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Introduction

William Shakespeare’s Richard Ill is one of the most enduring and compelling works in
the canon of English dramatic literature. Written in the early 1590s, it concludes
Shakespeare’s first cycle of history plays by chronicling the violent aftermath of the
Wars of the Roses and the rise and fall of its infamous title character. Both a portrait of
a historical monarch and an exploration of pure theatrical villainy, the play continues
to fascinate students, audiences, and scholars more than four centuries after its first
performance. Its blend of historical narrative, psychological complexity, and enduring
themes ensures its place at the heart of English literary studies.

For students of English literature, Richard Ill offers an excellent opportunity to explore
how Shakespeare used historical events not merely to instruct or document, but to
interrogate questions of power, morality, and human ambition. The play dramatizes
Richard’s audacious climb to the throne through manipulation, murder, and cunning
rhetoric, all set against a backdrop of dynastic upheaval and a nation weary from
generations of civil strife. Central to our appreciation and understanding of the play is
the recognition that Shakespeare’s version of Richard is not a straightforward
historical account, but a work deeply shaped by the narratives and political
imperatives of Elizabethan England.

Understanding the historical context is crucial to any reading of this play. The Wars of
the Roses—decades of conflict between the Houses of York and Lancaster—created
the circumstances from which both Richard Ill and the Tudor dynasty ultimately
emerged. By the time Shakespeare was writing, the Tudors, depicted as England’s
saviors in both popular history and official propaganda, had ruled for over a century.
Shakespeare’s primary sources, themselves influenced by the so-called “Tudor myth,”
cast Richard as the monstrous embodiment of all that was corrupt and unnatural in
the old order. As a result, the play is as much about shaping national identity and
reinforcing contemporary power structures as it is about the events it portrays.

At the heart of Richard Il is its protagonist: a character of extraordinary charisma,
intelligence, and ruthlessness. Shakespeare’s Richard is a master of manipulation,
both on stage and off. His soliloquies draw the audience into his confidence, inviting
an unsettling complicity with his schemes even as he commits ever more appalling
acts. The women of the play—Elizabeth, Margaret, Anne, and the Duchess of
York—provide some of the most powerful counterpoints to Richard’s ambition,
embodying both the personal and collective suffering that his lust for power
unleashes. Themes of fate, free will, justice, and the supernatural infuse the play,
complicating our responses to both villain and victims.
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In studying this play, it is as important to consider its theatrical elements as its
historical or textual ones. Shakespeare employs soliloquy, dramatic irony, vivid
imagery, and a striking use of language to bring Richard’s world to sinister life. The
play’s performance history, from its first outings in Shakespeare’s own company to its
endless reinterpretations on stage and screen, demonstrates how each generation
finds new meanings—and new questions—in this intricate work.

This book is designed as a guide for students approaching Richard Ill, providing
context, thematic exploration, scene analysis, character studies, and an overview of
critical debates and performance traditions. Whether you are reading the play for the
first time or returning with fresh questions, these notes and commentaries aim to
deepen your understanding not just of the text, but of its continued power to unsettle,
provoke, and fascinate.
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CHAPTER ONE: Shakespeare's World and the
Creation of Richard IlI

To understand Richard Ill, we must first step back into the vibrant, bustling, and
sometimes perilous world of late Elizabethan London. William Shakespeare arrived in
this metropolis from Stratford-upon-Avon sometime in the late 1580s or early 1590s,
seeking to make his mark in the burgeoning theatre scene. It was a world far removed
from our own, where entertainment took a very public and often boisterous form.

London in the 1590s was a city of contrasts. Grand palaces stood alongside crowded,
unsanitary streets. Commerce thrived, but so did poverty and disease, most notably
the dreaded plague, which could shut down theatres for extended periods. Despite
these challenges, it was a city with a voracious appetite for entertainment, and the
public playhouses that were springing up on the outskirts provided just that.

Before the establishment of permanent theatres, playing companies often performed
in inn yards or at court. However, the late 16th century saw the construction of
dedicated venues like The Theatre (built by James Burbage in 1576), the Curtain, and
later the Rose and the Swan on the south bank of the Thames, an area known as
Bankside. This district lay outside the direct jurisdiction of the City of London
authorities, who were often hostile to the theatre, viewing it as a potential source of
disorder and immorality.

These public playhouses were open-air amphitheatres, capable of holding several
thousand people. Audiences from all walks of life would flock to see plays, from the
groundlings standing in the yard to the wealthier patrons seated in the galleries. The
atmosphere was lively and interactive; audiences were not passive observers but
active participants, often vocal in their approval or disapproval.

Shakespeare's career took off in this dynamic environment. By 1592, he was
established enough in London to draw criticism from a rival playwright, Robert Greene,
who famously referred to him as an "upstart Crow". This suggests Shakespeare was
already making a name for himself as both an actor and a writer.

The economics of Elizabethan theatre were quite different from today. Playwrights
were typically paid a one-off fee for a play, rather than royalties. A standard rate in the
1590s might be around £5-£8 per play, a respectable sum compared to the annual

income of some tradesmen, but not a path to immense wealth on its own.

Shakespeare's financial success stemmed significantly from his role as a "sharer" in
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his acting company, the Lord Chamberlain's Men. Formed in 1594, this company
quickly became one of the leading troupes in London. As a sharer, Shakespeare owned
a portion of the company's business and shared in its profits, which came primarily
from ticket sales. This provided a much more stable and lucrative income stream than
simply selling plays.

The Lord Chamberlain's Men had the patronage of powerful nobles, initially Henry
Carey, the first Lord Hunsdon, who was also the Lord Chamberlain, the royal official
responsible for court entertainments. This patronage was vital, offering protection and
opportunities to perform at court, which were both prestigious and financially
rewarding.

Shakespeare was the principal writer for the Lord Chamberlain's Men, producing on
average about two plays a year. He also acted with the company, though the size and
nature of his roles are not definitively known. Having a resident playwright who was
also a shareholder and actor created a unique synergy within the company.

The company's success was also tied to its lead actor, Richard Burbage, son of the
theatre-builder James Burbage. Richard Burbage was renowned as the leading
tragedian of his day and originated many of Shakespeare's great roles. The
collaboration between Shakespeare the playwright and Burbage the actor was a key
factor in the company's dominance.

When Richard Ill was written, likely between 1592 and 1594, Shakespeare was still in
the earlier phase of his career. He had already written some history plays, including
the three parts of Henry VI, which immediately precede Richard Ill chronologically.
These earlier histories helped establish his reputation and provided a foundation for
the ambitious scope of Richard Ill.

The theatrical style of the time influenced how plays were written. Plays were
performed in daylight, often with minimal sets and props. Costumes were often
elaborate and contemporary, rather than historically accurate. The focus was firmly on
the language and the actors' ability to hold the audience's attention.

Shakespeare wrote primarily in blank verse, unrhymed iambic pentameter, which
provided a flexible yet elevated language for dramatic dialogue. He also used prose,
often for lower-status characters or for moments of greater realism or cynicism, a
technique he employs effectively in Richard Ill.

Playwrights of the era frequently drew on existing sources for their plots, rather than
inventing entirely new stories. This was a common practice and not considered
plagiarism. Shakespeare, like his contemporaries, would adapt histories, poems, and
prose narratives, reshaping them for the stage.
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The creation of Richard Ill must be seen within this specific historical and theatrical
context. Shakespeare was writing for a popular audience hungry for compelling
stories, for a company of actors who needed strong roles, and within a commercial
system that rewarded successful plays. His genius lay in his ability to take these raw
materials and constraints and transform them into enduring dramatic art.

The political climate also played a role. Writing about English history could be
sensitive, and playwrights had to navigate potential censorship by the Master of the
Revels, the official who licensed plays for performance. While outright criticism of the
monarch or government was risky, historical subjects could be used to explore
contemporary concerns allegorically.

The depiction of Richard Ill, a figure closely tied to the origins of the reigning Tudor
dynasty, was particularly charged. As we will explore in later chapters, the prevailing
narrative of Richard was one shaped by the Tudors. Shakespeare's portrayal,
therefore, would inevitably reflect the political realities of his own time and the
expectations of his audience.

The creation of the character of Richard Ill, one of Shakespeare's most captivating
villains, was a product of this fertile environment. It combined Shakespeare's
burgeoning skill as a playwright with the demands and opportunities of the
Elizabethan stage and the political currents of the era. Richard's charisma and
theatrical self-awareness resonate powerfully, partly because they were forged in a
world where performance, both on and off the stage, was a vital part of public life.
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