
 

 

ENGLISH: LIST 1 
 

The play does not need Queen Margaret’s curses because characters doom themselves by 
their own words and actions.’ Do you agree? 
 
 
Shakespeare’s historic tragedy Richard III explores the nature of evil through the actions and words 
of the protagonist, Richard Duke of Gloucester, later to be crowned Richard King of England. 
Operating within a Christian social world Shakespeare depicts the utter contempt that this 
Machiavel character’s holds for the laws of God through his malevolent actions. The despicable 
nature of Richard is emphasised by his audacious and theatrical approach to villainy, a testament to 
the sheer enjoyment he finds in chaos. Shakespeare structures his play in such a manner that all 
characters who are complicit in Richard’s evil or act against their moral conscience in anyway are 
subject to God’s inevitable justice. Shakespeare’s Elizabethan audience will therefore understand 
that the ultimate power of God will never allow evil to go unpunished, and will expect the morally 
boundless Richard to face retribution. The play is set after the battle of Tewkesbury where Richard 
slaughtered Henry VI, husband to Queen Margaret of Anjou. Throughout the play Margaret 
exercises her limited power as a woman in England’s late 1400’s, cursing various characters in the 
play, warning them of any association with the ‘demi-devil’ Richard. These prophecies of doom 
serve Shakespeare as a reiteration to his audience that the divine power of God will always rein 
supreme, with those who act maliciously or immorally a subject to his retributive justice. Margaret’s 
curses are therefore unnecessary as the audience will already understand that the characters who 
have acted or spoken in contempt of God are doomed, and will already be expecting retribution. 
 
Richard is doomed from the very beginning of the play, where Shakespeare introduces his 
despicable character during his first soliloquy. By exposing his audience to the pure malevolence 
behind his protagonist, Shakespeare renders Margaret’s curses unnecessary as his audience will 
already expect for such evil to be punished. Expressing his distaste for the peacetime that has 
arisen after the Wars of the Roses stating ‘now is the winter of my discontent...’ Richard reveals his 
plans to destabilise the political state of England by ‘setting my brother and the King in deadly hate’ 
in order to ‘entertain these fair spoken days’. Operating under the absurd argument ‘...since I cannot 
prove a lover I am determined to prove a villain’ Richard lays ‘plots’ to create chaos, simply for the 
entertainment he finds in the process of being evil. Shakespeare's Elizabethan audience will 
understand that this ‘bottled spider’ cannot be allowed to carry out his ‘dangerous inductions’ 
without at some stage being brought before the God. By portraying Richard’s love for chaos at the 
beginning of the play, Shakespeare embellishes his following actions with a sense of dramatic irony, 
with the audience understanding that Richard is doomed for his malevolence. 
 
Shakespeare’s next scene, the wooing scene with Lady Anne, is arguably one of the most bizarre 
courtship dialogues ever performed and is used to emphasise Richard’s love for villainy. Plotting to 
woo ‘Warwick’s youngest daughter, not so much for love but for some secret close intent’ Richard 
mesmerises us with an audacious and appalling performance. 
 
In doing so Richard condemns himself to ‘God’s justice’ which cannot allow such a delight in devilry 
to go unpunished. The entire scene is staged over the ‘...afreshly bleeding corpse’ of Lady Anne’s 
father in law, slaughtered earlier by Richard, which when coupled with the faced paced dialogue 
and stichomythic language emphasises Richards audacity. Adopting the impossible argument 
‘...your beauty was the cause of that affect’ Richard’s love for villainy is clear as he presents the 
unreasonable as reasonable in a theatrical performance, kneeling at Anne’s feet stating ‘take up the 
sword or take up me’. Although Lady Anne’s perception of Richard changes from ‘thou dreadful 
minister of hell’ to a husband, the audience is never convinced by Richard. Having been presented 
Richards iniquitous intentions Shakespeare audience will understand the consequences that he will 
face for his villainy without ever becoming complicit in his evil. 



 

 

Divine intervention to balance Richard’s evil becomes imperative as his moral boundlessness is 
contrasted by Shakespeare’s introduction of the notion of conscience through the murder of 
Clarence. During this scene involving two murderers, each experiences ‘dregs of conscience’ with 
one allowing it to ‘fly out of the Duke’s purse’, brutally stabbing Clarence in the back, while the other 
states ‘for I repent me that Duke is dead’. These juxtaposing roles are used by Shakespeare to 
highlight to moral course of action, allowing his audience to admire the hired assassin who refuses 
to take part in this ‘act against God’. Shakespeare’s Elizabethan audience will therefore find the 
character of Richard even more repulsive, having instigated this biblical condemned murder with no 
sign of remorse. They will therefore be expecting for this ‘dreadful minister of hell’s’ evidently 
limitless evil to be put to an end by the most powerful force in Christian teachings, God. 
Shakespeare then introduces Margaret’s curses in order to confirm the need for Richard to be held 
before the ‘All-seer’. However to Shakespeare’s audience the consequences expressed by 
Margaret will already be clear, having witnessed Richard’s malevolence. As a woman in the late 
1400’s Margaret holds very little power to dress Richard’s wrongs and therefore expresses her 
hatred for him through her ‘gentle counsel’. Crying to the sky, Margaret wishes her curses to ‘awake 
God’s gentle-sleeping peace’, however within the Christian society such actions were used as a 
form of self-comfort, with the knowledge that God’s justice will inevitably overpower this 
‘cacodemon’ rendering them unnecessary. As well as cursing Richard, Margaret also offers 
warnings to those characters accompanying him, stating ‘O Buckingham, take heed of yonder dog! 
Have not to do with him...’ however her curses fall open deaf ears as Buckingham replies to Richard 
‘nothing that I respect gracious Lord’, drawing parallels to Richards lack of concern. She then 
addresses Rivers and Vaughan as being ‘subjects to his hate, and to God’s’. Their terrified reaction 
draws a clear contrast, as Hasting states ‘my hair doth stand on end to hear her curses’ confirming 
that to be complicit in such malice will render dire consequences.  
The deaths of River, Vaughan and Grey are expected by Shakespeare’s Elizabethan audience as 
they previously assisted Richard in his ‘defacing of God’s handiwork’ having ‘stood by as 
[Margaret’s] son was stabbed with bloody daggers’. Whilst coinciding with Margaret’s curse, their 
actions would already be viewed as having dooming them to face God’s holy justice.  



 

 

The fates expressed by Margaret will have been anticipated by Shakespeare’s Elizabethan 
audience with the curses simply re-stating what must be done in order to purge the political state of 
England of evil. With each character repenting before their execution, their acknowledgements of 
their sins holds parallels to the repentance of the Second Murderer and infers that they will 
eventually be taken into Heaven having spent time in purgatory atoning for their sins. 
Shakespeare’s audience will appreciate that these consequences are evidence of God’s retribution 
and were in no way brought about by Margaret. The fact that Margaret’s curses coincide with the 
divine power of God serves as a confirmation to the audience that evil will never go unpunished, a 
common teaching within the Christian social context, rendering these curses unnecessary. 
The character of Hasting was doomed by his previous statements regarding the deaths of Rivers, 
Vaughan and Grey, and thus his brutal execution by Richard was anticipated by Shakespeare’s 
audience. As prophesised by Margaret, Hastings’ death was brought about by Richard’s malevolent 
actions; however as an audience we already understood his death was necessary due to his 
gloating over the deaths of Rivers, Vaughan and Grey. Hastings’ repentance ‘I now repent... as 
being too triumphing of how mine enemies were bloodily butchered’ and acknowledgement of 
Margaret’s cure ‘O Margaret now thy heavy curse is lighted upon poor Hastings’ wretched head’ 
would indicate to Shakespeare’s audience that he has accepted his sins and the saving grace of 
God. Once again we see Margaret’s curses eventuating, as God acts to overcome the evil that has 
doomed all characters who act or speak malevolently. As an audience we understand that that 
within the Christian social world these consequences would occur regardless of Margaret’s 
prophecies. 
Richard’s murder of Hastings is also used by Shakespeare to emphasise Richard’s love for villainy, 
confirming that he too is doomed for his actions. His audacious and theatrical performance 
mesmerises the audience and is utilises by Shakespeare to remind them of the need for Richard to 
face justice before God, much like Hastings. Adopting the unreasonable argument that Hastings’ 
mistress Jane Shore ‘bewitched his withered arm’ Richard accuses Hastings as a ‘traitor’ for 
‘protecting this damned strumpet’ by saying ‘if’. Having been exposed to Richard’s ‘deformed figure’ 
at the beginning of the play Shakespeare’s audience will understand the absurdity behind this attack 
and will therefore be gripped with horror as Richard states ‘Off with his head! I’ll not dine until I see 
the same’. Richards over-dramatic performance proves that he enjoys being evil, confirming that he 
relishes the process of condemning Hastings to death. Such evil cannot be allowed to flourish within 
the Elizabethan era and we therefore lead conclude that must Richard face God’s justice 
irrespective of Margaret’s curses. 
Having assisted the ‘murd’rous villain’ Richard in his dreadful deeds, the death of the Duke of 
Buckingham was necessary for England to be purged of evil. Shakespeare structured his play to 
portray Buckingham as becoming increasingly associated with Richard’s evil, to the extent where he 
autonomously shatters the laws of holy sanctuary, arguing that the Prince’s ‘hath not claimed it nor 
earned it’. Shakespeare’s audience would understand that such contempt for God could never go 
unpunished, and would therefore anticipate his demise long before his execution.  



 

 

Stating ‘high reaching Buckingham grows circumspect’ Richard’s brutal murder of his ‘souls’ 
consistory’ is viewed by the audience as an inevitable consequences for Buckingham’s despicable 
actions and words. The fact that Buckingham’s’ fate coincides with curses of Margaret indicates to 
the audience that her prophecies correspond to the laws of God, rendering them unnecessary. 
Shakespeare’s audience would anticipate the retribution of the doomed character of Richard 
irrespective of Margaret’s curses. With his ‘other self’ having been ‘sent before God’ and repented, 
we expect for Richards’ boundless evil to be prevented from flourishing by the ultimate power of 
God. This concurs with Margaret’s’ final curse that this ‘son of hell’ should be sent to Hell, whilst the 
true extent of her curses that ‘thy friends’ suspect for traitors... Thy will find no sleep without 
tormenting dreams’ also eventuates during the resolution act of the play. During these scenes we 
witness Richards long anticipated retribution at the hands of God’s saviour on earth, the pious and 
holy Richmond. Shakespeare depicts a dichotomy of good and evil through the use of a split stage 
where we witness Margaret’s foreseen tumultuous dreams contrasting the peaceful and blessed 
slumber of Richmond. Having shattered the laws of primogeniture through his usurpation of 
England’s throne, Shakespeare’s audience would expect for Richard to be face God’s inevitable 
justice. During the final climactic battle we witness Richmond's sanctified yet out-numbered army 
overcome the evil forces of Richard, ending with the final slaughter of this ‘usurping boar’ upon the 
stage. Richard’s lack of repentance coincides with the feelings ‘despair’ portrayed during his 
dreams, and the play concludes with Richards’s denial of the saving grace of God, marching sword 
in hand to hell. This would be viewed by Shakespeare’s audience as the worst possible fate, one 
that was long anticipated, irrespective of Margaret’s curses. 
 


