
[image: Cover]


[image: image]

Shakespeare:

A Complete Introduction

Michael Scott


To the family


Acknowledgements

This book could not have been written, produced or published without the help and support of my wife, Eirlys, who worked tirelessly on it with me from its inception, but who sadly died before its publication. My thanks are incalculable, my love immeasurable. She wanted the book to be dedicated ‘to the family’. I wish it also to serve as a tribute to her memory and to her love for us all.

My thanks to Professor John Drakakis, friend and colleague, who has diligently read through the typescript, making suggestions and comments which I have invariably included. Thanks also to Terry Hands, former Artistic Director of the Royal Shakespeare Company and subsequently of Clwyd Theatre Cymru, a good friend with whom I’ve discussed elements of this book and who has inspired generations of theatregoers.

I am grateful to my publisher and editor, Victoria Roddam, for her professionalism, guidance and timely notes of encouragement through the writing period, and to my project manager, Sarah Chapman, and my literary agent, Charlotte Howard at Fox and Howard Ltd, for their advice and support.

I owe a debt of gratitude to all my teachers and colleagues at the various universities at which I’ve studied or taught and to those teachers and members of my family who in my schooldays gave me my first insight into the joy of Shakespearean performance and study. Too many are, sadly, now long gone but will never be forgotten. Thanks also to Medwin Hughes, Vice Chancellor of University of Wales Trinity St David for his support and encouragement. I am grateful as always to my daughters, sons-in-law and grandchildren for the joy they give us as a family, which encourages the writing.

Finally, I acknowledge with gratitude all those writers and scholars referenced and/or quoted in this book and, of course, the students I have been privileged to teach, both in the UK and abroad.


Contents

      Preface

1    Releasing Shakespeare

Shakespeare the entertainer

Shakespeare the businessman

Shakespeare through time

2    The framing of Shakespearean comedy: The Comedy of Errors (1594)

The plot of the play

The structure of the play

3    Critical perspectives 1: Neoclassical and Romantic approaches

The seventeenth century

The eighteenth century

Romanticism

4    A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1595–6) and Romeo and Juliet (1595–6)

A Midsummer Night’s Dream

Romeo and Juliet

From dream to nightmare

5    Shakespeare’s poetic and theatrical language

The iambic pentameter and the sonnet form

A muse of fire

Body and stage language

Forms of communication

Music and song

The perils of over-analysis

6    Love’s Labour’s Lost (1595) and The Two Gentlemen of Verona (1591–2)

Understanding the plays’ structure

Love’s Labour’s Lost

The Two Gentlemen of Verona

7    Living up to its title: As You Like It (1599–1600)

Troubled times

Sex and sexual titillation

In the Forest of Arden

The structure of the play

8    Twelfth Night; or, What You Will (1601)

Carpe diem

‘What if?’

Creating and animating a tableau

‘This is I’

‘That that is, is’

9    Critical perspectives 2: Theatrical Influences on Shakespeare in performance and interpretation

The empty space

Acting style

Film and television

The multi-conscious apprehension of the audience

Recreating the Shakespearean stage

10  Much Ado About Nothing (1598–9) and The Taming of the Shrew (1589–92?)

Much Ado About Nothing

The Taming of the Shrew

11  The Merchant of Venice (1596–8)

Confronting or pandering to anti-Semitic prejudices?

Flesh and blood

The Christian context

The mercantile currency

Deception and structure

12  Critical perspectives 3: Reading history, writing history and the English history plays

The Elizabethan fashion for history plays

History or tragedy?

Critical questioning

Sharp diffractions of light in Shakespearean studies

History and politics

Self-fashioning

13  The English history plays 1: The Henry VI plays (1591–2); Richard III (1592–4); King John (1595–7)

King Henry VI parts 1-3

Counterpointing and juxtapositioning

Richard III

King John

14  The English history plays 2: Richard II (1595–6)

The anointed king

Queen Elizabeth and Shakespeare’s Richard II

15  The English history plays 3, plus a comedy: 1 Henry IV (1596–7); 2 Henry IV (1597–8); Henry V (1599); and The Merry Wives of Windsor (1597–1601)

The Henry IV plays

Henry V

The Merry Wives of Windsor

16  Critical perspectives 4: Tragedy – some modern critical challenges; Titus Andronicus (1591–2)

Aristotle

The influence of A. C. Bradley

Text and performance

Meaning by Shakespeare

The individual and society

A cruel play for cruel ages: Titus Andronicus

17  Hamlet, Prince of Denmark (1600–1601)

The structure of the play

Memory and remembrance

Carnal sin

To be, or not to be

Renaissance humanism, political pragmatism and the theatre

18  Othello (1604)

Othello’s credulity

Stereotypes

Othello the outsider

Craftsmanship

Iago’s motivation

Truth and falsehood

Who is the protagonist?

19  King Lear (1605–6)

Structure and emblem

The test

Telling the truth

Goneril and Regan

Parallel plots

The heath

Interactive narrative

Questions of identity

The recognition scenes

20  Macbeth (1606)

What is a traitor?

Macbeth and interpretation

Hell’s gate

Temptation and conscience

‘Unsex me here’

Consequences

Signifying nothing

21  Critical perspectives 5: Searching for and interpreting the text

‘Good’ and ‘bad’ quartos and the First Folio

Different kinds of Hamlet

Original performance

Modern adaptations

Editorial decisions

Aligning plays with events

Nostalgia

Interpretation and performance

22  Greeks and Romans 1: Timon of Athens (1605) and Troilus and Cressida (1601–2)

Timon of Athens

Troilus and Cressida

23  Greeks and Romans 2: Julius Caesar (1599); Antony and Cleopatra (1606–7); Coriolanus (1608)

The structure of the plays

Merging stage and audience

Elizabethan contemporary issues

Manipulation of perception

The domestic and the public

The personal and the political

Challenging the audience

24  Critical perspectives 6: Some ‘isms’; a glossary; and selected biographies

Some definitions of ‘isms’

Glossary

Selected recent biographies

25  All’s Well That Ends Well (1605) and Measure for Measure (1604)

All’s Well That Ends Well

Measure for Measure

26  Cymbeline (1609–10) and a note on the poems

The genre debate

Provenance

Structural convention and innovation

The dirge for Fidele

Shakespeare’s poems

27  The Tempest (1611) and the collaborative plays: Henry VIII (1613); The Two Noble Kinsmen (1613–4); Pericles (1608); and The Shakespeare Apocrypha

Henry VIII

The Two Noble Kinsmen

Cardenio/Double Falsehood (?)

The Shakespeare Apocrypha

Pericles, Prince of Tyre

The Tempest

28  The Winter’s Tale (1610–11)

An ‘improbable fiction’

The impact of history on the play

Time

Spring

The art of grafting

Recognition

Autolycus

The theatrical wonder

      Conclusion

      Appendices

1 Dates of Shakespeare’s works

2 Some key dates, 1485–1633

3 The English monarchs, 1154–1649

4 Bibliography and further reading


Preface

Shakespeare wrote for everyone, whoever they were, from Queen or King to the most menial, and all came to see the plays. He is as comprehensive in his entertainment as he is in his audiences. For years, certain factions in society have tried to claim him for themselves and in so doing have deterred others, perhaps even you, from appreciating and enjoying his work. This book wishes to set him free for everyone to enjoy. It aims to introduce and explain the plays by looking at how they work, taking you on a journey through the genres of comedy, history and tragedy. It is the process of this journey, with its various landmarks, which is the book’s purpose.

We will also consider various critical perspectives that will help you clarify various movements or issues concerning Shakespeare’s work that we will meet along the way. Broad definitions of various critical movements, for example, can be found in Chapter 24. Obviously, as with any guide, I have to be selective. Each of Shakespeare’s plays is mentioned but we will spend more time discussing the best known and popular of the plays. Nevertheless, even plays in which Shakespeare may have had only the briefest creative and collaborative interest as a writer, get at least a mention, as do the poems, although I do not dwell on them in any detail.

There are plenty of good biographies of Shakespeare, and I spend a little time identifying some of the more recent ones but, throughout our journey, aspects of his life are referenced in the discussion. The book follows a logical framework, on which I comment in the conclusion, but I’ve taken care, I hope, to enable you to dip in and out of various chapters as you wish and to provide you with a wide range of references.

Hodder & Stoughton invited me to write this book following the publication of Shakespeare’s Comedies (2014) and Shakespeare’s Tragedies (2015), which I wrote for its All That Matters series. I draw on material from those books in some of the chapters. That being said, let’s ‘stiffen the sinews’ and begin.

Michael Scott

A NOTE ON THE REFERENCES

Unless otherwise stated, the text used for all quotations and references to acts, scenes and lines is The Arden Shakespeare Complete Works edited by Richard Proudfoot, Ann Thompson and David Scott Kastan, reissued edition 2011, paperback (London: Bloomsbury Methuen Drama).


1

Releasing Shakespeare
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William Shakespeare has been hailed as one of the greatest thinkers of all time, one of the world’s finest artists, poets and dramatists. His plays are discussed in the context of their language, philosophy and ‘meaning’. Nowadays people study them and are assessed on his work in examinations. So intense has the Shakespeare ‘industry’ become that, in any single year, there are probably more words written about him or spoken of him than he wrote himself. He is a complex phenomenon that can cause us problems as we approach his work, whether on the page or the stage.

When we put this prodigious reputation together with the distance of four hundred years since Shakespeare died, we need to remember that there have been major changes in language, social values and perceptions. The medium of poetry in which much of the drama is written reflects the verbally dominant styles of communication and entertainment of his time that have become primarily visual today. In view of the vast amount of scholarship about the man and his work and an apparent elitist culture that has grown up around him, it is no wonder that some people approach his plays with trepidation.

[image: image]



Shakespeare the entertainer

Shakespeare was in the entertainment business. He made his living mainly from writing and acting in plays. He was so successful that he became a ‘sharer’ in his company, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, and in their theatre, the Globe. The company name indicated that the Lord Chamberlain was the patron of the company. Without having a patron it was against the law to act in plays professionally, but this did not mean that the Lord Chamberlain actually subsidized the company. Through his name the actors were protected; without it they could have been prosecuted as vagabonds and vagrants.

[image: image]
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‘…all Fencers Bearewardes Comon Players in Enterludes & Minstrels, not belonging to any Baron of this Realme or towardes any other honourable Personage of greater Degeree; all Juglers Pedlars Tynkers and Petye Chapmen;…[who] shall wander abroade and have not Lycense of two Justices of the Peace at the least,…shal bee taken adjudged and deemed Roges Vacaboundes and Sturdy Beggers.’

Act for the Punishment of Vagabonds 1572 (quoted in Gurr, A. [1970: 19], The Shakespearean Stage, 1574–1642. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

[image: image]

The Globe Theatre was not the first theatre where the Lord Chamberlain’s Men acted or for which Shakespeare first wrote plays; that playhouse was ‘The Theatre’, situated north of the city of London. The lease for that playhouse ran out in 1597, so for the following year the company played at the neighbouring theatre, the Curtain, before moving to the Globe, which opened in 1599. The actors had to run their theatre and company as a commercial concern. Later, Shakespeare took a business interest in a further smaller indoor theatre, the Blackfriars, where the company could perform in winter. After the accession in 1603 of James VI of Scotland to the English throne as James I, the King became the patron of the company, which then became known as the King’s Men.

The Red Lion (1567) in Whitechapel was probably the first public theatre in London. In 1576 it was replaced by ‘The Theatre’, built by James Burbage in Shoreditch just outside the city walls. Burbage had been a carpenter and in 1575 had worked at Kenilworth Castle on the creation of the stage for the entertainment planned for the visit of Queen Elizabeth I to the Earl of Leicester, who owned the castle. Kenilworth was not far from Stratford-upon-Avon where Shakespeare lived. The Queen’s visit was a great occasion for the locality and occurred when Shakespeare was just 11 years old. We can only speculate about whether the boy went to the castle in the hope of seeing the Queen or whether he heard talk of it. Leicester entertained Elizabeth for 19 days, from 9 to 27 July. We know also that travelling players regularly performed in Stratford during Shakespeare’s childhood. There are, of course, no records of Shakespeare’s engagement with them but entertainment appears to have got into his blood from somewhere.
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Key idea




Shakespeare’s works are easier to enjoy and to put into context if he is freed from the carbuncles of history and cultural elitism that have grown up around him. We may then get back to the purpose of the plays – to attract people from all strata of society to what is popular entertainment.

[image: image]

There is much speculation about Shakespeare’s life before he arrived in London in the early 1590s, when he is first mentioned as an actor and a writer. We will come to that speculation later but it is held that in 1594 a playwright, Robert Greene, reportedly on his deathbed, complained that Shakespeare was taking and using the work of other dramatists to make his way in the theatre. Greene, apparently out of resentment, calls him an ‘upstart Crow’. Whether it was Greene or another writer – for example Thomas Nashe or Henry Chettle who wrote the Groatsworth of Wit but published it under Greene’s name – is a matter for debate. (See, for example, Katherine Duncan-Jones [2010: 48–56].) It is said that Greene died from ‘a surfeit of Rhenish wine and pickled herring’!
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[image: image]

‘…trust them not: for there is an upstart Crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his Tiger’s heart wrapped in a Player’s hide, supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you: and, being an absolute Iohannes fac totum, is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in a country.’

Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit Bought with a Million of Repentance, 1592

[image: image]

Whoever made the ‘upstart Crow’ accusation, it’s apparent just from looking at Shakespeare’s plays and consulting his sources that he adapted and rewrote some known plays and to great effect, since it appears that he was making them more popular and enduring with his audiences.
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Spotlight




For the majority of his plays throughout his career, Shakespeare used known stories, plays and other sources to create his dramas, and to bring people into the theatre to entertain them and to make money for his company and for himself.

[image: image]

Shakespeare the businessman

As a ‘sharer’ in the company, Shakespeare had part-ownership of the company and the properties, the scripts and the costumes. It was what we might regard as a communal business with the risks shared, at first, between eight and, later, 12 fellow members of the company. Their business manager was John Heminges, one of the two men who later published the First Folio of Shakespeare’s works in 1623. When Shakespeare retired, in 1613 or thereabouts, he was quite a wealthy man, owning handsome properties in Stratford and London and some land. He was also involved in a controversy over a proposal to enclose some of this land, which would have allowed him to make more money but at the expense of poorer people. As it happened, the particular proposal was not successful. We know that he also loaned money and that he purchased a large house in London, which he rented out.

Shakespeare wrote his plays primarily for the company in which he had a business interest, and they were usually performed in one or other of the theatres in which he had a financial interest. Thus he was not only a poet and dramatist but also what we would today term a businessman.
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Key idea




There appears with Shakespeare to have been no separation between the ownership of the means of production and the participation in the means of production – the plays in performance. Shakespeare was working at a time when capitalism was in its infancy and when modern industrial relations had yet to be developed. His theatre was in the business of generating income and was therefore at the centre of commercial activity, although there was a general cultural suspicion of the process of commodification that resulted from the growth of a market economy.

[image: image]

Shakespeare through time

Shakespeare was born in 1564, probably on 23 April, which is St George’s Day (the patron saint of England), and he died in 1616, possibly on his birthday. The actual dates of birth and death are speculative; they are mainly based on the dates of his christening (26 April 1564) and burial (25 April 1616), although the bust of him that was erected some time later in Holy Trinity Church does give 23 April as the date of his death, at the age of 53.

We might consider whether Shakespeare believed that as a dramatist he would be so highly regarded four hundred years after his death. He certainly had the desire, and he thought he would gain immortality through his non-dramatic poetry, as shown, for example, in Sonnet 60 where he writes that although ‘Time’ brings youth and beauty to an end when ‘…nothing stands but for his scythe to mow’, he yet hopes that his writing will last: ‘And yet to times in hope my verse shall stand,/Praising thy worth, despite his cruel hand.’ But like a number of his contemporaries, with the exception of Ben Jonson, he may have regarded his plays as ephemeral and, as far as we know, he did not himself seek to have them published. He may have distinguished between his non-dramatic poetry and a play such as Love’s Labour’s Lost, which is critical of ‘fame’, although Kiernan Ryan believes that he was aware that future audiences would see his plays.

[image: image]
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‘To grasp a Shakespearean play as fully as possible at any point in time is to recognize that its gaze is bent upon a vanishing point at which no reader or spectator can hope to arrive. Like the hat that the circus clown kicks out of reach every time he steps forward to pick it up, final comprehension of the play is perpetually postponed by each act of interpretation. Built into Shakespeare’s plays, as into his poems, is the expectation that whatever eyes are viewing them at a given moment, other “eyes not yet created” (Sonnet 81) will one day view them in another light.’

Ryan, K. (2001: 198), ‘Shakespeare and the Future’, in Cartmell, D. and Scott, M., Talking Shakespeare. Basingstoke: Palgrave

[image: image]

His trust in the endurance across time of poetry to praise the lover is a powerful theme exemplified also in Sonnet 55, where he exalts both the art of the poet and the lasting memory of the one to whom it is addressed.

Not marble, nor the gilded monuments

Of princes, shall outlive this powerful rhyme;

But you shall shine more bright in these contents

Than unswept stone, besmeared with sluttish time.

When wasteful war shall statues overturn

Nor Mars his sword, nor war’s quick fire, shall burn

The living record of your memory:

’Gainst death, and all oblivious enmity,

Shall you pace forth; your praise shall still find room

Even in the eyes of all posterity

That wear this world out to the ending doom.

So till the judgement that yourself arise,

You live in this, and dwell in lovers’ eyes.

Of his 37-plus plays (as we will see in Chapter 27, scholars claim that he had a hand in more plays, usually as a collaborator, and it is now generally accepted, for example, that a 38th, The Two Noble Kinsmen, was written by him and John Fletcher), only 18 were published during his lifetime. All of these, except Pericles, were republished with the other 19 in the first collected edition of his works, prepared seven years after his death by two of his friends and fellow actors in 1623: John Heminges, referred to earlier, and Henry Condell. This collected edition, known as the First Folio, did not include Pericles, which was subsequently ascribed to him. (The Two Noble Kinsmen was published in a single edition in 1634, naming John Fletcher and William Shakespeare as the joint authors; that text was reprinted in 1679 in the Second Folio of Beaumont and Fletcher’s Comedies and Tragedies).

Single editions of the plays were known as quartos, and in Shakespeare’s case those published had usually been authorized by his company. Some ‘pirated’ editions, however, as we will see in Chapter 21, were also published without his or his company’s approval.
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Spotlight




The words ‘folio’ and ‘quarto’ refer to the size of a book’s leaves. For a folio edition, the standard sheet of paper of about 340 × 430 mm (13.5 × 17 inches) was folded once, making two leaves or four pages. For the smaller quarto the standard sheet was folded twice, making four leaves or eight pages.

[image: image]

This dramatist, who never went to university, came from a relatively modest background; his father, John Shakespeare, was a glover and, although a prominent citizen and one-time alderman of Stratford-upon-Avon, found himself in serious financial trouble. Yet by the early nineteenth century, as we will see, his son William became almost deified in the way in which intellectuals regarded him.

Shakespeare’s reputation in schools – and beyond – is often framed by difficulty. You might yourself have made or heard such statements as ‘I was put off Shakespeare at school’, ‘Shakespeare’s not for the likes of me’, ‘I don’t understand the words’, ‘It’s boring’ or ‘I don’t know what it means’. For Shakespeare, I would imagine, these statements would be anomalous, even heartbreaking, so try not to let negative statements put you off.

For example, after working on a Shakespearean play for a short time, a student said, ‘I don’t understand this play.’ ‘What don’t you understand?’ I asked. ‘The words,’ he replied. ‘Which words?’ ‘All of them,’ he answered! Of course, he did understand most of the words but was fearful of the poetry at first. He persevered by allowing the words to flow over him and, as he became more engrossed in the story, so he started to enjoy and appreciate the play.
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Key idea




Shakespeare wrote plays not for an elite but for people from all strata of society to enjoy. His theatre, the Globe, was in an area of London where there were bear-baiting pits, brothels and taverns. The plays were written as popular entertainment and they worked as such. They brought in the crowds. They made money for him and his fellow actors in the theatre.

[image: image]

What I want to do in this book is to allay the fear of Shakespeare, and take you, the reader, back to how Shakespeare developed and constructed his plays for popular entertainment. I am, of course, part of the Shakespearean ‘industry’ but I want to release Shakespeare from the confines of the layers of commentary that have grown over his dramas. I want to concentrate not on what the plays mean, but how they work, and I want you to come with me on a journey through the plays, as I introduce you to their structures, their plots and language, so that you too might be entertained by them. Certainly, I will attempt to demystify the jargon and delineate the various critical schools and approaches, but we will concentrate on how the plays work and how we, four hundred years after their creation, can respond to them.


2

The framing of Shakespearean comedy: The Comedy of Errors (1594)

[image: image]

Many writers strive for a structural formula for their work, which will ensure sustainable success. Modern crime writers, for example, may decide to start their work with a murder and then create a detective to work through various clues in order to discover the perpetrator. Alternatively, they might start by revealing the murderer to the reader or the audience and work through the book or play by showing how he or she avoids or tries to avoid being caught. These are simple structural decisions to be made. In a complex play it is not always easy to perceive the structure underpinning the plot at first, but the writer usually needs one in order to hold the play together.

When Robert Greene, or whoever, accused Shakespeare of borrowing other people’s ideas he was, in a sense, right. Shakespeare learned from ancient and contemporary plays but framed what he learned into something new, or he discarded old formulae in order to give a freer rein to his imagination by innovating, adapting or even adopting new structures for his plays.

[image: image]



Some modern critics accuse Shakespeare of being too formulaic. James Shapiro, a respected, historically oriented scholar, for example, considers Twelfth Night (1601), one of Shakespeare’s most celebrated and performed comedies, to be formulaic. If this is so, it is probably because Shakespeare, in one of his earliest comedies, The Comedy of Errors, not only employed a dramatic formula derived from the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BCE) and the Latin classical dramatist Plautus (c.254–184 BCE), but began to frame a formula of his own which was to influence the later Twelfth Night. His sources for The Comedy of Errors were two plays by the Roman dramatist Plautus – The Brothers Menaechmi and Amphitryon – that he may have encountered while at school, as well as an old classical story, Apollonius of Tyre. He was probably also influenced by the Latin comedies of Terence (c.190–159 BCE), which were themselves based on plays from classical Greece.
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The three Unities




Neoclassical writers and critics in the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries referred to Aristotle’s work Poetics and used the work of Greek and Roman writers and dramatists as a measure for evaluating the success of a play. They judged that a play should follow Aristotle’s rules for drama, which were called the ‘three unities’ – that is, of time (a single day), place (a single location) and action (a single plot) – if it were to be judged as being of quality.

At the beginning of his career in The Comedy of Errors, and in The Tempest towards the end of his career, Shakespeare adhered to the three Unities but for the majority of his plays he ignored them. With The Comedy of Errors the discipline of keeping to Aristotle’s three Unities worked but, although he had devised the details of his plot mainly from Plautus, he nevertheless introduced further complications to it.

[image: image]

The plot of the play

[image: image]
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‘The plotting of The Comedy of Errors is an intellectual feat of some magnitude, akin to the composition of a fugue. But it is also characteristic of Shakespeare to broaden the play’s emotional range by adding the wholly serious framework, derived from another classical story which he was to use again close to the end of his career in Pericles.’

Wells, S. (2002: 132), Shakespeare for All Time. London: Macmillan

[image: image]

In the play’s main source – Plautus’ The Brothers Menaechmi – there is only a single pair of twins but in The Comedy of Errors Shakespeare introduced a second set of twins to complicate the action, creating the potential for more identity errors and thereby more humour. Antipholus of Ephesus has a servant called Dromio. Antipholus of Syracuse, who has arrived in Ephesus searching to find his lost identical twin brother, also has a servant called Dromio. Egeon, a rich Syracusian merchant and the father of the twins Antipholus, bought the twins Dromio to act as his sons’ servants. It is a farcical situation, which is explained by Egeon in the opening scene of the play:

…she (my wife) became

A joyful mother of two goodly sons,

And, which was strange, the one so like the other,

As could not be distinguish’d but by names.

That very hour, and in the self-same inn,

A mean woman was delivered

Of such a burden male, twins both alike;

Those, for their parents were exceeding poor,

I bought, and brought up to attend my sons.

(1.1.49–57)
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Key idea




Try to watch as well as read The Comedy of Errors, which is a very funny play about the confusions that arise from mistaken identities. Highly entertaining, it is also a ‘foundation play’, which can help you to understand how many of Shakespeare’s later plays work. Widely available, Trevor Nunn’s 1978 RSC musical production with Judi Dench and Michael Williams stands the test of time, but there are plenty of other recordings of this play on DVD and the Internet.

[image: image]

The play opens with Egeon being arrested and sentenced to death by the Duke of Ephesus. Ephesus and Syracuse are at war and unwittingly Egeon has landed in the Ephesian port, looking for one of his lost twin sons. Now a captive, he narrates the story of his life to the Duke in order to explain why he has arrived at Syracuse: ‘A heavier task could not have been impos’d,/Than I to speak my griefs unspeakable’ (1.1.31–2). In the process he tells the incredible story of the birth of his twin sons and the twin servants years ago in ‘the self-same inn’. He continues by describing how, on their sea voyage home, a storm blew up and the sailors abandoned the ship they were on, leaving them alone. In order to save themselves, Egeon and his wife fastened one of their baby twins and his servant to one end of a ‘small spare mast’ (1.1.79) and the other twin and his servant twin to the other end. The wife and Egeon then fastened themselves to either end of the mast.

So they floated, carried by the ‘stream’ or current (1.1.86) until the storm subsided and the waters calmed, allowing them to see two ships coming towards them, one ‘of Corinth’, the other ‘of Epidaurus’. A further mishap then occurred as they hit a rock that split ‘our helpful ship’ down the middle, separating them from each other. The wife, with the one twin and the one servant twin, were lighter than the husband and his ‘burden’ and were rescued by the ship from Corinth, while the other ship rescued Egeon and the other twin son and his servant twin. That ship travelled more slowly than the Corinthian ship and so the family was separated.

He explains that, at the age of 18, his twin son, together with his servant, both of whom had retained the names of their lost brothers, ventured abroad in search of them. He now having lost all his family followed in a search to find the twins whom he had brought up. After five years of searching, he had landed in the hostile town of Ephesus (now in present-day Turkey) where he says he will be content to die and end his misery.

It is a story of a man apparently beset by tragedy but his predicament is so ridiculous as to make it farcical. This is, as the title of the play has announced, a comedy. The Duke’s reaction to the tale is to take pity and give Egeon a single day to find the money to pay a ransom for his life. Of course, the money and its passage through the play will be an important stage prop along with others in the development of the comedy.
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Key idea




The Unities define the play’s structure: a single day, a single place and a single action, the search to find the means of reprieve, which will actually be accomplished through Egeon’s discovery of all the twins and his long-lost wife.

[image: image]

The Duke says:

…I’ll limit thee this day

To seek thy health by beneficial help;

Try all the friends thou hast in Ephesus,

Beg thou, or borrow, to make up the sum,

And live; if no, then thou art doom’d to die.

(1.1.150–54)

In Trevor Nunn’s 1976–8 Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) musical production of the play, these lines are turned into a song-and-dance routine, thereby contributing to the comical nature of what might otherwise become an outwardly sombre, potentially tragic denouement.
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Throughout the farcical story, but one that retains a degree of credibility, the audience is given signals that Egeon’s escape from death will be as a result of acquiring the sum needed for his release, and that he will recover his lost sons. In the process, and with the arrival – unknown to him – of Antipholus and Dromio of Syracuse in Ephesus on a similar quest, a series of mistaken identities ensues as the two sets of twins get thoroughly confused with one another. As an audience, we sit back to enjoy the comic ‘errors’ that begin in the next scene when Antipholus of Syracuse, with his Dromio, arrives in Ephesus but is warned that a Syracusian merchant has been sentenced to death, and therefore not to divulge his Syracusian identity.
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Dromio of Syracuse is sent off to the Inn with Antipholus’ money and the farce ensues as Dromio of Ephesus arrives on the scene and is mistaken for Dromio of Syracuse. The play moves along as a comic romp of mistaken identities, involving sexual innuendo, a frustrated marriage, a courtesan, a merchant, an officer of the law, a fake exorcist magician and, finally, the Duke himself. The situation becomes so chaotic that no one, not even the Duke, can sort out what is happening. But at this point the dramatist engineers a discovery. It is prompted by the local Abbess, into whose ‘house’ Antipholus and Dromio of Syracuse escape to seek sanctuary. She turns out to be the long-lost wife of Egeon, and her recognition of her husband is the first step towards a resolution of all the errors that have arisen.
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In its denouement the play is following a classical discipline that allows resolution through what Aristotle termed anagnorisis, or discovery, although he uses this term primarily in relation to tragedy. Anagnorisis is when the characters on stage recognize the errors of the action of the play and so bring it to a conclusion through a discovery. Anagnorisis often involves a process of ‘self-discovery’ and comes usually towards the end of the play, although we will see that later, in King Lear, Shakespeare will frustrate its placement to great, if controversial, effect.
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In The Comedy of Errors, anagnorisis occurs in Act 5, scene 1 when the Abbess, on seeing her long-lost husband, says:

Whoever bound him, I will loose his bonds,

And gain a husband by his liberty.

Speak old Egeon, if thou be’st the man

That hadst a wife once call’d Emilia,

That bore thee at a burden two fair sons?

O, if thou be’st the same Egeon, speak –

And speak unto the same Emilia.

(5.1.340–46)

Egeon replies:

If I dream not, thou art Emilia;

If thou art she, tell me, where is that son

That floated with thee on the fatal raft? (353–5)

So it is that the Antipholus twins are then recognized, as are the two Dromios. This also completes the quest of Antipholus of Syracuse to establish his own identity in a world where identities can be duplicated. Finally, Egeon is pardoned and the assembled company (as well as the audience) is able to laugh at the potentially disastrous errors that have taken place, leaving the two Dromios on stage to exit harmoniously ‘hand in hand, not one before another’.

The play concludes with a family united after adversity, but may possibly leave members of the audience ruminating on what might happen once the twins are again separated from each other. This, however, is a play, not real life. Nothing will happen because the characters are part of a fictional story. From the very beginning of his career Shakespeare innovates, drawing his audience into the narrative of the play.

The structure of the play

This early comic play is nearly perfect in structure – in presenting a problem, an action and a resolution. Some critics (for example Bertrand Evans) have noted that the Abbess is introduced only at the end of the play to resolve the action and does not feature in the errors throughout, which suggests that there might be some slight artistic imperfection in the play’s overall structure. That, however, is at most an academic nicety, and not entirely consistent with the story that Egeon unfolds at the beginning of the play. Given the series of comic coincidences that occur throughout The Comedy of Errors, the appearance of the Abbess at the end is in keeping with the play’s comic ethos, and in production doesn’t detract from the hilarity of the farce or our enjoyment of it. The Comedy of Errors is a neoclassically well-structured and hugely entertaining play.

Some critics may demean the play precisely because it does what it sets out to do. It is written as a farce and does not have the ‘weight’ of the later comedies. Others, such as L. G. Salinger for example, see far too much emotion in it to characterize it simply as a farce. When this play was first performed, the mature romantic comedies were still to come but there is, nevertheless, a foretaste of them here. If we wish to see how Shakespeare’s plays work, The Comedy of Errors actually starts to map out a template on which much of Shakespearean comedy was later to be developed.
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‘The fact is that the serious elements are in some danger of going unobserved, while no one is likely to miss the fun, especially in the distorted and jazzed-up versions of the play which are commonly staged.’

Foakes, R. A. (1962: xlix), ‘Introduction’ The Comedy of Errors, The Arden Shakespeare. London: Methuen
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In farce, characterization is not developed in detail since the figures are primarily types. The main interest in this play is the characters’ immediate reactions to the chaos being created around them and to which they contribute, often inadvertently. The misunderstandings that produce the hilarity are, at this stage, superficial, and we do not get too close to the predicaments in which the characters find themselves. But in the play there are already pointers towards what will be developed in more sophisticated comic form, and also in tragedy, in the later plays.

As early as Act 1, Scene 2, when the merchant who has helped Antipholus of Syracuse commends him to his ‘own content’, Antipholus replies:

He that commends me to mine own content

Commends me to the thing I cannot get.

I to the world am like a drop of water

That in the ocean seeks another drop,

Who, falling there to find his fellow forth,

(Unseen, inquisitive) confounds himself.

So I, to find a mother and a brother,

In quest of them, unhappy, lose myself.

(1.2.33–40)

This is an early example of soliloquy, whereby a character left alone on the stage is revealing something of himself to the audience, reflecting on his situation. It also points up the issue of ‘identity’ that is crucial here, and is a theme taken up in plays that follow.

We find later in the play that Adriana, the wife of Antipholus of Ephesus, is distraught at her husband’s neglect of her and jealous that he may be looking elsewhere for female company. She laments; but Shakespeare places her dissatisfaction within a comic framework by having her sister Luciana point out the flaws in her argument:



	ADRIANA
	Are my discourses dull? barren my wit?



	 
	…



	 
	My decayed fair



	 
	A sunny look of his would soon repair;



	 
	But, too unruly deer, he breaks the pale



	 
	And feeds from home; poor I am but his stale.



	LUCIANA
	Self-harming jealousy! fie, beat it hence.



	 
	(2.1.92, 99–103)




In later plays, most notably Othello and The Winter’s Tale, Shakespeare explores jealousy at a much deeper level while still exposing errors of perception. The answers the characters give to the errors that occur in The Comedy of Errors result often in what we might call ‘slapstick’ or ‘pantomime violence’, or in claims and rumours that Ephesus is haunted by magic, as Antipholus of Syracuse notes:

They say this town is full of cozenage,

As nimble jugglers that deceive the eye,

Dark-working sorcerers that change the mind,

Soul-killing witches that deform the body,

Disguised cheaters, prating mountebanks,

And many such-like liberties of sin.

(1.2.97–102)

Later, Dr Pinch the conjurer is called upon to exorcize Antipholus of Ephesus in an attempt by Adriana to ‘Establish him in his true sense again’ (4.4.50). Magic, violence, misunderstandings, discontent, loss of identity – all are encompassed but within the recognizable farce of the play. The combination of these elements rarely fails in performance.
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Innovation in The Comedy of Errors




The unities of time (a single day), place (a single location) and action (a single plot) in The Comedy of Errors give the play its structure but the comedy is so successful that it allows Shakespeare, even at this early stage in his career, to innovate. In other comedies he moves away from the stranglehold of the unities, giving himself greater freedom and the opportunity to ask of his characters and his narrative the question ‘But what if?’ This allows him to free up the formula for his romantic comedies and in doing so to experiment even further in the tragedies, and with the other plays over whose classification critics continue to argue.

[image: image]

From this early farce, we can discern the formula that Shakespeare is to develop. The action will begin with certain characters embarking on a search in order to find themselves and to achieve peace of mind. That search begins with danger and even the possibility of death. The search for contentment may involve pretending to be from somewhere where you are not and/or being someone you are not. You may, thereby, be displaced from your normal surroundings and alienated in some way or deliberately adopting a persona, or as in the later Twelfth Night it could be all of these. But these journeys relate to the characters themselves being lost, that is, in their very identity, and subsequently found.

The formula or structure involves the sorting out of errors in relationships, certainly with the opposite sex and possibly with the same sex, finding reconciliation in love, as occurs (it would seem) with Antipholus of Ephesus and Adriana or with the reunion of Egeon and his wife the Abbess. These searches lead to a recognition scene, to Aristotelian anagnorisis. Shakespeare keeps this classical focal point in the construction of many of the comedies and tragedies later in his career. But what happens if that scene is cruelly contrived by one character, as in Measure for Measure, or deliberately frustrated by the dramatist, as in King Lear or in Cymbeline? In The Comedy of Errors Shakespeare lays the foundations for the development of the mature but more flexible structures of the plays to come. The Comedy of Errors is one of the most valuable means by which we can gain an introduction to Shakespeare’s craftsmanship. It is also one of the best plays to watch as an indication of his entertainment value.
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