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The Lords Appellant were a group of power-
ful magnates who “appealed” (i.e., accused)
several of King Richard II’s favorites on
charges of treason during the 1380s. The
Appellants were motivated by a desire to
break up the king’s concentration of royal
patronage and benefits in his immediate
circle of court favorites, and they found the
charge of treason to be a useful legal cate-
gory for their political goal. The three Lords
Appellant who initiated the proceedings were
Thomas of Woodstock, duke of Glouces-
ter (see Thomas of Woodstock); Richardchaucer1287

Fitzalan, earl of Arundel and of Surrey; and
Thomas Beauchamp, earl of Warwick. These
three were then joined by Thomas Mowbray,
earl of Nottingham; and Henry Bolingbroke,
earl of Derby, later Henry IV (see Henry ofchaucer0622

Derby (Henry IV)).
The Appellants’ accusations against Simon

Burley (see Burley, Sir Simon), the king’schaucer0204

childhood tutor; Alexander Neville, arch-
bishop of York; Robert de Vere, duke of
Ireland; Michael de la Pole, earl of Suf-
folk; Robert Tresilian, the chief justice; and
Nicholas Brembre (see Brembre, Nicholas),chaucer0184

former mayor of London, marked the end
to a period of factional struggle that began
in earnest in 1386. During the so-called
“Wonderful Parliament” of that year, a com-
mission was established to help Richard
govern – largely the result of his failure
to cultivate and reward the right group
of powerful men. During the Wonderful
Parliament, the king was threatened with
deposition, and his chancellor, Michael de
la Pole, was impeached. Richard bristled at

The Chaucer Encyclopedia. Edited by Richard Newhauser.
© 2023 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2023 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

these challenges to his royal authority and set
out to establish their illegality by arranging
to have produced the so-called “Questions to
the Judges,” which asserted that the persons
responsible for the impeachment of de la Pole
and the commission of government ought to
be punished as traitors. This determination
escalated the hostilities between the royal
and baronial factions and set in motion the
opposition group that would become the
Lords Appellant.

When the commission of government was
set to expire in November of 1387, Richard
made preparations to avenge the insult to
his royal prerogative, including arranging
to arrest the duke of Gloucester and earl of
Arundel, who were members of the commis-
sion. But the king’s plan went awry. Warwick
joined Gloucester and Arundel in opposition
to the king, and the three magnates assembled
their retinues at Waltham Cross, northeast
of London in Hertfordshire, where they first
presented their appeal of treason against
Richard’s courtiers. They then marched to
London with their retinues and presented
the appeal before the king at Westminster.
To satisfy the lords, Richard determined that
the appeal would be heard before the next
parliament in February 1388.

After defusing the confrontation at West-
minster, Richard attempted to deal with the
Appellants by force, instructing de Vere to
raise an army, a move that prompted Derby
and Nottingham to side with Gloucester,
Arundel, and Warwick. The combined forces
of the Appellants routed the royal army
at Radcot Bridge on December 20, 1387,
and de Vere fled from the battle, escaping
abroad to France. The humiliating defeat of
Richard’s forces prepared the way for the
Appellants’ successful appeal of treason dur-
ing the Merciless Parliament of 1388. Nearly
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ten years later, Richard would exact revenge
on several of the Appellants. In 1397, he
arrested Arundel, Gloucester, and Warwick,
and the three would be appealed of trea-
son before parliament. Arundel was found
guilty and executed by beheading; Warwick
was sentenced to death, but the sentence
was commuted to banishment for life; and
Gloucester, condemned to death, died while
under arrest.

The fortune of these magnates from
Appellants to appellees marks the radical
contingency of the political struggles that
centered around charges of treason during
this period. Geoffrey Chaucer, like many
figures associated with the royal court, was
himself at the mercy of sudden reverses in
political fortune. He had surrendered his
living quarters above Aldgate (see Aldgate)chaucer0032

before the Wonderful Parliament, which he
attended as an MP for Kent (CLR 144–7,
364–9). In the aftermath of the 1386 parlia-
ment, he distanced himself from his royal
patron and resigned from his customs posts
(CLR 268–9). During the Merciless Par-
liament, the Appellants sought to further
weaken Richard’s ability to recruit members
to his affinity by eliminating the king’s ability
to grant life annuities. Chaucer was a ben-
eficiary of the practice, and he resigned his
annuities while the parliament was still in ses-
sion (CLR 336–9). The Chaucer Life-Records
(CLR) attest to the actions that Chaucer took
in response to the changing politics of the day
that revolved around the charge and counter
charge of treason.

Unlike his contemporary, John Gower (see
Gower, John), who clumsily personified somechaucer0586

of the Appellants in his Cronica tripertita
(Chronicle in Three Parts), Chaucer did not
directly refer to the events of the 1380s in
his poetry. He did, however, consistently
engage with the theme of treason, especially
in Troilus and Criseyde and The Legend of
Good Women. McCall and Rudisill (1959)
consider TC in the context of the Wonder-
ful Parliament, and Hanrahan (1996, 229)
considers how Chaucer drew on the “contes-
tatory politics of the period” in the Prologue
to LGW. The terminus ad quem of TC is itself
established through reference to the turbu-
lence of the 1380s, as Thomas Usk (see Usk, chaucer1328

Thomas), a low-level member of the royalist
faction who was executed in 1388, mentions
Chaucer’s poem in his Testament of Love.
When Bolingbroke became Henry IV follow-
ing the deposition of Richard II, Chaucer’s
annuities were restored (CLR 528–34). The
dramatic events of the 1380s precipitated by
the Appellants’ clash with Richard II had an
impact on Chaucer’s livelihood as well as his
poetry.

SEE ALSO: Richard II; Chaucer, Geoffrey: Life; chaucer1118
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