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THE STORY BEGINS ...

T

he ‘wars of the roses’ have concluded in the victory of
the Yorkist faction, now represented by the three surviving
sons of the Duke of York – Edward, now King Edward IV,
George Duke of Clarence and Richard Duke of Gloucester.
The Lancastrian King Henry VI has been murdered by Richard.
The end of the war has brought peace, but not concord. King
Edward’s wife is Elizabeth Woodville, a commoner formerly
married to Sir John Grey. The marriage has advanced her
brother, now Earl Rivers, and her brother-in-law, now Lord
Grey, into royal estate. This Woodville/Grey clan are held in
contempt by Richard, and have also been at odds with Lord
Chancellor Hastings who, as the play opens, has spent a brief
time imprisoned in the Tower.
To make matters worse King Edward is dangerously ill. Richard
has also sown the seeds of paranoia by floating a prophecy
that Edward and Elizabeth’s two young boys will be murdered

by someone whose name begins with ‘G’. His scheme
in this is to get rid of his brother Clarence – whose
Christian name is George – as one of several obstacles
between himself and the crown. As a result, in the first
scene of the play, Clarence is being conducted to the
Tower just as Hastings is being released from it.
The second scene sees the corpse of King Henry VI
being carried to Chertsey for burial. The sole mourner
is Henry VI’s daughter-in-law, Anne Neville. Anne is
grieving doubly – for the King whose body she follows
but also for his dead son, her first husband, Prince
Edward. Edward was also murdered by Richard of
Gloucester (though in this case on the battlefield and
with the support of his brothers). Richard’s intervention
in this solemn journey represents one of the greatest
tests of his capacity to project an alternative version of
himself ...

KING RICHARD III - HISTORY OR
MYTH?

SIDELIGHTS

T

he recent discovery of Richard III’s remains under a
car park in Leicester has reawakened the centuriesold debate about his reputation. Was he a monster, or a
man no more bloody than many another English king?
This debate will have no end; in particular, Richard’s guilt
or innocence of the cruel murders of the ‘princes in the
tower’ will be hotly contested until the end of time.
The writing of history is famously partial, and so much
more often the work of the winner than the loser. The
‘history’ of Richard III, as Shakespeare received it, will
probably remain one of the purest proofs of these truths.
The grandfather of the story was Sir Thomas More, a
servant of the victorious Tudor dynasty, whose unfinished
account was probably begun in 1512 or 1513.
Shakespeare then embellished the story himself, for
example largely inventing the notion that Richard
murdered his brother, George Duke of Clarence. His
account of Richard’s marriage to Anne Neville is also
wide of the mark. They were married (perhaps even
happily!) for over a decade and Anne was not murdered
but died of tuberculosis.
And so it is that our notions of Richard’s reign are as much
fiction as history; and, of course, it is Shakespeare’s play,
far more than More’s prose, that has characterised him in
our common imagination. If infamy is to be preferred to
obscurity then Richard owes Shakespeare a debt; if not ...

T

he events that immediately preceded those of this play –
the ‘Wars of the Roses’ between the York and Lancaster
factions – were tumultuous and complex, as civil wars so
often are. To summarise them here would be impossible.
However, here are a few sidelights on the story you are
about to be told and the characters you are about to meet
(strictly as seen by Shakespeare) ...

“false, fleeting, perjur’d Clarence”
During the wars Clarence had changed sides twice, first
deserting his brothers when Edward married Elizabeth Grey,
then returning to them under persuasion from Richard. So
he has, impossibly, sworn solemn alliegance to both York
and Lancaster – to Edward IV and Henry VI.

“the King and his harlot Mistress Shore”
Despite the fact that his marriage to widow Elizabeth Grey
was a love-match King Edward has had a long-standing
affair with a ‘Mistress Shore’. His procurer was Lord
Chancellor Hastings (which might be why there is such bad
blood between Hastings and Elizabeth and her brothers).
No sooner is King Edward dead than Hastings scoops up
Mistress Shore for his own amusement.

“Stanley, look to your wife!”
When threatened by the Earl of Richmond (the future Henry
VII) Richard has good cause to be suspicious of Stanley’s
loyalties. He is married to Margaret Beaufort, whose son
the Earl is by her first marriage to Edmund Tudor.
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