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William Shakespeare wrote ten history plays chronicling English
kings from the time of the Magna Carta (King John) to the beginning of
England’s first great civil war, the Wars of the Roses (Richard II) to the
conclusion of the war and the reuniting of the two factions (Richard III), to
the reign of Queen Elizabeth’s father (Henry VIII). Between these plays,
even though they were not written in chronological order, is much of the
intervening history of England, in the six Henry IV, Henry V, and Henry VI
plays.
In writing these plays, Shakespeare had nothing to help him except the
standard history books of his day. The art of the historian was not very
advanced in this period, and no serious attempt was made to get at the exact
truth about a king and his reign. Instead, the general idea was that any nation
that opposed England was wrong, and that any Englishman who opposed the
winning side in a civil war was wrong also.
Since Shakespeare had no other sources, the slant that appears in the
history books of his time also appears in his plays. Joan of Arc opposed the
English and was not admired in Shakespeare’s day, so she is portrayed as a
comic character who wins her victories through witchcraft. Richard III
fought against the first Tudor monarchs and was therefore labeled in the
Tudor histories as a vicious usurper, and he duly appears in Shakespeare’s
plays as a murdering monster.
Shakespeare wrote nine of his history plays under Queen Elizabeth.
She did not encourage historical truthfulness, but rather a patriotism, an
exultant, intense conviction that England was the best of all possible
countries and the home of the most favored of mortals. And this patriotism
breathes through all the history plays and binds them together. England’s
enemy is not so much any individual king as the threat of civil war, and the
history plays come to a triumphant conclusion when the threat of civil war is
finally averted, and the great queen, Elizabeth, is born.
Shakespeare was a playwright, not a historian, and, even when his
sources were correct, he would sometimes juggle his information for the
sake of effective stagecraft. He was not interested in historical accuracy; he
was interested in swiftly moving action and in people. Shakespeare’s bloody
and supurb king seems more convincing than the real Richard III, merely
because Shakespeare wrote so effectively about him. Shakespeare moved in
a different world from that of the historical, a world of creation rather than
of recorded fact, and it is in this world that he is so supreme a master.

