SHAKESPEARE – AN INTRODUCTION  

Shakespeare the Author:  

William Shakespeare lived from 1564 to 1616. That he was actually the author of most of the works in the Shakespearean canon is widely accepted; however, there are still some dissenting opinions, most notably from the Oxford Society. 

Shakespeare’s Theatre:

The early modern stage was just arising in England in the latter half of the sixteenth century: that is, a fixed stage with assigned places for the audience. Before this time, there were various modes of informal theatrical performance. One of the more formal of these modes was that of the medieval "mystery play." (On this, see "Medieval Plays.") 

Until 1570’s, no professional playhouses

· “Mystery” plays done by amateurs, guilds

· Also “Morality Plays” in the medieval tradition: Virtue, Vice, Everyman

· Achievement of Elizabethans was to create the first permanent stages and professional theatre groups in England. Achievement of Shakespeare was to create the first “world” within that theatre and fully “human” characters within that world – i.e., with many dimensions, not just morality play virtues and vices

· In 1576, James Burbage builds first theatre ("The Theatre") – outside London to elude repressive city fathers – who feared sedition spread by theatre – and the Puritan Government resisted the theatre as an inducement to leisure and idolatry rather than work and piety
· Others, such as the Rose (1587, by Philip Henslowe), the Swan (1595, by Francis Langley), and the Globe (1599, by Cuthbert Burbage) were to follow. 

Below: A cross-section drawing of what an Elizabethan theatre probably looked like (see also, Norton Anthology of English Literature: The Major Authors, page 2856).


· No theatrical scenery. Settings are announced

VIOLA: 
What country, friends, is this?

CAPTAIN:
This is Illyria, lady




(Twelfth Night 1.2.1-2)

· So imagination as crucial. Boys also played women. Women did not act until the Restoration (1660) – a convention borrowed from France. English were surprised how well they played women’s parts

· Open air theatre (communal) – some private staging for royalty – so life and drama less distinct: audience not separated by lighting; action in the audience (Elizabethan theatre had exits/entrances in the “Yard”)

· Popular: less formal than most modern theatre – animals, thiefs, prostitutes etc in the “yard”

Shakespeare’s Canon:

· No master or original text: much as with a screenplay, the script is “in process” leading up to and during production. What is eventually published in Folio, Quarto, or Octavo form is a cobbling of different “prompt books” and versions (or, in the worst cases, memory)

· First Folio (1623) contains 36 plays divided into Comedies, Histories and Tragedies

· Most scholars add Pericles and Two Noble Kinsmen to this list as also by Shakespeare – totalling 38 plays

· In addition, he may have contributed to other plays, such as Sir Thomas More – collective writing was common, through the process of changes during different productions; in fact, some of the scenes with the witches in Shakespeare’s Macbeth (3.5, 4.1) were most likely added after its first production from Thomas Middleton’s play The Witch.
· He is also known to have composed 4 long lyric poems (or collections of lyrics): Venus and Adonis, the Sonnets, The Rape of Lucrece and The Phoenix and the Turtle.

Genre:

Comedy deals with the social ordering of desire or love (eros):

· Entails, generally, a discord between an older world of adult authority figures (rulers of the home or the community) and younger lovers

· Love as base passion and/or as fickle threatens the order of the community (note: A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Two Gentlement of Verona)

· In the end, the lovers are brought within the social order and their passions regularised through the institution of marriage – love is necessary for the perpetuation of the community through legitimate offspring, but must be ordered in social institutions

· Comedies are “socially” focussed – note: none of Shakespeare’s comedies have an individual’s name in the title

Tragedy deals with individuals in relation to their own fate or death:

· The tragic individual has an insight into real or seeming disorder in the cosmos and in his or her own existence (for e.g., Lear, Othello) – this insight leads to paralysis and introspection (Hamlet) or to a resigned unfolding of one’s fate (Macbeth)

· The tragic arises when individual human insight (and humanity’s ability for divine-like insight) outstrips our merely human capability to live without “fictions” (see lecture notes on “Tragedy”)

· Tragedy is focussed on the individual – all of Shakespeare’s tragedies feature the name of a character

History deals with the intersection of the individual as a man of  political action and the community:

· If comedy deals with the social integration of love, history deals with the state as forming itself out of war

· If tragedy deals with the individual moments of contemplative insight or tragic wisdom, history deals with the individual as a man of action

· Shakespeare’s histories are unique in “mingling Kings and clowns” – that is, showing the whole register of the community within the order of the state and of the cosmos

The three genres, in Shakespeare’s usage, imply one another: they point to one another and, in individual cases, the boundaries are crossed.

· With comedy, passion is brought within the bounds of the community (e.g., MND), pointing to the drama of the community and its leaders … 

· In history, the individual rulers struggle for honour and power; this struggle for honour involves creating myths and fictions that consecrate the state and its legitimacy. The struggle for honour is ultimately given over to reason in the figure of the “wise king” (e.g., Henry V), pointing to the drama of the individual of tragic wisdom …

· With tragedy, human reason or insight uncovers the nature of existence in as much as the veils of political and social fictions are withdrawn (e.g., Hamlet sees beyond the fictions that consecrate marriage, state etc. and feels that existence is without ultimate meaning)

	Genre
	Aspect of Soul
	Space
	Moral Teaching
	Image 

	Comedy
	Desire (eros)

· Human as semi-bestial, life of love


	Natural discord of passions brought into social order – via idealized nature: green world 

Nature


	Ruling of family – community (oeconomics)


	Love – marriage

	History
	Struggle for honour (thumos)

· Human as between, active life


	Social-political discord brought into cosmic order – via ideals (fictions) of political and its individual hero - ruler

Society 


	Ruling of state (politics)
	War 

	Tragedy
	Tragic Wisdom (sophos)

· Human as semi-divine, contemplative life


	Cosmic – individual discord brought into order through fate (fatality)

Individual - Divine Order
	Ruling of oneself (ethics) and one’s relation to cosmos – (metaphysics)


	Death 


External Links:

Renaissance Background:

· http://ise.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/intro/introsubj.html (Shakespeare’s life and times; also, information on the nature of the theatre in his day)

· Luminarium (on medieval and Renaissance literature) http://www.luminarium.org/lumina.htm 

· English Renaissance in Context (introductory material on reading Renaissance original texts) http://dewey.library.upenn.edu/sceti/furness/eric/index.cfm 

· Early Modern and Classical Rhetoric http://humanities.byu.edu/rhetoric/silva.htm 

· Renaissance Literary Resources (a good meta-site) http://andromeda.rutgers.edu/~jlynch/Lit/ren.html 

· Renascence Editions (on-line texts of many Renaissance authors) http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~rbear/ren.htm 

Renaissance Journals:

· Renaissance Forum (http://www.hull.ac.uk/Hull/EL_Web/renforum/ 

· Early Modern Literary Studies (http://www.shu.ac.uk/emls/emlshome.html )

· Exemplaria (http://www.english.ufl.edu/exemplaria/ )

Shakespeare General :

· http://shakespeare.palomar.edu/ 

· http://www.cummingsstudyguides.net/xShakeSph.html#top
· Poetry Search Tool http://quarles.unbc.ca/shakescan/ 

· http://www.mala.bc.ca/~johnstoi/eng366/lectures/lectures.htm  (lecture notes from a Shakespeare course)
Biography:

· http://www.cummingsstudyguides.net/xbiography.html#biography 

· http://www.cummingsstudyguides.net/xCatholic.html#Catholic 

Was Shakespeare Catholic?

Authorship:

· http://www.cummingsstudyguides.net/xAuthorship.html#Authorship 

· The Edward de Vere Studies Conference 
· Shake-n-Bacon 

The Shakespeare Authorship Page 
· The Shakespeare Authorship Sourcebook (Mark Alexander) 

· Shakespeare Oxford Society Home Page 

· Who Wrote the Works? 

· The Shakespeare Question (R. W. Bivens-Tatum) 

· Sir Francis Bacon's New Advancement of Learning 

On-line Texts:

· http://ise.uvic.ca/index.html 

· Complete Works of Shakespeare (http://www-tech.mit.edu/Shakespeare/works.html )
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