Géza Kállay: 

Medieval and Renaissance Drama

I. Medieval Drama

1. The origin of Medieval drama: the ‘Quem quaeritis’-trope

The origin of Medieval drama, rising in almost total independence from the Greek and Roman theatrical tradition, could be characterised by a paradox: its ‘cradle’ is the ‘empty grave’. The ‘empty grave’ occurs in a tiny performance or ‘play’ called trope, here understood as a group of four lines interpolated, by the 9th century AD, into some portions of the Easter Mass of the Roman Catholic Church and dramatically spoken by the Angels and the ‘three Marys’, the latter in search of Christ’s body. This miniature drama, with some additional lines, became an important part of the Easter service; then more and more of the Easter story was acted out until, at important religious holidays, practically the whole Bible was dramatised, to bring liturgical drama about (and we should, of course, also notice the inherent drama in the Mass itself). Liturgical drama slowly moved out of the church-building into the church-yard, then to the market-place and the streets and other convenient and busy areas of the town: drama gradually became ‘secular’ and ‘profane’ (cf. pro+fano: ‘before the temple’). There are scholars now arguing for the relatively independent origins of the mystery play (see below) in the vernacular (i.e. in English):  though the vernacular plays do echo the Latin liturgical drama, and the authors of most of them were most probably clerics, they represent a largely independent tradition of vernacular drama.
     

The founding trope, still in the liturgical context, contains the following lines:

Quem quaeritis in sepulchro, [o] Christicolae?
Iesum Nazarenum crucifixum, o caelicolae.
non est hic, surrexit sicut praedixerat.
ite, nuntiate quia surrexit de sepulchro.
Resurrexi!
(Who are you looking for in the sepulchre, o Christians? 
The crucified Jesus of Nazareth, o celestials.
He is not here, he has arisen as he said he would.
Go and announce that he has arisen from the sepulchre.
I have risen!)

We may immediately notice that the angels are not asking the three women who they are or what they are doing. Their question postulates, even in its very performance as question, the existence of the object of the quest it ascribes to the questioned, it presents the ‘Marys’ as questing, it gives them an identity and a purpose in being in the mode of understanding and it is thus that they come into a position of naming, of identifying, of particularising: ‘the crucified Jesus of Nazareth’. In the angels’ response we encounter another striking paradox: the ‘good news’ precisely is that there is nothing in the sepulchre, that the grave is empty. The women should become Witnesses of this nothing; truth (meaning) is ‘there’ through and by its not being there, it works in its absence. The ‘third voice’ is from the ‘outside’ (from ‘heaven’?), spoken by Christ himself: “I have risen” (Resurrexi!). Thus, ‘true meaning’ is deferred: it is not right there, it resists the availability of immediate reality; it is ‘above’, yet it still speaks in the first person singular, in the present tense and the perfect aspect. Naturally, it cannot but speak in ‘human’, ‘personal’, particular (singular) terms, yet it re-presents something which is more than human truth within that human truth: while being ‘outside’ or ‘above’, it is still in the temporality of the immediate present and in the aspect or mode of ‘perfect-ion’.

In a way, this seemingly simple dialogue can be taken as an ‘allegory’ of reading: how this piece of literature is reading itself may give us a clue as to the reading of Medieval literature (drama) in general. The text asks: ‘What are you looking for in your reading, oh reader/literary critic?’, and we usually answer: ‘we have come in search of tangible, real, immediate (referential) meaning, unambiguously identifiable and workable truth; we have come in search of the ontic: the Truth’. Yet, alas, the text answers: ‘Your search is, in this sense, in vain, this reference has been suspended, as I said it would when I designated myself as existing in another realm (outside or above). The here of me is empty and void – here and now you may find nothing but beings. Yet your quest, nevertheless, is not in vain: meaning and truth do reaffirm (resurrect’) themselves outside, in the realm of the true and authentic absolute Being’. The presence marked by absence is the true temporality and mode of our quest for meaning and truth, and much of this understanding is present for example in the Second Shepherd’s Play. In a 14th century tract, Treatise of Miraclis Pleyinge – one of the few pieces of theatre-criticisms surviving from the Middle Ages – the anonymous author writes:

sithen miraclis of crist and of hise sentis weren thus effectuel, as by oure bileve we ben in certein, no man shulde usen in bourde and pleye the miraclis and werkis that crist so ernystfully wroughte to oure helthe.
(since the miracles of Christ and of his saints were thus effectual, as we know for certain by our faith, no man should use it in jest and play the miracles and works which Christ wrought so much in earnest for our health)
 

2. Miracles and mysteries  

The writer above is talking about one of the most important genres of Medieval drama, which developed right from the ‘Quem quaeritis’-trope: the mystery (miracle) play
, treating the life of Christ or of saints and/or re-enacting certain stories from the Bible. Mystery here refers to the spiritual mystery of Christ’s redemption and, according to some scholars, it also has to do with (perhaps has even been confused with) the Latin word ministerium, (ministry, here meaning ‘handicraft’ or ‘occupation’), since these plays were commonly acted out by various crafts: the performance of mystery/miracle plays became the concern of the trade-guilds, each being responsible for particular episodes of the Bible (e.g. the masons for Noah, the weavers for the Crucifixion, the bakers for the Last Supper and the wealthiest group, the Mercers, for the spectacular Last Judgement scene, etc., cf. also the handicraftsmen in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream). One of the most favourite roles was Herod, where one could really be ‘angry’. The attempt at an encyclopaedic dramatisation of the Old and New Testaments resulted in the creation of so-called cycles a group of plays, constituting a ‘series’, Almost complete cycles of mystery plays survive from Chester (25 episodes), from York (48), from Coventry or N-Town
  (42) and from Wakefield (32) – the last one is also called Towneley cycle, after the family who once owned the manuscript.

These cycles were presented on the great Church festivals: on Shrove Tuesday (at the beginning of Lent), at the Annunciation, on Palm Sunday, at Easter, at the Ascension, at Pentecost, i.e. at Whitsuntide (the week following the seventh Sunday after Easter) and especially on Corpus Christi Day (a week after Whitsuntide). Corpus Christ, falling in May or June, was established as late as in 1264 and was dedicated to the real presence of the body of Christ, with a huge procession in which the Host (the consecrated bread and wine of the Mass) was carried through the town. Each play was mounted on a wagon with a curtained scaffold. The lower part of the wagon was the dressing room. Each wagon (also known as pageant) presented a different scene of the cycle, and the wagons were following each other, repeating the scenes at successive stations. So, in the course of a day, the people in a city were able to see a complete cycle. Martial Rose also suggests that the plays may have been produced on wagons grouped together about the perimeter of a “Place”, i.e. a town square.
 These plays are anonymous: it was the story which was important and not the author. Mysteries quickly developed in the 12th century, there are records of mysteries in many regions of England during the 14th–15th centuries, well into the 16th; Shakespeare, for example, was still able to see mysteries in Stratford (the last recorded performance of the Chester Cycle is in 1575).

The Wakefield Plays run to over 12 000 lines in verse; six of them are more or less the same as their correspondents in the York Cycle; it seems that Wakefield’s borrowed from York directly,  rather than all these plays going back to a common origin. Six plays, in turn, are recognised as having been written by an author of true genius (sometimes called the “Wakefield Master”, who was active around 1475): Cain and Abel, Noah and His Wife, the Flood; The First Shepherd’s Play;, The Second Shepherd’s Play; Slaughter of the Innocents and Buffetting (The Trial before Caiaphas).

Here is a comparative table of the four extant cycles: 

N-Town (Coventry)
Chester
York
Wakefield (Townley)

1. Creation of the Angles, Fall of Lucifer 
1. Fall of Lucifer
1. Creation of the Angels, Fall of Lucifer
1. Fall of Lucifer, Creation of Adam and Eve



2. Creation to the Fifth Day




3. Creation of Adam and Eve
In 1



4. God’s Prohibition


2. Creation of the World, Fall of Man
2. Creation, Fall of Man, Cain and Abel
5. Fall of Man


Fall of Man - Lost from manuscript



6. Expulsion from Eden
Expulsion form Eden -Lost from manuscript

3. Cain and Abel
Cain and Abel – in 2.
7. Cain and Abel (incomplete)
2. Cain and Abel



8. Building of the Ark


4. Noah and the Flood, Death of Cain
3. Noah and His Wife, the Flood
9. Noah and His Wife, the Flood
3. Noah and His Fife, the Flood


4. Lot, Melchisedek, Order of Circumcision, Abraham and Isaac



5. Abraham and Isaac
In 4.
10. Abraham and Isaac
4. Abraham and Isaac




5. Jacob and Esau




6. Jacob’s Wanderings



11. Pharaoh, Moses, Exodus
(8. Pharaoh, Moses, Exodus – misplaced in manuscript, York 11)

6. Moses (Burning Bush, Ten Commandments)
5. Moses (Ten Commandments, Balak, Balaam, the ass, and Prophets)



7. Prophets (of the Nativity)
In 5.

7. Prophets (of Nativity, incomplete)




8. Pharaoh, Moses, Exodus (misplaced in manuscript, York 11, see above)




9. Caesar Augustus

8. Conception of the Virgin




9. Presentation of the Virgin




10. Betrothal of the Virgin




11. Parliament of Haven; Annunciation
6. Annunciation, Visit to Elizabeth, Suspicions of Joseph about Mary, Caesar Octavian and the Sybil, Birth of Christ 
12. Annunciation, Visit to Elizabeth
10. Annunciation, Joseph’s Suspicions about Mary

12. Joseph’s Suspicions about Mary 
In 6.
13. Joseph’s Suspicions about Mary
In 10.

13. Visit to Elizabeth
In 6.
In 12
11. Visit to Elizabeth

14. Trial of Joseph and Mary




15. Birth of Christ
In 6.
14. Birth of Christ


16. Adoration of the Shepherds
7. Adoration of the Shepherds
15. Adoration of the Shepherds
12. First Shepherd’s Play

13. Second Shepherd’s Play

17. Adoration of the Magi  
8. Coming of the Magi, Herod.

9. Adoration of the Magi
16. Herod and His Son, Coming of the Magi.

17. Herod’s Plot, Adoration of the Magi
14. Adoration of the Magi


10. Flight into Egypt, Slaughter of the Innocents, Death of Herod’s Son, Death of Herod
18. Flight into Egypt
15. Flight into Egypt

18. Purification of the Virgin
11. Purification of the Virgin, Christ and the Doctors
(41. Purification of the Virgin – misplaced manuscript, see below)
17. Purification of the Virgin (order reversed with respect to N-Town and York)

19. Slaughter of the Innocents, Death of Herod
In 10.
19. Slaughter of the Innocent 
16. Slaughter of the Innocent (order reversed with respect to N-Town and York)

20 Christ and the Doctors
In 11.
20. Christ and the Doctors
18. Christ and the Doctors (York 20)

21. Baptism (of Christ)

21. Baptism (of Christ) 
19. Baptism (of Christ) 

22. Temptation (of Christ)
12. Temptation, Woman Taken in Adultery
22. Temptation (of Christ) 




23. Transfiguration


23. Woman Taken in Adultery 
In 12.
24. Woman Taken in Adultery, Raising of Lazarus (both incomplete)



13. Healing of the Blind Chelidonius, Attempt to Stone Christ, Raising of Lazarus



24. Raising of Lazarus
In 13.
In 24.
(31. Raising of Lazarus – misplaced in the manuscript)

25. Council of the Jews 




26. Entry into Jerusalem
14. Entry into Jerusalem, Cleansing of the Temple Conspiracy of the Jews with Judas
25. Entry into Jerusalem


27. Last Supper, Conspiracy of the Jews with Judas
In 14.
26. Conspiracy of Jews with Judas

27. Last Supper (incomplete) 
20. Conspiracy



28. Getchemane (incomplete), Betrayal


28. Betrayal (of Christ)
15. Last Supper. Betrayal.
In 28.


29. Prologue of Doctors and Contemplation, Herod




30. Trial before Caiaphas, Peter’s Denial, Death of Judas, First Trial before Pilate, Trial before Herod
16. Trial before Caiaphas (the Buffeting), Peter’s Denial
29. Peter’s Denial, Trial before Caiaphas
21. Buffeting (Trial before Caiaphas) 

31. Dream of Pilate’s Wife

30. Pilate and His Wife, Dream of Pilate’s Wife, Pilate’s Beadle, First Trial before Pilate




31. Trial before Herod


32. Second Trial before Pilate, Condemnation, Scourging, Procession to Calvary, Crucifixion
17. Procession to cavalry, Casting of Lots, Crucifixion, Longinus, Joseph of Arimathea
32. Second Trial Before Pilate, Remorse of Judas, Purchase of the Field of Blood

33. Second Trial Continued, Condemnation (incomplete)

34. Procession to Calvary

35. Crucifixion

36. Death and Burial
22. Scourging (Trial before Pilate)

(32. Death of Judas, incomplete, misplaced in manuscript)

23. Procession to Calvary (York 34), Crucifixion

24. Talents (Casting of Lots)

33. Descent into Hell of Anima Christi (first part of Harrowing of Hell)
18. Harrowing of Hell, Arrival of the Virtuous and Damned in Paradise. Alewife
37. Harrowing of Hell
25. Harrowing of Hell (York 37)

34. Joseph of Arimathea, Longinus, Descent from the Cross, Burial 
In 17.
Partly in 34.-35.


35. Guarding of the Sepulcher, Harrowing of Hell, Resurrection, Appearance to the Virgin, Compact of Pilate and the Soldiers
19. Guarding of the Sepulcher, Resurrection, Compact of Pilate with the Soldiers, Marys at the Sepulcher, Appearance to Magdalene, Appearance to Mary Salome, Mary Jacobi, and Peter 
38. Resurrection
26. Resurrection (York 38)

36. Marys at the Sepulcher
In 19.



37. Appearance to Mary Magdalene
In 19.
39. Appearance to Mary Magdalene 


38. Pilgrims to Emmaus, Doubting Thomas
20. Pilgrims to Emmaus, Doubting Thomas
40. Pilgrims to Emmaus


27. Pilgrims to Emmaus

28. Doubting Thomas



41. Purification of the Virgin (misplaced in manuscript, see above)




42. Doubting Thomas


39. Ascension, Choice of Matthias
21. Ascension
43. Ascension
29. Ascension


22. Choice of Matthias, Descent of the Holy Spirit (Pentecost), Institution of the Apostles’ Creed




23. Prophets of the Antichrist, Signs of Judgement




24. Coming of Antichrist



40. Pentecost
In 22
44. Descent of the Holy Spirit (Pentecost)




45. Death of the Virgin




46. Appearance of the Virgin to Thomas


41. Assumption of the Virgin

47. Assumption of the Virgin


42. Last Judgement
25. Last Judgement
48. last Judgement
30. Last Judgement (York 48) 

 


31. Raising of Lazarus (misplaced manuscript, see above)




32. Death of Judas (incomplete, misplaced manuscript, see above)

 Wakefield, the cycle with the greatest literary merit, differs from the other three in omitting the Birth of Christ, Temptation, Woman Taken in Adultery, Entry into Jerusalem, Peter’s Denial, The First Trial before Pilate, The Trial before Herod, and The Pentecost, yet it is the only cycle that has two plays with Jacob. It is also unusual that it has two Shepherd’s Plays (written perhaps for two different guilds?). As the above chart indicates, the “favourites” are the Creation-stories, Cain and Abel and Noah’s Flood, yet it is interesting that there is no cycle containing the story of the Tower of Babel, for example. It is also noteworthy that though the famous near-sacrifice of Isaac is there in all the four, from among the other great figures of the Old Testament practically only Moses is represented (with the burning bush, the Exodus and the Ten Commandments); Joseph, David, King Solomon are – for example – totally missing. As regards the stories of the New Testament, the cycles – not surprisingly – concentrate on the nativity and the episodes surrounding the passion and resurrection of Christ. The Harrowing of Hell, though largely apocryphal, is a great favourite, and can be found in all the four, and “the working out the details” around Pilate (and sometimes Herod) is also interesting. The reason for this is that the greatest emphasis was on redemption and those stories were selected from the Old Testament which foretell it, and those from the New Testament which recount it.        

In the quotation form the Treatise of Miraclis Pleyinge (see above), the anonymous author is perfectly aware that to perform a miracle is to interfere with the natural course of events; he knows that to walk on the water, for instance, or to raise people from the dead – not to mention resurrection – are so astonishing ‘that the beholders are seized by an apprehension of the grace of God.’
 So miracles are always already theatrical, both in the sense that they wish to impress the spectators by re-presenting, by bringing to the open (from the church), by transforming into a sight, what people can hear Sunday after Sunday in church, and also in the sense that they are substitutes for something which is sacred and thus, ultimately, forbidden: as the Host carried from street to street becomes the body of Christ, so should a miracle get transformed into the ‘real thing’, not so much re-enacting but turning into the ‘original’ miracle itself, and the dilemma precisely is whether this is possible and permissible. ‘So when the writer says ‘miracles playing’ – Shepherd and Womack comment – 

he is talking not exactly about a dramatic genre (‘miracle plays’) but rather about a devotional practice (playing – as opposed, say, to working – miracles). [...] This way of looking at the question defines medieval drama as one element in a larger repertoire of religious theatricality.
 

3. Moralities

The other most significant dramatic genre, the morality play has also an eminent role in England and it stands well apart from miracles. While the fundamental concern of miracles is to re-enact an action or an event, moralities, we could say, wish to dramatise a word (a ‘concept’), an ‘abstraction’ like ‘Flesh’, ‘Lust’, ‘Folly’, ‘the World’, or even ‘Man’ or ‘God’, etc. Instead of asking: ‘now what is Flesh, Lust, etc.’, they make the words (and, thus, the Word) alive by showing them in action, and without relying on a well-known story from the Bible. So moralities are typically allegories in a dramatic form. Basically, they are simple, didactic exemplums, reminding people of death (cf. Medieval memento mori – ‘reckon with death!’, ‘don’t forget to die!’) and emphasising the absolute necessity of repentance and the severity of the last judgement. Their mode of presentation is not so much a ritual or revelation but exposition – it brings about a kind of narrative theatre, constantly colliding and negotiating with history and fiction. Moralities are not history in the sense that they have no claim to ‘real, factual’ events, yet they would not subscribe completely to fiction, either, since they perform what happens to everyone in the course of his life.

Thus, moralities confirm the Medieval world-view in at least two ways. First, by their structure: they represent the Medieval idea that life is a pilgrimage from birth towards either Heaven or Hell. Man (the human being) often appears in these plays as ‘Everyman’ or ‘Mankind’, as the allegorical-essential-typical embodiment of general human features, being. the battle-ground of good and evil forces (psychomachia: the battle for the soul). The good forces – as we saw – are personified in the Good Angel, in Good Deeds, in Knowledge, etc., the evil ones in the Bad Angel, in the Seven Deadly Sins, the Flesh, the World, the Devil, etc.. In the most famous morality with the title Everyman (cc. 1485-1500), for example, the protagonist has a choice, he must decide which side he listens to in this polar opposition; Beauty, Strength and Discretion forsake him, even Knowledge, highly esteemed in Medieval times, bids him farewell as one-before-the-last and only Good Deeds accompany him ‘to make his reckoning’. For the Medieval mind this is comedy, usually interpreted as a divine one: an ending is understood to be happy when one gets to Heaven, while tragedy is tantamount to being in the state of separateness from God, in the state of judgement, which is, because of the Fall of Man (Adam), the initial human condition. So a play like Everyman displays a transformation from tragedy to comedy, from doom to salvation.

Moralities also confirm the Medieval world-view by their reliance on allegory, the representational medium of moralities. The Medieval Universe is itself essentially allegorical: Scripture (the Bible), the Book of God is in correspondence with the other Great Book, the Book of Nature, into which God has also inscribed His message – hence the licence to study Nature, to philosophise, to emphasise the significance of learning, to esteem Knowledge as the second highest-ranking human property after Faith. For Medieval thinking, the wrinkles in one’s palm may correspond to the venation on the leaves of a tree and it is the correspondence itself which is important, it is the relation that is of crucial significance and not the question ‘what represents (stands for) what’. Similarly, earthly hierarchy corresponds to the Heavenly one, in which man has a fixed and well-defined place.

4. The problem of comedy in the Middle Ages 

The problem of comedy

Although moralities are not devoid of earthly humour and profane elements, mysteries/miracles are more similar to secular drama and, through their ambiguous attitude towards comedy and to the comic in general, they are closer to dismantling the Mediaeval world-view than to reaffirming it. What is the role of the comic in Medieval thinking?

Lydgate in his Troy Book ‘defines’ comedy as:

A commedie hath in his gynning ...
... a maner compleynyng,
And afterward endeth in gladness (2;847).

and Chaucer’s Knight objects to the Monk’s series of tragedies by preferring tales of

... joye and greet solas,
As whan a man hath been in povre estaat,
And clymbeth up and wexeth fortunaat,
And there abideth in prosperitee.
 

The comedy in moralities is – as we saw – from (spiritual) poverty to (spiritual) prosperity, from sin to redemption, where ‘the comic’ is associated with joy rather than with laughter. Yet all known and accepted classical definitions of comedy run directly contrary to the proclaimed intentions of the Mystery Cycles and Moralities and, thus, even to Lydgate’s or Chaucer’s ‘definitions’. For example, Strabo in his Geography writes that comedy took its structure from tragedy but it also has been degraded – from the sublime height of tragedy to its present ‘prose-like’ style.

Plutarch in the Moralia notes that

the Athenians considered the writing of comedy so undignified and vulgar a business that there was a law forbidding any members of the Aeropagus to write comedies.

And even Aristotle, the chief authority on poetics thinks that

Comedy ... is a representation of inferior people, not indeed in the full sense of the word bad, but the laughable is a species of the base or ugly.

No wonder, then, that for example the Wycliffite opponent of mysteries finds dramatic laughter a matter of potential spiritual danger, pointing out that Christ himself never laughed.
 Thus Evil Characters (usually the Devil or Vice) become associated with the comic: their return to Hell takes the form of their being chased, beaten up, ridiculed, their power belittled (cf. the ‘Vit(z L(szl(‘-tradition in the Hungarian puppet-theatre, especially in fairs). Belittling, or the ‘muting’ of, evil is one of the most important sources of the comic: we look at somebody/something from the outside, from a distance and from above, the par excellence position for the comic, whereas the tragic is usually possible trough taking an inside view: one commiserates, sympathises, suffers together, with the characters (cf. Greek sym+pathos – ‘together+ feeling, passion’; i.e. one’s feelings are in harmony with the feelings of another person). 

However, it belongs to the nature of this dialectic that humour did not only serve the purpose of alienating the spectators from Evil; in presenting Vice or the Devil as a comic figure, the authors brought the problematic of moral choice and stance closer to the (simple and illiterate) spectators by precisely humanising evil. Thus, towards the 15th century, the holy stories became more and more secular; comic, profane and even vulgar elements were ‘interpolated’, and, especially in the Wakefield (Towneley) and the York Cycle, the cycles with the greatest literary merit, the anonymous authors seem to be aware of the wonderful opportunity for foolery. It is not hard to see how and why: the actor, personifying Caiaphas, for example, is standing on a wagon, splendidly dressed (probably looking like a bishop), and he demands silence from a relaxed little crowd, some members already drunk and everybody having a good time: it is holiday, no one is working, the bitter cold of winter is gone and life, in the age of plagues and hunger, is short anyway.

The actor’s claims, in a vaunting speech – so typical of the Mediaeval theatre – are total ones: he says, using his temporary authority, that he is the most powerful, the most learned of all, etc., which is comic in more than one way. On the one hand, “it universalises the image, making the particular potentate the emblem of earthly sovereignty as such; and on the other it makes the speaker sound hysterically boastful”
. Further, everybody knows that he is the cobbler from the neighbourhood, so he is ‘not to be taken too seriously’, while, even further, they also know that Caiaphas is everything but the ruler of rulers: he is the murderer of Christ, at best the blind instrument of the divine will, who will – according to the play – precisely make the soldiers blindfold Christ and force Him to guess which of them has just hit him. The two parallel forces of demystification result in the ‘message’ that it is the evil high-priest (the staged bishop) who is the real ‘bloody’ and blind fool: the cobbler as Caiaphas becomes the emblem of all Evil and of all human authority as ridiculous.

Thus, the dilemma of the classical authors is reborn: it is all right that we laugh at ludicrous and inferior Vice yet his ‘humanisation’ may reach such a level, he may become so entertaining that everyone will be waiting for his arrival, everybody will wish to play his role, so he might steal the whole show, tempting imitation both on the stage and among the audience (cf. the Iago-problem in Shakespeare’s Othello and the attractive and amusing traits in the character of Richard III). 

The Chester Play of Noah’s Flood 


Unfortunately, all the five surviving manuscripts are later than 1575, the last dated performance of the Chester-cycle and since the whole series has been extensively revised, in the 16th century, it is hard to reconstruct what this play was like in the Middle Ages. It is a good example of the so-called “composite authorship”, when the text passes through the hands of several unknown authors, each adding something from his own tradition. The scene when Noah’s shrewish wife, who would not leave her “Gossips” (i.e. her fellow-women who will surely die) and who gives her husband a box on the ear is surely a Medieval interpolation (cf. Chaucer’s The Miller’s Tale, for example, where reference is made to a Noah-play) to entertain the audience, as well as to bring the whole story closer to their everyday lives. The Guild responsible for the Noah-play was this time the Waterleaders and Drawers who carted and sold water, hence the sub-title: “The Waterleaders and Drawers of Dee” (the river Dee flows through Chester). 


God is a separate “character” in the play and his lengthy instructions as to the number of the clean and unclean animals – though they can readily be found in the Bible – show a later than Medieval, perhaps even Protestant interest in Jewish law.  The play follows the Old Testament story quite closely; what they wished to dramatise was that Shem, Ham and Japhet, Noah’s sons are excellent carpenters, equipped with axes, nails, etc., like contemporary workers , Noah’s wife is first very helpful, she brings timber, Shem’s wife is carrying a chopping block (“hackestock”), Ham’s wife gathers “slitch” (i. e. pitch) and Japhet’s wife cooks dinner for all. This family-scene evolves into Noah’s wife suddenly becoming disobedient; she claims that her friends, the “Gossips” were all kind to her and she swears quite anachronistically by “Saint John” and “by Christ”. We are suddenly in Medieval Chester and we hear a husband complaining: “Shem, son, lo thy mother is wrow [angry] / By God, such another I do not know”. Shem is ready to fetch his mother yet she is with the “Good Gossips” drinking wine: 

Noah’s Wife: Here is a pottle [two-quart measure] of Malmsey [sweet wine] good and strong

It will rejoice both heart and tongue

Though Noah think us never so long,

Yet we will drink atyte [at once].

Japhet’s arrival and Shem’s dragging her aboard re-enacts the familiar “son fetching the mother from pub”-scene, yet after the famous slap in the face,  Noah, the victim only comments: “Aha, Mary [“by Mary”- an anachronistic oath], this is hot / It is good for to be still.” And that is the end of this episode: none will refer back to it and there will be no repercussion for Noah’s wife, either.


Another interesting feature of the play concerns mimesis; from the relatively detailed stage-instructions, it is clear that the performers insisted on creating a convincing illusion: though when they work on the ark they “only make signs as if they were working with different tools”, when it comes to carrying the animals on board “all the beats and fowls hereafter rehearsed must be painted, that their words may agree with the pictures” and when the flood is over “he shall send forth the dove; and there shall be another dove in the ship, bearing an olive branch in its mouth, which someone shall let down from the mast into NOAH's hands with a  rope”. This tells a great deal about the play’s conception of imitation: there are moments when simple signs are enough to support words, in others  (no doubt, also for practical reasons) paintings will do, yet there is a point when the dove must be seen, in almost a “naturalistic” fashion. And the author sometimes shows great poetic skills; for example, when describing the rainbow he uses a metaphor which is not in the Bible: “The string is turned toward you / And towards me is bent the bow”, i.e. the sign of the new covenant is represented as a bow aimed away from the earth.             

The Second Shepherd’s Play 

In The Second Shepherd’s Play (Secunda Pastorum), belonging to the Wakefield cycle, the problem of comedy is especially alive since the Angel, singing Gloria in Excelsis, appears only at the very end of the play: the traditional interpretation of the Nativity-story comes relatively late while Mak, the ‘fourth shepherd’ is one of the best humorous characters outside of Chaucer’s work in this period. Yet the author (usually referred to as the ‘Wakefield Master’, most probably a well-educated cleric) is original precisely in adding to the traditional interpretation, achieving a complexity which is quite unparalleled in Medieval drama.

The play starts in the moor, symbolic of sin, of losing one’s way, of separateness. Coll and Gib are complaining about the bitter cold, while the play was most probably performed on Corpus Christi Day, most probably falling in June that year – hence the cherries for the Baby Lord Jesus at the end of the play –, and celebrating Christmas! The shepherds go on grumbling about low wages, too many kids and shrewish wives. Man, initially, is in the state of being unredeemed, he sings – in ironic contrast to the Angels at the end of the play – out of tune and moans for a better life, not knowing yet that it comes differently. But they are shepherds, shepherds of lamb like Christ will be, they are wakeful people, whose duty is to keep away the wolf, the evil forces. Action starts with the arrival of Mak, who is a thief, he is the fourth one (‘the odd man out’) in the company of Coll, Gib and Daw, representing the number of the Holy Trinity. However, Mak presents himself as a ‘yeoman’ of the king, a messenger (‘sond’) from ‘great lording’: he comes as an Angel. He is ill-trusted, he is searched, he has to sleep between the others. He is able to say his prayers, yet while the others sleep, he casts a spell on them in the form of a moon-shaped circle (‘circill’), which is the sign of the Devil (cf. the Witches in Shakespeare’s Macbeth). The sleep of the shepherds is also symbolic: in the New Testament man is often represented as one who falls asleep precisely at the most important turning points of his life: Christ’s disciples in the Garden of Getchemane, or after witnessing to Christ’s transfiguration when they ‘were very sleepy’ (Luke 9:32)
. Mak does manage to steal a sheep and from now on the author shows him in at least three roles at the same time: he is the Devil with the magic spell, he is a ‘poor devil’, a family-man looking after his wife and flock of children, but he is also Christ, who has ‘stolen’ us from Hell, from damnation by acting as our substitute. Mak takes the sheep home and goes back to the moor by the time the others wake up; he even claims that he had a dream: his wife, Gill gave birth to a son (which, in the ‘reality’ of the play, has already happened). Mak then goes home but he knows that the sheep will be looked for, and it is Gill’s idea to hide it from the other shepherds in the cradle of the newly born son. Coll, Gib and Daw count the sheep and discover the theft but when they arrive at Mak’s house, Gill is imitating the moans of a woman who has just been in labour (somewhat also imitating the figure of the Holy Mary). The sheep is discovered by accident: Daw wants to give ‘the baby’ in the cradle a kiss upon their departure. Yet his exact words upon his ‘revelation’ are of utmost importance; he says:

What the devil is this? He has a long snout
[...]
Saw I never in cradle
A horned lad ere now
(I have never seen a horned lad in a cradle before)

Thus, the cradle is ‘empty’, it is not yet Christ in it, while it is also heavy with the devil but that ‘horned devil’ is also supposedly a child and, in ‘reality’, a lamb, also symbolising the Lamb of God, who will take the sins of mankind away. At the same time and in a single image, the author is able to represent man as the lost sheep, Christ as the future sacrifice and the devil as the ugly, smelly creature with a snout and horns. Meaning and Truth are there and not there. Yet the shepherds are not only the simple people of Yorkshire but also the shepherds of the Bible to whom ‘real Truth and meaning’ are revealed in the stable of Bethlehem. They bring the real Baby red cherries, which are good to eat and are the symbol of life; a bird, which is fun to play with and the symbol of the soul; and a tennis ball, which is a toy and the symbol of the Earth. Christ is a child and the King at the same time. Mak is ‘tossed in a blanket’ even before the ending of the play in Bethlehem, yet the ambiguity and paradox of the Christ-story in its fulfilment and simultaneous non-fulfilment remains with the spectators from the cradle of Mak’s son and of Bethlehem to the later, ‘empty grave’.

5. The problem of tragedy in the Middle Ages

With respect to tragedy in the Middle Ages, one usually quotes the ‘definition’ to be found in Chaucer’s The Monk’s Tale:

Tragedie is to seyn a certain storie,
As olde bookes maken us memorie
Of hym that stood in great prosperitie,
And is yfallen out of heigh degree
Into myserie, and endeth wreccedly.

Yet there is more to this: in fact we should look at Chaucer as a revolutionary exception of his time because he thought of himself as an author of tragedies (though even his understanding of the genre differs considerably form ours), whereas e.g. Bocaccio, whose De casubus virorum illustrium is often quoted as an example of a collection of ‘tragic tales’ of the late Middle Ages-early Renaissance, did not consider these accounts (‘falls’) to be tragedies at all. Only a limited number of Medieval authors use the term ‘tragedy’, and most of them think it to be an obsolete genre, one practiced only by poets of classical Antiquity and, with a few exceptions, even Seneca, the single author relatively well available, is neglected as a direct model for tragedy. In other words, almost nobody writes tragedies as we understand it. 


Aristotle’s Poetics is almost totally unknown till the 13th c., when it is translated into Latin but leaves practically no mark on either theoreticians or poets. Those who mention tragedy at all, draw on Horace (Ars Poetica); on Ovid; on Diomedes and Donatus (two 4th century grammarians, giving a fairly elaborate definition of tragedy – it is about leaders and kings, often historical figures; is about exiles and slaughters, great fears, something one would like to avoid, and has a disastrous and turbulent ending, a sad outcome); on Cicero; on The Rhetorica ad Herennium (falsely attributed to Cicero but very influential – talks about tragedy as something without much value, i.e. as an example of the fabula,  containing events which are neither true nor probable, as opposed to comedies, which is an example of the argumentum, recounting probable events and to histories (historia), which tell true events of the past); and sometimes they know the comedy-writers, Plautus and Terence and the tragedies by Seneca (although, up to the 13th century, very few people refer to Seneca explicitly, e.g. Aldhelm writing in England in the 7th c. quotes two lines from Seneca’s Agamemnon; the Neopolitan Eugenius Vulgaris at the beginning of the 10th c. draws extensively on the plays). Depending on their source(s), they will ‘neutrally’ describe or condemn tragedy, and only very seldom will they praise it.


Medieval authors till the 13th century never talk about catharsis and they usually mention the following features of tragedy:

– it is about sad (mournful, sorrowful) deeds, often crimes

– it is concerned with public and often historical (‘real’) figures (kings), as opposed to comedy, which deals with private affairs of imaginary ‘low’ people

– it was sung in the theatre by one man while the actors were moving as in a ballet or imitating speech (the singer ‘dubbing’ their parts)

– it was written in high style (as opposed to comedy, written in low style)

– some use the term ‘tragedy’ in the ordinary sense, i.e. as denoting (private) disaster or catastrophe, e.g. Pope Nicholas in a letter of 31 October, 867 writes that he will give the history – “if it should not be called a tragedy” – of two bishops who refused to send an adulteress back to her husband, or Ekkehard of St Gall (~890-1036) in his chronicles talks about the tragedies brought about by heathen tribes attacking the ‘civilised’ Christian world. 


One of the most often quoted sources in the Middle Ages is St Isidore, bishop of Seville (599-636), who wrote a book called Etymologies (Origins), in which he tried to cover all areas of learning. Although by that time classical literature had practically disappeared from sight and he could only draw on Plautus, Terence, Cicero, the Rhetorica ad Herennium, and St Augustine (the latter claiming to have acted in tragedies but considering the theatre as something sinful in his Confessions, therefore for Isidore the ‘theatre’ is synonymous with ‘brothel’), he gives a fairly accurate description of the theatre and he starts spreading the belief that tragedy is called this way because then the actors/authors sang for the prize of a goat (Greek tragos). Otherwise, in Isidore’s book we get the usual description of tragedy as sorrowful and public.


The only thinker adding something original to the idea of tragedy is Boethius, the philosopher at the beginning of the 6th century in his Contra Eutychen et Nestorium. He considers the circumstances of Christ’s conception as tragic: “But if flesh had been formed new and real and not taken from man, to what purposes was the tremendous tragedy [tanta tragoedia] of the conception [generationis]?” This is further elaborated by St Remigius (Remi) of Auxerre at the turn of the 10th century (who knew Isidore’s work as well): “Tragedies describe ludicrous [ludicras–sic!] and monstrous things. If therefore the flesh of Christ was not taken from the flesh of man, what Holy Scripture says of the birth of our Lord and Saviour, will be like a tragedy.” However, Boethius also deals with tragedy in his by far more influential Consolation of Philosophy, betraying knowledge of Euripides’ Andromache and calls the Greek tragic poet “my Euripides”. When Lady Philosophy is reasoning with Fortune, the latter asks: “What else does the clamour of tragedies bewail but Fortune overthrowing happy kingdoms with an unexpected blow?” This ‘definition’ will be Chaucer’s direct source to understand what tragedy is.


In 1278 William of Moerbeke translated the Poetics from Greek into Latin but it had very little effect on his contemporaries. Because the actual plays Aristotle was referring to were unknown, it took a long time for the Medieval authors to realise that Aristotle was talking about the same thing as they knew to be ‘tragedy’. Even those who obviously had access to Aristotle’s Poetics well before the Moerbeke-translation, and translated excerpts from it themselves and commented on it (such as the great commentator, Averroes, who translated Aristotle into Arabic), for lack of knowledge about the theatre, do not even realise that Aristotle talks about plays consisting of dialogues to be acted out on stage and think that tragedies were odes praising the virtues of great men who later fell to misfortune. For example, Averroes translates opsis (spectacle) as ‘speculation’, defined as the establishment of the correctness of belief or action, not by persuasive means but by the speech of representation. Tragedy becomes the opposite of rhetoric, the main difference being that in tragedy there is no gesticulation. Averroes’s example (drawing on the Koran) is the story of Abraham, a virtuous man who goes through the moving event of having to sacrifice his son (which he eventually does not have to do).


Knowledge about classical theatre and of the performance of tragedies started to spread, to a limited extent, with a growing interest and serious study in the tragedies of Seneca. Nicholas Trevet, a Dominican professor at Oxford, one of the most learned man of his times, wrote commentaries on the tragedies of Seneca between 1314 and 1317. He combines what he could learn from the plays mostly with Boethius (of whom he was also a commentator) and with Isidore. He says that although both Virgil and Ovid can be called tragic poets, Seneca is a poet not only “of tragic matter but also in the tragic mode. For this reason this book [Seneca’s] is deservedly called The Book of Trgedies; for it contains mournful poems about the falls of great men, in which the poet never speaks, but only introduced persons.” Independently of Trevet, Lovato Lovati discovered Seneca’s plays in the 11th century Etruscus codex at the abbey of Pomposa, which triggered, in the latter part of the 13th century, a whole campaign of studying Seneca in Padua. Lovati’s disciple, Albertino Mussato even composed a tragedy, The Ecerinid (Ecerinis) in Seneca’s manner around 1314-15. For Lovati and Mussato, tragedy is the description, in the form of lamentation, of an overthrown kingdom. Dante, however, did not know of Seneca’s tragedies and his treatment of tragedy does not indicate the awareness that tragedies are plays. He says, in De vulgari eloquentia: “We are seen to be using tragic style when the most noble verse forms, elevated construction and excellent vocabulary are matched with profundity of substance”. 


Chuacer, who most probably knew only Boethius, consciously composed ‘tragedies’ – narrative poems, beginning in prosperity and ending in adversity, such as the Monk’s Tale or Troilus and Cryseyde, where Fortune plays a leading role. A good century later, Robert Henryson wrote The Testament of Cresseid, heavily drawing on Chaucer. John Lydgate, also heavily influenced by Chaucer, also shows signs of knowing about Isidore and is aware that ancient tragedy was in an acted from. Lydgate translated Laurence of Premierfait’s expanded version of Bocaccio’s De casisbus into English as The Fall of Princes, which was expanded further by William Baldwin’s A Mirror for Magistartes, well-known also by Shakespeare.            

II. Renaissance Drama 
1. The Renaissance World-View and Theatres in England. 
Kyd and Marlowe

1.1. The Renaissance world-view

There is no agreement concerning either the length of the period we label the ‘Renaissance’, or to its ‘content’. Today some scholars (especially representatives of New Historicism) even prefer the term ‘early modern’ to the ‘Renaissance’, to take away the to them too unproblematically and optimistically sounding ‘rebirth’-image, contained in the original meaning of the word.
 The beginnings of systematic studies in the Renaissance start with Jacob Burckhardt’s epoch-making and highly influential book (first published in l860): Die Kultur der Renaissance in Italien.
 Burkhardt grants no place to philosophy in the Renaissance and claims that this period rather expresses itself through the ‘languages’ of art (architecture, painting, music, literature). 

The most influential thinkers to challenge this view were Walter Pater (1839-1894) in England and the German-American Ernst Cassirer (1874-1945)
. Pater, in his The Renaissance. Studies in Art and Poetry, (originally published in 1873), ‘defines’ the Renaissance as “that movement in which, in various ways, the human mind wins for itself a new kingdom of feeling and sensation and thought not opposed to, but only beyond and independent of the spiritual system then actually realised” [...] “for that age the only possible reconciliation was an imaginative one” [...]. “the Renaissance of the fifteenth century was, in many things, great rather by what it designed than by what it achieved.” Pater emphasises the vitality, the creative force in the Renaissance, which comes, as he claims, from the tension one feels between what one desires and can see with his ‘mind’s eye’, (‘mystically’, when closing the eyes) on the one hand, and what one can actually achieve and see. Pater rediscovers the ‘ontological gap’, giving rise to violent and desperate feelings in the Renaissance, as opposed to Burkhardt’s ‘harmonious self-realisation of the individual’.
 

The ‘ontological gap’, as a main feature of the period, is emphasised, through a detailed study in the (Neo-Platonic) philosophy of Nicholas of Cusa (or: Cusanus, 1401-1464) by Cassirer, too
, this ‘gap’ going back to Plato’s teaching about the chasm between beings and Being: man is only capable of experiencing and getting to know phenomena, which are just the shadowy images of real (‘perfect’) Being, existing in the ‘shape’ of the Platonic Forms in another, ‘higher’ realm (cf. 2.1.3). Upon the influence of Plato, the Renaissance, especially in the late 15th century, will question, though will never totally replace, the ladder of hierarchies Aristotle constructed; Aristotle, as a direct criticism of Plato’s approach, wanted to make it at least theoretically possible to reach the ‘Prime Mover’, the ‘Supreme Being’ by claiming that everything inherently contains its own perfect ‘idea’ and constantly strives towards it, creating, thereby, a great chain of beings (cf. 2.1.3). The Renaissance will still rely on the Medieval hierarchical structure, worked out – especially by Saint Thomas of Aquinas – on the basis of the Aristotelian system, but it will primarily problematise the ‘fixed’ place of the human being in this hierarchy.

Yet the first revolt in the Renaissance against Aristotle occurred in the form of the criticism of the Latin style (and language in general) of Medieval Scholasticism, Scholasticism heavily relying – and often commenting – on the Latinised Aristotelian corpus, especially on Aristotle’s works on logic. Francesco Petrarca (Petrarch) (1304-1374), for example, set the elegance and beauty of Cicero’s Latin against the ugly, contrived and cumbersome ‘vulgar Latin’ of Scholastic philosophers at the universities. Moreover, Petrarch, in one of the ‘foundational texts’ of the Renaissance, in his Ascent to Mont Ventoux (1336), quotes Seneca and Saint Augustine to emphasise the excellence and greatness of man. 

I admired every detail, now relishing earthly enjoyment, now lifting up my mind to higher spheres after the example of my body, and I thought it fit to look into the volume of Augustine’s Confessions [...] It is a little book of smallest size but full of infinite sweetness. I opened it with the intention of reading whatever might occur to me first: nothing, indeed, but pious and devout sentences could come to hand. I happened to hit upon the tenth book of the work. My brother stood beside me, intently expecting to hear something from Augustine on my mouth. I ask God to be my witness and my brother who was with me: Where I fixed my eyes first, it was written: “And men go to admire the high mountains, the vast floods of the sea, the huge streams of the rivers, the circumference of the ocean, and the revolutions of the stars – and desert themselves.” I was stunned, I confess. I bade my brother, who wanted to hear more, not to molest me, and closed the book, angry with myself that I still admired earthly things. Long since I ought to have learned, even from pagan philosophers, that “nothing is admirable besides the mind; compared to its greatness nothing is great”.

Petrarca in his last sentence quotes from the “Eighth Letter” of Seneca – he is the example of the “pagan philosopher”. Here is “Renaissance Man”: around, above and in front of (before) him the infinite universe, he is holding Ancient and Medieval authors in his hands and his heart is filled with boundless faith in the power of the mind.

Yet Augustine and Seneca are referred to by Michel Montaigne, too, in his Apology for Raymond Sebond:

Inter caetera mortalitatis incommoda et hoc est, caligo mentium; nectantum necessitas errandi, sed errorum amor. [Among the other inconveniences of mortality this is one, to have the understanding clouded, and not only a necessity of erring, but a love of error.]
 Corruptibile corpus aggravat animam, et deprimit terrena inhabitatio sensum multa cogitantem. [The corruptible body stupefies the soul, and the earthly habitation dulls the faculties of the imagination].
 

Not much before this totally different selection from the authors Petrarca invoked, Montaigne puts down the following to support his claim to the “noble faculties” of the human being:

Let us now consider a man alone, without foreign assistance, armed only with his own proper arms, and unfurnished of the divine grace and wisdom, which is all his honour, strength, and the foundation of his being; let us see what certainty he has in his fine equipment. Let him make me understand by the force of his reason, upon what foundation he has built those great advantages he thinks he has over other creatures: what has made him believe, that this admirable movement of the celestial arch, the eternal light of those planets and stars that roll so proudly over his head, the fearful motions of that infinite ocean, were established, and continue so many ages, for his service and convenience? Can anything be imagined to be so ridiculous that this miserable and wretched creature, who is not so much a master of himself, but subject to the injuries of all things, should call himself master and emperor of the world, of which he has not power to know the least part, much less to command it. And this privilege which he attributes to himself, of being the only creature in this grand fabric that has the understanding to distinguish its beauty and its parts, the only one who can return thanks to the architect, and keep account of the revenues and disbursements of the world; who, I wonder, sealed for him this privilege? Let us see his letter-patent for this great and noble charge; were they granted in favour of the wise only?
 

Here is “Renaissance man” again, the “other”, who had read the same Ancient and Medieval writers differently, who, in Lear’s words, “is no more but such a poor, bare forked animal” (III,4;105-106) and who looks around himself in a frightful and uncanny universe, appalled by his own smallness as much as by his infinite possibilities. “Neither a fixed abode nor a form that is thine alone nor any function peculiar to your thyself have we given thee, Adam” – Pico Della Mirandola makes God say to Man in his famous “Oration on the Dignity of Man”, one of the foundational texts of the Renaissance –,

to the end that according to thy longing and according to thy judgement thou mayest have and possess what abode, what form, and what functions thou thyself shalt desire. The nature of all other beings is limited and constrained within the bounds of laws prescribed by Us. Thou, constrained by no limits, in accordance with thine own free will, in whose hand We have placed thee, shalt ordain for thyself the limits of thy nature. [...] We have made thee neither of heaven nor of earth, neither mortal nor immortal, so that with freedom of choice and with honor, as though the maker and molder of thyself, thou mayest fashion thyself in whatever shape thou shalt prefer. Thou shalt have the power to degenerate into the lower forms of life, which are brutish. Thou shalt have the power, out of thy soul’s judgement, to be reborn into the higher forms, which are divine.

Thus, the Aristotelian-Medieval hierarchy is still there, yet – in King Lear’s words again – man’ s ‘frame of nature’ has been ‘wrench’d’ ‘from the fix’d place’ (I,4;266-267), man is given freedom to choose his role on the stage of the Renaissance and this is just as much an occasion for celebration as for experiencing terror and awe. 

Further, we should note – in the English translation – the frequent occurrence of the modal auxiliaries of may(est) and shal(l/t) and recall that linguistic analysis usually distinguishes between two kinds of modalities, expressing two kinds of possibilities: epistemic and deontic possibility. Let us take the example of may: it can be used in the ‘epistemic’ sense, e.g. Othello may kill Desdemona – ‘Othello is not barred by some authority from killing Desdemona’, ‘it is possible for Othello to kill Desdemona’; and in the ‘deontic’ sense: Othello may kill Desdemona – ‘I am not barred by my premises from the conclusion that Othello will kill Desdemona’, ‘it is very much possible that Othello will kill Desdemona’. In Pico’s text, may and shall seem to express deontic possibility: “thou mayest have and possess...”, “Thou ... shalt ordain...”, “thou mayest fashion thyself...”, “thou shalt prefer”, “thou shalt have the power”, yet, since Pico puts these words into God’s mouth, here the deontic and the epistemic senses seem to overlap: God is typically “relinquishing authority” and allows Man to dare as much as he can dare, while the “declarative”, “creative” mode of God’s speech
 (strengthened by shalt, too) also makes Man’s possible enterprise “factually - epistemically” grounded: it is not only possible for Adam to do what God offers him but it is, from God’s point of view, also very much possible that he will do as he was told. 

I take this overlap of the two meanings of may (the epistemic one reinforced by shalt) to be symbolic in one of the foundational texts of the Renaissance. The overlap can, of course, be corroborated historically-linguistically as well. According to Péter Pelyvás’s brilliant argumentation, it is the ‘ability’ meaning of may, now extinct, which is the source of the two meanings through extensions in two directions: “into the deontic meaning [...] on the one hand, and, through a process of metaphoric extension, into the epistemic domain”
. Pelyvás reconstructs the process as follows:

In contrast to can, the auxiliary expressing ability in Present Day English, the origins of which go back to ‘have the mental or intellectual capacity to’; ‘know how to’ (Old English cunnan [...]), the original ability sense of MAY had much closer links with strength: ‘to have the physical capacity to’; ‘be strong’ (Old English magan, maeg, cognate with Modern English might [...]). The fact that this meaning is based on strength rather than skill suggests an easy route for extension into the deontic domain [...] (and perhaps goes some way towards explaining why it is obsolete). The basis of the meaning is potentiality in the form of the subject’s strength – a potential force. But physical strength is usually seen as being relative: it can only be properly manifested in relation to other forces that it is able to overcome. We can postulate that such counteracting forces, of which the speaker’s may be one (and this leads almost directly to the deontic meaning) are/were always understood to be present in a situation described by the ability meaning of MAY [...]. Extension into the deontic meaning retains the structural aspect of the subject’s relative strength. highlights [...] the relative weakness of a possible counterforce (typically the speaker’s), and adds the subject’s intention, which makes the force actual. These three elements together make up the deontic meaning. [...] Epistemic MAY is attested quite early in the development of the modal system, especially in impersonal constructions [...] The epistemic meaning [...] is in general only weakly subjective in all (pre)modals in Old English, with strongly subjective meanings requiring strong speaker involvement only occurring centuries later (around the 17th century [just Shakespeare’s time]).

In the Renaissance the two meanings of may still “rejoice” over their common semantic root of ‘ability’, making us able to see this period as one in which the human being takes “authority”
 over from God, tests his “relative strength” and “relative weakness”, yet, as it turns out in Montaigne’s essays or in Shakespearean drama, Man’s “potential force” appears with respect to a “possible counterforce” (God? the Devil? – this is the question precisely at stake), to “split”, as it were, the single meaning of may into two – perhaps for ever.

So what are the possibilities of the human being equipped with his free will? Are these possibilities really endless or still limited? Where is the dividing line between man and beast, man and God? If we identify the main concern of the Middle Ages as the profound study of ‘Being’ and ‘to be’, and of man’s relation to its supreme form, God, then, by contrast, the great discovery of the Renaissance is, precisely, the problem of ‘may be’: Hamlet does not believe his father’s Ghost because it ‘May be a devil’ (II,2;595), Othello exclaims: ‘I think my wife be honest, and think she is not / I think that thou art just, and think thou art not / I’ll have some proof’ (III, 3, 390-392) and Iago’s answer is ‘She may be honest yet’ (III,3;440). What may there be in the world and beyond it and what may man become? In the Renaissance, the deontic sense of may (‘Is it possible that there are ghosts?’ ‘Is it possible that Desdemona is not chaste?’) gives rise to scepticism; the epistemic sense (‘Is it possible for me to pass judgement over a fellow human being and to kill him?’, ‘Am I allowed to kill Claudius?’ ‘Do I dare to. . .?’ – cf. Macbeth: ‘I dare do all that may become a man / who dares do more, is none’ (I,7;46-47)) gives rise to hope and despair.

1.2. The “Tudor Age” 

We may talk about the “Tudor age” (and, thus, of “Tudor drama”) between 1485 (when Richmond, the future Tudor Henry VII defeated Richard III at Bosworth field) and 1603, when Tudor Elizabeth I died and Stuart James VI of Scotland (James I in England) ascended to the throne. There were five Tudor rulers on the English throne, Henry VII, Henry VIII (king between 1509-1547), Edward VI (1547-1553), Mary I (“Bloody Mary”) (1553-1558), Elizabeth I (1558-1603) and the latter four are all direct descendants of Henry VII. With Elizabeth, the Tudor-line was broken, never to return. However, in literature it is more customary to talk about “the Tudor age” as falling between 1485 and 1558 (or 1509-1558) and to call the rest (up to 1603) “the Elizabethan age”, especially because it is during the reign of Elizabeth, and most significantly in the 1580s and 1590s that London – both a commercial and a political centre – could witness to an unprecedented literary growth in the field of all kinds of writing (religious, philosophical, poetic, including lyrical and epic poetry and romance,  historical, satirical, etc.) appearing in manuscript and often made popular through the relatively cheap means of printing. Yet there was almost a revolution in the field of drama, too, with the opening of permanent theatres: first a scaffold stage at the Red Lion in Whitechapel, was erected by a grocer, John Brayne in 1567, and then the first “real” permanent theatre called The Theatre in 1576 in Shoreditch was built by James Burbage and the enthusiastic John Brayne, followed by the Curtain, the Rose, the Swan and the famous Globe, etc. The poetic (“literary”) status of plays is problematic throughout the age, and the printing of plays and the  relationship between the dramatic texts and their authors is also a very difficult matter. However, until the closing of the theatres in 1642, the stage is always popular in England, so the “Age of the Theatres” (roughly between 1576 and 1642) extends well beyond Tudor and Elizabethan times; it is a period of a good sixty years, with an output of something 2000 plays, of which only roughly 600 survived. Compared to this number, Shakespeare’s 37 (or so) plays are only a few and today, especially historically minded literary critics go out of their way to show that Shakespeare is only one among the many (maybe a “primus inter pares”?), and that he was the son of his age just like John Lily, Robert Green, Richard Peele, Thomas Kyd, Christopher Marlowe (the chief early contemporaries) and Ben(jamin) Jonson, Thomas Dekker, John Marston, Thomas Heywood, John Webster, Thomas Middleton, Francis Beaumont, John Fletcher, William Rowley, John Shirley, etc., the most notable playwrights chiefly during the Stuart-period (1603-1642). Yet it was precisely one of Shakespeare’s contemporaries, Ben Jonson, who said that “he [Shakespeare] was not of an age, but for all time” and though this might not be more than a gesture of politeness to the great rival in one of the dedicatory poems of the First Folio (1623), it proved to be prophetic. It is hard to see why we should react to Shakespeare (if we could at all) as if especially the Romantic era had not made Shakespeare “special” and perhaps it is precisely in comparison with the “others” that his greatness might convince us.

Yet we are not yet in the “age of Shakespeare”; we are in the first half and the middle of the 16th century, full of religious turmoil, unrest and uncertainty, especially because of Henry VIII’s Act of Supremacy in 1534, followed by the execution of Sir Thomas More (and of Fish) in 1535, the image-breaking in churches in 1538, the dissolution of monasteries in 1539, the Protestant reign of James VI, and Mary’s brief but vehement return to Catholicism. Throughout the 16th century, and well into the next, the church battled within itself over the best modes of church government, over clerical dress, over the articles of faith, and over the extent to which the constitutional break with Rome should be matched by a break with its theology as well. During the reign of Edward, a lot of Protestants came to England from Flanders and the Protestants who fled England during the reign of Mary penned and sent to England more than 80 separate printed works, devising strategies of resistance, including, for the first time, the radical idea that the monarch who transgresses God’s law to become a murderer and a tyrant should be opposed by force.  

That a famous humanist of Europe, Thomas More, one of Erasmus’ best friends, also fell victim to this turmoil (though more as a politician than as a humanist) shows a great deal: it indicates that by the 30s, England had adopted, and adapted to, much of the humanist learning coming from Italy, France and Spain. This showed itself in terms of politics: humanist writers such as Thomas Elyot and Thomas Starkey emphasised an ideal of counsel (with roots in Cicero’s De officiis), which urged the educated and eloquent nobility to advise the monarch. (More did so, but his advice was less than welcome). Conceptions of government throughout the period was, indeed, divided between the ideal of a sacred, imperial monarchy, and the ideal of a regal government limited by counsel. Sometimes England appeared as mixed polity, the power of the Crown counterpoised by the moral force of counsel and parliament. And advice came both in the form of historical examples and even in the form of literature (like More’s Utopia); histories not only emphasised the legitimacy of the Tudor-line but also the significance of the King’s (or Queen’s) listening to His
 subjects; sometimes there was something like an “aesthetic campaign” against the Monarch, suggesting, with the vividness of poetic language and with persuasive rhetorical skills, what He should do; of course, even implied criticism was often disguised as the language of praise. But the most important contribution of humanism in England was to education, with a great emphasis on training in rhetoric. In 1512 John Colet, with the aid of Erasmus, worked out the plan of St. Paul’s School in London; later John Milton was educated there. Edmund Spencer attended the Merchant Taylor’s School, an equally important stronghold of humanism and other grammar schools (like the one in Stratford) and even primary schools were an outgrowth of this movement. The fullest account of humanist principles of teaching can be found in Roger Ascham’s book, The Schoolmaster (1570). Ascham was Latin secretary to Queen Mary, then tutor first to Lady Jane Grey and later to Elizabeth. When Elizabeth became Queen, Ascham became Greek preceptor at her court. 

Ascham makes some very important points, relevant even for Tudor aesthetics in general. He thinks that language does not refer to things directly: language is always mediated by other languages, by the conversations of others around us and by the texts we read. Thus, we learn language (eloquent language, language that can persuade) through imitation, and education is nothing but the direction of, and the right control over, those various written and spoken texts in the course of imitation. The ultimate goal is to form the self in and through language, and he compares the universe of language to a human body, so that the various forms of eloquence make up a whole body of eloquence. He divides the body of eloquence into four members: Poetic, Historic, Philosophic and Oratorical, and then the Poetic is subdivided into comic, epic, tragic and melic (lyric) parts. Thus, the imitation (of nature, of action) is never direct: a poet imitates something by imitating other poets imitating something.

In Ascham’s discussion, we find some of the most significant tenets of the Tudor attitude to language and to learning. The language which creates one’s self is “subtracted” from various other linguistic forms and the measure of the success of this process is not the thing but the body, which imitates (while speaking, writing, etc,) and which is also imitated, since we imitate a whole body of eloquence. As opposed to the age after the Renaissance, when, with Descartes, the fundamental category becomes the thing (either a “thinking thing”,  res cogitans or an “extended thing”,  res extensa), here we may still see the body as the chief category through which the whole universe is seen: indeed, there are several representations  (e.g. Richard Case’s Sphaera Civitatis, 1588; William Cuningham The Cosmological Glasse, 1559), where the structure of the universe is mapped out in proportion to the human body. Yet such a study never stops at the human bodily parts: to e. g. blood and liver a corresponding spiritual feature is found, e.g. being Sanguine, and thus, through the human body, a link is established between Jupiter, the planet, with the main influence on the blood and liver, and a human spiritual characteristic (which we today would call “psychological feature”). So the study of the human body is also instrumental to the study of the human spirit and the human mind. In other words, Medieval analogical thinking is still there: what is Jupiter in the heavens is the blood and liver to the human body, and what is the blood to the body is being Sanguine in the world of spirits. Yet it is the visible body, stretched out against the universe on which the wheel turns; and this body is not a dead thing but something  which is alive, which is dynamic, which is moving and which imitates even when it does not “want to” i.e. in itself and by itself. Is it surprising, then, that the actor’s body is so easily and readily taken as the representative of other bodies? It imitates me, but also the whole universe, just as I do, but his body is on display, stretched out also against a universe of language (dialogue, discourse, interaction) and against other bodies.

Ascham also follows the humanist tradition by not adhering to a strict or narrow political ideology: the chief attitude to works of all kinds in the age is pluralistic, giving prominence to the potential multiplicity of perspective. This has to do with the belief that all arts can, after all, be learned: even a work of “real” art, like a painting or a poem is less seen as suddenly and wholly inspired by a muse but rather as a work constructed, made (here the meaning  of the word art is much closer to the original ‘craftsmanship’ or ‘trade’), and it is made from various, often even discordant perceptions of various cultural forces and practices. These cultural forces and practices are often congruent with those inherited from classical works but this is not a limit but rather a beginning; both Erasmus and John Colet emphasise that a teacher should not rest satisfied with the ten or twelve standard authors used traditionally in schools, since  – as James Cleland later beautifully puts it in his The Institution of a Young Noble Man (1607) – “learning is circular, and the Muses stand around Apollo, having no beginning nor ending more than a geometrical circle”.   

1. 3. Renaissance theatrical conventions

Though morality plays like Everyman continued to be popular even in Shakespeare’s lifetime (Shakespeare may well have seen some in Stratford), the new drama we today call ‘Elizabethan’  and ‘Jacobean’ (taking the respective reigns of (Tudor) Elizabeth I [1558-1603] and (Stuart) James I [1603-1625] as landmarks) is an independent and genuinely secular development, initiated and first cultivated by young intellectuals, mainly in and around Cambridge. Following Latin examples both in comedy (Plautus and Terence) and in tragedy (Seneca), some students and graduates wrote plays and gave performances (first in Latin, later in English) at their universities, joined by some semi-professional or professional players, in inns and, finally, in permanent ‘playhouses’ (theatres) in London, while also touring in the country, and some companies even playing in the Royal Court. The first English tragedy in blank verse, Gorboduc or the Tragedy of Ferrex and Porrex, written by two lawyers, Thomas Sackville (1536-1608) and Thomas Norton (1532-1584), was first produced at the Inner Temple (the ‘law school’ or ‘university’) in 1561. The fusion of the learned and the popular tradition was, indeed, the achievement of the ‘University Wits’: John Lyly, Thomas Lodge, George Peele, Robert Greene, Thomas Nashe and Christopher Marlowe (cf. 5.6.), Thomas Kyd also belonging here, though  – like Shakespeare – he had no academic background (cf. 5.5.). The permanent playhouses (the ‘public theatres’) were erected one after the other: “The Red Lion” in 1567; “The Theatre” in 1576; the “Curtain” c. in 1577; the “Rose” c. in 1587; the “Swan” in 1595; etc..; and, most importantly for us, the “Globe” in 1599, burnt down in 1613, rebuilt in 1614, where Shakespeare’s plays were performed. Writing plays and acting became a sometimes quite rewarding enterprise, and certain more or less permanent companies, under the patronage of an aristocrat or the member of the Royal Family, lending his or her name to the theatrical group, became associated with them. Examples include the Lord Admiral’s Men
, with Marlowe, playing in the “Rose”, managed by Philip Henslowe
; or the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, later King’s Men, playing in the “Globe”, managed by the Burbage family, and including William Shakespeare as well. 


The public theatres could house c. 2000-3000 spectators (sic!), the building was unroofed, oval or octagonal in shape, with an ‘apron’ stage jutting into the yard, surrounded, on three sides, by the standing spectators, the so-called ‘groundlings’, paying a penny as entrance-fee, while for another penny the more well-to-do could occupy covered seats in three rising tiers around the yard. Thus, visibility was ensured around and even from above the stage; the contemporary audience still got a ‘three-dimensional view’ of the performance, as opposed to today’s ‘two-dimensional’ one. The stage had a ‘tiring house’
 in the back, with a right and left entrance on its respective sides, used for coming and going by the actors, and its flat top was the place of the musicians, or serving as the ‘balcony’ in Romeo and Juliet, or in Othello (for Brabantio), or as the ‘battlement castle’ in Hamlet, etc.  The stage did have a roof, which was extending well beyond the tiring house, to protect the musicians and the rich and expensive costumes of the actors
, while there were hardly any stage-props – hence the detailed explanations at the beginning of scenes to tell us where we are or what the weather is like. The roof above the stage, also called ‘Heaven’, was storing some stage machinery, such as pulleys and ropes to lower ‘gods’ or ‘goddesses’ (e.g. Jupiter or Juno
) from above. Somewhere in the middle of the stage there was a trap-door called ‘Hell’, serving e.g. as a path for Old Hamlet’s Ghost to come up from the ‘underworld’ or as Ophelia’ grave. 


So here is the contemporary theatre, e.g. Shakespeare’s, between ‘Heaven’ and ‘Hell’ and called the ‘Globe’ — all these names and places still carrying rich symbolic-emblematic significance  The special feature of these huge, wooden theatres was that (except for the Royal Court, who ordered private performances), all layers of contemporary society were represented, from the law-students through the merchants on market-days to the pickpockets and prostitutes. The audience were far from ‘disciplined’: they were eating, drinking, talking, laughing around the stage and if the play was poor they went next door to enjoy the ‘bear-biting’, where some hungry dogs were set on a hungry bear, chained to a pole. A performance then was something between today’s rock-concert, a religious gathering and public performance, all in broad daylight, usually between 2 and 4-5 in the afternoon. There were also the so-called ‘private theatres’, for an aristocratic or upper-middle class, more refined or intellectual audience; the building was completely roofed and was much smaller in size, seating c.  300 people, and torches and candles were used to give light. For instance, there is the theatre called the Blackfriars, in which the King’s Men played, besides the Globe, from 1608 onwards (e.g. The Tempest was written also with that theatre in mind). 

1. 4.  Seneca in Renaissance England

Our contemporary fascination with Seneca is primarily because he was so extremely influential in Renaissance England; his plays, which had been available in aristocratic circles even in the Middle Ages (Andreas Gallicus printed them in Ferrara in 1474), were adapted, translated and imitated by many, including Marlowe (e.g. The Jew of Malta) or Shakespeare (especially Titus Andronicus, the parody in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Macbeth etc.). The first recorded performance of Seneca (Troades) is from Trinity College, Cambridge in 1551. There are verbatim ‘quotations’ from Seneca’s tragedies in, for example, R. Edwards’ Damon and Pythias (acted in 1564), from Octavia, which today is not attributed to Seneca, Robert Greene’s The First Part of the Tragicall Raigne of King Selimus (published in 1594, from Thyestes), in the Anonymous but famous Arden of Feversham (published in 1592, from Thyestes), in Ben Jonson’s Sejanus, His Fall (acted in 1603, from Thyestes and Phaedra) and in Jonson’s Catiline (acted in 1611, from Thyestes and Phaedra again), but there are echoes in Marston’s The Malcontent (1604), Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi, and Massinger’s The Duke of Milan (1620), just to mention a few examples. As far as translations into English are concerned, Thomas Newton carefully edited and published them in London in 1581 under the title Seneca: The Tenne Tragedies
, including Jasper Heywood’s translation of Troas, Thyestes and Hercules Furens (1559-1561), Alexander Nevyle’s (or: Neville’s) translation of Oedipus (1563), John Studley’s translations of Agamemnon, Medea, Hercules Oetaeus and Hyppolitus (~1567), Thomas Nuce’s Octavia and his own translation of Thebais (1581, translated for his edition of the plays).
  The translators were scholars, not men of the theatre and they used the ‘fourteener’, lines of fourteen syllables, often elaborating descriptive passages and even adding to one play from another (e.g. from Phaedra to Troades).    

What Elizabethans liked in Seneca is easy to see: he represents not only pagan, and thus, subversive mythological tales  in rivalry with a Christian order but epitomises everything that was feared in England after the civil war of the Roses (the Houses of Lancaster and York): chaos, disorder, perverse cruelty for its own sake, butchery, and, most importantly, the ritualistic dissection and dismembering of the body (perhaps the body politic), the power of evil to destroy good without considering the possibilities of  a conflict between ‘good’ and ‘good’ (perhaps more apt for tragedy), a disastrous event foretold and anticipated from the start (in Thyestes by the Ghost of Tantalus and Fury) –  all these horrors coming from an ethical thinker and a serious politician and statesman. Seneca’s philosophical authority legitimised the blood and violence on the stage. The Elizabethans did not have dramatic access to these stories through other sources than Seneca, they did not know the ‘original’ Oedipus (even in Roman times they used Euripides as a model) and the stories – we should not forget – are fascinating in themselves. They liked Seneca’s bombastic language – which served for Marlowe as a model to compose the ‘mighty line’ –, his technique of creating dramatic tension with the minimum of visual aid, his suspending the action for long monologues, or furthering the plot by stichomythia, a line-for-line ‘fencing match’ (quick exchange) between two opponents and the five-act-division. It was the power of the spoken word that was truly great in Seneca: note that horrors in Thyestes – the actual killing of Atreus’s children – is not acted out but recounted by a messenger.
 

1.5. Thomas Kyd: The Spanish Tragedy
It is time to look at two of Shakespeare’s early contemporaries, Thomas Kyd and Christopher Marlowe, and to see how drama is done in practice. We know very little about Kyd’s short life (1558-1594); it is certain that he was baptised in London and was the son of a scrivener and that he attended Merchant Taylors’ School in London, where he was a contemporary of Spenser’s. He began his career as a translator and dramatist, most probably entering the service of The Lord Strange’s Men in 1590. Between 1591 and 1593, he seems to have lived with Marlowe. The Spanish Tragedy (probably written in 1587) gained immense popularity, it was frequently reprinted and renewed: Philip Henslowe asked Ben Jonson for extensions in the late 1590s.

The main plot is as follows: Revenge (a character in the play!) and the Ghost of Don Andrea oversee the disasters that follow from Don Andrea’s death. In a battle between Spain and Portugal, Don Andrea, a Spanish nobleman, died at the hands of Balthazar, Prince of Portugal. Horatio, Don Andrea’s best friend in the Spanish Court, and Lorenzo, a Spanish nobleman are in rivalry for the credit of having captured Balthazar, and both Horatio and Balthazar soon fall in love with Lorenzo’s beautiful sister, Bel-imperia. Lorenzo and the Spanish King favour the match with Balthazar for political reasons, yet Bel-imperia loves Horatio, and meets him secretly. Serberine (Balthazar’s servant), Lorenzo and Balthazar stab and hang Horatio, and imprison Bel-imperia. Hieronimo, Horatio’s father goes mad, but is sane enough to plot revenge: he stages a play for the combined royal courts, and the action on Hieronimo’s stage turns cruelly ‘real’: Hieronimo stabs Lorenzo, while Bel-imperia kills Balthazar. Andrea’s ghost rejoices over the happenings, putting the wicked one into Hell and the virtuous ones to the “Elisain fields’.

The structure is almost absolutely symmetrical: there is Spain versus Portugal; there are the “wicked” and the “good” ones, there are the victims and the victimisers. The sub-plot, featuring Serberine and Pedringano (servant to Bel-imperia), is carefully woven into main one, and they especially significantly meet when Pedringano’s letter to Lorenzo falls into Hieronimo’s hands.

One of the main topics of the play is illusion versus reality; Kyd is among the first playwrights to discover that madness is able to create, for the mentally disturbed person, a kind of ‘reality’ which is much stronger than ‘ordinary, everyday’ facts: in his madness, Hieronimo will for instance take an Old Man – who is pleading for justice on behalf of his own murdered son – to be his Horatio. (cf. III,13;132-175)
. No wonder that madness becomes a ‘chief ally’ for Renaissance drama in creating ‘real-like-illusion’; it becomes one of the ‘as-if-s’ against which the ‘make-belief’ on the stage may be tested. The play-within-the-play seems to be Kyd’s invention, too: in rivalry with the very play called The Spanish Tragedy, Hieronimo’s play re-figures the ‘original’, as well as concluding it, making the actors act and get transformed even within the play. 

The meta-theatrical element, the theatre’s own interest in itself, is present in other ways, too: for example, there are plenty of references to tragedy in the text: Lorenzo tells Pedringano: “But if I prove thee perjured and unjust / This very sword wheron thou took’st thine oath / Shall be the worker of thy tragedy” (II,1;91-94); and further he says: “And actors in th’ accursed tragedy / Was thou, Lorenzo, Balthazar and thou, / Of whom my son, my son deserved so well?” (III,7;41-43).

Another major theme – to return in Shakespeare’s plays as well – is the conflict between the private and the public: Hieronimo’a  personal misery (the loss of his son, for which revenge is perhaps justifiable) is the result of public interest (the reconciliation between Spain and Portugal through marriage), while public interest, in turn, is carefully combined with the King’s and Lorenzo’s private goal, which is power. Personal misery is chiefly communicated here through  soliloquies of feeling (a kind of lament, telling about a conflict ‘within’, full of parallels and repetitions). Yet there are so-called self-revelatory soliloquies, too, in which characters talk about their real motives or goals. The manipulators of the public versus the private spheres correspond to the two main plot-makers on the stage: Lorenzo’s plot is in constant rivalry with Hieronimo’s, the latter eventually introducing, as we have seen,  his plot within the plot, i.e., his own theatre of cruelty. 

However, The Spanish Tragedy might be called a “parody of tongues” as well; as early as Act One, Scene 2 (line 161) Hieronimo ironically says that “My tongue should plead for young Horatio’s right”; then, when lamenting over his son’s death, he exclaims: “My grief no heart, my thoughts no tongue can tell” (III,2;67); in his play, there is a strange mixture of “unknown” languages (Latin, Greek, Italian, French) and finally he produces the ‘perfect’ speech-act: at the end of the play, he bites his tongue off.

Yet Kyd’s play is first and foremost a revenge tragedy, one of the most popular genres in Elizabethan and Jacobean England, to be imitated by Shakespeare (Titus Andronicus, c. 1591; Hamlet, 1599-1600), by John Marston (Antonio’s Revenge, 1600), by George Chapman (Tragedy of Bussy d’Ambois, 1604), by an anonymous author producing The Revenger’s Tragedy (1606), by Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher writing The Maid’s Tragedy in collaboration in 1611, etc. One of he most important features of the revenge-tragedy is the  convention of the Ghost (here: Don Andrea), who gives some clue to a close-family member (father, son, daughter, etc.) to take revenge for him (or her). The dramaticality of revenge is twofold: on the one hand, revenge, even in its ‘raw’ or ‘ordinary’ sense, contains the necessity of planning, of plotting, of designing, of structuring in itself: the hero, whose task is revenge, inevitably becomes the ‘writer’, the ‘stage-manger’ and the ‘principal actor’ of the play. And since, on the other hand, it is a blood-relative (of the same kind as the hero) to be revenged, the revenger’s contemplated act (which still counts as murder, of course) is not only totally motivated but, on the basis of an ‘ancient’, or ‘natural’ law, it seems even morally justifiable, yet it soon finds itself in perfect conflict with the Biblical teaching that it is only God who is entitled to take revenge and to give the just punishment for sins.

The revenge play, however, carries an inherent dramaturgical paradox as well: revenge cannot be taken immediately, even if the criminal is clearly identified: revenge should be the climax of the play; if it were done at the beginning or at the middle of the drama, the play would simply be over. This is why delay is invariably introduced in revenge plays: Kyd – unlike Shakespeare in Hamlet – first of all puts the crime (the slaughtering of Horatio) to the middle of the play and then introduces delaying factors like Hieronimo’s doubts concerning Bel-imperia’s letter; later suitors, an Old Man and some citizens, will prevent Hieronimo from working on his plans; for a while he hopes for public satisfaction or justice from the King, while the murder of Serebrine and the trial of Pedringano will also interfere with his plotting and taking action.

Finally, the fact that close family ties are on display helps the hero in one of the trickiest implications of drama: to recognise himself in the Other (say, a father in his son, a friend in a friend, etc.), to realise that the victimiser might become a victim himself, that a play-within-a-play can reflect the whole play, as the father might be the mirror-image of the son, etc. And the recognition is there to underscore the difference, the distance, the gap, too: for example, Bel-imperia is almost ‘courting’ Horatio, as an index of some confusions around the gender-roles; Lorenzo is striving with Horatio for the title of the conqueror of Balthazar as if they were both falling in love with him, etc.
 As Oedipus’ example has shown, the plotter might easily find himself to be the main hero of his own tragedy, while he experiences the split to the full.    

Kyd is also a champion in presenting a conflict between love and fate: the passion of Bel-imperia towards Don Andrea, and his ‘substitute’, Horatio, is twice terminated in the death of the beloved one, also establishing a close association between love and death, a well-known metaphorical tie not only on the Renaissance stage (cf. Shakespeare’s Othello, for example) but in the whole history of European literature. The love-scenes are often accentuated by the rhetorical device of stichomythia: a concise, quickly changing single-line dialogue, moving at a great pace and also figuring the split, the difference between the characters
. Stichomythia – amply used by Seneca, too (cf. 5.3.) – is also the ancestor of the wit-combats, the clever, quick exchanges in comedies, too.

A tragedy would not be tragedy on the Renaissance stage without mixing the tragic traits with some comic elements: Kyd is cautious in following this very common practice in The Spanish Tragedy, yet Pedringano and the Hangman do have “double talks”, bringing about some comic effect. Yet Kyd – as many others later on – makes much out of certain tokens, like letters, a glove, or Bel-imperia’s handkerchief, dipped in Horatio’s blood (cf. Desdemona’s handkerchief, or the significance of several letters sent in Shakespeare’s plays).

1.6. Christopher Marlowe 

Although Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593), son of a shoemaker and educated in Cambridge, was born only two months before Shakespeare, he is considered to be his ‘elder’, arriving earlier in London than Shakespeare, establishing and perfecting the richly poetic-rhetorical blank-verse (decasyllabic iambic pentameter) on the English stage, and creating the type of tragedy in which there is an extraordinary and highly ambitious character (an ‘over-reacher’) in the centre, around whom minor characters revolve
. Marlowe’s output, up to his premature death on May 30, 1593
 even seems to be superior to Shakespeare’s until the same date. Though Marlowe did not write any comedies and only one history play (Edward II), his poetic talent (cf. also his narrative poem, Hero and Leander) and dramaturgical skills secure him a front seat even among such eminent playwrights of the age as Shakespeare, Kyd, Webster or Ben Jonson.

Marlowe’s great theme is the fall of a never-compromising man, passionately in search of ultimately the unattainable – absolute political power, total revenge or complete knowledge –, entirely obsessed with this single idea. In the two parts of Tamburlaine the Great (c. 1587), the title-hero (a Scythian shepherd-robber) wades in blood, exterminates whole cities and butchers peace-seeking virgins. He is in war with the whole World – and thus Marlowe wins great territories over for the stage in terms of ‘theatrical space’, as well, taking his hero from Egypt to Babylon. The Jew of Malta (c.1589-90) is one of the first and most powerful examples of the ‘revenge-play’, in which Barabas, unjustly deprived of his great wealth, heaps horror on horror (including poison, massacre and a hot ‘bath’ in a cauldron, where Barabas ultimately meets his own end). In most probably his last play, Doctor Faustus (c.1593, though a version may have been ready by 1588), based on the well-known German Faust-Buch (1587, English translation in 1592), he, for the first time in the period, detects a direct connection between tragedy and knowledge, making tragedy a condition of the human being’s insatiable desire to know. Faustus, in order to inquire into more than is humanly possible, makes a bargain with the devil, having to offer his soul to Mephistopheles, while the Good and the Bad Angels fight for and against him throughout the play. The problem of Faustus here coincides with that of the playwright: Marlowe should, at least in principle, know more, when writing the lines for Mephistopheles, than he himself does. The ‘solution’ is the fatal and miserable disappointment of Faustus, who soon finds out that the devil is not wiser than him about questions he would really be interested in (‘are there many spheres above the moon?’ II,2;35) and some questions and requests (“who made the world?” [II,2;68]; “let me have a wife / The fairest maid in Germany” [II,1;140-141])
 cannot be satisfied because the devil is bound by his own perspective (e.g. that he cannot utter God’s name or approve of the holy sacrament of marriage) more than a human being is. The childish tricks (the snatching of the meat from the Pope, or the conjuring up of Helen of Troy) only help pass the time, which, in turn, is running shorter and shorter, and amazing the German Emperor is very poor compensation for the price Faustus, according to his bond, has to pay: the eternal damnation of his soul. The ‘comic’ episodes (a horse Faustus sells turning into straw when it is ridden into water, Faustus allowing the swindled horse-courser to ‘pull his leg off’, then, upon his departure, putting his leg ‘back’ to its place, so, all in all, low practical joking and ‘horseplay’) contrast so markedly with especially the finest first scene (where Faustus gives a broad overview of the whole of Renaissance learning) and with the equally fine last scene (where Faustus desperately tries to fight time and avoid getting physically torn apart), that they might not even be from Marlowe at all.

2. William Shakespeare: Histories and Comedies

2.1. Shakespeare, the playwright

William Shakespeare (1564-1611) is more than simply a chapter in the history of English literature: he has become – in one way or another – part of the cultural heritage of almost the whole world, from England to Japan, from Hungary to many countries of Africa. Shakespeare is an ‘international institution’ and Shakespeare-criticism an ‘industry’ (the state of which is also an index of the state of literary criticism as a whole), but Shakespeare is very pleasant reading, too, an author one can thoroughly enjoy both at home and on the stage. To enlist the reasons for his popularity would take another book, yet his extraordinary talent, his ability to combine a sense for dramatic structure with great poetry
 are surely among them. In his lifetime – apart from one attack at the beginning of his career
 – he was well esteemed and even financially abundantly rewarded
 (he is one of the few who became considerably rich by being a man of the theatre). Yet he by no means was considered to be the ‘greatest’. He was not taken to be the most outstanding poet – that was John Donne; or the most learned playwright – that was Ben Jonson; or the most prolific writer – that was Thomas Heywood (who claims to have had ‘an entire hand, or at least a main finger’ in 220 plays).  Shakespeare, however, was noted – by Francis Meres in his Palladis Tamia (published 7 September, 1598) – as “the most excellent in both kinds [tragedy and comedy] for the stage”
. He was called ‘honest Will’, and the fact that seven years after his death, in 1623, his fellow-actors, Hemminges and Condell complied his ‘complete works’, the famous ‘First Folio’
 may show that Shakespeare was well-liked, fondly remembered and considered to be a good colleague and friend. He was perhaps the most faithful of all playwrights and actors of the age: while others often went from company to company (the companies themselves often breaking up and reorganised again), we find Shakespeare for certain with the Lord Chamberlain’s Men in 1594 (when the group, after a plague, made a new start) and he remained with them
 – their name changing to the King’s Men in 1603
 – until his strange ‘retirement’ around 1610. 

2.2. Shakespeare's (unknown) life


William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon, most probably on 23 April
  1564, was the third child and the eldest son of a glove-maker, ‘whittaver’
, landowner, money-lender, and dealer in wool and other agricultural goods,  John Shakespeare. Until 1577, William’s father was a well-to-do and esteemed member of his town. Around 1557 he married Mary Arden, whose Catholic family could trace back their ancestry in an unbroken line to Anglo-Saxon times, something which only two other families were able to do. Yet by that time, Mary’s father, Robert Arden of Wilmcote was a wealthy farmer in the Stratford-area. 

We know nothing certain about William’s childhood and his younger years. He had seven siblings, yet only one of his younger sisters, Joan (b. 1569) and two of his younger brothers, Gilbert (d. 1612) and Edmund (d. 1607) survived early childhood. Gilbert became a haberdasher in Stratford, Edmund tried to become an actor in London but evidently without much success and William’s interest in his brother’s fate might not be more than an expensive funeral in Edmund’s memory. In 1576, John Shakespeare applied to the Herald’s College for a coat of arms, which would have meant the family’s elevation from middle-class to that of the gentry. Yet this was granted only twenty years later, probably through William’s intervention, who, by 1596, had become a successful actor and playwright. In the late 70s, John Shakespeare started to experience financial difficulties. In 1586 he was replaced on the city-council, though he had been the bailiff (equivalent of “lord mayor”) of Stratford and in 1592 he is among those who do not dare to attend church for fear of being arrested for debts. There are no records on why he went bankrupt, yet it is probably for this reason that William could not go to university. He had to rest satisfied with the education he got in Stratford’s grammar school, though surprisingly there are again no records on that. Yet education was not bad in a provincial yet quite prosperous market-town like Stratford. Though Ben Jonson later claimed that Shakespeare “had small Latin and lesse Greek”, young William – among other things – surely went through Ovid (the Metamorphoses was, judging by his plays, one of his favourites), Apulueus’ Golden Ass, Aeasop’s Fables, Plautus, Terence and Seneca. The next record shows that on 28 November, 1582, 18-year-old William married 26-year-old Anne Hathaway and that in May, 1583, their first daughter, Susanna was born; on 2 February, 1585 their two twins, Judith and Hamnet [sic!] were baptised (the boy died in 1596). What Shakespeare had been doing before he made his appearance in the theatrical world in London (around 1590, but in 1587 the earliest) remains a secret. According to a popular legend, he had to leave Stratford because he had fallen into ill company and made frequent practice of dear-stealing in the park that belonged to a certain Sir Thomas Lucy. Another story has it that his first duty in London was to wait at the door of the play-house and hold the horses of those who had no servants. But a young and married man coming from a good grammar school
 but without a university education, could clerk for lawyers, or teach in a ‘petty’ (elementary) school, or – worst – help in his father’s shop. We have no idea how Shakespeare got to London, but we know that in 1587 the Earl of Leicester’s Men – led by James Burbage, a joiner, who built the first permanent theatre in London, “The Theatre”
 ​–, The Queen’s Men and also The Earl of Worcester’s Men
 all visited Stratford. Shakespeare may well have joined one of them.

From the theatrical point of view, Shakespeare appears in a highly competitive London, 

What Shakespeare was doing in Stratford after his ‘retirement’ roughly between 1610 and 1616 (his death) remains an enigma. The Winter’s Tale (1610) and The Tempest were – most probably – both written in Stratford and Shakespeare had a hand in Henry VIII (a genuinely weak or even bad play) and perhaps in The Two Noble Kinsmen (not always accepted into the Shakespeare-canon). But he would have had plenty of time to polish and edit his own plays (something Ben Jonson actually did; he put his plays, revised and carefully edited, into a Folio). But Shakespeare seems to have had little interest in his own plays and it is difficult to swallow that the author of King Lear or Hamlet died rather as a wealthy land-owner, in the second most beautiful stone-house of Stratford ('New Place') than as a man-of-the-theatre. But perhaps he never edited his plays precisely because he was a man-of-the-theatre: he thought that a play existed genuinely only in its performance and not in its written version. So it fell to his friends and fellow-actors, Hemming and Condell to put one version of his plays together in the famous ‘First Folio’ of 1623. Most of his contemporaries considered him to be an eminent playwright, yet no one really thought that he would be ‘Shakespeare’, our contemporary as well.

2. 3. The ‘history play’ and Shakespeare's two tetralogies 

The ‘history play’ (as opposed to tragedy and comedy) is a ‘native’ English development. It dramatises, even if it seems to concentrate on, e.g. ‘the life of Henry the Fifth’ (as the full title suggests), the life of a nation, or at least its governing class. The main character, a king (or 'monarch' or 'sovereign' or 'England', as he was also called in Shakespeare's time
 is conceived as an endless generational succession, inheriting a political and historical situation from the ancestors and passing it down to the descendants. The history play as a genre is not Shakespeare’s invention (Marlowe, Greene, etc. also wrote histories) but it was Shakespeare’s idea to produce two tetralogies, two series of four pieces – one about the time of the Wars of the Roses (1420-1485): the three parts of Henry VI (c. 1590-1592) plus Richard III (1592 or 1593) and another about the times before the Wars of the Roses (1398-1420), comprising Richard II (c.1595), Henry IV, Part 1 (1596), Henry IV, Part 2 (1597) and Henry V (1599), with, of course, lots of other plays between these. (King John [c.1593], somewhat a parody of the first tetralogy, stands alone, and so does the ‘last’ play, Henry VIII (1613), most probably from various hands, one of them being Shakespeare’s.) The great popularity of the history plays (first large ‘tableaux’, ‘dramatised chapters’ of mainly Raphael Holished’s Chronicle
 has to do with English people, amidst their ‘changing’ geographical position on the map (sea-commerce moving from the Mediterranean region to the Transatlantic one) and, further, under the constant threat of the Catholic Spanish Armada (the most decisive year being its ‘defeat’ in 1588) and, even further, after (and before) a civil war and desiring, most of all, order, were exceedingly interested in seeing themselves on the grand stage of History.
 Not only Holinshed but other historians like Polydor Virgil, Edward Hall, Richard Grafton and, most importantly for the figure of Richard III as Shakespeare portrayed it, Sir Thomas More’s The History of King Richard III (1513-1514)
, asked the significant question: who makes history? A great figure? The people? Fate? God?


Shakespeare was no philosopher of history: he re-presented it rather than explained it but these representations – interpreted by one group of Shakespeare-critics as part of the ideological preservation of the Royal order and also, by another group, as a subversive force in Elizabethan England – have some logic: Shakespeare starts with the pious but weak Henry VI, continues with the horrible Richard III; then, in the second tetralogy, he starts with another weakling again: Richard II. Then comes the ‘making of a monarch' (Prince Hal, later Henry V, ‘educated’ by the remarkable and comic Sir John Falstaff), to round the series off with the ‘good’ King (or the imperialist?), the mature Henry V, in a campaign against France.

Richard III

Richard III is unique because here Shakespeare moves, for the first time, towards tragedy, still of the Marlovian pattern (one highly colourful character in the centre, driven by uncompromising ambition, the others mostly side-characters in the ‘grand show’), also using some of the Medieval models, making Richard explicitly identify himself as Vice or Iniquity of the morality plays
 the whole play also reminiscent of the Medieval de casibus tragedy, the ‘fall of the great ones’, according to the ‘Wheel of Fortune’. But Richard is also a typically Renaissance figure in a very important sense; in being a typical ‘Machiavel’
. In England the Italian statesman and founder of political philosophy, Niccol( Machiavelli (1469-1527) became – quite unjustly and under the influence of the distorted representation by Innocent Gentillet
 – the symbol of ambitious, cruel, immoral, sinister, treacherous, guileful and anti-religious principles on the English stage, the Machiavel being a criminal from choice (cf. “I am determined to prove a villain” (I,1;30). 

The play becomes a ‘study’ in power indeed, where the limping and physically deformed Richard is always a few steps ahead of the others, always wanting what his enemies want (who are far from being angels), but he wants it before (earlier than) they do. He causes the death of altogether eleven people, but here practically everyone is a murderer. His first greatest scene (Shakespeare’s, Burbage’s first greatest scene) is with Lady Anne, whom Richard can persuade into marriage while standing next to her father-in-law’s coffin, poor Henry VI murdered by Richard himself. Here Richard’s trick is a constant changing-of-the-roles: for example, he hands his sword (the ‘manly weapon’) over to Anne. Shakespeare’s first great character is an actor within the play, too, playing the roles of the lover, the good uncle, the pious man, etc. to attain his single goal: the crown. Richard’s greatest weapon is the power of speech against which the curses of especially Margaret (all coming true in the end) are too weak in the beginning. Yet when Richard is already on the throne, he has to realise that the goal has exhausted itself in its very accomplishment: the throne is in fact, empty, he has nothing to desire any more, he literally forgets his lines (in IV,4;452-455), he has nobody to rely on and one can neither annihilate a whole country, nor can he turn totally inhuman. Richard gets in conflict with Richard, Richard fears Richard in the famous 3rd scene of Act V (lines 178-207), where Richard can no longer separate ‘deceit’ form ‘reality’ (dreaming and being awake, love and hatred, etc.), since he has nobody to imitate (to ‘conquer’) now but himself. Richard enters into a ‘mimetic’ relationship with Richard, so the circle is complete and the total theatre (the ‘one-man-show’) collapses onto itself. He is heroic enough to face his doom but his previous comedies haunt him just as much as the ghosts of his victims: he offers his Kingdom for a horse. He might be ‘God’s scourge’ (flagellum Dei), i.e. the punishment of England, but his great performance is diabolically attractive and Richmond (the future Henry VII), coming as a redeemer at the end of the play, is too much of a conventional ‘good man’ to be interesting in comparison with the ‘actor’s actor’. 

Henry V – the conflict of Tudor myth and reality

In the national legend, it is  Henry V  who seems to remain the most heroic of English kings. On 25 Oct, 1415, Henry V of England stood at the head of 6000 British soldiers outside of the village of Agincourt. In this battle he lost 300 men, the French 10 000. A contemporary Parisian wrote: “Never since God was born did anyone [...] do such destruction in France.” From the English point of view, Henry is the talented and intelligent ‘good king’, the ‘good prince’, Richard III's direct opposite, also in Machiavelli’s sense: he leads the army himself and fights with his soldiers as a simple 'man-of-arms'; he successfully tries Scrope, Cambridge and Grey and discovers their conspiracy against him (cf. II, 2); at the end of the play he cheerfully woos Catherine (whom he would marry anyway) in one of Shakespeare's most successful wooing scenes. He gets for his people what is their due and even worries about the public and the private man within himself: in IV, 1 he goes into the camp disguised and has a long discussion with Bates and Willimas on royal responsibility: is there a just war? Is the King responsible for the death of a soldier? Should the Christian prince answer for the fall of his subjects on the Day of the Last Judgement? Henry (disguised) will say 'no', Bates will agree, but Willimas remains a sceptic. Henry is also a wonderful orator: with his ‘Saint Crispin's day'-speech he is even able to create a new mythology.

However, Shakespeare was careful to put several question-marks around this success story, especially in the context of England's invading Ireland under the leadership of Essex, Queen Elizabeth's dashing young favourite, and the campaign proved to be a disaster. Patriotism started to mix with nationalism, and England's foreign policy was hotly debated again: after a period of defending herself (mostly form Spain – see the eventual defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588), England started to act like an 'Empire' (as the beginning of a long and successful period for the next three centuries), not only with respect to Ireland but with respect to the New World, too (cf. Sir Walter Raleigh founding later Jamestown and Virginia as a colony in America). Yet right at the start, Canterbury's reasoning to justify the invasion of France is so complicated that nobody can really follow it, it seems to be mere rhetoric, especially because we very well know that Canterbury fears the loss of church-property and his interests are all with the war. Further, Henry obviously enjoys playing the cat-and-mouse game with Scrope, Cambridge and Grey. Even further, from the famous battle of Agincourt, Shakespeare puts one single incident on the stage: Pistol sparing the life of a French soldier for two hundred crowns. In this subtle comparison, Henry, in a certain sense, is Pistol. Williams is given his glove back full of gold coins but it is never clear whether he eventually accepts it. But, most of all, through the employment of a constantly present, all-knowing Chorus, Shakespeare constantly emphasises the theatricality, the illusionary character of his theatre: “Can this cock-pit hold / The vastly fields of France? Or may we cram / Within this wooden O [the theatre, maybe the Globe already] the very casques [helmets] / That did afright the air of Agincourt?” (Prologue, 11-14), perhaps as a direct response to Sir Philip Sidney's  A Defence of Poetry (cf. 5.4.3.). We do not know for certain whether Shakespeare read Sidney or not (it is very likely that he did), yet the Chorus provides an ironic distance between homespun glory and the spectators anyway: Shakespeare keeps myth and reality apart. The Chorus ends the play reminding the audience of the gloomy story of Henry VI, with which Shakespeare's first tetralogy (and career) started (see 6.3.1.). Shakespeare ends, for good, the writing of history plays (which an act of the Queen prohibited anyway) by going back to the beginning. 

2.4.  Shakespeare’s Comedies: three types 

According to Ben Jonson (1572/73-1637)
 , author of the best satirical comedies of the age, Shakespeare surpassed the greatest classical dramatists for comedy. Among his contemporaries, Shakespeare was indeed more highly esteemed as a writer of comedies than of tragedies or histories. When Hemminges and Condell put Shakespeare’s plays into groups in the First Folio of 1623, by ‘comedy’ they meant a play ending in marriage, (whereas the ‘terminating’ metaphor of tragedy was the death of the protagonist or an important character. Hence for them Troilus and Cressida, for instance, was a tragedy.) Today, Shakespeare’s comedies are further subdivided, usually into three major groups:

1.) ‘green comedies’: the only typical example is As You Like It (1599), permeated with the atmosphere of optimism; having a festive ending; including, as a leading topic, the education of young lovers (by the circumstances and by one another), to deserve each other in marriage; with the ‘witty dialogues’ (‘wit-combats’) as its organising principle, women always being the wittier. Green comedy bears the marks of the ‘pastoral tradition’
, with the elderly characters being basically benevolent towards young love (but mark the stock-character of the ‘comic old father’, threatening his daughter with a nunnery, etc., if she marries against his will, e.g. Egeus is A Midsummer Night’s Dream, or even old Capulet and, to some extent, Brabantio, in Romeo and Juliet and in Othello, respectively). Yet, with some qualifications, ‘green comedies’ are the probably earliest The Comedy of Errors (1591) (based on two Plautus-plays, with the important problem of identity, though); The Taming of the Shrew (1592) (a typical ‘battle of the sexes’-comedy, with the ‘taming’ of, rather, Petruchio instead of Kate); The Two Gentlemen of Verona (a ‘love versus friendship’-play), and Love’s Labour’s Lost (the most typically courtly and ‘wit-combat’ -comedy, disturbed, however, by the news of death at its end), both from 1593; A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1595-96; see below,), The Merry Wives of Windsor (1597, most probably between the two parts of Henry IV, closest to the Jonsonian ‘satirical comedy’, with a ‘contemporary setting’, and with Sir John Falstaff, popular from the Henry IV plays), Much Ado About Nothing (1598) (another ‘battle of the sexes’ play, yet containing strangely ‘tragic’ monologues, see below); the above-mentioned As You Like It (1599) (mostly set in the forest of Arden, ‘disturbed’ by the ‘melancholic’ voice of Jacques, though) and perhaps the finest Twelfth Night (1600), in the neighbourhood of Hamlet, with the revival of the twin-theme of The Comedy of Errors (but this time sister and brother, not brother-brother), and disturbingly cruel towards the end. One of the most important characters of these comedies is the Fool, in the earlier comedies played by the dancing-acrobatic-juggling William Kempe, e.g. Dogberry in Much Ado, Touchstone in As You Like It; later, when Kempe left the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, Shakespeare wrote comic roles for the more philosophical-contemplative-bitter-’melancholic’ and elder Robert Armin, also an excellent singer, playing Feste in Twelfth Night, but most probably the First Grave-digger in Hamlet and the Fool in Lear, too, perhaps his first role being Jacques in As You Like It, where Kempe was still Touchstone. 

2.) the ‘problem plays’ or ‘bitter comedies’, written between Hamlet (1599-1600) and the continuation of the tragic sequence (with Othello, Lear, and Macbeth): Troilus and Cressida (1602) (a travesty of some episodes of the Trojan war, where Ulysses is a cunning old fox, Thersistes a cynic, Achilles and Patroclus lie idly in the same bed and Cressida turns a whore); All’s Well That Ends Well (1603) (a parody of the love-comedy, or an anti-love farce, with a forced ‘happy ending’ after a series of mutual humiliations) and Measure for Measure (1604) (where the strange Duke of Vienna teaches everybody a lesson, mostly in disguise and arranges three marriages in the end, almost as punishment). A typical feature of the problem-comedies is filth, they are, according to Istv(n G(her’s apt phrasing, ‘comedies set on a tragic stage’, with an irredeemable moral universe in their centre (redeemable, perhaps, only in the sacrifice of the tragedies: Desdemona, Cordelia, etc.). The Merchant of Venice (1596, written around the time of Romeo and Juliet and MND) deserves special attention: for its comic frame, it is often put among the ‘green comedies’, for its especially tragic fourth act (where, in the figure of Shylock, Shakespeare may have ‘discovered’ tragedy) it is grouped with the problem plays. 

3.) the ‘romances’ or ‘tragicomedies’, written in the last phase of Shakespeare’s career, (after the great tragic sequence). The romances are Pericles (1608-9, of dubious authorship, not in the first Folio); Cymbeline (1610) (somewhat a parody of Lear); The Winter’s Tale (1611) (to some extent re-figuring the jealousy-theme of Othello) and the great synthesis, The Tempest (1611). A common feature of these is that, according to Istv(n G(her again, they are ‘tragedies set on a comic stage’: they are ‘almost’ tragedies, with some transcendental intervention (a statue ‘coming to life’, Prospero’s magic, etc.) preventing the tragedy. They were mostly written when Shakespeare was already back in Stratford (especially the last two) and they were designed with the King’s Men ‘private theatre’, the Blackfriars in mind (though they were most probably performed in the Globe, too). They all heavily reflect on Shakespeare’s previous oeuvre (he becoming a ‘classical author’ for himself) and on the workings of the theatre itself: they display Shakespeare’s meta-theatrical interest in the most obvious way. Sometimes Henry VIII (by no means a ‘typical’ history-play) is put among the romances, too.

2. 5. Shakespeare’s Green Comedies

A Midsummer Night’s Dream
In A Midsummer Night’s Dream we may witness to some typical features of the Shakespearean (green) comedy: it is not ‘satirical’ in the Jonsonian vein, where the source of the ‘comic’ is an exaggerated human feature, anchored in the person him/herself, each character bearing one of these, e.g. Volpone avarice, Mosca impertinent wit, etc., or cf. Moli(re’s comedies or the later comedies of the English Restoration. It is based on the situational transformation of characters, i.e., the mechanical repetition of circumstances with small but decisive variations, these variations being the swapping of the positions of the characters; cf. the constant re-ordering of the pattern of young lovers, as if they were taking part in a round-dance: 

Hermia and Lysander are mutually in love, while Demetrius is after Hermia, and Helena is chasing Demetrius in vain; Lysander ‘falls in love’ (as an effect of Puck’s love-juice’) with Helena, Hermia is still doting on Lysander while Demetrius is after Hermia, but still chased by Helena; Demetrius (as a result of the ‘second round’ of the ‘love-in-idleness’ flower and Puck) now also falls in love with Helena, who would be in love with him were she not suspecting mockery, Lysander is still chasing her, while Hermia (now alone, as Helena was at the beginning) is desperately trying to win Lysander back; finally, after Oberon sets things right, Lysander will love Hermia again and Demetrius will love only Helena, with the remarkable fact that the girls never change and with the uneasy ‘trace’ of the night in the woods on Demetrius’s eyes: he only loves Helena as a result of the love-juice, which never gets wiped off. The main scene, the ‘green wood’ is the opposite of ‘civilised’ Athens, the town standing for institutions, dictating, from the start, with fatherly-monarchical authority to the young lovers. Yet the forest is not only the place of ‘freedom’; it is also the world of unforeseeable, ghastly and sinister forces, a place of the ‘collective libido’ (G(her), where the ‘dream’ displays total promiscuity.

The handicraftsmen (Bottom and his gang) are at the ‘bottom’ of the social ladder, performing the parody of the whole play at the end of the play, as well as the parody of Romeo and Juliet, by putting on stage a tragedy “the very tragical mirth” of Pyramus and Thisbe (turning into a farcical comedy) at a private performance, while Shakespeare’s play itself was most probably privately performed, too at the wedding of Elizabeth Carey (Queen Elizabeth’s goddaughter and the granddaughter of the Lord Chamberlain
, the patron of Shakespeare’s company), and Thomas, Lord Berkeley. So Shakespeare, to please an illustrious audience, had to write a perfect play, including its own parody to escape (and promote) ridicule. This marks the beginning of Shakespeare’s metatheatrical interest, i.e., when the theatre is about itself.

The ‘bottom’ meets ‘the top’: Bottom encounters Titania; the ‘ethereal’, ‘airy’, celestial realm is penetrated by the ‘down-to-earth’, well-meaning but clumsy and also highly potent world of the ‘physical workers’ and here transformation becomes ‘translation’: Bottom not only gets into a totally new (and pleasant) situation, but gets changed, transformed (‘translated’) temporarily into a creature with an ass-head. Both the Platonic, mystic, spiritual side of love and its physical, bodily, violent aspects are captured in one image, as a kind of ‘wedding present’ for the wedding night of Elizabeth Carey and Thomas Berkeley. Yet the only truly private (intimate) scene is precisely between Titania and Bottom again with the other fairies serving them: otherwise love is lunacy, bringing humiliation, jealousy and threats, till the very end, when the self-parody of the ‘tragic mirth’ (where the tragic aspect is equally important) exorcises disharmony and brings, finally, concord. However, the traces of confusion remain not only on Demetrius’s eyes but also in Titana’s shame in and Bottom’s famous ‘dream’, about which he says: “The eye of man hath not heard, the ear of man hath not seen, man’s hand is not able to taste, his tongue to conceive, nor his heart to report, what my dream was” (IV,1;209-212). This is clearly a burlesque of I Corinthians 2:9 in the New Testament, also containing interesting references to one of the main themes of the play: the perversion of perception. 

2. 6. Shakespearean problem plays (bitter comedies)

Measure for Measure 


Measure for Measure is a typical bitter comedy – Shakespeare almost shatters the "normal" limits of the comic form. He used Giraldi Cinthio's Italian novella as a source (the novella on the story of Othello is from Cinthio's book, too) but one version of the story can be found in George Whetstone's Promos and Cassandra (1578), which Shakespeare surely knew. The title of the play is from Jesus' "Sermon on the Mount": 'Judge not, that ye be not judged. For with what judgement ye judge, ye shall be judged and with what measure ye mete, it shall be measured to you again' (Matthew, 7:1-3). 

Whereas in other comedies marriage automatically entails a happy union, in MM marriage is only represented through sex, and sex is shown as the darkest and filthiest thing the human being is capable of (including Claudio and Juliet, the latter pregnant form the former). It is not marriage but prostitution which flourishes in Vienna and syphilis a familiar ailment. 

The conflict is between charity and desire, between desire and sacrifice, and sacrifice and selfishness. There is a constant urge to exchange one value for another value of the same kind (a woman for a woman in bed, a head for a head) but this hardly brings about redemption. The question marks are even more numerous by the end of the play: why does the Duke trust Angelo when he knows that his deputy has an (almost) wife, why does the Duke lie to the others, why does he escape the responsibility, why does he torture Claudio, Juliet and even Izabella? Some critics claim that he is a mere tool to serve dramatic purposes (the "missing" director), some argue he is an allegory of God, some consider him to be a political schemer, and some even suggest that he is mad (István Géher). The play surely negates that marriage could establish any kind of solution or union – marriages are ordered at the end of the play as punishments to the respective men of dubious couples. One wonders whether Izabella's muteness to the Duke's proposal is a token of such a consideration. The immoral universe cannot be redeemed because no one is willing to perfrom – and no one is worthy of – a sacrifice.

2. 7. Shakespearean Romance and The Tempest
Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest, in the first approximation, form  a more or less uniform group in the sense that Shakespeare does not seem to have written plays belonging to other genres “between” them (although the Oxford and Norton Shakespeare put Pericles between Antony and Cleopatra and Coriolanus), and also by way of the time of their most likely composition: 

· 1606~07~08: Pericles,(P) (NOT in the First Folio of 1623, first Quarto in 1609; written in collaboration most probably with George Wilkins or Thomas Heywood, but NOT written for the Blackfriars theatre but for the Globe)

· 1609: Cymbeline (C) (only in the First Folio but printed among the tragedies)

· 1610~1611 The Winter’s Tale (WT) (printed as the last of the comedies in the First Folio)

· 1611: The Tempest (T) (the first comedy and first play printed in the First Folio; some critics now claim that WT was written after T.)

The latter three plays were all written with the Blackfriars Playhouse in mind. The Blackfriars was regained by Richard Burbage and the King’s Men in 1608, and a lease was signed for 21 years. It was a “private”, indoor, more expensive winter playhouse, a ‘forerunner’ of our present theatres, seating approx. 300 people, (as opposed to the ‘arena’ theatres like the Globe with sometimes 10 times as many spectators), for a ‘better’, more refined audience and with a technically more developed stage-machinery. The ‘romances’ are not Shakespeare’s ‘last plays’, cf. Henry VIII (alternative title: All Is True), Cardenio (now lost)
 and The Two Noble Kinsmen, all around 1613-14, but in collaboration with John Fletcher.

Especially WT  and the T do not show an ageing playwright in decline, or being sick. It is true that, to Shakespeare’s great approval,  Susanna Shakespeare’s wedding to John Hall, a famous and well-to-do medical doctor, took place in 1607, and Shakespeare’s first granddaughter, Elizabeth Hall was born in 1608. So around 1610, Shakespeare moved back to Stratford, to his house called New Place – this is also shown by the growing number of stage-directions in WT and T. But we know so little about Shakespeare’s life that it is for creative writers to see Anne Hathaway (to whom Shakespeare bequeathed, perhaps precisely as a token of fond sexual memories, the “second best bed” of New Place – the ‘first best bed’ was reserved for guests anyway) in the resurrection of Hermione, or Susanna or Elizabeth in Marina, Perdita, or Miranda (And is Judith Shakespeare, Shakespeare’s younger daughter anywhere? She married against her father’s will [against his father, Will] and was practically disowned.) Still, in the four plays there are, undoubtedly, several recurring themes we may read biographically: reunification of disrupted families, father-daughter relationships, including the fear of incest (in fact P starts with the theme of incest and Prospero in T might be so angry with Caliban because the idea has crossed his mind, too).  We do know that by that time Shakespeare had become a relatively rich and honoured master-playwright, as well as an acclaimed poet, the only survivor of the “Elizabethan” generation of dramatists (John Lyly, Robert Greene, George Peele,  Christopher Marlowe, Thomas Kyd), suddenly finding himself among the new, “Jacobean” generation of writers. In the preface to The White Devil (1612), John Webster, himself one of the most talented tragedy-writers of the times, mentions Shakespeare together with George Chapman, Ben Jonson, Francis Beaumont, John Fletcher, Thomas Dekker and Thomas Heywood as the most important writers working for the theatre. Webster perhaps deliberately omits Thomas Middleton; that John Marston is not on the list is not so surprising, since he had left the theatrical world in 1607, denouncing drama, taking holy orders and living as a respectable clergyman in Hampshire until his death in 1634; yet he was very much present around the turn of the century.

To call our four Shakespeare plays romances is a fairly recent development: it was Edward Dowden who introduced the term this way into Shakespeare-criticism in his book Shakespeare: A Critical Study of his Mind and Art (New York and London: Harper and Bros, 1899, pp. x-xi). Romance is of course not unknown in the Renaissance, either, George Puttenham in The Art of English Poesie (1589) defines romances as “stories of old time” and “historical rhymes” but actually means by these old chivalric verse narratives like Guy of Warwick, and English folk-tales and legends (chivalry lives on especially in P (Pericles winning Thaisa) and in C (the young princes brought up around Milford-bay by Belarius)).

The word romance is obviously of French origin and designated such pieces as the Chanson de Roland or The Romance of the Rose (the latter translated into English by Chaucer). The genre lived on combining the chivalric with the allegorical (e. g. Edmund Spenser’s  The Faerie Queen [1590-99]) and Shakespeare used for his Gloster-subplot in King Lear another famous romance, Sir Philip Sydney’s Arcadia (1590). Robert Greene’s prose-romance Pandosto (1588) served as the most important source of WT, and John Gower, who appears as the narrator of P, retold the story of Apollonius of Tyre in his Confession Amantis (1493, 1554). Another well-known baroque epic romance was Torquato Tasso’s Jerusalem Delivered, translated into English by Edward Fairfax in 1600. Thus, these epic pieces did not only serve as models for drama-romances but sometimes became their sources as well. 

In addition, romantic tragicomedy or romance is also heavily indebted to the court-masque tradition, which became especially popular under James I, with Ben Jonson as the writer of scripts and Inigo Jones as the designer and builder of interiors suitable for their performance. The masque was an elaborated mythological or allegorical entertainment, ultimately a lavish scenic spectacle enacted by the members of the Royal Family and courtiers, with music, dances and some poetic lines, celebrating special occasions
; its influence can especially be seen in T, where we have a kind of masque three times: Ariel appears as a Harpy; Prospero celebrates, conjuring up Juno, Ceres and others, the engagement of Miranda and Ferdinand, and finally, in a mock-masque scene, Prospero and Ariel are chasing Caliban, Stephano and Trinculo as dogs. 

Finally, the Shakespearean ‘romance’ share intriguing connections even with the English miracle plays of the 15th century; Barbara A. Mowat is right to claim that, just as in the miracle plays, there is “contest between cosmic forces” in a romance, too: in the latter usually between Eros and Fortune. The “healing effects of time” and the “cycles of human generation” is a recurring motif – though not always without some compromises – in the romances indeed
, and J. M. Manley, in an early but excellent study of the link between miracle plays and 16th century romantic drama, pays special attention to a play called Placy Dacy, alias Saint Eustacy performed in Braintree in 1534, which re-tells the well-known legend, also to be found in the book called the Golden Legend, of Placidus (or: Placidas), who was named Eustachius after his conversion.
 Mowat writes: “In each of the plays [P, WT, T], a Eustace-like story is shaped into a drama in which  king/father suffers, mourns, and regains much if not all of what he has lost, and in each play the succession turns on the recovery of the royal children”
.     

Drama in general exists in (real or imagined) performance, and, thus, in the plurality of voices; it can be seen a dialogic problematisation of stable positions; characters, instead of being fixed, are rather situated and qualified, and the author releases and divests the representation precisely of authority; what is offered is more a levelling mode of perception than a hierarchical one. In the four ‘romances’ there is an additional shift of space (or place) and time, too. Although histories of course contain plenty of the ‘fictional’, they are still weighed down by the here-and-now of the events narrated in chronicles (e.g. Richard II or III surely cannot ‘survive’ their plays); histories can be seen as  fictionalising historical time with the ‘ubi sunt’ motif: where are the great ones, ‘good’ or ‘bad’? They are all gone, they have fallen, according to the workings of the Wheel of Fortune. Tragedy keeps much of the ‘fall of the great ones’-motif (for Elizabethans, Richard III  is just as much a history as a tragedy), yet in tragedy time is also a time for something, a chance or opportunity, which is usually missed and thus the story often becomes a race with time (cf. Hamlet or Macbeth). ‘Green’ comedy, though conscious of the contrast between the ‘green world’ and civilisation, works with a relatively spaceless and timeless framework; the events, after all, may happen anywhere and any time and time available is ‘filled’ by ‘education’ and self-discovery, by learning especially about the other sex and the self-in-love, and,  after all, about the proper place the individual may have in society. Romance keeps much of the temporal and spatial freedom of classical comedy, while its shares its relative ‘conservatism’, too, yet less in terms of suggesting a world which has reached a stability sufficient for itself but, as Northrop Frye observed, in terms of conserving a mythological cycle, the order of nature, birth, death and rebirth.
 New historicists have challenged Frye’s mythological interpretation; for example Leonard Tannenhouse perceives reactionary fables in the romances, which for him keep dramatising the need and quest for a patriarchal figure who supervises the exchange of women in a world insure of the proper distribution of power.
 It is true that, unlike in tragedies, in the romances authority is confirmed at the end of the plays and private and public happiness is – more or less – ensured, especially for the younger generation. However, time in the romances can also be seen not so much as a force conserving mythological or social structures but as the primary vehicle to represent, in and by itself, one of the main themes of these plays: gains and losses through a series of trials for the main characters, including – as Stanley Cavell observed – even the ‘economy’ hidden in the ideas of gain and loss: economical terms like “pay”, “debt”, “owe”, “repay” “commodity”, “exchange”, “dole”, “wages” “counting” etc. abound, for example, in WT.
 That the stories unfold (are “recounted”) according to the logic of a series trials gets metaphorical expression through the recurring representations of voyages and since metaphor itself means ‘transfer’, the tales become the “metaphors of metaphors”. Displacement happen all the time: Posthumus in C or Prospero and Miranda in T are banished, Iachimo is transferred into Imogen’s room in a trunk in C; there is a significant two-way traffic between two specific places, Sicilia and Bohemia in WT, and in P there are so many scenes (Antioch, Tarsus, Pentapolis, Mytiline, Ephesus and Tyre) that one can hardly keep track of them. 

These displacements almost invariably happen at the often tempestuous sea, separating or carrying the various characters towards one another or drifting them apart, as well as washing (cathartically purifying) them of their follies and misfortunes. And, even more typically, the heroes are predominantly passive (they are created somehow in the ‘passive voice’): Fortune and Time become the masters of dramaturgy; heroes are playthings of the sea, of intrigue, betrayal, passions, impulses and obsessions and they get into a position of relative in-action: they must escape, go into exile, as characteristic indices of displacement; they often have to show penitence and, especially, they have to wait and wait until ‘their time’ comes again. In their being at the margins of action and swept away by the events around them, they are closer to the modern and post-modern characters of drama than, say, Hamlet or Macbeth.  Displacement in the romances may even result in replacement: for example Paulina gains a husband in the person of Camillo instead of her dead husband, Antigonus, but most characters recover and unfold (reveal) themselves, either by eventually meeting their family, as Pericles is brought to Marina in P, or as Posthumus eventually meets Imogen, or as Perdita is recovered to her parents in WT,  or by receiving and hosting the company of both enemies and friends, as Prospero does on the island in T .

Since recovery means recognition, too, the characters often have to look through the disguises put on the Other by age or costumes: Pericles and Leontes have to and identify daughters they had never seen, Leontes will observe the wrinkles on Hermione’s statue,  and the physical reality of dresses, so important on the Early Modern English stage, also hinders recognition: e.g. in C Imogen disguises herself as a young page-boy, Cloten takes up Leonatus’s clothes (and loses ‘his’ head), Leonatus fights for Britain at the end of the play in peasant’s clothes, but later puts on Roman clothes and is captured. For reunion, disguises will have to be disregarded – or dresses are precisely to be put on, as Prospero is clad as the Duke of Milan again to achieve the proper effect on the others.      

Surely, in the romances gains abound more than losses: what is lost is usually found,  cf., for example, the very name Perdita in WT. In Macbeth, Lady Macbeth in her sleepwalking-scene, says: “What’s done cannot be undone” (V;1, 57-58), and in the romances it indeed seems that everything can be ‘undone’: Pericles, Posthumus, Leontes, and Prospero all get a ‘second chance’ and Time in WT interrupts, by creating the hiatus of sixteen years, a hitherto tragic spectacle and redirects the trajectory of the plot. Yes, events may be undone and redone in the romances but not without some unrecoverable losses at all; cf., for example, the death Mamillius, again in WT.  Moreover, the recoveries almost invariably happen as miracles, through supernatural agents or forces: Diana appears to Pericles in his dream to let him know where his lost wife, Thaisa is; Jupiter presents himself as an eagle to Posthumus, also in a dream in C; Prospero’s wand, together with Ariel, bring about magic in T, Paulina’s unclear agency and Leontes’ faith resurrects Hermione’s statue in WT. That time itself needs ‘recovery’ is underscored by the long narratives trying to make up for ‘lost years’; in P John Gower, the 14th century poet as ‘chorus’ notes the ‘passing by’ of 14 years, which Marina  needs to grow up; the young princes, Guiderius and Arviragus in C are reported to have spent 20 years with Belarius around Milford; in WT the ‘chorus’ is Time itself, persuading spectators to jump over those 16 years, during which Perdita has turned into a beautiful girl, and Prospero talks about 12 years on the island with Miranda. Time in Early Modern England is often represented as an old man, with a looking-glass, and/or sack (cf. Ulysses telling Agamemnon: “Time hath, my lord, a wallet at his back / Wherein he puts alms for oblivion.”
, (Troilus and Cressida, III; 3, 45-150)), also carrying a scythe [saiδ]) and acting as a revealer, a  redeemer (cf. “Time is the author both of truth and right”, Thomas Kyd: The Spanish Tragedy (II; 4; 120)), or a destroyer. It is also to be recalled that the Future for the Early Modern imagination was not ahead of,  but behind the human being: “But at my back I always hear / Time’s wingèd chariot hurrying near” – says Andrew Marwell in his famous poem “To His Coy Mistress”
. This way, also the Past and “personalised time”, the human being’s ability to re-capture time in memory will play a special role in the romances, too: for example, why is Leontes unable to forget? How much should Prospero and his enemies remember? Prospero’s question to Miranda: “What sees thou else / In the dark backward and abysm of time?” (T, I;2, 49-50) is quite emblematic  

Yet narratives, the re-counting of events, of gains and losses, have always been in rivalry with ‘purely’ dramatic qualities on the stage; a Shakespearean romance is not only competing with its sources (as e.g. WT is in rivalry with its main source, Pandosto by Shakespeare’s old-time rival, Robert Greene), but long narratives, the telling or retelling of the events that cannot be seen are in rivalry, within the dramas, with dialogues and theatrical events happening on the stage before our very eyes as well. This way narratives (tales recounted within the tales) also serve as indirect and reversed indices to call attention precisely to the fully theatrical quality of these plays: what is not narrated is, by contrast, as theatrical as can be and thus the theatre is on the best way to reflect on itself; Shakespeare repeatedly calls attention to the “mouldiness” of his tales and – as a kind of modern ‘alienating’, ‘objectifying’ effect – to the very incredibility attaching to these stories and,  using the “choruses” as his spokesmen, he asks for the collaborative imagination of the audience in direct proportion to the unbelievable events: Gower: “And time that is so briefly spent / With your fine fancies quaintly eche” (P, III; 0, 12-13) “Imagine Pericles at Tyre” (IV; 0; 1); Time: “…imagine me, / Gentle spectators, that I now may be / In fair Bohemia”, WT, IV; 1; 19-21); the creative methods of the theatre are often laid bare precisely in these commentaries. Sometimes characters, of course within the plays, openly confess that they feel to be ‘in a drama’ (cf., e.g. Perdita: “I see the play so lies / That I must bear a part” [WT,  IV; 4, 655-6], or Prospero assuring Miranda that the shipwreck she saw was a ‘mere illusion’) but illusion-within-the-illusion is most often created through the most evident means used in literature: through words; for example much of the intrigue in C gets engendered in the very words of Iachimo, whose carefully detailed story will make Posthumus take it as a fact that Imogen slept with Iachimo. Or consider Leontes’ ‘many-fold’ mimesis; Leontes, at the beginning of WT identifies himself with Polixenes, his childhood-self, his wooing-self, with Hermione and with Mamillius at the same time and thus presents a most curious case of ‘over-mimesis’ which brings about a series of tragedies. Thus, in the romances the theatre itself is reflected upon in the theatre, the make-belief creating power of the theatre is represented on stage, the theatre ‘writes itself’, it presents its own representation: form reflects form, investigated for its own sake – there is blatant artificiality.  To further complicate this, these plays also display a curious allusion-technique, recalling (recounting, even ‘rewriting’, reinterpreting) some of Shakespeare’s earlier plays. For example, in the discussion over guilt between Cleon and Dionyza in P one may recognise similarities to the exchanges between  Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, Cymbeline is the king of Britain like Lear (and Gorboduc) and he has conflict with his daughter, Imogen; the insane jealousy of Leontes is strongly reminiscent of Othello’s, and Prospero is the only intellectual main hero in the whole oeuvre besides Hamlet, and in The Tempest especially lots of other earlier dramatic motifs are recalled: young lovers, the attempted killing of the old king, usurpation, etc.

This ‘return’ to the old themes of tragedies and the many ways in which Shakespeare, thematically and structurally, draws on comedies neatly link up with the motif of ‘regaining’ in the romances: Shakespeare regains much of his previous plays in P, C, WT and T, but in a revised and re-written, reshaped form. He overcomes the ‘speechlessness’, the ineffable often represented in tragedies (cf. Cordelia: “Nothing, my lord” (King Lear, I; 1, 86); Timon: “Lips, let our words go by, and language end” (Timon of Athens, V; 2; 105)) by putting words on a different plane, into the realm of tales and legends where they are once more invested with the power of creation but in a world which is openly, even blatantly but, because of the conventions of tales, “lawfully” fictional (“my spell is lawful”, Paulina says in WT (V; 3; 105), and later adds about the moving statue of Hermione: “That she is living / Were it but told you, should be hooted at / Like an old tale; but it appears she lives (WT, V; 3, 16-118, emphasis mine)). Sometimes it appears as if Shakespeare was using the genre of romance as a pre-condition of regaining the lawfulness of speech, the justifiability of writing on, after the tragedies, at all. Ruth Nevo, in her psychoanalytic study of the romances
 claims that romances are “beyond genre”: they create a new ‘amalgam’ of various traditions. Yet the romances may also be seen as going ‘before’ genres, as if the author was asking in them about the ‘anatomies’ of both tragedies and comedies by creating a primordial, deliberately ‘chaotic’, ‘original’ and ‘disordered’ state of genres in a kind of ‘androgynous confusion’, pursuing the narrative qualities of dramas and the dramatic qualities of narratives, and thus investigating what made tragedy or comedy, and even drama and theatre, possible at all. At the end of his theatrical career Shakespeare asks if the human being fares better if not the unbearable cruelty, the irredeemable loss of tragedy prevails but a kind of grace. Yet this grace is heavily compromised because it is severely conditional: it is only in the medium of fiction, strictly within drama and on the stage that such a ‘solution’ is possible: the complete answer is not only in the stories themselves but in the framework, the ‘form’ surrounding them as well. Fiction may generate, or it is precisely fiction that is solely capable of producing, grace, but fiction does so without a foothold in reality: fiction, here heavily leaning towards the meaning of ‘incredible’ or ‘unbelievable’, must remain omniscient in order to redeem the human being.                  

So for Shakespeare in the romances transfers the whole world on display into the realm of the ‘as if’, i.e. to consciously and deliberately reflect on the very medium in which his drama had always been: the theatre itself. In his last period, Shakespeare clings to the very order and coherence which, to a greater or lesser extent, has always organised his plays: the plot and the theatre, making these themselves become the subject matter of his dramatic works (see the details of the genre of the romance in the general characterisation of comedy). In The Tempest (1611), his best romance, he creates ‘the metaphor of metaphor’ – not only by furnishing the stage with a fairy-world, where, through magic, through the power once held by Puck and Oberon, everything is possible but also by constantly reflecting on his own oeuvre, by employing a great number of the motifs he once used. Thus The Tempest can also be read as a ‘running commentary’ on his own ‘complete works’, a strange play, in which Prospero, the playwright and stage-manager, starts a great many plots and then impatiently brushes them aside, as if he were assuming that his audience are familiar with the topic and the outcome anyway. Here we are in the realm of the comedian performing in the convention of comedies: since everybody knows the jokes, he need only refer to a gag by number and the house breaks into laughter (Mc Donald). These ‘gags’ or ‘triggering signals’ function almost as ‘footnotes’; as if Shakespeare-Prospero were implying: ‘for an elaborate treatment of the tempest, see my renowned King Lear, Act III, Scene 1, for a particularly illuminating study in the problem of regicide, see Richard III and passim, especially Macbeth, Act I, Scenes 5-7 and Act II, Scenes l-2, etc.; for the problem of young lovers, how they educate each other to become not only lovers but also friends, see As You Like It, for the problem of the Stranger (now: Caliban), see Shylock in The Merchant of Venice or Othello, for the question of drunkenness (Trinculo, Stephano) see selected passages of Twelfth Night (Sir Toby and Sir Andrew), for the problem of brother-rivalry (Prospero-Antonio) see, for example. Edgar and Edmund in Lear, for the question whether an intellectual (Prospero) makes a good Prince or not see Hamlet (note that Prospero and Hamlet are the only intellectual-protagonists in the whole oeuvre), and so on. Of course the question of the metatheatre, the theatre-in-the-theatre and the theatre-about-the-theatre had been an important topic all along, too (in A Midsummer Night’s Dream – the performance of the artisans; in As You Like It – ‘All the world’s a stage / And all the men and women merely players’, [III,7; 139-166]; in Henry V – the strange Chorus asking: ‘can this cockpit hold / The vastly fields of France?’ [Prologue, 11-12]; in Hamlet – ‘to hold, as ‘twere, the mirror up to nature’, [III,2;25-26], or see the ‘poor player’, the ‘walking shadow’ in Macbeth above. Yet now the whole play is devoted to the workings of the theatre.

The Tempest contains two masques (the banquet-scene, III,3; and the grand performance of Nymphs and Reapers for Miranda and Ferdinand in IV,l) and an anti-masque (a parody of it, in IV,2, where Ariel and Prospero are chasing Caliban, Trinculo and Stephano as dogs). Yet this fairy-tale-theatre-masque world is cunningly made ‘real’ by Shakespeare: he makes fancy (imagination) coincide with ‘reality’ by making the time necessary for the play’s performance (i.e. audience-time, measurable by our watches) coincide with the time Prospero needs to bring his plot to completion (audience-time = plot-time; and please notice that Shakespeare very seldom observes the classic ‘three unities’ of place, time and action). Here the play is confined to the Island: Prospero insists that ‘The time ‘twixt six and now [= 2 or 3 in the afternoon] / Must by us [ = Prospero and Ariel] be spent most preciously’ (I,2;240-241) and the plot-lines are tightly held together by Prospero and all meet at the end of Act V. In fact there are three plot-lines: the characters of Plot A are Gonzalo, Alonso, Antonio and Sebastian (Alonso’s Court); the hero of Plot B is Caliban, with the minor characters of Trinculo and Stephano, this line almost developing into a sub-plot since this is the one over which Prospero has the least control; Plot C stars the young lovers, Miranda and Ferdinand. So the structure of the play can be represented as follows:

Acts
I
II
III
IV
V

Scenes
1  2
1  2
1 2 3
1
1

Plot-lines
A B C
A  B
C BA
CB
ACB

The play displays an almost perfect symmetry and order of design. In its pivot we of course find Prospero, who, by employing Ariel (whose figure can easily be interpreted as a minor demon) could well pass, especially by Protestant standards, as a black magician, as well as a white one. There is as much blackness in Prospero’s art as there is in Art in general – Prospero’s figure is dangerously benevolent and benevolently dangerous. He explains himself to Miranda at the beginning of the play (rich in theatrical metaphors), in Act I, Scene 2, where he openly confesses that he ‘grew’ to his state ‘stranger’, ‘being transported / And rapt in secret studies’ (I,2,76-77). Much of his play will be devoted to the transformation of this strangeness in the sense of being ‘alien, alienated’ into strange in the sense of ‘wonderful’ (cf. ‘so, with good life / And observation strange, my meaner ministers, / Their several kinds have done’, [III,3,86-88] and, ‘all thy vexations / Were but my trials of thy love, and thou / Hast strangely stood the test’ [IV,l;5-7] – in both cases strange is in the sense of ‘wonder’.) Now the strangest (most alien) creature of the play is Caliban, whom Prospero cannot educate (nurture), whom he cannot know, who remains stubbornly irrational (producing one of the most beautiful instances of poetry, beginning ‘Be not afraid; the isle is full of noises...’ [III,2, l33-l4l]), full of desire (to rape Miranda to populate the island with little Calibans), with whom Prospero is hysterically impatient (perhaps because Caliban has given voice to some incestuous desire of his) and whom Prospero can only acknowledge: ‘this thing of darkness I / Acknowledge mine’ (V,l, 275-276). Caliban, in a way the rightful ‘citizen’ of the island (cf. ‘This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother’ [I,2,333]) is everything Prospero is not but precisely this acknowledgement-adoption is necessary for the transformation of strangeness into wonder. And the embodiment of this ‘wonder’ is Miranda (even in her name). Miranda and Ferdinand represent that innocence, that wonder which Prospero wishes to regain: the innocence of the audience, the eyes which are able to look at the world and say: ‘O, wonder: / How many goodly creatures are there here: / How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world, / That has such people in’t!’ So, in a way Prospero is not only the writer of his play, he is not only the stage-director and the magician but he also approaches the edge of the stage more and more to become his own audience as well, to combine absolute knowledge with total innocence, the innocence which can still view a play not as a product, as an artificial broth of the magic cauldron but as wonderful and enjoyable wonder and miracle. Prospero wishes to restore our vision, our vision for the theatre. And when he buries his books, breaks his magic staff and decides to go back to Milan as an ‘ordinary’ Duke, he also displays the wisdom that a world which one can totally manipulate and control is no World at all – the element of chance, of the accidental and the contingent must be retained in it; it is the incalculable in the world which sets us free.

As you from crimes would pardon’d be 
Let your indulgence set me free.

3. William Shakespeare: Tragedies

3. 1. Shakespearean tragedy

Renaissance tragedy found the possibility of the metaphorical expression of the tragic in an indisputable quality of death: irreversibility (cf. comedy, where everything is precisely reversible). Tragedy opens up the eye for the greatest scandal and the most incomprehensible absurdity of human existence: the fact that one day we shall be no more. The tragic hero’s human dignity (something not even Macbeth, the bloodiest murderer is able to lose) lies in his full knowledge of his position (cf. the case of Dr. Faustus), in his awareness that he is as much the sufferer of his inevitable fate as he is the fully active maker of his destiny at the same time. Therefore, the tragic hero’s enterprise must include death: full awareness of being is impossible without the full awareness of non-being, the task of the tragic hero is ‘to be and not to be’ simultaneously. He, in King Lear’s words, becomes ‘the thing’ (III, 4;104) by including everything through the incorporation of even nothing.

Shakespeare wrote three tragedies before Hamlet: the earliest one, Titus Andronicus (1591) sounds rather as a parody today;. it closely follows the pattern of tragedy Elizabethans thought to have found in the bloody plays of Seneca: Lavinia is raped, her hands and tongue are cut off, and the criminals later are ‘both baked in [a] pie; / Whereof their mother daintily hath fed’ (V,3;60-61). Romeo and Juliet (1595) is closer to the poetic melodrama than to tragedy and starts, in fact, as a comedy until, in the agony of Mercutio, all comedy dies and Romeo has to face and kill an emotion which is as strong as love: Tybalt’s hatred. In this play, Shakespeare seems to leave a lot to pure chance and the tragic end is presented through nothing more (and less) than the violent nature of love itself, somehow ‘consuming’ its own perfection. Julius Caesar (1599) is often regarded as a tragedy of Brutus rather than that of Caesar, and the young Roman, torn between his love for his country and the typical, tyrannical and ambitious father-figure foreshadows the figure of Hamlet (Mercutio, the intellectual also pre-figuring Hamlet in Romeo and Juliet). 

The grandiose tragic sequence comes with the four plays A. C. Bradley called (in his Shakespearean Tragedy [first published in 1904], a milestone in Shakespeare-criticism) ‘the four great tragedies’. In Hamlet (1599-1600), one of the central questions is whether being may consist in existing cognitively, whether one can absorb the ‘everything’ through thinking, whether the human mind could ever rival divine intelligence in keeping record of each and every fact of the world, including even itself: the mind tries to incorporate even the thinking mind itself. It is here that Shakespeare discovered the possibility of putting part of the conflict within (inside) the hero. Othello (1604) investigates existence (being) entirely through the Other in marriage; it asks whether the self may be through the other self, whether it is possible for two selves to merge completely. King Lear (1605), Shakespeare’s most ‘existentialist’ play studies how many layers of being the individual has and is able to bear, and what remains as the ‘core’ of existence if these layers are mercilessly and methodically taken away. What is necessary for man to remain man, and what is superfluous? .Does man’s existence coincide with the condition of the naked, ‘poor, bare, forked’ (III, 4;104) animal, or with the mode of the madman with a kingly vision of the relativity (but not of the non-existence) of sins, or rather with the status of the impotent God, unable to give life to his most beloved child for the second time? Macbeth (1606) is most exciting from the point of view of the Renaissance problem of the freedom of the will (cf. Lorenzo Valla, Pietro Pomponazzi, Erasmus, Luther and Calvin on this subject, for example); Macbeth knows his future and if for Hamlet it is thinking that paralyses action, then for Macbeth it is action that drowns first imagination and, later, thinking. Macbeth tries to meet non-existence face to face by becoming a fully active ally to destructive forces. So: the possibility of existence through thinking (Hamlet), the possibility of existence through the Other (Othello), the possibility of existence as such (King Lear) and the possibility of existence through destructive action (a special type of non-action) (Macbeth).

3.2 Hamlet
Hamlet is perhaps the most famous play of Western literature. Thus, not surprisingly, there are as many ‘Hamlets’ as there are readers. Yet literary criticism does not proceed according to the logic of natural sciences: our Hamlet must be different from all others and one (interpretation of) Hamlet does not render another obsolete.

Most probably Shakespeare was ready with a substantial part of the play in 1599, it may well have been acted even before the end of 1599 and in the course of l600 – the passages on the troubles of the actors and the references to the ‘theatre warfare’ (II,2;325-365) – are later interpolations from 1601. Further complications with the text are that there is a ‘bad Quarto’ from 1603 (a ‘pirate’, i. e. illegal edition, most probably dictated to someone by the actor having played Marcellus, but dismissed from the company), a ‘good Quarto’ from 1604 (most probably edited by the company to counterbalance he effect of the bad quarto) and the Folio text from 1623 (Hemminges and Condell). The Folio-version is shorter than the good Quarto by some 200 lines but contains 85 new lines. Most modern editions contain all the lines but it is still a matter of controversy which :version should be considered as ‘basic’ – the good Quarto (the more accepted alternative nowadays) or the Folio (see the Oxford Shakespeare series for more details, and a similar debate concerning King Lear has also emerged).

We have external evidence (Thomas Lodge’s allusion from 1596) that by the time Shakespeare settled down to write his own Hamlet, the phrase ‘Hamlet, revenge’ had become a byword. Henslowe’s Diary also records the performance of a Hamlet in June 1594. It can be reasonably assumed that this play – known in the critical literature as the Ur-Hamlet (‘ancient, old’-Hamlet), now lost, and most probably written by Thomas Kyd – was the immediate source of Shakespeare’s version (though there are many other possible sources as well – we can trace the figure of the Danish Prince back to Scandinavian legends). The role the Ur-Hamlet plays for Shakespeare’s Hamlet is somewhat similar to the one the Ghost of old Hamlet plays for his son: Shakespeare is reluctant to write a traditional revenge-play (as Hamlet is reluctant, for a long time, to act according to the ‘script’ handed down to him by his Father). While in traditional revenge-plays the Ghost – as Horatio puts it – ‘the sheeted dead / Did squeak and gibber in the Roman streets’ (I,1; 118-119, cf. also Julius Caesar) Hamlet’s Father appears (most probably form the little trap-door in the middle of the stage called ‘Hell’) as a dignified and respectable warrior, speaking in a low voice and in terms of almost ‘materialistic’ reality (cf. ‘and a most instant tetter bark’d about / most lazar-like, with vile and loathsome crust / All my smooth body’, I,5;71-73). Hamlet’s task is also made obscure; on the one hand it is crystal clear: ‘If thou didst ever thy dear father love – ... Revenge his foul and most unnatural murder’ (I,5;23-25), yet the Ghost also says: ‘Let not the royal bed of Denmark be / A couch for luxury and damned incest. / But howsomever thou pursuest this act, / Taint not thy mind nor let thy soul contrive / Against thy mother aught. Leave her to heaven, / And to those thorns that in her bosom lodge / To prick and sting her.’(I,5,82-88). Hamlet would have to separate man and wife, Claudius and Gertrude, two bodies obviously happy in the bed of ‘incest’, while the private and the public (the son and the Prince), the tribal and the Christian (revenge and heaven), the Protestant and the Catholic (Hamlet’s Wittenberg and the Ghost’s purgatory) and illusion and reality (the Ghost’s very appearance and Claudius’s very ability to ‘smile and smile, and be a villain’ (I,5; l08) are hopelessly entangled.

Hamlet’s task thus becomes to incorporate the equivocality which surrounds him. He ‘reflects’, and reflects on this ambiguity in ambiguous terms: ‘A little more than kin, and less than kind’ (I,5; 65) – this is the first sentence Hamlet utters in the play, well before his encounter with the Ghost, as a retort to Claudius’s ‘But now, my cousin Hamlet, and my son –’ (I,2; 64). The historical sameness of the root of kin and kind emphasises the identity of Hamlet’s and Claudius’s ancestors, while the ambiguity of the two words communicates that Hamlet is neither a distant relative, nor is an individual in the Claudius-species and, therefore, he does not really like his uncle-stepfather. Hamlet creates one pun after the other (‘I am too much in the sun’, ( cf. the homophony of sun and son (I,2;67)), and Hamlet’s having two meanings in one word and Claudius’s (‘double’) ability to ‘smile, and smile, and be a villain’ (I,5;108) find a resonance in the whole play. There are two Kings and two husbands (Claudius and old Hamlet), being, in a sense, also two fathers – this is why the Queen claims that Hamlet has ‘cleft’ her ‘heart in twain’ (III,4;158); Polonius blesses Laertes twice (because a ‘double blessing is a double grace’ (I,3;53);:Claudius, in his prayer, describes himself as a man who is to ‘double business bound’ (III,3;41), and wishes to rely on the ‘twofold force’ of prayer (III,3;48), and there are the two gravediggers, there is Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (a double ‘zero’), there is the Mousetrap-scene enacting Claudius’s murder twice (once in the dumb-show, and once ‘dubbed’, when the King finally rises), and there is finally Claudius himself’, whom Hamlet kills twice (once with the poisoned rapier and once with the poisoned cup). And there are various attitudes to these different kinds of duality: Claudius tries to reconcile them in his oxymorons (a rhetorical device which combines incongruous or even contradictory meanings: ‘with mirth in funeral and with dirge in marriage’ (I,2;12) he has taken Gertrude to be his ‘imperial jointress’ (I,2,9), most probably meaning that they are going to rule together. (Cf. Hamlet’s famous : ‘time is out of joint’ (I,5; 169). Polonius, another example, tries to scurry between two extremes, searching for the ‘golden mean’ with: ‘Be thou familiar, but by no means vulgar’ and ‘neither a borrower, nor a lender be’ (I,3; 61 and 75).

Hamlet’s attitude to ambiguity throughout the play is to sustain it, to intensify it, to make it even more complicated. His key-word is not Claudius’s and but or : ‘To be, or not to be’. Claudius’s crime is primarily in the testimony of the Ghost – but what if he is not telling the truth (cf. ‘The spirit that I have seen / May be a devil’ (II,2; 555))? We must notice that Hamlet neither says he is a devil, nor that he is not: he wants to maintain the suspense of ambiguity as long as he can, and ultimately kills Claudius when he, too, has the poison in his blood and has been responsible for several murders (most notably for the death of Polonius and of Ophelia), so, in a sense, he is Ghost, too.

Hamlet’s (impossible) strategy is to think something and to immediately think that thought’s opposite, without discarding either of them, This is why he delays action and this is why Shakespeare found it fit to call attention to his main character’s hesitation (contrary to the tradition of the ordinary revenge-plays, where all authors, including Kyd, Marston, etc., tried to hide this). The crime is not only in the Ghost’s testimony but also in the conscience of Claudius and to catch it,(see the Mousetrap-scene), Hamlet must think as the murderer does. The first paradox is: Hamlet should act, but in order to act he must think and use Claudius’s head but while thinking, how could he possibly act? Second paradox: if Hamlet succeeds in making his mind work as the mind of the murderer does, is he any better than the murderer himself, i.e. does he still have any moral right to pass judgement over Claudius? Hamlet should identify with both his father and with Claudius and in a sense he is too successful: in his running commentary on the Mousetrap, he will describe the murderer approaching to kill the King as ‘this is one Lucianus, nephew to the King’ (III,2;239), i.e. he lends the murderer his relation to Claudius, and not Claudius’s to Old Hamlet [which would be brother, of course], so we shall never know whether Claudius rises because the Mousetrap struck home or because Claudius thinks that this is Hamlet’s way to let him know that he is going to kill his uncle. Hamlet should identify himself with both his father and with Claudius at the same time. The Prince has to acquire the ability to see to be (dreaming, thinking) in not to be, (in action, in death) and, in turn, to see not to be in to be, while realising, in the famous monologue, that for the human being, while he is alive, there is no real alternative: he should have to decide the question from the realm of to be, while the ‘bourne’ of non-being is neither available for a comparison (one cannot ‘not be’ and ‘come back’ to ‘compare it’ with being) , nor is there any guarantee that in death (traditional non-being) there is real end to consciousness, to thinking. Thus we reach the ‘credo’ of the tragic hero, whose failure is always his success and whose success is always his failure: to be is not to be. (Istv(n G(her). This is the ‘basic pattern’ of Shakespearean tragedy.

3. 3.
Othello
Othello is typically a ‘domestic tragedy’, a tragedy ‘in the house’, the most ‘private’ among the four great tragedies. As early as in the first scene of the first act, Iago does everything to tarnish ‘the Moor’ before Roderigo, Brabantio and, of course, before us. Yet the couple, appearing in front of the Council of Venice and the Duke, provide us with the ‘ocular proof’ that the non-matching colours of black and white may as much exclude (as Iago, Roderigo and Brabantio think), as they can complement and support each other, the opposition between the two colours becoming more the metaphor of the difference between man and woman – since can there be a greater difference between tow human beings than one being female, the other male? For Othello, this marriage is the consummation of his life, for Desdemona it is transformation: Othello seems to get the ‘reward’ for his troubled past, and Desdemona suddenly grows into a woman (for Othello: the Woman) from an obedient daughter (cf. Desdemona: ‘That I did love the Moor, to live with him, / My downright violence. and scorn of fortunes, / May trumpet to the world: my heart’s subdued / Even to the utmost pleasure of my lord: / I saw Othello’s visage in his mind, / And to his honours, and his valiant parts / Did I my soul and fortunes consecrate’, I,3;248-254). The speeches of the newly wed couple (cf. especially I,3;77-94 and 128-170, Othello’s orations in his defence) win the Council over to his side, i.e., to the side of love, although Shakespeare was careful to leave a trace of uncertainty behind here as well: we will never know what the Duke’s verdict would be if Venice were not badly in need of a military commander to fight the Turks (cf. Duke: ‘Be it, as you privately determine, / Either [Desdemona] for stay or going, the affairs cry haste, / And speed must answer; you must hence tonight’. (I,3;275-277). Nevertheless, the first act, the part of the drama in Venice ends as a comedy should: in marriage, with the (ambiguous) blessing of the older generation. Tragedy only starts in Cyprus. But there it does.

Indeed, the legislation of marriage by the Council is not enough; love is also war – as the threat of the Turks and the journey from Venice to Cyprus, the strange ‘honeymoon’, suggest. Marriage has to get consummated in the marriage-bed, the scene we are denied to see till the end of the play when Othello already kills Desdemona, when it is already over. Yet on the fatal wedding-sheets and in Desdemona’s death (a metaphor in Shakespeare's age for the act on the wedding-night itself, cf., for example, Juliet’s famous lines: ‘O happy dagger / This is thy sheath. There rust, and let me die.’ Romeo and Juliet,V,3;167-168) something gets defeated, something which attacks this marriage not from the outside, so, ultimately, not from Iago, but from the inside, from Othello’s heart and mind. The riddle of the play has always been why Desdemona has to die from Othello’s hand and why Othello commits suicide if they love each other. The short answer: jealousy is not enough, not only because jealousy is a typical theme for comedy (and there are a lot of the comic traits in Othello’s mad jealousy indeed) but also because this jealousy – at least at first sight – is aroused in Othello by Iago, so then the whole play would go to the ‘Machiavel’, to the ‘stage-villain’, the drama we call Othello being about nothing else than Iago’s triumph, about a clever intellect deceiving all the others, those who are ‘gull’, ‘dolt’, ‘as ignorant as dirt’ (cf. V,2;164-165), who cannot see through his machinations till the very end. As early as 1693, Thomas Rymer suggested indeed that ‘the tragical part is, plainly none other, than a Bloody Farce, without salt or savour’. And jealousy will not answer the question which is just the counterpart of the one inquiring into the necessity of Desdemona’s and Othello’s death: why does Othello believe Iago, why does he find it fit to talk about his most private problems with his ensign (‘z(szl(s’)?

Various answers have been suggested to explain both Othello’s gullibility (that he has an inferiority complex because he is black and/or old, that he is in love and therefore he is naive, or cannot think, or that he is too noble to suspect foul play, or that he has secret sexual problems, or that he is simply stupid) and Iago’s motives (why he wishes to ruin Othello: because he was not promoted, he takes revenge on Othello for having slept with Emilia [Iago’s wife], he is in love with Desdemona, or with Othello (sic!), or even Cassio (sic!)) – to the latter problem (Iago’s motives) Coleridge, in his Shakespeare-notes, simply answered: Iago’s case is one of ‘motive-hunting of motiveless malignity’, explaining Iago as the incarnation of the Evil principle itself, who is himself in need of motives, because he does not know why he is doing the whole thing, either. It is true, indeed, that none of Iago’s motives are convincing enough, because they change too quickly and Iago, eventually, drops all of them in the course of the play. So what is at stake, in short, is whether the play is a tragedy at all.

My argument is that the play is a tragedy, the tragedy of a good marriage, where what is at stake is the possibility of the total union of two people, where we may investigate the question whether one may exist, may be entirely through the Other. To my mind, the play can be best understood as contrasting two meanings of the verb to know. One meaning is represented by Iago, he stands for knowledge in the sense of ‘information’: Iago is the one who is always well-informed, who knows all about the customs of Venice, who knows that marriages usually end in cuckoldry (the favourite topic for comedy), that a marriage, at best, is a kind of ‘second-job’ (like his with Emilia). Iago stands for the ordinary, average, sober and, thus, reliable wisdom and knowledge of Venice (‘of the World’): ‘for I do know the sate’ (I,1;147), ‘I know our country disposition well; / In Venice they do let God se the pranks / They dare not show their husbands: their best conscience / Is not to leave undone, but keep unknown’ (III,3;205-208) and also cf. Othello’s acknowledgement of Iago’s ‘wisdom’: ‘This fellow’s of exceeding honesty, / And knows all qualities with a learned spirit, / Of human dealing’ (III,3;262-264). When Othello says: ‘A horned man’s a monster, and a beast’, Iago’s answer is: ‘There’s many a beast then in a populous city, / And many a civil monster’ (IV,1; 62-64). Thus, what Iago insinuates, (and never directly formulates) on the basis of his knowledge of ‘the world’ Othello does want to hear; the situation is not one in which one speaks and the other shuts his ear but precisely the opposite: Othello squeezes Iago for what is inside him, he wants to devour more and even more from Iago’s poison (which, as in Hamlet, yet there physically, enters the brain characteristically through the ear, cf. Iago: ‘I’ll pour this pestilence into his ear’ (II,3;347). 
Thus, Othello knows that Iago knows something which he, the newly wed husband needs. Not only because Iago, in his average and ordinary wisdom, represents the reliable (‘honest’) common sense, a sort of general (and here filthy and vulgar) agreement which no one in need of knowledge can disregard but also because the Moor is precisely in the process of wishing to ‘get to know’, yet in the other sense of the verb ’to know’. Othello behaves not as one who has had, say ‘a good opinion about Desdemona’ and now, in the light of Iago’s ‘evidence’ (especially the famous handkerchief), he sadly has to think otherwise – Othello does not want to know about Desdemona, but wishes to know Desdemona, as a husband wishes to know his wife, in the Biblical sense of to know: ‘And Adam knew Eve, his wife; and she conceived and bore Cain’ (Genesis, 4:1). Othello speaks as the one for whom his whole life, whole existence and being, and even the whole vast Universe is staked upon the Other: ‘But there, where I have garner’d up my heart, / Where either I must live, or bear no life, / The fountain, from the which my current runs, / Or else dries up, to be discarded thence, / Or keep it as a cistern, for foul toads / To knot and gender in!’ (IV,2;58-63). ‘Heaven stops the nose at it [at what Desdemona ‘has done’], and the moon winks, / The bawdy wind, that kisses all its meets, / Is hush’s within the hollow mine of earth, / And will not hear’t:...’ (IV,2;79-82). Othello wants to be the Other, while Iago always another: Iago, this chameleon-like actor tries to lose himself in the particular character he happens to be talking with. Iago represents the pseudo-from of the couple’s enterprise, the most dangerous quality Shakespeare considered to threaten a marriage: the mediocre, dull, grey quality of ‘the world’, together with the corrupting power of time (cf. Iago [to Roderigo]: ‘Thou knowest we work by wit, and not by witchcraft / And wit depends on dilatory [both in the sense of ‘flowing’ and of ‘accusing’] time’, II,3;362-363). The problem which a married couple has to face after long years of marriage (boredom, getting ‘used to the other’, the loss of ‘excitement’), Othello has to fight in the course of a single day (please notice that from act there, scene three we are made to believe that there are no more days: Iago tempts Othello in the afternoon and it seems that he kills his wife on the very night of that day). 

Thus, Othello’s struggle, in the person of Iago, is not with something petty and negligible but with the basis of human knowledge. Yet he could still arrive at a ‘private’, ‘domestic’ ‘re-definition’ of knowledge together with Desdemona. What makes that impossible is the awakening to the horror that Iago is talking about something which Othello has suspected all along, which the Moor somehow ‘knew’ from the start, which gives him the ‘ocular proof’ that Iago, in his vulgar ordinariness, is, ultimately, right: separation is always already built into the act of union, that what happens between man and wife contains some violence and filth by its very nature. This is what finds metaphorical expression in the images of defloration (cf. ‘when I plucked the rose, / I cannot give it vital growth again, / It must needs wither’, V,2;13-15) and in the horror Othello feels over the compelling force of contamination, the sight of blood, of the stain on the wedding sheet, which should not be there if Desdemona were ‘perfect’ (i.e. non-human, an angel, for instance). And Othello cannot tolerate this imperfection: ‘I’ll not shed her blood, / Nor scar that white skin of hers than snow, / And smooth, as monumental alabaster’ (V,2;3-5). In other words Othello is in love with Desdemona throughout, and precisely for this reason finds the unbearable ‘proof’ of human finitude in the image of blood on the wedding sheet.

However, Othello will never put up with this knowledge. He interprets everything Iago is able to bring forth (in the form of ‘information’, ‘facts’, ‘proofs’) on the level of his very being, he ‘translates’ (transforms) Iago’s jealousy (in Shakespeare’s time also meaning ‘careful scrutiny’) into a study of his own existence in Desdemona. In the bed-chamber scene, he resorts to the impossible: he wants to become the Man of the Fall (Adam) and the jealous, vengeful, yet still merciful God at the same time. He is a petty murderer on the one hand, killing the weak and innocent one under a terrible delusion. Yet, on the other hand, he is the great, dignified, and noble tragic hero, saving his marriage for eternity, turning Desdemona into ‘monumental alabaster’, rescuing her from the corroding, corrupting, accusing time of Iago. He wants to separate (as God once separated light from darkness, or the waters from the waters [cf. Genesis 1] ) the soul from the body, the white soul from the body that could be scarred; he wants to sacrifice the impure for the pure, the imperfect for the perfect, the average for the outstanding, the ordinary for the extraordinary, the finite for the infinite, the profane for the sacred, the human for the divine. Othello wants knowledge to overlap with being. He has to give both Desdemona’s and his life to triumph in this enterprise. And the paradox of this construction in destruction is called, once again, tragedy. 

3. 4. King Lear
King Lear is usually interpreted as the tragedy of old age. Is a man, with three daughters, at the age of eighty, still expected to learn anything new? According to Shakespeare, the answer seems to be yes. He has to learn the fact that he has killed love (hence the force of the unbearable metaphor: Lear carrying the dead Cordelia in his arms), he has to learn that the human being will do everything to avoid being seen, he will go to all lengths to hide his shame, to escape the eyes of the others (of, even. God’s?). Lear’s vulnerability is the vulnerability of love – real love (Cordelia, cf. Latin cordis, ‘heart’ and delia, which might be an anagram for ideal, see also Samuel Daniel's sonnet-sequence called Delia from 1592) is unbearable, we rather yield to flattery (Goneril, Regan) than to love, genuine love, which might indeed be too much for the human being to bear and which cannot resurrect the most precious one (Cordelia) in the end. Man can give life to his beloved ones only once – here is another line of division between Man and God (one of the subject-matters of the four great tragedies). By claiming that the "four great tragedies" are concerned with the difference between God and Man I do not want to create the impression that Shakespeare can only be given a Christian interpretation; I rather think that Shakespearean drama is in rivalry with (traditional) religion, it tries to understand the human ability for faith by challenging it to it’s limit.

 
The play was performed on St Stephen's Night, in December, 1606 (acc. to the Norton Shakespeare in 1605), and in print it appeared first in 1608 as The History of King Lear (this is the Q {Quarto}-version). In the Folio of 1623 (published by John Hemminges and Henry Condell) it appears as The Tragedy of King Lear (this is the F {Folio}-version). There are considerable differences between the two plays, Q is longer by about 300 lines and F contains roughly 100 lines Q omits, and there are famous other, smaller differences, e.g. the last lines ("The weight of this sad time ...", V, 3;322-325) are spoken by Albany in Q and by Edgar in F; in Q Cordelia says "And what shall Cordelia do ? Love and be silent.", in F : "What shall Cordelia speak ? Love and be silent" (I,1; 61), etc. In F, for example, we do not find the mock-trial scene of Act III, Scene 6, but the Fool sings more in F. The Oxford-Shakespeare (with Gary Taylor and Stanley Wells as general editors, 1986) thinks these are two plays in their own right and they print them separately; the most recent Arden-edition (ed. R. A. Foakes, 1997) has produced a conflated text but it includes, with markers in the form of superscript Q or F, the passages found in one text but not in the other. The Norton-Shakespeare (general editor Stephen Greenblatt, 1997) presents the Q and the F on facing pages but also a conflated text, ed. by Barbara Lewalski. Thus there are now three King Lear s – he has "given birth" to three texts (three daughters?) 

King Lear seemingly starts like a fairy-tale: once upon a time there was an old King with three daughters and without a male heir to the throne. What should the King do? Lear "expresses” what he calls his "darker purpose” (I,1,35) very soon. This purpose is "dark" in more than one sense.

(1) Politically: it is nonsense, since the middle part of the country would go to a foreign power, perhaps to France (or Burgundy, i.e., either of Cordelia’s suitors), and France is traditionally England's ("Brittany’s") arch-enemy, besides the King may hardly "retire" while "retain[ing] / The name and all th’addition to a king" (I,1;134-135). The problem of the wish to "spy out" what will happen after our death, the impossibility of attending our own funeral and the "corpse" haunting his daughters.(2) From the point of view of measuring and proportions: it is governed by total confusion. Note that right at the beginning of the play Kent says that he "thought the King had more affected the Duke of Albany than Cornwall”(I,1;1-2) and Gloucester replies that "in the division of the kingdom, it appears not which of the Dukes he [Lear] values most; for equalities are so weigh’d that curiosity in neither can make choice of either’s moiety” (I,1;3-6) and he will insist that Edgar is "no dearer” (I,1;18) to him than Edmund; Lear will introduce his son-in-laws as "Our son Cornwall / And [...] our no less loving son of Albany” (40-41) yet he will ask his three daughters: "Tell me, my daughters, [...] Which of you shall we say doth love us most? / That we our largest bounty may extend / Where nature doth with merit challenge.” (I,1;50- 52). The pivot first seems to be equality: comparative degrees (e.g. more, dearer) are constantly negated (no dearer, etc.), yet Lear suddenly switches over into superlatives (most, largest). Goneril's and Regan's speeches are full of hyperboles (’overthrows’, a rhetorical device meaning ‘deliberate exaggeration’, marking the ‘edges’ of language): Goneril: "Sir, I love you more than word can wield the matter; / Dearer than eye-sight, space and liberty; / Beyond what can be valued rich or rare; / No less than life, with grace, health, beauty, honour; / [...] Beyond all manner of so much I love you” (I,1;54-60). Regan: "I find she [Goneril] names my very deed of love; / Only she comes too short: that I profess / Myself an enemy to all other joys / Which the most precious square of senses possesses, / And find I am alone felicitate / In your dear highness’ love” (I,1;70-74). Lear refers to Regan as "Our dearest Regan" (I,1;67), then insists that "this ample third of" his "fair kingdom" is "No less in space, validity, and pleasure / Than that conferr'd on Goneril” (I,1;79-8l), and challenges Cordelia thus: "what can you say to draw / A third more opulent than your sisters?" (I,1;84-85). So, what shall we say? Is the division really based on equality or not? Are there fairer ("more opulent”) parts or not? Lear seems to be trying to convince himself that his loving Cordelia most is justifiable (because surely she will deliver the most beautiful speech and this will get public recognition) – what Lear is really worried about is not so much his daughters not equally loving him but his own inability to love them to the same extent. (3) From the point of view of the private and the public, there is total confusion again. How does the political power and the wealth Lear is giving away (never being able to give it away completely), relate to the love the daughters feel towards their father? We can witness to the "birth” of tragedy; tragedy in Shakespeare is often based on the conflict between quality and quantity: tragedy starts when one tries to trade quantifiable good for qualities which cannot be quantified (e.g. love). No direct proposition can be established between pieces of land and love. And why is this love-contest carried out in front of the court? Does Lear want to secure his power in a legal fashion in addition to his position as a father?

With Cordelia's famous "Nothing, my lord" (I,1;86), the problem of proportions and of measuring gets connected which "bespeaking” the other. To bespeak has four basic senses: (1)‘to engage, request, or ask for in advance’ (2) ‘to indicate or suggests’: e.g.: this act bespeaks kindness (3) ‘to speak to, address’ (4) ‘to foretell’. Lear is speaking to Cordelia, he is addressing Cordelia, requests her to speak, wants to bring her into speech with speech, and he is ignorant of what Cordelia’s nothing indicates/suggests and what it foretells. Cordelia’s nothing indicates a "negative hyperbole” all her words have been used and abused by her elder sisters; meaning itself has become empty, words have been deprived of their creative (royal and divine {‘performative’} power). (Cf. when Kent is in the stocks and, in II,4;11-22, Lear is denying reality in front of his eyes). But nothing also suggests that love is "no-thing”, i.e. that the language Lear is speaking wants to find tangible, neatly defined things behind each and every utterance, it is a conception of language which thinks that language is not meaningful if there is no thing, no object (‘referent, denotatum’) with clear boundaries "behind” each and every word. (The "postman’s view” of language). Speaking language is naming, it is categorisation, it is constant "measuring” but not only that (cf. Cordelia measuring: "I love your Majesty / According to my bond; no more no less.”(I,1;91-92). (Do we bespeak our children/our students in Lear’s manner? Do we want them to comply with our "divisions” of things? Do we want to hear the words we have put into their mouths? Do we want to hear their voices, or our voice from their mouths? Are we able to see a connection between tragedy {"domestic” tragedy, tragedy in the household, where that we, in the family, resemble one another, is so relevant} and the view of language which insists that language is only there to name and measure things? How do we come to language? Our parents name some object and we grasp what that object is called when we hear the sound they utter and their pointing gesture to the thing together? Is this the whole story? Is there a connection between teaching and learning language and human tragedy?). Cordelia’s nothing also bespeaks, foretells the upcoming tragedy: Cordelia is the "vanishing point” (the "invisible” focal point in perspective painting, see the mirror in Jan van Eyk’s The Arnolfini Wedding) through which the whole play can be understood, thorough which we can peep into the "nothingness” inside Lear, through which we can see his (our) inability to love, and through which Shakespeare is able to "vacuum out the universe”. (Cf. Cordelia’s nothing, Gloucester telling Edmund that "The quality of nothing hath no need to hide itself” (I,2;33-34), the Fool instructing Lear: "I am better than thou art now; I am a Fool, thou art nothing” (I,4;190-191); Edgar saying: "Poor Tom! / That’s something yet: Edgar I nothing am” (II,3; 20-21) Lear telling Edgar: "thou art the thing itself” (III,4;104) and Lear telling the blind Gloucester and Edgar: "they [who flattered me] told me I was every thing [sic!]; ‘tis a lie, I am not ague-proof” (IV,6,105).

What is the human being? King Lear is very much the tragedy of "things”: what constitutes the "thing”, what is the "essence” of the human being? 

(1) Mother Nature and Art: "natural man” (Edgar; Lear: "fantastically dressed with flowers (IV;6)). Nature: nurture and judgement – the "storm and tempest” (in Lear’s language!) and Edmund’s "Thou, Nature, art my goddess...” (I,2; 1-23): the "lawful” and the "natural” ("bastard”) son – Gloucester’s symbolic "adoption” of Edmund in the first lines of the play versus Lear’s disowning Cordelia. Which is superior: the laws of nature or the laws of society? Does Man need (man-made, "artificial”) clothes (cf. Lear: "O! reason not the need” (II,4;262))? Does Lear need the 100 attendants? (See Goneril and Regan haggling with Lear over the knights {a hotel without dogs, a piano, etc.?} and please recall that Lear is being difficult!) (The parable of the 100 angling rods). (2) The necessity and, thus, ambiguity of clothes ("layers of human existence” – undressing in the storm; disguise for the faithful ones – Kent and Edgar; the Fool’s disguise: playing the "fool”, Edgar playing the "mad beggar” ("Tom o’ Bedlam”); the Fool’s "lesson” to Lear on "more and most”, teaching Lear "the other” language: "Have more than thou showest / Speak less than thou owest...” (I,4;116-117). The Fool investigating the connection between need (necessity), quantity, (the ‘amount’ you have of something) and language. The other alternative to Lear’s "quantifying” language in Act I, Scene l is not only Cordelia’s "nothing” (the ineffable, the unsayable) but also "qualify”: to see qualitative differences. (Cf. Fool: "Dost thou know the difference, my boy, between a bitter Fool and a sweet one? (I,4;134-135) and Kent’s words to Oswald: "I’ll teach you differences” (I,4;86)).(See also the tradition of the same person playing Cordelia and the Fool, the Fool’s sudden and mysterious disappearance and Cordelia’s return and Lear’s association of Cordelia and the Fool: "And my poor fool is hang’d!” (V,3;304)).

Which of the five human senses corresponds to Man’s "thing-ness itself”? Which sense makes sense? Hearing: already corrupt in Hamlet and Othello (cf. Claudius’s and Iago’s poison trough the ear). Lear: the tragedy of seeing, Lear’s avoidance of sight (e.g. Kent's early interference and warning: "See better, Lear” (I,1;57), and Lear (to Cordelia): "Hence, and avoid my sight!” (I,1;123), and to Kent: "Out of my sight!” (I,1;156). Lear is one of the tragedies not only showing, displaying something, but also making seeing (the audience’s essential relation to drama in the theatre) itself a subject-matter of the play, it reflects on the very relationship between viewer and stage, it shows a "meta-theatrical” interest also in the very medium a play exits in. (Cf. a similar interest in Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex). Hence the importance, of course, of the tragedy of Gloucester, who cannot differentiate between the handwriting of Edgar and Edmund, and who is to be blinded in order to be able to see. Gloucester’s story: "argument by analogy” (cf. Horatio), a "parallel case”, "corroborating” the example of Lear, but Gloucester and Lear are also each other’s "proxies”: Gloucester goes symbolically mad and Lear gets symbolically blinded. (Cf. Lear’s "Does any here know me? This is not Lear: / Does Lear walk thus? speak thus? Where are his eyes? [...] Who is it that can tell me who I am?” (I,4;227) and Regan’s substitution of Gloucester for Lear in III,7;91: "let him smell / His way to Dover”). In one of the most important scenes of the play, in Act IV, Scene 6, the mad Lear is revealing himself to the blind Gloucester, precisely because Gloucester is blind. In the overall chaos of sensation it is smelling which seems to be able to reveal who Man "as the thing itself” is. Smelling (distasteful? disgusting?): closest to the unconscious and the least articulate with respect to human differentiation through language, the least elaborate scale of measures. (cf. our refined and detailed scale of colours). Cf.: Lear: "When the rain came to wet me once and the wind to make me chatter, when the thunder would not peace at my bidding, there I found’em, there I smelt ‘em out” (IV,6;100-103); Gloucester: "O! let me kiss that hand. Lear: Let me wipe it first; it smells of mortality.” (IV,6;130-131); Lear: "If thou wilt weep my fortunes, take my eyes; / I know thee well enough; thy name is Gloucester; Thou must be patient; we came crying hither: / Thou know’st the first time that we smell the air / We wawl and cry” (IV,6; 174-178). And even earlier, references to smelling abound: see Regan’s advice to Gloucester above about how to get to Dover and Gloucester’s very early "Do you smell a fault?” (concerning Edmund’s "origin”, I,1;15), cf. also: Fool: "Thou canst tell why one’s nose stands i’th’middle on’s face? Lear: No. Fool: Why to keep one’s eyes of either’s side’s nose, that what a man cannot smell out, he may spy into” (I,5;19-22) and the Fool again: "All that follow their noses are led by their eyes but blind men; and there’s not a nose among twenty but can smell him that’s stinking” (II,4;66-69). Even further, Edgar quoting the Giant's speech from the folk-tale "Jack the Giant-Killer" (or: "Jack and the Bean-Stalk"): "Fie, foh, and fum, / I smell the blood of a British man" (III,5,180-181).


But to rely on smelling is too painful or humiliating or uncertain for Man: nothing helps. Lear has to learn that besides speech (language), there is also the howling of the wounded animal ("Howl, howl, howl” (V,3;256)) – the play is extremely cruel (Dr. Johnson was unable to re-read it); Lear’s senses are restored, he is reconciled with Cordelia, the evil ones defeat themselves (Goneril and Regan: poison and suicide) or are defeated (Edgar’s duel with Edmund) and still Cordelia has to die, still it must be displayed that Lear has murdered (avoided) love (cf. Stanley Cavell’s "The Avoidance of Love – a Reading of King Lear”, both in Must We Mean What We Say? (1976) and Disowning Knowledge in Five Plays of Shakespeare (1987); much of this lecture is based on this essay). Lear tries to resurrect Cordelia: does he die in the belief that he has succeeded? What remains after a tragedy like that? To "speak what we feel, not what we ought to say” (V,3;323)? But this is how it all began. Tragedy is there to be displayed, read, to be seen (to be smelled) again and again: the best answer of tragedy to its own riddles is itself.

3.5. Macbeth and late tragedy

The greatness of tragedy is that it is based on a paradox: to be is not to be. Tragedy strives at displaying, at bringing to the open, the unresolvable tension of human existence, the forever-suspended ontological difference between life and death, between God and the Human Being. Yet this world is hardly habitable and especially not for a long time. Right after King Lear, after vacuuming out the Universe with the death of Cordelia and Lear, Shakespeare wrote the fourth ‘great tragedy’, Macbeth, giving an alternative ‘substance’ to the nothing we heard first on Cordelia’s lips. This ‘substance’ is now called Macbeth, one of Shakespeare’s ‘stage-villains’, a descendant of Richard III, Claudius, Iago or Edmund. Yet whereas the split within Richard occurs only at the end of the play, in Macbeth murder takes place right at the beginning, in various forms (on the battle-field and in Duncan’s bed-chamber) and Macbeth will start talking about himself in the third person singular (the index of the ‘split’ in the tragic hero, which occurs only at the end of Hamlet and Othello but also at the beginning of King Lear) immediately after the crime: ‘Methought, I heard a voice cry ‘Sleep no more! / Macbeth does murther Sleep’ ‘ (II,2,34-35). While Claudius ‘splits ‘ only in his prayer and then ‘recovers’, while Edmund changes in his agony, and while Iago is deaf to the ontological register in which Othello speaks and interprets Iago’s small-scale filth, Macbeth is interested precisely in the metaphysics of sin and guilt that dwells in him and within his good and loving marriage to Lady Macbeth. Macbeth becomes an ally to destructive forces but he never ceases to reflect on his position, trying to understand the precise nature of evil in his mind, heart and deeds. While Hamlet had to fight against the sluggishness and the impurity in his self, in Macbeth the problem precisely is that it is very difficult for Man to dissociate himself from his humanity, that it is as difficult to turn totally into a beast as it is to become thoroughly human. Hence the well-known riddle of Macbeth: can a villain be a tragic hero, may we talk about tragedy when a genuinely ‘bad man’ is suffering? The eclipse of the riddle starts when we begin to appreciate the human traits in Macbeth, when we realise that in Shakespeare even total condemnation is to be deserved and is in need of human dignity.

In the sequence of the four great tragedies it is only Macbeth which immediately starts with supernatural forces, the ‘wound up charm’ of the three Weird Sisters. They seem to be in full control of time (their key-term is ‘when’), while in Duncan’s camp people will mostly be worried about identities (here ‘who’ is repeated several times) and while the Weird Sisters destabilise and disrupt meaning from the start (‘Fair is foul and foul is fair’, [I,1;11], later echoed by Macbeth himself in his first sentence of the play: ‘So foul and fair a day I have not seen’, [I,3,38]), the reports of the battle in Act I Scene 2 desperately try to dispel the dubious and equivocal nature of all phenomena (including the ones in language) by insisting on a kind of quantitative equilibrium (as opposed to the qualitative blends of opposing qualities in the rhetoric of the Weird Sisters, who identify fair as foul, and vice versa): cf.: ‘doubtful it [=the battle] stood’ (I,2;7), ‘As cannons overchare’d with double cracks’ / So they / Doubly redoubled strokes upon the foe’ (I,2;38). So each ‘doubt’ is dispelled by a double amount of counterbalancing force, and see Duncan’s attempts at a scale at balance: ‘What he hath lost [=the Thane of Cawdor], noble Macbeth hath won’ (I,2; 69). Macbeth’s ‘two truths’ (I,3;126) would have to find their place in Duncan’s world, where the only thing ‘left’ to Duncan ‘to say’ is that ‘More is thy due than more than I can pay’ (I,4,20-21) and : ‘Noble Banquo, / That hast no less deserv’d, nor must be known / No less to have done so, let me enfold thee’ (I,4 30-31). Macbeth is caught between two codes, each ambiguous in its own way and both trying to dress him up ‘to the swelling act / Of the imperial theme’ (the first metatheatrical instance in the play, I,3;128-129). It should be noted that one of the most important systems of metaphors in the play involves dresses, and articles of clothing in general – an observation first made by Caroline Spurgeon in her pioneering study in Shakespearean metaphor, further interpreted by Cleanth Brooks in his ‘The naked babe and the cloak of manliness’ (in The Well Wrought Urn), one of the best essays ever written on Macbeth. 

How does Macbeth react to this duality? Substantially, with nothing: ‘And nothing is, but what is not’ (I,3,142). This sentence is several times ambiguous – one may read it as a ‘definition’ of nothing, as an identification of being with nothingness and as a realisation, in a truly ‘deconstructivist fashion’, that being, the thing itself (meaning) are always deferred (Jacques Derrida); being, the thing-itself and meaning are there (they are present) in and through their non-presence, their significant absence (cf. the ‘empty grave’ of Medieval drama, Hamlet’s not to be, the ‘ontological vacuum’ embodied in Iago, Cordelia’s nothing – and Beckett’s Godot). From now on, Macbeth’s efforts will be devoted to trying to catch up with that meaning, the equivocal meaning represented by the Weird Sisters in their prophecies. The Weird Sisters provide the story, the plot of the drama and Macbeth’s endeavours will either be to stop the show (‘if th’ assassination / Could trammel up the consequence, and catch / With his surcease success; that but this blow / Might be the be-all and the end-all’ [I,7,2-5]) or to get before the next happening (‘Time, thou anticipat’st my dread exploits: / The flighty purpose never is o’ertook, / Unless the deed go with it’ [IV,l;144-146]), to control it, to master it, to have it in his hand (cf. ‘From this moment, / The very firstlings of my heart shall be The firstlings of my hand’ IV,1;146-148), Macbeth’s famous hand, towards which, before the murdering of Duncan, a dagger appeared.

Yet as the hand, ready to kill, gets associated with ‘firstlings’ (meaning not only ‘first ideas’ but also ‘first borne (sons)’, success and the possibility of mastering (handling) the ambiguities of time as represented by the Weird Sisters, as well as the opportunity to stop time, get associated with succession: it is Banquo and not Macbeth to whom the conception of a dynasty is promised and the Macbeth-family suffers from the marked absence of children. The obscure fantasies of Macbeth and his wife about their children ( Lady Macbeth: ‘I have given suck, and know / How tender ‘tis to love the babe that milks me’ [I,7;54-55]) and Macbeth: ‘Bring forth men-children only’ [I,7;73]), clearly point toward this, as well as Macbeth’s hysterical desire to murder not only Fathers (Kings) (God?) and friends (Banquo) but also offsprings (Fleance and Lady Macduff and her son and, finally, young Seward). However, in Shakespeare’s fascinating ‘double-edged’ metaphors, Macbeth, while becoming Murder himself, is also the frightened child himself, playing the role of the absent Son at home and trembling at his deed together with his wife after the murdering of old King Duncan. Macbeth, ‘too full o’th’milk of human kindness’, is ultimately defeated by the lack of ‘a naked new-borne babe’ (I,7,2l).

Time, as given in the future and in succession (apart from success) is, indeed, one of the chief concerns of the play. Lady Macbeth, transforming-translating her female identity into that of a witch (the fourth Weird Sister?) tries to solve the riddle of time not by stopping or overtaking it like Macbeth but by trying to convince her husband that the present is identical with the future. Her advice ‘to beguile the time, / Look like the time’ (I,5;63-64) is more than a strategy for pretence – she is the one who ‘feels now / The future in the instant’ (I,5,58), she insists that ‘ ‘I dare not’ ‘ should not ‘wait upon ‘I would’ ‘ ( I,7,44) and that ‘ ‘tis time to do’t ‘ (V,1;34 ). Even in her sleepwalking-(mad) scene – from which the last quotation is taken – she transposes, through her brilliant-mad playacting, an incident of the past into the always-present-tense (and, hence, presence) of the theatre. For her there is only present tense, no past or future. She erases Duncan’s tomorrow (‘O! never / Shall sun that morrow see’ [I,5;60]) and it is this tomorrow which is echoed by Macbeth after Lady Macbeth’s death in the famous tomorrow monologue : ‘To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow. . . ‘ (V, 5; 19). Macbeth, defeated by the equivocation which ‘lies like truth’ (V,5,44), (Birnam wood does and does not, after all, come to Dunsinane, he is and is not defeated by woman-borne) can no longer find meaning in the story, in the plot of his own drama. He becomes ‘the poor player / That stuts and frets his hour upon the stage, / And then is heard no more: it is a tale / Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, / Signifying nothing’ (V,5,24-28). Since there is no future, nothing can now give meaning to nothing: nothing (not a thing) makes sense any longer, while we may now experience nothing to the full; nothing has reached it fullest meaning There is no ‘tale’ (plot) to redeem the tragic hero.

After Macbeth (1606), Shakespeare wrote three more tragedies. Antony and Cleopatra (1607, sometimes also called the ‘fourth great tragedy’, when either Hamlet or Othello is omitted from the sequence) Shakespeare tries to fill his own vacuum with baroque pomp and heavy rhetoric: the two main characters undoubtedly move on a cosmic scale and they represent for the other the other half of the world, both politically and erotically. The grandiose scenes of bacchanalian revelries and desperate battles take place in front of the public eye – when two great powers make love and make each other idols and prostitutes, they lay claim to the attention of the whole Universe. However, the play lacks intimacy, precisely for this reason and the ageing lovers have to learn that neither new gains, nor new losses, neither new excitement, nor pools of wine can make up for the lack of young potency and juvenile, burning desire, so they take the most heroic option they can: instead of making death the ‘totality and goal of love ‘ (Cavell), they treat it as if it were a piquant, never-tasted excitement and build death into life by transforming non-being into the climax of their ecstasy.

The title-character of Coriolanus (1608) is more of an army uniform stuffed with rhetoric than a tragic hero (Géher), and the again title-character of the last tragedy, Timon of Athens (1608) ritually buries himself at the end of the play, as Shakespeare buries tragedy for good. 
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� John Searle, the great authority on speech-acts, characterises declarations (the fifth category in his classification of “verbal deeds”) in the following way : “Declarations are a very special category of speech acts” [...] It is the defining characteristic of this class that the successful performance of one of its members brings about the correspondence between the propositional content and reality, successful performance guarantees that the propositional content corresponds to the world: [...] if I successfully perform the act of nominating you as candidate, then you are a candidate; if I successfully perform the act of declaring a state of war, then war is on, if I successfully perform the act of marrying you, [an example not at all uninteresting from the point of view of Othello] then you are married. [...] There are two classes of exceptions to the principle that every declaration requires an extra-linguistic institution. When, e.g., God says “Let there be light” that is a declaration” (John R. Searle, Expression and Meaning. Studies in the Theory of Speech Acts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979, pp. 16-19).


� Péter Pelyvás, Generative Grammar and Cognitive Theory on the Expression of Subjectivity in English: Epistemic Grounding. Debrecen: KLTE, 1994, p. 168.


� Pelyvás, op. cit., pp. 168-170, emphasis original.


� Cf. with the following exchange: “ Lear. What would’st thou? Kent. Service. Lear. Who would’st thou serve? Kent. You. Lear. Dost thou know me, fellow? Kent. No, Sir; but you have that in your countenance which I would fain call master. Lear. What’s that? Kent. Authority.”
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� This structure used also by Shakespeare in his early Richard III, for instance.


� Marlowe was killed while eating and drinking with three other men at a place called the ‘Widow Bull’: one of his companions, Ingram Frizer,  thrust a dagger into his left eye. The immediate cause of the deed was reported to have been a “quarrel over the bill”, yet we have good reasons to suppose that there is more to this because Marlowe may well have been a spy for Elizabeth’s Privy Council, or even a double-agent. The circumstances of his death and his whole life is wrapped up in legends, for sure.
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� Please take note also of his Sonnets [c. between 1592-95]; and his two narrative poems, Venus and Adonis [1593] and The Rape of Lucrece [1594], both dedicated to the Earl of Southampton.


� Robert Greene, another popular dramatist, warned his fellow playwrights in a pamphlet written literally on his deathbed (title: Groatworth of Wit, Bought with a Million Repentance) in the autumn of 1592 that ‘there is an upstart crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his Tygers hart wrapt in a Players hyde [parody of Shakespeare’s Henry VI, Part 3; I,4;137] supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you: and being an absolute Johannes fac totum [=‘Johnny-to-do-everything’], is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in the country.’ The ‘Johnny-to-do-everything’ most probably refers to the fact that Shakespeare was playwright and actor at the same time (and later even shareholder in his Company) – a rare combination then indeed. He was not a great actor, but we have evidence that in 1598 he acted in Ben Jonson’s Every Man in His Humor and in 1603 in Jonson’s Sejanus and perhaps he played old Adam in his own As You Like It (maybe even the Ghost in Hamlet?).


� We have evidence that on 4 May, 1597, for example, Shakespeare, for 60 pounds, purchased ‘New Place’ in Stratford, the second most beautiful (stone) house in town, and on 1 May 1602 he bought 107 acres of arable land in the parish of old Stratford for 320 pounds, then an enormous sum of money.


� Meres talks about ‘mellifluous and honey-tongued’ Shakespeare and adds that the Muses would speak with Shakespeare’s fine filled language if they spoke English.


� From the First Folio, Pericles is missing with respect to the now-accepted Shakespeare-canon.


� Shakespeare was also one of the twelve share-holders of the company.


� In 1603 – most probably because they were ‘the best’ in London – James Stuart I ‘claimed them’, having ascended to the throne after the death of Queen Elizabeth.


� The date is not certain while we only know that he was baptised on 26 April, and then children had their baptism three days after their birth.


� A whittaver is the curer and whitener of animal skins.


� At the grammar-school of Stratford, Oxford graduates were teaching, and the curriculum comprised, in the ‘humanities’, the usual Grammatica Latina by Lily; Cato; Aesop’s Fables; the Eclogues of Mantuanus and Vergil; Plautus; Terence; Ovid; Cicero; Ceasar; Sallust; Livy (cf. 3.1.3), and even some Greek


� That was The Theatre (cf. 5.2). James Burbage later became the ‘entrepreneur’, the ‘producer’, the ‘manager-and-accountant’ of Shakespeare’s company, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, like Henslowe was the entrepreneur for the Lord Admiral’s Men. James’s son, Richard (Dick) Burbage played all the great Shakespearean roles from Richard III through Hamlet, Othello and Lear to Macbeth.


� Among them, then, Edward Alleyn, later Marlowe’s tragic actor, playing Barabas, Faustus, etc.


� Curiously, even Queen Elizabeth was referred to in official documents as ‘he’.


� Shakespeare used the second, enlarged edition of 1587.


� Adventurers or ‘pirates’, like Captain Drake, were even in the confidence of the Queen.


� More’s book on Richard III was later used by the other historians working on the 'Tudor myth'.


� RICHARD [while talking with the young Prince, later his victim]: “[Aside] Thus, like formal Vice, Iniquity, / I moralise two meanings in one word” (III,1;82-83). All references to Shakespeare’s plays are according to the relevant Arden-editions. 


� Here Shakespeare follows the Marlovian tradition again, cf. Barabas from The Jew of Malta, especially.


� Gentillet,  Discours ... contre Nicolas Mchiauel (Paris, 1576, no English translation is known till 1602.


� Ben Jonson was born near or in London, in the May of either 1572 or 1573. He was the (posthumous) son of a clergyman. He attended Westminster School and did military service in Flanders around 1592. He worked for various companies: for the Lord Admiral’s Men (Henslowe mentions him as both player and dramatist in 1597), for the Lord Chamberlain’s Men (including Shakespeare), for the Children of Queen’s Chapel and the Lady Elizabeth’s Men. He was the hero of great scandals of the theatrical world, taking active part in the ‘Theatre Warfare’ (referred to also in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, beginning in the autumn of 1599 and raging on in 1600): as early as in 1597, all the theatres were shut between July 28 and autumn by the order of the Privy Council (so this time not by the City authorities but by the Queen and her ministers) because the Earl of Pembroke’s Men put on a seditious and topical comedy called The Isle of Dogs by Thomas Nashe and Ben Jonson. Jonson spent the summer in prison. In 1600, Jonson, then already a leading writer of comedies (having established his reputation with Every Men in his Humour in 1598 [in which Shakespeare also played]), ridiculed the Lord Chamberlain’s Men (Shakespeare’s Company!) in his Poetaster, to which Thomas Dekker replied in Satiromastix (performed by the Lord Chamberlain’s Men in 1601). His best plays are Volpone (1606) and The Alchemist (1610), both performed by the King’s Men. He became a leading figure in court masques, written for the King, the scenery designed by the architect Inigo Jones. Jonson lost royal patronage in 1631, on quarrel with Jones. In 1616 (the year Shakespeare died), Jonson carefully edited and had printed his ‘complete works’ in a folio. 


� The pastoral tradition usually shows shepherds in nature, philosophising about the way of the world and love, important not only around 1599, but also around 1609-10, when Francis Beaumont (1584/5-1616) and John Fletcher (1579-1625) revived it. Both of them had written plays before, but their real success came when, in 1609, they started they collaboration in Philaster, to be followed by at least 5 plays written together. Being closely associated with the King’s Men, they may have influenced Shakespeare’s last, romance-writing period considerably. After Shakespeare’s ‘retirement’ around 1610, his place as leading playwright and reviser of plays was most probably taken by Fletcher. It was Fletcher who collaborated with Shakespeare – perhaps with others, too? – on Henry VIII (1613, at one of the performances – perhaps at the very first – the Globe burnt down, the second Globe was built in 1614) and The Two Noble Kinsmen (1613). HenryVIII is part of the Shakespeare-canon, as his ‘last’ play, Kinsmen is a debated issue.


�  Called Henry, Lord Hunsdon.


� On 20 May, 1613 the Privy Council paid 20 pounds to John Hemminges, at that time the leader of the King’s Men, for the presentation of six plays, among them a play called Cardenno, and a further payment that year occurs for a play with the title Cardenna. Further, in 1653 the London publisher Humphrey Mosley entered in the Stationers’ Register several plays, one listed as “The History of Cardenio, by Mr Fletcher and Shakespeare.”. Thus, it is likely that the play did exist, was written by John Fletcher and William Shakespeare around 1612-13, and later on printed, although neither the manuscript, nor the printed version survives. We can infer to what the play may have looked like from a play by Lewis Theobald entitled Double Falsehood, or The Distrest Lovers (performed at Drury Lane Theatre on 13 December, 1727 and published by Theobald in 1728). Theobald claimed to have worked from a play “written originally by W. Shakespeare”. Cardenio is a character in Cervantes’ Don Quixote (Part I), which was first published in English translation in 1612, but the stories in Cervantes’ book had been known in England before that. Double Falsehood  is a tragicomedy, with rape at the beginning and marriage at the end. 
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