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King Richard III, the last of the Plantagenet dynasty, has been a subject of
fascination and controversy for centuries. Shakespeare's play, "Richard III,"
portrays him as a ruthless tyrant and villain, while other historians have
offered more nuanced perspectives on his reign. One such work is Horace
Walpole's "Historic Doubts on the Life and Reign of King Richard III,"
published in 1768. Walpole's "Historic Doubts" challenges the traditional
narrative of Richard as a wicked king and seeks to rehabilitate his
reputation.

Horace Walpole and the "Historic Doubts"

Horace Walpole (1717-1797) was a prominent English writer, historian, and
politician. He was known for his interest in Gothic architecture and his
antiquarian pursuits. His "Historic Doubts" was written in response to David
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Hume's "History of England," which presented a negative view of Richard
III.

Walpole's "Historic Doubts" argues that the traditional narrative of Richard
III's tyranny is based on biased and unreliable sources. He questions the
motives of the Tudor historians who wrote about Richard, suggesting that
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they had a vested interest in blackening his name to legitimize their own
claims to the throne.

Challenging the Traditional Narrative

Walpole's "Historic Doubts" challenges the following aspects of the
traditional narrative about Richard III:

The murder of the "Princes in the Tower": Walpole argues that
there is no conclusive evidence that Richard was behind the deaths of
his nephews, Edward V and Richard, Duke of York. He suggests that
the murders may have been committed by others, such as Henry VII,
who had a stronger motive.

The usurpation of the throne: Walpole questions the legitimacy of
Henry VII's claim to the throne. He argues that Richard III was the
rightful heir and that Henry's victory was based on military force rather
than legal right.

Richard's physical deformities: Walpole dismisses the physical
deformities attributed to Richard, such as his hunchback, as Tudor
propaganda. He argues that there is no reliable evidence to support
these claims.

Evidence and Arguments

Walpole's "Historic Doubts" is based on a thorough examination of
historical sources. He cites contemporary chronicles, letters, and official
documents to support his arguments. He also uses logical reasoning and
critical analysis to question the reliability of the Tudor historians.



One of the key pieces of evidence that Walpole presents is the "Croxton
Chronicle," a contemporary account of Richard III's reign. The chronicle
portrays Richard in a more positive light and casts doubt on the
accusations of murder and usurpation. Walpole also argues that the
testimony of Polydore Vergil, a Tudor historian who wrote about Richard, is
unreliable due to his bias and lack of firsthand knowledge.

Impact and Legacy

Walpole's "Historic Doubts" had a significant impact on the historiography
of Richard III. It challenged the traditional narrative of his tyranny and
raised questions about the reliability of the sources on which it was based.
While it did not completely rehabilitate Richard's reputation, it did open up
the possibility of a more nuanced understanding of his reign.

In the 20th and 21st centuries, historians have continued to debate the life
and reign of Richard III. Some have accepted Walpole's arguments and
view Richard as a more complex and sympathetic figure. Others have
remained skeptical, arguing that the traditional narrative is still supported by
the evidence. The debate continues today, and Walpole's "Historic Doubts"
remains an important contribution to the historiography of this enigmatic
king.

Horace Walpole's "Historic Doubts on the Life and Reign of King Richard
III" is a fascinating and challenging work that invites us to reconsider the
traditional narrative of one of England's most controversial monarchs.
Walpole's meticulous research and critical analysis raise important
questions about the reliability of historical sources and the motives of those
who write about history.



While Walpole's arguments may not fully exonerate Richard III from the
charges against him, they do provide a more nuanced understanding of his
reign. By questioning the traditional narrative and challenging the Tudor
propaganda, Walpole opened up the possibility of a more balanced and
objective assessment of King Richard III.
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