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THE PLACE OF « SHORE'S WIFE » IN MORE’S
THE HISTORY OF KING RICHARD Il

Readers of The History of King Richard Il have consistently sin-
gled out More’s description of « Jane »' Shore for acclaim. For exam-
ple, Charles Whibley declared that the sketch was « drawn by a mas-
ter »; Miss Routh saw the « unforgettable portrait » as « one of the
mast memorable in the literature.of the period »; Paul Kendall conclu-
ded that the « account...is surely the most charming piece of prose (hat
had yet been written in England »; Richard Sylvester called the « por-
trait...charmingly profound »; and Richard Schoeck lauded « the
sharply drawn and haunting portrait of Shore’s wife » as « perhaps the
most brilliant » of the character sketches in the History.? Although the
praise accorded the passage is fully justified, its importance to the work
as a whole, its intrinsic appeal, and More’s « attitude » toward
Shore —as well as the inextricable relationship among these —have never
been thoroughly examined.’

At first it seems paradoxical that More, who condemned adultery
so emphatically in Utopia and in his polemical works, would provide
such an engaging portrait of Shore. However, the reasons for the com-
passionate presentation of an adultress lie not so much in any contradic-
tion in More’s thought or in his feminiem? as in hic concern for dramatic
effectiveness : More designed « Shores wife »* to provide an important
foil for Richard and Elizabeth Woodville* and to mitigate Edward’s
« fleshlye wantonnesse. » Although some scholars have argued that the
passage mars the unity of the History,” close examination will reveal
that it decisively affects the way in which the reader responds to the Pro-
tector (and some of his followers), Edward 1V, and the queen.

More carefully prepares the context for the description of Shore
by having Richard introduce her as Elizabeth Woodville's accomplice in
practicing witchcraft against him (48/7-9),® by explaining that she was
the « concubine whom the king...had most loued » (48/17), and by
identifying her, in the proclamation against Hastings, as the Lord
Chamberlain’s mistress and fellow conspirator. All this — especially the
charge that she was one of Hastings’ « most secret counsel of this hey-
nous treason, wt whom he lay nightli, & nameli y© night last passed next
before his death » (53/26-28) —establishes her importance to the events
More is relating and intrigues the reader. Thus, it seems logical and
natural that More follows the report of Richard’s proctamaiion with his
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character sketch of Shore.

Much of the independent appeal of « Shores wife » results from
the irony® and humor compressed into the brief description, which divi-
des naturally into two parts. The first part, replete with irony, describes
Richard’s persecution of her {54/13-55/7); the second, which includes
much of the humor, details her relationship with Edward 1V (55/1-
57/13).

More uses the first part not only to provide ironic examples of
Richard’s hypocrisy but also to develop the character of the Protector as
he outlined it at the beginning of the Histary (7/16-8/13). Much of the
irony in the passage arises from seeing Richard against the generally
sympathetic portrait of his defenseless victim. Unable to prosecute her
on the trumped up accusations of witchcraft and treason, Richard, the
« goodly [i.e., godly} continent prince clene & fautles of himself, »
charges her with adultery, which « euery man laughed at to here it then
so sodainly so highly taken » (54/23-25). In the process, the Protector,
« as it wer for anger not for couetise » (54/14)," confiscates her goods.
The public penance, through which Richard hoped « to win approval of
the City, »" engages the pity of the crowd and provides her moment of
greatest dignity.'? The ultimate irony, however, is that the description of
Shore, whom Richard had hoped to use to denigrate both Hastings"?
and the late king, evokes only pity from the reader and, as an exempium
illustrating what can happen to the citizen when a tyrant rules, provides
some of the most obvious and effective evidence of Richard’s dissimula-
tion and cruelty.

In this first part More also develops other traits mentioned in his
initial character sketch of Richard. For example, the seizure of Shore’s
goods graphically illustrates his early reference to Richard's particular
kind of avarice : « Free was hee called of dyspence, and sommewhat
aboue hys power liberall, with large giftes hee gatie him vnstedfaste
frendeshippe, for whiche hee was fain to pil and spoyle in other places »
(8/3-6). And, in the parenthetical « as a goodly [i.e., godly) continent
prince clene & fautles of himself, sent oute of heauen into this vicious
world for the amendement of mens maners » (54/24-26) More specifi-
cally labels Richard as an Antichrist, a characterization that had been
hinted at in the description of his birth by Caesarean section (7/23-25).4

Where More effectively uses the first part of this sketch to blac-
ken Richard’s character, he utilizes the second part to enhance Edward
1V’s character. In particular, he develops an important aspect of his ini-
tial characterization of the late king : « hee was of youthe greatelye
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geuen to fleshlye wantonnesse » but « Thys faute not greatiye gryeued
the people : for neyther could any one mans pleasure, stretch and
extende to the dyspleasure of verye manye, and was wythoute violence »
(4/19-20, 22-24)." How the reader perceives Edward’s « fleshlye wan-
tonnesse » is crucial to the work because it is his well-known reputation
as & seducer that became important support for Richard's « inuencion »
that the young princes were bastards, the basis for the Protector’s claim
to the throne (59/15-22).

Unable to deny Edward’s licentiousness, More uses « Shores
wife » to place it in the best possible light. This he accomplishes through
humorous comments on the effects of that wantonness and by adroitly
turning his favorite concubine into an asset." For example, he remarks
that Shore's husband, after the king had seduced his wife, « (as he was
an honest man & one that could his good, not presuming to touch a kin-
ges concubine) left her vp to him al togither » (55/17-19). This is wittily
expanded in the Historia : « ‘So very polite was he to others, whose
right to her was by no means as good as his own’ » (55/19-20; 230). In
describing Edward’s three concubines, More observes that the « thirde
[was] the holiest harlot in his realme, as one whom no man could get out
of ¥€ church lightly to any place, but it wer to his bed. The other {wo
were somwhat greter parsonages, & Natheles of their humilite content to
be nameles, & to forbere the praise of those properties » (56/8-12).

In describing the Edward-Shore relationship, More siresses is
positive aspccis. She was ibhe « meriest » of his mistresses, the one « he
loued » (56/12, 14). (As Sylvester points out, Edward’s conduct is fur-
ther extenuated in MS Arundel 43 : « ‘[Edward loved this one...] vet
there was no harm it it beyond that created by the passion itself, for he
embraced his wife with the deepest affection and treated her in an hono-
rable way’ » {p. 231}.) Though Shore was beautiful, « Yet delited not
men so much in her bewty, as in her plesant behauiour. For a proper wit
had she, & could both rede wel & write, mery in company, redy & quick
of aunswer, neither mute nor ful of bable, sometime taunting wlout dis-
plesure & not wlout disport » (56/1-5)."" (The Historia is even more pre-
cise : « ‘And even if the beauty of her face was so great that everyone
easily turned his eyes upon her, nevertheless she had such a delightful
wit and her behavior was seasoned with so much af fability that she see-
med to be loved more for the soundness of her character than for the
beauty of her countenance’ » [56/1-4; 230).) Most effective in extenua-
ting Edward’s « fleshlye wantonnesse » is More’s description of her use
of her power, which
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she neuer abused to any mans huri, but to many a mans comfort &
relief : where the king toke displeasure, she would miiigate & appease his
mind : where men were oul of fauour, she wold bring them in his grace.
For many that had highly offended, shee obtained pardon. OF great forfe-
tures she gate men remission, And finally in many weighty sutes, she stode
many men in gret stede, cither for none, or very smal rewardes, & those
rather gay then rich. (56/15-21)"

The effectiveness of More’s use of « Shores wife » to counter
Richard’s attempls to capitalize on Edward’s « fleshlye wantonnesse »
is nowhere more evident than in the refutation it provides of Bucking-
ham's charges that « more sute was in his [Edward’s] dayes vato Shores
wife a vile & an abhominable sirumpet, then to al the lordes in England,
except vnto Lhose y! made her their proctoure [i.c., advocate] which sim-
ple woman was wel named & honest, tyll the kyng for his wanton lust &
sinful affeccion byreft her from her husband » (71/31-72/2). Through-
out More makes it cbvious that Shore neither abused her power nor was
forced by Edward to become his mistress."

This second part of « Shores wife » demonstrates how Edward’s
conduct « not greatlye gryeued the people » and thus provides a decisive
contrast with Richard’s seemingly upright, but obviously hypocritical,
moral standards. More casts further negative reflection on the Protector
through the explicit contrast Shore offers to four of Richard’s hench-
men who are introduced immediately after the passage contrasting her
« beggerly condicion » and the « men...which be now famouse, only by
y€ infamy of their il dedes » (56/31, 57/2-3). Unlike Edward’s concu-
bine, Richard Ratcliff (who superintended the execution of Rivers,
Vaughan, Haute, and Grey and « whose seruice y€ protector specially
vsed in y€ counsel and in thexecucion of such lawles enterprises »
[57/21-23]) has « a shrewde wit, [and is] short & rude in speche, rough
& boustiouse of behauiour, bold in mischief, as far from pitie as from al
fere of god » (57/24-26). Shore's concern for justice and the welfare of
others also offers a direct contrast to Edmund Shaa, who joins Richard
« vpon trust of his own aduauncement, whereof he was of a proud hart
highly desirouse » (58/17-18), and to John Shaa and Friac Penker, who
are picked by Richard because they « had no scrupilouse consience »
(58/21).

Placed just before the first mention of Richard’s attempt to capi-
talize on Edward’s licentiousness, « Shores wife » — with the generally
sympathetic treatment of Shore, the contrast she provides to Richard
(and some of his subordinates), the humorous comments on Edward’s
« fleshlye wantonnesse, » and the overt emphasis on the positive aspects
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of the relationship between the king and his favorite concubine
—effectively undercuts the Protector’s strategy.

l.Vlore’s depiction of Shore inevitably reflects on that of Elizabeth
WoPdwlle, the only other woman discussed at length in the History
While the two women are linked through Richard’s accusation of witch:
craft as well as through his victimization of each, the essential difference
between them is introduced by More’s observation that of all women the
queen hated Shore the most (48/16). Like Shore, Elizabeth Woodville
hFd been propositioned by the king, but « she verteousely denyed
hlm.'...And...shcwed him plaine...[that she|] thought her self to good to
:)e his c::ncubinc » {61/15-16, 23-25). The contrast Shore provides rein-

orces the queen’s appeal as a pathetic i ich i
blackens Richard’s c?mractcr. ° herolne, which ia turn further
» That much of More's « sympathy » or « pity » for Shore is con-
ditioned by the funciions she serves is now evident, However, it is casy
.for the reader to become captivated —as many have been —t;y More’s
irony, humor, and necessartly sympathetic treatment, and thus fail to
realize that he by no means exculpates her.

Although More partially excuses her desertion of her husband by
portraying her as the too-young victim of a forced marriage (« forasmu-
che as they were coupled ere she wer wel ripe, she not very feruently
loued, for whom she neuer longed » [55/10-12), he suggests that vanity
was one of the primary causes of her acquiescence to Edward (« y© hope
of gay apparel, sase, plesure & other wanion welth, was hable soone 10
perse a softe tender hearte » [55/15-16]). Though her adultery pales in
comparison to Richard’s crimes, More does not excuse it. The citizens
laugh at Richard's charge (the intent of the charge, not its substance)
but More points out that Shore « could not deny...yt she was nought oi"
her .body » (54/22, 24). (MS Arundel 43 goes even further : « esset
meritrix » — « ‘that she was a whore’ » [132/3; 229].) Even though
More d.cscribes her penance in such a way that it emphasizes Richard’s
hypocysy more than her own sin, he does not present Shore as a repen-
tant sinner but as Richard’s victim. In describing her forced penance
{not her repentance) he is careful to point out that « her great shame »
(the result of being « out of al array saue her kyrtle only » and of « the
wondering of the people ») « wan her much praise, among those y! were
more amorous of her body then curious of her soule » and 10 establish
t!lal the pity of the « good folke...y! hated her liuing, & glad wer to se
Sin corrected » arose from their recognition of Richard’s hypocrisy
(54/30-55/7). For all his emphasis on her qualities, he does not allow the




74  JAMES L. HARNER

reader 1o forget — especially when comparing her ready submission with
Elizabeth Woodville's virtuous denial of Edward —that she willingly
became the king's (and later Hastings") concubine,

Although the reader is invited to pity Shore becauvse « she is now
in the more beggerly condicion, vnfrended & worne out of acquain-
tance » (56/31-32), More's conclusion provides a context in which to
judge her : « Her doinges were not much lesse [evil than those of men
« now famouse, only by y® infamy of their il dedes »], albeit thei be
muche lesse remembred, because thei were not so euil » (57/2-4).®

1t is apparent that More designed « Shores wife » to serve as a
kind of prologue Lo the portion of the History which details Richard’s
attempt to secure the throne by « proving » his nephews bastards. Des-
pite its appeal as an independent biographical sketch, the description of
Shore is patently designed to create a character with whom the reader
sympathizes against Richard, through whom Edward’s « fleshlye wan-
tonnesse » is extenuated, and against whom Elizabeth Woodville's cha-
racter is enhanced. As such, it is clear that More means « Shores wife »
to function as an integral, important part of his illustration of Richard’s
dissimlation and cruelty, the great unifying themes of the History.?!
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