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Introduction
Shakespeare’s Richard III stands as one of the most compelling works in the English
literary canon, embodying the brutal intrigues and relentless ambition of both its
protagonist and his world. This book, Notes & Commentary on Shakespeare's Richard
III: A Guide for Students, is designed as a comprehensive resource for those
embarking on the study of this remarkable play, whether at school, college, or
university level. With focused chapters addressing every aspect of the drama—from
historical background to character analysis and thematic exploration—this guide aims
to clarify the complexities and illuminate the enduring relevance of Shakespeare’s
work.

Richard III is a play that rewards close reading and critical engagement. Its eponymous
character is one of literature’s great anti-heroes: cunning, charismatic, and deeply
flawed. But the play is far more than a portrait of villainy; it is also an intricate
examination of power, loyalty, conscience, and fate. Students approaching Richard III
for the first time may find its dense language, shifting allegiances, and historical
references challenging, but understanding these elements greatly enhances the
experience of reading or watching the play.

Each chapter in this guide breaks down a different dimension of the text, from
Shakespeare’s dramatic craft to the complex relationships among the characters.
Where possible, historical and biographical context is provided to enrich your
understanding. Analysis of key scenes, motifs, imagery, and themes will help you
develop strong interpretations and deepen your appreciation for the play’s artistry.

This book also offers practical support, with chapters on exam strategies, essay topics,
and advice for further reading. Critical perspectives—both historical and
contemporary—are included to help students engage with ongoing scholarly debates
about the play’s meaning and legacy. Additionally, insights into the play’s varied
performance histories reveal how directors and actors have brought Richard III to life
onstage through the centuries.

Above all, Notes & Commentary on Shakespeare's Richard III is meant to be accessible
and engaging, guiding you through your study of the play and encouraging you to
form your own insights and arguments. Whether you are encountering Richard III for
the first time or returning to it with fresh eyes, this guide will support your journey and
inspire a deeper engagement with one of Shakespeare’s greatest tragedies.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

CHAPTER ONE: Understanding the Historical Context
of Richard III
To truly appreciate Shakespeare’s Richard III, we must first step back into the
turbulent and often brutal world from which it sprang: England in the latter half of the
15th century. This was a time of intense civil conflict, known rather romantically as the
Wars of the Roses, a dynastic struggle between two branches of the royal House of
Plantagenet: the House of Lancaster, symbolised traditionally by a red rose, and the
House of York, represented by a white one.

This wasn't just a squabble among cousins; it was a series of armed conflicts, political
backstabbing, and volatile shifts in power that lasted for over thirty years, plunging
the country into chaos. Understanding the origins and progression of this struggle is
crucial because it provides the backdrop for Richard’s rise and the deep-seated
animosities that fuel the plot of the play. The instability of the era is palpable, leaving
a nation weary of war and desperate for strong, stable leadership, no matter the cost.

The conflict essentially began due to a weakness in the reigning Lancastrian line and
rival claims to the throne. Henry VI, the Lancastrian king, was a pious but famously
ineffective ruler who suffered periods of mental incapacity. This created a power
vacuum, and ambitious nobles, particularly Richard, Duke of York (Richard III’s father),
saw an opportunity to press their family's claim to the crown, which they argued was
stronger than Henry's through different lines of descent.

What started as a challenge to the king's advisors and authority soon escalated into
open warfare. The first major battle was fought at St Albans in 1455, marking the real
beginning of the wars. From there, the conflict became a brutal cycle of battles,
executions, and reversals of fortune, where allegiances shifted rapidly and the fate of
the kingdom seemed to hang in the balance with each new engagement.

The Yorkist claim gained significant traction under the Duke of York and later his sons,
particularly Edward, the eldest. Edward was a formidable military leader and a
charismatic figure, everything the weak Henry VI was not. The Yorkists won crucial
victories, leading to Edward being proclaimed King Edward IV in 1461 after the Battle
of Towton, one of the largest and bloodiest battles fought on English soil.

However, simply winning the crown wasn't enough to end the fighting. The
Lancastrians, led by the indomitable Queen Margaret of Anjou (Henry VI's wife),
continued the struggle, often from exile with French support. Edward IV’s reign,
though initially strong, was punctuated by Lancastrian uprisings and even a period
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where Henry VI was briefly restored to the throne by the powerful Earl of Warwick,
initially a key Yorkist supporter who later switched sides in a dramatic turn of events.

This era also highlights the immense power wielded by certain noble families, whose
private armies and vast estates could influence the course of the conflict. The Neville
family, for example, particularly the Earl of Warwick, earned his 'Kingmaker' moniker
by playing a decisive role in both putting Edward IV on the throne and later briefly
removing him. Such powerful individuals often pursued their own interests,
complicating the dynastic struggle with personal feuds and ambitions.

Edward IV eventually secured his throne more firmly after victories at Barnet and
Tewkesbury in 1471, which saw the deaths of Warwick, Henry VI’s son, and eventually
Henry VI himself, effectively extinguishing the main Lancastrian line. This period
brought a decade of relative peace under Edward IV, a period Richard, Duke of
Gloucester (the future Richard III), served his brother loyally, proving himself a capable
administrator and military commander, particularly in the north of England.

During this time of 'peace,' the political landscape was still fraught with underlying
tensions. Edward IV's decision to marry Elizabeth Woodville, a woman from the lesser
nobility and a Lancastrian sympathiser's widow, deeply offended many of the old
aristocratic families, particularly the Nevilles who had helped him to the throne. This
marriage created a powerful Woodville faction at court, who quickly gained influence
and positions of power, often at the expense of the established nobility and the king's
Yorkist brothers.

The rivalry between the 'old' Yorkists and the rising Woodville family became a
significant fault line in English politics. Richard, as the king's loyal brother and a key
figure in the north, was associated with the traditional Yorkist power base, while the
Woodvilles consolidated their power around the Queen and her numerous siblings and
children from her first marriage. This dynamic would explode onto the scene following
Edward IV's sudden death.

When Edward IV died unexpectedly in April 1483 at the relatively young age of 40, the
throne passed to his twelve-year-old son, Edward V. The late king had named his
younger brother, Richard, Duke of Gloucester, as Lord Protector of the realm and the
young king during his minority. This appointment, intended to ensure a stable
regency, immediately put Richard on a collision course with the powerful Woodville
family, who controlled the young king’s person and aimed to dominate the council
during the regency.

The Woodville family, led by the Queen Mother Elizabeth Woodville and her brother
Anthony Woodville, Earl Rivers, attempted to rush the young king to London and
consolidate their power before Richard could assume his role as Protector. Richard,
however, was faster and more politically astute. He intercepted the King, arrested Earl
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Rivers and other Woodville supporters, and took custody of his nephew.

Upon reaching London, Richard was proclaimed Lord Protector. However, the situation
quickly escalated. Within weeks, Richard had also apprehended the young King’s
younger brother, Richard, Duke of York. Both boys were lodged in the Tower of
London, ostensibly for their safety and preparation for the coronation, but in effect
under Richard's control. This move immediately raised suspicions and set the stage for
the most controversial events of the historical period.

Richard then began to systematically dismantle the Woodville influence and remove
potential opposition. Key figures like Lord Hastings, a long-time loyal servant of
Edward IV but perceived as an obstacle by Richard’s allies, were summarily executed
without trial. Other prominent figures associated with the Woodvilles or loyalty to the
young king were imprisoned or fled the country.

The justification for Richard's actions was based on claims that the Woodvilles were
plotting against him and the traditional nobility. However, the swiftness and
ruthlessness with which he acted suggested a deeper ambition was at play. His
supporters, led by figures like the Duke of Buckingham, began to question the
legitimacy of Edward IV's marriage to Elizabeth Woodville and, consequently, the
legitimacy of their children, including the young King Edward V.

A sermon delivered at St. Paul's Cross and later a petition presented by Parliament
asserted that Edward IV's marriage was invalid because he had supposedly been pre-
contracted to another woman, Eleanor Butler. This claim, regardless of its truth,
formed the basis of the Titulus Regius (King’s Title), an act of Parliament declaring
Edward IV's children illegitimate and thus ineligible for the throne. With the young
princes declared illegitimate, the nearest legitimate heir was Richard, Duke of
Gloucester.

Responding to the 'will' of the people and Parliament as presented to him, Richard
'reluctantly' accepted the crown. On June 26, 1483, just over two months after his
brother’s death, Richard was proclaimed King Richard III. His nephews, the young
Edward V and his brother Richard, remained in the Tower of London. They were last
reliably seen in the summer of 1483 and their fate has remained one of history's
enduring mysteries.

Richard III's reign was short, lasting just over two years. It was marked by attempts to
consolidate his power and establish stability, but he faced significant opposition. The
most serious challenge came in October 1483 from a rebellion led by his former ally,
the Duke of Buckingham, and supported by Lancastrian sympathizers and disaffected
Yorkists loyal to the deposed princes. Although this rebellion was crushed and
Buckingham executed, it demonstrated the widespread unease with Richard's
usurpation.
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The historical Richard III implemented some progressive legal reforms and took steps
to improve governance, particularly in the north where he had previously held sway.
However, his grip on power remained tenuous. The disappearance of the princes in the
Tower continued to fuel suspicion and opposition, and potential rivals remained, most
notably Henry Tudor, a Lancastrian claimant with a weak hereditary claim but growing
support among those who opposed Richard.

Henry Tudor, who had been living in exile in Brittany and later France, saw his
opportunity. He gathered support and funding, primarily from France, and planned an
invasion of England. Richard III, aware of the threat, prepared to defend his kingdom.
The final confrontation of the Wars of the Roses came on August 22, 1485, at the
Battle of Bosworth Field in Leicestershire.

Despite having a larger army, Richard was betrayed by some of his key nobles, most
notably the Stanley brothers, who waited on the sidelines of the battle before
intervening on Henry Tudor's behalf at a critical moment. Richard, reportedly fighting
bravely, was killed during the engagement, becoming the last English king to die in
battle. Henry Tudor claimed the crown as Henry VII, marking the end of the
Plantagenet dynasty and the beginning of the Tudor era.

The victory at Bosworth Field did not immediately end all conflict, but it significantly
shifted the landscape. Henry VII's marriage to Elizabeth of York, Edward IV's eldest
daughter (and thus a sister to the missing princes), symbolically united the Houses of
Lancaster and York, represented by the Tudor rose. The Tudor dynasty's perspective
dominated the historical narrative of the preceding period.

It's important to remember that the historical accounts of Richard III, particularly those
written after the Tudor victory, were heavily influenced by the need to legitimise
Henry VII's claim and demonise his predecessor. Chroniclers like John Rous and
Polydore Vergil, writing under Tudor patronage, portrayed Richard in the most
unflattering terms, establishing the image of a villainous tyrant responsible for
numerous atrocities, including the murder of his nephews. Sir Thomas More's later,
unfinished history of Richard III, written during Henry VIII's reign, further cemented this
negative portrayal, providing many of the specific accusations that Shakespeare would
later draw upon.

Understanding this historical context – the long, brutal Wars of the Roses, the
instability of the monarchy, the power struggles between noble factions, the sudden
death of Edward IV, the controversial usurpation of the throne, the disappearance of
the princes, and the decisive victory of Henry Tudor – provides the essential
foundation for studying Shakespeare's play. It shows us the volatile world in which
Richard rose to power and the historical tradition that shaped the playwright's
portrayal of this complex and controversial figure. Shakespeare takes this history,
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already coloured by Tudor propaganda, and transforms it into gripping drama, but the
roots of the narrative are firmly planted in the bloody soil of 15th-century England.
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