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Abstract 

This paper will use Sigmund Freud’s essay “The Uncanny” to analyse William 

Shakespeare’s play Richard III. It will be argued that, although the play predates the 

ideas of Freud, it makes use of several elements of the uncanny to set the scene or to 

enhance imagery. With the goal to reveal such aspects of the play, a number of specific 

topics and ideas will be discussed and examined. The dreams of the play will be 

interpreted; Richard III is noteworthy for its reliance on dreams to replace the 

supernatural elements often used by Shakespeare, but the very nature of the dreams 

calls that into question—as they seem prophetic.  

The roles of women, and Richard’s own “femininity”, will be examined. While 

the men dream, women speak curses that, eventually, appear to come true. The doubling 

of characters, historical events and devices like dreams and curses will also be looked 

into—all to find the uncanny core of the play’s narrative. 

A large part of that narrative involves political manoeuvring, and the 

psychology of Richard as he goes about achieving his goals before conscience causes 

his downfall. Both will be analysed with the help of close readings, psychological 

research and comparisons to Niccolò Machiavelli’s ideas. In the end, the full extent of 

the uncanny impact on the play should be revealed with an explanation of how the 

individual aspects of the play come together, and how the reversals of Richard makes 

him seem uncanny both to fellow characters and audiences.  

Keywords: Richard III; William Shakespeare; history; the uncanny; Sigmund Freud. 
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Introduction 

 

Much has been said about William Shakespeare’s Richard III, one of his perhaps most 

famous history plays. This essay, however, will primarily examine the hidden features 

of the text to discover more about its impact. By using Sigmund Freud's idea of the 

uncanny as a framework for Richard III, a dual operation to destabilise the homely 

England and the homely domestic can be revealed. The uncanny has a presence in many 

Shakespeare plays, but in Richard III it is almost omnipresent. With previous work 

merely skirting the boundaries of this topic, a closer inspection of the uncanny should 

be useful to become aware of yet another reason why such texts become canonised. By 

making use of close reading and previous academic texts examining the play, perhaps 

this thorough investigation of it—from metanarratives to the depths of the 

unconscious—can provide a more detailed explanation of the lasting impact of Richard 

III.  

Previous work on the topic has examined some of the aspects mentioned above, 

although the uncanny itself is rarely brought into it. However, many have examined the 

play’s connection to history. Ivo Kamps describes a time where truth did not have the 

same, definite importance as it does today (9). The distinction between fact and 

fiction—and the blurring of it—is a key component of establishing an uncanny 

atmosphere, and there is great scepticism amongst critics regarding the historical 

validity of Richard III. Despite this, the play stands firm in its position as a well-

regarded work of literature and as a major contributor to historical discourse. Marie-

Hélène Besnault and Michel Bitot refer to Thomas More and Tudor myth as enabling 

factors for Shakespeare as he sculpted Richard into a more detailed and detestable 

character (108). Disagreements on how to view the play often take place in modern 

discourse “between those who base their interpretations on historical evidence as 
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professional historians have traditionally understood it and those who find more 

persuasive truths in the interpretations advanced by historical fiction” (Wood 306). 

Regarding matters of the uncanny in the play, only a few authors approach that territory. 

Per Sivefors writes in his essay on the Gothic that the dreams of the play can be viewed 

through the lens of that genre, even though Shakespeare preceded it: “…two of the most 

extended dream sequences of Shakespeare’s play, Clarence’s dream of his death in 1.4 

and Richard’s vision of his past victims in 5.4—both of which deal extensively with 

conscience—stage the characters’ mindset in ways that can be seen as ‘Gothic’ in their 

concern with self-division, guilt and horror” (55). Likewise, Brian Carroll addresses the 

issue of prophetic dreams, applying “Roland Barthes’ conceptions of sign, symbol, 

metaphor and myth” (28) to the play. The psychologist Maxine K. Anderson cites 

Freud, but only to prove that Shakespeare has provided a “clear and perhaps hyperbolic 

study of the mechanisms of malignant hatred and envious destruction of emotional 

goodness and well-being” (701). Machiavellian tyranny and the mindset of the king is 

discussed by L. Joseph Hebert, who claims that a “loss of spirit” is the only thing 

standing between Richard and victory (240). In addition, some of the supernatural 

elements—mostly relating to women and their curses—are discussed by Kristin M. 

Smith, who argues that “Shakespeare focuses primarily on the (de)generative power of 

feminine discourse” (144). These secondary sources all border the topic of this essay, 

and so they may be called upon to reinforce further the connections between 

psychology, history, gender and Richard III. 

The analysis will consider language, the themes of death, deformity, dreams, 

femininity and madness as well as the twisted mirror-image of England that is presented 

in the play. All of the above concepts can be elements of the uncanny, and this essay 

will use the definitions of uncanny provided in Sigmund Freud’s essay on the subject. 

While the essay will examine some aspects of the characters and their minds, the main 

focus is not a psychoanalysis of Richard. First and foremost, in order to reach the 

elements of the play itself, the uncanny must be studied. In Freud’s essay “The 

‘Uncanny’”, the Austrian “father of psychoanalysis” explains it as follows:  

Unheimlich is clearly the opposite of heimlich, heimisch, vertraut, and 

it seems obvious that something should be frightening precisely because 

it is unknown and unfamiliar. But of course the converse is not true: not 

everything new and unfamiliar is frightening. All one can say is that 

what is novel may well prove frightening and uncanny; some things that 

are novel are indeed frightening, but by no means all. Something must 
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be added to the novel and the unfamiliar if it is to become uncanny. 

(174) 

 

While that is how it all begins, he does go on explain that there is more to it: that 

heimlich does not only refer to something being homely, but also to something being 

secret. “… so that what is called heimlich becomes unheimlich” (Freud 182). This idea 

of dual meanings is one of the central, recurring themes of the uncanny, causing 

uncertainty “in particular regarding reality of who one is and what is being experienced” 

(Royle 1). The concept of the repetition and “doubling” is equally important, referring 

to the repeated appearance of identical (or near-identical; similar) objects or 

happenings: “In the unconscious mind we can recognize the dominance of a compulsion 

to repeat, which proceeds from instinctual impulses. This compulsion probably 

depends on the essential nature of the drives themselves. It is strong enough to override 

the pleasure principle and lend a demonic character to certain aspects of mental life” 

(Freud 195). Freud suggests that neurotics display this by experiencing “‘presentiments' 

that ‘usually' came true” (196): illusions of fate. Lastly, a concept of the uncanny most 

relevant to Richard III is that of the “evil eye”, a kind of paranoia explained by Freud 

thusly: “Anyone who possesses something precious, but fragile, is afraid of the envy of 

others, to the extent that he projects on to them the envy he would have felt in their 

place” (196). 

 

Dreaming 

 

To continue exploring Freud’s predilection for the “demonic mind”, his book The 

Interpretation of Dreams can be consulted for further examples. There, it can be learned 

where the phrase comes from: “Aristotle asserts that the dream is of demoniacal, though 

not of divine nature, which indeed contains deep meaning, if it be correctly interpreted” 

(2). He also considers dreams, at times, as a temporary return of suppressed emotions 

and feelings that one ignores during the day (60). Through such examples, more can be 

learned about the qualities of dreams that are surreal—and why one might question if a 

dream is just a dream. Thus, as the real world clashes with the dream, the point of 

Freud’s essay “The Uncanny” is once again invoked as “heimlich becomes unheimlich” 

(187). 
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 There are many occurrences of uncanny dreaming in Richard III. One such 

example—one that sets the stage for many other horrors to be committed by Richard—

is the dream of Clarence, prophesying his own demise and the nature of it in the fourth 

scene of act one (Shakespeare 194). Despite the nightmarish appearances of almost 

everything else in the dream, Clarence’s view of Richard remains unchanged: he cannot 

believe that he has been betrayed. Instead, the dream forces him to revisit past crimes 

(some of which took place in Shakespeare’s earlier history plays), reinforcing the 

feelings of guilt that the murderers will then come to remind him of again. Going 

through the dream, it proves prophetic from the first: making reference to Burgundy—

the colour of wine (1.4.9). Richard is in the dream, tempting Clarence to walk with him 

on the hatches of the ship they are on, a reflection of Clarence’s willingness to follow 

Richard even when the latter inspires great criminality. It seems to Clarence that 

Richard then stumbles, and in his own attempts to help him, he is struck and thrown 

overboard: “Methought that Gloucester stumbled, and in stumbling / Struck me, that 

sought to stay him, overboard / Into the tumbling billows of the main” (1.4.17-19). 

While Clarence misinterprets Richard’s actions, or underestimates the notorious 

cripple, the reader sees the Duke of Gloucester’s scheming reflected even in the dream. 

As Clarence drowns in the dream, he sees shipwrecks, bones and lost treasures; perhaps 

reminders of the great cost of past wars: “Inestimable stones, unvalued jewels. / Some 

lay in dead men’s skulls, and in those holes / Where eyes did once inhabit there were 

crept, / As ‘twere in scorn of eyes (…)” (1.4.26-29). This is a good example of the 

“animism” Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle describe as one of the pillars of the 

uncanny, “a situation in which what is inanimate or lifeless is given attributes of life or 

spirit” (37). He claims that his “dream was lengthened after life” (1.4.40), thus 

including his day of judgement in hell. This part of the dream especially foreshadows 

Richard’s own, cursed dreams, in addition to presenting the “ghosts” of those Richard 

and Clarence have killed to advance themselves. Again, this can be connected to the 

uncanny, since it “unsettles all distinctions between being alive and being dead” 

(Bennett & Royle 39). Casting the text into this abstract sequence where everything has 

a second meaning really does bring a sense of the uncanny into it.  

Per Sivefors even suggests that these dreams make Richard III into a proto-

gothic work while drawing attention to a dream that is “ostensibly a nightmare yet does 

foretell the future” (57). Sigmund Freud writes in The Interpretation of Dreams that a 

“… dream would not occur if the preconscious wish were not reinforced from another 
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source. That source is the unconscious” (438). Through these methods, it can be 

established that this dream does fit into the framework of the uncanny, even as a return 

of Clarence’s repressed suspicions regarding Richard’s behaviour. A reader might 

expect layered meanings from Shakespeare, but the dreams in Richard III are more than 

witty; they delve into the human mind in a deeply unsettling way long before the ideas 

cited above had been authored. 

Clarence’s is not the only meaningful dream in the play, either; there is also 

Lord Stanley’s dream, told of in Act 2, as well as Richard’s own dreams. Lord Stanley’s 

dream is also prophetic, foretelling how “the boar had razed his helm” (3.2.9). Carroll 

writes that Stanley “receives through his dream the oracular truth that Richard will raze 

or otherwise destroy those he perceives as obstructing his way” (38). True enough, 

though Hastings dismisses Stanley’s fear for Richard eventually fulfils also this 

prophecy. Indeed, Shakespeare uses dreams to great effect in Richard III, creating new 

dimensions:  

As Purgatory-like dream world, with agency in the present, these 

spectral shadows allow Shakespeare to slide the action backward and 

forward and, as we see in the play’s final scene, as Richard and 

Richmond simultaneously hear from the dead, sideways as well. Just 

as the play blurs the distinctions between modes of time, it also elides 

other crucial distinctions: between sleeping and waking, murderer and 

victim, and types of law. (Carroll 38) 

 

Through this dream mechanism, the uncanny becomes solidified as a component of 

these dreams—and their destabilising nature as prophetic. These noblemen are not 

alone in shaping the future; for while they do so subconsciously, the women of the play 

do so with bitter intent—and still by seemingly supernatural means. 

 

Curses and Femininity 

 

The women shape the future through curses. Carroll suggests that the women’s 

incantations “determine the narrative future, and they do so on at least two levels—in 

the narrative content of the dreams and in the emotive or affective nature of the dreams” 

(37). Each dream in Richard III provides this function, not only implying that things 

are “fated to happen” (Bennett & Royle 37), but also violates an ideal of sexuality 

(Bennett & Royle 38). Besides the uncanny inherent to language as explained above, 
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Freud does have one recurring complex regarding fateful curses, partially revealed by 

this excerpt from The Interpretation of Dreams: 

 

The Oedipus Tyrannus is a so-called tragedy of fate; its tragic effect is 

said to be found in the opposition between the powerful will of the 

gods and the vain resistance of the human beings who are threatened 

with destruction; resignation to the will of God and confession of one's 

own helplessness is the lesson which the deeply-moved spectator is to 

learn from the tragedy. Consequently modern authors have tried to 

obtain a similar tragic effect by embodying the same opposition in a 

story of their own invention. But spectators have sat unmoved while a 

curse or an oracular sentence has been fulfilled on blameless human 

beings in spite of all their struggles; later tragedies of fate have all 

remained without effect. (222-223) 

 

This logic leads to an explanation of the “Oedipus complex”, since “like Oedipus, we 

live in ignorance of the wishes that offend morality, wishes which nature has forced 

upon us, and after the revelation of which we want to avert every glance from the scenes 

of our childhood” (224). Naturally, the wish referred to is the wish to kill one’s father 

and have intimate relations with one’s mother, like “King Oedipus, who has struck his 

father Laius dead and has married his mother Jocasta” (223).  

Motherhood plays a large part in Richard III, and the curses of the play are 

uttered by mothers. Whether they wish to avenge murdered sons and husbands or—in 

the Duchess of York’s case—belatedly abort an abomination, they all use words to 

foretell and shape the future. To contemporary readers, this technique remains 

connected to witchcraft—and severe womanly transgressions. Thus, they speak up 

against male forces, to which “such linguistic command is an indicator of their 

transgressive behaviour and the medium through which they perform the female-coded 

crime of witchcraft”, claims Kristin M. Smith in her article (144). As for how this 

alleged witchcraft affects the future in the play, one need not look further than the first 

act to find reference to the ending of Richard’s life, as Margaret curses him: “The worm 

of conscience still begnaw thy soul. / Thy friends suspect for traitors while thou livest, 

/ And take deep traitors for thy dearest friends” (1.3.219-221). Naturally, there is 

something already cursed about Richard: he is, as he himself says, “scarce half made 

up, / And that so lamely and unfashionable / That dogs bark at me as I halt by them” 

(1.1.21-23). Thus, according to Smith, “Richard rejects his place in the body politic, 

denying the essence of masculine kingship” (154). This assertion further reinforces the 
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uncanny element of uncertain sexual identity, but through this lens one can also detect 

some of the values of the time: namely, that taking in the feminine was unnatural and 

unwanted. In this instance, Richard’s deformity might even be blamed on a woman, 

since Smith also claims that “the nature of feminine cursing manifests itself specifically 

in Richard’s contorted body” (154). In this manner, Richard is cursed at birth by the 

Duchess—and undone by the same. As he says: “deformed, unfinished, sent before my 

time / Into this breathing world scarce half made up” (1.1.20-21), and which is 

corroborated by his mother: “Thou cam’st on earth to make the earth my hell” (4.4.159). 

Richard also gives up some of his masculine power during the seduction of 

Anne: “Lo, here I lend thee this sharp-pointed sword” (1.2.160). Anne, though not a 

mother, curses Richard repeatedly: “Bitter heav’n with lightning strike the murd’rer 

dead / Or earth gape open wide and eat him quick” (1.2.63-64). However, the Oedipus 

complex finds its way into this interaction as well, since Richard claims he can replace 

the men he killed—Anne’s husband and father (Shakespeare 167). At once feminine 

and masculine, Richard remains a troubled, uncanny character by virtue of his unstable 

relations to his own family and his to-be wife. 

Smith says in her article that this questioning of Richard’s gender further invites 

the masculine hero Richmond to defeat him (154). As if through the intervention of 

magic, indeed, the two contenders for the crown are visited by dreams during the night 

before their battle, wherein Richard’s conscience gnaws on him as promised, and where 

Richmond is strengthened by the promise that “good angels guard thy battle” (5.4.117). 

This implies that Richmond, who embraces ideal masculinity, has the grace of God with 

him, whereas Richard does not. In this way, Richard is not only defeated by his own, 

past crimes and transgressions—but those same crimes empower his enemy directly in 

this simultaneous dream. 

 

The Doppelganger 

 

Their fates and dreams intermingling, there is much that can be said on the uncanny 

connections between Richard and Richmond as a further example of the repetition-

compulsion examined above. Not only are their names similar, but they have the same 

wish: to rule England. They are both royal and seem to have their fates written; 

Richmond’s triumph over Richard foreseen, and even revealed to Richard as a 
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prophecy: “Richmond! When last I was at Exeter, / The Mayor in courtesy showed me 

the castle, / And called it ‘Rougemont’, at which name I started, / Because a bard of 

Ireland told me once / I should not live long after I saw Richmond” (4.2.103-107). In 

his essay “The Uncanny”, Freud has this to say about the doppelganger: 

One must content oneself with selecting the most prominent of those 

motifs that produce an uncanny effect, and see whether they too can 

reasonably be traced back to infantile sources. They involve the idea of 

the ‘double (the Doppelgänger), in all its nuances and manifestations – 

that is to say, the appearance of persons who have to be regarded as 

identical because they look alike. This relationship is intensified by the 

spontaneous transmission of mental processes from one of these persons 

to the other – what we would call telepathy – so that the one becomes 

co-owner of the other's knowledge, emotions and experience. Moreover, 

a person may identify himself with another and so become unsure of his 

true self; or he may substitute the other's self for his own. The self may 

thus be duplicated, divided and interchanged. (191) 

 

Clearly, many similarities to the text of Richard III can be detected here to confirm their 

connection as outlined above. They might not look the same, but it describes well how 

Richmond hounds Richard mentally before finally coming after him. Therefore, he is a 

constant, “uncanny harbinger of death.” (Freud 192). In the ultimate battle, Richard 

thinks “there be six Richmonds in the field” (5.6.11), further multiplying Richmond 

until he is finally overcome and slain. Considering how these events are preceded by a 

dream which the two seem to share, where ghosts curse Richard and encourage 

Richmond, there exists sufficient proof that reality, for Richard, is thrown into disarray. 

While Freud opposes the idea of uncanny ghosts in a “fantastic world” (189) where 

they exist—even mentioning some other Shakespeare plays like Macbeth and Hamlet 

(Freud 189)—in Richard III the ghosts are apparitions of dreams, and thus a possibly a 

creation of the mind. While a reader cannot determine easily just how real the dreams 

are, since they are prophetic, that alone gives enough cause for uncertainty—which is 

cause enough for the dreams and the ghosts to become uncanny. In addition to the 

uncanny doppelganger, the fact that Richard and Richmond share their dream through 

some manner of telepathy makes it more horrific, as Bennett and Royle suggest (39); 

are Richard’s thoughts even his own? 

 With uncertainty established, further meaning can be imbued into the 

relationship between Richard and Richmond—a connection of the psyche. Lansky links 

Richmond to Richard’s failing resolve, and the king’s mental turning point in “a dream 

that heralds the return of hitherto repressed conscience by deploying Shakespeare’s 
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unusual literary device of having Richard and Richmond experiences dreams with the 

same characters in them” (120). Throughout their shared dream, Richard is weakened 

while Richmond is empowered. When Richard wakes up, he laments: “O coward 

conscience, how dost thou afflict me!” (5.4.158), which further solidifies the link 

between Richmond and a previously repressed consciousness: the rebel is Richard’s 

consciousness made manifest. As he comes to this realisation, “Richard is becoming 

himself, a monster who deserves the death and divine justice that is mere hours away” 

(Carroll 40). The idea of the double as conscience is not new to Freud, who writes in 

his essay on the uncanny that: 

The concept of the double need not disappear along with this primitive 

narcissism: it may acquire a new content from later stages in the 

evolution of the ego. By slow degrees a special authority takes shape 

within the ego; this authority, which is able to confront the rest of the 

ego, performs the function of self-observation and self-criticism, 

exercises a kind of psychical censorship, and so becomes what we 

know as the ‘conscience’. (192) 

 

Evidently, the double and one’s conscience are thus intrinsically linked, lending 

credibility to the theory of Richmond representing Richard’s emerging and regretful 

state of mind. Being chased by one’s returned conscience in the flesh is horrible enough, 

but what makes it uncanny? Freud states that, in relation to this concept, “its uncanny 

quality can surely derive only from the fact that the double is a creation that belongs to 

a primitive phase in our mental development, a phase that we have surmounted, in 

which it admittedly had a more benign significance” (193). This brings consideration 

back to the very first soliloquy, where Richard laments the circumstances of his birth 

as “deformed, unfinished, sent before my time” (1.1.20); and that those very deformities 

were what convinced him to “prove a villain” (1.1.30). Perhaps Richmond is what 

Richard could have been without deformity and wickedness, and perhaps that is what 

is so maddening to him. When Richard’s reckoning finally comes, Richmond tells his 

men that they fight “a bloody tyrant and a homicide” (5.4.225), referring to his crimes. 

He also calls Richard “a base, foul stone, made precious by the foil / Of England’s chair 

where he is falsely set” (5.4.229-230). Without foul features, Richard may not have 

become a villain, and then he would not be a murderer; Richmond (also as conscience) 

would have approved and there would be no strife. Yet in the play, the double is present 

also in the writing of history performed by Shakespeare. 
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Historical and Political Context 

 

The struggles of Richard III are inspired by historical events, and there is a sense of 

history in the play, although it is somewhat displaced by the many myths surrounding 

Richard. Stephen Marche argues that Richard himself is a historically aware character, 

being “aware of himself both as an agent shaping events and as the shaper of historical 

narrative” (40), and that this trait is an indicator of “Shakespeare’s attention to the 

difficulties of writing history” (41). This is where Ivo Kamps suggests that, at the time 

of Shakespeare’s writing of the play, “it would be wrong to say that early modern men 

and women had no conception of truth and falsehood, but it is obvious that the 

difference between them – especially if the problem was couched in terms of ‘fact’ and 

‘fiction’ – was not of paramount importance when it came to the production of historical 

texts” (9). Considering these aspects of the writing and of the times, it should not be 

surprising to find that such incongruities only contribute to the displacement of the play 

in the mind of the reader. Historians and literary scholars view this period quite 

differently, since much is inferred by Shakespeare’s history plays that is not relevant to 

the study of English history in general. 

Certainly, history is written by the victors; who have thus shaped the world. 

Perhaps it is this position in history that allows Richard to be made larger than life by 

Shakespeare, since “his evil does not relegate him to oblivion, but is, rather, the 

substance of his fascination” (Marche 54). However, these viewpoints would not be 

uncanny—or fit into the parameters of this essay—if they could be so neatly separated. 

Hayden White writes: “Viewed in a purely formal way, a historical narrative is not only 

a reproduction of the events reported in it, but also a complex of symbols which gives 

us directions for finding an icon of the structure of those events in our literary tradition” 

(1542). His argument is that history, in the traditional sense, is more like literature than 

some would like to admit. The point made about “reproduction” should also sound 

familiar, since this essay has spent much time examining repetitions and other doubles. 

Likewise, Stephen Greenblatt argues that we can look to literature to converse with the 

past through his “poetics of culture” (5), since literary texts can reveal historical details. 

To complement these points, Ian Frederick Moulton writes that “In broadside ballads 

the specific nature of a child's deformities is often read as a sign of England's sexual 

sins” (263), adding further historical context to King Richard. Thus, Richard III serves 
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the purpose of communicating not just the history of a king, but also to comment on 

Shakespeare’s own time. It is “history within tragedy and tragedy within history” 

(Marche 38). In addition, James Holstun comments that “the rebellions of mid-Tudor 

England had a seismic effect on the great cultural renaissance of late-Tudor England” 

(196) through Shakespeare’s plays. Shakespeare, who was imagined as an “Elizabethan 

world picturer” (194), and may have well tapped into the spirit of the time when 

imagining Richard III as a return of England’s repressed. Therefore, even though 

Richard lost, he is remembered, made into a legend. In this way, the play is displaced 

in history, to the joy of audiences and the frustration of historians.  

The staying power of Shakespeare’s work, and Richard III especially, might be 

owed to this legendary status of characters and narratives—even to point that history 

becomes doubled in some of his plays. Carroll writes that “to describe or label 

something as myth is not to say it is untrue or fictive. Myth resists such binaries, as do 

history and its close cousin legend; there is a fine and moving line between story and 

history” (35). Kamps builds on this, claiming that “Humanist historiography in 

Renaissance England sets itself apart from other forms of history writing by virtue of 

its interest in secondary causes and human psychology, in matters of politics, and in its 

careful attention to rhetorical/literary style” (13). The myths became prevalent even 

during the reign of Henry VII, when he commissioned Anglica Historia from polydore 

vergil, wherein Richard’s “usurpation and betrayal” are emphasised (Besnault and Bitot 

107). Thus, the history of Richard III became doubled even before Shakespeare wrote 

about him. This is an important link to point out: for not only is this construction of 

history profoundly English in nature, shaping English legends, but it does so from 

examining states of mind. King Richard is therefore a prime example of how these 

century-old methods of writing history and giving rise to myths can keep someone in 

the national consciousness for such an extended period of time. It is a history familiar 

to us, made unfamiliar by carefully constructed myths and legends—agents of 

abstraction from the past. In this case, literature becomes the double of history, 

describing likely events in a spectacular way. Richard is not merely famous for his 

madness, cruelty and deformity, but also for his methods. 

The play is deeply concerned with politics—the means of seizing power and the 

motivations for doing so. In his famous opening soliloquy, Richard says, that “since I 

cannot prove a lover / To entertain these fair well-spoken days, / I am determinèd to 

prove a villain / And hate the idle pleasures of these days” (1.1.28-31). He refers, of 
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course, to his deformities. However, he clearly disapproves of King Edward’s 

womanising ways, as well. In Shakespeare’s time, such disapproval would not be 

villainous, since desiring women usually made any man lesser and more effeminate—

both of which were hardly kingly traits (Bach 220). According to Hebert, Richard 

“seeks to throw off all dependencies by making his own heaven as well as his own path 

to it” (245), to see a seemingly cursed life fulfilled despite his shortcomings. As far as 

motivations go, they are not altogether wrong—although the villainy lies more in 

Richard’s methods. In the beginning, he recognises that he is “subtle, false and 

treacherous” (1.1.37), which corresponds with the strategies discussed by an infamous 

Renaissance thinker: Niccolò Machiavelli.  

In The Prince, Machiavelli praises Cesare Borgia for using subtle and 

treacherous means against his own enemies (28). Likewise, Richard and Buckingham 

fabricate a scene in the third act of the play, where Richard is made to appear pious and 

reluctant to take the crown, thus showing the people “greatness and spirit” as required 

by Machiavelli to win respect (72). It is a mask well maintained by Richard as he goes 

about achieving his goals. However, Machiavelli also states that respect can be lost if a 

ruler is “changeable, superficial, effeminate, fearful or indecisive” (72)—many of 

which become prominent features of Richard towards the end of the play. According to 

Hebert, once the crown is attained, “Richard has arrived in his self-made heaven, only 

to find that this artificial good cannot in itself bring happiness” (243). This is the turning 

point both for Richard personally and for his political aspirations, as his mask fails him 

and Richmond (personifying Richard’s prevailing consciousness) comes after him. 

After all, with his previous goal to keep him on track gone, what else is there? Unable 

to avoid contempt and hatred once all masks are stripped away, Richard loses his 

Machiavellian advantage to Richmond, who appears to be virtuous in every way. In his 

essay, as Freud discusses the meaning of the word “uncanny” he finds that “uncanny is 

what one calls everything that was meant to remain secret and hidden and has come 

into the open” (182). Such are the earthly, vain and perverse desires of Richard. It 

connects to a duality that warrants further examination, namely the many states of the 

king’s mind in Richard III. 
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The Psychology of Richard III 

 

Maxine K. Anderson refers to the opening soliloquy when she writes that Richard, 

 

…seems to be mesmerized and defined by his own deformity. He may 

have begun by feeling cheated by nature with some physical defect, 

not easily a part of the sunny world, but it is clear that he wilfully 

chooses to stay in the dark, preferring to practise villainy and most 

probably to vengefully destroy as much of the sunny world of others 

as he can. (702) 

 

 

She continues to investigate this “envious state of mind” (703) in her article, examining 

both its effects on Richard himself as well as upon others—such as Lady Anne. 

Anderson describes the seduction as a situation where the former Queen is worn down 

by Richard, who ultimately wins her over. This is an example of how Richard makes 

use of methods recognised by psychologists like Anderson, who describes it as “mental 

and emotional penetration by manipulation, seduction or sensory bombardment” that 

are typical of “narcissistic functioning” (707). Later, this plays a part in his downfall, 

when “Richard betrays humanity by using trust as an avenue for exploitation he 

condemns himself to the realm of the inhuman where there is no warmth nor 

compassion which can embrace and comfort him” (Anderson 707-708). This is the 

mask that, ultimately, falls away from the king. 

Besides finding that his quest for power was in vain, this aside should strengthen 

the credibility of Richard’s breakdown in the end of the play—and prove that he does 

suffer from what his contemporaries would call “madness”. However, Melvin R. 

Lansky is slightly more understanding of Richard, writing that “through his soliloquies, 

he tells the audience of his innermost thoughts and intentions and their significance. 

One gets a vivid glimpse of the dynamics of ruthless ambition as a defence against his 

feeling of hopeless unlovability” (Lansky 118). Readers from any time should be able 

to identify with this view, even though it only makes Richard’s humanity even more 

complex.  The fact that this “monster” could be a monster of conscience ought to be 

most disturbing: “Richard’s sidestepping of his conscience exemplifies the wishful 

fantasy of splitting off of conscience from the other activities of psychic life so that he 

can justify his ruthlessness” (Lansky 119).  
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Yet this state of mind does not persist, and the repressed returns in the end of 

the play—to doom the king once and for all. Fittingly enough, his conscience returns—

in large part—in a dream: “To Richard’s surprise, reproach from his conscience for 

murders he has committed is not at all absent; it had only been sidestepped and kept 

from view by the dictates of his ruthless ambition” (Lansky128). Thus, conscience is 

“his tragic flaw, which one sees unfold in the immediate wake of his mother’s curse” 

(Lansky 128). With each step, the psychology of King Richard becomes uncannier—

and perhaps even further proto-gothic. Indeed, the king is cursed by his own mother, 

the Duchess of York, on his way to the battle: “Therefore take with thee this most heavy 

curse, / Which in the day of battle tire thee more / Than all the complete armour that 

thou wear’st” (4.4.176-178). She even makes reference to the spirits that will later haunt 

the king: “And there the little souls of Edward’s children / Whisper the spirits of thine 

enemies, / And promise them success and victory” (4.4.181-183). His luck reversed by 

conscience, dreams and curses, Richard is eventually slain on the field of battle by his 

double, Richmond. This reversal of luck is not the only such device to be used by 

Shakespeare in the play, and it is a theme that shall make up the last part of this essay. 

  

Reversals 

 

Man, and monster, cunning and insane, historical and ahistorical. Richard III—the man 

and the play—is many things that, at first glance, seem to be direct opposites. Bach 

describes Richard as “a very tigerish man posing as a pious man of God” (227). This 

might well be the most obvious reversal: Richard’s deception. However, there is also 

the matter of deformity, and how he “sublimates his tearing consciousness of inner 

formlessness by concentrating on its outward image, which he creates as something 

outside himself, a shadow” (Neill 107). According to Richard himself, it is his 

deformity that has made him who he is, in true Lacanian fashion. Neither is he certain 

whether he is masculine or feminine, criticising Edward for loving women too much 

while later giving his sword to Anne. Richard will embrace either side if it will get him 

what he wants. Bach writes that, “unlike the other history plays, Richard III is 

ambivalent about male effeminacy. The play contains the only positive usage of the 

word ‘effeminate’ in the history plays, indeed in the entire Shakespeare canon” (233). 

This refers to Buckingham’s praise of Richard in Act 3: “As well we know your 
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tenderness of heart / And gentle, kind, effeminate remorse” (3.7.193-194). Richard does 

display a caring side at times, though it is mostly used to deceive. It works well because 

of his deformities—indeed, it is expected that he is weak. Regardless of this, he seems 

to possess enormous amounts of energy at times, as on the battlefield in Act 5. Moulton 

addresses the king’s monstrosity thusly: “Richard believes his deformity sets him apart 

from others, but instead it is his aggressively masculine singularity that constitutes his 

monstrosity” (262). Therefore, a link can be established between the issues of gender, 

temperament and physical deformity to explain—at least partially—Richard’s 

reversals. 

 Displaced in so many ways, Richard encounters and becomes the uncanny on 

each level. The unsettling implications of uncertain sexual identities (Bennett and Royle 

38) has been discussed at length in previous sections, but it connects also to his 

temperament—and the madness that, according to some, is part of his deformed body. 

Richard does fall into fits of madness, where he becomes like the uncanny automaton 

Freud discusses in his essay (185). An example of this can be found in the fifth act of 

the play when, during the battle, Richard exclaims that he has “set my live upon a cast” 

(5.6.9)—implying that his path is set and cannot be altered by anything but fate. Fate 

here seems to represent the deterministic automaton. The matter of his deformity, and 

his repeated laments directed at the woman who bore him, indicates that he resents the 

process. Freud writes that “it often happens that neurotic men state that to them there is 

something uncanny about the female genitals. But what they find uncanny [‘unhomely’] 

is actually the entrance to man's old ‘home‘, the place where everyone once lived” 

(201). Therefore, Richard’s own uncanny feelings contribute to his behaviour—

especially towards women. Indeed, he acts with resentment towards the Duchess of 

York in Act 4, Scene 4, when his mask is starting to come off; sarcastically contrasting 

“your grace” and “disgracious” (Shakespeare 308) as an example of spiteful behaviour. 

Thus, the reversals of Richard III appear just as uncanny to a reader as they do to some 

characters of the play, as well. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Finally, and in conclusion, it can be said that William Shakespeare’s Richard III 

includes several themes and ideas that, while they predate the thoughts of Sigmund 
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Freud, can be understood with the help of the psychoanalyst’s theory of the “uncanny”. 

Using mysterious, prophetic dream landscapes, lines between fact and fiction are 

doubled. Differentiating sharply between the masculine and the feminine, Shakespeare 

does not only emphasise the roles played by historical men and women and the 

differences between them, but points out that Richard himself makes use of qualities of 

both genders to succeed. The man who saves the day—Richmond—is purely masculine 

as Richard’s conscience and doppelganger; being the man Richard could have been 

without deformities. Indeed, the would-be king is obsessed with his own shortcomings, 

considering them to be the reason for his villainy. In the end, however, that resentment 

is not enough to sustain him, as he is cursed with remorse. By elevating the evil Richard 

to legendary status, he is put able to compete with the historical Richard; twisting 

perceptions of the man into modern times, and the Machiavellian ideals remain 

popular—if only in the minds of audiences. Ultimately, Richard III is a play about 

reversals; a look behind the mask of virtuous men, an investigation of fluid qualities of 

gender, and a homely kingdom turned uncanny by vicious conflict and rebellion. 
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