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  Context


  Likely the most influential writer in all of English literature and certainly the most important playwright of the English Renaissance, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in the town of Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire, England. The son of a successful middle-class glove-maker, Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded no further. In 1582, he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590, he left his family behind and traveled to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical success quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England and part owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558-1603) and James I (ruled 1603-1625); he was a favorite of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeare's company the greatest possible compliment by endowing them with the status of king's players. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford and died in 1616 at the age of 52. At the time of Shakespeare's death, such luminaries as Ben Jonson hailed him as the apogee of Renaissance theatre.


  Shakespeare's works were collected and printed in various editions in the century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century, his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeare's life, but the paucity of surviving biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare's personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact that Shakespeare's plays in reality were written by someone else--Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidates--but the evidence for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory is not taken seriously by many scholars.


  In the absence of definitive proof to the contrary, Shakespeare must be viewed as the author of the 37 plays and 154 sonnets that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of Shakespeare's plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so influential as to affect profoundly the course of Western literature and culture ever after.


  Henry 6, Part 3 was first published in 1595 in an octavo volume under the title The True Tragedy of Richard Duke of York and the Good King Henry the Sixth. In 1623, a play longer by a thousand lines appeared in Shakespeare's First Folio under the title, The Third Part of Henry the Sixth. Some scholars believe that the first version was an early draft of the later folio edition, while other editors believe that the octavo version was reconstructed by memorization of actors and audience members, thus, explaining its shorter length. The folio version is thought to be based on Shakespeare's own manuscript before he gave it to his players, while the octavo version may have been based on a promptbook for the actual production. Therefore, the folio version may be longer and looser than the actual text presented on stage, while the octavo version may be shorter than what an audience witnessed. Most editors use the longer folio version with occasional additions from the octavo when the staging seems preferable.


  3 Henry VI is a continuation of the depiction of the War of the Roses, begun in 1 Henry VI and 2 Henry VI. These plays follow the struggles between the Lancastrian descendants of Edward III, represented by the red rose, and his Yorkist descendants, who wore the white rose. This third installment ambitiously depicts many significant battles fought during that civil war, stretching between the Battle of Wakefield in 1460, when the Duke of York was killed, to the Battle of Tewkesbury in 1471, when Edward, York's eldest son, defeated the Lancasters.


  Shakespeare probably made use of historical information gathered from contemporary chronicle histories of the 15th century and of the struggles between the Yorks and the Lancasters in the War of the Roses. Particularly he is thought to have used Raphael Holingshed's Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland (1587) and Edward Hall's Union of the Two Noble and Illustre [Illustrious] Families of Lancaster and York (1548). However, Shakespeare had to conflate or altar historical events so they would fit within a dramatic context.


  One of Shakespeare's earliest plays, 3 Henry VI seems to have attracted attention for his boldness in adapting a complex historical narrative to the requirements of the theater. Some critics have seen 3 Henry VI as a flawed play, perhaps showing Shakespeare's weariness with the dramatization of the War of the Roses or the difficulty getting so much historical matter on the stage. Yet contemporary productions have been successful, particularly in depicting the ruthless Margaret and the increasingly alienated and enraged Richard, who emerges as the play's real anti-hero. Post World War II productions have especially benefited from emphasizing this play's representation of a once calm world spiraling toward chaos.


  Summary


  The Duke of York enters the throne room with his sons and followers, wondering where King Henry has fled to after their recent battles. Warwick urges York to take the throne. As York sits, Henry enters with his followers, who want to fight York right there. Henry urges calm and asks York to descend from the throne. York makes public his alleged claim to the throne, while Henry defends his hereditary possession of the crown. Suspecting that his claim to the throne may be spurious, Henry asks York to let him rule while he lives, and he will pass the throne on to the house of York on his death. York agrees and departs, but Henry's nobles are astonished that he would deny his son the birthright of becoming king on his father's death. Margaret, Henry's queen, arrives and accuses him of being an unnatural father for having disinherited his son and a bad ruler for thinking that York will let him rule.


  Back in the town of York, Richard's sons Edward and Richard, and his follower Montague, urge York to take the throne immediately, rather than await Henry's death. York insists he has sworn an oath to let Henry rule, but Richard easily convinces him that the oath was not binding. Meanwhile, Margaret's forces arrive to challenge York.


  Richard's other son Rutland is captured and killed on the way home by Clifford, who wants to avenge his father's death at York's hand. York's troops are losing the battle, and York is captured by Margaret and Clifford. She offers him a handkerchief dipped in Rutland's blood and challenges him to wipe his tears with it. He rails against her, calling her unnatural, and Clifford and Margaret stab him to death.


  Edward and Richard wonder about the fate of their father, when they see a vision of three suns on the horizon, which Edward believes is a sign that the three York brothers must become as one. Richard isn't so sure, preferring to keep his allegiance only to himself. A messenger arrives with news of York's death, and the brothers are devastated. Warwick and Montague prepare to march to spar again with Margaret's forces, this time bringing the aid of York's other son George's troops.


  Margaret and Clifford, with their followers, meet Henry at the town of York. Clifford urges Henry to undo his disinheritance of his son, but Henry isn't convinced that sons automatically appreciate that which their fathers leave them, since he didn't enjoy his father Henry V's legacy. Edward and his men burst in and demand the throne. The nobles from each side insult each other, and Henry tries to speak, but none will listen to him. Edward blames Margaret's pride for the civil war, and he declares that they will have to argue on the field of battle, since she won't let Henry speak.


  Richard hunts Clifford on the field of battle in order to revenge his brother's and father's death. The tides of the battle ebb and flow as Henry watches from afar. He sees two soldiers drag dead bodies away from the scene of the fighting, trying to find valuables to steal. As the soldiers remove the armor from the bodies, one discovers he has accidentally killed his own father, and the other, his son. Henry mourns that the battles of the nation have come to this level of unnaturalness. Henry's son Prince Edward urges him to flee.


  Clifford is wounded and dies. Edward sees he has won the battle, though Henry is nowhere to be found. They head to London to crown Edward and to give new titles to Richard and George. Meanwhile, as Henry wanders through the forest, he is arrested by two men who support Edward. Edward sends Warwick to France to ask for the hand of the king of France's sister, and Margaret goes to France to ask for aid against Edward.


  In London, Lady Gray petitions Edward to get her land back. He takes a liking to her and asks her to marry him. His brothers are annoyed to hear Edward's enthused announcement of his imminent marriage. Richard, alone, considers his potential route to the throne. Many people stand in his way, but what alternative is there? He could enjoy the pleasures of the court, but his physical abnormalities, including a hump back and withered arm, make him undesirable. Therefore, nothing remains for him but to connive and plot to get the crown. He decides he will play the role of the good brother and subject, while he plots ways to eliminate everyone in his way to the throne.


  In France, Warwick and Margaret arrive at the same time. King Louis decides to give the hand of his sister, Lady Bona, to Edward, thus, denying Margaret aid, when a messenger arrives with news of Edward's marriage. Insulted to have been sent on a futile errand, Warwick changes sides, pledging his allegiance to Henry. Louis gives Margaret troops to fight with Edward.


  In England, Edward and his brothers and lords discuss his marriage. They receive news that Warwick and Margaret have joined forces. George is so upset by Edward's new marriage that he leaves with Somerset to join with Warwick. In preparations for the coming battles, Edward is captured. Seeing George on the enemy's side, Edward gives up the throne and consents to be imprisoned at Warwick's brother's estate. Yet Richard and Hastings soon spring Edward from his gilded prison.


  Warwick, George, and their nobles find Henry in the Tower and free him. Henry says he wants to be king in name only, and he names Warwick and George as joint protectors of the kingdom. They receive word that Edward has escaped to Brittany, from where he soon returns with reinforcements. Returning to the town of York, Edward thinks he wants only to be the Duke of York, but his followers urge him to seek the crown.


  Henry's followers go to gather troops to battle Edward. Edward and Richard capture Henry and send him to the Tower before they march to meet Warwick's army. Edward's army meets Warwick's forces, and Edward asks Warwick if he will again swear allegiance to him. Warwick refuses. Warwick's supporters arrive, including George. Richard convinces George to break with Warwick, and the forces prepare to fight.


  Warwick is wounded in battle and dies. Warwick's surviving supporters, Somerset and Oxford, go to join Margaret's army. Margaret urges on her forces, and they meet Edward's army. Edward wins this battle; he sends Somerset and Oxford away, kills Prince Edward, and imprisons a mourning Margaret. Richard sneaks off to the Tower, where Henry awaits.


  Henry prophesizes that thousands will suffer because of Richard's deeds, for Richard was born under all the most inauspicious and evil signs. Richard kills Henry and declares himself separated from the ties of family and brotherhood. Since he was punished by the heavens with such unfortunate physical attributes, he will fight for himself alone hereafter. And with Henry and his son out of the way, Richard's next goal is to eliminate George and Edward.


  Edward's son has been born, and George and Richard kiss the child. Edward calls for festivities to celebrate his attainment of the throne. At last there is no one to oppose him--except his own brother.


  Characters


  
    York - Richard, the Duke of York, believes that he is the true king of England. Since King Henry's grandfather seized the throne illegally from Richard II, then the real legal heir should have been the offspring of the younger brothers of Richard II. Richard is descended from Richard II's eldest brother, whereas Henry VI is descended from Richard II's younger brother. With this claim, York has brought dissention to the court, arguing with other nobles in 1 Henry VI and staking his claim in 2 Henry VI. He agrees to let Henry rule during his lifetime and receive the crown on Henry's death, but York's son urges him to seize the crown sooner. York dies in battle in the first act.

  


  
    Henry - King of England at the beginning of the play, Henry is not a strong king; his nobles and his wife, Margaret, take advantage of him. Unable to live up to the legacy of his legendary father, Henry V, Henry loses all the English territories in France and cannot seem to control his warring nobles. In this play, he is twice thrust from the throne and twice imprisoned and once returned to place at the head of state. He flees battles and flees to Scotland but is always captured and brought back. Finally, he wishes to become a private citizen, desiring to be king in name only while other men rule. But in the end he is killed in prison by Richard.

  


  
    Edward - York's eldest son, Edward inherits York's struggle for the throne, and seizes it soon after his father is killed in battle. But the new power soon blinds him to the need to listen to his advisors and brothers, and he marries Lady Gray, thus, alienating Warwick and the king of France, who had negotiated for a wedding to the French king's sister. Edward falls from the throne and is imprisoned but freed by Richard and again becomes king at the end of the play.

  


  
    George - Edward's younger brother, George was in France at the beginning of the play, returning with reinforcements after his father's death. George joins his brothers' battles, until Edward marries Lady Gray. George breaks with his brother and joins Warwick, though he rejoins his brothers later and helps defeat Warwick. George receives the title of the Duke of Clarence from his brother, and he is often referred to as "Clarence" throughout the play and into Richard III. George is Richard's next target at the end of the play.

  


  
    Richard - A younger brother of Edward and George, Richard is a fierce supporter of the Yorks' claim to the throne. Most noted for his physical deformities, including a hump back, lame leg, and shriveled arm, Richard takes his physical deformity as proof that he will not succeed with women or in the world of the court. Therefore, he decides that the only thing for him is to gain the throne. Yet there are many ahead of him in line to the crown, who he must eliminate along the way, performing the role of a good brother and subject while secretly behaving with bloodthirsty abandon. Killing Henry, Richard declares himself severed from a world of family and brotherhood; he stands alone in his quest for the crown. One of the most compelling characters in Shakespeare's oeuvre, Richard has greater command of language than most other characters, and he has the best speeches. Richard's deformities raise many questions; does he use his deformity as an excuse for his behavior, or is his body an outward manifestation of his ambition and his evil nature?

  


  
    Warwick - Long one of York's allies, Warwick was a pivotal force in bringing Edward to the throne. Later, he is sent to France to negotiate for marriage between Edward and Lady Bona, sister of the king of France. When Edward marries someone else, Warwick feels slighted and switches his allegiance to Henry, joining Margaret's army. Eventually, he is killed in battle with Edward's forces.

  


  
    Margaret - Henry's French wife, Margaret was wooed in I Henry VI by Suffolk, who later became her lover. Alarmed that her husband is such a weak man, Margaret begins taking over for him. She scolds him for having given in to York's pressure in agreeing to pass the throne to York after his death. Then, she raises an army to fight with York; later, she stabs York to death. When Edward comes to the throne, Margaret goes to France to ask for aid and returns to lead more battles. Margaret is cursed repeatedly by her enemies for being an unnatural woman, in having taken on such a masculine role to lead Henry's armies. Yet she is the strongest inspirational force among all Henry's supporters.

  


  
    Prince Edward - Son of Margaret and Henry, Prince Edward delights Henry's supporters in his show of strength and courage; they hope he is another Henry V. Yet finally he is captured in battle and killed by York's sons.

  


  
    Rutland - York's youngest son, killed by Clifford. Margaret dips a handkerchief in his blood to taunt York with after she captures him.

  


  
    Clifford - Clifford's father was killed by York at the end of 2 Henry VI, so Clifford begins this play with blood lust. He kills York's young son Rutland, then York himself. He and Richard become enemies, and Richard tries to kill him on the battlefield, but Clifford dies from an arrow wound before Richard can find him.

  


  
    Montague - One of Warwick's relatives, Montague supports York, then Edward. At a certain moment, probably after Edward marries Lady Gray, Montague appears on Henry's side and later is killed in battle alongside Warwick.

  


  
    Westmorland - One of Henry's supporters

  


  
    Exeter - One of Henry's supporters

  


  
    Norfolk - One of Henry's supporters

  


  
    Somerset - One of Edward's supporters, he joins George in going over to Warwick's side after Edward marries Lady Gray.

  


  
    Northumberland - One of Henry's supporters

  


  
    Lady Bona - Sister of the king of France, Louis, Edward proposes marriage to Lady Bona through the ambassadorship of Warwick, and she agrees. But when word arrives that Edward has married Lady Gray, Lady Bona asks her brother to lend support to those who would topple Edward.

  


  
    Lady Gray - Lady Gray comes to Edward to ask him to restore her lands to her, as they were taken when her husband died. He proposes that she become his lover but she refuses. Then, he asks her to marry him, and she agrees, becoming the queen.

  


  
    Louis - King of France, Louis lends support to Margaret when Edward insults his sister Lady Bona by marrying Lady Gray instead.

  


  
    Oxford - One of Henry's supporters.

  


  
    Rivers - One of Edward's supporters, brother of Lady Gray.

  


  
    Hastings - One of Edward's supporters.

  


  
    Montgomery - One of Edward's supporters.

  


  
    Richmond - The young Henry, Earl of Richmond, meets Henry when he is first freed from prison by his supporters. Henry prophecies big things for Richmond; in fact, Richmond is the future Henry VII, and he will help found the house of Tutor and end the War of the Roses when he defeats Richard in Richard III.

  


  
    Soldier - Henry watches from the field as various soldiers bring bodies from the field, one discovering he has accidentally killed his own son, and another his father. The soldiers suffer the unnaturalness of the War of the Roses, a war between extended family, which has enveloped the nation.

  


  


  Act I, Scene i


  Summary


  The Duke of York enters the Parliament House in London with his two sons, Edward and Richard, followed by Norfolk, Montague, and Warwick. The lords wonder where the king has fled, and they discuss their successes in prior battles with the king's followers. Warwick points out that they stand before the throne, and he urges York to possess the royal seat. The lords ascend the diadem and York sits in the throne, resolved to seize the English crown once and for all.


  Then, King Henry enters, with Clifford, Westmorland, Northumberland, Exeter, and other lords. Seeing York on the throne, Henry reminds his followers that York, who has killed the fathers of Clifford and Northumberland, wants to seize the throne. The lords want to attack York where he sits, but Henry reminds them that York's troops stand at the ready. He would rather fight with words and threats than to inflict bloody chaos on the Parliament House. Henry speaks to York, asking him to descend from the throne. The various lords insult each other, and Henry asks York what claim he has to the throne. York's father was merely another Duke of York, says Henry, but Henry's father was King Henry V.


  Yet York reminds Henry that he lost the French lands that Henry V had conquered. Henry says the Lord Protector of the kingdom had lost it due to inattention. Richard and Edward urge York to seize the crown, but Henry's lords quiet them so Henry may speak. Though York thinks he has the lineage of a king, Henry assures him that he will not give up the position held by both his father and grandfather. But York declares that Henry's grandfather, Henry IV, got the crown unlawfully through rebellion. Henry knows his rights to the throne are based on a flimsy argument. He asks York if Richard II could have lawfully resigned the throne to Henry IV, but York insists rebellion caused the hand-over of power.


  Hearing this, Exeter believes York and sides with him. Henry worries all his lords will abandon him. Clifford vows to fight on Henry's behalf, whether or not he is the true heir to the throne. Warwick announces that Henry must do right by York's claim, or he will send his soldiers into Parliament. Henry asks York to let him continue to reign while he lives, and he will then pass the crown to York and his heirs. York and Henry agree, but Clifford is appalled that Henry would think to disinherit his son and his right to the throne. Henry's lords are quickly disenchanted and depart to report to the queen. Henry sighs for his disinherited son, yet announces the terms of agreements for the eventual hand-over of the crown to York. York promises to honor Henry as king and not revolt against him, and the throne shall pass to the house of York. York agrees, descends from the throne, and embraces Henry. York and his men depart.


  Henry and Exeter are joined by Margaret and Prince Edward. Margaret upbraids Henry, saying she wishes she had died before marrying him, rather than seeing him behave so unnaturally toward his son. Henry tries to excuse himself, saying that York and Warwick forced him into the agreement. Margaret asks him how he can be king and yet be forced to do anything. Appalled, she tells him he has undone his reign, and he now is allowed to reign solely thanks to the Yorks. He endangers himself by striking a deal with these wolves, who now encircle him like a trembling lamb, and he is wrong to think they will let him rule unharmed. If she had been there, she would never have let Henry make such a deal. Thus, she will distance herself from Henry until he undoes his agreement to disinherit their son. Margaret prepares to leave, while Henry asks his son if he will stay. Prince Edward says he will return only when they have had victory on the battlefield, and they leave.


  Henry remarks on Margaret's behavior, saying that her love for her son has enraged her against York. He asks Exeter to help him be reconciled with his lords.


  Commentary


  See 1 Henry VI and 2 Henry IV for extensive background about the struggle for the throne played out here. In short, York believes that he is the rightful heir to the throne because Richard II was forcibly removed from the throne by Henry IV, so all rulers thereafter have had an illegal claim to the throne. York's lineage stems from the eldest surviving brother of Richard II, who should have been the heir when Richard II died childless. Henry, on the other hand, is both the grandchild of the usurper and a relative of a younger brother of Richard II, making his claim to the throne entirely spurious, in York's eyes.


  Henry makes his claim to the throne by evoking the name of his father Henry V, who was a very popular leader and who conquered much of France, to the appreciation of the English lords. While Henry's own ineffective ruling has led to the loss of those same territories, Henry nevertheless points to Henry V as proof of the validity of his reign. Henry IV may have been a usurper, but he became king, as his heirs did in turn, and that alone should be proof of his right to power.


  Yet Henry is not cut out to be a powerful ruler, and he is not enthusiastic to defend his reign. Striking a deal with York to keep the throne during his lifetime but pass it to York thereafter, Henry effectively disowns his son by eliminating Prince Edward's right to become the next ruler. As Henry gets weaker, his French-born wife Margaret gets stronger and determines to set things right through the power of the armies, now at her command.


  Margaret points out the essential problem with Henry's arrangement with York: by disowning his son, Henry has become an unnatural father and disrupted the normal pattern of familial relations and monarchal succession. His weakness has made the relationships of the royal family into a relative monstrosity, where a king gives up the crown but a queen leads the armies to recover it. Margaret is repeatedly accused of being unnatural, as a woman who takes up the sword and commands armies. That surely originates from Henry's denial of his own role as protector of his son, a task that Margaret must take up.


  The severing of bonds between father and son recurs in this play in several spots. In one case, Henry watches two consecutive soldiers stripping the spoils of war from the bodies of men they have killed, discovering they have killed their own father and son, respectively. At York's own death, the camaraderie of his sons is destroyed and replaced with fraternal rivalry. When kinship ties are broken, all that remains is the will of the individual, which is most strikingly demonstrated in the awesome willpower of Richard, York's son, who eventually destroys everyone else in the way along his path to the throne.


  Act I, Scenes ii-iv


  Summary


  At York's castle, Richard, Edward, and Montague enter in disagreement. York enters and asks about their discussion. Richard and Edward ask their father about the crown, which York says they shall receive when Henry dies. They urge him to enjoy the throne now, for Henry shall surely outlive York. But York insists that he took an oath to let Henry rule untroubled. But Richard says it was not a legally binding oath, since it was not sworn before a magistrate. Therefore, he urges his father to fight for the crown.


  York is easily convinced. He tells Montague to go to London to contact Warwick and other lords who support him. Meanwhile a messenger enters with news that the queen's armies are on their way to besiege York's castle. York sends Montague with even more haste and prepares to fight, when several of his relatives show up with their armies to resist the armies led by the woman general.


  The Earl of Rutland, York's youngest son, and a tutor are on their way to York's castle when they encounter Clifford. Rutland begs for his life, asking Clifford to fight with his father instead of killing him. But Clifford is determined to kill Rutland to pay back York for having killed the elder Clifford. Killing all the members of the house of York and desecrating their tombs would not be enough to calm his ire, Clifford declares. Rutland begs again, saying Clifford has no cause to kill him, but Clifford sees reason enough and kills Rutland.


  On the battlefield, York observes the deaths of some of his lords and the success of the queen's army. His army has been unable to beat back Margaret's forces. He predicts his demise as Margaret enters with Clifford, Northumberland, and Prince Edward. Clifford says York's day is over, but York insists that a phoenix will rise from his ashes to revenge him. Clifford is ready to kill York, but Margaret holds him back. Northumberland, Clifford, and York fight, and they capture York.


  Margaret speaks to an imprisoned York, mocking his desire to be king. Where are his sons to protect him now, she asks. She shows him a handkerchief covered with Rutland's blood, which she offers him to use to dry his tears. When York doesn't show any emotion, she calls him a madman. York is silent, so she suggests that he will not speak unless he wears a crown. Her soldiers make a paper crown, and she puts it on his head, reminding him of the oath he made with Henry to disown Henry's son, an oath he would now try to break by attempting to regain the crown while Henry still lives. These are unpardonable faults, she says, and knocks the crown from his head.


  York responds, bitterly accusing Margaret of being unnatural to be leading an army. He calls her evil, reminds her of her father's paltry claim to nobility and his poverty. Women, he says, have beauty, virtue, and the ability to govern themselves, but she has none of these attributes, and that makes her abominable. How can you be a woman, he asks, and yet dip a handkerchief in a child's blood and present it to a father to wipe his eyes? If weeping and raging is what she wants, then he will do both. York calls Margaret inhuman, while Northumberland observes that he feels sorry for York, seeing how much his sorrow affects him. Clifford and Margaret stab York, and he dies. Margaret orders York's head to be placed on the gates of the town of York.


  Commentary


  At the end of 2 Henry VI, York killed Clifford's father. Clifford's grief at the fact that York didn't spare his aged father led him to swear he would kill even the youngest child of the house of York, which he accomplishes by murdering Rutland.


  Margaret holds her lords off when they want to kill York, apparently because she wants to taunt him before she kills him. With a handkerchief dipped in Rutland's blood, she challenges him to mourn for his son while she charges him with having an upstart's desire for the throne. He accuses Margaret of having the opposite characteristics of everything that embodies femininity, which makes her a monster. Taking up arms was virtually unheard of for a woman in this time, though Margaret probably had heard of Joan of Arc, who led the forces in France at the time of Margaret's betrothal to Henry. While soldiering was an uncharacteristically masculine activity for a woman, Margaret's actions are driven by a stereotypically feminine desire to care for her son and assure his rightful future. York accuses her of behaving unnaturally, yet she nevertheless demonstrates a kind of "natural" tendency to defend her offspring to the death.


  After escaping through many battles and debates through the prior two plays, York's luck finally runs out. Despite the fact that the contemporary title of this play was Richard Duke of York, York dies in the first act of the play. Theoretically he has won the right to the throne, though the legality of his agreement with Henry is debatable; yet he is unable to become king, and Henry outlives him. The ambiguous prediction of the spirits summoned by the Duke of Gloucester's wife in 2 Henry VI finally comes true, as a duke overcomes a king, yet the king outlives this duke. Now the focus of the York line shifts to his remaining sons, and their struggles.


  Act II, Scenes i-ii


  Summary


  Edward and Richard meet on the field of battle and wonder about the whereabouts of their father. Richard says that he saw York fighting fiercely, and he is proud to be his son. The brothers notice light on the horizon, and they see three suns rise. Richard comments as the suns seem to join and embrace, as if they had made some unbreakable agreement together. Edward thinks it is a sign that the three York brothers, already blazing on their own merits, should join together to shine over the world like the united sun. Richard is a little more skeptical about the meaning of the sign.


  A messenger enters and announces the death of York. The messenger tells how York was captured with great difficulty and killed by Clifford and Margaret after Margaret mocked him with the handkerchief covered with Rutland's blood. Edward mourns his father, wishing he were dead so he didn't have to endure the grief: "Now my soul's palace is become a prison / Ah, would she break from hence that this my body / Might in the ground be close up in rest. / For never henceforth shall I joy again" (2.1.74-6). But Richard cannot cry; instead, he is consumed with rage and swears he will revenge his father's death. Edward says that he now inherits his father's dukedom, but Richard insists he inherits the throne and kingdom, as well.


  Warwick and Montague enter, and Richard reports the news. Warwick, too, has news; having already heard of the fall of York, he mustered his troops and marched to intercept the queen, who was on her way to London to undo Henry's agreement with York. When the two armies met, Warwick's soldiers fought bravely but lost the battle. Warwick also reports that George, the other brother of Richard and Edward, has returned from France. Richard says the battle must have been harsh, for he has never heard of Warwick retreating. Warwick says they must march to London to defend the agreement York made with Henry about the succession. Edward agrees, acknowledging he is now the Duke of York. As they prepare, a messenger announces the arrival of the Queen's army.


  Henry, Margaret, Clifford, Northumberland, and Prince Edward arrive at the town of York. Margaret points out York's head on the city walls, but Henry warns her to restrain her desire for revenge. Clifford speaks, elaborating on the nature of family in the natural world, where animals are kind to their offspring and vicious to enemies who threaten their children. He urges Henry to reverse his stance of being kind to York, his enemy, and cruel to his son, now disinherited. He tells the king that he should learn from the natural world; he should seize his own kingdom, make sure the birthright passes on to his son, and undo his unnatural agreements.


  But Henry says that sons aren't always happy with that which they receive from their father. His son will be left his father's virtuous deeds, as he wished his father had left him, instead of a kingdom. Margaret interrupts him to remind Henry that he promised to knight his son; he does so.


  A messenger enters with news of Warwick's army's imminent arrival. Clifford urges Henry to leave the scene of the battle, since the queen does better without him present. Edward enters with Warwick, Richard, George, Norfolk, and Montague. George says to Margaret that she has heard that she caused Parliament to undo the agreement made between his father York and Henry. Richard and Clifford shout at each other, and Warwick interrupts to ask Henry to yield the crown. The lords all argue and threaten each other. Henry tries to speak; Margaret tells him to interrupt more forcefully or to be silent. He says he is the king and privileged to speak.


  Clifford and Richard continue to shout at each other, Edward and Warwick demand the crown from Henry, and Prince Edward urges his father to resist. Edward insults Margaret, saying that Henry married below his station when he was wedded to her. He declares that the cause of the present struggle is Margaret's pride; the Yorks would have pitied a gentle king if Margaret had not been so power hungry, but instead they felt the need to make their claim. Edward says he no longer wishes to try to confer with her, since she denies the king the right to speak, and he suggests that the dispute be resolved on the battlefield. Margaret tries to stop Edward, but he replies that her words will cause many deaths on the fields of war.


  Commentary


  York's sons see three suns in the sky; Edward interprets it as a sign that the three remaining brothers (though they do not yet know Rutland is dead, and they do not seem that sad when they do hear) should be inseparable. Richard, however, does not seem to buy this meaning but does not suggest an alternate one. Richard's later behavior shows his ease working alone, without any genuine allies; perhaps he is not anxious to bond with his brothers because someday he plans to sever from them, in reaching for the throne. In his mind, three sons will become one, when he eliminates his brothers and becomes the single son, the king.


  Clifford's speech to Henry about the natural world continues to emphasize the theme of natural versus unnatural familial relations. Clifford thinks fathers should pass on their successes to their sons, for to do otherwise is unnatural. But Henry is not sure he likes what he has gained from his father, such as a kingdom and responsibilities to appear strong and maintain conquered lands. Hence, he is not convinced that he should automatically pass what he has on to his son.


  When Edward and his men enter to confer with Henry, an elaborate shouting match occurs. Richard and Clifford are instantly at each other's throat, shouting at each other over the other's discussions. Warwick and Margaret insult each other about successes in past battles. Edward and George accuse Margaret of being a low-born monstrosity. But when the king tries to speak, even Margaret hushes him.


  Edward makes two unusual claims in this scene. First, he blames Margaret's pride for the fact that his family's claim to the throne came to light. He says that his family would have been happy to let a weak king like Henry rule, if only Margaret had not be so prideful--but she was a bad influence, therefore, the Yorks decided to try to get their throne back. Next, he says that their disagreement will have to be fought on the battlefield, since Margaret will not even let Henry talk.


  Both claims are puzzling. York spent much of 2 Henry VI raging about the weakness of Henry and his unsuitability for the throne, which did not have much to do with Margaret. And while it is good that someone notices that Henry is unable to speak, it seems unlikely that Edward would attribute his attack on Margaret's forces to her silencing the king. Edward wants to be the king, yet he speaks as if he is Henry's champion, defending him from Margaret. Apparently he wants to justify his efforts to seize the crown by blaming the faults of the kingdom on Margaret, instead of on Henry's weak leadership. It would all have been fine, he claims, if not for the arrival of the unnaturally poor and monstrously efficient Margaret.


  Act II, Scenes iii-vi


  Summary


  Warwick is joined on the field of battle by Edward, then George and Richard. They are losing the battle; Richard tells Warwick about his half brother's death. Warwick is enraged and swears he will have revenge. He vows he will not pause in his fight until their side wins. Edward joins him in the vow, and the brothers and Warwick head back into the battle, fighting on with the soldiers that remain.


  Richard chases after Clifford, wanting revenge for the death of his father and brother. The two fight; Warwick comes to help Richard, so Clifford flees. Richard asks Warwick to stay away, and he sets after Clifford himself.


  Henry watches the battle, observing that the opposing sides sway like the ocean, from one side of the field to the other and back. He sits on a small hill to watch the fight and to consider how his life has been filled only with grief and woe. He would have been happier, he thinks, if he had been a shepherd. He imagines how his life world run in such a life--so many hours spent with his flock, resting, thinking, or enjoying himself. He imagines a lovely life and how much better a shepherd's lowly meal would be than a king's sumptuous dinner.


  A soldier enters, carrying another dead soldier. Henry watches from the side as the soldier strips the armor from the man he has killed, looking for money or loot. As he takes off the helmet, the soldier realizes that he has killed his own father. The soldier was enlisted to the king's army from London, while his father was one of Warwick's servants. As the soldier weeps, Henry comments on the terrible times, where the common people suffer as their leaders struggle for primacy.


  Then, another soldier enters with another body and looks, like the first soldier, for cash on the body. Removing the helmet, the soldier discovers he has killed his own son. What an unnatural, miserable age, says the soldier, what terrible acts take place because of this unfortunate struggle among the nobles. Henry mourns, wishing his death might stop these horrific events. While the first soldier wonders how he shall tell his mother what he has done and the second imagines how his wife will handle the news, Henry thinks how angry the nation will be at its king. Yet he grieves so much for the suffering of the common people. The soldiers exit, leaving Henry alone and overcome with woe.


  Prince Edward enters and tells his father to flee, for Warwick's army is winning. Margaret and Exeter enter and urge the same.


  Clifford enters, with an arrow in his neck. He knows it is the end for him, and he regrets his fall, thinking that Henry will be weaker without his help. He wishes Henry had ruled as a strong king should, like his father and grandfather, for then the house of York could not have advanced so far. Then, he and so many other thousands would not have died in the struggle. He faints.


  Edward enters, with Richard and George, followed by Warwick and Montague. Edward speaks of their good fortune in battle and mentions that some troops follow Margaret; he wonders if Clifford is with them. Clifford groans as he dies, and Richard finds the body. Warwick commands York's head be removed from the town wall, and Clifford's put up instead. As they drag the body out, the lords interrogate Clifford, mocking him to see if he is yet alive--but he is not.


  Warwick hastens the brothers to London to claim the crown and plans to go immediately to France to ask for the hand of Lady Bona for Edward. If Edward can ally with France, then they will be able to resist the queen's armies, should they again reunite. Edward makes Richard the Duke of Gloucester and George the Duke of Clarence. Richard asks to switch with George, not wanting to be connected to a title so unlucky, since the previous three Gloucesters died violently. But Edward insists, and they head off for London.


  Commentary


  These battle scenes place Henry off to the side of the action, watching the battle from a nearby hillside. First, he yearns for a more private, simpler life, but he is instantly brought back to his public role when he witnesses more examples of the disaster wrought by the disruption of normal family ties. One soldier has accidentally killed his son, and another his father, because the battle lines of the nobility have caused the different generations to go to war against each other. The results are deadly and unnatural; no father should kill his own son, or vice versa. Henry identifies his role as head of the nation with that of the father or son who must now bear the brunt of his horrible deed. Henry, too, must bear the guilt of the events that the state must endure, including the death of thousands of people over this dispute among nobles.


  Meanwhile, Richard does not have the pleasure of killing Clifford himself, as he had so enthusiastically sought throughout the battle. As he dies, Clifford, too, attributes the problems of the nation to the fact that Henry was not a strong enough king to rule effectively and to restrain the Yorks.


  Act III, Scenes i-ii


  Summary


  Two gamekeepers travel through a Scottish forest. They see a man approaching and hide to observe him. It is King Henry, who has escaped to Scotland to flee the wars. They listen as Henry mulls about the news that Margaret and Prince Edward traveled to France to ask for aide, even as Warwick has arrived to ask the French king for the hand of his sister for Edward. He fears the French king will be swayed by Warwick, a subtle orator.


  The gamekeepers emerge and ask Henry, if he is a king, then where is his crown. He says it is in his heart. They arrest him, having sworn allegiance to Edward. Henry asks them if they did not swear and break an oath to him when once they swore to be his subjects. They say that they were his subjects only while Henry was king. Henry observes that the common men are fickle, blown like a feather from one allegiance to another. So, he agrees to be arrested, and they lead him away.


  In the palace in London, King Edward enters with Richard, George, and Lady Gray. The brothers discuss Lady Gray's fortunes; her husband was killed and his lands seized, and she presents a suit to repossess them. Richard and George chuckle to each other, convinced Edward means to give her lands back in exchange for becoming her lover, and they watch Lady Gray and Edward talk. He says she can have her lands if she loves the king, which she says she does--as a subject. He explains that he meant he wants to sleep with her, and she replies that she will not get her lands back, then. Edward, seeing his efforts fail, decides to ask her to marry him. She says she is not good enough to be queen, and she assumes he teases her. But he insists that she will be his queen.


  Edward calls his brothers back and announces his decision. They are astonished but soon distracted by the arrival of a messenger announcing Henry's imprisonment in the Tower. The others go to the Tower, leaving Richard alone.


  Richard ponders the turn of events, hoping Edward's new wife will not bear him children. He enumerates the people in line to the throne before him, including Edward, George, Henry, Prince Edward, and any of their children. He dreams of the crown, like one who stands on a cliff and dreams of walking on a far-off land. If the route to the throne is too long, then what are his other possibilities? A world of pleasure, perhaps, with wonderful clothes and women swarming around him. But, he says: "Why, Love foreswore me in my mother's womb.... / She did corrupt frail nature with some bribe / To shrink mine arm up like a withered shrub / To make an envious mountain on my back... / To disproportion me in every part..." (3.2.153-60). He is physically deformed, so no one will love him, he declares.


  And since he will have no worldly or sensual pleasure, Richard can see no other enjoyment but to dominate those who have more pleasing appearances than himself. He will set his mind on the crown and create disruption in the world until he possesses the crown. But how? So many lives stand between him and the crown. Like someone lost in a thorny forest, not knowing how to get out and constantly pricked in every direction, Richard torments himself with ideas about how to get the crown. But he will free himself from that torment with blood. He will be devious and misleading: "Why, I can smile, and murder whiles I smile, / And cry 'Content!' to that which grieves my heart, / And wet my cheeks with artificial fears, / And frame my face to all occasions.... / I can add colours to the chameleon / Change shapes with Proteus for advantages, / And set the murderous Machiavel to school. / Can I do this, and cannot get a crown?" (3.2.182-5,191-94).


  Commentary


  In this first long soliloquy in this play, Richard's plans become clear. Upset that his brother decides to marry Lady Gray even while Warwick negotiates for a French bride, Richard thinks about his desire for the crown and how far he is from inheriting it. It is too difficult, he first thinks, to negotiate through all these people. But when he considers the courtly life of a noble, he knows it is not for him.


  He believes he will never enjoy the pleasures of the world, including the love of women, because of his appearance. Richard was said to be lame, hump backed, with one arm shorter than the other. Since his mother cursed him with such a horrible appearance, he believes he will enjoy no pleasure in the court. His alternative, then, is to set his sights on the crown and to get it through devious means. From now until he gets the throne, Richard will play a role and become an actor in the court of England. He will seem to be charming while he plots the downfall and death of others, he will seem innocent and harmless while he cuts a swathe of destruction through the court.


  Richard is a figure fashioned after the Vice figure of medieval religious dramas, a witty and engaging character who embodied the principle of evil. Richard, too, evokes Nicolo Machiavelli, a fifteenth century Italian political philosopher most known in England as an advocate of ruthless political cunning. This draws an association to the figure of the stage Machiavel, a character, like the Vice figure, who embodied the hypocrisy attributed to modern political schemers.


  While Richard shares affinities with both these characters, he is not fully either. He seems to represent what happens when the identifying ties of family, like "son" or "brother" are disrupted. And Richard epitomizes the deforming effects of ambition. Hence, Richard's actual physical deformity raises curious questions. Is his outward appearance a marker of his corrupt inner being? Or is his outward appearance a cause (or excuse) for his behavior? These questions come up again and again, as Richard refers to his deformity of body and mind throughout this play and the later play, Richard III.


  Act III, Scene iii


  Summary


  King Louis of France enters his throne room with Lady Bona, Prince Edward, Margaret, and Oxford. Louis bids Margaret to sit by him and tell him of her troubles. She relates Henryís misfortune, that he has fled to Scotland while Edward has taken the throne. With her son, she begs Louisí aid.


  Then, Warwick enters. He announces his greetings from Edward and asks Louis to grant the hand of Lady Bona to Edward. Margaret interrupts to declare that Edward is a tyrant, for tyrants always want to make allies abroad so they may safely rule at home. Henry still lives, she reminds Louis, as does his son. So, Edward is only a usurper. Warwick brings up the past, repeating the claim that Henry is a usurper, since his grandfather took the throne illegally from Richard II. Warwick and Oxford argue. Louis asks to speak to Warwick alone.


  Louis asks Warwick if Edward is legally installed as king and if he genuinely loves Lady Bona. Warwick assures him of Edward's solidity and his love for Lady Bona. Louis decides to give her to Edward, and he tells Margaret and her followers. Louis explains that Henryís claim to the throne seems weak, since he was ousted; thus, he supports Edward.


  A messenger enters with letters. Louis reads that Edward has married Lady Gray and has scorned a marriage with Lady Bona and an alliance with France. Warwick tells Louis that Edward has dishonored him by having sent him to France to negotiate for a wife, then marrying someone else. He renounces Edward and declares that he will return to Henryís allegiance. He asks Margaret to forgive him, and she does.


  Warwick asks Louis to lend some soldiers to force Edward from the throne. He has heard that George is also likely to break with his brother, strengthening their cause. Louis agrees. They send messages to Edward; Margaret announces that she puts on armor again, and Warwick declares he has been wronged and will see Edward uncrowned soon. Warwick offers Margaret assurance that he supports her by offering his daughter in marriage to Prince Edward.


  Warwick, alone, considers his journey; he came as an ambassador for Edward but returns an enemy. He was the chief supporter of Edward in his rise to the throne, and now he will be the main impetus in his fall, declares Warwick.


  Commentary


  Allegiances shift in response to Edwardís marriage. He has alienated both his brothers and his potential allies in France, as well as his supporter Warwick, by choosing to marry someone he liked rather than someone politically expedient, like Lady Bona.


  Edwardís marriage mistake is similar to Henryís errors in marrying Margaret. Many were dissatisfied that Henry chose to marry Margaret rather than a richer, more important relative of the king of France. And Margaretís ambition has been repeatedly blamed for Henryís weakness as a king. But now Edward, not learning from the mistakes of Henry, chooses to marry Lady Gray without consulting his brothers, allies, or advisors, and everyone will turn against him. Clearly marriage arrangements were important ways of aligning oneís allies and enemies, and Edward should have undertaken his marriage with greater care.


  Act IV, Scenes i-iv


  Summary


  Richard, George, Somerset, and Montague enter, discussing Edward's marriage with the Lady Gray, which they think he should have put off until Warwick returned. Then, Henry enters with Lady Gray and other lords, including Hastings. Edward asks his brothers how they like his match; they say they are as pleased as Louis or Warwick. Edward retorts that he is king and can do what he likes. George says that Louis has become his enemy and Warwick dishonored and alienated by Edward's new marriage.


  Montague reminds the lords that an alliance with France would have strengthened the kingdom, but Hastings insists that England is strong enough on its own. Richard accuses Edward of arranging a marriage between another lord's daughter and Lady Gray's brother, when such a pairing would have better suited George or himself. Edward repeats again that he is king and will not be held subject to his brothers' will.


  The messenger returns from France with news of Warwick's change of allegiance, Margaret's armed preparedness, and Louis and Lady Bona's displeasure. When George hears that Warwick has solidified his ties to Margaret through marriage between his daughter and Prince Edward, George declares he will marry Warwick's other daughter, and he leaves, followed by Somerset. Richard stays, not for love of Richard, but for the crown, he mutters to himself. Edward asks Hastings and Montague if they are still with him; they reply affirmatively.


  Warwick and Oxford arrive on the shores of England, leading French soldiers. George and Somerset join with him, and Warwick is glad. He suggests a plan to capture Edward.


  Three watchmen guard Edward's tent. Warwick arrives with George, Oxford, and Somerset, and they attack the tent. Richard and Hastings flee, but Warwick captures Edward. Warwick accuses Edward of being incompetent and unfit to rule, since he doesn't know how to rightly use ambassadors, nor stick to his marriage plan, nor how to treat his brothers in a brotherly fashion or even how to take care of his people's welfare.


  Edward, seeing George as part of Warwick's force, knows he must give in. But he assures Warwick that he will still be king though his state falls. Warwick removes Edward's crown and orders Somerset to take Edward to be imprisoned at the home of the Archbishop of York. The troops prepare to march to London and reinstall Henry on the throne.


  Commentary


  Edward's reign comes to trouble, as he stubbornly insists that being the king makes him correct in all matters. Again, Edward ignores the lesson of Henry, which demonstrated that being king doesn't necessarily mean one's will is obeyed. His brother George and others separate from him to join Warwick's force, and they quickly reverse the command of the kingdom for the second time in this play.


  Act IV, Scenes v-vii


  Summary


  Lady Gray and her brother Rivers enter the palace. Lady Gray reveals that Edward has been taken prisoner. Rivers hopes that Warwick may let lose, and Lady Gray tries not to mourn, deciding to be strong now that she is pregnant. She urges Rivers and others of Edward's supporters to flee, while she goes to sanctuary to protect the true heir to the crown.


  Richard and Hastings arrive near the Archbishop of York's property. Richard says he knows where Edward is imprisoned and that he is allowed out to hunt at times. He has gotten word to Edward to direct him to hunt in a particular place, so they can rescue him. Edward arrives, meets his brothers, and they set off.


  Warwick and George enter the Tower with the crown. Henry enters with Oxford, Somerset, Montague, and the young Henry, Earl of Richmond. Henry speaks well of the man who guarded him in prison and thanks Warwick for setting him free. Henry intends hereafter to live out of the public eye, so the people will not be punished for his bad luck. Henry says that he will continue to wear the crown, but he resigns the government to Warwick. Warwick says George should receive this honor, so Henry pronounces them both Protectors of England, while he lives a private life. George and Warwick agree to work together to fill Henry's place in government and to secure the succession of Prince Edward.


  Henry sees Somerset with a young man, his nephew, the Earl of Richmond. Impressed by the boy, Henry prophesizes that the boy will provide peace for England; he seems made for the crown.


  A messenger arrives with news that Edward has escaped and fled across the Channel to Burgundy. The lords leave to deal with governmental matters, and Oxford and Somerset comment that Burgundy will probably aid Edward, and there will be more wars soon. Somerset plans to send Richmond to Brittany for safety in the meantime.


  Commentary


  These action-filled scenes progress the plot through Henry's return to the throne and the second rise of Edward. Henry's encounter with Richmond provides a vision of the future, for Richmond will be the future Henry VII, the founder of the Tudor dynasty. He will bring the War of the Roses to an end when he defeats Richard, then Richard III, on the field of battle, as depicted in Richard III.


  Act IV, Scenes viii-x


  Summary


  Edward, Richard, and Hastings return to England with troops provided by Burgundy. They knock at the doors of the town of York. The mayor won't let him in, but Edward insists that he is at least the Duke of York. Then, he says he now supports King Henry, so the mayor lets him in.


  Montgomery arrives, offering himself as an ally to King Edward. Edward says he only wants his title as duke for the moment. Montgomery says he'll take his troops away, then, for he wants to serve a king, not a duke. Edward says they must come up with a plan or wait until they are stronger before trying to regain the throne. Hastings urges him to strike immediately. Edward is convinced, and Montgomery declares himself Edward's champion. Edward thanks his supporters.


  Henry enters with Warwick, Montague, Clarence, and Oxford. Warwick reports that Edward has returned from Burgundy with an army. He urges his lords to raise up armies. The lords take their leave of Henry.


  Henry and Exeter talk. Henry says he thinks Warwick will beat Edward's army. Henry considers his reign as king, saying he has made an effort to answer the demands of the various nobility and the people, neither greedy nor oppressive; so why do some like Edward more?


  Edward and Richard enter, with soldiers. Edward orders Henry captured and that he may once again be proclaimed king. He sends Henry back to the Tower and sends his troops to meet Warwick in the field.


  Commentary


  Within Act IV, Edward has been king, exiled, and king again, while Henry has been imprisoned, crowned, and imprisoned again. This act's swift progressions through the various changes of state throw into relief how dizzying these changes must have been for citizens of the time.


  As the audience struggles to keep up with the identity of the king and who is on which side, even Shakespeare may have become confused. Montague, never a very significant character, swore his allegiance to Edward right after George left to join Warwick's forces, yet by the end of this act, Montague shows up on Henry's side. Either he changed sides along the way to little fanfare, or Shakespeare shifted Montague around without noticing it, thus, demonstrating the confusion of allegiances in this civil war.


  Act V, Scenes i-iv


  Summary


  Warwick receives news from messengers about the arrival of Montague and George's troops. Then, Edward and Richard arrive with their troops. Edward asks Warwick if he will support Edward as king, but Warwick says he should remain Duke of York. Warwick says his efforts got Edward the kingdom in the first place, but Warwick's preferred king is now Henry. Edward reveals that Henry has been imprisoned.


  Oxford arrives with troops to aid Warwick, followed by Montague, Somerset, and even George. Edward asks George if even he will fight against his brother. Richard and George confer, and George announces he will break with Warwick. He asks his brothers to forgive him, and they do. Edward asks Warwick if his troops will come out and fight, and Warwick agrees to battle.


  During battle, Edward drags in a wounded Warwick and leaves him. Warwick knows he has been felled, like a giant tree that has shaded the monarchy under his protection all the while. Of all his lands, he thinks, nothing remains but that bit of earth on which he lies. Somerset and Oxford enter to tell Warwick that Margaret has arrived from France with a powerful army. Somerset reports the death of Montague, and Warwick dies.


  Edward enters to triumph with his brothers Richard and George. They have beaten Warwick's forces, but Margaret's troops approach. They discuss their numbers of soldiers and her forces and set off for the battlefield.


  Margaret enters with Prince Edward, Somerset, and Oxford. She urges her troops on, speaking of their efforts as those of a crew on a ship, whose captain is gone, many sailors lost, and masts damaged--yet they bravely continue. Even if Warwick and Montague, important parts of their force, are gone, Oxford and Somerset can be another anchor or another mast. We should forge ahead, she says, for Edward, George, and Richard are but rough seas and sharp rocks, who will have no mercy for any who might think to flee.


  Prince Edward thinks even a coward hearing these words would become brave. He urges any who are frightened to leave. Oxford marvels that a woman and a young man can be so much more courageous than soldiers. A messenger enters to announce the approach of Edward.


  Edward enters and urges his followers to help him burn out the enemies. Margaret reminds her followers that their sovereign is a prisoner and they must free him. They prepare for battle.


  Commentary


  Battle scenes follow upon battle scenes, as more and more nobles are eliminated. George changes sides again, returning to his brother, and the great warrior Warwick is toppled. But Margaret has become an inspiring force on her own, able to spur her troops on to battle with encouraging words. And her followers see the warlike spirit of Henry V return in his grandson, Prince Edward.


  Henry observed as he watched earlier battles that the armies behaved like waves, one swamping the other then drawing back, then returning. We, too, will watch this lengthy struggle for power reverse itself again and again, with each side struggling for supremacy as their armies and followers dwindle.


  Act V, Scenes v-vii


  Summary


  Edward enters the palace with Richard and George, followed by Margaret, Oxford, and Somerset under guard. Edward sends Oxford to prison and Somerset to his death. Prince Edward is brought in. The prince, though a prisoner, demands that Edward stand down from the throne. Richard insults the prince, who declares that he is better than all three traitorous and usurping brothers. Edward, Richard, and George, in turn, stab the prince to death. Margaret faints, and Richard slips off to the Tower.


  Margaret recovers and mourns for her son, calling Edward and his brothers butchers for having slain a child. Margaret asks George to kill her, but he won't. She calls for Richard to kill her, but he is gone. She is escorted away.


  Richard arrives at Henry's prison room in the Tower. Henry suspects Richard has come to kill him, having heard of his son's death. He compares himself to Daedalus and his son to Icarus, who both fled from Crete with wax wings, but Icarus died when he flew too close to the son and his wings melted. Henry likens Edward to the sun that melted Prince Edward's wax wings, and Richard to the sea that he drowned in.


  Henry predicts that thousands will weep for their dead sons, husbands, or parents because of Richard's future deeds. All these people: "Shall rue the hour that ever thou wast born. / The owl shrieked at thy birth--an evil sign... / Teeth hadst thou in thy head when thou wast born, / To signify thou cam'st to bite the world" (V.v.43-4,53-4). Richard interrupts his speech and stabs Henry to death.


  Richard ruminates over Henry's body, thinking of reports he heard his mother give about his unusual birth, that he was born feet first, with teeth already. He says: "Then, since the heavens have shaped my body so, Let hell make crooked my mind to answer it. I have 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." (V.v.78-84)


  Henry and his son are dead; Richard next shall spread rumors about George and cause his downfall. He departs with Henry's body.


  Edward enters the throne room with his queen, Lady Gray, and George, Richard, Hastings, and his infant son, Prince Edward. Edward sits on the throne again, speaking of the many nobles who died in the process of attaining it. Edward asks his brothers to kiss his child, which George willingly does, and Richard compares himself under his breath to Judas, who killed his master and, thus, pointed him out to his executioners.


  Edward gladly relaxes in his throne. George asks what he wants to do with Margaret, as the French sent ransom for her. He tells George to send her back to France and suggests his new reign be blessed with festivals and shows for the pleasure of the court.


  Commentary


  When Richard comes to kill Henry, the former king makes prophecies about Richard based on the bad signs observed when Richard was born. All of nature was in revolt when Richard was born, which forebode terrible things for the child. Henry accuses Richard of having been a child born with teeth, a particularly bad sign for Elizabethans.


  Yet these are no new insults for Richard; he has already heard stories of his birth, and he decides to embrace his unnaturalness. If he has, thus, been cursed with such an unnatural body, then he will enthusiastically follow a monstrous path. He renounces his familial ties, denying any connection to father or brothers and discarding love. From here on, Richard is "myself alone."


  In a society that defined people in terms of their place within familial structures and social hierarchies, Richard makes a unique gesture to separate himself from the bonds that allegedly hold society together. He will be an individual in a world where no one stands alone, without family or supporters or allies. Richard is far from the only character in this play whose ambition blurs the loyalties of blood and allegiance. However, his declared break with the social codes of his world most fully illustrates the monstrousness associated with the deforming influence of ambition and with those personalities who fell outside social structures.


  Richard exclaims that he will break with the natural world because his physical body is so unnatural. He defines his actions as a necessary result of his unfair treatment by fate; he will strike back at mankind because he received such a bad set of physical characteristics from the heavens. But does he use his physical impediments as an excuse for his evil nature? Or is his unnatural body actually an outward manifestation of his inner rottenness? These are questions that Richard's behaviors bring up throughout his career, which continues in the bloody and stunning Richard III.


  Meanwhile, the Yorks have finally regained the throne, and there is no one left to fight them for it. The War of the Roses has always been a national version of a family conflict, since the Lancasters and Yorks were closely related. But now the struggle for the throne will get even more claustrophobic, as Richard sets against his own brothers in his quest for power.


  Analysis


  The most important character of this play, first named The True Tragedy of Richard Duke of York and the Good King Henry the Sixth may be neither the Duke of York nor Henry but instead York's son Richard. Richard is a hunchback; much of the play follows his efforts to continue his father's quest for the crown. Near the end of the play, Richard kills Henry and declares that he had no father or brothers, thus, announcing his separation from kinship networks that define the rest of the play.


  Richard blames his isolation on his deformity, which makes a convenient excuse for his villainous behavior. Yet the relationship between deformity and the breakdown of the social order is more complex than Richard portrays it to be. Is Richard's physical form the cause of his vicious behavior, or is it an outward sign of his inner evil? Is his heartless ambition unique, or is he a manifestation of a social illness that extends beyond his single character?


  The degradation of social ties, particularly those of family, are central to the surrounding story of each of the Henry VI plays. The struggle for the throne is played out among various branches of the descendants of Edward II; the Lancaster line followed Henry IV, the fourth son of Edward II, while the York line is descended from the third son of Edward II. York, the leader of the Yorkist house, claims that his line should have possessed the throne after Henry IV took the crown illegally from Richard II. This struggle between opposing wings of the same family has infected the familial tone of an entire nation.


  Family bonds in the earlier Henry VI plays were the strongest ties between nobles, and they delineated the lines down which factions were formed. But in 3 Henry VI, family ties become fragile and threatened. The first breach of familial bonds comes when Henry agrees to pass the crown to York after his death. This act negates his son's right to the throne and makes the crown a piece of property, rather than a symbol of lineal succession. Later, Edward interprets a vision of three suns rising into one as proof that he, Richard, and George will succeed together; in fact, it seems to mean that, without their father to unite them, each will break out on his own until only one remains standing. George breaks with Edward to join Warwick, then rejoins his brothers, while Richard remains loyal only because he hopes to jockey Edward out of the throne eventually. As family bonds weaken, the social identities provided by networks of kinship and feudal loyalty disappear, giving birth to a kind of monstrous individualism.


  These scenes of severed familial bonds are echoed in "mirror scenes," scenes separate from the main plot, which symbolically reflect some of the plays thematic concerns. Henry watches a battle from afar and sees two soldiers drag the bodies of soldiers they have killed away from the scene of the fight, hoping to find some loot on the bodies to steal. The first discovers he has accidentally killed his father, and the second, his own son. Both are horrified, as is their king, underscoring the social disintegration that occurs when the ties between father and son erode.


  Once the ties of family are broken, nothing remains but the assertion of individual will. In his first soliloquy, Richard reveals his frustrations and his desires for the throne, along with a rough plan to get there. In quick succession, he counts the number of people before him in line to the throne, resigns himself to seek the pleasures of the court, despairs because of his deformity, and resolves to seek the crown by transforming himself into a smiling persona in order to achieve his end.


  While Richard is one of the most violent and cruel personas among Shakespeare's cast of characters, he is nevertheless one of the most compelling. He draws us in through his soliloquies, in which he reveals charisma and a sharp wit, and he becomes the most finely drawn figure in the play by revealing his motivations and drives. He is no hero, but all the other characters are stick figures compared to him.


  By the end of the play, Richard has announced his isolation from the titles of "son" or "brother," and while he kisses Edward's new baby, he likens himself to Judas. The court prepares to celebrate the new king, thinking the civil war is over, but the worst is yet to come. The previous chapters of the War of the Roses served to set branches of a family against each other; with no other enemies to fight, members of a single family will struggle among themselves, and vicious ambition will threaten to bring down the nation.


  In Richard III, Richard succeeds in bringing about the death or downfall of both his brothers, and he manages to take the throne, but somehow he loses his charismatic power once he has achieved the crown. Challenged by Henry, Earl of Richmond, Richard loses the throne and his life, while Richmond ends the War of the Roses by uniting the red and white rose through marriage and originating the Tudor line. Elizabeth I, the reigning sovereign when this play was written, was an heir of Henry VII; Shakespeare's history plays show the faults of the Lancasters and Yorks, thus, indirectly championing the Tudor succession.


  Study Questions


  
    
      
        Discuss the role of Margaret, who is the only character who appears in all three Henry VI plays. Why do so many accuse her of being "unnatural"? If you have read the other Henry plays, how does she change throughout? Do you think she is stepping in to fill Henry's weakness and to care for her son's succession, or does she have plans of her own?
      


      Margaret is called unnatural because she leads Henry's troops and makes all the decisions. Henry becomes weaker and weaker, and Margaret takes over more of his position. Whether he became weaker and she stepped in or she made him weaker is unclear. But she is not the only "unnatural" woman in the Henry VI plays; in 1 Henry VI, we met Joan of Arc, who, like Margaret, led troops in support of a king. The unfortunate demise of her countrywoman did not deter Margaret, whose enthusiasm seems significantly rooted in her desire to see her son on the throne. In fact, it is Henry's agreement with York to hand over the crown after his death that really sets her off; previously she had been irritated at Henry but she had never had to take control of the army. In order to assure her son's succession, she would fight, be an ambassador to France, and fight some more, even bear being accused of being "unnatural." Clearly, defending the succession of her son was "natural" enough for her.

    


    
      
        Consider Edward's marriage to Lady Gray. Why is this an unwise marriage?
      


      Like Henry's marriage to Margaret, Lady Gray is a woman without international connections and without cash to offer. Henry's marriage was considered unwise because it opened him up to the influence of those who had influence on Margaret, thus, weakening the crown. Edward's marriage, too, seems dangerous, since he made a decision without consulting his brothers, out of passion rather than rational choice. He nearly loses the kingdom because his choice alienated his ambassador Warwick and the king of France, who gives reinforcements to Margaret, as well as his own brother George, who turned against him and joined Margaret's army with other nobles.

    


    
      
        Consider Richard, one of Shakespeare's most interesting characters, and his language. How do we get to know him in this play? How does he speak differently than the other characters? How does he plan to achieve his ends, and how might speech help him?
      


      Richard is the only character who speaks in soliloquies, which provide the audience with major insights into his mind and his plans, especially those plans that involve him pretending to be a loyal brother while he plots the demise of Edward and George. Thus, he allows the audience to see both sides of his behavior. His control of language is impressive, and he elaborately explains his point of view, his frustrations, and his plans. His ability to manipulate language will carry him far in deceiving the members of the court and playing the nobles against each other.

    

  


  
    
      Consider Richard and his deformity. Could you make a case that proves Richard's behavior originates with his deformity or his deformity is a sign of his inner nature? Or is he a symbol of the deformity of the nation? Are there other deformities of unnatural things in this play to compare Richard with?
    


    
      Discuss the nature of family in this play or throughout the Henry VI series. Consider succession, family loyalties, family disputes as national battles, etc.
    


    
      How do the "mirror scenes," where a scene separate from the main plot reflects a theme of the whole, work? Consider the scenes where Henry watches the battle and how that mirrors family disintegration throughout the play.
    


    
      Many battles and transfers of power take place during this play, with Henry in and out of prison and Edward on and off the throne. Do you think this confusion of battles, plus various characters changing sides, would encourage an audience to more viscerally experience the nation spiraling into chaos? How?
    


    
      This play has been variously named The True Tragedy of Richard, Duke of York and the Good King Henry VI and simply 3 Henry VI. What do you think would be the best title? Could it be 1 Richard III? Does it seem like more or less of a tragedy depending on which name is chosen?
    


    
      Henry seems finally to just dwindle away, not speaking, not protesting, and no longer wanting to be in the public eye. Chart his decline, considering how this leader came to be an observer and finally a minor pawn while his nobles fought it out. Especially consider the importance of his speech in this play.
    

  


  
    Review Quiz


    
      1. Upon arriving in an empty throne room, Warwick urges York to:


      
        A. Take the throne.

        B. Run away.

        C. Find Henry.

        D. Name Warwick as king.

      

    


    
      2. Henry convinces York to allow him to do what with the throne:


      
        A. Keep it forever.

        B. Pass it to York on his death.

        C. Give it to the French.

        D. Abdicate in favor of his son.

      

    


    
      3. But York's son urge him to do what:


      
        A. Move to France.

        B. Agree to Henry's conditions.

        C. Try to get the crown immediately.

        D. Conquer France.

      

    


    
      4. Clifford encounters Rutland and what happens?


      
        A. Rutland reads a novel and ignores Clifford.

        B. Rutland has a swordfight with Clifford.

        C. Clifford tells Rutland to flee.

        D. Clifford kills Rutland.

      

    


    
      5. When Margaret's forces meet York's, what happens?


      
        A. York is captured.

        B. Margaret taunts York with a handkerchief.

        C. Clifford and Margaret kill York.

        D. All of the above.

      

    


    
      6. After their father is dead, what do Richard and Edward want?


      
        A. Revenge and the crown.

        B. To stay in the town of York.

        C. Alliance with Denmark.

        D. More soldiers.

      

    


    
      7. When Edward comes to ask Henry again if he will give him the throne, how does he respond?


      
        A. He says nothing because no one will let him speak.

        B. He replies in French, which Edward doesn't speak.

        C. He turns his back.

        D. He asks Margaret to speak for him.

      

    


    
      8. Henry watches the battle; what does he see?


      
        A. Opposing forces like tides.

        B. A man who killed his son.

        C. A man who killed his father.

        D. All of the above.

      

    


    
      9. After this battle, who is king?


      
        A. Edward

        B. Henry

        C. York

        D. George

      

    


    
      10. What does Lady Gray ask Edward for?


      
        A. That she may go to France.

        B. That she may marry Richard.

        C. That her lands be returned

        D. That she be imprisoned.

      

    


    
      11. What does Edward propose to Lady Gray?


      
        A. That she become his lover.

        B. That they be married.

        C. That he give her lands back if she says she loves him.

        D. All of the above.

      

    


    
      12. Why is Warwick sent to France?


      
        A. To make peace.

        B. To pick a fight.

        C. To ask for Lady Bona's hand for Edward.

        D. For some good champagne.

      

    


    
      13. Why does Margaret go to France?


      
        A. For reinforcements.

        B. To ambush Warwick.

        C. To go home.

        D. To go to the spas.

      

    


    
      14. What happens when they discover Edward married Lady Gray?


      
        A. Warwick switches allegiances.

        B. Louis offers reinforcements.

        C. Lady Bona is insulted.

        D. All of the above

      

    


    
      15. Are his brothers pleased with Edward's marriage?


      
        A. No, but they let it go.

        B. Yes, they like Lady Gray.

        C. No, George and others break with Edward.

        D. Yes, but they preferred Lady Bona.

      

    


    
      16. What does Richard decide he will do?


      
        A. Seek the crown at any cost.

        B. Act like he is innocent while scheming.

        C. Sever all ties of love and family.

        D. All of the above.

      

    


    
      17. When Warwick returns from France, who becomes king?


      
        A. Henry; Warwick reinstates him.

        B. Edward; he defeats Warwick.

        C. Warwick; after all this time, he wants the crown.

        D. George; he snuck in when no one was looking.

      

    


    
      18. But Edward is not out of the running for long. Why?


      
        A. He flees.

        B. Richard frees him.

        C. Warwick lets him go.

        D. He goes to Scotland.

      

    


    
      19. Edward is content to stay Duke of York, but his followers urge him:


      
        A. To become King of France.

        B. To become Duke of Gloucester.

        C. To seek the English crown.

        D. To give York up too.

      

    


    
      20. What inevitably happens to Henry?


      
        A. Everyone obeys him.

        B. He wins all the big battles.

        C. He throws a big party.

        D. He gets thrown back in prison.

      

    


    
      21. The armies meet; who loses?


      
        A. Warwick

        B. Margaret

        C. Prince Edward

        D. All of the above.

      

    


    
      22. What happens to Henry's son?


      
        A. He's killed.

        B. He's exiled.

        C. He flees.

        D. He is disowned.

      

    


    
      23. What happens to Henry?


      
        A. He prophecies Richard's dastardly deeds.

        B. He is killed by Richard.

        C. He dies in the Tower.

        D. All of the above.

      

    


    
      24. Who has a son at the end of the play?


      
        A. Richard

        B. George

        C. Margaret

        D. Edward

      

    


    
      25. Edward says that it's time to:


      
        A. Mourn

        B. Celebrate

        C. Travel.

        D. Elect a king.

      

    


    
      Answer Key:


      1: A; 2: B; 3: C; 4: D; 5: D; 6: A; 7: A; 8: D; 9: A; 10: C; 11: D; 12: C; 13: A; 14: D; 15: C; 16: D; 17: A; 18: B; 19: C; 20: D; 21: D; 22: A; 23: D; 24: D; 25: B

    

  


  
    Further Reading


    
      Jean A. Howard, "Richard Duke of York (3 Henry VI)", The Norton Shakespeare, Ed. Stephen Greenblatt. New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1997. Pg. 291-298.
    


    
      William Shakespeare, 2 Henry VI.The Norton Shakespeare, Ed. Stephen Greenblatt. New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1997.
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