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1. “Now is the winter of our discontent” (4:05-07)

Now is the winter of our discontent
Made glorious summer by this son of York,
And all the clouds that loured upon our house
In the deep bosom of the ocean buried.
Now are our brows bound with victorious wreaths,
Our bruisèd arms hung up for monuments,
Our stern alarums changed to merry meeAngs,
Our dreadful marches to delighBul measures.
Grim-visaged war hath smoothed his wrinkled front,
And now, instead of mounAng barbèd steeds
To fright the souls of fearful adversaries,
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He capers nimbly in a lady's chamber
To the lascivious pleasing of a lute.
But I that am not shaped for sporAve tricks,
Nor made to court an amorous looking-glass,
I that am rudely stamped, and want love's majesty
To strut before a wanton-ambling nymph;
I that am cùrtailed of this fair proporAon,
Cheated of feature by dissembling nature,
Deformed, unfinished, sent before my Ame
Into this breathing world scarce half made up,
And that so lamely and unfashionable
That dogs bark at me as I halt by them—
Why, I in this weak-piping Ame of peace
Have no delight to pass away the Ame,
Unless to see 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 determinèd to prove a villain,
And hate the idle pleasures of these days.
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2. Opening Stories (4:07-08)

A year ago, I walked into my first-year wriAng class six 
inches off the ground and proudly announced, 
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“I just turned in the final manuscript for the book 
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that I started my first year in grad school in 2006.” One 
of my students raised his hand, and said, “I was two 
years old.”
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It started with a small reading group. Julia was on 
sabbaAcal that year, but said, “A few of us can get 
together once a week to talk Shakespeare. You all pick 
the plays.” 
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We met in a small conference room over by the Arts 
Bridge. 

When I came to UCI, I didn’t know much about 
Shakespeare. 
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I came to think about Milton. Shout out to the great Victoria Silver. 

I was fascinated by literary depicDons of evil so
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for our Shakespeare group, Robin Stewart said, “Jeff, I’m 
sure you’ll want to do Richard III.” Robin was the 
smartest person I’d ever met, and I didn’t want to look 
unintelligent, so, even though I’d never heard of Richard 

III, I said “obviously.”
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3. Summary of Richard III (4:08-09)

I learned that Richard III is part history, part myth. 
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It tells the story of generaAons of civil war in medieval 
England reaching a crisis point. 
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As Shakespeare depicts him, Richard was born with a 
severe physical disability. He has been sAgmaAzed as 
lesser-than for his enAre life, and he becomes a ruthless 
warrior—but he’s also a hilarious jokester. 
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When his family comes into power—his brother Edward 
becomes king—he feels excluded from the joys of 
peacetime, meaning romantic love. He develops this 
complex narcissism that draws audiences into his topsy-
turvy world of tragic suffering and comic irreverence. 
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He glibly schemes and murders his way through his own 
family, killing anyone between him and the crown, 
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unAl he runs into a collecAve of women whose sons and 
husbands he has killed. They forge the resistance against 
him, 
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which culminates in the BaIle of Bosworth, where Richard has a full mental 
breakdown, 
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and the man who will go on to become King Henry VII defeats him in a war that 
Shakespeare presents as one of good versus evil.
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4. Wars of the Roses (4:09-12)

I also learned that Richard III was just one of 
Shakespeare’s history plays that, taken together, tell the 
story of what’s called “the Tudor myth” because it gives 
a poliAcized, mythologized origin story of the House of 
Tudor. 

The Tudor myth claimed that Henry IV’s 1399 usurpaAon 
of Richard II, an anointed king ruling by divine right, 
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THE TUDOR MYTH



prompted almost a century of disorder that culminated 
in the Wars of the Roses. 

Here's how it goes. 
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Edward III’s heir, Edward the Black Prince, died in 1376, one 
year before his father died in 1377. 

The line of royal succession passed to Edward III’s grandson, Richard II.

He was seen as a rotten ruler and deposed by his cousin, 
Henry IV, of the house of Lancaster, which descends 
from John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster, and whose 
emblem was the red rose. 
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Henry IV’s son, Henry V, became a naAonal hero afer 
winning land from France at the bahle of Agincourt. 
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When Henry V died, aged 36, his 11-month-old son, 
Henry VI, became king. 
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He was a weak king, so Richard Plantagenet of the House 
of York launched a campaign to unseat him. 

The House of York (who wore white roses) descended 
from the younger brother of Edward the Black Prince 
and John of Gaunt, but Richard Plantagenet laid claim to 
the throne via his uncle, Edmund MorAmer, who 
descended from John of Gaunt’s older brother. 

The Yorks forced Henry VI to name Edward IV his heir, 
cukng off the line of Lancaster. 
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According to Shakespeare, if you’re Edward’s younger 
brother—Richard—and you want to be king, there’s only 
one option: kill everyone. First, in Shakespeare’s version, 
Richard and his brothers kill Prince Edward, Henry VI’s 
heir. Then, Richard kills Henry VI and marries Prince 
Edward’s widow, Anne Neville. With Edward IV back on 
the throne, Richard next kills his older brother, George, 
Duke of Clarence. After Edward dies, Richard kills 
Edward’s son, crowned King Edward V in 1483, as well as 
the next in the line of royal succession, King Edward’s 
younger brother Richard (these are the “princes in the 
tower”). Only with all these royal claimants out of the 
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way could Richard III become king, which he did in 1483.

23



The centerpiece of the Tudor myth is the notion that 
Richard III—evil incarnate—was defeated in 1485 at the 
Battle of Bosworth by Henry Tudor, a young Welsh earl 
who, on his father’s side, was the grandson of Owen 
Tudor (who had secretly married Catherine of Valois, the 
widow of Henry V) and, on his mother’s side, was the 
great-great-grandson of John of Gaunt and his mistress 
(whose illegitimate children, born out of wedlock, had 
been legitimized during the reign of Richard II), giving 
the young Henry Tudor a tenuous claim to be the last 
surviving Lancaster.
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Henry Tudor then married the heiress of the house of 
York, united the two rival dynasties, inaugurating a 
period of peace and prosperity in England that included 
the reigns of Henry VIII and his daughter, Elizabeth I, 
who was the Queen of England when Shakespeare wrote 
Richard III. 
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Historians have charted how this myth was invented by 
chroniclers commissioned by the Tudors. And disability 
scholars have shown how the myth stigmatized physical 
disability to demonize Richard III as the embodiment of 
evil.
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5. Discovery of the Skeleton (4:12-13)

It’s been 10 years since archaeologists discovered 
Richard III’s skeleton under a parking lot in Leicester, 
England.
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DISCOVERY OF THE SKELETON



The skeleton confirmed Richard’s disability as historical 
fact, upending the certainAes of earlier scholars who 
thought it was fabricated by his poliAcal enemies. 
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The Tudor historians of the sixteenth century did not 
invent Richard's disability but did exaggerate it greatly: 
the exhumed skeleton shows signs of scoliosis, a 
sideways curvature of the spine, and perhaps uneven 
shoulders, but not kyphosis, the medical term for what 
Shakespeare called a “bunch-back.”
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Shakespeare and his contemporaries also treated it as a 
congenital condiAon present at Richard’s birth when in 
all likelihood Richard’s scoliosis was adolescent onset—it 
didn’t surface unAl his teenage years.  
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7. Reclaiming Richard III (4:14-17)

But historians haven’t yet re-wrihen Richard’s biography 
to include this medieval English king’s experience with 
disability—an opportunity for what Alice Wong calls 
“disability visibility” but in history. 
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RECLAIMING RICHARD’S DISABILITY



Unlike five of his siblings, Richard survived infancy. War 
was all around, but he lived a comfortable childhood, 
bouncing from one castle to another—private education 
from tutors, military training on horseback. At eight 
years old, he lost his father to the war. A year later, his 
brother Edward became king, and Richard became Duke 
of Gloucester, aged nine.
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Because of Richard’s nobility, many records of his life 
exist, including the prayer book dating his birth at 
Fotheringhay Castle to October 2, 1452. 
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If Richard developed scoliosis during his teenage years, 
whom did he tell when his body started changing? His 
mother? His brothers? His friends? A doctor? Was he 
experiencing pain? Many with scoliosis don’t during the 
early years. Did others at Middleham Castle in Yorkshire, 
where Richard spent his formative years, know about his 
condition? Did cruel kids tease him? If he experienced 
isolation, it didn’t stop Richard from fathering two 
children out of wedlock, probably during his late teen 
years.
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Did scoliosis affect nineteen-year-old Richard’s mobility 
during his first combat experience at the Bahles of 
Barnet and Tewkesbury in 1471? 
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What conversations about his back did Richard have with his wife, Anne, whom he 
married in 1472? 
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Richard would have had access to doctors that 
commoners did not. Did they try a brace? Or stretch his 
spine with ropes? How did Richard manage the pain of 
these medical procedures?
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As he gathered lands and alliances, building a stronghold 
of power in northern England during his twenties, did 
the adult Richard consider scoliosis to be a central 
feature of his identity, or was it no big deal? Would Anne 
massage his back? Was that a moment of intimacy that 
would have been missed if Richard hadn’t been 
disabled?
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As Richard became Lord Protector over his nephew, 
Edward V, how ofen did he think about his back—hardly 
ever, daily, once an hour, all the Ame? People with 
disabiliAes know that they’re never far from your mind, 
even if you never talk about them. 
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There is no record of anyone during Richard’s lifetime 
suggesting his disability was socially or politically 
disqualifying. He became the richest and most powerful 
landowner in England and king in 1483. Did that disrupt 
assumptions about disability? About royalty? Did people 
read Richard in light of the king’s two bodies? 
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His scoliosis seems to have borne no significant 
relationship to his political crimes against his family or 
his legislative accomplishments on behalf of people 
living in poverty. Richard III is a disability icon precisely 
because the fullness of his life is neither separable from 
nor reducible to disability.
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8. Sixteenth Century Contexts (4:17-19)

John Rous saw Richard firsthand. Two drawings in a 
document now known as the Rous Roll (1484) depict no 
discernable deformity.
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Afer the Bahle of Bosworth, Rous needed to appease 
the newly crowned Henry VII. Rous’s History of the Kings 
of England (1486) said that Richard was “retained within 
his mother’s womb for two years, emerging with teeth 
and hair to his shoulders. . . . He was small of stature, 
with a short face and unequal shoulders, the right higher 
and the lef lower.” 
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In Rous’s LaAn manuscript, the passage was wrihen with 
blanks. Someone later filled in the blanks to make the 
“dexter,” right, shoulder higher than the “sinister,” lef.
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When Thomas More wrote his account of Richard’s body, 
the raised shoulder jumped from the right side to the 
lef. 
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The Royal CollecAons portrait shows an uneven shoulder 
line, right higher than lef. X-ray examinaDon has revealed the portrait 
originally did not depict a noDceably deformed Richard. ATer its iniDal composiDon 
around 1520, someone modified the portrait later in the sixteenth century to include 
sneering eyes, a Dght frown, and a hunchback: the jeweled chain hanging from 
Richard’s shoulders was pulled to the leT in the revision to suggest a massy shoulder.
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The first ediAon of Holinshed’s Chronicles (1577) 
included only one short statement on “this monster of 
nature & cruell tyrant Richard the third.” It was the first 
text to refer to Richard as a “monster,” at least in print.
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This monster of  
nature & cruell tyrant 
Richard the third.



The word came from the flurry of early Elizabethan 
broadsides reporting monstrous births. Monstrosity, 
from the Latin word monere, “to warn,” was the 
superstitious claim that babies born with physical 
deformities were signs of God’s wrath.
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The second edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles (1587) 
added something else. It quoted More then 
editorialized: “The full confluence of these qualities, 
with the defects of fauour and amiable proportion, gaue
proofe to this rule of physiognomie: [and then in Latin, A 
deformity in appearance follows a deformity in 
character]” (3.712).
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The full confluence of 
these qualities, with the 
defects of fauour and 
amiable proportion, gaue
proofe to this rule of 
physiognomie: Distor tum 
vultum sequitur distorsio
morum [‘A deformity in 
appearance follows a 
deformity in character’]



Physiognomy, which translates to “recognizing natures,” 
is the pseudo-science claiming that internal essences can 
be read through external appearances. 
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9. 2 and 3 Henry VI (4:19-21)

Shakespeare’s Richard first appears in a couple brief 
scenes at the end of Henry VI, Part 2. It’s like the post-
credits scene of a superhero flick, where we catch a 
glimpse of the villain who will emerge in the sequel. And 
he’s the figure of Tudor lore. One character calls Richard 
a “Heap of wrath, foul indigested lump, / As crooked in 
thy manners as thy shape.” 

His enemies call him a “crookback prodigy,” employing a 
spiritual model of stigma in which the shape of material 
human bodies in the here and now signifies the orderly 
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Heap of  wrath, foul indigested lump, 
As crooked in thy manners as thy shape.

Where's that valiant crookback prodigy, 
Dickie, your boy?

SHAKESPEARE’S RICHARD



construction of reality by the divine. 
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But half-way through Henry VI, Part 3 Shakespeare 
swerved to consider the emotional life of a man 
subjected to stigma. Richard starts talking to the 
audience in soliloquies and asides, giving voice to his 
inner-life, his torment, his anger, his ambition, his 
irreverence, and his plans to deceive, betray, and kill his 
family. 

Then, since this earth affords no joy to me
But to command, to check, to o’erbear such
As are of better person than myself,
I’ll make my heaven to dream upon the crown
And, whiles I live, t’account this world but hell
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Then, since this earth affords no joy to me
But to command, to check, to o’erbear such
As are of better person than myself,
I’ll make my heaven to dream upon the crown
And, whiles I live, t’account this world but hell
Until my misshaped trunk that bears this head
Be round impalèd with a glorious crown. 



Until my misshaped trunk that bears this head
Be round impalèd with a glorious crown. (3.2.165–171)
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Shakespeare suggested, for the first time ever, that 
Richard’s disability was not the sign of his villainy but the 
cause, a psychological model of stigma to rival the 
spiritual model. It’s probably fair to say that this is the 
first modern representation of physical disability in 
English literature. 

This movement from the spiritual model of stigma to the 
psychological—from sign to cause, from metaphor to 
metonymy—can be seen as progress from medieval to 
modern ways of thinking, but Shakespeare questioned 
each model equally: the spiritual by ascribing it to 
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Richard’s mortal enemies, whose hatred infects their 
interpretation, and the psychological by ascribing it to 
Richard himself, a habitual liar and murderer.
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For Shakespeare (following Thomas More) had Richard himself kill King Henry VI. 
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10. “Die prophet in thy speech...” (4:21-23)

What, will the aspiring blood of Lancaster
Sink in the ground? I thought it would have mounted.
See how my sword weeps for the poor King's death.
O, may such purple tears be alway shed
From those that wish the downfall of our house!
If any spark of life be yet remaining,
Down, down to hell, and say I sent thee thither,
Stabs him again
I that have neither pity, love, nor fear.
Indeed, 'As true that Henry told me of,
For I have ofen heard my mother say
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I came into the world with my legs forward.
Had I not reason, think ye, to make haste,
And seek their ruin that usurped our right?
The midwife wondered, and the women cried,
'O Jesus, bless us, he is born with teeth!'—
Link And so I was, which plainly signified
That I should snarl and bite, and play the dog.
Then, since the heavens have shaped my body so,
Let hell make crook'd my mind to answer it.
I had no father, I am like no father,
I have no brother, I am like no brother.
And this word 'love', which greybeards call divine,
Be resident in men like one another,
And not in me. I am myself alone.
Clarence, beware. Thou keep'st me from the light,
But I will sort a pitchy day for thee;
For I will buzz abroad such prophecies
That Edward shall be fearful of his life;
And then, to purge his fear, I'll be thy death.
King Henry and the Prince his son are gone.
Clarence, thy turn is next, and then the rest,
Counting myself but bad till I be best.
I'll throw thy body in another room,
And triumph, Henry, in thy day of doom.
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11. Richard III (4:23-24)

“I am determined to prove a villain,” he says at the start 
of Richard III, but should we hear the “determined” in 
that line as I have been destined for villainy or as I have 
resolved myself to villainy?

In a quintessentially Shakespearean exchange, the 
playwright’s dramatic mode, both tragic and ironic, calls 
upon some of life’s biggest questions (because it is 
tragic) but defers answers to the audience (because it is 
ironic), leaving Richard’s body open to interpretation in 
different ages embracing different attitudes toward 
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I am determined to prove a villain.



stigma. The changing meaning of disability repeatedly 
recontextualized through shifting perspectives and 
circumstances in Shakespeare’s history plays has thus 
prompted and sustained more than four hundred years 
of changing interpretations of Richard, his body, his 
behavior, and his status as either the villain or the victim 
of Tudor history. The meaning of Richard’s disability 
changes with time, not only in the course of 
Shakespeare’s plays but also in the broader cultural 
history surrounding them.
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12. 18th c. readings (4:24-27)

Here’s the thing. You won’t believe me when I tell you, 
but I’ve scoured the seventeenth century, and no one 
even noticed Shakespeare’s causal reading of Richard’s 
disability. No one said, “Hey, that’s interesting that 
everyone before Shakespeare saw Richard’s body as a 
sign of his evil behavior, but Shakespeare saw disability 
as not the sign but the cause.”
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Here’s David Hume giving a figural interpretaAon in 
1762: “This prince was of a small stature, humpbacked, 
and had a harsh disagreeable countenance; so that his 
body was in every parAcular no less deformed than his 
mind.” (2.439)
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This prince was of a small stature, 
humpbacked, and had a harsh 
disagreeable countenance; so that 
his body was in every particular 
no less deformed than his mind.



But here’s Samuel Johnson giving a causal interpretation 
only three years later, in 1765: “Richard speaks here the 
language of nature. Whoever is stigmatised with 
deformity has a constant source of envy in his mind, and 
would counterbalance by some other superiority these 
advantages which he feels himself to want…. The 
deformed, like other men, are displeased with inferiority, 
and endeavor to gain ground by good or bad means, as 
they are virtuous or corrupt.” (173n4).
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Richard speaks here the language of nature. 
Whoever is stigmatised with deformity has a 
constant source of envy in his mind, and 
would counterbalance by some other 
superiority these advantages which he feels 
himself to want…. The deformed, like other 
men, are displeased with inferiority, and 
endeavor to gain ground by good or bad 
means, as they are virtuous or corrupt.



I collected up all the representations of Richard’s 
disability that I could find. 
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This chart shows that during the early modern era –
before Samuel Johnson in 1765 – more than two-thirds 
of all discussions of Richard III (51 out of 73) advanced a 
figural interpretaAon. In the sources from this period 
that I’ve looked at, there were 53 figural interpretaAons 
of Richard’s deformity compared to 8 explicitly anA-
figural interpretaAons, only 2 causal interpretaAons 
(being Shakespeare’s 3 Henry VI and Richard III), and 11 
sources that did not menAon any disability. 

The chart for the modern era shows how swiTly and decisively the figural paradigm 
fell from favor in the third quarter of the eighteenth century (the Dme of Johnson).
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Why did the interpretaAon change?

I don’t think it did. Let me explain. 
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Colley Cibber adapted Richard III in 1699, cutting lines 
and characters who convey the spiritual model of stigma. 
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David Garrick starred in Cibber’s Richard III from 1741-
76, acting with a new naturalistic style. 
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William Hogarth painted Garrick as Richard in 1745, 
showcasing a rising realism in the visual arts.

63



Samuel Johnson’s 1765 ediAon of Shakespeare’s Plays 
included several glosses explaining the psychological 
model of sAgma to readers. 
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The interpretation of Richard’s body didn’t change in the 
third quarter of the 18th c. Instead, the thing that 
people were interpreting changed. It wasn’t a case of 
two people looking at the same thing, and one thinks X 
while the other thinks Y. Thanks to Cibber, Garrick, 
Hogarth, and Johnson, people before the mid-18th c and 
people after literally saw different things when they saw 
Richard III. 
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14. Women and Children (4:31-32)

The first woman to play Richard III was a Mrs. Le Fevre at 
a benefit on her behalf in London on March 4, 1782. 
Little is known about her, but a surviving drawing shows 
no discernable disability. 
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In Philadelphia in 1836, Elizabeth Morton Woodson, known as Mrs. Henry Lewis, 
played Richard III, among other male parts, described by the theater manager as 
“monstrosiDes, such as have ever been objects of disgust to me,—male characters 
performed by a female.”
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Monstrosities, such as 
have ever been objects of 
disgust to me,—male 
characters performed by a 
female.



No reviews survive of Australian actress Eliza Winstanley’s scandalous performance as 
Richard at Sydney’s Australian Olympic Theatre in 1842, perhaps a sign of critics 
boycotting. One who refused to attend called women playing men “a most 
preposterous notion. . . . Such an attempt is unsexly and indelicate.”
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A most preposterous 
notion. . . . Such an 
attempt is unsexly and 
indelicate.



15. African grove (4:28-31)

On September 17, 1821, Richard III became the first play 
produced by an African American theater company. 
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RICHARD AT THE AFRICAN GROVE



The African Grove opened in 1816 in the backyard of 38 
Thomas Street in New York City, created by William 
Henry Brown, a sailor from the West Indies who turned 
his talents crewing a ship to managing a Black 
community space.

Richard was played by Charles Taft, alias Charles Beers, a formerly enslaved, now free 
Black man. 
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According to New York sheriff Mordecai Noah, who 
weirdly fancied himself a theater critic and whose racist 
reviews provide much of the surviving evidence of the 
beginnings of the African Grove Theatre: “A little dapper 
wooly-headed waiter at the City-Hotel personated the 
royal Plantagenet.” Stigmatized because of his race and 
class, Taft played Richard as disabled (in contrast to 
many productions of the time, which erased Richard’s 
disability)— creating an opportunity to consider 
intersectionality at the inception of African American 
theater.
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“The actor had made the King hump backed, instead of 
crooked backed, having literally a hump behind his neck 
lihle less than a camels. Shaping ‘the legs of an unequal 
size’ was also difficult but was overcome by placing false 
calves before, and wearing a high heeled shoe,” Noah 
wrote. For Taf’s royal garments, “King Richard had some 
robes made up from discarded merino curtains of the 
ball rooms.” Taf’s first lines Americanized Richard III to 
thunderous applause from the African Grove: “Now is de 
vinter of our discontent made glorus summer by de son 
of New-York.”
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The actor had made the King hump 
backed, instead of crooked backed, 
having literally a hump behind his neck 
little less than a camels. Shaping ‘the legs 
of an unequal size’ was also difficult but 
was overcome by placing false calves 
before, and wearing a high heeled shoe.

King Richard had some robes made up 
from discarded merino curtains of the 
ball rooms.

Now is de vinter of our discontent made 
glorus summer by de son of New-York.



While disability was part of the character’s body, not the 
actor’s, and Blackness part of the actor’s, not the 
character’s, for the audience—especially for any disabled 
Black folks present—Taf’s Richard III was one step closer 
to authenAc theatrical representaAon of the human 
condiAon. 
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This Richard exhibited what Frances Beal calls “double jeopardy,” vulnerable to 
ableism and racism, although on the different levels of dramaDc illusion and 
theatrical reality. Richard the character in the imagined story and TaT the actor on 
the actual stage were “outsiders within,” to use Patricia Hill Collins’s phrase, adding 
disability to “the interlocking nature of race, gender, and class oppression.” 
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At Ames there will be analogies, but experiences and 
histories of ableism are qualitaAvely different than those 
of racism, as Deborah K. King discusses, and moments of 
“mulAple jeopardy” involve different systems of 
discriminaAon with different internal structures. 
AdapAng a line from Kimberlé Crenshaw, who coined the 
term intersecAonality in 1989, Taf’s Richard shows “the 
need to account for mulAple idenAty when considering 
how the [theatrical] world is constructed.”
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The need to 
account for 
multiple 
identity when 
considering 
how the 
[theatrical] 
world is 
constructed.



With a lihle imaginaAon, Taf’s embodiment of Richard 
may show, to quote Robert McRuer, “what it means, for 
the purposes of solidarity, to come out as something you 
are—at least in some ways—not.” 
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What it means, for the 
purposes of solidarity, to come 
out as something you are—at 
least in some ways—not.



To the extent that TaT, by performing Richard, was “claiming crip,” to use Alison 
Kafer’s phrase, his Richard III suggests that “such claims might be more available, 
more imaginable, to some people than others.” 
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Such claims might be more 
available, more imaginable, to 
some people than others.



TaT’s Richard shows what Sami Schalk calls disidenDficaDon, which 
“among/across/between minoritarian subjects can allow for coaliDonal theory and 
poliDcal solidarity.”
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[Disidentification] among / 
across / between minoritarian 
subjects can allow for 
coalitional theory and political 
solidarity.



Taf’s Richard III invites us to adapt the ideas of 
Crenshaw and other criAcal race theorists into a noAon 
of theatrical intersecAonality. This term addresses the 
interlocking systems of disadvantages and privileges that 
emerge when an idenAty on stage draws from both the 
imagined dramaAc world of the character and the real 
theatrical world of the actor. 

An able-bodied actor may bring social privilege to their performance of a disabled 
character. Audiences may read an actor’s racialized or gendered body in relaDon to a 
character’s disabled body. When actor and character are differently sDgmaDzed, 
different formulaDons will occur. There may be an analogy suggested between two 
discrete tradiDons of sDgma or two experiences of sDgmaDzaDon. There may be 
mulDple jeopardies suggested in which idenDDes held by the actor are added into 
idenDDes held by the character. The privileges and prejudices of the audience may 
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mirror or sharply depart from those of the characters on stage. Above all, it will be 
impossible to conduct single-issue analysis. Matrix analysis will be needed.
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16. 19th c. Disability (4:32-34)

When we line up late-eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century actors playing Richard in chronological order, we 
see the size of his hump decrease down to nothing over 
the first half of the century. 
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HISTORY AND THEATER



And then in the second half of the century, it grows back up. 
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The hump went away because performances of Richard 
III brought the body of the king into line with the 
conclusions of the historicism of that age: it was believed 
that Richard III, slandered by the Tudor dynasty, actually 
was not deformed. 

But that created problems, as Edwin Forrest learned. His 
Richard wasn’t deformed, but his friend James Rees 
objected: “We called Mr. Forrest’s ahenAon to the 
portrait of Richard, as drawn by Shakespeare, and it was 
from this he should fashion his person; indeed, the very 
language required it” (254). The sAgma levied at 

82



Richard’s body in Shakespeare’s text makes no sense if 
Richard isn’t disabled. Rees had an idea.
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“Let me advise you to present him in the two pictures, 
one historical, the other Shakespeare.”
“How so?”
“You make him history from the first to the last. Why not 
make him Shakespeare up to the wooing of Lady Anne? 
He is here in all his deformity, for she says:

‘Blush, blush, thou lump of foul deformity.’
“These words will not apply to your Richard, but to that 
of Shakespeare’s. SAll, the lady listens to his vows, and is 
won by a tongue that can wheedle the devil.”
“Well, what then?”
“Why, afer this, follow history. Carry out the words of 

83

“Let me advise you to present him in the two pictures, one 
historical, the other Shakespeare.”

“How so?”

“You make him history from the first to the last. Why not 
make him Shakespeare up to the wooing of Lady Anne? He is 
here in all his deformity, for she says:

‘Blush, blush, thou lump of foul deformity.’

“These words will not apply to your Richard, but to that of 
Shakespeare’s. Still, the lady listens to his vows, and is won by 
a tongue that can wheedle the devil.”

“Well, what then?”

“Why, after this, follow history. Carry out the words of 
Richard; change your dress, and appear ‘a very proper man, as 
fashioned by a score of tailors.’” 



Richard; change your dress, and appear ‘a very proper 
man, as fashioned by a score of tailors.’” 
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17. Freud (4:34-35)

Sigmund Freud’s “libido theory” posits a social economy 
of loving and being loved. 
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RICHARD ON THE COUCH



Richard has insDncts to love those who care for and protect him, especially his 
mother. But Richard’s mother does not love him back: “Oh, she that might have 
intercepted thee, / By strangling thee in her accursèd womb.”
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Oh, she that might have intercepted thee, 
By strangling thee in her accursèd womb.



For Freud, when the love Richard gives away is not 
returned, he shores up his sense of self-worth by 
repressing his insAnct to love others. He saves all his love 
for himself.
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Toward the end of his essay “On Narcissism,” Freud 
explains that a healthy person’s mind sets up “an ideal in 
himself by which he measures his actual ego.… What we 
call our conscience has the required characterisAcs” (75). 
Conscience comes from parents and culture. Since both 
have taught Richard to interpret his body figurally, 
however, each is a source of agony. The rise of Richard’s 
narcissism leads to the repression of his conscience.
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… an ideal in himself by which he 
measures his actual ego.… What we 
call our conscience has the required 
characteristics.



According to Freud, “The final form of the work of 
repression in the obsessional neurosis is a sterile and 
never-ending struggle” (115), which seems to be what is 
happening in Richard’s final soliloquy. 
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The final form of the work of 
repression in the obsessional 
neurosis is a sterile and never-
ending struggle.



18. “Richard loves Richard“ (4:35-37)

Give me another horse: bind up my wounds.
Have mercy, Jesu!--Soft! I did but dream.
O coward conscience, how dost thou afflict me!
The lights burn blue. It is now dead midnight.
Cold fearful drops stand on my trembling flesh.
What do I fear? myself? there's none else by:
Richard loves Richard; that is, I am I.
Is there a murderer here? No. Yes, I am:
Then fly. What, from myself? Great reason why:
Lest I revenge. What, myself upon myself?
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Alack. I love myself. Wherefore? for any good
That I myself have done unto myself?
O, no! alas, I rather hate myself
For hateful deeds committed by myself!
I am a villain: yet I lie. I am not.
Fool, of thyself speak well: fool, do not flatter.
My conscience hath a thousand several tongues,
And every tongue brings in a several tale,
And every tale condemns me for a villain.
Perjury, perjury, in the high'st degree
Murder, stem murder, in the direst degree;
All several sins, all used in each degree,
Throng to the bar, crying all, Guilty! guilty!
I shall despair. There is no creature loves me;
And if I die, no soul shall pity me:
Nay, wherefore should they, since that I myself
Find in myself no pity to myself?
Methought the souls of all that I had murder'd
Came to my tent; and every one did threat
To-morrow's vengeance on the head of Richard.
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19. 20th/21st c. Erasure (4:37-39)

The core of any modern encounter with Richard III is 
interpretaAon—not just in the context of other 
interpretaAons but in the context of interpretaAons of 
interpretaAons of interpretaAons of interpretaAons. 
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REFRACTIONS OF RICHARD



The emblem of this idea is Salvador Dalí’s 1955 Portrait 
of Laurence Olivier in the Role of Richard III. 
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Olivier sikng for Dalí is a photograph of a modern 
theatrical performance of an early-modern work of 
literature based on medieval history—gesturing to the 
refracAons of Richard over Ame (just as Olivier appears 
three Ames in the photo: once in the chair, once in the 
mirror, and once on Dalí’s canvas). As the viewer of this 
photograph, we consider one arAst (Dalí) considering 
another arAst (Olivier) considering another arAst 
(Shakespeare) considering Richard III and his body.
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There are two ways to poliAcize Richard.  The first 
emphasizes his impairment, drawing a parallel to the 
body of some poliAcal figure to degrade him, whether 
it’s Robert Cecil in Shakespeare’s day or Nazi Minister of 
Propaganda Joseph Goebbels, who was born with a 
clubfoot. 

Such efforts are older, less prominent, and less 
interesAng than the second model, in which the central 
feature of Shakespeare’s character—disability—is 
ignored to draw an analogy between Shakespeare’s play 
and modern poliAcs. 
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POLITICAL RICHARDS



We see this in Richard Eyre’s Nazi-themed producAon 
starring Ian McKellen, made into a film in 1995.  
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Afer the Iraq War, Sulayman Al-Bassam rewrote Richard 
III as an allegory for Saddam Hussein, excising and 
reimagining disability:

But I, whose chest is weighed with a weather-proof 
heart,
Shorn of a mug to lock the lusty female eye;
I, born to the mother with the narrow pelvis,
spat into this world so beaten, buckled and bahered that 
even maids start at me.
No lover I. 
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But I, whose chest is weighed with a 
weather-proof heart,
Shorn of a mug to lock the lusty female eye;
I, born to the mother with the narrow pelvis,
spat into this world so beaten, buckled and 
battered that even maids start at me.
No lover I. 



House of Cards erased Richard’s disability when turning 
him into a charmingly ambiAous modern poliAcian.  
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Started in 2012, the gag Twiher account 
@Richard_Third—filled with jokes about kingdoms for 
horses, happenings around Leicester, and years-long 
rivalries with @KngHnryVIII and @Wwm_Shakespeare—
only menAons “disability” in 4 of its 9,617 tweets. 
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Stephen Greenblah’s 2016 op-ed for the New York 
Times, “Shakespeare Explains the 2016 ElecAon,” 
ignored disability to draw an analogy to Donald Trump. 
On the one hand, both are craven tyrants. On the other, 
Greenblah shifs from character criAcism to cultural 
criAcism, lisAng five ways in which Richard’s England, like 
America, is “a naAon of enablers.”
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Anton Juan and Ricardo Abad’s play RD3RD (2018) 
erased Richard’s disability to analogize him to the 
president of the Philippines, Rodrigo Duterte.  
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Trends in twenAeth- and twenty-first-century poliAcal, 
global, and digital Richards point to a key quesAon: What 
are the implicaAons of modern appropriaAons of Richard 
III that erase the moAvaAng feature of the character—his 
disability?
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20. Disability Theater (4:39-45)

Years before playing Richard, Antony Sher’s Achilles 
tendon snapped during an accident on stage. He used 
arm crutches for six months, finding the experience 
frustraAng. Those emoAons rushed back when he went 
looking for Richard. He used his crutches for the 
performance, emphasizing Shakespeare’s descripAon of 
a “bohled spider.”
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CRIPPING RICHARD



DisDnguishing the “deformity” of Richard in Shakespeare’s text from disability as a 
human experience, Sher concluded: “I had set out to look for a physical shape, but 
maybe what I found is something about being disabled.”

Sher had experience with disability, but his casDng sDll involved an able-bodied actor 
playing disabled. It took a second wave of disability acDvism—marked in the United 
States by the passage of the Americans with DisabiliDes Act in 1990 and in the United 
Kingdom by the Disability DiscriminaDon Act in 1995—to inaugurate a new age in the 
casDng of Richard III.
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The Czech star Jan Potměšil juxtaposed medieval 
costumes and sets with his modern wheelchair, swapped 
at Ames for a palanquin throne or a horse moved by an 
able-bodied actor under the saddle.  
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In October 2001, a play called Dave Wants to Play 
Richard III ran in the basement of the Sainte-Justine 
Children’s Hospital in Montreal, Quebec. With the 
patients upstairs in mind, audiences saw Dave Richer, an 
actor with cerebral palsy who uses a wheelchair, adapt 
Shakespeare’s play into a reflection on the relationship 
between a disabled actor’s body and the English 
language’s most famous disabled character. In one 
account, “the focus for the spectator is not so much 
what the lines are saying, but how they are made to read 
on Dave’s body.”
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The focus for the spectator is not so much what the lines are 
saying, but how they are made to read on Dave’s body.



With Kathryn Hunter at the Globe in 2003, the 
intersecAon of disability-based and gender-based sAgma 
was on display. 
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In Peter Dinklage’s 2004 performance at the Public 
Theater in New York, society’s impulse not to stare at 
people with disabilities allowed Richard III to get away 
with things when people aren’t looking. 
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Henry Holden’s 2005 Richard III in New York gave us an 
exhausted employee in the workplace who grows 
increasingly frustrated with day-to-day discriminaAon.  
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Rene Moreno’s only requirement was that the set be 
ADA-compliant, except for a small staircase that he 
couldn’t climb, indicaAng Richard’s exclusion. Moreno’s 
performance was informed by his experience working in 
an industry ofen unwelcoming to people with 
disabiliAes. 
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Stephen Madigan performed Richard, also in a 
wheelchair, in an amateur 2015 producAon. Madigan 
wanted to inspire people with disabiliAes to achieve 
success. Perhaps it was not earth-shahering theater, but 
it was life-affirming for him and many in his audience. 
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The tone was indignant in a 2016 Richard III in Winnipeg 
starring Debbie Patterson—advertised as “a disability 
revenge play.” 
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Michael Patrick Thornton pinned his enemies in his 
walker, showing Richard’s willingness to use disability to 
gain leverage over others. In the scene of his coronaAon, 
Thornton’s Richard used a roboAc exoskeleton suit that 
allowed Richard to stand and walk—physical ability 
represenAng Richard coming into power. 
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“I saw his skeleton on TV and it was like looking at an X-
ray of my own spine,” said Australian actor Kate Mulvany
Mulvany said, alluding to cancer treatments she 
underwent in childhood. “I have the same condiAon as 
Richard, severe scoliosis. I know exactly the kind of pain 
he suffered.” 
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Mat Fraser saw himself as an ambassador for disabled 
actors, and press coverage simmered with his calculated 
anger.
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“Every single theatre in Britain should be able to answer yes to the question: Have 
you employed one disabled actor in the last year? If the answer to that question is 
no, then the theatre should hang its head in shame and know that it is a relic of the 
past.” 
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Every single theatre in Britain should be 
able to answer yes to the question: Have 
you employed one disabled actor in the last 
year? If the answer to that question is no, 
then the theatre should hang its head in 
shame and know that it is a relic of the 
past.



When Arthur Hughes took the role in 2022, the headline 
was “‘There’s a truth to it’: RSC Casts Disabled Actor as 
Richard III.” The motive behind the cripping of Richard 
III, however, is not simply that a disabled actor can 
connect with and portray Shakespeare’s disabled king 
better than an able-bodied actor. If we see this attitude 
as the aesthetic motivation behind the cripping of 
Richard, the political motivation has exerted more force: 
a disabled actor playing Richard III exemplifies the recent 
push for greater inclusion in theatrical casting.
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The poliAcal moAves behind the cripping of Richard III 
are most fully present not in performances of 
Shakespeare’s play but in adaptaAons, which then 
acAvate the aestheAc moAves for cripping Richard by 
infusing the disability movement’s key sensibility: 
“nothing about us without us.”

In 2012, Gregg Mozgala—founder and arAsAc director of 
the Apothetae, a New York theater company exploring 
the disabled experience—commissioned Mike Lew to 
write an adaptaAon of Richard III set in an American high 
school. A proponent of Asian American theater, the able-
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bodied Lew saw parallels between barriers to disability 
in the theater industry and racist exclusions he had 
experienced himself. A note at the start of their play—
with its un-Google-able Atle, Teenage Dick—doesn’t 
mince words: “Cast disabled actors for Richard and Buck. 
They exist and they are out there. Also cast diverse 
actors.”
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Similarly, richard III redux, wrihen by Kaite O’Reilly and 
Phillip Zarrilli and first performed by Sara Beer in 2018, is 
“a one woman show about Richard III from a disability 
perspecAve, performed by someone with the same 
physicality as the historical Richard.” O’Reilly’s poliAcal 
moAves are strategic, precise, and explicit: “As a counter 
to the tradiAon of ‘cripping up’ in Shakespeare’s Richard 
III, we offer the rights to this text solely to the atypical 
performer: those who idenAfy as disabled.” UlAmately, 
richard iii redux reveals the inseparability of the poliAcal 
and aestheAc moAves of cripping and the priority of the 
poliAcal: casAng people with disabiliAes is necessary for 
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an accurate dramaAc representaAon of the disabled 
experience.
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21. Richard’s Glorious Summer (4:45-47)

Summer 2022 really was a “glorious summer” for 
Richard III, with four major producAons appearing all at 
once.
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RICHARD’S GLORIOUS SUMMER



The Lost King, a feature film starring Sally Hawkins, 
commemorated the tenth anniversary of the discovery 
of Richard III’s skeleton on August 24, 2012, sArring 
controversy about the representaAon of academic work 
in mainstream media.
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Danai Gurira was the first Black woman to play Richard III 
on a major stage That casting has been celebrated for 
opening up ideas about intersectionality—how does a 
disabled character’s body read when seen via a Black 
actress’s body? The production has also been questioned 
for having an able-bodied actor “crip up” to play 
disabled, 
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especially in light of the Royal Shakespeare Company’s concurrent production 
featuring Arthur Hughes, a disabled actor playing Shakespeare’s disabled character. 
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The Public instead featured disabled actors throughout 
the ensemble—Ali Stroker as Lady Anne, Monique Holt 
as the Duchess of York, and Gregg Mozgala as Henry 
Tudor, among others.
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22. Final Thoughts (4:47-48)

Among other things, what I’ve discovered since our 
reading group 18 years ago is a role for Shakespeare in 
disability history. Deeply embedded in an early-modern 
age that saw the rebirth of ancient European culture, yet 
alive today all around the world in performance and 
adaptaAon, Shakespeare invites expansive disability 
histories that span centuries and conAnents. Richard III 
may be the main site of this methodology, but it could 
extend to Falstaff, Ophelia, Hamlet, Lear, Macbeth, Lady 
Macbeth, Othello, Caliban, and many others. 

123

SHAKESPEARE FOR DISABILITY HISTORY



An interpretaAon of Richard’s body is never just an 
interpretaAon of Richard’s body. When we interpret 
Richard’s disability, it interprets us in return. 
Shakespeare’s plays, their sources, and recepAons are an 
opportunity to see disability through Ame.
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