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Abstract 

 Richard III has gained a widespread reputation for his cruel and tyrannical rule. 

This image of Richard was popularized in Shakespeare's Richard III, which was based on 

heavily dramatized archetypes of the Elizabethan stage, such as the Vice and the 

Machiavel, and the Christian idea of physical deformity as a representation of innate evil. 

Shakespeare also relied heavily on biographies of Richard III written by Thomas More 

and Raphael Holinshed, both of which contained fictionalized and highly embellished 

accounts of Richard’s actions and personality as informed by the Tudor Myth and the 

Elizabethan trend of using history to represent Christian allegory. The Tudor Myth was a 

prevailing idea in Elizabethan England that emphasized the wickedness of Richard III’s 

rule and his evil nature. Ricardian scholars have disputed the crimes ascribed to Richard 

III for hundreds of years and recent scientific discoveries have led to the revelation that 

his only deformity was a case of scoliosis, yet the image of a tyrannical, crook-backed 

monster endures even today as the dominant depiction of Richard III. This thesis seeks to 

separate the truths of Richard III from the myths, using Shakespeare's Richard III as a 

point of comparison. 
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Shakespeare’s portrayal of a brooding, demonic Richard III in his play of the 

same name reflects Elizabethan anti-Plantagenet propaganda and Christian sensibilities. 

This perception was based on a multitude of myths and poorly recorded or false accounts 

of the king's actions, persona, and physical appearance. By virtue of being the last 

Plantagenet ruler, overthrown by the first Tudor monarch Henry VII, Richard III's 

memory would have been subject to slander and anti-Plantagenet propaganda regardless 

of his efficacy as a monarch. Misrepresentations of his rule recorded in the histories of 

Sir Thomas More and Raphael Holinshed informed many fictional interpretations of 

Richard III, including Shakespeare’s. In these histories the crimes ascribed to Richard III 

were expanded upon and exaggerated for dramatic effect, despite the fact that many of 

the accusations lacked proof of Richard III’s guilt. This was then compounded by 

Shakespeare basing his dramatic character on that of the Vice from morality plays, 

casting him as a one-dimensional and irredeemable figure of evil and trickery.  In 

addition, Richard supposedly suffered from a number of physical deformities Tudor 

exaggeration. Due to the lack of scientific knowledge regarding deformities and 

England's high religiosity at the time, these deformities were misconstrued as physical 

manifestations of a supposed evil nature. The misinformation perpetrated by anti-

Plantagenet Tudor historians combined with Shakespeare’s casting of Richard as the vice 

character forms the basis of Richard III’s reputation as an evil sociopath. By examining 

Shakespeare’s portrayal of Richard against Christian dramatic traditions, historical 

records, and modern science, we may conclude that he was not the epitome of vice nor of 

virtue, but a fairly typical Medieval king clinging to the last vestiges of his dynasty’s 

power. 
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Shakespeare drew from a variety of literary and historical sources written by both 

his predecessors and his contemporaries when writing his histories. As with his other 

history plays, Shakespeare heavily consulted Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles of 

England, Scotland and Ireland. Published in 1577, Holinshed’s Chronicles influenced 

many prolific Renaissance writers, including Christopher Marlowe and Edmund 

Spenser;1 Holinshed’s work was so widely used that it may well have been the primary 

historical source for the writers of Shakespeare’s time. The British Library states that “it 

is widely believed that Shakespeare used the 1587 edition of Chronicles, based on 

similarities between some of Shakespeare’s text and passages which only appear in the 

later edition.”2 It is estimated that Richard III was likely written around 1592-93, putting 

only 5-6 years between the writing of the play and the release of Shakespeare’s preferred 

version of Chronicles. Tudor presses certainly did not produce historical texts at the rate 

that they are published today, so it is entirely likely that Chronicles was one of 

Shakespeare’s most up-to-date sources, or perhaps even the most contemporary source 

that he used. 

Despite the chronological proximity of Holinshed’s text to Richard III and the 

text’s widespread usage, the historical accuracy of Chronicles is dubious at best. This 

was in part due to the Tudor view of recording history; rather than focusing on accuracy 

in reporting historical facts and events, the Tudors and their predecessors approached the 

recording of history with an inclination toward narrative writing rather than factual 

writing. Society under Elizabeth I’s rule was largely governed on morals and principles 

 
1. “Holinshed’s Chronicles, 1577,” British Library, Accessed March 15, 2020. 
 
2. “Holinshed’s Chronicles,” British Library.  
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defined in Protestant teachings, and as such, many historians of the time wrote in a way 

that examined historical figures against these Protestant ethics. Richard III was subject to 

this treatment from multiple authors. His crimes – including murder, usurpation, and 

treason – made him the perfect illustrative antithesis to Tudor Protestant values, 

regardless of whether his crimes were proven or not. Because of this, the histories of both 

Tudor and Plantagenet monarchs were subject to what is commonly called the Tudor 

Myth. 

The Tudor Myth was conceptualized after the defeat of the Plantagenet dynasty 

and existed to legitimize the Tudor claim to England’s throne. It consisted of “a 

collection of alleged facts and attitudes and beliefs concerning the course of history in 

fifteenth-century England, which was first propagated in the reign of Henry VIII.”3 These 

attitudes and beliefs became particularly prevalent during the reign of Elizabeth I, during 

which Shakespeare was writing plays. This may have in part been because the idea that 

the Tudor’s strength was supported by God helped bolster English morale in response to 

the looming threat of invasion from Spain; it also would have undoubtedly increased 

support for Elizabeth I following a period of religious turmoil between British Catholics 

and Anglican Protestants. 

Shakespeare’s Richard III was not merely an echo of the Richard presented in the 

historical accounts he would have consulted. As a dramatist, it would have been 

necessary for him to embellish details of Richard’s life in order to create an intriguing 

plot and a memorable protagonist. Shakespeare based Richard’s personality and physical 

 
3. Paul Murray Kendall, Richard the Third (New York: W. W. Norton, 2002), 

496. 
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appearance on pre-existing dramatic tropes rather than recorded fact, particularly 

regarding his supposed deformities; we will examine Shakespeare’s Richard III as a 

figure of dramatic symbolism later. First, we must examine which of Richard’s actions 

were conceptualized by Shakespeare in order to create a suitably dramatic plot and the 

origins behind Richard’s actions in Richard III. 

Chronologically, the first evil acts typically ascribed to Richard are the murders of 

Edward of Lancaster and King Henry VI. This occurs at the end of Henry VI Part III, 

although Richard acknowledges both murders in Richard III. Prince Edward’s murder is 

initiated by King Edward, with Richard and George of Clarence both contributing 

blows,4 although Richard’s brutality is illustrated in his unfinished move to kill Queen 

Margaret immediately afterwards. He also murders Henry VI in the tower without the aid 

of his brothers in the following scene, and uses the opportunity to speak of his ambition 

to the throne as he stabs the dying king: “Clarence, thy turn is next, and then the rest, / 

Counting myself but bad till I be best.”5 Here, he premeditates the next crime he will 

commit over the course of his rise to power. 

Due to the tumultuous power struggle between the Yorks and Lancasters 

throughout the War of the Roses, Henry VI’s death was likely ordered by Richard’s 

brother Edward; however, Thomas More's (and subsequently, Shakespeare’s) version of 

this event recounts Richard killing Henry personally and of his own accord. At the time 

 
4. William Shakespeare, Henry VI Part 3, ed. Barbara A. Mowat and Paul  

Werstine (Folger Shakespeare Library), 5.5.48-50.  
 
5. Shakespeare, Henry VI Part 3, 5.6.91-92.  
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of Henry VI’s death, Richard would have been approximately 19 years old.6 It would 

certainly not have been impossible for a 19-year old Richard to murder Henry VI on the 

grounds of age alone. However, there would have been little political motive for 

murdering Henry; even if the Yorks overthrew Henry and instated their own line of 

kingship to replace the ruling Lancastrians, Richard’s older brother Edward would by 

right accede the throne. As the ruling king in the wake of Henry’s defeat, Edward is most 

likely responsible for Henry’s death. Having led the force that defeated Henry VI at 

Towton7, Edward ordered his imprisonment in the tower and was more than likely the 

one to order his death.8 Edward himself was only in his late 20s when he took the throne. 

If Richard desired the throne as his Shakespearean counterpart claims even before the 

events of Richard III, waiting until Edward died a natural death would have been a rather 

convoluted long game, particularly as there is no evidence for Richard’s alleged attempts 

to expedite the king’s death or otherwise plot his downfall. 

Richard III’s next crime is his murder of his brother, George of Clarence. Unlike 

his previous two killings he does not undertake this one himself, but rather sends two 

killers to dispatch of Clarence. One of the murderers acknowledges the injustice of the 

killings, calling it “a bloody deed, and desperately dispatched” and a “most grievous 

 
6. Michael Hicks, “Richard III King of England,” Encyclopædia Britannica, 

Encyclopædia Britannica, inc., September 28, 2019. 
 
7. Hicks, “Richard III King of England”. 
 
8. Peter Saccio, Shakespeare’s English Kings (Oxford University Press, 1977), 

161. 
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murder.”9 Clarence seems tragically unaware of his brother’s true nature in the scene 

leading up to his death, claiming that “he bewept my fortune, / And hugged me in his 

arms, and swore with sobs / That he would labor my delivery” (1.4.253-55) even after the 

murderers inform him that Richard sent them. Unfortunately for Clarence, his guilt lay 

solely in his obstruction of Richard’s path to the throne. 

Shakespeare’s George of Clarence was framed by Richard, who thereafter had 

him imprisoned in the Tower and killed by assassins, but the historical timeline of events 

marks both of these accusations as false. Clarence had a long and seasoned history of 

controversial and often violent political maneuvers before his brief turn to the Lancastrian 

side. George participated in several small uprisings and Lancastrian plots, frequently took 

the law into his own hands to administer punishment to those he felt had wronged him or 

the king, and finally started his own large-scale uprising in Cambridgeshire.10 He was 

condemned on charges of treason by king Edward IV and executed a mere ten days later. 

If Richard were to frame Clarence for treason he would have had to impart an 

extraordinary amount of effort over a rather prolonged period of time, which would have 

been nigh impossible for him to do when he would have likely spent long stretches of 

time in the North. In addition, as Clarence had been charged and imprisoned by Edward, 

then Edward would have been responsible for his death whether directly or indirectly. 

Finally, Clarence committed high treason against his king while simultaneously betraying 

 
9. William Shakespeare, King Richard III, ed. Anthony Hammond (London: 

Arden Shakespeare, 1981), 1.4.283-85. Hereafter referenced in the text by act, scene, and 
line number. 

 
10. Saccio, Shakespeare’s English Kings, 167. 
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the family bond to his blood brother. Either one of these crimes alone would have been 

worthy of the death penalty in the middle ages. 

Edward's death at could not possibly have been predicted by Richard, and likely 

was caused by “a stroke resulting from self-indulgence that killed him at forty.”11 Over 

the course of Edward's rule, Richard, who had been given stewardship over the northern 

reaches of the kingdom, had ruled his territories with no recorded uprisings or upsets, 

meaning that he likely ruled well and therefore was a strategic and competent steward. 

There is no evidence to suggest that he had ever attempted treason against his brother; in 

fact, it seems that he never wavered in his loyalty, and the treasonous behavior suggested 

by Shakespeare and his contemporaries is simply not factual. 

Richard’s cold-blooded murderousness in Shakespeare’s play is largely a product 

of the Tudor imagination, and in fact the only proven instance of him condemning an ally 

to death occurred with his treatment of Hastings. In the wake of Edward V’s death, 

Richard was immediately faced with a covert uprising from the heir apparent’s mother, 

Elizabeth Woodville, and her family. The group had many sympathizers who pledged to 

support the young Edward’s accession to the throne without Richard III serving as his 

protectorate, which would enable the Woodvilles to exert political power over England 

by controlling Elizabeth’s son.12 Hastings became a supporter of their cause and would 

have been instrumental in overthrowing Richard’s tentatively held reign. While perhaps 

legally and morally unsound, the condemnation of Hastings was a result of direct 

provocation. Richard struck only in response to the threat of uprising from the 

 
11. Saccio, Shakespeare’s English Kings, 162. 
 
12. Hicks, “Richard III King of England.” 
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Woodvilles, who were covertly aided by Hastings in their conspiracy to acquire rights to 

the monarchy. Richard responded to this treason by condemning Hastings to death. In 

Richard III, his supposed treachery is based on a misstep in his speech. Hastings responds 

to Richard’s proclamation that the women have cursed him by saying “If they have done 

this thing, my gracious lord,” to which Richard interrupts “If I thou protector of this 

damned strumpet-- / Tellest thou me of 'ifs'? Thou art a traitor: / Off with his head!” 

(3.4.74-77). 

The most contentious point about the Hastings debacle is that there were mere 

days between his condemnation and his death, meaning that there would have been no 

time for a trial. Such a hasty and fear-driven retaliation would also be uncharacteristic of 

a Richard who had ruled judiciously during his time overseeing the north – there would 

have been a considerable threat to Richard’s life and the future of the dynasty to elicit 

such a response after over a dozen years of acting as a politically astute and strategically 

skilled noble. Indeed, it seems as though “Richard was gravely frightened of a genuine 

conspiracy.”13 

It is apparent that Richard either did not commit many of the crimes ascribed to 

him by Tudor historians or committed them with genuine motive aside from pure 

ambition, but there is one truth to the Tudor myth: Richard's usurping of his nephew's 

throne. Richard was appointed Lord Protector of the young Edward V as decreed in 

Edward V’s will. At a mere twelve years old, Edward the younger was not yet old enough 

to reign without a handler who was well acquainted with the machinations of battle and 

 
13, Saccio, Shakespeare’s English Kings, 174. 
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the court, which would have been advantageous to his mother, Elizabeth Woodville, and 

her family.14 After the death of Elizabeth’s husband Edward IV, the Woodvilles sought to 

maintain political power, and what better way to do so than through an easily 

influenceable child? This would, of course, come at the cost of the Yorks’ hard-won hold 

on the English throne, spurring Richard to act in order to ensure the security of Yorkist 

power. While the powers of the Protectorate were largely disputed between the 

Woodvilles and Richard’s loyalists, it seems that in leaving the position to Richard 

Edward IV thought that “only by turning power over to the strong and reliable Richard 

could he avoid civil war, while protecting the position of his son.”15 The 

Woodvilles, however, “simply ignored the protectorship created by the late king’s 

will,”16 forcing Richard to redouble his efforts to consolidate power in order to prevent 

them from ruling through young Edward’s influence. As a result, Richard's course of 

action in obtaining full power over the throne was surprisingly brutal and clumsy in 

comparison to his peaceful and prosperous rule in the North, although he was arguably 

justifiable in some of his actions. 

For Richard to legitimize his own claim to the throne he had to first delegitimize 

Edward V's, which he did by declaring him and the rest of Edward IV’s children 

bastards.17 Before Edward IV’s marriage to Elizabeth Woodville, he had been betrothed 

 
14. Bertram Fields, Royal Blood: Richard III and the Mystery of the Princes (New 

York: HarperCollins, 1998), 64 
 
15. Fields, Royal Blood: Richard III and the Mystery of the Princes, 66. 
 
16. Fields, Royal Blood: Richard III and the Mystery of the Princes, 67. 
 
17. Saccio, Shakespeare’s English Kings, 174. 
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to another woman. The pair never married and she never bore any of his children; young 

Edward was indisputably the child of elder Edward and Woodville. However, in 

Richard’s time, a betrothal was a word-bond in the eyes of God that was near equivalent 

to legal marriage.18 This evidence as presented to the court by Richard was enough to 

declare all sons of Edward IV Elizabeth Woodville’s union as illegitimate, thereby 

removing them from the line of succession. Clarence’s children had also been de facto 

removed because of their father’s treasonous blood crime, which left Richard as the sole 

Yorkist claimant to the English throne. 

Perhaps the most contentious accusations leveled against Richard is his supposed 

murder of his nephews, the usurped young king Edward V and his younger brother 

Richard. In Shakespeare's play, Richard explicitly orders their deaths, although he does 

not kill them himself. There is no evidence that the real Richard ordered the murder of 

the princes, and in recent times some scholars have come to believe that the killing of the 

princes was a tale invented by Tudor historians to paint the last Plantagenet king as an 

irredeemable villain. To them, a usurper such as Richard commanding the deaths of or 

personally killing the king they displaced would have been entirely feasible, and perhaps 

even expected. Political murders were not uncommon centuries ago; Elizabeth ordered 

the execution of her rival Mary Queen of Scots within Shakespeare’s lifetime, and the 

practice would certainly have been common during the politically tumultuous period of 

the War of the Roses. In cases of usurpation, the demise of the dethroned monarch would 

have been the most ideal outcome for the usurper. Death was the only surefire method of 

 
 
18. Saccio, Shakespeare’s English Kings, 175. 
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preventing a displaced monarch or rival for the crown from returning with a claim to the 

throne and an army, as proven with Henry VII’s later return from exile in order to kill 

Richard III and ascend the throne himself. Despite the lack of definite evidence that 

Richard killed or even ordered the deaths of his nephews, he is certainly not faultless, and 

his actions before their disappearance played a role in their demise. 

The mystery of the princes is compounded by the fact that their bodies were never 

found. Approximately two hundred years after the supposed murders would have taken 

place, however, bones speculated to be the remnants of the princes were found in the 

tower. “In 1674, workmen removing a structure near the White Tower, discovered a chest 

containing two small skeletons...the chest was found ‘ten feet deep in the ground’ as the 

workmen were taking away the foundation of a staircase.”19 This corresponds with 

More’s account of the princes’ burial. According to More, the freshly murdered corpses 

were interred “at the stair-foot, meetly deep in the ground, under a great heap of 

stones.”20  However, More then proceeds to claim that Richard thought such a resting 

place was unfit for the sons of a king, and that “a priest of Sir Robert Brackenbury took 

up the bodies again and secretly interred them in such place as, by the occasion of his 

death which only knew it, could never since come to light.”21 This means that despite the 

apparent alignment between More’s history and the location of the bones, there was 

nothing to suggest that these were indeed the remains of the princes. More does not 

 
19. Fields, Royal Blood: Richard III and the Mystery of the Princes, 239. 
 
20. Thomas More, The History of King Richard III (1513), Early English Books 

Online, 135. 
 
21. More, The History of King Richard III, 135. 
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specify which staircase the princes were buried under, nor does he mention a chest. Even 

if he had, this would be a moot point, as by More’s account the bodies had been moved to 

another location. It seems unlikely that the secondary location would be under another 

stairwell in the same tower. In addition to this, it is worth noting that Shakespeare’s 

primary source, Holinshed’s Chronicles, does not directly accuse Richard of killing the 

princes himself, meaning that their deaths as they occur in Richard III were entirely 

fabricated by Shakespeare. 

While Richard and Anne Neville’s marriage is factual, Shakespeare’s timeline 

and the circumstances surrounding their courtship are drastically altered. Anne and 

Richard married a year after the death of her previous husband, Edward Lancaster, who 

had been killed in battle. The union was most likely performed so that he could marry 

well and so that she could protect her estates – a political marriage, but one designed to 

serve both parties. Certainly it was not one born of hatred or dark seduction as 

Shakespeare’s version suggests, although the existence of passion or love was most likely 

absent due to the marriage’s political nature.  In addition, Richard apparently held some 

measure of respect for his wife, although Anne’s feelings toward the marriage are largely 

left to speculation. The queen is thought to have died on 16 March 1485, mere months 

before Richard was killed at Bosworth.22 He was reportedly seen weeping openly at her 

funeral. He also gave an impassioned address to the public some days thereafter to affirm 

love for his wife and vehemently deny any involvement in her death, as there was a 

 
22. Hicks, “Richard III King of England.” 
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rumor that he had poisoned Anne so that he could legitimately wed Elizabeth of York.23 

Despite this speculation, it is more likely that Anne died of tuberculosis.24 

This account contrasts with Shakespeare's play, where Anne is charmed as if by 

an incubus over her father-in-law's body, whom Richard has killed himself in events prior 

to the scene. He also admits to the audience his murder of her first husband Edward. 

Richard views her vitriol toward him in response to these acts as a challenge to overcome 

in order to claim her, proclaiming 

Was ever woman in this humor wooed? 

Was ever woman in this humor won? 

I’ll have her, but I will not keep her long. 

What, I that killed her husband and his father, 

To take her in her heart’s extremest hate (1.2.247-51). 

In saying this, Richard clarifies that his courtship of Anne is solely for his own benefit, 

and that he will dispose of her when she has served the purpose of adding legitimacy to 

his claim to the throne by marriage. 

Richard’s attempt to quell one uprising -- that of the Woodvilles, the family of 

Edward V’s wife, Queen Elizabeth Woodville – diverted his focus, leaving him open for 

Henry VII’s forces to begin their crusade for reclamation of the throne. His hasty 

decision to execute Hastings, who had been working with the Woodvilles in order to 

prevent Richard from obtaining the throne was derived from genuine fear in response to a 

 
23. Michael Hicks, Anne Neville: Queen to Richard III (Gloucestershire: The 

History Press, 2007), 96. 
 
24. Hicks, “Richard III King of England.” 
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dangerous threat. “It is more reasonable to believe that Richard acted in self-defence, 

than that he exercised a wanton, disgusting, and unnecessary cruelty,”25 particularly 

regarding his prior closeness with Hastings. This lies in stark contrast to the portrayal of a 

Machiavellian Richard who has no qualms about murdering both allies and enemies for 

being perceived obstacles on his quest for the crown. 

Richard III is famously depicted as hideously deformed. “In 2013, when Richard’s 

skeleton was conclusively identified and the curved shape of his spine was diagnosed as 

scoliosis,”26 it became clear that while he was indeed a hunchback, the severity of his 

physical deformities were greatly exaggerated by More, Holinshed, and Shakespeare.The 

modern image of Richard III’s deformity comes mostly from Shakespeare’s descriptions 

and the subsequent depictions of this Richard III as performed by film and stage actors. 

Much like Richard III's supposedly villainous deeds, his stature and disfigurement was 

also subject to dramatic embellishment. Shakespeare can be credited with popularizing 

the image of Richard's gargoyle-like body, but before him Holinshed and More 

perpetuated the popular image of a physically deformed Richard III. In The History of 

King Richard III, More describes Richard's appearance as follows: 

Little of stature, ill-featured of limbs, crook-backed, his left shoulder much higher 

than his right, hard-favoured of visage, and such as is in states called warlike, in 

other men otherwise. He was malicious, wrathful, envious and from afore his birth 

 
25. Paul Murray Kendall, Richard III: The Great Debate (New York: W. W. 

Norton, 1965), 187 
 
26. Katherine Schaap Williams, “Richard III and the Staging of Disability,” 

British Library, 15 March 2016. 
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ever froward ... He was close and secret, a deep dissimuler, lowly of countenance, 

arrogant of heart, outwardly coumpinable [friendly] where he inwardly hated, not 

letting to kiss whom he thought to kill; dispiteous and cruel, not for evil will 

always, but after for ambition, and either for the surety and increase of his estate.27 

This passage makes a clear connection between Richard's twisted physique and his 

supposedly twisted nature, an enduring theme in Richard III. It also illustrates Richard’s 

willingness to use his loathed and pitiful appearance in order to beguile his enemies into a 

false sense of security. 

Shakespeare’s Richard III is not oblivious to his apparent deformities and the fact 

that they represent his curse of supposed evilness. In fact, he is so greatly aware of them 

that he makes them a central point in his first speech, which serves as the play's opening 

monologue. He declares that he is “cheated of feature by dissembling Nature/Deform’d, 

unfinish’d, sent before my time” (1.1.19-20). For Shakespeare, the capitalization of a 

primordial force or emotion denotes that the force is a pseudo-God figure, and often 

describes an overarching theme of the play. Nature, then, has two meanings: nature as a 

primordial force, and the nature of the human soul. This topic will be revisited later, but 

for now, the correlation between the play’s emphasis on nature and Richard’s contestable 

humanity or lack thereof. This opening monologue makes it clear that Richard’s 

deformity is ever salient in his mind and that he delights in passing his time considering 

at length his deformities. Here, delight is an odd emotional response to his innumerable 

physical shortcomings, but given his rather clear intent to use his own deformity for 

further his personal gains, it makes perfect sense. Richard claims: 

 
27. More, The History of King Richard III, 101. 
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Why, I in this weak piping time of peace 

Have no delight to pass away the time, 

Unless to spy my shadow in the sun 

And descant on mine own deformity: 

And therefore, since I cannot prove a lover, 

To entertain these fair well-spoken days, 

I am determined to prove a villain (1.1.24-30). 

This can be taken in two ways. The first is that Richard III is aware that his 

deformities are an outward signifier of his evil nature; in this case, the cause and effect 

relationship is that of evil causing deformity, as Shakespeare and the historians of his 

time would have interpreted the situation. The second is that Richard III is aware that his 

deformities signify his evil intent and before his actions or his words and that, to this end, 

he is doomed to be perceived as a villain regardless of his true morality. Both of these 

interpretations are rather deterministic, and this is only made more prevalent by the dual 

meaning of the phrase “I am determined”. Does Richard mean he is determined in a fatal 

sense, ordained by nature before his birth, or does he mean that he as a man aims to 

determine his future course? Richard III challenged Nature with the very event of his 

premature birth and spends the duration of the play doing everything in his power to 

disrupt the sanctity of the English throne. It can be safely said that Richard is a believer in 

free will over fate and that whether he is destined to be evil means very little to him, as he 

is prepared to be the villain regardless in order to defy fate and the natural order of the 

monarchy. To this end is important to consider both Nature as a primordial force 

alongside human nature as well as determinism in a cosmic sense alongside the 
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determination of man, as Richard’s attempts to subvert fate and the natural order are 

ultimately impossible because of his lack of place within it. 

If the cause and effect relationship is that inward evil causes outward deformity, 

then it can be assumed that Richard III's deformities would multiply and increase with the 

progression of the play, as the king begins the play as an evil figure whose cruelty only 

grows as the plot progresses. Moreover, it is entirely possible that Richard III could lose 

some of these deformities toward the end of the play, after the dream sequence that 

breaks down the mental boundary between his moral consciousness and personal 

consciousness. “In the last scenes knows that he does not have his own humanity. That 

he's lost it. That he has let the pursuit of power totally corrupt him, and that he is 

alienated from his own body and his own self."28 This alienation from his body shows the 

link between his deformity and his evil, as allowing himself to feel guilt over his crimes 

undermines the evil represented in his physical form. 

To further his apparent inhuman nature, multiple secondary characters throughout 

the play describe Richard using comparisons to particularly unfavorable animals. Queen 

Margaret describes him to his face as an “elvish-marked, aborted, rooting hog" (1.3.230). 

Her accusations of Richard here are threefold. She first accuses him of being marked by 

fairies or elves, or in essence branded by the malevolently supernatural. She then 

disparages his premature birth by calling him an abortion. Not only does this call 

attention to Richard’s unnatural birth, but it also accuses him of being supernatural 

himself, as ‘abortion’ implies that he was killed before exiting the womb and now lives 

 
28. Looking for Richard, directed by Al Pacino (1996; 20th Century Fox), 

Amazon Prime Video. 
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beyond death. Margaret finishes the insult by calling him a wild pig. This symbolism is 

rather less abstract than the others, as she is simply calling him animalistic - a theme that 

echoes through the sentiments of other characters throughout the play. With the exception 

of several remarks on his unnatural birth, the pejoratives leveled at Richard reliably 

follow some combination of “marker of deformity and/or animal comparison”. He is 

compared to a “bottled spider” (1.3.246) and a “foul bunch-back’d toad” (1.3.250) by 

Queen Elizabeth in the same scene. The symbolism of the hog reappears later in the play 

and is used by no less than three enemies of the king in the scenes leading to the final 

confrontation. Hastings recounts that Stanley “dreamt to-night the boar had razed off his 

helm,” (3.2.11) Derby refers to Richard as a “most deadly boar,” (4.5.2) and Richmond 

calls him a “wretched, bloody, and usurping boar.” (5.2.7) The use of “boar” here is not 

entirely insulting, although Richard’s enemies certainly mean for it to be taken 

injuriously - Richard III’s personal symbol of heraldry was a white boar, and he would 

have worn it on badges and armor during the War of the Roses.29 His personal choice of 

heraldry marks him as bestial, reflecting his goal to “prove a villain.” (1.1.30) 

The boar is a symbol known to most mythologies around the world, but is 

particularly prevalent in medieval Christian lore as well as Greek mythos, both of which 

Shakespeare would have had some familiarity with. In medieval times the boar was 

synonymous with "the Psalms of David (80.13), and the boar which ravaged the Lord's 

vineyard, which became the evil beast of the Apocalypse, the Antichrist".30 It was also 

 
29. “Badges and Devices,” Richard III Society, Accessed December March 16, 

2019. 
 
30. Hope B. Werness, Continuum Encyclopedia of Animal Symbolism in World 

Art (New York: The Continuum International Publishing Group Inc., 2006), 49. 
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said that the boar had no fear of death, would viciously gore those who attempted to best 

it with its tusks, and was the personification of lust.31 The story of the vineyard boar 

seems particularly fitting to Richard's own tale throughout the play, and the traits 

succeeding it indeed seem to be shared with the King. Preceding the Christian 

interpretation of the play was the Welsh and Celtic usage of the boar as a military 

symbol. It was intended to impart "intellectual and spiritual strength,”32 the former of 

which is incredibly applicable to Richard. The latter of which makes sense in an ironic 

usage, as Richard at times portrays a façade of religiosity, such as when he appears with 

“a book of prayer in his hand” (3.7.99) in order to disarm opponents and win over civilian 

support. 

Due to boars’ toughness and viciousness, many cultures viewed it as a prize kill 

should a hunter prove himself able to fell one. This certainly parallels how Henry Tudor 

and his forces view Richard in the latter part of the play. Richard is savage and 

unpredictable, and the Lancastrian forces intend to hunt and kill him to ascertain glory 

and esteem. A boar hunt in this fashion occurs in the Greek myth of the Calydonian boar 

hunt, which began when "Oeneus, the king of Calydon, failed to honor Artemis when he 

was sacrificing the first-fruits of the harvest, and in revenge Artemis sent a savage boar 

which laid waste to the countryside".33 To the Tudors and Tudor-supporters Richard 

would have seemed like a divine punishment sent from Hell to ravage their beloved 
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England. Calydon assembled a team of famed heroes to slay Artemis' boar, finally 

defeating it when "Atalanta injured the beast with an arrow, and then Meleager killed it 

with his spear."34 Henry Tudor here parallels Meleager, as he ends Richard with a blow 

from his sword akin to Meleager's piercing spear. While the aftermath of Richard's death 

is not presented in the play, it is recorded that his body was paraded naked back to 

Leicester while "trussed behind a pursuivant called Norroy as a hog or other vile beast.”35 

Tying Richard up like a stuck pig was an intentional mockery of his famed sigil. 

Someone living in the religious climate of Richard III’s time may assume that a 

person with a disadvantageous physique may also be mentally lacking. Richard 

weaponizes this assumption, taking advantage of the apparent contrast between his 

beastly appearance and his cunning mind. In part, Richard III embraces his deformities 

because he is able to easily disarm and subsequently corrupt people when his outwardly 

genial personality seems incongruent with his assumed evil nature. Richard is incredibly 

charming, manipulative, and socially adept - not at all what one would expect from 

someone whose reputation of cruelty and evil intent precedes him. It is an invaluable 

advantage on the mental battlefield of the royal court, where words are the weapon of 

choice. 

One would expect that Richard III's litany of ailments as described by More and 

Shakespeare might leave him bedbound, but that is evidently not the case. In fact, most 

actors portraying Richard III show an opposite interpretation that features him leaping 

 
34. Hunter, “Calydonian Hunt.” 
 
35. David Hipshon, Richard III and the Death of Chivalry (Gloucestershire: The 
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impishly around, kneeling, dancing, or walking at the pace a person unburdened with a 

skeletal deformity would. Clearly, there is little to no consideration of the pain Richard's 

twisted spine would have left him in or even of the way it would have severely limited 

his movement. Additionally, some actors choose to use mobility aids in their portrayal of 

Richard III, but they are few, and even fewer who use a mobility aid with any semblance 

of efficacy. Most actors opt for a subtle and understated cane - one that more often than 

that does not see any practical use aside from a prop to drive home the marked physical 

abnormalities Richard would have endured. As previously mentioned, his ailments as 

they were written by Shakespeare would have made being upright a difficulty, but 

without something to lean on – his body is often portrayed as terribly crooked and 

lopsided on account of his hunched back – he likely would not have been able to stand 

for long periods of time. 

This phenomenon of chronic musculoskeletal disease occurring without pain 

could be blamed solely upon the actor’s interpretation of the character. Actors that are not 

able-bodied are few and far between, and no well-known production of Richard III has 

used an actor with a physical disability to portray the titular role. That said, it is unlikely 

that an actor would be unaware of the physical pain that would be endured with such a 

condition, particularly in this modern age of medicine. Was this a choice made on the 

part of the actors or a lack of consideration from both the players and the playwright? 

Indeed, it seems that Shakespeare made no mention of physical pain in his playscript, nor 

did he instruct it to be portrayed through subtleties. This could, of course, be attributed to 

the lack of understanding of medical science during the Tudor period -- a hunched back 

would be seen as something external only, much like a wart, and would have been 
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diagnosed as a curse from God or a signifier of inner evil rather than a legitimate medical 

condition. That said, this is not the only malformation that Shakespeare’s Richard III 

suffers from. With all his understanding of human nature, it seems unlikely that he would 

not be sensitive to the primal experience of physical pain, and therefore it is likely that 

Shakespeare intended Richard’s deformities to be purely a visual manifestation of inner 

evil. 

From all of this, we might draw the conclusion that the actors also choose to 

interpret Richard's deformity as purely an outward manifestation of evil, but due to the 

lack of acknowledgement of any aspects of Richard’s deformity beyond the externally 

physical and internally moral in the playscript it is more likely that Shakespeare chose to 

remove the human aspect of pain and chronic illness from his portrayal of Richard III in 

order to use his deformities purely as a metaphor for his evil nature. As a result, many 

Shakespeare actors, in their reverence of the original material, also choose to forgo 

differing and three-dimensional interpretations of Richard’s deformity in order to remain 

true to Shakespeare’s original interpretation of the character as an evil soul encased in an 

inhuman body.  

There is plenty of textual evidence for Richard’s evil nature conveyed through his 

stature; the most overt of these come in the form of other characters in the play referring 

to him as a demon. Queen Margaret does this outright in the first act of the play when she 

accuses him of being a "cacodemon" (1.3.148), which is an archaic form of the word 

demon. Queen Anne viciously tells him he is "unfit for any place but hell" (1.2.16) and 

that he has made "happy earth thy hell" (1.2.53), as well as calling him a foul devil and a 

beast over the course of the same conversation (which, to credit her accusations, takes 
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place as he attempt to woo her over her father’s corpse). Indeed, it seems as though 

nearly every one of Richard's adversaries refers to him as a devil over the course of 

Richard III, although the women seem particularly aware of his likeness to the devil -- 

Queen Elizabeth calls him by this sobriquet later in the play. After the conversation in 

which he woos Anne, Richard himself has no qualms about referring to himself as a 

"plain devil" (1.2.267), making it clear that he is both aware of his demonic nature and 

has no dissatisfaction with it. He externalizes this accusation of devilishness to his own 

gain, turning it onto Lady Anne and Lady Shore by accusing them of plotting his death 

with "devilish plots/Of damnèd witchcraft" (3.4.61-62). He then victimizes himself by 

claiming his deformity as purely the curse of others rather than a manifestation of his 

own evil, asking his counsel to "look upon how I am bewitched" (3.4.69). This is 

assuredly not the only time that Richard uses his pitiful appearance to elicit sympathy and 

the perception of victimhood within the context of the play. 

Shakespeare’s Richard III was conceived to embody a character archetype 

recognizable to Tudor audiences. This partially due to the fact that, unlike bodily 

remains, artifacts, and court records, there is no factual information from which to 

ascertain what Richard III was like as a person. In terms of his personality, Shakespeare's 

Richard is the archetypical Vice or Machiavel. While the actions of Shakespeare's 

Richard were largely informed by the histories of More and Holinshed, his persona was 

borne out of a combination of literary and theatrical archetypes. The first of these was the 

Vice, a common figure found in medieval morality plays. The second was the 

Machiavellian tyrant. While Shakespeare's characterization of Richard uses the dramatic 

elements of these figures in spades, he was not the first to use them as a basis for the 



26 
 

character; elements of the Vice and the Machiavel can also be seen in Holinshed and 

More’s biographies of Richard III. 

Vices were archetypal characters used in medieval morality plays. Their roles 

were to personify human temptations towards wickedness; in the earliest incarnations of 

these plays each sin or temptation was represented by one corresponding Vice figure. 

"The Vice is at once the allegorical aggressor, the homiletic preacher, and the humorist of 

the moralities -- and of plays which, except for his part in them, belong to the latter 

convention of the literal drama."36 Richard III certainly fits into this description as a 

literal play but for the inclusion of Richard in the role of the vice.  "The purpose of the 

Vice is to illustrate his name and nature and to reflect upon the audience the single moral 

idea her personifies."37 

The Vice was a loquacious character prone to lengthy speeches. This is an 

attribute ascribed to Richard III not only in Shakespeare's play but also in the source 

material Shakespeare would have drawn from. This facet of the Vice is seen throughout 

Richard III during Richard’s many monologues and soliloquys; Richard III is among the 

selection of Shakespeare characters with the most lines across all of his plays. 

Holinshed's account of Richard III features several grand speeches spanning multiple 

pages of text, although these were certainly not real speeches given by the king, as no 

speech from around a hundred years prior to Holinshed’s work would have been recorded 

quite so meticulously. These monologues also serve to clarify his position as a harbinger 
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of evil. If the audience of Richard III were shown only the charming and commanding 

facet of Richard that the other characters in the play are confronted with, His speeches 

throughout Richard III also serve to manipulate the audience. Although the viewers of the 

play are made privy to Richard’s true nature and intentions through his soliloquys, the 

intimate way he addresses the audience builds an emotional bridge between himself and 

the audience. Despite his wickedness, his charm and charisma underscore these 

interactions so that the audience cannot help but connect with him, even if that 

connection comes in the form of morbid fascination or disgust. 

The Vice serves as a trickster figure. Due to its role as a tempter tasked with 

swaying mortal souls into the persuasion of evil, the Vice had to be devious, 

manipulative, and excellent at maintaining a façade of benevolence. "Given to clever 

puns, cunning plots and unstoppable energy,"38 the Vice performed a similar role in 

morality plays as the tricksters of classical and folk mythologies.  In Richard III, 

Richard's persuasive ability is shown through his elaborate web of lies and trickery.  

Shakespeare directly acknowledges Richard’s occupation as the Vice and by extension 

his role as a trickster when Richard says "Thus like the formal Vice, Iniquity, / I moralize 

two meanings in one word" (3.1.82–83). 

Complimentary to the Vice's role as a trickster is the Vice's role as a funnyman. 

The presentation of this aspect of the Vice varied depending on the type of play he 

appeared in and which period the play was produced in; in some early morality plays the 

Vice was presented as a serious character with a humorous appearance, but as the Vice 

 
38. Malcolm Hebron, “Richard III and the Will to Power,” British Library, March 
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became a singular complex figure rather than multiple simple Vices it became more 

common for the Vice to produce witty if not outright humorous speech (Spivack). In 

Richard III, Richard embodies both of these characteristics, although it is to more of a 

sinister effect than one of humor. 

Despite the many devil and demon-based epithets given to Richard throughout 

Richard III, it is important to note that the Vice character he represents is not 

synonymous with Satan. Morality plays treated the Vice as something of a conduit for 

evil or a representation of man's moral failings. The Devil, on the other hand, was treated 

as a progenitor of evil. In some ways the Vice acts as an agent for the Devil in that their 

chief mission is to deliver evil to mankind by way of persuading 

The Vice is neither an ethical nor dramatic derivative of the devil. . .The Devil 

of the dearly drama is a mythical character, a fallen archangel, the 

anthropomorphic Adversary. The Vice, on the other hand, is allegorical, -

typical of the moral frailty of mankind. Proceeding from the concept of the 

Deadly Sins, ultimately focussing them, he dramatizes the evil that springs 

from within.39 

While the Vice forms the basis for Richard’s characterization, there are far more facets to 

his personality than just the Vice. The Vice was a two-dimensional character with the 

sole motivation of spreading evil amongst men, while Richard was a complex human 

being with shifting goals and motivations. The Vice is always evil and is incapable of 

wanting or achieving redemption due to its inhuman nature. Richard, on the other hand, is 

a man capable of reflecting on the moral purposes of his actions and even showing 
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remorse, which he finally does on the eve of the Battle of Bosworth field. Upon being 

visited in his sleep by his victims he recognizes the horrific nature of the crimes he has 

committed, asking "Is there a murderer here? No. Yes, I am ./ Then fly. What, from 

myself? Great reason why – / Lest I revenge. What, myself upon myself?" (5.3.184–86). 

While it is uncertain whether Richard would have reneged on his conquest had he not 

been killed in battle, the ability to feel guilt and remorse separates him from the 

archetypal Vice. 

Aside from the vice, it is entirely likely that Machiavelli influenced Shakespeare's 

characterization of Richard III. Niccolo Machiavelli's The Prince was published in 1532. 

While an English translation of the full work was not published until the early 1600s, 

Machiavelli's political theories had gained some notoriety around Europe by 

Shakespeare's time, and "his 639 pages of refutation were available in an English 

translation as early as 1577."40 Dedicated Elizabethan scholars could also have read the 

work in in other languages, making it likely that there were multiple interpretations of the 

texts with varying degrees of similarity to the originals. The first usage of 

"Machiavellian" to describe a practitioner of Machiavelli's political principles or "a 

person who practises expediency in preference to morality; an intriguer or schemer" was 

in 1566.41 Due to the chronological proximity and precedence of this first usage to 

Richard III, it seems that Shakespeare would likely be aware of Machiavelli’s political 

stances even if he had not seen or heard the word ‘Machiavellian’. 
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Machiavelli's persona and political ideas were not received well in Elizabethan 

England. The general position against Machiavelli's apparent is evidenced by "the 

numerous explicit defamatory references to Machiavelli in Elizabethan drama.”42 

Presumably, the English took great offense to the amoral stances described in 

Machiavelli’s texts; as a highly Christian nation with dramatic traditions based around 

religious morality, it makes sense that the English reacted poorly to such a blatant 

disregard of Christian moral values. Printing of Machiavelli's seminal works, The Prince 

and The Discourses, was banned in England throughout Shakespeare's lifetime.43 Despite 

this, dramatists and other writers of some level of renown "would have had little 

difficulty in securing reasonably accurate and readable versions of Machiavelli's original 

works.44 Shakespeare, then, would likely be acquainted enough with Machiavelli's 

characterization of the ideal leader to identify and elaborate on similarities between him 

and Richard III. 

Elizabethan dramatists were enthralled enough with Machiavelli's works to create 

a new stage archetype known as the Machiavel. This character was based on the 

ruthlessness and cunning Machiavelli champions for successful politicians, and 

subsequently an antagonistic figure in the plays in which they were written into. In 

comparison to the Vice, the Machiavel was more human than spiritual archetype 
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Even if Shakespeare was unfamiliar with Machiavelli as a politician, there is ample proof 

that he was acquainted with the dramatic character originating from his works. In 

Shakespeare's Henry VI Part III, a younger Gloucester proclaims that he could "set the 

murderous Machiavel to school,"45 illustrating not only Shakespeare's familiarity with the 

Machiavel archetype but also his intentional use of it in the conception of Richard III’s 

moral character. 

While Shakespeare drew heavily from the archetypes of the Vice and Machiavel 

in his characterization of Richard III, he also invented and modified certain aspects of 

Richard’s character in order to enhance his dramatic appeal as a protagonist. This would 

have in part been because the Vice and the Machiavel were always antagonists; to cast an 

archetype such as this in the role of protagonist would result in an awkward, 

disconnected, two-dimensional protagonist. Shakespeare added more traits, dimensions, 

and ambitions to Richard’s character in order to make him emotionally available to the 

audience. These included that of the "demonic jester and archetypal wicked uncle,”46 the 

latter of which can be seen in other Shakespeare plays. Much of Richard’s personality 

likely comes from Shakespeare’s comprehensive understanding of creating thoroughly 

immersive protagonists. Shakespeare’s plays have endured for so long in part because of 

the dimensionality of his characters, and Richard III is no exception: his devilish charm, 

witty asides, and delightful wickedness were elements carefully crafted in order to make 

him a memorable character. 
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Clearly, Shakespeare’s Richard III was more of a conglomeration of entertaining 

dramatic personas and popular Tudor historical accounts. Shakespeare did not intend for 

his representation of the king to biographize him in any meaningful way; rather, he used 

Richard’s life as the basis for a work intended solely for entertainment. The symbolism of 

the Vice and the metaphor of physical deformity as a signifier of evil could be grounds 

for an argument that Shakespeare was using religious themes to underscore a pro-Tudor, 

anti-Plantagenet work in Richard III. This, however, seems unlikely: in-play comparisons 

between Richard and the Devil or demons seem to be emotional reactions and moral 

judgements formed by the characters rather than by the playwright. Unlike other 

dominant Elizabethan works, such as Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, not Richard 

III or any of the other characters are allegorical representations of Christian moral 

themes; Richard’s dimensionality and apparent ability to feel remorse and questions his 

actions ensure that his character is beyond that of an archetype. 

Conjectures about Richard's life and persona can be drawn from the various 

sources biographizing him, but it is ultimately impossible to draw accurate conclusions 

about the type of man he was from available sources. So shrouded in mystery and 

misinformation are his actions and motivations that deducing his morality, goals, and 

personality simply cannot be achieved. Historical sources on Richard III, including 

More's and Holinshed's interpretations, are simply too biased toward the Tudor Myth to 

inform accurate conclusions, and few (if any) sources exist from Richard’s own lifetime. 

Whether Shakespeare believed the Tudor Myth or not is debatable, and even if he 

did it is unclear as to whether Richard III was an intentional foray into Elizabethan 

propaganda. Nonetheless, Shakespeare’s hobbling, conniving, murderous Richard shaped 
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the dominant cultural perception of the man for centuries, and widely endures today 

despite newly emerging evidence regarding his supposed crimes and the true presentation 

of his deformities. While the accuracy of Shakespeare's interpretation of Richard III 

cannot be fully ascertained, it is now possible for us to draw several somewhat definitive 

conclusions regarding Richard III's life and death. Dr John Ashdown-Hill, a member of 

the Richard III Society, identified Richard’s mitochondrial DNA sequence through 

surviving relatives of Richard’s elder sister Anne of York47 scientists have been able to 

draw conclusions about Richard III’s physical appearance and manner of death, which in 

turn enabled the discovery of the true nature of his physical deformities. Perhaps with 

time even more definitive truths might be discovered. 

Taking into account the definitive information, speculations, misconceptions, and 

exaggerations surrounding Richard III, we might begin to draw a clearer if not reliably 

accurate picture of his reign and the events occurring within it. Up until recently, scholars 

and the public were content with the image of the disfigured, bloodthirsty tyrant, but 

Ricardians determined to eschew this image began emerging as early as the 1700s. 

Horace Walpole became one of the first writers to form a detailed case regarding the 

widespread mistruths about Richard III in his Historic Doubts on the Life and Reign of 

King Richard the Third, published in 1768. In it, he claims It “that the picture of Richard 

the Third, as drawn by historians, was a character formed by prejudice and invention. . . 

.Many of the crimes imputed to Richard seemed improbable; and, what was stronger, 
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contrary to his interest.”48 This viewpoint has formed the bases of new Ricardian 

scholarship and grown greatly in popularity into the 21st century. 

Richard III was a complicated man; of that there is no doubt. To paint him as a 

monster is far too dismissive of his historical importance and accomplishments, but so 

too is championing him as a virtuous man. What Shakespeare and his contemporaries 

failed to consider was the possibility that he was not prepared for kingship at all, which 

would explain his many political missteps in the wake of his accession to Lord Protector 

and then King, despite his previously effective stewardship of the North. As Edward IV 

had trusted him enough to name him Lord Protector, Richard’s loyalty toward him must 

have been absolute – any attempt to compromise Edward V’s monarchy after such a 

recently secured position on the throne would have resulted in swift punishment, as 

illustrated by George of Clarence’s treason. All of this considered, it is dubious that 

Richard ever aspired to be on the throne at all. As the last Plantagenet able to rule, 

however, he would have felt greatly the responsibility of defending his family’s hold on 

the English throne, especially given his part in re-obtaining it and the growing boldness 

of the Woodvilles in their attempts to seize power. 

Whether Richard III was the tyrant his is often portrayed to be is and has been a 

hotly debated question amongst Ricardian scholars. Shakespeare’s Richard III is certainly 

a tyrant, as is the Richard III depicted in the sources of More and Holinshed. In each of 

these works he is shown to attain power by any means necessary, callously murdering 

and manipulating his way to the English throne. The new Ricardian scholar would likely 

 
48. Horace Walpole, Historic Doubts on the Life and Reign of King Richard the 

Third (1768), Gutenberg. 
 



35 
 

claim that Richard was not a tyrant on the basis of his likely innocence of many of the 

crimes of which he was accused. However, he is certainly not innocent on all counts and 

actively moved to secure power from Edward IV. Because of this, Richard was a tyrant 

by definition, although his path to becoming one was atypical as he did not seek the 

throne until the Woodvilles forced his hand. His actions thereafter – the condemnation of 

Hastings and the imprisonment of the princes in the tower – were those of an accidental 

and inexperienced king desperate to retain his family’s power in the face of an internal 

coup. His tyranny was arguably typical of most pre-restoration English monarchs; he 

simply had a twisted spine and the unfortunate title of the last Plantagenet king. Richard 

III was no more or less a tyrant than the rest of the monarchs of the War of the Roses, but 

our stages would be far less enchanting if they depicted the truth. 
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