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vanished beauty and grace, almost totally lost in oblivion through
others’ ingratitude, is a powerful corrective reminder that only the
memory of others gives us any claim to a share in communal survival.

In another stylistic development which links this text to drama, More
repcatedly places great emphasis on timing. Like a sinister cousin of
Shakespeare’s Prince Hal, Richard shrewdly responds to the needs of
the moment and times his own first moves impeccably; it is only when
he goes beyond playing on other people’s weaknesses and starts openly
trying to impose a self-sceking design of his own on external events
that his own sense of timing betrays him. The same logic of cyclical
violence that helps him to usurp the historical initiative defies his public
efforts to keep it; like Macbeth or Ben Jonson’s S¢janus, More’s Richard
is finally tripped up by the very momentum that brought him to
power.*? In this sense, Richard’s comedy really is a de easibus tragedy:
from the moment that he shamelessly mistimics his claborate edict on
Hastings’ pretended conspiracy, Richard’s grasp of historical process is
on the decline.® Much the same kind of failure of foresight accounts
for the way that both factions unconsciously aid Richard’s schemes:
when the queen tries to hide her own long-range intentions of corner-
ing power for her family and when Hastings colludes in the scheme to
seize both of the princes and isolate the queen, both are gambling in
bad faith with “partial” perceptions, and both of course lose.™ This
connection of bad faith and “partial” perceptions accounts for More’s
frequent ironic altusions to imprudent counselors who still atleast seem
to be loyal or faithful:*? since it usually turns out that their only real
loyalty ends with themselves or their faction, More appears to attribute
their failurcs of judgment directly to their “partial” faith. Turning back
to the problem of timing, we could also describe all these characters’
“falsc moves”” between zeal and discretion as a false mode of “hastening
slowly;” an oxymoronic ideal of deliberate and circumspect haste which
Mare clsewhere connects with Christ’s precept of “prudent simplic-
ity"’; it is this very principle which is flouted by the “crafty stupidity”
of Richard’s brash edict, and indeed flouted throughout the book.* In
this indirect way More invokes a communal corrective for Richard’s
“partial” grasp of good timing: to “act in good faith™ requires more
honest art than to temporize.

When we view Richard’s various performances as a study in captious
persuasion, we see just how intently Morce’s ironic drama tests the
thetoric of partisan history. Morc’s feigned speeches not only expound
his own largely conjectural views of past partisan conduct;* they also
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reflect on the dangers of taking such *“partial” accounts as the truth. In
effect, More's rhetorical sampler forces us to give Richard a new hear-
ing. It gives even the “devil” his duc in the cause of rhetorical sclf-
scrutiny;> even as it indicts him, it places historical fairness on trial.
This concern with just verdicts undoubtedly helps to account for More'’s
many provocative echoes of Cicero’s Verrine Orations, though a few of
the parallels between the two island usurpers are as simple as their
shared (and quite fitting) connection with the sign of a rampaging
hog.5” Verres’ flagrant abuse of his authorized powers as a governor has
close parallels in Richard’s abuse of his powers as Protector; but perhaps
even more to the point, Cicero’s constant suggestion that Verres will
use his own plunder to buy off his judges in the Roman republican
Senate makes the Verrine Orations, like the Richard, a daring attempt to
put workaday “justice’” on trial. In the opening pages of his Latin, More
makes the distinctly ironic suggestion that in England the “'senate’ or
parliarnent retains the same sovereign authonty it enjoyed in republican
Rome.® This assertion is so clearly wrong that it actually draws our
attention to parliament’s relative weakness; whereas Cicero’s impartial
forum was merely at risk, More’s is compromised right from the start.
The theatrical forum of More’s final pages is a ruthless exposure of the
truth behind this pious opening pretense; instead of a rostrum for fair
hearings and open debate we discover a “scaffold” for prerchearsed
pageants of power, and instead of a formal assembly of impartial judges
we find an anonymous audience whose only immediate recourse is to
distance itself from the onstage routines just as More himself does, sotto
voce. The ironic obliquities of the Richard are one way of reopening the
case against purely theatrical claims to historical sanction.

Though the ultimate intentional irony of Morc’s history may well be
the way in which one “partial” view of the facts comes to mirror its
own opposite, the ultimate unintentional irony is the way in which
More’s own “official” perception of Richard anticipates hostile sarvi-
vors’ perceptions of More. More appears to have shared Richard's bleak
sense of men’s natural proncness to faction as well as his skill at mancu-
vering his way through a thicket of partisan interests. Even though
More may not have shared Richard’s own boundless ambition, it is easy
and tempting for any survivor to ascribe any politic character’s downfall
to bold overreaching. The interpretive ironies of the Richard are even
more volatile and a good dcal more threatening than those of Utopia; it
is nonc too surprising that More aimed the work mainty at his circum-

spect friends and perhaps at a more remote posthumous audience, never
¥
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