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In 1958 I saw Laurence Olivier's Richard III at the Odeon Cinema
in Bolton. A spell was cast as I watched the shadows of great
actors and I had confirmed my juvenile sense that Shakespeare
was for everybody. I hope that today's young audience might feel
something similar when they see our film.

Tan McKellen,

London E14, November 1995

(McKellen 37)
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To direct the audience away from history and toward the events and
themes of the play as far as they were relevant to their own lives,
the original production would have been performed in contemporary,
Elizabethan dress. Historical ‘authenticity’ of costume and setting only
became fashionable in the theatre of the Victorians, with their interest

in things medieval. (McKellen 11-12)
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As so often happens with a classic play, we talked about it in the
near-present tense and imagined it taking place yesterday rather than
yesteryear. This, I suppose, was what Shakespeare intended. The
historical events which he used and adapted for his plays were staged

as drama not as a history lesson. (McKellen 10)
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Audiences across the world took the point and revealed a paradox: the
more specific a production, the more general its relevance. Although
our story was obviously an English one, audiences took the message
personally wherever we toured. In Hamburg, Richard's blackshirt
troops seemed like a commentary on the Third Reich. In Bucharest,
when Richard was slain, the Romanians stopped the show with
heartfelt cheers, in memory of their recent freedom from Ceaucescu's
regime. In Cairo, as the Gulf War was hotting up, it all seemed like a
new play about Saddam Hussein. One critic lambasted me for poor
taste when I ruffled the young prince's hair, before imprisoning him,
as Hussein had just been seen doing to a little English boy he had
taken hostage. My stage business, of course, had been devised six

months previously - life was imitating art. (McKellen 13)
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The crucial advantage of a modern setting is clarity of storytelling.
It is impossibly confusing to try and distinguish between a multitude
of characters who are all done up in floppy hats and wrinkled tights.
Richard III has a long, complex cast-list but it is not a pageant. It
analyses a sophisticated group of powerful and would-be powerful
players. The political detail of the story cannot clearly unfold, unless
each of these characters can be readily identified by profession
and social status. The audience needs to be able to recognise who
is royalty, aristocrat, commoner and who is politician, civil servant,
military. By their clothes, you shall know them. If this were true of

the play, it would be equally valid for the film. (McKellen 12)
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OLD ROYAL FAMILY
KING HENRY
PRINCE EDWARD, his only son
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LADY ANNE, Prince Edward's widow, later married to Richard

NEW ROYAL FAMILY
DUCHESS OF YORK, widow
KING EDWARD, her eldest son
QUEEN ELIZABETH, his wife
PRINCESS ELIZABETH, 15, their daughter
PRINCE OF WALES, 12, their eldest son and heir to the throne
YOUNG PRINCE, 7, their youngest son
CLARENCE, middle son of the Duchess of York
RICHARD, Duke of Gloucester, youngest son of the Duchess of
York

FUTURE ROYAL FAMILY
HENRY RICHMOND, lieutenant-commander in the navy
LORD STANLEY, air vice-marshal, Richmond's uncle
GEORGE STANLEY, his son

CIVILIANS
EARL RIVERS, Queen Elizabeth's brother
DUKE OF BUCKINGHAM
LORD HASTINGS, the Prime Minister
LADY HASTINGS, his wife
SIR ROBERT BRACKENBURY, Governor of The Tower
WILLIAM CATESBY, the monarch's permanent private
secretary
ARCHBISHOP
LORD MAYOR
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CITY GENTLEMAN
JAILER AT THE TOWER

MILITARY
SERGEANT RJVTCLIFFE, Richard's batman
JAMES TYRELL, army corporal
NON-COMMISSIONED OFFICER, Tyrell's accomplice
NCO's WIFE
ADJUTANT, to Richmond
SUBALTERN, to Richard
(McKellen 41-43)
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The historical events of the play had occurred just a couple of
generations before the first audience saw them dramatised. The
comparable period for us would be the 1930s, close enough for no-one
to think we were identifying the plot of the play with actual events,
any more than Shakespeare was writing about the real King Richard.
He was creating history-which-never-happened. Our production was
properly in the realm of what might have been'. Also, the 30s were

appropriately a decade of tyranny throughout Europe, the most recent
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time when a dictatorship like Richard Ill's might have overtaken the
United Kingdom, as it had done Germany, Italy, Spain and the empire
of the Soviet Union. (McKellen 13)

[V F v — F=AE] 33T 85 & v ) EEONFLUZ RS WEEERITH %,
IZYHFRZAFDO AL IZE 5T, ZNUEEDLOTHELDEHFFZDILTH
D, BEHEZBIEFABROI TS THE LTz, BREZLEICEI Wz
costume play”& LT Rif3 UL, BHAOBIKIZE o THRHENIEN L 2 5,
HA OB 12 a costume play” & L CORER BN @I L BAAOHERMEL Y &,
ERIORE7- D 2 B L€ B &I IEBEROE T O & LTRSS
B HThL, BEEZEFHLLTELRZLOTIEZRL, BRALLTE
bzbEE. BT EBEHAY~OLBLIRES RSN, AR KT~ &L
TOERDOARENRZTL b HHEFBIEETETH ), LORZ VAR
ECRLELRRELHEHE 2, BETEL L, I BT
AERICIEZ L 2 LG BIRICHBREZEZL S IBRE252562 81045,
FIENTENY Y T T O HIETHANEEORE TE R\,

Text:
McKellen, Ian. Richard III. New York: Overlook, 1996.
Shakespeare, William. William Shakespeare: The Complete Works. Eds.
Stanley Wells & Gary Taylor. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1990.

Works Cited:

Coursen, H. R. “Filming Shakespeare’s History: Three Films of Richard
1I1.7 The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare on Film. Ed. Russell
Jackson. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2000.

Davies, Anthony. “Laurence Olivier's Richard II1.” Filming Shakespeare’s



88

Plays. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1988.

“The Shakespeare Films of Laurence Olivier.” The Cambridge
Companion to Shakespeare on Film. Ed. Russell Jackson. Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 2000.

Freedman, Barbara. “Critical Junctures in Shakespeare Screen History:
the Case of Richard III." The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare
on Film. Ed. Russell Jackson. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2000.

Hankey, Julie, ed. Shakespeare: Richard III, London: Junction Books,1981.

Hartnoll, Phyllis, ed. The Oxford Companion to the Theatre. Oxford:
Oxford UP, 1990.

Loehlin, James N. “Top of the World, Ma": Richard Il and Cinematic
Convention.” Shakespeare, the Movie. Ed. Lynda E. Boose and
Richard Burt. London: Routledge, 1997.

Manheim, Michael. “The English History Play on Screen.” Shakespeare
and the Moving Image. Ed. Anthony Davies and Stanley Wells.
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1994.

Rosenthal, Daniel. 100 Shakespeare Films: BFI Screen Guides. London:
British Film Institute, 2007.

Rutter, Carol Chillington. “Looking at Shakespeare’s Women on Film” The
Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare on Film. Ed. Russell Jackson.
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2000.

Shakespeare, William. King Richard III. Ed. Janis Lull. Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 2002.

—. King Richard I1I. Ed. Antony Hammond. London: Routledge, 1990.

Yoshio, Arai and Kenji Ohba, and Junnosuke Kawasaki, eds. A Globe
Shakespeare Encyclopedia. Tokyo: Nihon-Tosho-Center, 2002.



