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    A disputed crown becomes a mirror in which a nation confronts the making of identity and the telling of history. Mary Shelley’s The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck opens on the unsettled threshold where rumor hardens into destiny and a single claim gathers the weight of kingdoms. In presenting the life of the young man who announced himself as Richard of York, Shelley explores how memory, allegiance, and ambition braid together to produce the stories people live by. The novel invites readers to watch power narrate itself, and to consider how character, conscience, and performance can either sustain or unravel that grand narration.

This book endures as a classic because it expands the possibilities of the historical novel while testing the moral intelligence of its readers. In an age dominated by Walter Scott’s example, Shelley offers a distinctive blend of archival attentiveness and psychological nuance, demonstrating that romance can carry a rigorous inquiry into statecraft, legitimacy, and truth. Its careful pacing, inwardness of motive, and principled engagement with evidence have kept it alive in scholarly and popular conversations. The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck shows how history’s uncertainties can become literature’s strength, inviting successive generations to revisit the past without reducing it to certainty.

Written in the late 1820s and published in 1830, The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck: A Romance situates itself in the turbulent closing years of the fifteenth century. Its author, Mary Shelley—already renowned for Frankenstein—turns from speculative futures to contested chronicles. The narrative follows the claimant who declares himself to be the younger son of Edward IV, navigating shifting alliances and dangerous hopes across courts and battlefields. Without revealing outcomes, the book traces his movement through Europe and Britain as networks of patronage, espionage, and kinship gather around him. Shelley’s purpose is not mere pageantry; it is a moral-historical investigation.

Shelley’s venture into historical romance is both a formal experiment and a continuation of her broader intellectual project. The daughter of Mary Wollstonecraft and William Godwin, she inherited a stringent concern with political ethics, individual rights, and the narratives by which power justifies itself. In this novel she channels those concerns into a panorama where private vows intersect with public oaths. By selecting a figure long treated as a footnote or a fraud, she challenges inherited verdicts and the complacency of official history. The result is a fiction that asks readers to weigh plausibility, motive, and justice rather than receive a settled legend.

The premise is simple yet inexhaustible: if a person proclaims a royal identity effaced by violence, how do institutions and communities respond? The novel maps that question onto the fraught geography of late medieval England and its neighbors, where rumors travel as swiftly as armies and propaganda shadows every procession. Courts of Burgundy and Scotland, the coasts of England, and the broader field of continental diplomacy form the backdrop. While battles and councils frame the action, Shelley is most attentive to quieter rooms and conversations, to letters, vows, and gestures that carry the weight of history. Her stage is wide; her lens is discerning.

Shelley’s narrative method joins careful research with the imaginative sympathy characteristic of Romantic art. She animates chronicles without reducing them to spectacle, and she threads political analysis through scenes of intimacy and reflection. The novel’s language balances ceremony with directness, yielding a tone both stately and searching. Although the book participates in the tradition energized by Scott, it resists pageant for pageant’s sake. The result is a serious, contemplative romance that allows contradictions to breathe. Rather than resolve every ambiguity, Shelley arranges them, showing how competing testimonies and interests accumulate into a living, arguable past—one that binds conscience as much as it commands allegiance.

At the heart of the book lies the problem of legitimacy: what confers it, who attests it, and how it can be lost or redeemed. Shelley does not treat authority as a mere legal charter; she pursues it through memory, fidelity, and the ethics of promise-keeping. The figure at the center must persuade not only princes but also friends, lovers, and witnesses; each assent reshapes the claim and the claimant. By dramatizing these negotiations, the novel discloses how power depends upon belief, and how belief is nourished or betrayed by conduct. The inquiry is principled rather than partisan, attentive to character as the ground of political right.

Identity, too, is staged as a performance under pressure. Names, heraldry, and ceremony lift or sink characters, yet the book remains skeptical of surfaces. Shelley charts the fragile seam between self-fashioning and self-betrayal, asking how a person becomes what he claims. Masks abound in courts and camps, but the most consequential disguise may be the one society asks a conscience to wear. In this respect, the novel’s psychology feels modern: it treats biography as an argument, forged in the friction between inner conviction and public expectation. The claimant’s endurance, and the responses he elicits, become a study in the ethics of recognition.

The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck also considers how official narratives consolidate themselves. Diplomats and counselors calculate; priests and nobles weigh expediency against duty; chroniclers prepare the record that posterity will inherit. Shelley’s fiction examines the manufacture of consensus and the rhetoric of stability, revealing the cost at which a nation secures its peace. Without glamorizing rebellion or sanctifying rule, she measures characters by their steadiness under moral trial. Decisions are rarely simple; the book treats compromise and courage with equal seriousness. In its pages, readers encounter the perennial contest between prudence and principle, and the particular tragedy of a world that fears doubt more than injustice.

One of the novel’s most compelling features is its attention to the domestic and affective dimensions of political life. Alliances are forged not only in councils but in marriages, friendships, and kinship ties. The women who move through this story—figures of counsel, loyalty, and moral intelligence—complicate any attempt to read the events as merely martial or ceremonial. By giving private conversation the force of public consequence, Shelley recovers the human scale within state drama. She shows how tenderness, honor, and grief can shape the course of law and war, reminding readers that governance is finally enacted in hearts as well as in halls.

As literature, the book appeals through its measured suspense, textured settings, and ethical clarity. Readers encounter pageantry and pursuit, but also thoughtful pauses where motive can be weighed and hope recalibrated. Shelley’s prose makes room for both splendor and severity, sustaining a mood at once elegiac and resolute. The historical detail supplies credibility without pedantry, and the characters remain legible without becoming allegorical. This balance explains the novel’s longevity: it satisfies the desire for story while teaching the patience needed to read history. It is a tale of fortunes in the fullest sense—material, moral, and reputational—and of the human labor required to steward them.

For contemporary audiences, the book’s questions feel strikingly timely. What constitutes truth in public life? How do institutions respond to competing narratives? Can personal integrity withstand the demands of realpolitik? The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck offers no easy answers, but it equips readers with a lucid sense of what is at stake when a community decides whom to believe. Its themes of legitimacy, identity, propaganda, and conscience continue to resonate in a world saturated with claims and counterclaims. By uniting research with empathy, Shelley secures the novel’s lasting appeal: it is as much a meditation on how we read history as on how we make it.
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    The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck presents a historical romance set in the turbulent aftermath of the Wars of the Roses. It opens with England under Henry VII, a realm outwardly pacified yet unsettled by the unresolved disappearance of Edward IV's sons. Against this backdrop, the narrative introduces a youth living quietly abroad, unaware of the full extent of his birth. Rumor and remembrance surround him, hinting at high lineage and an unfinished story. Mary Shelley frames his emergence as part of a larger European web of courts and alliances, establishing a stage that moves between England, Burgundy, France, Ireland, and Scotland.

As the story advances, trusted guardians disclose to the young protagonist that he is Richard, Duke of York, the younger prince once confined in the Tower. The novel follows his measured acceptance of identity, emphasizing education in courtesy, arms, and governance as he prepares to assert a claim. A small circle of counselors shapes his course, urging patience, prudence, and public demonstration of worth. The portrait stresses self-command, piety, and regard for law, presenting a claimant who seeks recognition rather than revenge. This foundation sets the tone for subsequent negotiations with powers who weigh principle against practical advantage.

The narrative then shifts to the court of Margaret of Burgundy, who acknowledges him as her nephew and lends influence to his cause. Opponents refer to him as Perkin Warbeck, a name that becomes shorthand for the dispute over identity. Through audiences, pageants, and letters, the book outlines the machinery by which reputations are made or unmade. Continental sovereigns consider the claimant in light of their disputes with England, and diplomats test his resolve. Scenes highlight ceremonies affirming identity, while countervoices raise doubts. The plot balances public recognition with the quiet logistics of support, from finance to passage, as preparations begin.

Seeking momentum, the claimant turns first to Ireland, where Yorkist memory remains strong. The narrative records cordial receptions, counsel from magnates, and limited resources that complicate plans. A sojourn in France follows, where shifting priorities redirect support as treaties reframe alliances. The book shows how external backing can be withdrawn as readily as granted, and how policy, not sentiment, governs royal favor. Throughout, the protagonist issues measured declarations, inviting subjects to judge his conduct. Skirmishes and coastal ventures test followers without determining the wider question, and the story stresses movement, restraint, and the difficulty of converting sympathy into power.

A new phase begins in Scotland, under the auspices of James IV. The alliance provides refuge, counsel, and the formalities of a friendly court. The narrative develops a personal dimension here through the introduction of Lady Katherine Gordon, whose union with the claimant strengthens ties and brings moments of calm within political strain. Cross-border forays and displays of arms are depicted as proofs of capability more than instruments of devastation. Correspondence with English nobles continues, and emissaries gauge sentiment in the north. The book emphasizes deliberation, honor, and degrees of backing, rather than sudden conquest, as the campaign evolves.

Attention shifts to England, where taxation and memory of civil strife stir restlessness. Landings test the loyalty of shires, and proclamations set out a program of lawful redress, clemency, and continuity with Yorkist governance. The protagonist moves cautiously, avoiding measures that would cost civilian lives or alienate uncertain supporters. The crown counters with pardons, surveillance, and controlled displays of strength. Crowds gather and disperse; promises are weighed against risk. The novel builds tension through marching, councils, and near-miss opportunities, presenting a contest waged as much in confidence and reputation as in arms, with outcomes deferred from chapter to chapter.

Interwoven chapters follow Henry VII and his ministers as they manage diplomacy, domestic order, and narrative control. The court's intelligence network tracks movements, evaluates oaths, and seeks to separate leaders from adherents. Legal instruments, including attainders, bonds, and public submissions, are described as tools to foreclose future unrest. Offers of safe conduct and audience complicate choices facing the claimant's party, introducing pauses where negotiation seems possible. The book underscores careful statecraft: messages crafted for Europe, detachments posted to key ports, and public ceremonies reinforcing legitimacy. These sections provide a counterpoint, depicting a government intent on stability while guarding against reversals.

While politics drives the plot, the novel attends to private bonds among companions who share danger and exile. The relationship between the claimant and Katherine presents a steadying partnership, informed by duty and mutual regard. Friends, attendants, and envoys receive brief portraits that mark the risks they assume. Scenes of prayer, illness, and parting offset marches and councils, and questions of oath, mercy, and truth recur in dialogue. The portrayal sustains an image of measured conduct under pressure, allowing readers to observe how individual conscience meets policy. These interludes maintain momentum while clarifying stakes beyond immediate military success.

In its closing movement, the novel gathers prior strands into decisions that test loyalty, identity, and the power of narrative to determine a crown. Encounters with the Tudor court, public avowals, and tightly staged ceremonies frame the resolution without relying on battlefield spectacle. The emphasis remains on legitimacy argued through character, testimony, and restraint, not force. By concluding where political calculation meets personal constancy, the book presents a meditation on how reputations are formed, unmade, and remembered. Its central message concerns the human costs of securing order after civil war, and the distance between rightful claim and recognized rule.
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    Mary Shelley’s The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck is set chiefly in the last decade of the fifteenth century, during the early Tudor consolidation under Henry VII (reigned 1485–1509). Its geography is transnational: England’s royal court at Westminster and the Tower of London; Yorkist-friendly towns in Ireland, especially Cork; the Burgundian court at Mechelen; the French court under Charles VIII; and the Scottish court at Edinburgh under James IV. The period is characterized by fluid borders and dynastic diplomacy, where mercantile routes across the Channel carried news, spies, and exiles as readily as cloth. Shelley’s narrative inhabits this interconnected world, where legitimacy was debated as urgently in Antwerp counting houses as in English council chambers.

Socially and politically, the setting is a realm emerging from civil war. The Wars of the Roses had weakened magnate power, yet retained a feudal ethos of affinity and service. Royal justice was strengthening through councils and special courts, bonds, and recognizances, while ecclesiastical sanctuary still offered precarious protection. Information traveled via ambassadors, merchants, and printed broadsides, enabling rumors to shape allegiance. Maritime towns like Waterford and Bristol mattered strategically. Shelley uses this milieu to examine how identity—princely or impostor—could be constructed, certified, or denied by networks of patronage, heralds, and witnesses, and how the fates of nobles, townspeople, and foreign allies turned on the outcome of contested succession.

The immediate historical backdrop is the conclusion of the Wars of the Roses and the rise of Henry Tudor. Richard III fell at the Battle of Bosworth Field on 22 August 1485, and Henry was crowned Henry VII, uniting the houses of Lancaster and York by marrying Elizabeth of York in January 1486. Yet numerous Yorkist claimants and sympathizers remained. The early Tudor regime confronted plots, regional unrest, and foreign meddling. Shelley’s story begins amid this unsettled settlement: her protagonist’s fortunes hinge on the unresolved Yorkist question and on the fragile legitimacy of Henry VII, whose cautious statecraft faces challenge from exiles willing to fight for lineage and memory.

Central to the novel’s premise is the disappearance of the “Princes in the Tower,” Edward V and his brother Richard, Duke of York, confined in the Tower of London in 1483 after their uncle Richard III seized the throne. Their fate was unknown; accusations of murder dogged Richard III, though proof was lacking. In the 1490s a claimant appeared asserting he was the younger prince, Richard of Shrewsbury. Shelley builds her narrative on this contested vacancy: she grants moral weight to the possibility that the claimant was genuine, reflecting a long-standing historical debate that shaped domestic and foreign responses to Tudor authority.

The Lambert Simnel rising of 1487 tested the new Tudor order and established a template for later pretenders. Simnel was presented as Edward, Earl of Warwick, or as Edmund de la Pole’s proxy, and was crowned “Edward VI” in Dublin’s Christ Church Cathedral. Backed by the Earl of Lincoln and Irish and German mercenaries, the rebel army was defeated by Henry VII at Stoke Field (16 June 1487), often called the last battle of the civil wars. The episode demonstrated Irish Yorkism and continental sponsorship. Shelley invokes this precedent to show how the stage was set for Perkin Warbeck’s more formidable, diplomatic, and protracted bid.

The Treaty of Étaples (3 November 1492) with France framed the external context. Henry VII besieged Boulogne, and Charles VIII, eager to pursue claims in Italy, recognized Henry, expelled English rebels, and agreed to an indemnity often reckoned around 745,000 crowns. This removed French harbor for English dissidents. The claimant who would be known as Perkin Warbeck, however, found in Francia’s withdrawal a spur to seek Yorkist refuge at the Burgundian court. Shelley uses this shift to illustrate the transactional nature of royal recognition and how a claimant’s survival depended on the calculus of larger continental ambitions.

Perkin Warbeck’s career (1491–1499) supplies the novel’s core historical scaffold. First noticed in Cork, Ireland, in 1491, he was embraced by Yorkist exiles and local elites who had aided Lambert Simnel. Claiming to be Richard, Duke of York, he received tutelage and recognition from Margaret of York, Duchess of Burgundy and sister to Edward IV and Richard III, at Mechelen. After Charles VIII’s withdrawal under Étaples, Warbeck’s cause passed through the Habsburg orbit: Maximilian I offered verbal recognition circa 1493–1494. An English spy, Sir Robert Clifford, infiltrated the circle and then defected, prompting arrests in England. In July 1495 Warbeck attempted a landing at Deal, Kent; his men were defeated before he came ashore. He sailed to Ireland, where his assault on loyal Waterford failed. By late 1495 he found shelter with James IV of Scotland, who treated him as a prince and, in January 1496, married him to Lady Catherine Gordon, a noble cousin of the king. A Scottish incursion into Northumberland in September 1496, launched in Warbeck’s name, fizzled amid lack of English support. Diplomacy followed: the Truce of Ayton (1497) presaged a lasting peace, and James withdrew backing. Warbeck turned again to Ireland, then crossed to Cornwall, landing at Whitesand Bay on 7 September 1497. Exploiting discontent after the June Cornish tax revolt, he drew several thousand followers, proclaimed himself at Bodmin, and advanced toward Exeter and Taunton. Lacking artillery and noble support, his force scattered before royal musters. Seeking refuge, he entered sanctuary at Beaulieu Abbey (5 October 1497), surrendered, and was paraded in London to confess. Initially kept under relatively lenient guard, he attempted escape in 1498, was confined to the Tower, and, after an alleged plot with Edward, Earl of Warwick, was executed at Tyburn on 23 November 1499; Warwick was beheaded on 28 November. Shelley’s narrative humanizes this itinerary—particularly Warbeck’s marriage, Scottish chivalry, Cornish hopes, and the machinery of confession—to interrogate whether law or expediency decided his fate.

Burgundian support, personified by Margaret of York, was pivotal. From Mechelen she trained Warbeck in Yorkist manners and genealogy, presenting him to European courts as her nephew. Henry VII responded with an embargo on trade with Burgundy (1493), striking the cloth-exporting Merchant Adventurers, and pursued diplomacy that culminated in the Intercursus Magnus (1496) to restore commerce while isolating rebels. The book highlights Margaret’s role as sponsor and instructress, contrasting maternal dynastic memory with Tudor commercial pressure, and shows how economic warfare became an instrument alongside proclamations and scaffold.

Henry VII’s domestic countermeasures included a sophisticated intelligence system under John Morton, Richard Fox, and councillors like Sir Reynold Bray. Sir Robert Clifford’s betrayal in early 1495 exposed a conspiracy that ensnared Sir William Stanley, the king’s Lord Chamberlain and hero of Bosworth, executed on 16 February 1495. The Crown relied on acts of attainder, bonds, and recognizances, enforced through councils and the Star Chamber Act (1487), to discipline doubtful nobles. Shelley’s portrayal of arrests, interrogations, and coerced confessions reflects this emerging surveillance state and the moral ambiguities of stabilizing a monarchy with instruments of fear and fiscal constraint.

Scotland under James IV (reigned 1488–1513) provided the most substantial royal recognition for Warbeck. James sought leverage over England and prestige; he gave Warbeck a princely reception and arranged his marriage to Lady Catherine Gordon in 1496. The cross-border raid into Northumberland that September was small and unpopular in Scotland. The Treaty of Ayton (September 1497), the first Anglo-Scottish peace since 1328, ended James’s support and paved the way for the 1502 Treaty of Perpetual Peace and his 1503 marriage to Margaret Tudor. Shelley uses James’s court as a foil to Henry’s, exploring ideals of chivalry, honor, and hospitality set against realpolitik.

Ireland was a recurring theater for Yorkist claimants. The FitzGerald earls of Kildare had backed Simnel, and towns like Cork were hospitable to Yorkist symbolism. Waterford, by contrast, remained staunchly Tudor; it repelled Warbeck in 1495 and immortalized its loyalty in the motto “Urbs intacta manet Waterfordia.” Municipal rivalries, mercantile interests, and Anglo-Irish lordships shaped responses to pretenders. Shelley situates early episodes in Cork to capture the civic stagecraft of acclaim, the role of mayors and guilds in conferring legitimacy, and the way island politics—distinct from but entangled with England—nourished alternative visions of rightful rule.

The Cornish Rebellion of 1497 dramatized popular resistance to royal taxation. In spring 1497, levies to finance war against Scotland provoked miners and artisans led by Michael An Gof and lawyer Thomas Flamank. Marching from St Keverne to London, they were defeated at Blackheath (Deptford Bridge) on 17 June 1497. In September, Warbeck landed in Cornwall and tapped the same grievances, mustering thousands before faltering at Exeter and Taunton. Shelley connects Warbeck’s last gamble to social discontent, portraying a coalition of local frustrations and dynastic hope, and considers how ordinary people became collateral in contests framed by courts but fought on parish roads.

The Spanish alliance through the Treaty of Medina del Campo (1489) and the 1501 marriage of Arthur, Prince of Wales, to Catherine of Aragon shaped Tudor decisions. Spanish negotiators demanded internal stability; the continued existence of Edward, Earl of Warwick—true Plantagenet male line—and the Warbeck threat alarmed Ferdinand and Isabella. The executions of Warbeck (23 November 1499) and Warwick (28 November 1499) cleared the path to Anglo-Spanish amity. Shelley underscores this calculus, suggesting that high diplomacy, not judicial certainty, sealed the claimant’s fate, and that European marriage politics weighed heavier than any investigation into identity or truth.

Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I (King of the Romans, elected 1486; Emperor from 1508) intermittently supported Yorkist causes to pressure England within Flemish trade politics and Habsburg-Burgundian interests. Warbeck received recognition in the mid-1490s and promises of aid, though material support proved erratic. Continental courts treated English legitimacy as a bargaining chip in Italian and Low Countries affairs. Shelley broadens the canvas to these chancelleries, depicting how a young man’s claim could be elevated or extinguished by a line in a treaty draft, illuminating the internationalization of what might appear a domestic succession question.

The Tudor consolidation included propaganda, law, and ceremony. Royal progresses, heraldic visitations, printed proclamations, and orchestrated public confessions constructed a narrative of imposture. Sanctions against “livery and maintenance,” and financial instruments like recognizances, curtailed magnate retinues. Sanctuary laws were respected, then diplomatically negotiated, as at Beaulieu. By staging confessions at places like Cheapside Cross and exhibiting clemency or severity, the Crown curated public memory. Shelley challenges that memory, dramatizing the fragility of proof, the vulnerability of women such as Catherine Gordon to political bargaining, and the uses of pageantry to overwrite alternative testimonies about the past.

As political critique, the novel scrutinizes how legitimacy is manufactured by power. It exposes Tudor reliance on espionage, coerced statements, and exemplary punishment, as well as the economic levers—embargoes and bonds—used to force compliance. The social costs of stabilization are foregrounded: Cornish taxpayers conscripted into rebellion; Irish towns split by trade and loyalty; noble households ruined by attainder. By contrasting James IV’s courtesy with Henry VII’s calculus, Shelley questions whether justice or expediency governed. The fate of Catherine Gordon embodies the gendered collateral of statecraft. The book thereby indicts a system that privileges dynastic security over due process and human dignity.

Shelley also mirrors contemporary anxieties from her own Britain—debates on reform and legitimacy that flared around Catholic Emancipation (1829) and the July Revolution in France (1830)—to sharpen her historical lens. By presenting an alternative account of a contested prince, she critiques propaganda’s capacity to fix national narratives and the class dynamics that render commoners’ grievances usable yet disposable. The depiction of surveillance, fiscal exactions, and punitive justice interrogates the origins of a centralized state and the inequities it entrenched. In doing so, the novel invites readers to reassess the late fifteenth century as a crucible of modern political power and its abuses.
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    Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley (1797–1851) was an English novelist, editor, and essayist whose career spans the late Romantic and early Victorian periods. Best known for Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus, she also produced historical fiction, speculative narratives, biographical compendia, travel writing, and numerous short stories. Raised amid vigorous debates about politics, philosophy, and science, she helped shape and transmit Romantic ideas to later generations. Her authorship and editorial labors made significant contributions to the development of the Gothic and to early science fiction, while her prose engaged questions of memory, responsibility, and social change. Today she is recognized as a major figure in nineteenth-century literature and intellectual culture.

Born in London to the philosopher William Godwin and the writer Mary Wollstonecraft, Shelley grew up in a milieu that prized reading, conversation, and self-education. With limited formal schooling, she absorbed languages, history, and natural philosophy largely through extensive private study and exposure to her father’s circle. Early influences included Enlightenment arguments about reason and rights, Miltonic epic, Gothic romance, and contemporary experiments in electricity and physiology that animated public imagination. Association with the Romantic movement, through writers she met and read, further encouraged her attention to imagination, individual conscience, and the social effects of art and science. These currents inflected both her themes and narrative methods.

In the mid-1810s, during a sojourn near Lake Geneva with Percy Bysshe Shelley and Lord Byron, a parlor challenge to craft a ghost tale prompted the germ of Frankenstein. She later described a waking vision of a “pale student of unhallowed arts” bringing a creature to life, an image that guided composition. Published anonymously in 1818, the novel intertwined Gothic atmospheres with contemporary debates about creation, education, and ethical responsibility. A revised edition in 1831, bearing her name and a new introduction, reflected on its origins and sharpened certain emphases. Early reviews were mixed, but readers were struck by its audacity and philosophical reach.

Shelley’s career extended well beyond her most famous book. She wrote Valperga, a historical novel set in medieval Italy; The Last Man, a near-future narrative of plague and survival; and The Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck, which reimagines Tudor politics. Later novels such as Lodore and Falkner probe domestic power, exile, and moral formation. She composed the novella Mathilda, a bold psychological study not published in her lifetime, and numerous tales for annuals, including The Mortal Immortal. Her dramatic pieces Proserpine and Midas were crafted for private performance. Nonfiction included biographical essays for Lardner’s Cabinet Cyclopaedia and the travel book Rambles in Germany and Italy.

After Percy Bysshe Shelley’s death in the early 1820s, Mary Shelley returned to Britain and sustained herself through steady literary work. She undertook major editorial projects that preserved and shaped his posthumous reputation, preparing editions of his poetry and prose with careful notes and memoiristic prefaces, while navigating constraints typical of the period. Alongside this work, she continued to publish fiction, travel writing, and biographical studies, and she maintained professional relationships with prominent publishers and periodicals. Her role as editor and curator required critical discernment and organizational labor, and it brought her an enduring, if sometimes understated, authority within Romantic literary history.

Across genres, Shelley returned to questions of creation and accountability, the uses and limits of sympathy, the pressures of history on private lives, and the capacity of individuals to improvise ethical communities amid catastrophe or exile. Her fiction frequently interrogates authority—political, patriarchal, and scientific—while preserving a keen interest in human vulnerability. Reception varied: Frankenstein became a touchstone for discussions of science and responsibility, while works like The Last Man were coolly received in the 1820s yet gained stature in the later twentieth century. Scholars now emphasize the coherence of her oeuvre, its historical acuity, and its innovations in speculative and historical narrative.

In her later years, Shelley lived primarily in England, wrote steadily, cultivated a network of literary allies, and managed personal and financial responsibilities with pragmatism. She died in 1851. Her legacy is expansive: Frankenstein continues to inspire adaptations across media and frameworks for thinking about invention, bioethics, artificial intelligence, and unintended consequences. The Last Man speaks newly to pandemic imaginaries and environmental precarity, while her historical novels and biographies inform studies of Romantic historiography and women’s intellectual labor. Read widely in classrooms and scholarship, Shelley stands as a central architect of modern narrative engagements with science, history, and moral imagination.
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The story of Perkin Warbeck was first suggested to me as a subject for historical detail. On studying it, I became aware of the romance which his story contains, while, at the same time, I felt that it would be impossible for any narration, that should be confined to the incorporation of facts related by our old Chronicle to do it justice.

It is not singular that I should entertain a belief that Perkin was, in reality, the lost Duke of York. For, in spite of Hume, and the later historians who have followed in his path, no person who has at all studied the subject but arrives at the same conclusion. Records exist in the Tower, some well known, others with which those who have access to those interesting papers are alone acquainted, which put the question almost beyond a doubt.

This is not the place for a discussion of the question. The principal thing that I should wish to be impressed on my reader's mind is, that whether my hero was or was not an impostor, he was believed to be the true man by his contemporaries. The partial pages of Bacon, of Hall, and Holinshed and others of that date, are replete with proofs of this fact. There are some curious letters, written by Sir John Ramsay, Laird of Balmayne, calling himself Lord Bothwell, addressed to Henry the Seventh himself, which, though written by a spy and hireling of that monarch, tend to confirm my belief, and even demonstrate that in his eagerness to get rid of a formidable competitor, Henry did not hesitate to urge midnight assassination. These letters are printed in the Appendix to Pinkerton's History of Scotland. The verses which form the motto to these volumes, are part of a rythmical Chronicle, written by two subjects of Burgundy, who lived in those days; it is entitled "Recollection des Merveilles, advenues en nostre temps, commencée par très élégant orateur, Messire Georges Chastellan, et continuée par Maistre Jean Molinet."

In addition to the unwilling suffrage of his enemies, we may adduce the acts of his friends and allies. Human nature in its leading features is the same in all ages. James the Fourth of Scotland was a man of great talent and discernment: he was proud; attached, as a Scot, to the prejudices of birth; of punctilious honour. No one can believe that he would have bestowed his near kinswoman, nor have induced the Earl of Huntley to give his daughter in marriage, to one who did not bear evident signs of being of royal blood.

The various adventures of this unfortunate Prince in many countries, and his alliance with a beautiful and high-born woman, who proved a faithful, loving wife to him, take away the sting from the ignominy which might attach itself to his fate; and make him, we venture to believe, in spite of the contumely later historians have chosen, in the most arbitrary way, to heap upon him, a fitting object of interest—a hero to ennoble the pages of a humble tale.
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He seemed breathless, heartless, faint and wan.

    And all his armour sprinkled was with blood.

    And soiled with dirty gore, that no man can

    Discern the hue thereof. He never stood.

    But bent his hasty course towards the idle flood.

    —Spenser.



After a long series of civil dissension—after many battles, whose issue involved the fate of thousands—after the destruction of nearly all the English nobility in the contest between the two Roses, the decisive battle of Bosworth Field[1] was fought on the 22d of August, 1485, whose result was to entwine, as it was called, the white and red symbols of rivalship, and to restore peace to this unhappy country.

The day had been sunny and warm: as the evening closed in a west wind rose, bringing along troops of fleecy clouds, golden at sunset, and then dun and grey, veiling with pervious network the many stars. Three horsemen at this hour passed through the open country between Hinckley and Welford in Leicestershire. It was broad day when they descended from the elevation on which the former stands, and the villagers crowded to gaze upon the fugitives, and to guess, from the ensigns they bore, to which party they belonged, while the warders from the near castle hastened out to stop them, thus to curry favour with the conqueror; a design wholly baffled. The good steeds of the knights, for such their golden spurs attested them to be, bore them fast and far along the Roman road, which still exists in those parts to shame our modern builders. It was dusk when, turning from the direct route to avoid entering Welford, they reached a ford of the Avon. Hitherto silence had prevailed with the party—for until now their anxiety to fly had solely occupied their thoughts. Their appearance spoke of war, nay, of slaughter. Their cloaks were stained and torn; their armour was disjointed, and parts of it were wanting; yet these losses were so arbitrary, that it was plain that the pieces had been hacked from their fastenings. The helm of the foremost was deprived of its crest; another wore the bonnet of a common soldier, which ill accorded with the rest of his accoutrements; while the third, bareheaded, his hair falling on his shoulders, lank and matted[3] from heat and exercise, gave more visible tokens of the haste of flight. As the night grew darker, one of them, and then another, seemed willing to relax somewhat in their endeavours: one alone continued, with unmitigated energy, to keep his horse at the same pace they had all maintained during the broad light of day.

When they reached the ford, the silence was broken by the hindmost horseman; he spoke in a petulant voice, saying:—"Another half mile at this pace, and poor Floeur-de-Luce founders; if you will not slacken your speed, here we part, my friends. God save you till we meet again!"

"Evil betide the hour that separates us, brother!" said the second fugitive, reining in; "Our cause, our peril, our fate shall be the same. You, my good lord, will consult your own safety."

The third cavalier had already entered the stream: he made a dead halt while his friends spoke, and then replied:—"Let us name some rendezvous where, if we escape, we may again meet. I go on an errand of life and death; my success is doubtful, my danger certain. If I succeed in evading it, where shall I rejoin you?"

"Though the event of this day has been fatal to the king," answered the other, "our fortunes are not decided.[1q] I propose taking refuge in some sanctuary, till we perceive how far the Earl of Richmond is inclined to mercy."

"I knew the Earl when a mere youth, Sir Humphrey Stafford," said the foremost rider, "and heard more of him when I visited Brittanny, at the time of King Louis's death, two years ago. When mercy knocks at his heart, suspicion and avarice give her a rough reception. We must fly beyond sea, unless we can make further stand. More of this when we meet again. Where shall that be?"

"I have many friends near Colchester," replied the elder Stafford, "and St. Mary boasts an asylum there which a crowned head would not dare violate. Thence, if all else fail, we can pass with ease to the Low Countries."

"In sanctuary at Colchester—I will not fail you. God bless and preserve you the while!"

The noble, as he said these words, put spurs to his horse, and without looking back crossed the stream, and turning on the skirts of a copse was soon out of sight of his companions. He rode all night, cheering his steed with hand and voice; looking angrily at the early dawning east, which soon cast from her cloudless brow the dimness of night. Yet the morning air was grateful to his heated cheeks. It was a perfect summer's morn. The wheat, golden from ripeness, swayed gracefully to the light breeze; the slender oats shook their small bells in the air with ceaseless motion; the birds twittering, alighted from the full-leaved trees, scattering dew-drops from the branches. With the earliest dawn the Cavalier entered a forest, traversing its depths with the hesitation of one unacquainted with the country, and looked frequently at the sky, to be directed by the position of the glowing east. A path more worn than the one he had hitherto followed now presented itself, leading into the heart of the wood. He hesitated for a few seconds, and then, with a word of cheer to his horse, pursued his way into the embowering thicket. After a short space the path narrowed, the meeting branches of the trees impeded him, and the sudden angle it made from the course he wished to follow served to perplex him still further; but as he vented his impatience by hearty Catholic exclamations, a little tinkling bell spoke of a chapel near, and of the early rising of the priest to perform the matin service at its altar. The horse of the fugitive, a noble war-steed, had long flagged; and hunger gnawed at the rider's own heart, for he had not tasted food since the morning of the previous day. These sounds, therefore, heard in so fearless a seclusion, bore with them pleasant tidings of refreshment and repose. He crossed himself in thankfulness; then throwing himself from his horse (and such change was soothing to his stiffened limbs), he led him through the opening glade to where a humble chapel and a near adjoining hut stood in the bosom of the thicket, emblems of peace and security.

The Cavalier tied his horse to a tree, and entered the chapel. A venerable priest was reading the matin service; one old woman composed his congregation, and she was diligently employed telling her beads. The bright rays of the newly risen sun streamed through the eastern window, casting the chequered shadow of its lattice work on the opposite wall. The chapel was small and rustic; but it was kept exquisitely clean: the sacred appurtenances of the altar also were richer than was usual, and each shrine was decked with clusters of flowers, chiefly composed of white rose[2]s. No high praise, indeed, was due to the rude picture of the Virgin of the Annunciation, or of the announcing Angel, a representation of whom formed the altar-piece; but in barbaric England, in those days, piety stood in place of taste, and that which represented. Our Lady received honour, however, unworthy it might be of the inspiress of Raphael or Correggio. The cavalier took his disornamented casque from his head, placed it on the ground, and knelt reverentially on the bare earth. He had lately escaped from battle and slaughter, and he surely thought that he had especial motive for thanks-giving; so that if his lips uttered a mere soldier's "Ave," still it had the merit of fervour and sincerity.

Had he been less occupied by his own feelings, he might have remarked the many glances the priest cast on him, who dishonoured his learning and piety by frequent mistakes of language, as his thoughts wandered from his breviary, to observe with deep attention his unexpected visitor. At length the service ended: the old dame rose from her knees, and satisfied her curiosity which she had excited by many a look askance, by a full and long gaze on the cavalier. His hewn armour, torn cloak, and, unseemly for the sacred spot, the dread stains on his garments and hands were all minutely scanned. Nor did his personal appearance escape remark. His stature was tall, his person well knit, shewing him to be a man of about thirty years of age. His features were finely moulded, his grey eyes full of fire, his step had the dignity of rank, and his look expressed chivalrous courage and frankness. The good woman had not been long engaged in surveying the stranger, when her pastor beckoned her to retire, and himself advanced, replying to the soldier's salute with a benedicite, and then hastily enquiring if he came from the field.

"Even so, Father," said the Cavalier; "I come from the field of the bloody harvest. Has any intelligence of it travelled hither so speedily? If so, I must have wandered from the right road, and am not so far on my journey as I hoped."

"I have only heard that a battle was expected," said the priest, "and your appearance tells me that it is over. The fortunes, nay, perhaps the life, of a dear friend are involved in its issue, and I fear that it is adverse—for you fly from pursuit, and methinks, though stained with dust and blood, that emblem on your breast is the White Rose."

The warrior looked on the old man, whose dignity and language were at variance with his lowly destination; he looked partly in wonder, and partly to assure himself of his questioner's sincerity. "You are weary, Sir Knight," added the Monk, whose experienced eyes had glanced to the golden spurs of his visitant; "come to my hermitage, there to partake of such refreshment as I can bestow. When your repast is ended, I will, by confidence on my part, merit yours."

This invitation was that of worldy courtesy, rather than the rustic welcome of a recluse monk. The Cavalier thanked him cordially, adding, that he must first provide food and water for his horse, and that afterwards he would gratefully accept his host's invitation. The old man entered with the spirit of a soldier into his guest's anxiety for his steed, and assisted in purveying to its wants, ingratiating himself meanwhile with its master, by discovering and praising scientifically its points of beauty. The poor animal shewed tokens of over fatigue, yet still he did not refuse his food, and the Cavalier marked with joy that his eye grew brighter and his knees firmer after feeding.

They then entered the cottage, and the soldier's eye was attracted from more sacred emblems by a sword which was suspended over a picture of the Virgin:—"You belong to our Chivalry!" he exclaimed, while his countenance lighted up with joyful recognition.

"Now I belong to the holy order whose badge I wear," the Monk replied, pointing to his Benedictine dress. "In former days I followed a brave leader to the field, and, in his service, incurred such guilt, as I now try to expiate by fasting and prayer."

The Monk's features were convulsed by agitation as he spoke, then crossing his arms on his breast, he was absorbed in thought for a few moments, after which he raised his head and resumed the calm and even serene look that characterized him. "Sir Knight," said he, motioning to the table now spread for the repast, "I have but poor fare to offer, but a soldier will not disdain its meagreness. My wine I may praise, as being the produce of a generous vintage; I have kept it sealed, to open it on occasions like the present, and rejoice that your strength will be recruited by it."

Bread, fruits, cheese, and a flagon of the wine, which merited the giver's eulogium, composed the fugitive's breakfast, whose fatigue required cordial and repose. As he was occupied by his repast, his host eyed him with evident agitation, eager yet fearful to question him on the subject of the battle. At length he again asked, "You come from the field on which the forces of the King and of the Earl of Richmond met?"

"I do."

"You fought for the White Rose, and you fly?"

"I fought for the White Rose till it was struck to the ground. The king has fallen with his chief nobility around him. Few Yorkists remain to mourn the success of the Lancastrians."

Deep grief clouded the old man's countenance, but accustomed to subdue his feelings, as one on whom, being stricken by an overwhelming misery, all subsequent disasters fall blunted, he continued with greater calmness: "Pardon me, noble gentleman, if I appear to ask an indiscreet question. You are of lordly bearing, and probably filled a place near the royal person. Did you hear, on the night before last, aught of the arrival of a stranger youth at the King's tent?"

The knight eyed the old man with a quick glance, asking, in his turn, "Are you, then, the foster-father of King Richard's son?"

"Did you see my boy?" cried the priest, "Did his father acknowledge him?—Where is he now?—did he enter the ranks to sight and fall for his parent?"

"On the night of which you speak," said the stranger, evading the immediate question, "the King placed his son's hand in mine, as I vowed to protect and guard him if ill befell our party, as it has befallen."

"Surely some presentiment of evil haunted the King's mind."

"I do believe it; for his manner was solemn and affecting. He bade the youth remember that he was a Plantagenet, and spoke proudly of the lineage from which he sprung. The young esquire listened intently, looking at his father with such an ingenuous and thoughtful expression, that he won my heart to love him."

"Now bless thee, Sir Knight, whoever thou art, for this praise of my poor Edmund! I pray you, hasten to tell me what more passed."

The Cavalier continued his account; but his manner was serious, as if the conclusion of his tale would afflict his auditor. He related how, on quitting the royal tent, he had led Edmund Plantagenet to his own, there to converse with him awhile, the better to learn whether his bearing and speech shewed promise of future merit. King Richard had enjoined his son to return to his seclusion early on the following morning; but as soon as he entered his conductor's; tent, he knelt to him and asked a boon, while tears gathered in his eyes, and his voice was broken by the fervour of his desire. The noble was moved by his entreaties, and promised to grant his request, if it did not militate against his honour and allegiance. "It is for honour that I speak," said Plantagenet; "I am older in years than in seeming, for already I number twenty summers; and spite of my boyish look I am familiar with martial exercises, and the glorious promise of war. Let me draw my sword for my father to-morrow—let me, at your side, prove myself a worthy descendant of the conquerors of France! Who will sight for King Richard with greater courage, fidelity, and devotion, than his acknowledged and duteous son?" The Cavalier yielded to his noble yearnings. Clothed in armour he entered the ranks, and hovered a protecting angel near his parent during the bloody contest. And now, as his venerable guardian watched with trembling eagerness the countenance of his guest while he told his tale, and the stranger, with bitter regret, was about to relate that he had seen Plantagenet felled to the ground by a battle-axe, quick steps, and then a knocking, was heard at the cottage door. The stranger started on his feet, and put his hand upon his sword; but a bright smile illuminated the Monk's face, as the very youth of whom they spoke, Edmund Plantagenet, rushed into the apartment. His soiled garments and heated brow spoke of travel and fatigue, while his countenance wore an expression of wildness and even of horror. He started when he saw the stranger, but quickly recognized him as his new friend. "Thank God!" he cried, "that you, my dear Lord, have not fallen into the hands of the sacrilegious usurper! It is my father's spirit that has saved you for his son's sake, that I may not be utterly abandoned and an orphan."

With milder accost he bent his knee to his holy guardian, and then turned to answer the Cavalier's questions of how he had escaped death from the blow he had received, and what new events had occurred since he had quitted the field early on the preceding day?—while the Monk chid him for his disobedience to his father's commands, in having mingled with the fray. The eyes of Plantagenet flashed fire at this reproach.—"Could I know that my father's crown and life," he exclaimed impetuously, "depended on the combat, and not bring to his aid my weak arm? God of Heaven! had there been five hundred true as I, we might all have fallen round him: but never, never, should I have seen the sight which last night I saw—nor heard the sounds I last night heard!"

The youth covered his face with his hands, and the boiling tears trickled between his fingers. "Tell me," cried the noble, "what has happened?—and swiftly tell me, for I loiter here too long."

Almost suffocated by emotion, Plantagenet related, that when he recovered from the trance into which the fearful blow he had received had thrown him, the Earl's camp-followers were busy among the slain; and that he had seen the body of King Richard—of his father—thrown half naked across a mule, thus to be borne to be exposed to the public gaze and mockery in Leicester, where, but the day before, he had ridden with the royal crown on his head, the acknowledged sovereign of England. And that crown, base ill-bartered bauble, having been found in the tent by Lord Stanley, he had brought and placed on Richmond's head, while the soldiers, with one acclaim, hailed him Henry the Seventh, King of England.

The last words more than the others, for the death of his royal master was already known to him, moved the knight:—"Is this the end of our hopes?" he cried; "Am I then too late? Farewell, my friends! Plantagenet, I shall never forget my oath to the King; I shall become, I fear, an outcast and a soldier of fortune, even if I escape worse fate; but claim when you will, and it shall be your's, whatever protection I can afford you."

"Yield then, Lord Lovel," said the youth, "to my first request. You are in peril, let me share it: permit me to accompany you. If you refuse, my plan is already formed; I repair to the Earl of Lincoln, whom King Richard named his successor, and offer myself as a soldier in his attempt to discrown the usurping Henry, and to raise again the White Rose to its rightful supremacy."

"To the Earl of Lincoln—the successor of Richard—to him you would repair? It is well—come with me now, and I will present you to that nobleman. If your foster-father consents, bid adieu to this seclusion for a time, and accompany me to London, to new contests—to the combat of right against might—to success and honour, or to defeat and death!"

The sun had risen high when, having taking leave of the venerable Monk, who would not oppose his pupil's gallant spirit of enterprize, Lord Lovel and young. Plantagenet threaded the forest paths, which, by a safer and a shorter route than the highway, took them on their road to London. For a time they led their horses with difficulty through the entangled thicket, when at last reaching the open road, they mounted, and Lord Lovel, who was desirous of estimating the abilities and disposition of his companion, entered into conversation with him, They first conversed on the sad changes which were the work of the eventful day of battle; afterwards the Cavalier and led Edmund to speak of himself, his early life, his acquirements, and his hopes.

When Plantagenet was but ten years old his mother died, and her last request to the father of her boy, founded on a deep knowledge of the world, was, that her son might be educated far from the court, nor be drawn from the occupations and happier scenes of private life, to become a hanger-on of princes and nobles. There was a man, a gentleman and a knight, who had been a partizan of the White Rose, and who had fought and bled for it in various battles between the Duke of York and Henry VI. In one of these, the misery of the times, and horible consequences of civil dissension, caused him unwittingly to lift his armed hand against his twin brother, nor did he discover the mistake till, with his dying voice, that brother called on him to assist him against his slayer. A life of seclusion, penance, and prayer, alone blunted his sense of remorse, and quitting the world, he retired to a monastery, where after due noviciate he took vows, and then shrinking from commerce with his kind, followed by visions that spoke for ever to him of his unnatural crime, he retreated to the forest of Leicester-shire, to dwell alone with his grief and his repentance.

His retreat was known to many of his friends, and chance had brought the Duke of Gloucester at one time to visit him; when the ancient warrier rejoiced with enthusiasm at the exaltation of the party to which he was attached. The death of the mother of Edmund had the effect of softening the Duke's heart, of making for a short interval worldly cares and objects distasteful to him, and of filling him with a desire of seclusion and peace. If he was unable to enjoy these himself, he resolved that at least his child should not be drawn by him into the thorny path of rivalship and ambition. His mother's last injunction strengthened this feeling; and the Duke, visiting again the hermit of the wood, induced him to take charge of Edmund, and bringing him up in ignorance of his real parentage, to bestow such education on him as would enable him to fill with reputation an honourable, if not a distinguished station in society. This order of things was not changed by Richard's exaltation to the crown. On the contrary, the dangers he incurred from his usurpation, made him yet more anxious to secure a peaceful existence for his offspring. When, however, his legitimate son, whom he had created Prince of Wales, died, paternal affection awoke strong in his heart, and he could not resist his desire of seeing Edmund: a memorable visit for the priest-bred nursling of the forest! It gave him a link with society with which before he had felt no connexion: his imagination and curiosity were highly excited. His revered friend, yielding to his eager demands, was easily enticed to recur to the passed scenes of an eventful life. The commencement of the wars of the two Roses, and their dreadful results, furnished inexhaustible topics of discourse. Plantagenet listened with breathless interest, although it was not till the eve of the battle of Bosworth, that he knew how indissolubly his own fortunes were linked with those of the house of York.

The events of the few last days had given him a new existence. For the first time, feeling was the parent of action; and a foregoing event drove him on to the one subsequent. He was excited to meditate on a thousand schemes, while the unknown future inspired him with an awe that thrilled his young heart with mingled pain and pleasure. He uttered his sentiments with the ingenuousness of one who had never been accustomed to converse with any but a friend; and as he spoke, his dark and thoughtful eyes beamed with a tempered fire, that shewed him capable of deep enthusiasm, though utter want of knowledge of the world must make him rather a follower than a leader.

They rode on meanwhile, the noble Cavalier and gentle Squire indulging in short repose. The intense fatigue Edmund at first endured, seemed to be subdued by the necessity of its continuance, nor did it prevent him from conversing with Lord Lovel. He was anxious thoroughly to understand the immediate grounds of the Earl of Richmond's invasion, and to ascertain the relative position of the remaining chiefs of the White Rose: "Where," he asked, "are Edward the Fourth's children?"

"The elder of these," Lord Lovel replied, "the Lady Elizabeth, is, by direction of her uncle, at Sheriff Hutton, in Yorkshire."

"And where the princes? Edward, who was proclaimed king, and his younger brother?"

"They were long imprisoned in the Tower. Young Edward died there more than a year ago."

"And the Duke of York?"

"He is supposed to have died also: they were both sickly boys."

Lord Lovel said these words in a grave voice, and suspicion would have been instilled into any but the unsuspecting Edmund, of some covert meaning. After a short pause, he continued:—"The question of the succession stands thus. Your father, the Duke of Gloucester threw the stigma of illegitimacy on King Edward's children, and thus took from them their right of inheriting the crown. The attainder of the Duke of Clarence was considered reason sufficient why his children should be excluded from the throne, and their uncle in consequence became, by right of birth, King of England: his son he created Prince of Wales. We submitted; for a child like Edward the Fifth could scarcely be supported against an experienced warrior, a man of talent, a sage and just king, but at the expense of much blood. The wounds inflicted by the opposing houses of York and Lancaster were yet, as the late successful rebellion proves, unhealed; and had the Yorkists contended among themselves, they would yet sooner have lost the supremacy they so hardly acquired: Richard therefore received our oaths of allegiance. When his son died, the question of who was the heir to the crown became agitated; and the king at first declared the Earl of Warwick, the son of the Duke of Clarence, to be his successor. It was a dangerous step—and the impurdent friends of the young Earl made it more so—to name him to succeed, who, if he were permitted at any time to wear the crown, might claim precedence of him who possessed it. Poor Warwick paid the penalty of youth and presumption: he is now a prisoner at Sheriff Hutton; and John de la Poole, Earl of Lincoln, son of Richard's sister, and by the removal of the children of his elder brothers, his heir by law, was nominated to succeed his uncle. I am now proceeding to him. I am ignorant of the conduct he will pursue; whether he will make head against this Lancastrian King, or—Lincoln is a noble cavalier; a man whom bright honour clothes; he is brave, generous, and good. I shall guide myself by his counsels and resolves; and you, it appears, will follow my example."

After a pause, Lord Lovel continued: "After the death or disappearance of his princely nephews, the king, wishing to confirm his title, was ready to take the stigma thrown on their birth from his brother's daughters, and to marry his niece, the Lady Elizabeth. Her mother at first resisted, but the prospect of seeing her children restored to their rights, and herself to her lost dignity, overcame her objections, and the princess yielded a willing consent. Meanwhile the Yorkists, who joined the Earl of Richmond, extorted from him a vow that he would make King Edward's daughter his queen; and even the Lancastrians, thinking thus to secure a king of their own, are eager for this union: yet the Earl hates us all so cordially that he was hardly brought to consent. Should he, now that he has declared himself king, evade his promise, the children of Elizabeth Woodville will suffer the stain of illegitimacy; but if the marriage has place, and this unhappy race is restored to their honours and rights, our self-named sovereign may find that his own hands have dug the pit into which he will fall."

A long silence succeeded to these explanations. The last expression used by Lovel inspired Edmund with wonder and curiosity; but the noble pressing his horse to a swifter pace, did not hear his observations, or hearing them, replied only by saying, "Three hours' good riding will bring us to London. Courage, Plantagenet! slacken not your speed, my good boy; soft ease will follow this hard labour."

The young moon in its first quarter was near its setting when they arrived at London. They approached from Edgware: without entering the town, they skirted its northern extremity, till Lord Lovel, checking his horse, remarked to his companion, that he judged it fitting to delay approaching the residence of the Earl of Lincoln, until the setting of the moon and subsequent darkness secured them from observation.
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Yes, my good Lord.

    It doth contain a king;

    King Richard lies

    Within the limits of you lime and stone.

    —SHAKESPEARE.



The Earl of Lincoln, declared by Richard the Third, heir to the crown, did not join the royal forces, nor appear at the battle of Bosworth[4]. This distinguished prince was a man of singular abilities and strength of mind, which chivalrous generosity adorned with a lustre superior even to that which he derived from his high rank. Lord Lovel was possessed of knightly courage, untarnished honour, and gentlemanly accomplishment. To these military and graceful qualities Lincoln added the wisdom of a statesman, and the moral energy resulting from inflexible principle. He felt himself responsible to mankind and to all posteriy for his actions. He was brave—that was a virtue of the times; but he was just, in a comprehensive sense of the word, and that exalted him above them. His manly features did not so much wear the stamp of beauty, though, like all the offspring of the House of York, he was handsome, as of the best quality of man, a perception of right, and resolution to achieve that right.

Lord Lincoln disapproved decidedly of the usurpation of his uncle, Richard the Third, over the children of Edward the Fourth. He allowed that the evidence was strong in favour of that king's former marriage, and their consequent illegitimacy; but he said, that Elizabeth Woodville[5] had so long been held Queen of England, and her children heirs to the crown, that it was impossible to eradicate the belief of the English people, that their allegiance was due to him who had been proclaimed even by his uncle, Edward the Fifth. Even if they were put aside, that attainder passed against the Duke of Clarence was an insufficient reason to deprive his son of his lawful inheritance. He saw England wasted, and her nobility extirpated by civil contest; and he perceived the seeds of future strife in the assumption of the crown by the Duke of Gloucester. When the son of Richard the Third died, and the Earl of Warwick was named his successor, the superior right of the nephew before the reigning uncle became so eminent a subject of discussion, that the king was obliged to recall his declaration, and to confine the young Prince in a castle in Yorkshire. The Earl of Lincoln, then seven and twenty years of age, was next named. He remonstrated with his uncle privately; but fear of dividing the House of York against itself, and a disdain to make common cause with the dowager Queen's relations, made him outwardly submit; but his plan was formed, and secretly all his efforts tended towards the restoring the children of Edward to their paternal rights.

The boys were sickly. Edward the Fifth, irritated by the extinction of the hopes which the intrigues of his mother had kept alive in his breast, wasted by imprisonment in the Tower, and brooking with untamed pride the change from a regal to a private station, pined and died. Richard, Duke of York, was between ten and eleven; a sprightly ingenuous boy, whose lively spirit wore out his frame, and this, added to confinement and attention to his dying brother, brought him also near the grave. It was on the death of Edward that the Earl of Lincoln visited the Tower, and saw young Richard. The accounts given by the attendants of his more than a child's devotion to his brother, his replies full of sportive fancy, his beauty, though his cheek was faded and his person grown thin, moved the generous noble to deep compassion. He ventured, under the strong influence of this feeling, to remonstrate warmly with his royal uncle, reproaching him with needless cruelty, and telling him how in fact, though not in appearance, he was the murderer of his nephews, and would be so held by all mankind. Richard's ambition was satisfied by the success of his measures to obtain the crown; but his fears were awake. The Duke of Buckingham was in arms against him—the Queen and her surviving relatives were perpetually employed in exciting discontents in the kingdom. Richard feared, that if they obtained the person of his nephew, he would be turned into an engine for his overthrow; while to obtain possession of him, was the constant aim of their endeavours. He earnestly desired to reconcile himself to the Queen, and to draw her from the sanctuary in which she had immured herself—she refused all his offers, unless her son was first placed in her hands.

His head, ripe with state plots, now conceived a scheme. He consented that Lincoln should take the Duke of York under his charge, if he would first engage to keep his removal from the Tower, and even his existence, a secret from his enemies. Lincoln made the required promise; the young Prince was conveyed to a country seat belonging to the Earl, and Richard, in furtherance of his plan, caused a rumour to go abroad that he also was dead. No one knew with whom this report originated. When, to assure themselves, various nobles visited the Tower, the boy was no longer there. The Queen gave credit to the tale. At this moment, Richard set on foot a negociation of marriage with the eldest daughter of Edward the Fourth, the Lady Elizabeth. The partizans of the Earl of Richmond sought to ensure the success of his enterprize by the same means: and while little Richard grew in health and happiness in his country retreat, his own nearest and most attached relatives were giving away his inheritance—his uncle unwittingly laid the foundation stone of the reputation of cruelty and murder ever after affixed to him; and his mother, endeavouring to exalt her daughter, and to restore herself to her lost station in the kingdom, sealed the fatal decree that first deprived her son of his rights, and afterwards of his life.

On the evening that Lord Lovel and Edmund Plantagenet entered London, the Earl of Lincoln remained waiting intelligence from the field, in a palace he inhabited not far from Tottenham Court, a secluded habitation, surrounded by a garden and a high wall. This was an irksome situation for a warrior; but though his uncle loved, he distrusted him: his projected marriage with the Lady Elizabeth, would probably cause him again to be father of an heir to the crown, and knowing that Lincoln possessed, in the young Duke of York, a dangerous rival, he refused to allow him to take up arms against Richmond. Lord Lincoln was alone, pacing his large and vaulted hall in deep and anxious meditation. He, who with conscience for his rule, takes, or endeavours to take, the reins of fate into his own hands, must experience frequent misgivings; and often feel, that he wheels near the edge of a giddy precipice, down which the tameless steeds he strives to govern, may, in an instant, hurl him and all dependent upon his guidance. The simple feeling of compassion, arising from the seeing childhood lose its buoyancy in undue confinement, had first led the princely noble to take charge of his young cousin. Afterwards, when he beheld the boy grow in health and years, developing the while extraordinary quickness of intellect, and a sweet ingenuous disposition, he began to reflect on the station he held, his rights and his injuries; and then the design was originated on which he was now called to act.

If Richard gained the day, all would stand as before. Should he be defeated—and that second sense, that feeling of coming events, which is one of the commonest, though the least acknowledged of the secret laws of our nature, whispered the yet unrevealed truth to him—who then would assume England's diadem, and how could he secure it for its rightful owner, the only surviving son of Edward the Fourth? All these reflexions coursed themselves through his brain, while, with the zeal of a partizan, and the fervour of one wedded to the justice of his cause, he revolved every probable change of time and fortune.

At this moment a courier was announced: he brought tidings from the field. As is usual on the eve of a great event, they were dubious and contradictory. The armies faced each other, and the battle was impending. The doubts entertained on both sides, as to the part that Lord Stanley would take, gave still a greater uncertainty to the anticipations of each.

Soon after the arrival of this man, the loud ringing at the outer gate was renewed; and the trampling of horses, as they entered the court, announced a more numerous company. There was something in the movements of his domestics, that intimated to the Earl that his visitor was of superior rank. Could it be the king, who had fled; conquered, and fugitive? Could such terms be applied to the high-hearted Richard? The doors of the hall
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