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Cornwallis’ Paradoxical Defence of Richard 11 :

A Machiavellian Discourse
on Morean Mythology ?+

IR William Cornwallis The Younger was a minor political

figure around the end of the sixteenth century, He was M.P.
for Lostwithiel (1597) and Oxtord (1604). He was knighred in 1602 but
either shunned or failed to get courtly advancement. He died circa 1631
having apparently spent most of his life quietly studying. A friend of
Ben Jonson and John Donne, he emulated Moniaigne in his writings,
but has been little studied except (if it is an exception) for the attention
given to his excursus into Tudor political mythology which is the princi-
pal subject of this paper, !

In 1617, he published a volume of essays, or paradoxes, expan-
ded from a collection printed in the previous year. Amongst the new
material was a paradox praising Richard III, followed by another prai-
sing venercal disease (« The French Pocks »). The Praise of King
Richard has hardly been taken more seriously than the essay on The
Pocks. * It has been left very much on the margins of critical attention
as a curious aside to important matters ; after ail, it keeps dubious com-
pany. Richard’s apologists have been happier with Buc and Walpoie,
for Cornwallis is prepared to accept Richard’s major « crimes » - a
viperish move in the eye of the enthusiast. Historiographers have mea-
sured The Praise by later historiographical standards, although the
work is a paradox not a history. ' Rosalie Colie has noted the paradox
form, but has dismissed The Praise as a failure. * Where the juxiaposi-
tion of The Praise of Richard with the praise of The Pocks has been
noted, little has been done with it. * Zeeveld saw The Praise as merely
appropriated to the paradox form by one who virtually plagiarised from
an early Yorkist defence of Richard against the calumnies of More
and/or Cardinal Morton, Ramsden and Kincaid, accepting More’s
authorship of The History, have still seén The Praise as an attack on
Morton, specifically upon a lost pamphlet known to recusants. © It is
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perhaps significant that missing authors should assume such signifi-
cance despite the fact that the whole broadly Morean tradition, up to
and including Shakespeare’s piay, would have stood in such powerful
and precise counterpoint to the argument of The Praise. 7 Such authors
serve to haunt the text, distracting from context. Indeed, the closest we
get 10 any illuminating context for the work is in the intimations of resi-
dual Yorkist loyalty, conservative disgruntlement or recusant discon-
tent. * Cornwallis’ paradox might have turned out to be the « first
snowdrop » ° of revisionism to penetrate the wintery wastes of Tudor
orthodoxy, but it has been followed by no giorious summer of interpre-
tive intent.

Obviously enough, the following is meant as some sort of monu-
ment tc be hung up for the memory of Cornwallis. 1 shall begin by
noting the intricate weave of intellectual contexts which secem so

abviously to delineate the work : consisting of the paradox genre and
1 orean tradition of Richardian mythology which Cornwallis

the Morean agition oI Richgrdian mviilonio
approaches through a Machiavellian style of argument.

Since Erasmus’ punning Morige Encomium (1511), the produc-
tion of paradoxes had become a vogue-ish if varying sport. '° But as the
term itself had meant different things since antiquity, the designation
‘paradox’ was suggestively ambiguous rather than neatly informative. A
paradox could be a reflexive contradiction, and such insolubilia had
played an important part in the development of medieval logic. ' A
paradox could be a false encomium, as developed by Gorgias to display
rhetorical techne, and in this sense it occurs in the title of Cornwallis®
first volume of paradoxes, 1616. Further, echoing etymology, a paradox
could be any view stipulated, correctly or not, to be against common
opinion. These three differing sense of the term often over-lapped and
were not always disengaged by those who wrote paradoxes. '

Not surprisingly, different rationalisations were developed for
indulging in paradoxicality. On the one hand, paradoxes were justified
as merely witty diversions ; on the other, they were promoted as a
means of grasping some ultimate truth. So there was, in Renaissance
paradox literature at least, a contradiction, perhaps something closetoa
meta-paradox. Certainly, the whole literature was aporetic, potentialty
subversive of common belief, and cloaked in ambivalence. And yet,
with Christian belief associated with paradox, all paradoxes might bask
in some of the light of theological authenticity. '* What much of the
paradox literature came to have in common was the presupposition, or
the explicit claim that the paradox required the reader to think through
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critically within the terms circumscribed by the discourse. '* It is impor-
tant to stress here that this freed the author from an authoritative con-
trol aver, or a responsibility for, the reader’s specific understanding. In
general terms such a tenuous relationship had provided an evocative
theme for Cornwallis’ literary mentor Montaigne whose Essays play
self-consciously with what is seen virtually as a paradox of the book. 1
Donne however, had made the point more explicitly in calling his para-
doxes « swaggerers », like swaggering youths, they were harmless if
resisted ; but how and in which ways are we intended to resist ? Much
later, John Dunton was to encapsulate a whole tradition of paradox jus-
tification by suggesting (through a paradox) that paradoxes were both
frivolous and seriously mind-stretching. '® They could be so, I suggest,
by advancing propositions to which the author might not really assent
and by leaving open how far there was any serious intent behind the dis-
course. In this kight, it is little wonder that Cornwallis’ relationship to
his Praise of King Richard IIf should be uncertain - a point not conspi-
cucusly helped by the scholarly fecundity of generating hypothetical

authors for missing works.
Cornwallis justified his decision to bring out his Essays in fami-

liar enough terms. « Seeing opinion of a little nothing is become so
mighty that like a monarchess she tyranniseth over judgement I have
been undertaken to anatomise and confute some few of her
traditions ». "7 This, however, does not get us far with our loosely atta-
ched author. And his decision to bring out his paradoxical Praise of
King Richard in conjunction with a Praise of the French Pocks creates,
through a disconcerting juxtaposition, interesting interpretive possibili-
ties. Not the least of these is that, underlying the extreme hostility to
Richard's traducers, is a strong affinity with More's History. One may
put the whole matter paradoxically, loosely speaking : -- meaning is
revealed in the absence of a restricting authorial intention ; and once
cast in the paradox mode and in the context of a paradoxical counter-
part, The Praise, which reads as an attack on The History, can be seen
to be fundamentally at one with it. To see how, we will need to turn to
(of all people, one might think} Machiaveili, who is so easily contrasted
with More.

The History of King Richard I can arguably be seen as the most
important text through which the unsavoury reputation of Richard
(deformed, unscrupulous, tyrannical) was established -- hence my
synoptic references to the Morean tradition or mythology. Left in these
general terms, the tradition stretches to encompass Shakespeare’s play.






























