
William Shakespeare (1564-1616) 
Richard III  

	 1	 Read the section introducing William Shakespeare (Stream, pages 87-88) and complete the 
accompanying exercises.

	 2	 Read a summary of the play.

SUMMARY • The play is set during the final years of the Wars of the Roses, (the wars 
which took place from 1455 to 1485 between members of the House of York and the House of 
Lancaster in contention for the throne). Edward IV has died and Richard, Duke of Gloucester, 
realises just six people (including two young boys, Edward and Richard, sons of Edward 
IV) stand between himself and the throne. Richard systematically gets rid of all of them 
(including the two little boys who he imprisons in the Tower of London and he eventually 
has them murdered) to be crowned as Richard III. He is finally defeated in battle and killed 
by Henry Tudor, Earl of Richmond, who is hailed as King Henry VII and who, through his 
marriage to Elizabeth of York, unites the Yorkist and Lancastrian factions.

	 3	 Read the text from Act I Scene 2. The corpse of King Henry VI is being carried through the streets 
followed by Lady Anne as a mourner. She is the widow of the Prince of Wales, Henry VI’s son. Both 
men were murdered by Richard, referred to by his title of Gloucester, who now appears in front of 
Lady Anne and his victim’s coffin.
a.	 Does Richard speak to Anne of love?
b.	 Does Anne seem to return his feelings?
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WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 

Richard III  (from Act I, Scene 2)

Lady Anne 		  Thou art the cause1, and most accursed effect.
Gloucester 	� Your beauty was the cause of that effect; 

Your beauty: which did haunt me in my sleep 
To undertake the death of all the world, 
So I might live one hour in your sweet bosom.

Lady Anne 	�	�  If I thought that, I tell thee, homicide, 
These nails should rend that beauty from my cheeks.

Gloucester 	� These eyes could never endure sweet beauty’s wreck; 
You should not blemish it, if I stood by: 
As all the world is cheered by the sun, 
So I by that; it is my day, my life.

Lady Anne 		  Black night o’ershade thy day, and death thy life!
Gloucester 	� Curse not thyself, fair creature; thou art both.
Lady Anne 		  I would I were, to be revenged on thee.
Gloucester 	� It is a quarrel most unnatural, 

To be revenged on him that loveth you.
Lady Anne 	�	�  It is a quarrel just and reasonable, 

To be revenged on him that slew my husband2.
Gloucester 	� He that bereft thee, lady, of thy husband, 

Did it to help thee to a better husband.
Lady Anne 		  His better doth not breathe upon the earth.
Gloucester 	 He lives that loves thee better than he could.
Lady Anne 		  Name him.
Gloucester 	 Plantagenet3.
Lady Anne 		  Why, that was he.
Gloucester 	 The selfsame name, but one of better nature.
Lady Anne 		  Where is he?
Gloucester 	� Here4. (She spitteth at him) 

Why dost thou spit at me?
Lady Anne 		  Would it were mortal poison, for thy sake!
Gloucester 	 Never came poison from so sweet a place.
Lady Anne 	�	�  Never hung poison on a fouler toad. 

Out of my sight! thou dost infect my eyes.
Gloucester 	 Thine eyes, sweet lady, have infected mine.
Lady Anne 		  Would they were basilisks, to strike thee dead!
Gloucester 	� I would they were, that I might die at once; 

For now they kill me with a living death. 
Those eyes of thine from mine have drawn salt tears, 
Shamed their aspect with store of childish drops: 
These eyes that never shed remorseful tear [...]

1.	 the cause: it refers to the fact that Richard of 
Gloucester was the murderer, and therefore 
the cause of the death of her husband and of 
her father-in-law.

2.	 my husband: Edward, Prince of Wales.
3.	 Plantagenet: the surname of the family from 

which both Richard and his victims descend.
4.	 Here: Richard proposes himself as a husband.
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	 4	 Read the text again.
a.	 What cause does Richard give for the death of Lady Anne’s husband and father-in-law?
b.	 What does Richard want to achieve in this scene? Choose from these options.
	   He wants to give extenuating circumstances for his crimes.
	   He wants to insult Lady Anne and her grief.
	   He wants to woo Lady Anne.
	   He wants to show his power.
c.	 How does Lady Anne react to Richard’s words?

	 5	 How would you define Richard’s character and behaviour? Choose from these words and give 
reasons for your choices.
	   daring
	   spiteful
	   outrageous
	   unreasonable
	   conceited

	 6	 Focus on Richard’s use of language.
a.	 What simile and metaphor does he use to praise Lady Anne’s beauty?
b.	 What argument(s) does he oppose to Lady Anne’s desire for revenge?
c.	 What power does he attribute to Lady Anne’s eyes?
d.	 Richard echoes Lady Anne’s spiteful words, turning them into a compliment or a positive statement. 

Give examples.
e.	 How would you define Richard, on the basis of his use of language? Choose from these options.
	   repetitive
	   poetic
	   skilful at rhetoric
	   silver-tongued
	   witty

	 7	 Read the more detailed summary of how the play goes on and find out if Anne survives Richard’s malice.

SUMMARY • Lady Anne at first resists Richard’s courtship and then surrenders. However 
Richard’s words reveal themselves to be lies. He does not love her. He only wanted to prove 
to himself that he would be able to win the lady in spite of his own physical deformity and 
under such unfavourable circumstances as her state of mourning. He marries her anyway 
but later hastens her end because he intends to marry his niece Elizabeth, Edward IV’s 
daughter, and secure his position as king. The last part of his plan will be prevented by his 
own defeat and death at the battle of Bosworth.

	 8	 Review the features of the tragic hero below. To what extent do these features fit King Richard?  
King Richard:

  is a complex person.
  is of noble birth.
  has a fatal flaw or weakness in his personality.
  finds himself in a hopeless situation.
  is carried inevitably towards his tragic destiny.
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	 9	 The character of Richard in Richard III has been referred to as a ’Machiavellian villain’. Which work 
by Niccolò Machiavelli (1469-1527) might have influenced Shakespeare in his characterisation of 
Richard?

	 10	 Which of these affirmations can be linked to Machiavelli’s thought and is evident in Richard’s 
behaviour?

  Evil men can achieve whatever they want in the world.
  Politics should be separated from ethical considerations.
  Immorality is an inevitable trait of the ruling classes.

	 11	 Draw conclusions by completing the text with these options.

power • comedies • Lady Anne • guilty • kings • crown • Richmond • father-in-law • ethics • catastrophe • 
Tudors • break down • prosperity • Elizabeth • lust • ambition • rhetoric • villain

Shakespeare’s dramatic production is traditionally divided into ’histories’, ’                ’ and 
’tragedies’. The ’histories’ are plays dealing with the English                of 15th‑century England 
and, in particular, with the resolution of the dynastic conflict which brought the                to 
the throne and ensured greatness and                to the English nation. They can, therefore, 
also be considered to have the function of paying homage to Queen                 , the last in the 
line of the Tudors.
In Richard III, Shakespeare reveals the evil of                Richard of Gloucester as he 
single‑mindedly achieves his objective of obtaining the English                by destroying those 
who stand in his way. A master of                , cynical and energetic, Richard is not a realistic 
character, but rather a                who embodies the Machiavellian idea that politics need make 
no reference to                in the achievement of its aims. In his conversation with  
               in Act I Scene 2, he reveals the worst of his nature as he blatantly attempts to 
seduce the recently widowed Anne, even as they walk behind her deceased               ’s 
corpse – both he and Anne’s husband have fallen victim to Richard’s                for the throne. 
However, his self-confidence and control of events start to               as he is deserted by 
people who were on his side. The final act moves fast towards the inevitable                . It is 
dominated by the procession of ghosts uttering curses on Richard and blessings on                . 
This is a powerful dramatic evocation of the past and representation of Richard’s                
conscience. The predominant themes of the play, ambition and desire for                , are those 
which can also be found in Macbeth (1606).
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