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Greetings,

The Nashville Shakespeare Festival deeply appreciates your partnership in its upcoming production of 
Richard the Third.  Now in its 21st season, the Festival is thrilled to return to its winter home on the 
campus of Belmont University in the beautiful Troutt Theatre.

As an arts educator, I believe the process of preparing to view a play is as important as the event itself. 
Designed to facilitate that preparation, we offer this guidebook, which includes an in-depth look at 
the Nashville Shakespeare Festival’s production of Richard the Third. It features contributions from 
members of the creative team, including the designers, the textual consultant, the dramaturg, and – most 
importantly – you.  Thank you for providing questions for the director of Richard the Third, Artistic 
Director Denice Hicks; your inquiries created an edifying dialogue, which 
I think you will enjoy.  In addition, you will find information concerning 
the directorial vision of this production and its context, a synopsis of the 
play’s cutting, background concerning Richard the Third, and exploratory 
in-class activities.  

If you have any questions or concerns regarding your Richard the Third 
matinee or workshop reservation, please do not hesitate to contact me: 
claire@nashvilleshakes.org. 

Enjoy the show!

Claire Syler
Education Director

School:  __________________________________________________________________

Contact Person:  ___________________________________________________________

Performance Date:  _________________________________________________________

Number of Seats Reserved:  __________________________________________________

Workshop Reservation Date & Time(s):  _________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

The mission of The Nashville Shakespeare Festival is to educate and entertain the Mid-South  
community through professional Shakespearean experiences.   

www.nashvilleshakes.org



A Note from the Director,

The “show business” of politics is brilliantly illuminated through The Tragedy of Richard the Third.   As 

Shakespeare’s most histrionic and theatrical king, Richard of Gloucester lies, cheats, and charms his way to 

the throne, delighting in every devious step of the way.  We’ve set the play in a Vaudeville theater to allow the 

characters their broadest strokes.  The divas, the clowns, the straight men, and the babes all have roles to play in 

this epic but domestic drama.  Without crossing the line into camp, we’ve incorporated melodrama, music, and 

even some magic into the production. 

The throne equals the spotlight, where everybody wants to be Top Banana.  The way to get there is to backstab 

and outsmart everyone else trying for it – and, oh, yeah, don’t forget to thank the little people who helped you 

along the way, or they won’t be there when you most need them.  

This play, and in particular this production, illustrate that a leader driven by self-aggrandizement will never 

succeed.  Poor Richard is so self-involved that he cannot recognize brotherly love, familial bonds, or even the 

basic tenets of right and wrong.  He’s motivated by a lust for power and fame that has no higher purpose.  As 

his ghosts tell him in the end, for that he must “despair and die.”

The daily scandals of contemporary politicians and celebrities seem to indicate that times have not changed 

much. We accept the media presentation of their exploits and foibles as entertainment, which shows us that we 

haven’t changed much either.  The glory of presenting Shakespeare is that this 400-year-old poetry is still on the 

cutting edge of our awareness and imagination.

I hope you enjoy The Tragedy of Richard the Third.

Denice Hicks 

Artistic Director 

The Nashville Shakespeare Festival 

denice@nashvilleshakes.org 

Denice Hicks



Before YouTube, television, or the movies, Americans went to 
the theater.  And in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, most Americans watched Vaudeville performances.  
Plays offered a story, but Vaudeville offered variety, usually 
eight different acts in one performance.  Vaudeville theaters 
spread across the nation, hosting an ever-changing galaxy of 
star performers and aspiring stars.

Unlike the earlier styles of variety theatre, which featured 
strip-teases and dirty jokes, Vaudeville managers wanted a 
middle-class audience.  The weight-lifters and lady acrobats 
might wear sexy costumes, but they kept them on and the 
jokes were clean.  Here’s a joke from The New Vaudeville Joke 
Book printed in 1907:

SANDERSON: My friend has been elected mayor. 
BOWMAN: Honestly? 
SANDERSON: What does that matter?

If you read Mr. Popper’s Penguins as a kid, you have some idea what 
Vaudeville was like.  Performing animals shared the bill with singers, 
magicians, comedians, dancers, and acrobats, to name just a few of the 
acts you might see on the Vaudeville stage.  Popular acts could make a 
lot of money but spent a lot of time on the road traveling from city to 
city. 

Today, the television show America’s Got Talent may offer the best 
glimpse of what Vaudeville offered.  Performers ranged from the truly 
talented to the truly delusional.  Quick-change artists and ventriloquists 
often appeared in Vaudeville.  One of the stranger specialty acts is 
on YouTube: The Regurgitator, who swallowed liquids from water to 

kerosene and then regurgitated his ”beverages” to start fires and put them out.

Vaudeville offered an outlet for the odd and for others whom 
mainstream society scorned.  If you could entertain an audience 
for ten minutes, you could be a Vaudeville star.  Irish, Jewish, and 
African-American performers found fame in Vaudeville at a time 
of institutionalized discrimination.  And while Richard the Third 
may not seem typical, Vaudeville did feature famous killers as 
performers.  In the movie Chicago, rival murderers Roxie Hart and 
Velma Kelly become Vaudeville partners. And historically, after 
chorus girls Lillian Graham and Ethel Conrad shot the wealthy 
W. E. D. Stokes, they performed on the Vaudeville circuit as “The 
Shooting Stars.”

Vaudeville
Dr. Christine Mather, Dramaturg

A Pictorial History of Vaudeville by Bernard Sobel

Vaudeville: The Birth of Show Business by Judy Alter

Comedie Francaise Archives



Act 1
Richard of Gloucester, King Edward’s brother, tells us he is unfit for peace and so has started a rumor to convince the king 
that his brother, the Duke of Clarence, means to murder the King’s sons. Clarence enters on his way to imprisonment in 
the tower. Richard assures Clarence he will intercede for him with the king, and assures us he will murder Clarence as 
soon as the sickly King dies. To further Richard’s ambitions for the throne, he decides to marry Lady Anne, the widow 
of the former heir to the throne, whom Richard and his brothers murdered.

Lady Anne enters mourning the death of King Henry VI, the King overthrown by Edward and murdered by Richard. 
Richard woos Lady Anne who curses him at first, but when he offers her his sword to kill him, she refuses it and accepts 
his ring.

Queen Elizabeth tells her brother, Lord Rivers, her worries for the king’s health and her concern that Richard is to be 
the protector of her children. Richard enters and they argue. King Henry’s widow, the banished Queen Margaret, joins 
in to curse them. 

Richard instructs Tyrell and Catesby how to murder Clarence. In the Tower, Clarence tells Lord Brakenbury of a 
frightening dream in which Richard caused his death by drowning. When he sleeps again, the murderers arrive. When 
Clarence wakes, Tyrell stabs him and drowns him in a barrel of malmsey wine.

King Edward tries to reconcile his wife and her brother with Gloucester and his allies. All swear mutual love, but 
Richard follows his oath with the news of Clarence’s death. The news overwhelms the King, who is overcome with grief 
and dies. Richard and Buckingham go to fetch the Prince to London and send Lord Rivers to the Tower. Richard lodges 
Prince Edward and his younger brother, the Duke of York, in the Tower as well. Catesby, Buckingham, and Richard plan 
to find out if Hastings will support Richard’s claim to the throne. If not, Richard plans to execute him.

Act 2
Hastings dismisses Derby’s warning that he dreamed a boar (Richard’s emblem) chopped off Hastings’ head. He tells 
Catesby he would rather have his head cut off than see Richard crowned king.

Before his execution, Lord Rivers remembers Margaret’s curses, and hopes that the others she cursed will die too and 
that God will protect his princely nephews.

At the meeting to determine the day of the coronation, Richard accuses Queens Elizabeth and Margaret of witchcraft 
and Hastings of protecting her. Richard orders Hastings’ immediate execution. 

Richard instructs Buckingham to tell the Mayor that King Edward’s sons are bastards, while Richard plans to isolate 
the Princes. Buckingham reports that only those he paid cried “God save King Richard!” The Mayor comes, and Richard 
pretends piety and reluctance to take the crown, but lets himself be persuaded.

Brakenbury tells Queen Elizabeth, the Duchess of York, and Lady Anne that no one can see the Princes. Lady Anne is 
summoned to be crowned Queen at Richard’s coronation, so Queen Elizabeth sends her daughter, Young Elizabeth, 
to Lord Richmond for safety.

Buckingham hesitates when Richard suggests that the Princes should be murdered. Richard orders Lady Anne’s murder, 
and Tyrrel agrees to kill the Princes for him. When Richard denies Buckingham his reward, he flees to Richmond.

Tyrrel reports the death of the Princes to Richard, and Anne is also dead. Queen Margaret, Queen Elizabeth and the 
Duchess of York mourn and curse together. 

Queen Elizabeth and the Duchess rail at Richard, who asks the Queen to help him marry her daughter.

Richmond lands in Salisbury, England with his troops, and Buckingham is captured and executed. The night before 
the battle, ghosts of Richard’s enemies visit him in dreams bidding him despair, and visit Richmond to cheer him to 
victory.

Richard and Richmond exhort their armies, and the fight begins. Derby betrays Richard to help his son Richmond. 
Richard slays many, but Richmond vanquishes Richard. The Archbishop declares Richmond and Young Elizabeth the 
new rulers of England.

R i c h a r d  t h e  T h i r d  S y n o p s i s



1558   Queen Elizabeth begins her reign.

April 1564  William Shakespeare is born, traditionally on the 23rd (St. George’s Day), though only   
   his baptismal date, the 26th, is on record. 

c. 1570 – c. 1582 Education at the King’s New School in Stratford-upon-Avon provides a thorough   
   training in classical literature and rhetoric, including performances of Latin plays.

27 November 1582 At only 18, Shakespeare hastily marries 26-year-old Anne Hathaway because she is   
   pregnant.

May 1583  Susanna Shakespeare is born.

February 1585 Twins Hamnet and Judith are born. 

August 1596  Hamnet Shakespeare dies.

October 1596 William Shakespeare receives a coat of arms, making him a true gentleman.

1597   Shakespeare buys New Place, the second largest house in Stratford-upon-Avon.

1603   Queen Elizabeth dies and King James comes to the throne.

June 1607  Susanna Shakespeare marries Dr. John Hall, a prominent physician.

February 1616 Judith Shakespeare marries Thomas Quiney, a disappointing, unfaithful man.

23 April 1616  William Shakespeare dies.

Background & Context

By the time William Shakespeare wrote Richard the Third in the early 1590s, he had already established him-
self as one of London’s leading playwrights.  The “prequels” to this play – Henry VI, Parts 1, 2, and 3 – popu-
larized the history of the Wars of the Roses between the Lancasters (red rose) and the Yorks (white rose) 
with their competing claims to the English throne.  Figures such as the manipulative Joan of Arc, the heroic 
warrior Talbot, the weak King Henry VI, and the unforgettable Queen Margaret had become stage favorites, 
many of their lines as familiar as “To be or not to be” is now.  Richard, Duke of Gloucester, had already estab-
lished himself as a ruthless, ambitious villain.  For a play dedicated solely to him, audiences flocked to the 
theater, knowing they would see some of the earlier characters reappear and some new ones emerge.  The 
excitement of new Star Wars or Batman or James Bond films offers a modern parallel to the Elizabethans’ 
love for these Shakespeare histories, guaranteed to have lots of action and lots of gore.

If the critics had been voting, then Richard the Third would have immediately established itself as the best of 
the series.  Not only did it remain a theatrical staple to this very day, but it went through six different Quarto 

Shakespeare’s Life and Times

Shakespeare’s Richard the Third
Dr. Ann Jennalie Cook, Textual Consultant

Dr. Ann Jennalie Cook, Textual Consultant



printings (1597, 1598, 1602, 1605, 1612, 1622), besides its appearance in the First Folio of 1623.  Readers and 
playgoers alike delighted in the machinations of the hunchbacked royal criminal.  Shakespeare has com-
bined the qualities of a tyrant from Senecan tragedy with the Vice from the medieval morality plays and the 
Machiavellian prince yet has created a character unforgettable in his own right.  He clearly prefigures Iago in 
Othello and Edmund in King Lear.  

At the same time, the plot adheres to the historical narratives of its sources – Sir Thomas More’s The Life of 
Richard III (1513), Edward Halle’s The Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Famelies of Lancastre and York (1548), 
Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland (1587).  The play brings history off the page 
into vivid life but does not attempt to rewrite it.  The “official” view of Richard in these sources comes from a 
Tudor perspective, since the Earl of Richmond married the surviving York, the young Princess Elizabeth, and 
became Henry VII.  Not only was he the first of the Tudor rulers, but he was the grandfather of Queen Eliza-
beth I, who occupied the throne when Shakespeare wrote these plays.  Like all her subjects, he had every 
reason to vilify Richard and ennoble Richmond.  (For a revised historical view of the much-maligned ruler, 
take a look at The Daughter of Time by Josephine Tey or The Sunne in Splendour by Sharon Kay Penman.)

Performance History

All the great actors have had a crack at playing Richard the Third.  Richard Burbage, who became the star in 
Shakespeare’s company, made his first hit in the part.  In 1700 Colley Cibber rewrote the play, inserting lines 
that became standard – “Off with his head; so much for Buckingham” and “Richard’s himself again” – and act-
ed the role for forty years.  David Garrick debuted as Richard, while Edmund Kean, Henry Irving, and Junius 
Brutus Booth found fame on both sides of the Atlantic in this part.  The oldest surviving full-length silent film 
starred Frederick Warde, who brought his acclaimed Richard from the stage to the movies in 1912.  Laurence 
Olivier and Ian McKellen did the same, with great effectiveness.  After Anthony Sher electrified audiences 
with athletic use of arm crutches in a landmark Royal Shakespeare Company production, he wrote about his 
experiences in The Year of the King.  

Theatricality

The play succeeds with the essential theatricality of the wooing scenes, the curses of old Queen Margaret, 
and the multiple betrayals but, above all, with the direct addresses of Richard to the audience, which make 
them accomplices to his villainy.  Though Richard the Third may not be William Shakespeare’s greatest play, it 
has become one of his most enduring, perhaps because the events of history and politics continue to show 
comparable outrageous behavior.

TM



What is it about Richard the Third you find particularly relevant to today’s student? 

–Kris Pollack, Smyrna High School

I contend that the young people of 2009 are more politically aware than those of any previous 
generation. This is a play about an ambitious political figure who lies, cheats, and murders his way 
into power and then suffers greatly for it. Shakespeare did not accurately represent the rule of the 
real Richard the Third but instead took a dramatic story and turned it into a political tragedy. For 
students who aren’t interested in politics, it can also be viewed as a story about celebrity: a second 
string performer lies, cheats, and murders his way into the spotlight and then suffers greatly for 
it. Either way, this play carries a strong moral lesson.

Meghen L. Sanders, Stratford Comprehensive High School asks:

1. As a director, how is your vision of Richard the Third different from previous productions and movies? 

I begin conceptualizing a production as I read the text, and when an idea about how to present the play occurs to me I make a note 
of it. When I was reading Richard the Third in preparation for this production, it seemed to me that the character of Richard was a 
very theatrical performer with many tricks up his sleeve. This made me think of setting the play in a Vaudeville theater. Vaudeville 
costumes, music, and pacing all serve the telling of this story very well, and the Troutt Theater has a classic style that suits the era. I 
don’t know of any other production of Richard the Third set in a Vaudeville theater, and I feel most confident creating work from my 
own cultural perspective. My major influences are the old masters of comedy like Buster Keaton, Charlie Chaplin, the Marx Broth-
ers, and Sophie Tucker, in addition to the acting greats of the early 20th Century – Bert Lahr, Sarah Bernhardt, the Barrymores, and 
others.

2. What feelings or emotions would you like your audience to experience during your production? 

I believe that you can’t really experience a tragedy unless you’ve laughed. I hope the audience enjoys Richard’s performance but 
then feels sorry for him as he starts to bend under the guilt of his actions and falter from the errors of his ways. I want the show to 
be fun for the audience, but I also would love for them to see the depth of the moral message in it.

3. What final thoughts would you like your audience members to have after the production has concluded? 

After the show, I would love for audience members to think about why people do the things they do. I would love to hear them talk-
ing about issues of loyalty and betrayal, deception and trust, integrity and scruples.

Most protagonists have a quality that makes the audience empathize with them. Does Richard possess any qualities with which 
the audience can identify?

–Kara Kindall, Nashville School for the Arts

An Interview with Director of Richard the Third,
Artistic Director Denice Hicks



Richard is a very talented actor. He uses his skills to manipulate and charm people, and he has a lot of fun doing it. He was born with 
a physical disability and never really loved by his mother, so students could consider how a person might grow to be angry and bitter 
due to being treated unfairly because of how they were born. 

Is there a modern-day villain that reminds you of Richard? In Olivier’s biography he compared him to the Big Bad Wolf. 

–Theater Students, Nashville School for the Arts

Richard is a classic villain to me. He especially enjoys wielding power when lives are at stake. Unchecked ambition and limitless 
power are dangerous temptations, and anyone in the world who chooses to take those paths can easily become a contemporary 
villain. Global leaders, local politicians, even school administrators and students can be cruel and self-serving. Beware!

Donna-Michelle Copas, Glencliff High School asks: 
1. What approaches/research do you examine before deciding if the play will be traditional or not? To address the theme, is there 
more directorial input or a production team concept?

As the director, I determine the concept and parameters of the production. Based on issues and themes in the play, clues in the text 
and my own cultural experience, I chose to set this production of Richard the Third in a Vaudeville theater. The designers and I then 
had extensive conversations, and they began creating images based on their own views of the concept. Research was done through 
books, photographs, art works, and, in this case, numerous videos available via the internet. I encouraged each of the actors to 
find inspiration or a “muse” from the old videos, and many found the gestures, diction, tone, posture, and pacing of the old-time 
performers to be very helpful.

2. Do you have someone who researches the play?

We have a dramaturg who does general research and helps coordinate the sharing of information. Most of the actors have done 
their own character research, and all of them share what they found with each other.

3. Are cast members auditioned? How much freedom are cast members given in creating their roles?

All of the actors auditioned for their roles. They were asked to prepare a two-minute Shakespearean monologue and a short song 
that was written before 1950. When I’m casting, I have certain “types” in mind and cast accordingly. From there the actors are en-
couraged to create characters who not only employ all of their skills and experience but also challenge them to learn something 
new.

4. If certain lines or scenes are cut, how is the elimination determined?

When I’m editing a text, I try to focus on telling the story suc-
cinctly and clearly while altering Shakespeare’s poetry and inter-
rupting the iambic pentameter as little as possible. In this case 
I had to cut and combine many characters because there are so 
many in the play. (Shakespeare’s audiences would have been as 
familiar with the Yorks and Lancasters as we are now familiar 
with the Kennedy and Bush families.) I have cut about 1500 lines 
from the full text, and in a few cases we’ve changed a word or 
two to make the meaning of the line more accessible to a mod-
ern audience. 

Richard the Third scenic rendering by Paul Gatrell 



Plots have I laid, inductions dangerous…
Setting Scene:

Richard the Third Activities
for the Classroom

the

Claire Syler, Education Director

Soliloquies & Asides

The structure of Richard the Third is greatly informed by Richard’s frequent soliloquies and asides to the 
audience.  Through these soliloquies, Richard shares his private and personal thoughts while alone onstage.  
Richard’s asides occur within scenes with other characters, but the remarks are intended for the audience 
only to hear.  Often, the soliloquies and asides reveal Richard’s true intentions, murderous plots, and desire 
for the throne.  This theatrical convention remains popular today as evidenced in “reality television,” which 
features modern soliloquies and asides directed toward a “confession camera.”  

ACTIVITY I:

As a class, read and discuss Richard’s soliloquy that follows his wooing of Lady Anne in Act 1, scene ii.  What 
important information does Richard reveal to the audience in the soliloquy?  What key images does he con-
jure for the audience?  Divide the students into groups, asking one or two students to read Richard’s solilo-
quy, as two or three students perform the key images (in tableau) within the speech.  Discuss this technique 
of showing imagery alongside a soliloquy.  How is the technique employed in film and television?

ACTIVITY II:

Asides are a daily part of life.  They are certainly employed in schools or any other place where large groups 
of people are gathered and noise can mask comments and remarks.  Discuss how people use asides in every-
day life.  When and why do they occur?  As a class, or in small groups, create a list of asides (in vernacular 
English), which one could expect to hear from Richard throughout the play. What function do they serve in 
telling the story?  How would the play be different without them?

Discussion Ideas & Questions 

DISCUSSION I:

What is the significance of Richard’s deformity?  Other than historical context, why might Shakespeare call 
attention to this attribute?  How does Richard’s deformity imply a figurative or moral flaw?

DISCUSSION II:

How does the voice of conscience – or  moral sense – figure within Richard the Third?   One of the murderers 
talks at length about how conscience can affect one’s actions, and Richard’s final soliloquy is an argument 
with himself, triggered by the ghosts of those he killed.  What actions or situations provoke your own con-
science?  Is there any difference between moral sense and guilt?



Richard the Third in Design

Throughout its lengthy performance history, Richard the Third has inspired countless aesthetic choices and a 
variety of visual worlds.  For the Nashville Shakespeare Festival’s production of Richard the Third, the director 
and designers have created a bright, colorful Vaudevillian world.  An example of this vision lies in the cos-
tume rendering of the character Catesby done by costume designer June Kingsbury.

As a means of transferring the page to the stage, explore your students’ design choices for a production of 
Richard the Third.  The following explorations can be used as a class discussion or in small groups.  

Color Palette

Designers often work within a specific color palette or a range of 
hues.  If your students had to choose only five colors to employ in 
a production of Richard the Third, which five would they choose 
and why?  Are these colors dark or light?  What does each color 
communicate to the audience? 

Costumes

Costumes are an immediate – and often indistinguishable – sig-
nifier of characters’ personality, age, occupation, and status.  
What types of costumes might your students choose for Richard 
the Third? What should Richard wear and how should his de-
formity be highlighted?  Does his costume change when he is 
crowned king?  How might the students costume the ghosts that 
appear in Richard’s dreams at the end of the play?  

Scenery

The Tower of London figures prominently in Richard the Third.  It 
is the location of many murders, as well as a symbol of royal pow-
er and control.  What might the Tower look like in a production? 
How much space should it take up onstage?  Which colors might 
be used in its representation?  Additionally, the royal throne is 
a place of great importance for Richard and the characters who 
vie for power.  In a production, what might the throne look like?  
Is it grand or humble?  Visually, does the throne mirror Richard’s 
desire and thirst for power, or does it contrast with it? 

Casting

Using the characters with which your students are most 
familiar – perhaps Richard, Buckingham, the Murderers, 
Queen Elizabeth – cast  a production of Richard the Third using modern-day film actors.  Discuss what fea-
tures, attributes, and visuals are important about the actors they choose to cast in the Shakespearean roles. 

Costume Rendering of Catesby  
by June Kingsbury



Directions

The Nashville Shakespeare Festival is looking for 14 playful, creative, and physical theatre artists to 
participate in the 2009 Shakespeare in the Park production.  One Stage Managing Apprentice and 
one Directing Apprentice will be included in all aspects of the professional production. 

Audition Date: Saturday, April 18
To schedule an appointment email Claire Syler – claire@nashvilleshakes.org  

What is the Apprentice Company?

A training intensive for aspiring performers ages 13-up led by Education Director Claire Syler and 
Artistic Director Denice Hicks, along with guest artists hired from the professional talent in Nashville.  
Apprentices receive 50 hours of performance training – movement, voice and diction, acting, text 
analysis and character work. 

For further information and video on this program, visit www.nashvilleshakes.org/students.htm.

Troutt
Theater

Troutt Theater
2100 Belmont Blvd. 
Nashville, TN 37212
From I-440: take Exit 3 for 21st Avenue 
Merge onto 21st Avenue and continue 0.4 
mile.  Turn RIGHT onto Blair Blvd. and 
continue 0.4 mile. Turn LEFT onto Belmont 
Blvd. and continue 500ft.

From I-65: take Exit 81 for Wedgewood Ave.  
Go west on Wedgewood Ave. and continue 1 
mile.  Turn LEFT on 15th Ave. S and con-
tinue 0.4 mile.  Turn RIGHT on Delmar 
Street and continue 0.2 mile.  Turn RIGHT 
on Belmont Blvd. and continue 300ft.
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Auditions for the Byron & Beth Smith Apprentice Company 2009!
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