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revenge, serves to bring to the attention of those on stage .and .off 
systemic repetition compulsion of violence that had been illscnbed ill 
the political strife between brothers all along. last words she 
before she is forcibly removed from the stage m 3 Henry VI,. are: S.o 
come to you and yours as to this prince' (5.5.80). To sIlence thIS GothlC 
foreboding of his own demise and instead what he hopes IS 
the beginning of his lasting joy, Edward, havmg usurped the throne to 
become King of England, exiles Margaret to France.. . ., 

But these are not her last words in Shakespeare's early 
Because she is able to judge her own complicity in the brutal mtngues 
that led to the usurpation of her power and thus shows herself to be 
unwilling to veil herself in false innocence, she is also the one who 
can correctly gauge the situation of her In the first. act of 
Richard III, she calls Elizabeth, who at the of IV IS 
the reigning queen, 'poor painted queen vam of my 
(1.3.241) Y Evoking a bleak future regarding the polmcal of 
Richard, now Duke of Gloucester, she assures her 'the. day wIll come 
that thou shalt wish for me / to help thee curse thIS pOlSOn?US bunch­
back'd toad' (1.3.245-6). At first, Elizabeth still to shIeld herself 
from this Gothic foreboding by telling herself that, m so far as. she never 
did Margaret any wrong, she is innocent of any sad lot that mIght befall 
her. Assuming the exact opposite attitude as the qu.een, she 
foolishly believes that she can keep her distance to the 
her husband is engaged in. She is soon forced, however, to recogmze that 
after her husband's death this selfsame Richard, once he has the 
new King of England, wishes to marry her daughter. For thIS reason, 
she bonds not only with his mother, who curses her own son 
she declares his backhanded treachery to be a shame to her matermty. 
She will also find herself compelled to form an alliance with the rival, 
who, from the very beginning, had insisted that because no one can be 
an innocent player in a political arena shaped by betrayal and revenge, 
no one can walk away unharmed. The final Gothic twist Shakespeare's 
early histories attribute to his dramatic of Queen Margaret 
is that, once they are forced to view their world sober eyes because 
they can no longer overlook the terrible deeds RlChard has 
the women of the house of York come to be haunted by the cursmg spmt 
of the foreign warrior queen of the house of Lancaster. 

Initially, the old Queen Margaret, who has not yet embarked for her 
homeland, merely listens to the complaints of. the women 
the safety of her hiding place. Having stepped mto theIr field of VlSlon, 
however, to forewarn them that they will call upon her to help 
curse, she takes on the role of a mirror held up agamst theIr foohsh 
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desire not to see what they cannot afford not to acknowledge. Once 
more calling up her own sorrow, she offers by virtue of an analogy of 
names a telling correspondence between her sad fate and the woe of 
both the present queen and the current king's mother: 

If sorrow can admit society, 
Tell o'er your woes again by viewing mine. 
r had an Edward, till a Richard kill'd him; 
r had a husband, till a Richard kill'd him: 
Thou hadst an Edward, till a Richard kill'd him; 
Thou hadst a Richard, till a Richard kill'd him. 

(4.4.38-43) 

Her invocation not only renders visible that the way of justice has taken 
a new path. Her story also serves to inspire a desire for revenge on the 
part of the woman who has appropriated her own title as queen. In 
the course of this play, Margaret will, indeed, teach Elizabeth how to 
curse. With a touch of malice, she also assures her new ally that her woe 
makes those in France smile. Watching over the last episodes of this civil 
war from the safe distance of her homeland, she can assume the Gothic 
spirit of an avenging angel. Her keen courage in the past, one might 
surmise, serves as a model of feminine power; it infects the imagination 
of the current Queen Elizabeth and inspires her to prevent the marriage 
between Richard III and her daughter. 

In so far as Margaret's curses force both women of the house of York 
to suspend all fantasies of non-complicity, they articulate a poignant 
ethical insight. To rephrase Stanley Cavell's discussion of the conditions 
of tragedy: if political disasters occur because individual players keep 
repeating precisely those actions which brought about the tragic course 
of events in the first place, then real abdication consists in stopping and 
seeing what one is doing (Cavell 81). The insight that will avert future 
disaster is predicated on a refusal of blindness, insisting instead on a 
sober and unsentimental recognition of the tragic consequences which 
any power struggle between noble families entails. If Margaret is the 
one to draw attention to the fatal loop of cursing, revenge and a lust 
for a renewed cycle of retribution, she is also the one who implicitly 
helps bring about the peace treaty that her kind-hearted but politically 
inept husband had failed to reach. The logical consequence of a political 
culture of civil war, in which everyone is inevitably the adversary of 
someone else, however, is that peace can be found only once all the 
sons of the rebellious house of York have been destroyed. The lust for 
violence on the part of the embattled brothers must, thus, first culminate 
in one last spectacle of battle. Decisive for the importance Shakespeare 
ascribes to the female politician who is the only figure present in all four 
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early histories is that this fatal necessity comes to be played out under 
the aegis of the voice that had foreseen the'destruction of Richard III 
from the start. 

In the final act of Richard III, the resolution to this civil war is antici-
pated in the spectral theatricalization of battle's violence, staged for the 
single-minded tyrant who is not willing to recognize that, by his refusing 
to stop and see, the fatal consequences of his actions will inevitably 
catch up with him. Or put another way, the Gothic ~taging of imminent 
disaster forces him to see what he had not wanted to hear. It is worth 
recalling that Richard had responded to Elizabeth's declaration of her 
sorrows and the curses of his own mother by exclaiming: 'Either be 
patient and entreat me fair, / Or with the clamorous report of war / Thus 
will I drown your exclamations' (4.4.153-5). The self-conscious, albeit 
implicit reflection on actual political violence in the England of his day 
on the part of the dramatized violence that Shakespeare's Richard III 
brings to the stage, thus thrives on the following analogy: As a result of 
his wilful blindness to the political consequences of his violent usurpation 
of power, the king will be forced to acknowledge the unavoidability of 
his tragic fate once it has been performed for him as a morality play. 
In this Gothic vision, the ghosts of his victims give body to the cursing 
voice of old Queen Margaret, who, though she has been exiled to France, 
remains a spectral presence throughout the final act of the play. 

It belongs to the narrative formulas of representations of war that the 
night before an important battle is given special treatment on stage. One 
might recall the Chorus at the beginning of Act 4 in Henry V evoking a 
scene in which the moon presents to the English troops ghosts of their 
fellow soldiers, while the 'royal captain of this ruined band / Walking 
from watch to watch, from tent to tent' (4.1.29-30) eases their anticipa­
tion of danger with this 'little touch of Harry in the night' (4.1.47). In 
the final act of Richard III, both Richard and Richmond ask for paper 
and ink, so as to prepare themselves for the martial violence about to 
be unleashed in Bosworth Field. While Richmond soon falls into a deep, 
refreshing sleep, his opponent Richard finds himself confronted with all 
those whose untimely deaths he was responsible for. Among these the 
ghost of Lady Anne, his wife, calls upon him, 'tomorrow in the battle 
think on me, / And fall thy edgeless sword: despair and die' (5.3.163-
4 ). One might imagine Queen Margaret, who foretold that she would 
follow this civil war to the end from her safe distance in France with 
cruel laughter on her lips, to be the hidden director of this spectral show. 
Indeed, one might take this speculation a step further and interpret her 
to be the master of Richard's personal unconscious, after having already 
helped articulate the political unconscious of an England torn in civil 
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war. Once the terrible ghostly visions have left him, he admits, 'shadows 
tonight / Have struck more terror to the soul of Richard / Than can the 
substance of ten thousand soldiers, / Armed in proof, and led by shallow 
Richmond' (5.3.217-20). 

If Margaret thus continues to be the Amazon her enemies declared 
her to be throughout the histories surrounding her husband Henry VI, 
the battle for Richard Ill's soul is one she wins. Taking their shape in 
the ghostly apparitions of all the victims of his terrible power play, her 
curses force her opponent to heed his conscience even if he preferred to 
repress the knowledge it has for him. Against this voice he cannot defend 
himself, even after dawn has set in. Before the actual battle begins, 
Richard admonishes himself, 'Let not our babbling dreams affright 
our souls; / conscience is but a word that cowards us' (5.3.309-10). 
Nevertheless, he succumbs to the curse old Queen Margaret brought 
into circulation. The spectral voices of the deceased can no longer be 
banished from the scene of battle. Instead, Bosworth Field transforms 
into the stage where the very power of those feminine woes and curses 
which he tried to occlude with his sounds of war return in the shape 
of the opponent army that will succeed in bringing about his demise as 
warrior and king. 

In this last, gruesome spectacle, attesting to Shakespeare's anticipa­
tion of Gothic culture, we also, however, recognize the spectral power 
on which the mutual implication of dramatic violence on stage and 
political violence off stage thrives throughout these early histories. The 
fulminant theatrical enactment of war in which Shakespeare's historical 
re-imagination of the Wars of the Roses culminates, emerges from and 
vanishes back into the force of poetic language itself. It gives shape to a 
complex spectacle of ghosts - the dead, catching up with and changing 
the course of the present, as well as a repressed knowledge, catching 
up with and changing the fate of a flawed political figure, but also the 
voices of a set of drama tis personae, who come from the past to speak 
to us very much in the present. And at the centre of all these spectral 
apparitions stands Queen Margaret, a pivot between past and present, 
absence and present, a set of history plays and their cultural afterlife. 

Notes 

1 Created by Greg Berlanti, the series aired in 2012 . 
2 For a discussion of the political use to which Elizabeth 1's pageants, proces-

sions and progresses were put, see also Louis Montrose. 
3 See also Richardine Woodall 18 7-204. 
4 See Mieke Bal 's introduction to Quoting Caravaggio 7-44. 
5 For an overview of royalty on screen see Elizabeth A. Ford and Deborah C. 
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Mitchell' for a discussion of the final era of costume epics in Hollywood, , 
see Michael Wood. . 

6 For a discussion of Elizabeth I's afterlife on screen, see Elisabeth Bronfen 
and Barbara Straumann 252-70. 

7 See Jean E. Howard's introduction to 3 Henry VI. 
8 See Jean E. Howard's introductions to 2 Henry VI. 
9 The edition of 1 Henry VI, 2 Henry VI, and 3 Henry VI used is the one 

edited by Andrew S. Cairncross. 
10 I take this concept from Fredric Jameson, especially his insistence that the 

Real of History can only be reconceived in the violent aftereffects it has had. 
Queen Margaret's war furore emerges as precisely such an affective trace of 
past dissent. . . 

11 In this prescient attitude toward her own political power she anticIpates the 
realiry of Hillary Clinton's campaign for the US presidency as well as the 
depiction of women in positions of political power in current mainstream 
CInema. 

12 The edition used is edited by Antony Hammond. 
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