of t11c 
chapter to the beginning of the assumed dictatorship of 
Henry VIII. But  to attempt that  would be to  trench upon 
the domain of later history, which must be written or read 
from a new standing-point. The battle of Boswortll field is 
the last act of a long tragedy or series of tragedies, n trilogy 
of unequal interest and varied proportions, tlie unity of whicll 
lies i n  the struggle of the great houses for the crown. The 
embers of the strife are not indeed extinguished then, but they 
survive only i n  tlle region of personal enmities and political 
cruelties. The strife of York and Lancaster is then allayed; 
the particular forces that  have roused the national energies 
have exhausted themselves. From that  point new agencies 
begin to  work, t h e  origin of' ~vhicll we may trace, but the 
growth and mature action of which must be left to other 
hands. 

Thc history of the three Lancastrian reigns has a double Importance 
of the interest ; i t  contains not onIy the foundation, consolidation, Lancastrian 
ponod. and destruction of a fabric of dynastic power, but, parallel 

with it,rthe trial and failure of a great constitutional experi- 
ment ; a  rem mature testing of the strength of the parliamentary 
System. The system does not indeed break under the strain, 
but it bonds and warps so as to  show itself umqual to the 
burden ; and, instead of arbitrating between the other forces 

the time, the parliamentary constitution finds itself eitller 



superseded altogether, or reduced to the position of a mere 
engine which those forces can manipulate a t  will. The sounder 
and stronger elements of English life seem to be exhausted, 
ancl the dangerous forces avail themselves of all weapons with 
cclual disregard to the result. It is strange that the machinery 
of state suffers after all so little. But it is  uselesa to  anticipate 
now the inferences tliat will repeat themselves a t  every stage 
of the story. 

~~~d an- 301. Although, as we have seen, the deposition of Ricl~arcl I1 
sr ies  for 
the constitu- and the accession of Henry IV were not the pure and legitimate 
tion at the 
accessionof result of a series of constitutional workings, there were many 
Henry IV. reasons for regarding the revolution of which they were a part 

as only slightly premature ; the constitutional forces a l~ l~eared  
ripe, although the particular occasion of their exertion was to  
a certain extel~t  accidental, and to a certain extc:;: the result 
of private rather than public causes l. Richard's tyranny 
cleeerved deposition had there been no Henry to revenge 
a private wrong; Henry's qualifications for sovereigil power 
mere adequate, even if lie had not hacl a great injury to 
avenge, and a great cause to  defend. The experiment of 
governing England constitutioilally seemed likely to be fairly 
tried. Henry could not, without discarding all the principles 
that  he had ever professed, even attempt to rule as liichard I1 
and Edwarci I11 had ruled. H e  had giue:tt pereonal advantages ; 
if he was not spontaneously chosen by the nation, he was 
enthusiastically melcolned by then1 ; he was in the closest 
alliance with the clergy ; and of the greater baronage there 

1 ' kynge Henry was admgtte 
Unto the croone of Enyl,indc, that did amounte 
Not for desert nor yet for any wittc, 
Or might of him selk in  otherwyse yet, 
But  only for the castigation 
Of king Richerdes wicked perversacion, 
Of which the reallne tlien yrked everycllone 

,ic~on, And full glad were of his depo-' 
And glad to cro~ine lryrig Henry 80 snone, 
With all theyr hertes and whole affection 
For hatred more of kyng Iticllnrdes defection 
Then for the love of lryng Henry tliat daye: 
So chaunged then the people on liym aye.'-Hardyng, p. 429. 

scarcely one who could not count cousinship with hiin. 

13e reputed to be rich, not only on the strength of his 
inheritaece, b ~ ~ t  in the possezsion of the treasure which 

had amassed to his own ruin. H e  was a man of high Position Henry. of 

reputation for all the virtues of chivalry and morality, ancl 
in  his four young sons, a pledge to assure the nation 

tlzat it woulcl not soon be troubled with a question of succes- 
sion, or endangered by a policy that  would risk the fortunes of 
,, noble a posterity. Yet the seeds of future difficulties were 
contained in every one of the advantages of Henry's position ; 
difficulties that  would increase with the growth and consolida- 
tion of his rule, grow stronger as the dynasty grew older, ancl 
in the end prove too great for both the men and the system. 

The character of Henry IV has been drawn by later his- Difficultyof reading hi8 

torians with a definiteness of outline altogether dispropor- character. 

tioned to the details furnished by contemporaries. Like the 
whole period on which we are entering, the portrait has been 
affected by controversial views and political analogies. I f  the 
struggle between Lancaster and York obscured the lineaments 
of the man i n  the view of partisans of the fifteenth century, 
the qucstions of legitimacy, usurpation, divine right and in- 
defeasible royalty, obscured them in the ininds of later writers. 
There is scarcely one i n  the whole line of our kings of whose 
personality i t  is so difficult to get a definite idea. The impres- 
sion produced by his earlier career is  so inconsistent with tha t  
derived from his later life and from his conduct as king, that  
they seem scarcely reconcueable as parts of one life. We are 
tempted to think that, like other men who have taken part in  
great crises, or i n  whose life a great crisis has taken place, he 
underwent some deep change of character a t  the  critical point. 
As Henry of Derby he is the adventurous, chivalrous crusader ; 
prompt, energetic, laborious; the man of impulse rather than 
of judgment; led sometimes by his uncle Gloucester, some- 
times by his father ; yet independent in  action, averse to  blood- 
~lled, strong in constitutional beliefs. I f  with Gloucester a d  before Hischar?cter his 

Amndel he is a n  appellant in 1388, it is  against the uncon- accession. 

~~ i tu t iona l  position of the favourites ; if, against Gloucester and 



Arundel i11 1397, he takes part with John of Gannt and 
Richard, i t  is because he believes his old allies to  have crossed 
the line which separates legal opposition from treason and con- 
spiracy. On both these critical occasions he allows gobd fait11 

Hischarac- and honest intent rather than policy or foresight. As king 
ter in later 
life. we find liim suspicious, cold-blooded, ancl politic, undecided in 

a ions, action, cautious and jealous i n  private and public re1 t '  
and, if not personally cruel, willing t o  sanction and profit by 
the cruelty of others. Throughout his career he is consistently 
devout, pure in life, temperate and careful to  avoid offence, 
f'1ithfu1 to the church and clergy, unwavering i n  orthodoxy, 
keeping always before his eyes the design with which he begall 
his active life, hoping to die as  a crusader. Throughout his 
career too he is  consistent i n  political faith : the house of 
Lancaster had risen by advocating constitutional priiiciples, 
and on constitutional principles they governed. Henry I V  
ruled his kingdom with the aid of a council such as he had 
tried to  force on Xicharcl 11, and yielded to his parliaments all 
the power, placc, and privilege tliat had been claimed for them 

critical by the great houses which lie represented. I t  is  only after six 
period. 

years of sad experience have proved to him that  he can trust 
none of his old friends, when one by one the men that  stood by 
him a t  liis eoronatioil have fallen victims to their own treasons 
or to  the dire ilecessity of his policy, tliat he becomes viadic- 
tivel, suspicious, and irresolute, and tries to justify, on the plea 
of necessity, tlie cruelties a t  which as  a younger man he would 
have shuddered. It may be that the disease which made his 
later years miserable, and which his enemies declared to be 
God's judgment upon him, affected both the balance of liis 
m i l d  and the strength of his ruling hand. That love of 
cnsuistict~l argument, wliich is almost the only marked cha- 
racteristic that his biographer2 notes in  him, may have been 

One stage of the transition may be seen in Arundel's speecll of 1407, 
i n  mllich he declares that Heury has never exacted the penalties of treason 
from any who were willing to submit and promise to be faithful ; p o t .  Parl. 
iii. 608. 

< N o ~ i  temporibus meis litteratissirnos viros, qni colloquio SUO fruel~antur, 
dixisse ipsuin valde capacis fuisae ingenii et tenacis memoriae u t  n~oltum 

x v ~ ~ ~ . ]  2Ias.k siiacles J L ~ s  career. 9 

a s i g ~ ~  of tlie morbid consciousness that lie had placed liimseli' 
ill a f'llse position, and consciencc inay hare urged that i t  was 
llot by honest means that he hail availed himself of his g e a t  
ol,portunity. TlTe can hardly think that he was so f ,~r  i n  ,QB;~,";&!~ 
,dvance of his age as to believe fully in  t'he validity of the plea 
on W-hich, as the chosen of the nation, he claimed the throne. 
~f the formal defiance issued by the Percies-contains any germ 
of truth, he liad acted with more than lawful craft when he 
gained their assent to  his supplanting of Richard ; if the French 

of the time is to be credited, he had not refrained 
from gross perjury. Neither the one nor the other is trust- 
worthy, but both represent current beliefs. If I ienry were 
guiltless of Richard's death in  fact, lie was not guiltless of being 
the dirkct cause of it, and the person who directly profited by it. 
Although he was a great king and the foundei* of a dynasty, the 
labour and sorrow of his task were ever more present to him 
than the solid success ~vhich his son was to inherit. Always in  Hi6 constant 

di6ic11lties 
deep debt, always kept on the alert by the Scots and Welsll; nnddisap- 

pointments. 
wavering between two opposite lines of policy with regard to  
France ; teased by the parliament, which interfered with his 
household and grudged him supplies ; worrieil by tlle clergy and 
others, to whom he had promised more than lie could perform ; 
continually alarmed by attempts on his life, disappointed in  his 
second marriage, bereft by treason of the aid of those wlioln he 
had trusted i n  his youth, and dreading to be supplanted by his 
own son; ever i n  danger of becoming the sport of the court 
factions which he liad failed to extinguish or t o  reconcile, lie 
seems to us a mail whose life was embittered by the knowledge 
that lie liad taken on liimself a task for wliich he was uneclual, 
15~hose conscience, ill-informed as i t  may have been, had soured 
him, and who felt that the judgments of men, a t  least, would 
deal hardly wit11 him when he was dead. 

diei expencleret i n  quaestionibus solvendis et  enodandis . . . . Etsi sapiens 
fuerat, ad cumulum tamen sapientiae qui in  Salornone fuerat non pervenit. 
sufficiat posteriori saeculo scire quod vir iste in  moralibus dubiis enodandis 
studiosus fuerit scrutator, e t  quantum regale otium a turbinibus causaruln 
ellm permisit liberum in his semper solliciturn fuisse ;' C:~pgr. Ill. Henr. 
P P  108, log. H e  was 'sage e t  irnaginatif; ' Wavrin, p. 108. 
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