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Alison Hanham's Richclrd 111 and his Early Historiul~s will 
interest the  many pcrsons, lay and s c l ~ o l ; ~ r l ~ ,  who cont inue to bc  

fascinated by the life and times o f  England's last Plantilrcnct 
kine. It is not  only Richard liimsclf who generates intcrcst ; i r i s  as 
much the manner by which his actions have for ccnturics becn 
mcdiated in chronicles, histories, plays, historical novels, and evcn 
detective stories, that exerts a pull on  o u r  imagination. Shakes- 
peare naturally first comes to mind, but  his portrait o f  Richard 
could not  have taken the form it did without a tradition o f  Latin 
and ~ n ~ l i s h  prose history which camc t o  .I climax in the t w o  
compositions, one  English, onc Latin, of Thoma* Morc. Morc, 
4uite properly, is ccntral t o  Hanhaln's conccrns, arid l ~ c r  rcitding 
of his HistorylHistoria providcs hcr book with Its most satis61ctory 
chapter. But leading u p  t o  Morc arc t l ~ c  o t l ~ c r s  : thc It ;~lians 
Mancini and Polydore Vergil, thc Crowland (Croyland) Chroniclers, 
John Rous, o r  Ross, thc Warwickshire antiquarian, rogcthcr with 
several minor writcrs,all o f  wlioln contributed sonlc detail t o  the 
Richard I11 tradition. As o n e  ]night cspect ,  somc o f  tlic evidcncc 
presented by thesc disparate pcns is conhs ing ,  contradictory, 
obviously scurrilous, o r  clcarly wrong. ~f rnorc intcrcst than tlic 
differences, howevcr, are tlic silnilaricics, the  g c ~ ~ c r a l  agrccrncllt o n  
the main outline of cvents a n d  dccds from 1483 t o  148 5. As 
Hanham convincingly ;Irgues, tlic traditional view of Kich;~rd is 
not, as the pro-Ricardians would linvc it, a creation o f  'Tudor 
propagandists or,  morc to t h c  point. s o n i c t l ~ i n ~  wliich sprung 
f ~ l l - ~ r o w n  horn thc tcrtilc j ~ ~ i a g i ~ ~ ; ~ c i o n  o f  ' r h o r ~ ~ a s  Morc. M u c l ~  o f  
tile ant i -~icardi i in  in forma ti011 coriics f r o n ~  chc prc-'l'udor ; I C C C ) U I I C  

of  Mancini, whosc MS. is d ;~ tcd  Deccmbcr 1 ,  1483. Evcn ;I ' T u ~ i o ~ .  
historian like Polydorc Vcrgil cannot ,  H;~riliam ;~sscl.ts, be Jis- 
missed as a mere party hack. I11 s l i o ~ t ,  clic view t l ~ ; ~ t  "Kicliard wits 
an cxccllerit kina and a beloved man ill liis l ik t imc  a ~ ~ d  tllc - 
m;tlcvolcncc of Tudor  historiaris utterly falsificri his rcput ;~t lon" 
(p.  136) has no basis in tlic cvidcr~cc we have. 
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None of  this, o f  course, should be interpreted t o  mean 
that the jury is o u t  o n  Richard 111. One  thrust o f  Hanham's 
study is t o  demonstrate how difficult, if not impossible, it is for 
us t o  get a t  the real facts o f  the case. Her first chapter, setting o u t  
the known events of  Richard's usurpation and reign, nicely 
illustrates the frustration o f  knowing deeds without knowing the 
motives behind them. At every turn, Richad acts (or  re-acts) in a 
manner that can certainly be fit in to  a pattern. But which 
pattern : thc bloodthirsty usurper whose ambition is his only 
rule, o r  the prudent, talented politician forced by circumstance t o  . 
climb higher and faster than lie had anticipated o r  desired? The 
record as we have i t  leaves many questions unanswered, and  the 
hard evidence is indeed scarce. We have, for example, only two 
private lettcrs that throw any light on  Richard's usurpation. With ' 
so  little elsc available. the account o f  a fifteenth-ccntury tavern * 

quarrel becomes precious and, though difficult to  interpret, must 
serve as evidence. 

The difficulty in assessing scanty evidcnce now nearly 500 
ycars old might piofitably be- weighed against the problems 
involved in coming t o  terms even with contemporary events. A 
parallel, which has in fact often been made in malice, might be 
drawn between the notorious Duke o f  Gloucester and  the 37th 
American president, Richard M. Nixon. Indeed, the fortuity o f  
Nixon's Christian name has not  only encouraged comparison with 
Richard 111 but  also with that  very different Shakespearcan 
monarch, Richard II, which might suggest that Nixon's enemies 
were not o f  one mind as to  which o f  his negative traits deserved 
the greatest emphasis  But whether one finds such comparisons a 

- 
just or  unjust, my point here is t o  emphasize the extent  t o  which 
historical evidence, even when plentiful, can be open to  widely 
divergent interpretations. Compared t o  Richard o f  Gloucester, the 
career o f  Richard Nixon is an open book -- indeed a hundred open 
books. We have far more information concerning the two terms 
of  Nixon's presidency than we have for the c o m b k e d  reigns o f  all 
the Plantagenet kings. Nixon himself is alive and preparing his 1 
memoirs in exile. And yet  who can say that the final word is in - 

o r  will ever be in o n  this ambiguousfigure? Fo r  most Amcricaris, 
Nixon is simply a failed president whose love o f  power go t  the 
better of him. For many, he is a cunning, rutl~less,  totally amoral  
politician who lied, cheatcd, and clawed his way t o  the top  o f  the 
heap and then, unable t o  control his excessive hubris, p lummeted  
down again. But for a good number o f  men and  womcn, Nixon 
was and  remains a wise statesman, a firm leader, an espouscr o f  
conservative values -- home, flag, God  -- who was betrayed b y  his 
friends and associates and  harried from office by a combination o f  
a vengeful press and thc long-simmering hatred o f  his political 
enemies. No doub t  some such variety o f  views obtained during 
and after the brief reign o f  Richard 111. Had King Richard lived t o  
write his memoirs, we would certainly have a more positive view 
of  his life and reign. We nlight even have a first-hand account  o f  
his various crises : "The Truth about  the Princes in the Tower," 
"Betrayed by Buckingham," "Friends in Need : Radcliff, Lovell, 
and Catesby," and  so forth. Ironically, many of  the major actors 
in the Nixon drama have expressed the vain hope that  something 
called "History" would eventually clarify matters and justify this 
or  that position. History, of  course, is n o  such monolith. What we 
have in the case o f  Richard 111 are histories, literally in the  sense 
of  individual writings (Mancini, Vergil, More, etc.) and figul-;~tively 
in the broad sense o f  p r o - ~ i c h a r d  history, a n t i - ~ i c h a r d  history, 
and histories that a t  least a t tempt  a dispassionate prescn ta tion o f  
Richard's career. 

In the face o f  such difficulties, a historian docs well to  
remain skeptical o f  all accounts o f  Richard 111's rcign. Hanham 
however, seems excessively cautious whcn it comes t o  evaluating 
Thomas More's History, a skepticism perhaps partially based on  
a misapprehension o f  what More was doing. S l ~ c  calls More's 
work "the least authentic d f  the early accounts o f  Richard" 
(p. 189), a contention she doesn't really demonstrate. It  sccms t o  
be based a t  least t o  some degree o n  the assumption t ha t  because 
More exhibits great narrative skills, bccausc the History is un- 
deniably a work o f  literature, i ts historical accuracy is therefore 
suspcct. But this, I think, is t o  create a false d i c l ~ o t o m ~ .  However 
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much wc may recognize the Richard as a work o f  art, More him- 
self undoubtedly thought h e  was writing history, at least as  he 
and his contcmporaries understood that discipline. It does More 
less than justice to  take his work away from the historians and  
turn it over exclusively to  the literary critics. By doing SO, we fall 
into the Tyndalian trap o f  denying More's veracity because, aftel 
all, he is a "poet." I find it particularly difficult to  see how Richard 
III can be characterized as an ironic comment o n  "the whole craft 
o f  history" (p. 155) '  o r  how it can be asserted that "The 
authenticity o f  More's material was o f  minor importance t o  him" 
(p. 155) .  Certainly, More does invent speeches t o  put  into the 
mouths of  his characters, he recounts details o f  dubious historical 
value, and he  roba ably re-arranges facts t o  fit his organizational 
scheme. But, as Hanham herself demonstrates, the other  early 
historians indulged in the same or similar distortions. There can 
be little doubt  that  More had access t o  authentic (even if highly 
colored) information, although Hanham does doubt  it. She even 
rejects the possibility that More could have learned anything from 
Cardinal Morton, in whose household More served as a boy, on  
the grounds that Morton would have been unlikely to  discuss 
"events in which he had played an inglorious role" (p. 162) .  This, 
it seems t o  me, shows a rather narrow view o f  human nature : 
whatever we may think o f  Morton's activities, they certainly 
would no t  have appeared inglorious t o  him. O f  course, Morton's 
views may have been very far from objective, but that is a matter 
o f  more concern t o  a twentieth than t o  a sixteenth-century 
historian. 

Hanham's denigration o f  More as historian does not, 
however, take away from her generally sensitive discussion o f  his 
literary virtues in the Richard. Although she takes the, t o  me, 
unlikely view that More's original intention was t o  end the work 
with Richard's coronation (where the  1565  Latin version stops ) 
and that this scheme forms a more satisfactory work, her division 
o f  the History i n to  five acts has the virtue o f  emphasizing the 
dramatic structure o f  More's work. Her observations complement 
A.N. Kincaid's "The Dramatic Structure o f  Sir Thomas More's 
History of  King Richard 111" (SEL,  XII, 1972).  She rightly 

stresses More's ability to  translate "an abstract into concrete terms" 
(p. 161) ,  as in the vivid description of  Queen Elizabeth's preparation 
t o  enter sanctuary. Particularly valuable is her discussion of  those 
portions o f  the narrative -- the "debate" on  sanctuary, the long 
description o f  Elizabeth (alias Jane) Shore -- that  a t  first reading 
seem t o  unbalance the story. The analysis o f  "mistress Shore's" 
role in the drama is quite sensitive. More is shown weighing t he  
vital and human sinfulness o f  King Edward's favorite mistress 
against Richard's inhuman and  puritanical hypocrisy. A propos o f  
this, she quotes from More's Four Last Things when he speaks o f  
changing "those spiritual vices o f  pride, wrath, and envy for t h e  
beastly carnal sins o f  gluttony, sloth, and  lechery." What Hanham 
fails to  notice is that if we assume More intended to  carry t h e  
narrative a t  least t o  Bosworth, as the longer versions o f  the  t e x t  
would indicate, More's Renaissance dramatic structure becomes 
embedded in a Medieval drama of  Fortune's wheel. Richard's fall, 
in any case, seems essential t o  any version of  the story ;w i thou t  
it, his reign would lack not  only historical but  moral and  poetic 
completeness as  well. 

Hanham's literary theories carry over, I think detrimentally, 
into her discussion o f  the text  o f  the History o f ~ i n ~  ~ i c h a r d  I11 
in a twenty-page appendix. The  textual problems o f  More's work 
are undoubtedly complex and do  no t  admit o f  easy solutions. In  
the Yale edition, R.S. Sylvester set ou t  in great detail a theory o f  
composition and textual transmission tha t  Hanham is a t  great 
pains to reject. ~ r i e f l y  stated and simplified, Sylvester's argument 
takes Rastell's 1557  text o f  the English version t o  be closer t o  
More's original intentions than the texts printed in Hardyng's 
Chronicle ( 1  543)  and  Halle's Chronicle ( 1  548),  which represent 
a corrupted version o f  the work More composed c. 1513. T h e  
Latin version which, Sylvester theorizes, was probably composed 
a t  the same time as the English (hence neither is properly a 
translation o f  the other) ,  is represented by MS Arundel 43, a 
revision, probably, o f  More's original Latin draft. Further  revised, 
this text then fdrms the basis for the first printed Latin edition 
(Louvain, 1565) .  Complicating this picture is tha t  none o f  the 
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Ul t imately,  Hanham's discussion o f  t h e  t ex t  demonst ra tes  
the fallacy o f  beginning with a literary theory  and trying t o  make  
the  textual  evidence fit t he  theory. Her preference for the  
Harding/Hallc text  grows o u t  o f  her five-act division o f  More's 
L L ~ ; ~ t i r i ~ a l  drama" : she finds the  arrangement o f  events in this 
version bet ter  suppor t s  her  literary analysis than does the  Rastell . . 
arrangement.  Surely. this  is the car t  before the  horse. Her  
discussion o f  the  History's literary qualities does  not ,  in any  case, 
depend o n  choosing o n e  t ex t  over another ,  o r  in fa thoming 
Thomas  More's real intentions,  something w e  can never know.  
The  dramat ic  nature o f  More's approach t o  historical writing 
remains n o  rnattcr w h a t  version o n e  chooses, a n d  regardless o f  
whether  o n e  sees in the  History a five-act s t ructure  o r  not .  O f  
greater inlportance is t o  recogt~ize,  as Hanham docs, More's skill 
a t  scenic const ruct ion a n d  his ability t o  bring his historical 
characters t o  f u l l  dramatic life. 

~;nilic>rsity o f  .\'ortlz Dakota Michael A. Anderegg 

JUDGE JOHN MORE IN AUSTRALIA 

John Hamilton Smith, S.J., writes from St. Thomas More College, 
Crawley, Western Australia : 

By a coincidence, at just about the time that I mw the cover of No. 49 
which feotured Judge John More, I received afromed etching21cm x 27cm of 
"JUDGE MORE, St. THO. MORE'S FATHER" which had been discovered in 
a second-hand shop here in Perth and hod been presented to me by a French 
friend. It is just the h a d  and shoulders. I t  seems to hove been taken from the 
Holbein pen-and-ink dmwing except for the clothing around the neck which 
in mv drawing looks more like fur. It now rests next to Holbein 's "Tho. Moor. 
Ld. Chancellour" in my stu d,,... the son lookingat his fither. 


