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Shakespeare & The House of Cards (1990, BBC)  
The Influences of Macbeth, Lady Macbeth, Richard III, and Iago 
 
CHARACTERS 
 
BBC version   Netflix version   Shakespearean model 
Francis Urquhart   Francis Underwood  Macbeth, Richard III, Iago (from Othello) 
Elizabeth Urquhart  Claire Underwood  Lady Macbeth 
Prime Minister Collingridge President Garrett Walker  King Duncan, King Edward IV 
Roger O’Neill   Peter Russo   Cassio (from Othello) 
Mattie Storin   Zoe Barnes   Buckingham (from Richard III) 
 
 
 

If Richard III Had Married Lady Macbeth:  

The Shakespearean Pedigree of House of Cards 
By James Cappio, Feb. 11, 2013, bloggingshakespeare.com 

 
With the Americanized remake of House of Cards 

now available on Netflix, it’s a good time to revisit the 
original and to recall how it is shot through with 
Shakespeare. 

The original, British version of House of Cards is the 
story of Francis Urquhart, Chief Whip of the 
Conservative Party who, denied a Cabinet post by the 
incoming Prime Minister (succeeding Margaret 
Thatcher, who fell in real life just after the series 
began), decides to seize supreme power for himself by 
lying, manipulating, using, backstabbing, blackmailing, 
and climbing over anybody who stands in his way. He 
does not even balk at murder. All the while, he pretends 
to be uninterested in the office—until he accepts it. 
Sound familiar? 

Any resemblance to a certain crookback King is 
strictly intentional. The first episode opens, like Richard 
III, with an extended address to the viewer; drawing us 
into complicity with his villainy, Urquhart’s soliloquies 
become a signature element of the series. 

Very much like Richard, Urquhart so thoroughly 
seduces us that we root for him in spite of ourselves. 
That is largely due to Ian Richardson’s indelible 
performance. Richardson, one of the great 
Shakespeareans of his generation, had just played 

Richard III for the Royal Shakespeare Company before 
taking the role of Urquhart; by letting Richard influence 
him, he created one of the most iconic characters in all 
of British television. Urquhart’s signature phrase—“You 
may think that. I couldn’t possibly comment”—is still 
widely recognized in Britain even today. 

House of Cards borrows from the Scottish play even 
more blatantly than from Richard III. When it’s first 
suggested to Urquhart that he could be Prime Minister, 
he actually says “Glamis, and Cawdor, and King 
hereafter” and shortly his wife is insinuating that he 
should topple his leader. To be fair, he doesn’t need 
nearly as much persuasion as Macbeth did. Diane 
Fletcher’s movie debut was in Roman Polanski’s bloody 
Macbeth, so her brilliantly menacing performance as 
Elizabeth Urquhart can be said to have Shakespearean 
roots. 

What about the remake, then? Few series would 
seem in less need of one, let alone an Americanization. 
Still, the project has attracted A-list movie directors 
such as David Fincher and James Foley, raising hopes. 
And Kevin Spacey, who was widely praised as Richard III 
not long ago, is just about the only actor I would want 
to see in the pivotal role. But if you think he can eclipse 
Richardson, I couldn’t possibly comment. 

 

Your guide to the original 'House of Cards' 
by Blathnaid Healyuk, mashable.com, Feb. 12, 2015 

 
LONDON — Whether it was a marketing tease or a 
technical glitch, House of Cards fans were left 
disappointed on Wednesday after getting a momentary 
glimpse of the much-awaited season three. 

In the words of Frank Underwood: "Good things 
come to those who wait." But what's the fun in that? If 
you need a House of Cards binge-watching fix, let us 
introduce you to the other F.U.: Francis Urquhart — 
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Frank's Shakespearian, even more conniving British 
predecessor.  

We'll get this out of the way early. The original BBC 
House of Cards isn't nearly as slick. This is 1990s British 
television at its finest. But what it lacks in gloss, it makes 
up for in quips. 

All three seasons of the original series are available 
on Netflix, and while it deviates in some ways from the 
original, many of the plot lines from seasons one and 
two have followed the original. So if you're worried 
about spoilers, season three might not be for you, yet. 

In the opening, we meet Francis, played by Ian 
Richardson, when he's the back-room, deal-making, 
power-hungry chief whip of the Conservative Party. He's 
the king of the wry smile. Don't let that fool you though, 
beneath the pomp and expensive education is a man 
who is willing to get his hands dirty.  

Delivered from a lavatory, here's a taste of when 
Francis Urquhart breaks the fourth wall: “[Prime 
Minister Collingridge's] deepest need was that people 
should like him. An admirable trait, that… in a spaniel or 
a whore, not, I think, in a Prime Minister. And we've 
done him a favour, too, if he did but know it. He was in 
the trap and screaming from the moment he took 
office. We've simply put the poor bastard out of his 

agony. "After life's fitful fever, he sleeps well." So let's 
not involve ourselves in any squeamishness, all right? 
Because this… is just the start. 

Kevin Spacey described Francis Urquhart's 
character as "diabolical in such a delicious way." 

"When I saw the BBC series, I thought it was just 
delicious that it was sort of based on Richard III."  

But it's not all about Francis. Mattie Storin, wide-
eyed, determined young reporter, is the file-a-story-
from-a-phone-booth version of Zoe Barnes. Eagle-eyed 
serial BBC drama watchers will recognize her as Jane 
Bennett from Pride and Prejudice. 

If these two were on Facebook, they're relationship 
would most definitely be classified as "it's complicated." 
Their affair in this version is even darker in many 
respects.  

Elizabeth Urquhart is Francis' tweed-suit-wearing 
wife and the person who really has their hands on the 
power. She's the Lady Macbeth to Francis' Macbeth, 
who never takes her eye off the prize. Don't be fooled 
by her jaunty hats, she's even more devious and 
ruthless than her husband. 

And, if all that hasn't convinced you, with a general 
election in a few months in the UK, now's the perfect 
time to swot up on some British political drama.

 
 

Claire Underwood: a power-dressed Lady Macbeth 
Is Claire Underwood, the First Lady of House of Cards, television's greatest ever female character? 

by Celia Walden, The Telegraph (London), March 13, 2015 
 
  

For all the niggling let-downs with the latest series - 
no spoilers here… – its leading lady, played by Robin 
Wright, is now not only the show’s undisputed star, she 
has emerged as the First Lady of TV drama.  

This series’ tagline is: “Behind every great man is a 
woman with blood on her hands.” Those who have 
followed David Fincher’s award-winning drama from its 
inception will know that Claire Underwood hasn’t been 
washing the giblets in preparation for Frank’s dinner. 
The blood on her hands may have been spilt by her 
murderous husband, but as the driving force in their 
marriage and a modern day Lady Macbeth, she is in no 
hurry to wash it off.  

When Underwood stares into the camera, her eyes 
slit, her handsome jaw set, the planes of her face turn 
as hard, sculpted and unyielding as Mount Rushmore. 
With all the stately grandeur of a Classical heroine 
coupled with the resolve of female dictators such as 
Cleopatra and Catherine the Great, Underwood, rather 
than appal female viewers, inspires admiration – even, 

chillingly, a desire to emulate her methods. After all, 
who doesn’t yearn to have that kind of control over her 
husband?  

House of Cards writer Beau Willimon hints that 
Underwood’s becoming the sociopathic star of the show 
was intended all along. “I have zero interest in 
likeability,” he says. “I’m only interested in attraction, 
and I mean that a character is so compelling that 
whatever you might think of them, you cannot take 
your eyes off them – and that’s what I aim for with 
Claire: that mix of entrancement and horror.  

“In many ways, I see Claire and Frank as the same 
animal: two people who are liberated in so far as they 
don’t bind themselves to any ideology or ethical 
standards. As people who do not feel they have to play 
by the rules, they really are completely self-serving – 
and they think that’s OK.” The audience comes to 
believe this, too, since together this heathen pair has 
managed to achieve everything they set out to do 
without incurring any punishment.  
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House of Cards’ third series opened with Frank 
Underwood as US President, having worked his way up 
from Democratic congressman and House Majority 
Whip through a series of double-crossings, cheatings 
and murders. When he urinates on his father’s grave, 
the press corps is kept just far enough away to believe 
that he is, touchingly, paying his respects.  

But as the new, power-dressed First Lady, Claire 
certainly isn't playing second fiddle to her husband. In 
the first series, Frank, with his trademark emotionless 
delivery, points out that “power is a lot like real estate. 
The closer you are to the source, the higher your 
property value.”  

“Claire now can’t get any closer,” Willimon tells me. 
“Is her new role more one of support? Maybe – but 
then the amount of influence she wields, the proximity 
she has, is huge. Like the Empress Theodora, the most 
powerful woman in Byzantine history, or, in American 
history, Edith Wilson, who successfully took over the 
White House after Woodrow Wilson had a stroke, 
Eleanor Roosevelt or Hillary Clinton: these women 
don’t confine themselves to whispering in their 
husband’s ear. They have extraordinary 
accomplishments in their own right.”  

That much is true. Yet, in many ways, today’s tough 
TV heroines run against the feminist ideologies of our 
time, their agendas being almost entirely constructed 
around their men. And Claire Underwood is much more 
invested in her husband’s career than her own.  

“There’s a fine balance to be struck by the writers 
of these dramas,” explains screenwriter and academic 
Dr Helen Jacey, author of The Woman in the Story. “If 
they were single and not defined by a romantic 
relationship with a man, you would get accusations that 
the ‘kick-ass’ female character who doesn’t need 
anyone is too male, so it’s about making them 
believable.” Claire may be completely in control, but she 
is not without traditional female vulnerabilities, which 
only add to her charisma.  

“In the pilot,” recalls Dr. Jacey, “the whole series 
opens with Claire feeling acutely threatened that she is 
losing control of Frank because he hasn’t phoned her 
for eight hours. Similarly, the sexual abuse and 
subsequent abortions we discover Claire went through 

in Season Two gives her emotional wounds that 
somehow legitimize the defense mechanisms and 
strategies that make up her mask.”  

Even these wounds, however, are used and 
manipulated by Underwood. In pursuit of a higher goal, 
she leads people to believe that she only aborted her 
child because it was the product of a rape by a 
decorated military general. Just a few episodes earlier, 
she cuts off health insurance to a disgruntled and 
pregnant former employee with the words: “I’m willing 
to let your child wither and die inside you if that’s 
what’s required.” Her morals may not be defined by any 
feminist ideology, but her lack of maternal impulse is 
pleasing to feminists who see a happy state of 
childlessness in our fictional heroines as being the last 
taboo.  

“Because Claire is not a mother,” says Dr Jacey, “it 
keeps the possibilities going and the drama turning. She 
knows exactly who she is. She may not be having it all, 
in the conventional sense, but she is certainly not 
juggling, which makes her pretty unique.”  

What draws us to tough TV leading ladies like 
Underwood, explains media psychologist Dr. Pamela 
Rutledge, is that we are never entirely sure whether 
they are “bad” or not. “Research shows that women 
who demonstrate ‘aggressive’ and competent social 
behaviours (speaking up first, making demands, etc.) 
are judged by different standards of behaviour than 
men are.” Only, crucially, Underwood does not waste 
time judging herself. She would be alienatingly self-
disciplined – with her long midnight runs in the rain – if 
it weren’t for the smoking she does privately, 
deliberately and with restraint, out of her dining room 
window. Like everything else in her life, and unlike 
many of the male characters, who are more vulnerable 
to their vices, she is controlled and contained.  

“There may be a wider truth to that issue of 
control,” says Dr Jacey. “The vulnerabilities in male 
characters rise in time. But because men have such a 
head start on women in terms of having it all,” she 
laughs, “it may only be in 10 or 15 years’ time that we 
really see women like Claire start to unravel. But at the 
moment, the female audience is being nicely wooed 
and fed – and long may it continue.” 

 
 

Nine Things 'House Of Cards' Took From Shakespeare 
Feb. 21, 2014, New York Review of Books 

 
It's no secret that Netflix's original series "House of 

Cards" is greatly influenced by Shakespeare. In fact, in 
an interview with The Baltimore Sun, Kevin Spacey (who 

himself has played Richard III, both in London and at 
BAM in Brooklyn, NY) said, “The great thing about the 
original series and Michael Dobson’s [sic] book is that 
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they were based on Shakespeare. The direct address is 
absolutely ‘Richard III.’”  

Frank's breaking of the fourth wall parallels 
"Richard III": Some of Shakespeare's characters break 
the fourth wall (they talk to the audience, indicated in 
Shakespeare's plays with the reference Aside:), notably 
Richard III and also Iago, the villain from "Othello." In 
many ways, this makes characters that are, essentially, 
villains, much more palatable to the audience. They say 
funny things and create a rapport with us. They make us 
feel like they're our close friends. But be careful! If you 
let your guard down, they might just stab you (or push 
you in onto a subway platform in front of a moving 
train).  

Frank, like Richard III and sometimes even Iago, is 
a likable villain: A character breaking the fourth wall, no 
matter what kind of crimes and murders he is 
committing, makes us feel like we are in his inner circle, 
like we are confidantes. Frank, Richard III, and Iago also 
make fun of all the idiots around them, and we don't 
want to be in that pool, do we? As Paula C. Blank notes 
in The Washington Post, "We can’t help but identify 
with him — because otherwise we’d identify with the 
fools."  

There are major parallels between Claire 
Underwood and Lady Macbeth: Claire Underwood, like 
Lady Macbeth, is as power hungry, if not more so, than 
her husband. She, too, supports his rise to power by 
whatever means necessary. She, too, has no children 
(though in "Macbeth," there is one reference that Lady 
Macbeth might have formerly had a child, this child is 
not present in any way in the play, so it is likely that if 
there was a child, it died at a young age). She, too, is not 
particularly nurturing. She, too, is extremely scheming 
and cunning. She manages to turn what could have 
been a major media mess (admitting she had had an 
abortion on live TV) into a discussion about the 
prevalence of undisclosed rapes that happen in the 
army. We wonder if we will begin to see her unravel, as 
Lady Macbeth does.  

There are major parallels between Claire and 
Frank Underwood's marriage and the Macbeth's 
marriage: The only people that Claire and Frank seem to 
care about other than themselves are each other. They 
really do seem to be in love (in our opinion). They 
support each other through thick and thin. They are 
open about their affairs. They calculate and plan 
together. And they both ultimately have the same goal: 
power.  

Frank's unrelenting quest for power is similar to 
that of Macbeth's: On several occasions, Frank 

mentions that he greatly desires power over money and 
despises people who are the other way around. This is 
very Macbeth-ian. He, also like Macbeth, is ruthless and 
willing to kill anyone who gets in his way.  

The president and Frank have a very Othello-Iago 
friendship: In the pilot of the series, Frank is extremely 
upset because the president decides to pass him over 
for the role of secretary of state, much like how Iago is 
angry because Othello passes him over for promotion 
and instead promotes Cassio. Though Frank smiles to 
the president's face, he secretly despises him. Now it 
seems possible that he could be trying to take down the 
president, as Iago does with Othello.  

Frank Underwood's solo visit to the church after 
Peter Russo's death mimics "Macbeth": In 
Shakespeare's "Macbeth," the title character is terrified 
when he sees Banquo's ghost in his seat at his dining 
room table (Banquo is his good friend who he has had 
murdered). While Frank Underwood isn't exactly 
terrified by a ghost, he does talk to Peter Russo's ghost 
when he visits a church after he murders Russo. The 
viewer never actually sees Russo, just as in many 
productions of "Macbeth," Banquo's ghost is only visible 
to Macbeth. It is also our only tiny glimpse of Frank 
experiencing any sort of remorse for his gruesome 
deed.  

Claire hinting at an affair between the president 
and Christina is similar to Iago's hinting at an affair 
between Desdemona and Cassio in "Othello": Claire 
subtly mentions to the first lady that she doesn't like 
Christina because sleeping with her former boss (Peter 
Russo) was unprofessional. This plants the idea in the 
first lady's head that Christina might be sleeping with 
her own husband. Iago plants these same ideas in 
Othello's head regarding Othello's wife, Desdemona, 
and Cassio. Both Iago and Claire know that sometimes it 
only takes a subtle hint to unravel an entire 
relationship.  

Just as "Richard III" is only nominally historical, 
"House of Cards" is only nominally about politics: 
Though "Richard III" is technically a historical play 
(Richard III was a real person, after all), you definitely 
don't have to be interested in history to enjoy it. It ends 
up being more about Richard III as a character than 
about his evil deeds. The same goes for "House of 
Cards." We were initially hesitant to watch it, as we are 
not exactly intrigued by the details of the U.S.'s political 
system. However, the show is way more about the 
characters and their interactions, mainly Frank's, than it 
is about the day-to-day in the White House. 

 


