Richard III was written in 1592 and was a huge success for its young and

relatively inexperienced author. The play marked a turning point in

Shakespeare’s career and in the development of Elizabethan drama.

Watching a performance of Shakespeare's King Richard the Third is in some ways to experience the power of Tudor propaganda. Shakespeare understood the power of stories, and he knew that the portrayal of history wasn't simply a matter of harmless entertainment. His play King Richard the Third is fascinating in the way it explores illusion and truth. Richard is presented as an evil cripple, who sees himself as being free from all the silly delusions which normal people deceive themselves with. He is a man in his natural, unadorned state. He is the truth. But this unadorned truth is not natural, and is in itself a pose. Richard is unadorned truth, and he is also a great deceiver. 

In 1455 full-scale civil war broke out between the House of York...and Lancaster...The Yorkists managed to have their leader, Edward IV, crowned king, but this did not end the conflict. After a troubled reign, Edward IV died, leaving two young sons as his heirs. Their uncle, Richard, with a cruelty appalling even for that stern age, ordered his nephews murdered and took the throne. The double murder was too much for the nation, and opposition to Richard III mounted. Support was thrown to the cause of Henry Tudor, who, in his lineage, united the Houses of Lancaster and York. The armies of Richard and Henry met at Bosworth Field in 1485. Just as the battle began, some of the king's lieutenants deserted his unworthy cause, and Richard died as he had lived, violently. His crown was found in a bush on the battlefield and placed on the head of Henry VII, the first of the Tudor line, which was to rule England from 1485 to 1603. Trade was at a standstill, the nobility had been decimated, and the nation, tired of the blood bath of civil war, stood ready for the masterful rule which the Tudors gave England. – Basic Summary of the idea portrayed through the historical works, generally under “The Tudor Myth” (ie, propaganda). 

Also, most sources say that unlike his "false, fleeting" brother (I, iv, 55), George of Clarence, Richard remained steadfastly loyal to his oldest brother, Edward IV. After Richard's marriage to Anne in 1472, he returned to Middleham, where he was appointed to govern for his brother for the next eleven years as the Lord of the North. Edward's untimely death in April 1483 set the stage for Richard's eventual usurpation. He was crowned on July 6, 1483 and died at Bosworth Field on August 22, 1485.

Richard also suffers when viewed from a modern, democratic perspective. We need to consider him in the context of his times, for the later 15th century in England was “a ruthless and violent age,” particularly in the upper classes of society. “Consideration of Richard's life and career against this background has tended to remove him from the lonely pinnacle of Villainy." - Slightly simplified paragraph.

PHYSICAL IDEAS:

Richard Plantagenet (later Richard III) was born without apparent physical defect in 1452. It was only after his death that his birth was declared unnatural by his enemies. 

John Stow said that old men who remembered Richard described him as in bodily form comely enough.

Existing portraits show an intellectual face, normal for the art of the times, but do not indicate any deformity.

We are briefly introduced to Richard in Henry VI, Part II. In spite of the fact that he is called a "foul indigested lump, as crooked in [his] manners as [his] shape" (V, i, 157-8), he has the prowess to slay Somerset at the Battle of St. Albans. Incidentally, this is another anachronism; the combat occurred when Richard was only 2-1/2. His character is more fully realized in Part III. In Act III, his long soliloquy touches on all the negative attributes previously cited in the chronicles -- his ambition, hatred, destructiveness, and deceptiveness. Here his deformity and unnatural birth are graphically described.

One of Shakespeare’s main sources, Sir Thomas More (later canonized) wrote:

“Richard...was in wit and courage equal with either of [his brothers], in body and prowess far under them both; little of stature, ill-featured of limbs, crook-backed, his left shoulder much higher than his right, hard-favoured of visage....He was malicious, wrathful, envious, and from afore his birth ever forward. It is for truth reported...that he came into the world with the feet forward...and, as the fame runs, also not untoothed....He was close and secret, a deep dissembler, lowly of countenance, arrogant of heart, outwardly companionable where he inwardly hated, not hesitating to kiss whom he thought to kill, pitiless and cruel....Friend and foe were to him indifferent; where his advantage grew, he spared no man's death whose life withstood his purpose.” – note, he was 7 when Richard died at Bosworth Field.

For Interest: 

Shakespeare doesn't give Richard much of a rest, for in an unabridged performance, he appears in 15 of 25 scenes. All this movement in a crippled position puts a terrible physical strain on the actor. Rumor has it that after the original production, Burbage, who played Richard, said to Shakespeare: "If you ever do that to me again, mate, I'll kill you."

Historical Events:

Shakespeare does not stick to the historical order to meet his needs for writing the drama. Many of today's history books speak a different language concerning the events described by the bard. 
But as Richard III is a history play and not a history book it is certainly necessary to change some facts or events in order to get a dramatic structure. 

There are some events that historically should not have been mentioned in the drama: For example Queen Margaret should not have played a role in the drama at all as she was captured and imprisoned after the Battle of Tewkesbury for four years. After that she went to France where she died in 1482; one year before King Edward IV's death in 1483. But Shakespeare made her a main character in the play in order to oppose Richard. 

Quite interesting is the way Shakespeare moves from one moment in time to another. He compresses the historical time in different ways. The following table is meant to give you an expression of the connection between history and the drama 
 

dramatic time
historical time
time covered

Act I
May 1471- Feb 1478
6 years 9 months

Act II
Feb 1478-Apr 1483
5 years 2 months

Act III
May 1483-June 1483
7 weeks

Act IV
July 1483-Oct 1483
3 months

Act V
Nov 1483-Aug 1485
1 year 10 months

(Shakespeare condenses 14 years from 1471- 1485 into less than a month, of which 11 days are portrayed on the stage. Most of the time compression and temporal rearrangement occurs in Act I. The order and interval between the actual events was as follows: Henry VI died in 1471, Richard and Anne were married in 1472, Clarence died in 1478, and Edward IV died in 1483. In the dream sequence, Clarence mentions the crossing to Burgundy, which happened when he was only 9 and Richard was 7.)

Here you can see clearly the structure of the play and how Shakespeare uses the compression of time to arrange the plot. 
The most important part of the play, the third act, only covers 7 weeks of historical time. This shows that Shakespeare stresses the importance of the events of that time. 

Also, In Act II, Shakespeare does not adhere to the geographical scattering at the time of Edward's death. Buckingham was in Wales, Prince Edward and Rivers were at Ludlow, Richard was in the North, and Hastings was in London. It was only through Hastings that Richard learned of Edward's death and his appointment as Protector.

Edward IV died on April 9, 1483. It was not until mid-April that a messenger arrived at Middleham Castle bearing the news to Richard. The messenger came not from the queen, but rather from Lord Hastings, Edward IV’s closest friend. The message was urgent: “The King has left all to your protection-goods, heir, realm. Secure the person of our sovereign Lord Edward the Fifth and get you to London.”

(Richard’s own motto of “Loyaulte Me Lie”, Loyalty Binds Me, speaks volumes of where his feelings lie. That Edward IV trusted Richard to the utmost is evidenced by the fact that upon his deathbed, he left Richard in sole charge of the country and of his children. Polydore Vergil records this fact, and because he so rarely credits Richard with anything good, we may be fairly certain that it is accurate. As Protector, Richard immediately had to face innumerable crises and obstacles.)

After administering the oath of fealty to King Edward V to London’s city magistrates and lords spiritual and temporal, Richard and his council set about determining a date for the coronation. June 22nd was fixed upon and young Edward was installed in the royal apartments in the Tower of London, from which all English monarchs proceeded to their coronation.

Soon after this, another crisis evolved that would totally alter the future of England and the life of Richard III.

On June 10th, in a letter addressed to the City of York, Richard asks for help against the queen and her followers in what appeared to be a plot against him and the Duke of Buckingham. What occasioned this letter were two totally unexpected events. One was a discovered conspiracy of Lord Hastings and the other a startling revelation from Robert Stillington, Bishop of Bath and Wells, who had been Chancellor of Edward IV. It was at a June 8th council meeting that Stillington announced that Edward V could not be lawful King of England due to the fact that his father, Edward IV had secretly been contracted to marry Eleanor Butler, before his marriage to Elizabeth Woodville. Stillington himself had officiated at this contract ceremony, which under medieval law constituted a fully binding marriage. Edward IV therefore had committed bigamy when he married Elizabeth Woodville, making his sons and daughters by that marriage illegitimate. 

Richard's coronation was held on July 6, 1483. It was one of the best-attended coronations in history, with much care taken to divide honours between the Yorkists and Lancastrians. It was evident that this meant that Richard wanted to start his reign with reconciliation and peace. He held the throne legally and with full support of Parliament. The idea that Richard would now wantonly murder his nephews sounds irrational and stupid, and no one ever accused Richard III of being either.

Of all the crimes attributed to Richard III by Shakespeare, none is so damning as the allegation that he murdered his two nephews, sons of Edward IV. It is this crime that has made the villainy of Richard III, as described in play, so complete. The idea of two innocent children murdered at the hands of their uncle in order to achieve his ultimate desire of becoming king has captured the attention of audiences for centuries. 

It is interesting to note that on June 16th, Elizabeth Woodville, requested by Richard to release her younger son from sanctuary so that he might keep his brother company in the Tower, did so. It is doubtful that Richard would have used force to release the boy and Elizabeth could have refused to release him by right of sanctuary. Elizabeth seemed to trust Richard with her sons.

In 1484, the year after their coronation, Richard and Anne were dealt a devastating blow when young Edward died suddenly. Both parents were deeply affected by the death of their only child. According to the Croyland Chronicler, “you might have seen his father and mother almost bordering on madness, by reason of their sudden grief.”

It was after this death that Anne’s health began to deteriorate. While it seems that she was a victim of consumption, rumours began to the effect that Richard had poisoned her in order to marry his niece, Elizabeth of York.

Anne died in March of 1485 and the rumours took hold that Richard had indeed poisoned her because she could bear him no more children. Because of Anne’s highly contagious illness, Richard had been counseled to avoid sleeping in her bed. That, coupled with the fact that his niece had been highly present during the previous Christmas festivities, gave rise to the story that Richard planned to marry his niece.

While Shakespeare uses Anne’s death as yet another sign of Richard’s depravity, there is nothing to prove that she died of anything but natural causes.

And finally: 

After Richard III’s death at the Battle of Bosworth, the newly crowned Henry VII married Elizabeth of York. In order to do so he had almost all the copies of Titulus Regius  destroyed, thereby making Elizabeth legitimate. This would have been the perfect opportunity for him to publicly proclaim and produce evidence to show that Richard had indeed murdered his two nephews. Henry did not do this and we have to ask ourselves why? There is no evidence that he ordered a search for the boys. Did he in fact find the boys alive and realize that they were more of a threat to his throne than they had ever been to Richard’s? A case could be made that Henry VII could have murdered the boys because they stood in his way. Or perhaps he couldn’t find them because Richard III had removed them to a place of safety. Richard, knowing that he would have to fight Henry may have arranged for the princes to be sent abroad to keep them safe from a possible Tudor regime.

The historical inaccuracies are unimportant in Shakespeare because he uses history loosely as a backdrop for a study in character. His overt manipulation of history and outrageous situations (the wooing of Anne) allow us to see Richard as a work of fiction rather than as a historical figure.

