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SHAKESPEARE’S   POETRY

Although Shakespeare is one of the best known literary personages of all times, to whom generations of honest scholars have given many years of research, there is still little to know for sure about his life and the dating of his work. Consider this quote: 

‘Shakespeare, William (1564-1616), eldest son and third child of John Shakespeare and Mary, daughter of Robert Arden (a well-to-do farmer of Wilmcote) was born at Stratford-on-Avon, and baptized on 26 Apr. 1564. Shakespeare’s father was a husbandman (also variously described as a yeoman, a glover, a butcher, and a wool-dealer) at Stratford and held various municipal offices. (…) We have very little direct and positive knowledge concerning the facts of Shakespeare’s life, and are dependent on inferences of more or less probability, ranging from practical certainty to conjecture. The poet was educated at the free grammar school at Stratford. He married in 1582 Anne, probably daughter of Richard Hathaway of Shottery. He left Stratford about 1585 to avoid, it has been suggested, prosecution for poaching (…) and after spending some time, perhaps as a schoolmaster, in a neighbouring village, arrived in London about 1586, where perhaps he became acquainted with Lord Southampton. He was probably engaged in some subordinate capacity at one of the two theatres (The Theatre or The Curtain) then existing in London, and afterwards became a member of the Lord Chamberlain’s (after the accession of James I, the King’s) company of  players, which acted at the Theatre, the Curtain, the Globe and from c. 1609 at the Blackfriars Theatre. It is established that by September 1592 Shakespeare was both and actor and a playwright.’ (italics mine, Sir Paul Harvey (ed.) The Oxford Companion to English Literature. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1932 (1); 1960.)

***

Perhaps this lack of certainty combined with some simple human curiosity led scholars in the 19th and early 20th centuries to approach Shakespeare’s work from the biographical point of view. Looking for biographical facts in the great poet’s texts (especially in the Sonnets) or explaining literary artefacts by events of life is now considered a rather fruitless and outdated method.

A more illuminating phase began in Shakespeare criticism when, having read Robert Graves’ analysis of one of Shakespeare’s sonnets and following the considerations  put forward by S.T. Coleridge’s and T.S. Eliot’s theoretical writings,  British scholars of Cambridge University  worked out the principles of practical criticism and its primary method, close reading. This approach does not care much about the time and place of the composition of the particular literary piece nor does it rely on biographical or historical surroundings. Similarly, perhaps, to biblical exegesis, it concerns itself with the explanation and interpretation of the text as such. Shakespeare’s texts were exceptionally apt for close reading and so were John Donne’s multilayered poems which were also ‘discovered’ then. I.A. Richards’ Practical Criticism (1929) and William Empson’s magnificent Seven Types of Ambiguity (1930) are full of still valid and most educational insights.

While the Cambridge School or their American followers, New Criticism believed in some coherent, though not easily decipherable meaning inherent in the text, the next important school, Deconstruction was more sceptical. Language being fast changing and instable in Elizabethan times which capacities Shakespeare (and later the Metaphysicals, too) amply exploited, little wonder that Deconstructionists read and analysed not one of the Sonnets as themselves expressly denying grounds of certainty and truth. Sonnets of distrust and suspicion came all too handy, especially for the Yale scholars following Harold Bloom’s ideas, their favourite being Sonnet 138. (But once language cannot be a site of truth, if there is no guarantee of meaning against its limitless instability, how could we make statements about untruth using even the most academic language? Or indeed, does anything go? – a nice, fat problem here.) However, directing attention to the subtle, hidden meanings in texts and depriving any one critical position from claiming absolute authority, Deconstruction successfully rid Shakespeare criticism from the threadbare canon it was subject to.

Dissatisfied by what was called the ‘ahistorical orthodoxies’ of New Criticism and Deconstruction some American scholars in the early 1980s strove to revive interest in the historical and political  contexts in which literary works came into being and functioned. New Historicism, as the approach is called, is indebted to some modernized Marxist ideology, to the arduous work of literary historians and editors who widened the scope of Renaissance research by including in the canon texts previously considered as ephemeral or lacking artistic value. Their central term ‘discursive practices’ denotes language (and thus literary works as well) as some actual usage within the social and ideological contexts the institutionalized representations of the world will allow at any given time. Stephen Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-Fashioning from More to Shakespeare or H. R. Woudhuysen’s (ed.) The Penguin Book of Renaissance Verse are perhaps the best known examples of this theory as put into practice. (Apart from its silence on the possible causes of changes in history New Historicism is difficult to criticize. It is a self-contained frame of thinking, devoid of inner contradictions and difficult to find faults with purely on empirical basis. Reservations about it thus stem from what one thinks of personal freedom, human goodwill, the conditio humana in general .)

***

Except for a few critics, like G.B. Shaw who did not think much of his plays, and others (French, of course (), who put him nowhere near Racine and Moliere,  most  will agree that Shakespeare was one of the greatest dramatists of the world. However, his contemporaries, including Elizabeth I as well, held him in much higher acclaim for his poetry. Unlike with Wyatt, Surrey or Sidney his poetry was published (at times even authenticated by him) in his lifetime. (Remember the rank of prestige among literary kinds and genres: poets, especially   sonneteers were either aristocrats themselves or people around them, with a passport to the court. Playwrights –‘wright’ as in ‘cartwright’ or ‘wrought iron’-- were considered literary mechanics, working with their hands – how naff! --, mixing with dubious folks (actors and the like), regularly turning up in places where the ragged people went, like the once redlight area where the first London theatres were built.)

The first work Shakespeare authenticated, Venus and Adonis (1593) and the next one, (The Rape of) Lucrece (1594) are both narrative poems. They were immensely popular in their own time and, together with the Sonnets, were probably written during a visitation of the plague when the theatres were closed. Although Elizabethan narratives are not part of this lecture series (and of the subsequent exam therefore), in order to whet the appetite of those who wish to study on in the MA course, here are a few words about them.

Venus and Adonis

The topic of the narrative is the mythological story of Venus falling in love with the beautiful youth, Adonis, who eventually gets killed by a boar he is hunting for. Shakespeare took the story from Ovid’s (Publius Ovidius Naso (43 B.C – A.D. 18) Roman poet)  Metamorphoses but in his rendering the classical quantitative verse is turned into sesta rima (mostly iambic six-line stanzas rhyming ababcc) and, more importantly, here Adonis does not return Venus’ love. Venus’ advances are described by Shakespeare in an almost physically disturbing way. Completely taken out of the courtly or even, pleasurable, perspective, the poem impels the reader to be a voyeur. (NB: Adonis has some overlap with the fair youth of the early sonnets, and some of Venus’ arguments also appear there.) The narrative employs an awful lot of body and bodily sensations: weight, moist, smell, heat -- all underlining a very openly sensual view of love. Around line 435 Venus unashamedly descends down the Elizabethan hierarchy of senses (from sight, hearing and touch down to taste and smell), and her wooing becomes almost like having lunch. Desire is greed, sexual longing is appetite, at least that is what the lines suggest. However, it was not Shakespeare alone, who inverted sexual roles. Remember Wyatt’s They flee from me… e.g. Indeed, gender roles were less fixed in Elizabethan times than, say, in the 19th century, so the rich and powerful courtly ladies were given allowances in the courtship game as well. And remember: Venus (Aphrodite in Greek mythology) is a most powerful goddess, on top of that.

In inhabiting Venus’ mind and eyeing Adonis’ dishy young body from her point of view Shakespeare follows the ‘Ovidian poem’ tradition of the late 16th century. Like in Marlowe’s Hero and Leander, the text seems to satisfy an imaginary male reader’s desire for a fictive male character, the latter, more often than not, being presented as slightly feminine, thus further blurring gender boundaries. (NB: homoerotic allusions must have had a great appeal to contemporaries: we know of no fewer than 11 editions of Venus and Adonis before 1620.) But why does Adonis turn down the goddess of love and beauty? True, Venus is overwhelming and thus fearful, and Adonis is inexperienced. However, it is not his virginity that he fears to lose, but rather his youth. Youth at that time was a metaphor and emblem for aesthetic beauty, and Adonis fears to waste that by joining, through ‘spending’ himself, the eternal cycle of procreation. He has his precious moment now between adolescence and manhood, his moment of perfection, i.e. the state the Renaissance view of Man compellingly prescribed for humans to quest for. To protect his sterile, narcissistic and yet transitory condition, to protect his integrity, Adonis refuses Venus, and together with her the feminine principle of mutability. Birth, procreation and fertility can also be associated with death and decay in the world of mortals. Venus is forever young, Adonis is only young now. (Note how often it happens in mythology that humans who are loved by gods suffer or perish in some way.)

Study Titian’s painting Venus and Adonis (cca. 1554) now in the Prado which (or engravings of which) Shakespeare might have seen. A most illuminating book on the topic is William Keach’s Elizabethan Erotic Narratives: Irony and Pathos in the Ovidian Poetry of Shakespeare, Marlowe and Their Contemporaries. The Harvester Press, 1977.

The Rape of Lucrece

Shakespeare took the story from Livy (Titus Livius (59 B.C. – A.D. 17) Roman historian)  and made it into a narrative poem in rhyme royal, (you know, seven 5-stress iambic lines, rhyming ababbcc)  partly as a sequel to Venus and Adonis. The figures of Diana and Lucretia are emblems (yet of different kind) of chastity in the Renaissance. The rape of Lucretia is a favoured, much pictured theme: c.f. Tiepolo’s, Gavin Hamilton’s, Artemisia Gentileschi’s paintings on the topic or, perhaps more famously, Titian’s Tarquin and Lucretia (cca. 1570). Ian Donaldson’s book, The Rapes of Lucretia: A Myth and Its Transformations. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982. will provide you with a very astute discussion of the matter. Like Venus and Adonis, Lucrece also became a much imitated, popular narrative by the end of the 16th century.

In the poem sexuality is put into civil war with what Tarquin, the king’s son, raper of Lucrece believes to be the better part in him. In vain does he know what he should not do, his desire destroys him, uneasily pointing to the power of lust over humans. His gross self-division, and subsequent self-alienation imply that he has raped himself as well by yielding to a stronger power in him. (See line 157 and after.) Lucrece is a deeply Platonic poem in the sense that it separates wit and will, the latter being corruptible. Also, Lucrece’s and, differently though, Tarquin’s bodies – both the temple of the soul – are conquered by lust, leaving self-contempt behind in both cases. (Compare lines 700-715.) But bodies appear on a more pedestrian level as well: Lucrece’s body is the mere object of desire, the description of which while she is asleep, her soul then being ‘absent’ (lines 385, 405) turns the reader yet again into a voyeur

as they watch her through Tarquin’s eyes. All through the narrative Lucrece is subordinated to other people’s intentions and desires. The only way for her to become mistress of her fate is, paradoxically, to kill herself. Only by destroying her corrupted body can she purify her soul and save the good fame of her husband and his family. That she, having been raped, was never accomplice to the corruption of her body seems not to be of central importance. 

Very unsettlingly for the modern (especially female) reader, the narrative seems to suggest that the relation of soul and body is different in men and women (lines 1240-1260). Women’s bodies and souls are more closely related: once your body is corrupted, your soul is as well. Lucrece thus has to destroy her body, while Tarquin can repent and live on. Men are more complex, more in charge of their fate (note that Tarquin is always fully dressed, Lucrece is always naked in the paintings), women are less in possession of their souls, they cannot and should not (!) hide their feelings while men are more capable of hypocrisy and duplicity.  Women appear as much simpler constructs than men, as much more visible, open ones. Note that even in the 19th century the ‘good woman’ was transparent, surveyable, hiding nothing. By the end of the poem Lucrece’s body is curiously made use of again: it becomes the ‘foundation’ of the republic. Her father and husband battle a bit over her dead body aiming to possess the precious sacrificial token. Shakespeare, who was deeply monarchist, felt uneasy about the end of this story. To get about the problem, he made Tarquin into a bad king who could and indeed, should be deposited. 

Outraged as the modern reader is at the treatment of Lucrece’s body, it has to be admitted that representing selves as mere bodies, as the objects of someone’s total desire is not strictly gender-related in the Renaissance. Lucrece in this resembles Adonis, Marlowe’s Leander or, to a lesser degree, the ‘fair youth’ of the sonnets. Except, perhaps, for the pagan Marlowe’s Hero and Leander, ‘Ovidian narratives’ in Elizabethan times have a very bleak view of what people can do with their lives: desire destroys you, but this, put nastily, is part of the fun. Shakespeare’s erotic narratives are very perplexed, even off-putting as concerns erotic desire. There is no pleasure in sex in his erotic poems, as if eroticism were close to death, where desire appears almost as death wish. This way of thinking about (i.e. aggressively and self-destructively lusting after) women (and men, too) was rightly seen so bad, that some contemporaries tried to stop it. Spenser e.g. tried desperately in The Fairie Queene to rewrite the female allegory, not that much to be nice to women but rather to free men from these kinds of obsession.

The Sonnets

There are 154 of them, published first by Thomas Thorpe in 1609 in the so called Quarto edition. (Folio means the size of book in which the page size results from folding a standard printer’s sheet in half, forming two leaves (i.e. four pages);  quarto means a printer’s sheet folded twice, forming four leaves (eight pages); octavo means the printer’s sheet folded thrice, (eight leaves, 16 pages); duodecimo (often the size of prayer books and hymn books which people carried with themselves) means the printer’s sheet folded and cut in such a way that the result is twelve leaves and thus 24 pages.) They form a sonnet sequence and are modelled after Petrarch and the continental sonneteers who followed him, and after Sidney and Samuel Daniel in England. Towards the end of the great period of the sonnet sequence in European literature Shakespeare reflects on clichés old and relatively new and hammers out, if the word is appropriate for the obvious ease and mastery of language Shakespeare exhibits, his unmistakably idiosyncratic lyric diction. Soothing and perplexing, spiritual and profane, sublime and bawdy: his sonnets have offered a multitude of facets for readers for half a millennium.

Like most of the texts Shakespeare ever wrote, the Sonnets also have given rise to various speculations. Below I partly follow the argumentation of Stephen Booth, who laboriously edited and annotated the state-of-the-art edition. (Shakespeare’s Sonnets. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1977. pp 543-549.)

“Authenticity:  There is no reason to doubt that the 154 poems Thorpe published as Shakespeare’s are by Shakespeare. There is, of course, no certainty that they are. For various reasons (sometimes specified, always arbitrary, never persuasive) most of the sonnets in Q have at one time or other been questioned.” 

(Indeed, there have been scholars who tried to oust from the canon sonnets with ‘deviant’ form or of lesser artistic merit, like e.g. 145, on the grounds that the great Bard cannot have written such gauche lines.)

“Dates of Composition:  Versions of two Q sonnets appeared in 1599 (…138, 144 …). Otherwise the only certainty about the date of the 154 sonnets in Q is the publication date, 1609.”

“Form: All but three of the 154 poems in Q consist of fourteen pentameter lines – three quatrains and a couplet – and rhymed abab, cdcd, efef, gg (a form introduced by Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, and anticipated by Thomas Wyatt’s  “The flamyng sighes that boile within my brest …,” a twenty-eight-line poem in fourteen-line, seven-rhymes stanzas rhymed abba, cddc, effe, gg). The three exceptions in Q are 99 (fifteen lines long), 126 (six couplets), and 145 (tetrameters).”

“Sources: The last two sonnets in Q derive from a specific source, an epigram in the Greek Anthology (…). Otherwise, “source” is an inappropriate and misleading term in discussing the literary antecedents of the sonnets. It is more to the point to talk about literary traditions and conventions (…).”

“Arrangement: Since most people guess the 1609 Quarto to be unauthorized, we have no strong reason to assume the 1609 order to be either the order of their writing or the order in which Shakespeare would have wanted them read had he published them himself.”

“The Young Man as/and Mr. W. H.:  Speculation on the identity of the young man rests on one or more from a series of assumptions that are reasonable but nonetheless pure: (a) the assumption that there is a biographical basis for the events apparently referred to in the sonnets (i.e. that there is a young man to identify); (b) the assumption that all references to a male beloved are to the same person; (3) the assumption that the Mr. (i.e. Master) W. H. of Thorpe’s dedication is the young man addressed in the sonnets.”

(Indeed, many a nice academic career has been built on fanciful, sometimes even loony detective work towards identifying the mysterious Mr. W. H. Just a sample of the possible candidates: Henry Wriothesley, third Earl of Southampton, William Herbert, third Earl of Pembroke, William Hart (Shakespeare’s brother-in-law), “several William Hathaways (e.g. a dramatist <inconveniently named Richard>)”, one theory makes W. H. stand for “William Himself”.)

“Homosexuality: William Shakespeare was almost certainly homosexual, bisexual, or heterosexual. The sonnets provide no evidence on that matter.”

“The Dark Lady: Sonnets 127-152 include several that refer to or address a woman (or, improbably, some women) of dark complexion and whore-like habits. She, like the male friend, may be a literary creation; if Shakespeare was talking about real people or events, we have no clue whatsoever as to the woman’s identity. Speculation on her identity has ranged from wanton to ludicrous and need not be illustrated.”

“The Rival Poet: Several of the sonnets (i.e. 78-80 and 82-86) mention a poet (or some poets) with whom the speaker seems to be in competition for the love and/or the patronage of the beloved, Most Elizabethan poets whose names and work have survived have been suggested as the rival poet of the sonnets. George Chapman is the leading candidate (presumably because he wrote both pompously and well); Christopher Marlowe is in second place. There are no valid grounds for favouring any one poet or any coalition. There are no grounds for certainty that Shakespeare had any real particular poet(s) in mind.”

Why then, has there been so much speculation about the smallest, most unimportant details in or around the Shakespeare oeuvre? Why is he, beyond compare, the most discussed author of  European literature? One reason, perhaps, is the power of canon and the canonisers: no English department in Europe (or, for that matter, North America) would dare to leave out Shakespeare from the curriculum for fear of appearing low-brow or dilettante. His appreciation has reached the stage of cult, ‘bardolatry’ is the word coined to denote it.  Isten másodszülöttje (a quote!) is the title of the monograph in which a Hungarian scholar, Dr. Péter Dávidházi discusses the Shakespeare cult in Hungary. But equally educational is the modest looking book, Shakespeare szonettjei Magyarországon, written by Dr. Katalin É. Kiss in the 1970s, which informs us, among many useful things, that there are no fewer than five complete translations of the sonnets into Hungarian. Two other complete ones are in the making, I hear. Some of the most favoured sonnets have been translated by several Hungarian poets, the task being a gesture of homage as well as a tour de force. Not that it has always been so. The 18th century did not think much of the Sonnets. Wordsworth expressly denied their artistic value. French critics also are known to have had their reservations, see the Shakespeare entry in the great Larousse. Coleridge and Keats were great admirers and Keats even went as far as to compare Shakespeare’s anonymous imagination unfavourably to what he called the ‘egotistical sublime’ in Wordsworth’s poetry. I agree with Keats and find the explanation for Shakespeare’s popularity in the timeless human importance of his verse. Reading the narratives, the sonnets or the songs he inserted occasionally into his plays, one gets to know others, the world and oneself better, shares experience outside the scope of one’s individual and thus limited life, joins the group of readers to whom these poems were and are important. In the meantime one delights in the richness and accurateness of Shakespeare’s use of language, a mastery never since paralleled.

Things to do alone

· Study paintings by Botticelli, Artemisia Gentileschi, Tiepolo, Titian and Hamilton and note the differences in the representation of male and female bodies, bodies of gods and mortals in the individual paintings and between the painters themselves.

· Read Lawrence Stone’s book Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500-1800. New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1979.

· Study the sonnets especially 1-17. Note the frequent anthropomorphization of nature and its reverse, the ‘naturalisation’ of humans. Why do you think that is done?

· Close read Sonnet 138. Why do you think Deconstructionists liked to analyse it so much? Pay attention to words with double meaning, both of which fit in the text.

· Read Sonnet 75 in the original and in Lőrinc Szabó’s translation. What happens in the Hungarian text?

· Consider Sonnet 71. What background meaning can you find in it and how does it effect our understanding?

· Read Sonnet 55 and Horace’s (Quintus Horatius Flaccus 65-8 B.C., Roman poet) Exegi monumentum… . (“Áll ércnél maradandóbb művem…” is the beginning of the Hungarian translation by Gábor Devecseri.) Whose memory do the poems seem to keep?  Pay special attention to the use of ‘you’ in Shakespeare’s text.

· Study drawings, paintings, busts of Shakespeare. Note how he is becoming more and more handsome over time. (The same happened to Mozart, who in real life was downright ugly.)

