Monday, July 2
Subject: Theseus and Hippolyta 
What do we learn about the Duke and Duchess of Athens at 1.1.16-17 (Act 1 Scene 1 Lines 16-17)? Note that Hippolyta is silent for the remainder of this scene. What might she be thinking while Theseus and Egeus deal with Egeus' daughter, Hermia?
Subject: Lysander


Why does Lysander tell Demetrius to marry Egeus (1.1.93-94), and what does this humorous remark tell us about the arranged marriage of Demetrius and Hermia?
Subject: Theseus to Hermia


Examine the metaphor at 1.1.46-52. What does this tell us about Hermia's social position? What does it tell us about Theseus' attitude toward Hermia's predicament?
Subject: The amateur actors (1.2)


Bottom's mini-performance (1.2.17-33) tells us much about his character. He is ready and willing to take on any role, but he fancies himself an especially effective tragic figure. His performance is bombastic, over the top. It is made even more ridiculous by the clash of form and content. The content (i.e., meaning) is serious. But the meter (regularized rhythm) is dimeter (two accented syllables per line), which has a kind of sing-songy quality--a lightness totally at odds with the tragic content. This deliberate contrast between high and low--between tragic content and comedic form--is a typical feature of the literary mode we call satire.
Are there other ways in which this scene combines the lofty and the lowly for humorous effect?
In what other ways is the scene humorous?
Subject: Oberon and Titania (2.1)


How would you describe the relationship between the King and Queen of Fairy?
In what ways is that relationship connected to the "real" world of Athens?
Look at 2.1.121-37. How might we describe Titania's interest in the "changling boy" (120) versus Oberon's? What about Titania's relationship with the boy's mother? Finally, what do you think about the amazing metaphor comparing the pregnant mother to the "embarked traders on the flood"? Is this funny, ridiculous--or something else?
Tuesday, July 3
Subject: 2.1.121-37


This is one of several passages in the play that do little to advance the plot but which resonate with aesthetic and possibly thematic significance. This one also is expository (i.e., provides some background information), but its power lies in its handling of metaphor.
Metaphor is a verbal relation in which the meaning of a word or image or idea is enhanced by the presence of other words, images, ideas. The association of these words is novel or surprising. Here, the ships blown by the wind are implicitly compared to a pregnant woman: the "sails conceive/ And grow big-bellied." Similarly, Titania's Indian maid did "sail upon the land" and "return again/ As from a voyage." 
The passage is striking because the comparison--of a pregnant woman to a sailing ship--is unlikely and therefore surprising. Shakespeare's contemporaries called this sort of metaphor a "conceit," i.e., an intellectual conception. The image seems slightly exaggerated, almost comical; but it also very beautifully captures not only the joyous and carefree relationship between the two women, but also the impregnated female body as rich with potential. The melancholy conclusion, by which we learn that that potential was denied (the boy's mother died in childbirth, a very common occurrence in Shakespeare's day), makes the image all the more powerful through a sense of loss.
In what ways might this passage have some sort of thematic significance (i.e, be connected to some prevalent issue or idea in the play)?
Subject: Metatheatre


One function of the Pyramus and Thisbe interlude is to draw attention to the play as a play--to remind us of the artifice of the theatre. Rather than allowing his audience momentarily to escape reality, Shakespeare often reminds them that what they are experiencing is a fiction, not real. This foregrounding of theatrical artifice is what we call metatheatre (the Greek meta meaning "outside of" or "over"). Metatheatre, in other words, is a play's self-conscious recognition of itself as a play.
In what ways does the players' rehearsal in 3.1 draw our attention to the artifice of the theatre? What are the players' attitudes toward the relationship between art and reality and in what ways are those attitudes both humorous and significant?
Subject: Satire and Bottom's "translation"


Bottom's transformation in 3.1 is obviously physical. But it is also linguistic. Examine his language before and after the change. How does the language of the "ass" differ from that of the Weaver/amateur actor?
Recall that juxtaposition of the lofty and the lowly is a typical feature of satire. The lowly is made more so by being associated with that which is far above it in significance or stature. This can also work in the other direction: i.e., that which is otherwise exalted is deflated through association with that which is beneath it. In what ways is the "new" Bottom a satirical figure? 
Subject: 3.2


If we think of comedy as u-shaped (see introductory lecture), this scene is the play's low point. The lovers have fled to the woods to escape the adversity introduced in 1.1, but now utter confusion reigns. Ironically, the situation at the beginning of the play is here reversed: whereas before both Lysander and Demetrius pursued Hermia, now both dote on Helena.
The situation is pure comic entertainment. My own favorite bit is the moment wherein Hermia's and Helena's long standing friendship is revealed to have hitherto hidden resentments. Hermia, for example, has all along begrudged Helena her height. And notice Helena at line 324: "O, when she is angry she is keen and shrewd." The verb tense--what technically we call the continuous present--suggests that Helena's observation about Hermia's character has ALWAYS applied. "This is the way she is," Helena seems to say, "this is the sort of person we're dealing with."
What are your favorite moments in this scene and how does Shakespeare make them effective?
Subject: Catastrophe (4.1)


The play is a complete comedy by the end of 4.1 because this is where the catastrophe occurs (see my lecture). 
Notice the structural composition here: Oberon's and Titania's reconciliation (as recounted by Oberon at 4.1.43-67, a scene that occurs offstage) is the cue for their mortal counterparts, the Duke and Duchess of Athens, to show up and confront the lovers just now emerging from the evening's sojourn in the woods. The connection between the fairy and "real" worlds is thus reinforced (as it was earlier by Titania at 2.1.81-117).
What is your response to Oberon's beautiful verse at 4.1.43-67?  Is it not very nice that Titania has seen fit to comply with his wishes?
What about the exchange between Theseus and Hippolyta at lines 100-124? What does this tell us about their relationship? In what other ways might this passage (especially lines 106-15) be of thematic significance?
As for the actual catastrophe (lines 138-83): what do we make of Theseus reversing his earlier ruling--i.e., rather than supporting Egeus, he now rules against him and in Hermia's favour? What happened to Athenian law, the "ancient privilege of Athens" according to which a father's will over his daughter's is absolute?
Thursday, July 5
Subject: Lunatic, lover, and poet


Examine the exchange between Theseus and Hippolyta at the beginning of 5.1. Recall that Hippolyta was largely silent at the beginning of the play, disappeared with Theseus until 4.1 (but is again silent during the catastrophe, lines 139-83), and now engages her husband's reaction to the lovers' strange story. Is the nature of her character (and their relationship) becoming clearer? Has it evolved in any way? (See also my next comment.)
Subject: The play-within-the-play


See my _Dream_ lecture, the section entitled "Act 5 and the Play-Within-the-Play." That discussion concludes with several questions to which I'd like you to respond.
Subject: Imagery, compelling passages


Today I'd like to focus the discussion on close examination of particular passages in _Dream_. If you'd like to contribute, please provide act, scene, and line numbers (e.g., 2.1.73-76) in the subject bar and some commentary in the message bar indicating why you like the passage or find it interesting. You may not even know exactly why the passage is compelling--but post it anyway, for the best art is often that which cannot easily be reduced to critical apprehension.
I'll start by offering several of my own favorites. 
Subject: 4.1.196-211: Bottom's dream


I'll be brief in my comments and conclude with several questions.
The best thing about this dream is that Bottom seems to have little idea what it is or was--and perhaps neither do we, really. It is "bottomless," both in the sense of unfathomable (a nice nautical word, if we think of dreams as a kind of submersion), and in the sense of "without Bottom." In other words, Bottom was no longer Bottom in his dream. He had become a nobleman, a courtier perhaps. But "bottomless" as "without Bottom" also suggests oblivion, the dissolution of self--a kind of ecstatic experience in which one ceases to be a single entity, an ego differentiated from one's surroundings. 
There is a tremendous sense of longing and melancholy here, rendered all the more intense by our knowledge that indeed Bottom will NOT "sing it at her death"; for by then he will have forgotten the dream--indeed, has forgotten it even as he tries to remember it. 
But perhaps the dream survives somehow, in some form during the performance in Act 5? 
Have you any thoughts about Bottom's wonderful misquoting of St. Paul (lines 205-207 are a butchered paraphrase of 1 Corinthians 2:9 in the Bible)?
Is there anything else you find striking or interesting about the passage? What about its thematic significance?
Subject: 2.1.249-56: "I know a bank . . ."


First and foremost are the passage's aural qualities: structured iambic pentametre, but far from rigid. The natural speech rhythms of the language are in no way constrained by the artifice that is the five-stress line--and yet it is that artifice that gives the passage its affective power (i.e., emotion in the somatic or bodily sense).
Read the passage aloud and hear the assonance (repeated vowel sounds) of the o's in know, blows, grows, overcanopied, musk-roses, or in oxlips and nodding. There is also effective consonance (repeated consonant sounds) in the l's of wild, blows, oxlips, violet, luscious, eglantine, sleeps, lulled, flowers, and enamelled. These sound effects (and there are others here, certainly) serve as aural complement to the visual images evoked by the passage. The combined effect is of an enchanted place, almost narcotic or somnambulistic (sorry about the million-dollar word!). 
Here, then, is an example of poetic form (the passage's material features--language as sound, in this case) supporting content (the passage's semantic aspect--the words' meanings beyond their material properties).
Particularly compelling for me is that "snake" throwing "her enamelled skin"--and I'm not sure why. The image is both very beautiful and slightly menacing. And notice that the snake is gendered--a her rather than an it (and why might that matter?). I love the experience of conflicting emotions evoked by such passages. 
That snake returns later in the following scene when Hermia describes a nasty dream (2.2.151-56). Though this passage clearly is much darker than the other, there is a kind of terrible beauty in the image of Lysander smiling while the serpent feeds on Hermia's heart. 
In short, I am always entranced by this play's evocation of a world that is simultaneously beautiful, enticing, strange, foreboding and scary. When you think about it, these words in fact describe the "real" world in which we live--and yet the alternate world of _Dream_ remains distant and alien.  
Monday, July 9
Subject: Comedic promise


As you can see from my brief introductory lecture, I am fascinated by Shakespeare's handling of comedic features in a tragic play. We see this in other tragedies too--_Hamlet_, _Lear_, _Antony and Cleopatra_, even _Macbeth_--but the presence of comedic gestures in _Romeo and Juliet_ is particularly poignant.
Here is a list of moments I'd like you to comment on (and respond to whatever comments I offer): 
1.1.1-37: This opening exchange between Gregory and Samson is highly energetic. It throws us immediately into the fray of the feud between the two families, but the display of male bravado, verbal puns, and jokes lend the scene an air of humor and light-hearted fun. Notice, however, the content of those jokes. The sexual double entendres are combined with images of violence and rape. Do you notice any particularly effective examples? Comment. Also, in what ways is this opening to the play thematically appropriate or auspicious? 
1.1.153-77: Romeo and Benvolio discuss Romeo's predicament of being in love. Benvolio's claim to "weep" (176) at Romeo's distress is ironic, of course: Benvolio's are tears of laughter. Why? Because his friend is a lovestruck fool. (More on Romeo's love poetry in a later comment.) 
1.2.1-17: Capulet the anti-Egeus. Very early in the play, Capulet's attitude toward Juliet's role in choosing her marriage partner is very different from that of the typical meddling father. Indeed, are not his words here (14-17) somewhat suspicious, at least from a generic point of view?
3.5.107-233: Capulet does eventually become a patriarchal figure far more threatening even than Egeus. But whereas the blocking device in comedy occurs very early in the play, here it is not until 3.5--more than halfway through the play--that Capulet becomes more Egeus-like. 
The effect, however, is really quite terrible even though the exuberant language has a comical edge. Look, for example, at lines 149-57: Capulet the raving patriarch, all bluster and steam; but consider the violent threat in what he's actually saying here. Notice too his response to Juliet's rising at 164: "My fingers itch." Here she is on her knees, genuflecting before her father; her rising while he is in mid speech (a simple but highly effective stage direction) is an act of defiance to which he responds with rage, even wishing aloud that Juliet had never been born.
The scene's closing exchange between Juliet and the Nurse (lines 204ff.) manages almost incongruently to retain some of the comic tone that makes their relationship so endearing, even while marking a very terrible moment in the evolution of that relationship. Having just been abandoned by her own mother (who perhaps has little choice but to take her husband's side), Juliet now realizes that even her closest confidante cannot possibly share in her plight. Juliet is shocked that the Nurse would recommend Paris over Romeo. When the Nurse swears that she means what she says--to paraphrase, "Damn my soul if I don't mean what I say"--Juliet responds with an ironic "Amen." The Nurse is puzzled by the remark. But the miscommunication is important because it marks the moment at which Juliet has become completely separated from her family--father, mother, and now the Nurse. 
Tragic suffering is solitary suffering. Look at Juliet in the very next lines (230-33). She is being completely false here to the one person she has been able to trust. Rather than connect with the Nurse, she very decisively severs that once intimate tie. 
4.2: This scene is an effective counterpart to 3.5. It is a wonderfully comic vision of Juliet reconciling with her family. But as in her exchange with the Nurse earlier, here Juliet is completely and ironically disingenuous. I particularly like the fact that once again she kneels before her father, and rises only when he has instructed her to do so--as if to undo her earlier defiance. Now, of course her behaviour here is deceptive. But there is also something sadly beautiful about this whole scene: the enacting of a reconciliation that is simply not to be. 
There are numerous other ways in which comedy slips perceptibly into tragedy, or in which comic elements ironically foreground the tragic reality in the play. Do any in particular come to mind? 
Tuesday, July 10
Subject: Romeo, Juliet, and Renaissance love poetry


Shakespeare consciously manipulates generic form and convention. Just as comedy acts as a foil to tragedy (see my previous comment and introductory lecture), so is Romeo's early poetry deliberately different from the later
At the center of his exchange with Benvolio in 1.1 is Romeo's little poem on love (lines 169-75). These contradictory images and antitheses were typical of countless thousands of love poems that circulated both in print and manuscript in Elizabethan England. Romeo's poem, in short, is a cliché (which perhaps explains Benvolio's laughter). But this is appropriate, yes? For Romeo is in love with . . . Rosaline, not Juliet.
Later, just before the famous balcony scene, Mercutio invokes precisely this sort of poetic cliché when he refers to "Rosaline's bright eyes," "high forehead," "scarlett lip," etc (2.1.17-20). The irony here, of course, is that Rosaline no longer is the cause of Romeo's love melancholy.  
The poetry of the balcony scene (2.1.43ff.) is almost shockingly at odds with Romeo's earlier pining for Rosaline. Look, for example, at the conceit (i.e., metaphor) in lines 57-64. (Remember that in the outdoor Elizabethan theatre it is something like 4:00 in the afternoon--broad daylight on a stage relatively bare of ornament, prop, or anything like what we might call a set design. So the language is everything here: it appeals to the audience's imagination to an extent rarely expected of modern audiences.)
Juliet too has acquired a tremendous poetic power. There's much to choose from here, but perhaps my favorite passage is lines 175-77. As sophisticated moderns, we might tend to balk at such sentiment. But the total lack of irony, the sincerity with which she utters these lines is to me absolutely arresting. One would have to be a pretty hardened cynic not to appreciate her candor and the music of the utterance.
Another beautiful but far more devastating passage is lines 80-91, the name-of-the-rose passage. Is it indeed true that Romeo would still be Romeo if he were not a Montague? When we experience the scent of a rose, we bring to that experience a whole set of symbolic associations--love, youth, vitality, beauty (and even death)--that are part of the cultural history of that flower. If we thought we were smelling a daisy even if we were actually smelling a rose, would not the experience be markedly different? It is impossible to have the essence of the rose without the cultural baggage that comes with it. Similarly, is it not somewhat naïve of Juliet to suppose that Romeo's identity can somehow be separated from his family history? That he can be in essence something other than a Montague?
Romeo's response (95-99) nicely acknowledges this disquieting truth: of his name, Romeo remarks, "Had I it written, I would tear the word." But of course, his name is not just a word and cannot be simply torn or erased. And it is this intransigence--of his name and hers--that is central to Romeo's and Juliet's tragic circumstances. 
One more observation on poetry and tragedy: 1.5.90-103. The context is the Capulet ball. Surrounded by the people and noise of a party, R and J nonetheless find a solitary space in which to express their mutual ardor immediately upon discovering each other's presence. This space is really a verbal space--a sonnet, appropriately enough. That is, lines 90-103 form a perfect Shakespearean love sonnet--fourteen lines of iambic pentametre with an alternating rhyme pattern and a closing couplet. Sonnets typically are intimate and private--a single lover speaking to a silent beloved. So the poetic form of the exchange serves to underline its solitary intimacy. But just as Romeo's poetry in the balcony scene differs markedly from his Rosaline-associated clichés, so is this no typical love sonnet. It has two rather than a single speaker. The beloved is present, indeed physically proximate and touching, rather than absent and unattainable. And the religious imagery is highly original and striking.
Notice that the couple starts a second sonnet: lines 104-07 form a perfect quatrain rhyming ABAB (purged, took, urged, book). But they are interrupted by the Nurse calling Juliet to her mother. It is highly appropriate that the completion of this second poem is prevented by the intervention of family--and that immediately thereafter both Romeo and Juliet discover the devastating truth of their identities.
But perhaps what is most remarkable about the first poem (90-103) is the imagery. Why is the religious imagery appropriate here? Any ideas? Look closely and offer some detailed analysis.
Wednesday, July 11
Subject: Tragic hero 1: Romeo


Though Juliet, in my opinion, is given the better share of great poetry in the play (which we'll get to tomorrow), Romeo is more deliberately connected to the conventions of tragedy. (Tragedy was typically considered an exclusively male experience. Women were usually the heroes of comedies rather than tragedies—though there are exceptions, including Shakespeare’s  own Cleopatra, who surpasses Antony in both poetry and tragic dignity, and, here, Juliet.) 
Look at 5.1. Notice Romeo’s  response to the news of Juliet's death: "I defy you stars" (24). This defiance in the face of insurmountable circumstances is heroic in the tragic sense. What can he possibly be defying here? If Juliet is dead, then there is nothing he can do in any meaningful practical sense. But the will to act heroically even when doing so is futile is precisely the tragic spirit. "Though we cannot make our sun stand still, yet we will make him run," writes Andrew Marvell, a later seventeenth-century poet. This line captures this spirit by acknowledging the inexorable progress of time and then hastening that progress as a way of recovering some sense or degree of control. Romeo, similarly, would assert his will, his dignity as a suffering human being, by defying that which is the final authority--death. It is both ridiculous and admirable to do so. We pity him in his predicament, yet stand also in awe of his effort to face a terrifying inevitability.
In his recollection of the apothecary's shop (5.1.37-54), Romeo  actually sees himself as a tragic figure when he quotes himself from the past at lines 49-54. He realizes in hindsight that he ironically foresaw the circumstances in which he now finds himself. The stars he defied at line 24 are Fate itself (recall that the lovers are "star-crossed," 1.0.6), and he now sees himself as a player in a script whose writing, as it were, is entirely beyond his control. Once again, however, a measure of dignity is possible merely by virtue of asserting the will, however futile the assertion. 
Look at lines 68-76: Romeo ostensibly describes the Apothecary; ironically, he describes himself. He, more than the Apothecary, is oppressed and no friend to the world or (especially) the world's law. The Apothecary stands, then, as a kind of mirror to Romeo even as these two characters face each other on the stage. The Apothecary's words, "My poverty but not my will consents," are perhaps the best expression of the tragic condition as described above. This is precisely Romeo's situation: his circumstances, his "poverty," are inevitable, fated, beyond his control; yet he does not have to "consent" to those circumstances willingly. To acknowledge Fate and the inevitability of Death is a terrible realization, but doing so can also be the occasion for a display of heroic defiance, dignity, and the indomitable will to be.
This paradox is perhaps no more evident than in Romeo's address to the grave at 5.3.45-48. To the insatiable "maw" (i.e., stomach) of the grave/death, Romeo offers himself--indeed would heartily "cram" the mouth of the grave. "Here, you glutton," he seems to say, "stuff your pie hole." (Please pardon my undignified paraphrase.) Like Marvell's speaker who would hasten the inevitable sunset, Romeo's paradoxical defiance here consists in joining fate in its dire work.  
Subject: Tragic hero 2: Juliet


I'll write tomorrow about specific passages spoken by Juliet. Today I'd like simply to ask you to respond to this question: where and in what ways does Juliet qualify as a tragic hero (or heroine if you prefer)? Review my comment on Romeo before responding. Are there any similarities?
Thursday, July 12
Subject: 3.2.1-31: "Gallop apace . . ."


Sunset, rushing chariot, agitated falcon, raven, stars in the night sky, a mansion: Juliet's wide-ranging imagery here nicely communicates her excitement and restlessness as she awaits the arrival of Romeo and the consummation of their clandestine marriage. Though the images are disparate, they cohere around a single and focused expression of desire. 
The Classical allusion with which the passage begins aptly reflects the rebellious nature of R and J's infatuation, as well as its dire consequences. For Phaëton's abduction of his father's chariot is both gutsy and foolish, resulting in disaster, just as the lovers' marriage admirably goes against their families' more practical concerns only to end in defeat.  
Because Apollo's chariot is a symbol of the sun, the allusion leads easily to Juliet's main point: her anticipation of dusk and thus the lovers' rendezvous. The remainder of the passage is a celebration of night, dark, and all things black--a poignant reversal of the conventional valuation of day and light over night and darkness. This, again, complements the illicit nature of Phaëton's act and the lovers' secret marriage. Juliet nicely summarizes this reversal when she imagines that "all the world will be in love with night/ And pay no worship to the garish sun" (24-25). (A similar play on the light/dark reversal is central to the couple's aubade or "dawn song" the next morning, 3.5.1-35.) 
There are two images here that not only work as metaphors for Romeo as Juliet's lover but also are reflections of each other. I mean the image of Romeo lying "upon the wings of night/ Whiter than new snow on a raven's back" (18-19), and of Romeo "cut . . . out in little stars" (22). Snow on a raven's back, stars in the black sky: two completely different and yet very similar images.  
All of this, of course, is sexually charged. Juliet even cracks a little Renaissance joke when she tells Night to "Give me my Romeo, and when I shall die . . ." (21ff.). To die is, euphemistically, to experience orgasm. The suggestion is followed immediately by that image of Romeo cut up in little stars: a celestial rendering of Juliet's lover exploded across the night sky. This joke--what in French is known as the petite mort, or "little death"--is not merely humorous. It combines what surely are two of the most intense human experiences: orgasm and death. And given the couple's tragic destiny, it wonderfully captures the idea that their union is one fully realized only in death.
It is in this spirit of reverence for the sexual act that we might best view those repeated "comes" in lines 17-20 (first uttered in line 10). Read that passage aloud and listen to it--slowly. Line 17 is necessarily halting, with abrupt pauses after "night" and especially "Romeo." (The latter is a full stop we call "caesura," which means literally "to cut.") The next two lines (18-19) resume a headlong forward motion, the first line running into the next (an aural effect or figure called "enjambment"), only to land once again in the halting measure of line 20. These fits and starts in Juliet's poetry effectively communicate her excitement, perhaps best captured in that image of a falcon barely able to conceal its agitation, its eagerness to be released for the hunt, so to speak.
Much more can be said about this passage, but rather than go on I'd like to hear from you.
Subject: Imagery: suggested passages


I'd like you to comment on one or more of the following, paying particular attention to imagery and/or sound effects: 
4.3.29-57 (Juliet's charnel-house soliloquy)
2.2.1-30 (Friar Laurence's extended botanical metaphor)
1.4.54-95 (Mercutio's Queen Mab monologue)
Monday, July 16
Subject: The English Court


The word "court" derives from "cohort," meaning a retinue of soldiers or retainers. The English court might be defined as the royal bureaucracy: a network of professional and social relationships surrounding the king. The royal court, then, is not a particular place but rather a social space--a group of individuals bound together in service to the sovereign. Their relationships with the king and with each other are informed by a reciprocal set of duties and obligations with respect to the welfare of the king and of the realm. But life at court is marked also by professional and social ambition, jealousy, scheming, and intrigue. The court thus is a place of both opportunity and great danger. Advancement or promotion ("preferment") depends on one's ability to please and to be of use to the sovereign while cultivating ties with (and avoiding obstacles posed by) one's fellow courtiers. This sometimes complex activity of social navigation takes place according to accepted codes of conduct and modes of behaviour befitting the nobility. Though not openly stated, it is generally understood that these codes and modes are part of an elaborate game--but a game whose stakes were very high. Successful deployment of courtly skill could result in increased affluence and power for oneself and one's family, whereas failure could result in being demoted, barred from court, or (very often) imprisonment, torture, and execution.
The court of King Richard II is just such a world. The tone of the play is highly ceremonial; like actors playing the roles of characters, characters deliberately and carefully play their prescribed social roles. 
Beneath the formal trumpery of 1.1--Bolingbroke's charge of treason against one Thomas Mowbray--lies a set of circumstances which gradually emerge in this and the following scene. What, precisely, is going on, and how do we know?    
Subject: Bolingbroke


Confining ourselves to 1.1, what sort of character is Bolingbroke? Point to specific passages to support your responses.
Subject: 1.3: Richard the politician


Why does Richard interfere in the proceedings depicted in 1.3? Why does he banish both Mowbray and Bolingbroke? Why does he commute Bolingbroke's sentence from ten to six years?
Finally, what do we think of his handling of the dispute?
(These questions are all related. The answers are not mere facts; they matter.)
Subject: 1.4: Richard and Bolingbroke


Look first at Aumerle's words to his cousin Bolingbroke at 1.3.237-38. Now look at what he says to Richard about Bolingbroke in 1.4. What's the difference and what does it tell us about Aumerle?
More significant in 1.4 is Richard's description of Bolingbroke's departure into banishment. What does it tell us about the man described? More importantly, perhaps, what does it tell us about the describer, Richard?
Tuesday, July 17
Subject: Act 2: Richard and his uncles

(Consult the chart in my lecture on the play for a guide to the relationships among key characters. Do not hesitate to ask questions or offer comments.)

The historical Richard was ten years old when his grandfather, Edward III, died (his father having perished in battle shortly before). Because he was so young a king, Richard's affairs were handled for some time by his uncles. 
Shakespeare depicts a much older Richard, but a central dynamic of the play is the relationships between Richard and his uncles: Gaunt (Bolingbroke's father) and York (Aumerle's father).
In a lengthy monologue near the beginning of 2.1 (31-68), Gaunt reveals that Richard has been abusing his authority by taxing the nobles (to support, as it turns out, a military campaign against Ireland). This speech also functions as a kind of set piece: a poem whose purpose extends beyond the advancement of the plot. While it serves to reveal Richard's mismanagement (31-39 and 57-64), it is predominantly a patriotic celebration of England as especially favored of God (40-56). Pause for a moment to consider the rhetorical effectiveness of these lines. What think you of the images, the metaphors? And why might such an indulgence, though a momentary digression, be appropriate for this play? 
Gaunt in this speech has set the stage for an encounter with his wayward nephew. Examine the tongue-lashing he directs at Richard in lines 95-115. Attend first to the two elaborate metaphors (95-99, 100-103). Unpack these by using the terminology "vehicle" and "tenor". (The vehicle is the concrete image carrying the meaning; the tenor is the meaning.) Why are these metaphors effective?
Now attend to the more direct and literal portion of the speech (104-108), especially line 105. To whom exactly do the three iterations of "son" refer, and what is Gaunt's desired effect in mentioning them to Richard? 
Note Richard's response (116-124) and especially his reaction to the news moments later that Gaunt, now offstage, has died. What does Richard do at lines 155-63, and in what spirit or frame of mind does he do it? 
Gaunt gone, Richard must now contend with the one remaining uncle, the last of Edward III's noble sons. York's warning to Richard, though somewhat less vehement than his brother's reprimand, is far more dire. Indeed, it cogently addresses the ethical issue at the heart of the play and the divine-right ideology to which everyone in the play subscribes (though we might wonder a little about Bolingbroke). What is that issue as implied by York at lines 190-209? In what sense does Richard "pluck a thousand dangers" on his head? 
A related question with respect to the remainder of the scene: why do Northumberland, Ross, and Willoughby begin entertaining treasonous rebellion against the king? On what basis and in what interest do they begin to plot against Richard?
Subject: 2.4: Bolingbroke and Uncle York


Like his royal cousin, Bolingbroke is subject to the authority of his uncle. This is especially the case since his father, York's brother, is now dead. York to Bolingbroke is a fatherly figure who feels obligated to advise his nephew. Bolingbroke in turn seems to have great respect for his uncle.  
In a scene mirroring the earlier one in which he advises the wayward Richard, York now advises the wayward Bolingbroke who, in defiance of a royal decree, has returned to England from banishment. Bolingbroke's response to the charge alleged by York at 2.1.105-111 is very interesting (lines 112-135). What is Bolingbroke's defense, is it legitimate, and where have we heard it before?
Subject: York and ideological conflict


Before challenging his nephew (2.4), York is aware of the possible justice of Bolingbroke's cause. At 2.2.111-16 he intimates that he is torn by conflicting obligations: to his king and to his kin, both which demand his loyalty and duty. York is thus a wonderful study in the ideology of divine right. His crisis consists in coming to terms with two facts: that the king is the king because God says so; and that by violating his obligation to honour Bolingbroke's rights as Duke of Lancaster, the king is in effect violating the same social pact on which his authority as king is based.  
What do we think of York's predicament? Is there a solution? (Be careful not to judge this situation by modern standards. The notion of a liberal democracy would have been impossible for these people to imagine--indeed, democracy was widely regarded as a dangerous form of government. As is always necessary in appreciating these plays, you must try to identify with the values of the period. In other words, do not underestimate the seriousness of York's conflict. Try to see things form his perspective and values.)
Subject: 3.3: Bolingbroke and Richard


In this scene, Bolingbroke sends his man Northumberland to present his demand to Richard that his banishment be repealed and the dukedom of Lancaster restored. Examine Bolingbroke's speech at lines 30-60. In what ways does this augment or enhance our understanding of Bolingbroke's character? 
Now look at another of Richard's tremendous monologues (3.3.142-74). Consider, first, that Richard here seems to be ceding the throne to Bolingbroke. Is that what Bolingbroke has come for? Well, no . . . at least not openly. But perhaps Richard   implies that to challenge the king's authority, to demand that he repeal a royal decree, IS tantamount to challenging the king's right to be king. (Look, for example, at what he says just previous to the speech, lines 132-35.) 
Now examine once again the imagery here; unpack and discuss its effectiveness. How would you characterize Richard's tone here, his attitude? Also, what is Aumerle doing at this point and why? 
Finally, examine the scene's closing exchange between Richard and Bolingbroke, paying attention to the stage directions and the subtlety of what is said. What does Richard assume is happening here? And what does Bolingbroke assume is happening here? Is there a difference?
Subject: Act 3: Richard's tragedy


Beginning at 3.2, the history play becomes Shakespeare's second great tragedy. Richard from here on is finally the centre of the play that is named for him. Paradoxically, even as his political fortunes are in decline, he rises in eminence as a tragic figure. Despite his flaws as an ineffective king, Richard is afforded an aesthetic power, a facility with language that soars beyond that of any other character in the play. He is thus pathetic in both negative and positive senses: he might be called weak, cowardly, irresponsible; but we sympathize (or do we?) with his suffering, however deserved. This sympathy derives, I think, from the rhetorical grandeur of the poetry and also the way in which Richard's pity party is infused with occasional insight into the nature of monarchy.
Where in 3.2.1-58 do you see Richard invoking the notion of divine right? Which of his utterances do you find most striking and why? Pay attention to stage directions here, Richard's physical positions and actions. What might the other characters present in this scene be thinking as they watch and listen, and on what evidence might you base your inference?
Now examine Richard's remarkable monologue at 3.2.141-73. First, unpack the elaborate metaphor. Next, explain what Richard is telling us about kingship. What do we think of his observations?
Wednesday, July 18
Subject: 4.1: Stubborn Gloucester scandal


The controversy over Gloucester's murder, with which the play opens, returns here. The difference is that it is Bolingbroke, not Richard, who must defuse the situation. Originally a dispute between Bol. and Mowbray, now it is Bagot accusing Aumerle of the bloody deed--to which he adds the charge that Aumerle opposes Bolingbroke, the "presumptive nominee” (to use a more modern phrase). 
How does Bol.'s handling of this situation differ from Richard's? Does it demonstrate his superior political skills--or, rather, merely point out that Richard's political responsibilities are now his? After all, the issue remains unresolved when York enters to announce that Richard has ceded the throne to his cousin (4.1.98-103).
Subject: 4.1: the deposition


From a legal standpoint, the deposition of a living king is highly questionable--even if the king willingly cedes. Bolingbroke understands this and proceeds with caution (4.1.146-48). The task of urging Richard to public confession is given to Northumberland, who no fewer than four times (212-17, 233, 243, 259) tries to get Richard to read aloud a confession to crimes that would justify Bolingbroke's taking over. 
Richard's refusal to do so (to which Bol. explicitly acquiesces at line 261) is a triumph for two reasons. First, it denies Bolingbroke the one thing he needs to prevent the scandal that surely will (and does) haunt his tenure as king. Secondly, it allows Richard to become an effective and sympathetic tragic figure. He succumbs to his fate, but by refusing to confess on Bolingbroke’s  terms he asserts his will. (Recall Romeo, "I defy you stars," his cramming the grave with more food in order to assert his will while at the same time succumbing to death.)
Richard does confess, but on his own terms: those of a poet-king. What do we thing of Richard's mirror "confession" and Bolingbroke's response (263-292)? 
Subject: 5.5: Richard's prison soliloquy


A hallmark of Shakespearean character--one we take for granted but which in fact Shakespeare was first discovering when he created Richard--is the capacity to change. Though he remains always a deluded man lacking in good judgment, Richard begins at 3.2 to discover the limitations of a kingship based solely on divine right. Keen insight alternates with self-indulgence. But perhaps the indulgence, the introspection (publicly on display in the mirror confession), is what allows the insight.
The final soliloquy enacts yet a further change, a deepening of Richard's insight into his character and circumstances. The speech is an elaborate allegory in which Richard's thoughts are the "children" of his soul. That these thoughts are "still-breeding" is a lovely self-deprecating irony, for the phrase not only means "always forthcoming" (i.e., he cannot stop thinking about his situation), but also suggests stillbirth (i.e., that his thoughts are dead, go nowhere, accomplish nothing). 
Expanding the allegory, Richard speaks of three kinds of thoughts/people corresponding to three passages: lines 11-17, 18-22, and 23-30. What are these three kinds, how are they related, and in what is the first the "better sort"? 
Subject: Bolingbroke: opportunist or patriot?


Notice Bolingbroke's brief and forceful response to York's announcement: "In God's name I'll ascend the regal throne" (4.1.104). This is the man who all along has said that his returning home from banishment, in violation of a royal decree, is solely to reclaim his patrilineal rights: the dukedom of Lancaster confiscated by Richard.
His response to York's news, however, is without any sense of reluctance or surprise--as if it is only natural that this should happen. Though he never openly says so, is there not good reason to believe that Bol. has had his eye on the crown all along? His indictment of Mowbray in 1.1 reopens a can of worms, the scandal surrounding Gloucester's murder—which, some suspect, involves Richard himself. 
Returning to Bol.'s acceptance speech, "In God's name . . .": that he invokes divine authority and sanction is of the utmost importance, yes? What, exactly, is Bol.'s attitude toward the doctrine of divine right? The significance of what is happening here surely has not escaped him: a living king will cede the throne, an unprecedented event whose legality is questionable, even if Richard's handing over the crown were unequivocal (it is not). 
Recall a moment at the beginning of 3.3. Though more-or-less having sided with Bol.'s cause (his right to Lancaster), York is reluctant to regard Richard as anything less than rightful king. When Northumberland refers to the king merely as Richard rather than King Richard, York tells him off (3.3.6-9). But look at Bol.'s response to York's warning to proceed with caution, for "the heavens are over our heads." Bol. insists that he does not oppose the divine will (16-19). What does this mean? Is Bol. saying, "Don't worry, uncle, my intentions have nothing to do with challenging Richard for the crown; therefore, I oppose not God's will"? Or rather, might he not be saying, "Yes, I'm going after the crown and to do so is not to oppose God's will because it IS God's will"?
If Bol. means the latter, does he not (to borrow York's warning to Richard) "pluck a thousand dangers on his head"? For in allowing that a living king's jure divino status can change--that divine right is contingent upon historical events--then Bol.'s own claim to the throne (if indeed that's what he's after--we don't know for certain) would be subject to historical processes too, and not based simply on an irrevocable decree from the heavens.
And once we allow that history (the secular realm) is the ultimate arbiter of power, then why bother with the sacred dimension of kingship at all? Well, perhaps there are good political reasons for doing so. (Just ask any American politician about the absolute necessity of being--or appearing to be--religiously devout.)
Look at the play's final scene. When Exton presents Richard's body to Bol. in expectation of reward, he receives what instead? Banishment. Just as Gloucester's murder is connected with the first murder, that of Abel by his brother Cain (1.1.104-106), so here is the regicide invested by Bol. himself with mythical significance: "With Cain," says King Henry to Exton, "go wander through the shades of night" (5.6.43).
"Though I did wish him dead, / I hate the murderer, love him murdered" (39-40). This is a remarkable thing for the new king to say. Why does he say this? Why banish the man whom presumably he has ordered to kill Richard (5.4)?
One final irony in this scene: when Henry announces his plans to "wash this blood from off my guilty hand" (50), he echoes Pilate, the Roman governor who sentenced Jesus to death. How Richard would have loved the idea that this sad history is an allegory of the earlier one--that he, Richard, is just like the suffering Jesus! And yet, what seemed a pity party when Richard explicitly compared himself to Jesus (4.1.160-62) seems now an indictment of Bolingbroke's/King Henry's highly questionable actions.
Or perhaps I'm missing something here. Perhaps there is some way to characterize Bolingbroke as someone who genuinely subscribes to the doctrine of divine right while allowing that God's decrees are somehow consistent with historical process. Comments? 
Thursday, July 19
Subject: Women in _Richard II_


Though their roles are minor, the Duchess of Gloucester, the Queen, and the Duchess of York contribute important elements.
It is the Duchess of Gloucester who pressures Gaunt to avenge the murder of her husband--to deal with the conflict between duty to the sovereign and duty to one's family. Indeed, one might argue that it is she who inspires Gaunt to confront Richard. Examine her speech at 1.2.9-36. What is most striking here? Why is it so effective?
Richard's Queen (Isabel, I believe) has several important moments. The first is in 2.2, where she invokes an interesting metaphor to express anxiety concerning Richard's future prospects. What is that metaphor, and why is it appropriate?
The Queen uses another elaborate metaphor at 3.4. Examine and comment. 
A final and moving moment is when she is separated from Richard (and never to see him again) in 5.1.
For me, however, the most interesting woman in the play is the Duchess of York. The play's final act includes a mini-drama--almost a kind of play-within-the-play--in which York's ethical quandary, the conflict between political and familial duties, is put to the test (5.2 and 5.3). Examine the Duchess's handling of this situation, not only in terms of her personal integrity, but in light of the ethical issue with which her husband seriously grapples.
Finally, what do we think of Henry's response at the close of 5.3? What might this tell us about him and about his future reign? 
Monday, July 23
Subject: Two Plots


_Richard II_, you’ll recall, concludes in a forward-looking but somber mood. Bolingbroke has secured the throne, but the legality of the deposition is questionable, and the “former” king’s “execution” is suspicious, to say the least.
The new king’s monologue at the opening of _1 Henry IV_ addresses the problems besetting the realm since Richard’s death: namely, civil war. What is Henry’s solution to this problem? Notice especially the religious and geographical references. Is this familiar?
This plan to unite a divided kingdom is frustrated by two other developments: the insubordination of the Percy clan; and the Prince of Wales’ growing reputation as an ill-behaved and dissolute youth. These rebellions, political and domestic, form the bases of the play’s two plots, a duality reinforced both structurally and stylistically. Structurally, the play alternates, scene by scene, between the two plots and their respective locales, the court and the tavern. These worlds are stylistically differentiated: whereas the language of the court is a stately blank verse (i.e., unrhymed iambic pentametre), that of the tavern is strictly prose. This stylistic difference is further reinforced by diction (i.e., word choice or vocabulary), especially in the tavern where the characters’ speech is rich with homely references to everyday aspects of English life among the commons.  
Plot 1: the Percy rebellion. Henry is confronted in 1.1 by disturbing developments. Hotspur, son to Northumberland (remember him?), fighting on Henry’s behalf, has captured and since withheld a number of important prisoners (90-94). In this he was apparently encouraged by his Uncle Worcester (pronounced “Worster”), brother to Northumberland. 
But Hotspur’s act of insubordination is only part of the story of a soured relationship between Henry and the Percys. The rest becomes clearer in 1.3. By the end of this scene the Percys have hatched a full-blown rebellion plot against the king. Several questions:
(1) What is going on between Henry and Worcester?
(2) Why are the Percys rebelling?
(3) What is their legal justification for doing so?
(4) In what sense are (2) and (3) related?
Examine especially the following lines: 1-13, 76-94, 139-55, and 279-84. Try to avoid merely factual answers to the questions. Consider who these people are and what is happening here.
Plot 2: Hal’s rebellion. The Prince of Wales is first mentioned at 1.1.77-90. What is the king concerned about here?
Having been explicitly compared to the noble Hotspur, Hal appears in the following scene (1.2) alongside his other great foil, Falstaff. What is the nature of this verbal exchange? How would you describe their friendship? Notice that the witty banter contains some darker undercurrents. Falstaff twice tries to raise an important question. The first time, at 1.2.13-14‚ “prithee, sweet wag, when thou art king,” he begins to ask but then digresses into more word-play and horsing around. Along the way, Hal confronts him with two rather unsavoury references, to the gallows and to the police constable. What is Hal doing here and why?
Examine the exchange from the point at which Falstaff finally asks, “shall there be gallows standing in England when thou art king . . .?” (51-59). What is Falstaff really asking, and what is Hal’s answer? What does Hal mean when he observes that Falstaff will become “a rare hangman”? 
The remainder of the scene concerns a robbery plot. Be sure you understand the plan, particularly as it concerns a prank to be perpetrated against Falstaff by Hal and Poins (143-68).
Examine Hal’s “sun-king” soliloquy (173-95). Who is on the stage at this point, and how do we reconcile that fact with the first line, “I know you all”? Who does he mean by “you”? Now attend to lines 175-81 and list all the concrete nouns (i.e., words representing things that can be apprehended by the senses). These words form a series of related metaphors. They are vehicles (concrete images) with tenors (implied meanings). What, in summary, is Hal saying? He provides the answer, unpacks his own extended metaphor, at lines 186-95. 
What are your impressions of this character early in the play? How is he similar to and/or different from his father, the former Bolingbroke?
Tuesday, July 24
Subject: Parallel Plots


The Gadshill robbery plot, carried out in 2.1-2.3, is foiled, as expected, by Hal and Poins. In the following scene (2.4), Hotspur receives notice of an (unidentified) ally’s decision to withdraw from the rebellion. These two episodes are a good example of the parallel plot structure: in stealing from the thieves, the Prince of Wales undoes the efforts of his tavern companion, Falstaff, to live by theft and thereby stands opposed to such behaviour. (Indeed, at 3.3.164, we learn that Hal has returned the stolen money to its rightful owner.) It is appropriate that Hal’s other great foil, Hotspur, is the recipient of bad news regarding the rebellion. Both Falstaff and Hotspur are, in their own ways, a challenge to the ruling authority: one defies law and order, the other defies the king’s right to govern. And both challenges, in these scenes, begin to wane.
Subject: Hotspur and Kate 
What else do we learn about Hotspur’s character in 2.4, one of the few scenes in the play involving male-female relations?
Subject: 2.5: The Tavern


Though the tavern scenes are written in prose, the language is just as vital and “poetic” as the blank verse of the court scenes. This is particularly true of 2.5, whose principle concern is Hal’s and Poins’ prank against Falstaff, Peto, Bardolph, et al.
This major prank, however, is preceded by a minor one in which the two friends (Hal and Poins) have some fun at the expense of one Francis the Drawer (a drawer is a barkeep): they make him run back and forth between two rooms until he’s flabbergasted and confused. This treatment of Francis is a telling counterpart to Hal’s speech just prior (2.5.4-29). Here he describes in wonderful detail the drinking games he plays with his tavern buddies, “Tom‚” “Dick‚” and “Francis” (6-15). Hal is very pleased with himself here. Why? And how does this self-satisfaction play against his treatment of Francis the drawer?
In the middle of all this fun, Hal’s thoughts turn suddenly to Hotspur (94). This is strange, no? Why does he do this? And notice the way he mocks Hotspur’s military bravado (94-99). What does this brief moment tell us about Hal?
The long scene that ensues when Falstaff and the other robbers arrive is crammed full of comic moments and language. (Be aware of what is happening here: Falstaff does not know that Hal and Poins are the ones who robbed the robbers.) The scene’s language is entertaining not only because it is funny; its sheer sound conveys the exuberance and vitality of life in the tavern world. It scintillates and pops with a percussive music all its own, in contrast to the languid and lyrical music of the court scenes. Identify a passage or two that you find particularly humorous and explain why it’s effective. (Confine your observations to lines 103-339.)
Subject: 2.5: Mock Interview


The latter phase of the scene is precipitated by news from court summoning Hal to assist his father in putting down the rebellion (305-339).
To prepare the truant son against the tongue-lashing he’s likely to receive from the king when he goes home, Falstaff suggests that Hal “practise an answer” (341)‚ i.e., rehearse an explanation for his poor behaviour. What ensues is a sort of play-within-the-play, a mock interview in which Falstaff plays the king, and Hal plays himself—until Hal proposes that they switch roles (394-95). 
Like 1.2 wherein the friends’ witty exchange is shadowed by darker hints of Hal’s waning loyalty, here the fun and games are laced with grim ironies anticipating the inevitable sundering of their relationship. Most devastating perhaps is Hal’s response to Falstaff’s plea (Falstaff as Hal, that is) that the king (played by Hal at this point) not banish Hal’s corpulent friend: “Banish not him thy Harry’s company, / Banish not him thy Harry’s company. / Banish plump Jack, and banish all the world,” to which Hal curtly responds, “I do. I will” (436-39). On the level of the play-within-the-play, Hal is pleading with his father. On another and more melancholy level, Falstaff is pleading with his friend not to forsake him. Notice that Falstaff’s language at this point turns from prose to pitch-perfect iambic pentametre, the music of the court world to which Hal’s destiny leads him. It is a supreme irony that this music is put in the mouth of the man whose values completely undermine those of the “legitimate” court.
Can you identify other ways in which this scene’s final phase (340-501) combines humor and drama? Or perhaps you might focus on one or several of the many comic ironies--in, say, Falstaff’s speech as king chastising his son (364-82). Notice the insulting things Falstaff is implying about members of the royal family--the king, the queen, and Hal himself. Can you identify these insults? Be specific. They’re not obvious.
Other comments about this scene?
Subject: 3.2: The Prodigal Returns


The mock interview of 2.5 has its counterpart in 3.2. This scene captures in miniature the whole of Hal’s transformation from tavern wastrel to noble prince and warrior.
Notice his first answer to his father’s charge (20-28). Is this a genuine apology? If you’re confused by the language here, it’s not simply because you have a rough time reading Shakespeare. Hal’s speech is, I think, deliberately opaque and obfuscated. When we get to the bottom of it, Hal is offering an excuse here, is he not? What is that excuse?
Well, he doesn’t get off that easily. The king now subjects his son to a shaming ritual that is also a brief history lesson (29-91). Henry is telling Hal (and us) about his past exploits, particularly his rise to power. What is it that he would teach his son here? Who is the “skipping king” (60) and how does he fit into the lesson? 
Notice the analogies Henry explicitly draws at lines 93-96. To paraphrase, Hal is to the present what Richard was to the past; and Hotspur is to the present what Henry/Bolingbroke was to the past. Is there not something odd about these comparisons? 
Examine, finally, Hal’s tremendous response to the lesson (129-59). This is a far cry from the first response, yes? Notice the imagery at lines 135-37. What sort of language is this, and why is it appropriate? Now ask yourself, what might Falstaff have thought were he to witness this? 
One final observation: Henry’s line at 160 nicely captures the connection between the play’s two plots, implying that success in either is dependent on that of the other. This is entirely in keeping with the patriarchal analogy connecting kings and fathers. Henry’s success in the political sphere is inseparable from his success in grooming the heir apparent for service. The sun/son is about to rise. 
One final word about the Prodigal Son story that Hal invokes implicitly in the sun-king soliloquy. For those of you familiar with the story, what is the one important difference between Hal and the Prodigal Son, and why does it matter?
Wednesday, July 25
Subject: Act 4: Falstaff's rising fall


Note that the tavern world is entirely absent in Act 4, though its chief remnant, Falstaff, does make an appearance in 4.2 along with Hal who also is mostly absent.  But this brief encounter between the prince and his tavern companion is not to be ignored.
I want to pause here to offer some observations about Shakespeare’s greatest comic figure. Though unique, the character of Falstaff nevertheless is a combination of well-known dramatic types:
(1)Vice: In the fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century religious plays (predecessors to the secular tradition born in Shakespeare’s day), the Vice character was an allegorical figure representing one or several of the “seven deadly sins”--avarice (greed), lechery (lust), gluttony, pride, envy, sloth, wrath (anger). Falstaff certainly exemplifies a few of these.
(2) Mock-Puritan: A very complex term, “puritan” might best be defined as a Christian highly self-conscious about his religious devotion. Falstaff’s language sometimes makes fun of the puritan tendency to lace speech with religious references, Bible quotations, and the like. (See, for example, 1.2.80-86 or 3.3.6-17. There are numerous other such examples.) Falstaff’s “holy” speech is a mockery of the real thing, not least because religious devotion is about the last thing on his mind.
(3) Miles gloriosus: A Latin phrase meaning “boastful soldier,” this is a character who brags and lies about his military exploits but who in reality has no stomach for battle.
(4) Fool: The fool offers comic relief and is often the butt of jokes. But the fool in Shakespeare is without exception a wise and insightful character, often knowing more about the other characters than the characters know themselves. 
I’d like us to concentrate on these latter two aspects of Falstaff’s character, for they are most prominent in the final two acts. 
Recall that Richard paradoxically rises in eminence as a compelling character even as his political fortunes are in decline. Indeed, his greatest achievement as a thinker and poet is the prison soliloquy just before he is ignominiously slain. Falstaff similarly becomes more fascinating when his power and influence with the Prince of Wales is on the wane.  
Look now at 4.2.11-42, the first of several prose soliloquies offered by Falstaff in the play’s final acts. This one is the “king’s press” soliloquy. Hal has secured for Falstaff an officer’s position in his father’s army as well as the authority (and money) to “press” into service (i.e., to recruit) soldiers of his choosing. What does he do with this power? He begins by recruiting only inexperienced but well-off gentry, men who are rather comfortably middle-class, and then releases them from duty in exchange for bribes--they have “bought out their services” (21). Having thus kept the press money and earned more through extortion, Falstaff then recruits men of little means--including the unemployed; “younger sons to younger brothers” (25-26), i.e., the second-born sons of second-born sons who receive no family inheritance (because it all went to the first-born); and ex-prisoners who are so destitute that they look like corpses cut down from the “gibbets” (33) and who stagger in their marching because they’re accustomed to wearing ankle irons or “gyves” (35-37). 
This is despicable behaviour, yes? What is likely to happen to these poor fellows in battle? As Falstaff says a few lines later, they are “good enough to toss, food for powder, food for powder. They’ll fill a pit a well as better” (58-59). Now, before we simply condemn Falstaff for callous cruelty, we might consider his behaviour a trenchant critique of the social dimension of the war. After all, of what benefit is the war to the vast majority of soldiers who will die in it? What is the just cause of this war? Well, it’s Henry’s effort to consolidate his power, to prevent his usurped-from-Richard throne from being usurped in turn (by the Percy rebellion). This is a good cause, yes, and worth dying for? In calling the king’s soldiers mere “food for powder,” is not Falstaff just saying aloud what is true but what Hal and Henry would never openly admit? Many will die this day and “fill a pit” so that Henry rather than Mortimer will be king. What care the lowly soldiers whether Henry or Mortimer or Richard is King? What difference will it make for them? Will not the poor continue to be poor, regardless of who’s in charge? 
Examine the rest of this brief encounter between Falstaff and Hal. Falstaff’s remark at lines 63-65 implies that someone IS responsible for widespread poverty and suffering, or at least for not doing more to alleviate it--i.e., the king! And yet Harry will not let Falstaff get away with this. His response (66-67), to paraphrase, is “Don’t you dare pretend to speak for the poor, you bleeding-heart liberal. You’re fat and comfortable. What do you know of poverty?” 
This exchange raises one of the central questions about this play: whether it is an endorsement or rather critique of the House of Lancaster’s rise to power. These, after all, are Elizabeth I’s ancestors. Is the play a celebration of the history it documents, or is it in any way critical of Henry and Hal and the status quo they represent? Another way of asking the same question: how would Shakespeare have us regard Falstaff?
Thursday, July 26
Subject: Act 5: Falstaff’s rising fall 2


Something remarkable happens at the opening of Act 5. Falstaff has come to court! Whatever Hal’s intentions regarding Falstaff, he has dared to bring him home to Dad. Falstaff’s presence on the stage at this point is problematic, for we have come to expect Hal to distance himself more and more from his tavern friend.  
Notice that but for a single brief utterance Falstaff is silent throughout this scene until he and Hal are left alone (121ff.). What does Falstaff intend when he says of Worcester, “Rebellion lay in his way, and he found it” (28)? He’s being sarcastic here, mocking Worcester’s professed desire not to bring the conflict to a head. To paraphrase, “You, Worcester, speak as if rebellion is something you accidentally stumbled upon, like tripping over a stone, when in reality it has been deliberate from the beginning.” More importantly, WHY does Falstaff say this? What is he trying to do here?
Wonderfully, Hal tells him to shut up: “Peace, chewet” (29). Why? Well, for one reason, Falstaff is being highly disrespectful in the king’s presence; he is speaking without having been spoken to. Why else might Hal be anxious at Falstaff opening his mouth?
Jump now to the end of the scene, lines 121-26. This is funny, to be sure: it is one of Hal’s many jabs at Falstaff’s rotundity. But there is something sad about this too. Falstaff’s question, as far as I can tell, has no trace of his usual irony, so that Hal’s fat-joke response seems a cruel refusal to acknowledge his friend’s fear of dying.
Now look at Falstaff’s “honour” soliloquy (127ff.). What is his argument here, and what do we think of it? Is it compelling? Why or why not?
The question of honour and its value returns in 5.4 at Hotspur’s death. At lines 76-79, Hotspur offers a view diametrically opposed to Falstaff’s. Whereas Falstaff prefers life before honour, Hotspur would rather die than lose his honour. And yet lines 80-85 are absolutely haunting. In this brief utterance, Hotspur speaks in a way he never has before. Shakespeare gives him a kind of tragic dignity, a capacity for insight and understanding just prior to death. But what is it, exactly, that Hotspur has come to realize with his dying breath? Are not the references to the cold earth, dust, and “food for [worms]” strange for a man hitherto concerned more with such abstractions as reputation and honour?
Well, Hal’s following eulogy (86-95) leaves Hotspur’s cherished honour intact. But what of his eulogy for the “dead” Falstaff (101-109)? How would you describe this farewell? What, finally, is Hal’s attitude toward his friend?
Falstaff’s “resurrection” and soliloquy at 110ff. are remarkable. The bit about counterfeits is similar in spirit to the honour soliloquy: the dead man is the true counterfeit, whereas to fake death in order to live is no deception at all. It is, rather, to uphold “the true and perfect image of life” (116-17). But just as it is difficult to swallow the notion that honour is meaningless, Falstaff’s speech here is compromised by what he has done--cowardly feigned death, led poor and useless soldiers into battle--and by what he does now: stabs the dead Hotspur and claims the glory for himself. Falstaff desecrating a corpse is, by Elizabethan moral standards, a horrifying and dastardly deed. (As much as I love the guy, I find this act more than any other utterly reprehensible.)
What do we make of Hal’s closing commitment to Falstaff at 5.4.149-51? This is no small favour, given that killing Hotspur is the supreme glory with which Hal promised to redeem himself in the eyes of his father (3.2.132-52). Again, our expectations regarding Hal’s distancing himself from Falstaff are denied. What do you think will become of the friends’ relationship?
Subject: Rebels without a cause?


In 4.3, one of the king’s men, Sir Walter Blunt, approaches the enemy camp to offer clemency on Henry’s behalf in exchange for the rebels’ abandoning their plans (43-53). Hotspur’s response (54-90) is a lengthy justification of the rebellion that recalls events portrayed in Richard II. We’ve thus come full circle, back to the issue that set off the chain of events leading to armed confrontation. What, exactly, is Hotspur’s argument here? Do you notice any inconsistencies or contradictions?
Monday, July 30
Subject: 1.5: The Ghost


The Ghost is the catalyst that sets in motion the tragedy of Prince Hamlet. It is, first of all, part of the first phase of the drama, the protasis--here an expository speech providing essential background information: that Hamlet’s father did not perish of a serpent’s sting (1.5.35-36), but was poisoned by his brother Claudius, now King of Denmark. 
Examine lines 59-73 and describe in detail the effects of the poison on Old Hamlet’s body.
Adultery is mentioned once (41) and incest twice (41, 83). In what sense are these charges significant? Note that the question of whether a brother marrying his widowed sister-in-law is incestuous was not firmly decided in Shakespeare’s day. There was both religious and historical precedent for allowing such marriages. Indeed, Henry VIII, Elizabeth I’s father, had married Catherine of Aragon, his brother’s widow (though when he sought a divorce to marry Anne Boleyn, one of his arguments was that the marriage had never been lawful). 
And what about the charge of adultery? Do we have any other evidence that Gertrude and Claudius were in a relationship prior to Old Hamlet’s death? The reason I mention this is that Gertrude’s marrying Claudius may have a legitimate motive. According to the Danish rules of succession, it was the brother, not the son, who inherited the throne of a deceased king. In England, of course, it was (and is) the first-born son (or daughter if there is no male issue). These differing customs collide in the play, for no one seems to question Claudius’s right to the throne—with the exception of Hamlet himself, who at one point calls Claudius “a cutpurse of the empire and the rule” (3.4.100). So perhaps Gertrude wishes to ensure that the crown go to her son when Claudius passes (provided, of course, that she bears him no children of his own).
Other questions to consider (for you to answer and discuss):
What is the Ghost's/Old Hamlet’s status? Where is he, and why?
Why does the Ghost differentiate between Claudius and Gertrude in terms of their deserved punishment (85-90)? And what does the Ghost mean by his command to Hamlet, “Taint not thy mind” (85)?
Notice the two central commands emerging from Hamlet’s first encounter with the Ghost: “Revenge my foul and most unnatural murder” (25) and “Remember me” (91). This is a revenge tragedy, and yet the Ghost’s final words to Hamlet here are “Remember me” (91). How are the two commands connected? 
And which of the commands is most on Hamlet’s mind immediately following the Ghost’s exit? Examine and comment on lines 92-112, paying attention to the order of his concerns.
Finally, what do you make of Hamlet’s very strange gesture in lines 107-108, where he reaches for his “tables” (a kind of notebook). He needs to write this down so he doesn’t forget? How could he possibly forget something so harrowing? What’s going on here? Any ideas? (Though I have my own answers to many of the questions put to you in this course, some--this one included--are a genuine bafflement at puzzling passages.)
Subject: “Why seems it so particular with thee?” or, What’s eating Hamlet?


Well, the simple answer is that he’s just seen his dead father’s ghost who claims to have been murdered by his brother, Hamlet’s uncle who has just married his mother!
But the notoriously melancholy Dane is out of sorts prior to his first encounter with the ghost. How, then, do we explain Hamlet’s behavior earlier in Act 1? T.S. Eliot once famously argued that the play Hamlet is an artistic failure because its hero displays an emotion far in excess of his circumstances. Hamlet has no “objective correlative,” no situation matching his extraordinary grief and depression. Is this a fair appraisal of the play?
Examine Hamlet’s exchange with Claudius and Gertrude when he first appears in the play (1.2.64-73). How would you describe this exchange—the mood, motives, and intentions of all that is said? Is everyone being straight with everyone else? Do we recognize this sort of discussion in our own relationships?
Now examine Hamlet’s answer to Gertrude’s question, “Why seems it so particular with thee?” (75-86). Two questions: (1) What is Hamlet claiming here? (2) To what does he implicitly compare himself and why does it matter? 
Now examine Hamlet’s first of seven great soliloquies (1.2.129-59). What do you find most striking and why?
Subject: Questions? Observations?


Please post any questions you have about Act 1, or point to particular passages from or aspects of the play you'd like to discuss. 
Tuesday, July 31
Subject: 1.3: Polonius, Laertes, Ophelia


How would you describe the relationships among the members of this family? What do you think of Laertes’ warning to his sister, and of her response? What does he mean when he observes that Hamlet “is subject to his birth” (1.3.18)?
Subject: 2.2: “The play’s the thing”


Recall my question about Hamlet’s response to Gertrude at 1.2.76-86. What I was getting at there is Hamlet comparing himself to an actor—or rather, claiming that his grief is far more than the mere actions “that a man might play.” Think about what is happening here: an actor plays the role of a character who claims not to be a mere actor but a real person. He claims, moreover, to have “that within which passeth show”—to be in possession of a consciousness that transcends, goes beyond external appearances and expressions. On the one hand, this is an audacious Shakespearean claim—that a fictional character can be anything more than what is apparent to our senses: his words, actions, and gestures. Surely Hamlet does not exist in anything other than a theatrical sense? 
But Hamlet’s assertion is also existential in a philosophical sense. The interior, psychological reality he posits—that which is other than the surface reality of a mere character—is explored in the play’s great soliloquies. But is that inner reality finally more significant than the outward? Hamlet’s inaction—his hesitation in carrying out the revenge—is what sustains the play and allows the soliloquies to emerge. But do they really get us anywhere? Does Hamlet ever really discover the inner truth of his being? Indeed, does he understand himself any better than we do? 
This existential dilemma, whatever its solution, seems to have something to do with the idea of theatre.
At 2.2.398, Hamlet asks the visiting Player to offer a sample of his vocation—to perform a speech from an episode in the Trojan War. The context is the fall of Troy, just after the Greeks have smuggled the wooden horse into the city. Pyrrhus, son of Achilles, seeks to avenge the death of his slain father by killing the Trojan king, Priam. Hamlet begins to recite the lines, and the Player then takes over at 429, “Anon he finds him . . ..” Examine this speech: (1) Why is it significant? (2) What do you find most striking about the imagery, meter, or any other poetic quality?
Now examine Hamlet’s soliloquy afterward (505ff., “O what a rogue . . .”). Why does he chastise himself here, and how is the self-recrimination related to the Player’s performance? What does Hamlet discover in this episode? What has it taught him that might qualify his earlier assertion about having “that within which passeth show”?
Notice that he concludes this scene by hatching a plan to put on a play “to catch the conscience of the king.” Having wailed and moaned and beat himself up for not following through with the Ghost’s command, he hesitates yet again by seeking proof of Claudius’s guilt. Why? Why not just go find him and cut his throat? 
Subject: 3.1.56ff.: “To be or not to be”


The best way to approach this most famous of Hamlet’s soliloquies is to see it as a carefully and deliberately crafted poem, even though it comes across as a spontaneous meditation, a window onto a mind at work. Think of it as consisting of several interwoven sections:
(1) “To be . . . end them”: the oldest of philosophical questions, whether life is worth living. But also, the question of whether it is better to endure suffering silently, or to take action against it.
(2) “To die, to sleep . . . so long life”: Hamlet begins to reflect on the possibility of an afterlife and whether suicide, a mortal sin, might not be a good idea!
(3) “For who would bear . . . a weary life”: this part of the speech is what is known as a contemptus mundi (“hatred for the world”), a list of reasons why life is not worth living. What are the reasons Hamlet offers? List them.
(4) “But that the dread . . . know not of?”: here Hamlet returns to reflection on the possibility of an afterlife and what it might have in store for a suicide. Hamlet has good reason to be concerned about this, yes? Why?
(5) “Thus conscience . . . name of action”: what, exactly, is deemed cowardly here? Fear of being punished for committing suicide? But if such fear is cowardly, then surely the noble Hamlet should just get on with it—especially given the contemptus mundi just offered. 
The word “conscience” in Shakespeare’s day could mean “moral awareness,” as it does for us; but it could also mean what today we call “consciousness.”  This latter meaning makes sense in light of the comments about “action” that follow. The word “conscience,” then, is a hinge on which turn the two concerns with which the soliloquy begins: the question of whether life is worth living; and the question of whether action in the face of suffering is worthwhile. And the two are certainly related. Perhaps “to be” at all is to act, and not to act is “not to be.” But such a realization must be devastating to Hamlet, who when we first encounter him asserts that his inner rather than external being is what matters (“I have that within which passeth show”). Conscience itself, “the pale cast of thought,” is the enemy of action. And yet thinking, not acting, is what Hamlet does best. He finds himself in the untenable position of being cast as the hero of a revenge tragedy, and yet ill-equipped to play the role. Doing so, he suspects, may be meaningless; and yet he is beginning to see that his precious inner world may be equally insignificant. 
Comments, questions, objections?<br/>
Subject: 3.1.90ff.: Hamlet and Ophelia


I’d like students to initiate this discussion. How extensive is Hamlet’s and Ophelia’s relationship? What do you think of his treatment of her here? (We‚”ll end here for today. Tomorrow we’ll discuss 3.2-4.4 and the remainder of the play on Thursday.)
Wednesday, August 1
Subject: 3.2: The Mousetrap


A typical feature of the tragic experience is the hero’s isolation. This is most true, indeed, when he is most surrounded by others. (Recall Romeo and Juliet meeting for the first time at the Capulet ball--the sense of isolation in the very midst of crowded festivity; or Richard’s very private ruminations in the embarrassed presence of his nobles.) More perhaps than any of Shakespeare’s characters, Hamlet is alone, solitary, outside. 
Our perspective on his character during this play-within-the-play scene is informed by our experience of the soliloquies—especially the “To be or not to be” soliloquy in the scene just prior. How does this privileged perspective affect our understanding of Hamlet’s interactions with various characters in this scene? Point to specific passages and verbal exchanges to illustrate your answers.
Next, examine the Player Queen’s and King’s dialogue following the dumbshow (the latter a silent acting-out of the play, The Murder of Gonzago, in miniature). First, what think you of the Player Queen’s oath never to remarry once the Player King has died (3.2.159, “O, confound the rest . . .”)? What about Hamlet’s response, “That’s wormwood”?
Now look at the Player King’s lengthy response, “I do believe you think . . .” (168ff.). Recall that at 2.2.497-99, Hamlet tells the Player that he will insert “some dozen or sixteen lines” into The Murder. Though we never know for certain, these, I would argue, are the lines Hamlet has composed. Do you see why? The PK tells the PQ that he has no doubt about the sincerity of her promise, but that in time her fidelity will weaken because “Purpose is but the slave to memory.” The PK knows that in time her memory will fade, that he will be forgotten, and that what now seems certain is in fact merely “passion” which, “ending, doth the purpose lose” (177). Where before have we heard this link between memory and purpose? “Revenge my foul and most unnatural murder” and “Remember me”—remember?
There is a tremendous sadness in this idea that the goals and purposes that give meaning to our lives may in time “lose the name of action” (as Hamlet says in the “To be or not to be” soliloquy) because we will no longer possess the passion that now informs them, or the circumstances of life will have prevented our realizing those purposes. The Player King (or Hamlet, if he wrote the lines) summarizes this condition: “Our wills and fates do so contrary run / That our devices still are overthrown; / Our thoughts are ours, their ends none of our own” (193-95). 
This is precisely the tragic condition, Aristotle’s notion of “hamartia”: aiming high but missing the mark, having a noble purpose frustrated by one’s own poor judgment, by external circumstance, or some combination of the two. 
Now, to return to the main purpose of The Mousetrap: to determine for certain whether Claudius has in fact murdered Old Hamlet. Does the ploy prove conclusively that Claudius is guilty? Hamlet thinks so (262-65). But does it? To what, exactly, is Claudius responding when he becomes agitated and “rises” (242)? Who is the poisoner in the play-within-the-play? Not the king’s brother, but rather, as Hamlet informs the audience, “Lucianus, nephew to the king” (223). It is quite plausible that Claudius is reacting to a threat, not an accusation—a threat, that is, from his nephew Hamlet with whom he has a very shaky relationship. My point is that even now, at the end of 3.2, we still do not know for certain that Claudius is guilty. The play Hamlet thus gestures toward a typical feature of revenge tragedy—the public revelation of the victim’s crimes—only to frustrate generic expectation by obscuring the truth and by keeping the knowledge thereof solely in the mind of the protagonist.
Certainty does arrive, however, in the very next scene (3.3)—though still it is only Hamlet and we who receive it.
Subject: 3.3: Confession


Examine Claudius’ confession at 3.3.36ff., “O, my offence is rank . . ..” His is a particularly religious state of mind. Can you describe it? 
Hamlet does not kill Claudius here. Why?
Subject: 3.4: Gertrude’s chamber


Having heard Claudius’ confession, Hamlet now seeks his mother’s. Does he get one? Do we finally have evidence of Gertrude’s wrong-doing? I’d argue that we do not. First, consider her response to Hamlet’s accusation, “As kill a king and marry with his brother.” Surprised, she gasps, “As kill a king?” This suggests she knows nothing of the murder (unless she’s only pretending innocence—but on what basis would we assume this?). Note too that she says nothing in response to the second half of the accusation, “and marry with his brother.” Either she doesn’t hear this (because she is so taken aback by the first part), or she has no reason to feel guilty about having married Claudius (which again speaks to the ambiguity in the play about whether the marriage is in fact incestuous).
Now, she does become guilt-ridden later in the scene. But over what, exactly? Adultery? Well, this is not clear at all. Rather, her guilty reaction comes only after Hamlet has forced her to gaze on a portrait of the dead father and to recall her love for him. Is not her reaction perfectly understandable—to have guilt feelings for having remarried even though there was nothing wrong with doing so? Does not any widow who remarries retain always some sense of having betrayed the memory of the departed (like the Player Queen losing her purpose never to remarry)?
Hamlet would have his mother REMEMBER, just as Hamlet has been charged with remembering his father so as not to lose his purpose (“Passion is but the slave to memory,” says the PK back in 3.2). As if on cue, the Ghost reappears to “whet [Hamlet’s] almost blunted purpose” (113). 
Hamlet has said that he will put on an “antic disposition” (1.5.171), i.e., will feign madness. But does his pretending to be mad preclude Hamlet from actually being mad? Gertrude does not see the Ghost (or at least claims not to). It is possible that the Ghost is real and that it reveals itself only to Hamlet. Or it is possible that Hamlet is crazy and there is no Ghost—that what we as audience witness is not the appearance of a ghost but the theatrical representation of an illusion deriving from Hamlet’s melancholy. The Ghost can be (and has been) staged in a number of ways: as an actor playing the role, a sheer fabric hung from a wire, or as a disembodied voice. The director’s choice will influence how we interpret the Ghost’s ontological status.
Comments, observations, objections?
Subject: 4.4: “Even for an eggshell”


Examine Hamlet’s exchange with the Norwegian Captain and the soliloquy that follows. This should remind us of a previous soliloquy and the exchange that precedes it. Which one, and why?
Thursday, August 2
Subject: Hero?


Hamlet has several foils—characters whose circumstances and/or actions somehow mirror or contrast with his own. These are minor characters whose purpose is to foreground a major character. Who are Hamlet’s foils? The chart in my introductory lecture considers both Fortinbras and Laertes. 
Fortinbras is like Hamlet in terms of seeking recompense for his dishonoured father. Moreover, Hamlet’s soliloquy in 4.4 comparing his own cause with Fortinbras’ links both to the performance of the Player in 2.2 (the Pyrrhus episode). Just as the Player is able to emote so powerfully in a mere fiction of revenge, so does the Norwegian army risk heavy casualty for a small patch of ground, one “not tomb enough and continent / To hide the slain” (4.4.64-65)—i.e., the land over which they fight is not large enough even to bury the battle-dead. (Hamlet, of course, does not know the truth—that Fortinbras is moving not against Poland, as the Captain claims, but against Denmark.)
Hamlet’s greatest foil, however, is Laertes. When Hamlet stabs Polonius, so begins the play’s second great revenge action. Indeed, it begins at the very moment that the first one “ends”: Hamlet finally striking the king—but of course, it’s not the king. This is significant, no? Hamlet is famous for his hesitation, yet here he carries through, if only in intent.
As for Laertes, let’s examine several passages. The first is 4.5.125-37, “Where is my father . . . with little.” How do Laertes’ oaths here compare with Hamlet’s concerns about the supernatural? Recall that immediately after the Ghost’s first appearance, Hamlet utters an oath that ends with a question, “shall I couple [i.e., include] hell?” (1.5.93).
Now look at 4.7.105-24, “Laertes, was your father . . . To cut his throat i‚’ th‚’ church.” Goaded by Claudius, Laertes is so eager to do right by his father that he would, if necessary, commit murder on sacred ground. The line alludes certainly to the famous murder of Thomas Beckett in Canterbury Cathedral, but it also suggests violation of the law of sanctuary, which held that even criminals could not be harmed if seeking protection from the church. The point here, as with the previous passage, is to contrast Laertes’ heroic determination with Hamlet’s reluctance. 
Look at Claudius’ speech just prior to “cut his throat i‚’ th‚’ church.” Where have we heard THIS before? Does it not recall the Player King at 3.2.168ff.? It disturbs me to no end that the PK’s beautiful monologue about the tragic gap between intention and outcome—probably composed by Hamlet—is paraphrased (or plagiarized!) by the despicable Claudius, and used to goad Laertes toward killing the prince. Laertes, significantly and unlike Hamlet, does not succumb to the fading memory of purpose to which Claudius (and the PK) alludes. 
Now see 5.2.75-80, “But I am very sorry, good Horatio . . . tow‚’ring passion.” Hamlet explicitly compares himself with Laertes—sees him as a foil. Indeed, just prior to the catastrophe, Hamlet invokes the term: “I’ll be your foil, Laertes” (5.2.229). Hamlet is HIS foil, not the other way around? The titular hero removes himself from, and places Laertes at, the centre of the play? Does this make sense? Well, as the hero of a revenge tragedy, Laertes is far more suitable. Hamlet has been a miserable failure in this respect. When he, the prince, finally does cut down Claudius, he does so in the midst of a confusing mess; he does not go into this final encounter with a deliberate intention to fulfill his avenging purpose. Indeed, just moments before, he is calm and resigned to “providence”: “If it be now . . . Let be” (5.2.194-98).
It is as though Hamlet finds himself cast in the role of an avenging hero and yet thoroughly incapable of playing the part. When he does finally rise to the role (killing Polonius thinking him Claudius), he fails. You might say that Hamlet's hamartia here, his tragedy, is to fail to be a tragic revenge hero. Laertes better fits the description. Hamlet is in the wrong play! Or another way of saying the same thing: Shakespeare begins by writing a revenge tragedy, then somehow, for reasons we can only guess at, it gets away from him and turns into something else entirely—one of the most celebrated works of Western literature. Hamlet's failure, in other words, is the play's success as a work of art. For without the hesitation, without the incredible soliloquies, the play would be just another over-the-top bloodbath. We get a little of that in the final scene, but it seems almost a parody of the form, especially in juxtaposition to all that precedes it.
If Hamlet is not a revenge hero, what on earth is he? And what is the play Hamlet if not a revenge tragedy? 
Subject: 5.1: “Alas, poor Yorick”


The grave scene is filled with grim humour. Point to specific passages and explain why they are effective, or pose questions.
Monday, August 6
Subject: 1.1: The play in miniature


As is often the case with Shakespeare’s plays, the opening moments of WT contain all the ingredients of the plot that follows. The play emerges organically as if from its own opening words, a linguistic seed-pod shedding its spores. 
The polite and deferential exchange between the lords Camillo and Archidamus establishes the courtly context of the play’s first half while at the same time containing a series of ironies that anticipate things to come. For example, Archidamus speaks of “great difference between our Bohemia and your Sicilia” (3-4), thus indicating the play’s structural division into two very different worlds. Then, politely demurring as to Bohemia’s ability to return the gracious hospitality offered by Sicily, Archidamus goes on to insist that Bohemia “will be justified in our loves” (7-8), i.e., will repay the hospitality enjoyed while visiting Sicilia. This, from our later point of view, ironically foreshadows Polixines’ alleged affair with Hermione.
Camillo’s exposition follows, reviewing the longstanding friendship between Polixines and Leontes (18-27). The imminent rift in this friendship is anticipated by a description of their geographic separation, the latter soon to be reestablished as an even greater “vast” than before. Similarly, Camillo’s blessing, “The heavens continue their loves” (27)—and Archidamus’ assertion, “I think there is not in the world either malice or matter to alter it” (29-30)—sadly forebode the opposite. There is also mention of the people’s hope in Mamillius, the prince and heir-apparent, who will not live to receive the crown. Finally, the mention of youth and age, of “old hearts” made “fresh,” of “crutches,” “desire,” and death (33-36), introduces one of the play’s primary themes: the inexorable progress of time and the brevity of life.
Subject: 1.2: Whence jealousy?


<p>The foreshadowing ironies mentioned in my previous post are available only in hindsight after having read the play once before. We might notice similar ironies in the moments prior to Leontes’ suspicions about Hermione. Polixines has been in Bohemia for nine months (1.2.1)—and Hermione will soon give birth. Polixines is worried about “what may chance / Or breed” while he is away (11-12). Note too that Hermione, after first trying to persuade Polixines to extend his visit, suddenly feels it necessary to assure Leontes that she loves him (38-44).</p>  
<p>None of this, however, incriminates Hermione and Polixines, does it? Other than a guilty conscience, is there not a reasonable explanation for Hermione suddenly finding it necessary to declare her fidelity to Leontes? Given Leontes’ jealous outburst later in the scene, perhaps she assures him here because she knows he is inclined to be suspicious—not because she ever gives him reason to be suspicious, but rather because he has a jealous disposition.</p>
<p>This raises an important question about one of the play’s central themes. Is it jealousy when there is good reason to be jealous? Othello’s problem, for example, is perhaps not jealousy at all. Why? Because Iago has provided powerful (if false) evidence of Desdemona’s infidelity. Leontes, on the other hand, has no good reason for assuming Hermione has been unfaithful—does he? Examine lines 34-109 (just prior to Leontes’ fit) and identify any potential evidence of an affair between Hermione and Polixines. Provide if you can some other plausible explanation for their behaviour.</p>
<p>Jealousy by definition is an irrational fear, even if provoked by circumstances that, on their own, are innocent, but which from a suspicious perspective combine to become evidence justifying the suspicion. Leontes is a fascinating study in the psychology of male jealousy, its origins, and its effects. It is connected to the larger issue of male sexuality, particularly as regards male anxieties about manhood—the ability to attract and to retain the affections of a female partner.</p>
<p>Before examining more closely Leontes’ jealous psyche, let’s look at a passage early in the scene in which Polixines describes his boyhood relationship with Leontes (69-77). The setting he describes is a pastoral paradise in which he and Leontes were innocent lambs, free of original sin (“the doctrine of ill-doing”). If they had remained in that state, they could never be accused of possessing a sinful nature. Thus Greek pastoral is connected to Christian theology (a common connection in Renaissance literature).</p> 
<p>Whatever the nature of the Fall of Man and the advent of original sin as portrayed in the Hebrew Bible—i.e., from a Christian perspective (for there is no such doctrine in Judaism)—it certainly has something to do with human sexuality. For immediately after eating the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, Adam and Eve become aware and ashamed of their nakedness. Polixenes playfully establishes this connection when he says that the cause of Leontes and himself having “tripped since” (78) is none other than women (78-82). Leontes and Polixines “fell” into sin when they met their wives. This is all very lighthearted, Hermione playing along with some sexual word-play of her own: the men “slipped” into a “fault” (85-88), the latter a pun meaning both misstep and vagina.</p> 
<p>Such playful banter suggests the characters’ ease and comfort in discussing sexual matters, even if the humor is based on the ancient charge that women are to blame for the Fall because Eve was deceived first and then deceived Adam into eating the fruit. Perhaps it is this underlying assumption about women’s sexuality being a trap to ensnare men that informs Leontes’ sudden and inexplicable fit of jealousy at lines 110ff.</p>
<p>110-48: Notice, first of all, how rapidly Leontes’ thoughts are moving here. He notices his sudden change in mood (110-13), then begins to characterize Hermione’s and Polixines’ otherwise innocent behaviour as incriminating. For example, their joined hands he calls “paddling palms and pinching fingers” (117). The reference to his “brows” (121) means both his troubled mind (and perhaps a headache!), as well as the animal horns, the conventional sign of the cuckold. Then he suddenly turns to his young son, Mamillius, and asks him whether he is in fact his son (121-22)! Even after reviewing the evidence that Mamillius is his true son and not that of another man (123-24, 131-32), Leontes nevertheless persists in his jealousy.</p> 
<p>Indeed, in a most remarkable passage (140-48) he even seems to know that his suspicions are irrational. Like any great Shakespearean character, Leontes has the ability to examine himself, to hear himself think and to comment upon those thoughts. And yet having this insight does not prevent him from indulging the jealousy. (Hamlet, you’ll recall, repeatedly chides himself for hesitating to kill Claudius yet continues to hesitate nonetheless.) Leontes thus stands at an important crossroads here: a moment where he seems to be free to choose whether or not to follow his baser inclinations. And yet what is most disturbing about the passage is the suggestion that that freedom might be an illusion—that even as Leontes is capable of seeing himself as deluded, there is nothing he can do to stop what is unreal from becoming real in his mind. By the end of the passage, we can almost see the cuckold’s horns growing out of his forehead even as he convinces himself that he is one.</p>   
<p>Examine the following two passages in detail and offer specific observations about Leontes’ jealousy. (Have fun with this, for the passages are both dark and humorous):187-208 and 286-98.</p>
Tuesday, August 7
Subject: 2.1


<p>Examine the exchange between Mamillius and Hermione’s ladies at 2.1.1-19. What does this tell us about Mamillius’ character, his age, and his view of women? Consider also what sort of impression his father’s behaviour has made on him. Remember, he was present as Leontes began to fall apart in 1.2. He watched it happen, heard those strange and agitated monologues. Indeed, at 2.3.9-17 we learn that the experience has had rather adverse consequences. Of whom does Mamillius remind us here?</p>
<p>Now examine Hermione’s response to the charge laid against her (2.1.61-126). What do you think of her handling of this? Point to specific moments and offer comments.</p>
<p>Now recall Camillo, a noble lord and advisor to Leontes who, rather than do his bidding, opposes his master and suffers the consequences: permanent exile from his homeland. Camillo is very much like Kent in King Lear, a man close to the king who refuses to tolerate his sovereign’s foolish handling of his daughters and as a result is banished. Though Camillo is the most obvious example, there are other Kent-like figures in The Winter’s Tale. Two of these are Antigonus and his wife, Paulina.</p>
<p>Antigonus dares to criticize Leontes for his treatment of Hermione. But look closely at what he says at 2.1.135-52. This is a kind of oath-taking: “If this be true, why I’m a bunch of radish,” Falstaff might say. But Antigonus’ oaths, unlike Falstaff’s, are far from comical. What is he saying, why is it appropriate, and how might it qualify his sympathy for Hermione?</p>
<p>Now, what about Paulina? In 2.3 she brings Leontes’ daughter, born in prison, to the king in order to convince him to relent. There is a single line here that tells us much about Paulina’s reputation in Leontes’ eyes. To her coming, he says, “I knew she would” (2.3.44). How do you imagine Leontes delivering this line, and what does it tell us about both Paulina and his relationship with her? What about the dynamic here among Leontes, Antigonus, and Paulina? Notice that Leontes is highly reluctant to address Paulina directly. When she speaks directly to him, he answers not to her but to Antigonus (except briefly at line 59 and again at line 114 where he threatens her with witch-burning). Notice that it is only after she exits the stage that Antigonus and the other lords finally dare to oppose the king—as if Paulina had boldly set the example of the Kent-like courtier, the only one in the room courageous enough to confront a very powerful man.</p>
Subject: 3.2: Hermione’s trial


<p>This scene should remind us a little of Richard II—the ceremonial scene in which Richard oversees the dispute between Bolingbroke and Mowbray. Notice that the same ritualistic atmosphere prevails here. Even Leontes’ language (1-7), despite the fact that his wife is the accused, is officious, almost clinical. It seems so completely at odds with his earlier speeches and behaviour. Why?</p>
<p>Now examine Hermione’s initial answer to the charge. Understand that to be accused of treason in an early modern court is pretty much to be guilty as charged. Rarely did the accused escape being found guilty. Hermione seems to know this, yet speaks at length anyway—not because she hopes to be cleared of any wrongdoing, but because she is a noble figure who will demonstrate her integrity by rising to the occasion and proclaiming her innocence with dignity and grace. I like especially lines 30-35, where she compares her virtuous life to a fiction or play “played to take spectators.” There is a rich irony here, for Hermione slyly implies the theatrical dimension of a public trial in which she, the Queen, has been cast in the role of the accused. “My life is not a mere spectacle,” she seems to say; and yet, recognizing the theatrical context even while denouncing it, she plays the role beautifully. This reminds me a little of Hamlet, who beings by insisting that he has “that within which passeth show,” and that outward signs are merely “the actions that a man might play.” By Act 5, however, he seems to have accepted the role he is called to play and finally “acts” in a way that fulfills that role even while subverting it.</p>  
<p>How does Hermione’s “performance” here differ from Paulina’s? Examine her language especially at lines 89-114.</p>
Subject: Transition 1: 3.1 and 3.3


<p>The speed with which Shakespeare dispenses with the play’s tragic first half seems to say, “There’s your tragedy. Enjoy. Been there, done that. Now I want to do something new, something different.” This is late in Shakespeare’s career, after the harrowing tragedies—Hamlet, Macbeth, Othello, Lear, Antony and Cleopatra. And though he never could have returned to innocent comedies such as Dream and Twelfth Night, the later romances do embody Shakespeare’s attempt to re-envision comic drama.</p> 
<p>The transition from tragedy to comedy begins at 3.1, the scene just prior to the trial. This short scene introduces a very different mood into the play, one that anticipates the latter half. Describe that mood.</p>
<p>Now turn to 3.3. The geographic location, the sea coast of Bohemia, functions metaphorically as a seam between the play’s two halves, with a vast expanse of water separating them. Water and the sea can be highly symbolic, connoting forgetfulness, for example, or baptism—both which signify a putting-away of the past and looking-toward the future.</p>
<p>Thinking of 3.3 as a transitional scene, in what ways does it combine opposing tendencies such as comedy and tragedy, humor and dramatic seriousness? I have much I’d like to say here, but I’d rather that you offer some analysis first.</p>
<p>Tomorrow we’ll deal with “Transition 2: 4.1-4.3,” as well as the longest single scene in all of Shakespeare, 4.4. To help you study that scene, I’ve emailed a brief synopsis of the character groups.</p>
Wednesday, August 8
Subject: Transition 2: 4.1-4.3 (“slide / O’er sixteen years”) 


<p>What happens in 4.1 is the kind of thing that made Shakespeare’s contemporary, Ben Jonson, cringe. By having the action shift suddenly to sixteen years later, and to the exotic location of Bohemia, Shakespeare violated the Classical unities of time and place, the doctrine according to which the plot of a drama should unfold within a 48-hour period and in a single geographic locale. The allegorical figure, Time, seems to be aware of and apologetic about this: “Impute it not a crime,” s/he asks, “that I slide / O’er sixteen years” (4.1.4-6).</p>
<p>This is but one instance of the play’s fantastical element—that to which, in my opinion, the criterion of plausibility is inappropriately applied when judging the play’s aesthetic value. First of all, The Winter’s Tale is a romance, and romance literature typically includes strange occurrences, magic and the supernatural, charms, spells, talismans, and the like. Compared to “Exit, pursued by a bear,” the Delphic Oracle, and the fact that Bohemia is given a seacoast (Bohemia is modern-day Czech Republic, a land-locked country), a gap in the plot of sixteen years seems to me a rather minor offence.</p>
<p>Much of scenes 1-3 in Act 4 is devoted to exposition: background information requisite to enjoying 4.4, where the plot truly resumes.</p>
<p>In 4.2, Camillo and Polixenes review what has happened in the past and allude also to present circumstances. Notice what is said of Polixenes’ son, Prince Florizel, at lines 21-29. Of whom does this remind us?</p>
<p>The chief purpose of 4.3 is to introduce the character of Autolycus whose primary contribution to the play is comic entertainment, but whom Shakespeare goes to the trouble of integrating into the plot through Autolycus’ connection with the Shepherd and Clown.</p>
<p>If Prince Florizel, at least as described by Polixenes and Camillo, reminds us of a character from another play, of whom does Autolycus remind us and why? Look especially at 4.3.13-18, 28-29. How would you describe Autolycus’ point of view? What sort of character is he? And what in your opinion is most humorous here about his exchange with the Clown? (Autolycus’ name, btw, means “lone wolf.”)</p>
Subject: 4.4: Decorum


<p>Though the location is exotic Bohemia, the cultural setting is an English sheep-shearing festival, one of the many seasonal celebrations and feasts that took place regularly in the English countryside during the early modern era. Typical of such celebrations were songs, dances, the reading of ballads, costumes and play-acting, all of which are featured here. It was not uncommon on these occasions for simple folk to engage in mock pageantry wherein they would wear costumes and affect the manners of their social superiors. Here the “lowly” Perdita is Queen of the Feast, the spring goddess Flora.</p> 
<p>It is worth pausing here to consider what Shakespeare’s audience would have experienced watching this: a young boy plays the role of a young noblewoman (Leontes’ and Hermione’s daughter, remember) who thinks she is a lowly shepherd’s daughter pretending to be an aristocratic goddess. Prince Florizel, meanwhile, pretends to be the lowly shepherd Doricles in order, presumably, to woo Perdita undetected by her adoptive family and neighbours.</p> 
<p>This situation allows for multiple ironies, the most obvious being an effect of the Cinderella element. Everyone notices that Perdita is an unusually graceful child, “a daughter of most rare note,” observes Camillo in the earlier discussion with Polixenes (4.2.36-37). In addition to a kind of folk entertainment, the Cinderella story is of ideological significance. Perdita seems “of most rare note” not because she has somehow acquired noble manners, but because nobility is in her blood. She speaks and behaves the way she does despite being raised by country bumpkins in a lowly shepherd’s cottage. And presumably the royal Prince Florizel is attracted to her because, unbeknownst to him, she is in fact an appropriate social match. So even though both he and she challenge the social hierarchy—he by deliberately seeking to marry beneath his station, she by arguing at one point that “the selfsame sun that shines upon his [i.e., Polixenes’] court / Hides not his visage from our cottage” (4.4.432-33)—the play ultimately reinforces the status quo.</p> 
<p>Perdita does this in other ways. She seems “naturally” to know, for example, that it would be inappropriate for her, a mere shepherd’s daughter, to marry a prince (4.4.14-24). Her exchange with the disguised Polixenes about “carnations and streaked gillyvors” (79-102) is a more extended example. The horticultural art of grafting, whereby one plant is combined with another to produce a hybrid, features here as an ironic allegory. Polixenes’ argument, that “art” (human intervention in the natural order) is but a higher form of nature, had become commonplace in Shakespeare’s day, advanced most famously by Sir Philip Sidney in his Apology for Poetry (1595). Perdita, however, objects to this doctrine, arguing in effect that “great creating nature” (88) should be left alone. Her position in this discussion is an allegorical reflection of the social doctrine of decorum: that persons born in a particular social station behave accordingly. Perdita is uncomfortable at the thought of hybrid plants: they are “nature’s bastards” (83), just as she is uncomfortable with the idea of marrying above her station. The fact that she so naturally adheres to this doctrine is but another symptom of her noble blood—the tendency to understand and subscribe to the “natural” order of things.</p>
<p>So the play might seem on the whole to reinforce the status quo. And yet that Perdita thinks herself a shepherd’s daughter, that Florizel can become a country swain, that Autolycus later in the scene is able to pass himself off as a gentleman ( literally “of the gentry” or “of gentle manners”)—all this, together with the existence of hybrid flowers, suggests the very real possibility of altering the natural order, of changing (in the social sphere) one’s position in the hierarchy. (Indeed, by the end of the play the Shepherd and the Clown are in fact made gentlemen—see 5.2.111ff.). Today, we take this sort of thing for granted as “upward mobility,” “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” the “American dream,” etc. But The Winter’s Tale and other plays are powerful evidence that alteration of the social fabric was not taken for granted in Shakespeare’s day.</p>
Subject: 4.4: Comedy


<p>A second major plot is introduced in Act 4, and it is a typical comedy. Two young lovers, Perdita and Florizel, wish to realize their desires but are prevented by none else than a meddling father figure. Though the elements of this plot have been introduced in previous scenes, it is set in motion when Florizel and Perdita exchange vows beginning at 4.4.346. The disguised Polixenes, angry at his son’s neglect of his father’s authority, becomes a meddling figure when he removes his disguise at line 405, precisely halfway through this very long scene.</p> 
<p>Comments about this (lines 346-438)?</p>
<p>As is typical of such comedies, the lovers flee to another location in order to escape the ruling authority (recall “the ancient privilege of Athens” in Dream) and realize their desires. And to where do they flee? Why, Sicilia, of course! The remainder of 4.4 is structured to get everyone back to Sicily, the place whence Perdita escaped to Bohemia in order to avoid a tragic end. The play’s two locations, Sicily and Bohemia, each play dual roles. Not only opposites, they are reflections of each other: each a world toward which characters move, and from which they flee. It is as if Athens were to become the fairy world, and the fairy world Athens, with neither ceasing to be itself. What is Shakespeare up to here? What have these reversals and inversions to do with the play’s generic properties, i.e., its comedic and tragic elements?</p>
Subject: 4.4: Autolycus


<p>I can think of no better reason for Shakespeare’s including this character in the play than his value as pure comic entertainment. Comment on his presence in 4.4, pointing to specific moments you find humorous, linguistically exciting, thematically meaningful, or some combination of these.</p> 
<p>Tomorrow we’ll attend to Act 5 and the catastrophe, and consider the question of whether the play’s obvious artifice compromises or enhances its handling of themes central to human experience. Why bother with tragicomedy—a form much decried by Jonson and others as an inappropriate hybrid, one of “nature’s bastards”?</p>
Thursday, August 9
Subject: 5.1-5.3: Catastrophe?


<p>You’ll recall that the catastrophe (literally “final turn”) in a comedy is the moment when confusions are resolved, disguises removed, estranged families reconciled, marriages arranged, etc. In WT, this moment looks as though it is about to arrive toward the end of 5.1. Shakespeare builds suspense in a number of ways, including repeated references to Perdita as a “princess” (86, 93, 130), as well as Leontes’ unknowing blunders (175-77, 207). Perhaps the most moving irony: Leontes’ recollection of Hermione while gazing on the young Perdita: “I thought of her / Even in these looks I made” (226-27). By acknowledging Hermione’s face in Perdita, Leontes unwittingly extends his restored love for his wife to the child he once rejected as a bastard.</p> 
<p>See also suggestions of the restoration of Mamillius in Florizel (115-18) and of Leontes’ reconciliation with Polixenes in the same (125-28).</p>
<p>(This is just speculation, but lines 24-35 may be evidence of Shakespeare further manipulating his audience’s emotions by exploiting their fond memories of Elizabeth I, who had been dead at this time for about seven years. Prior to her death, there was considerable anxiety about who should succeed her (for she was without “issue,” i.e., children). It is “holy” to be comforted by the thought that the former queen (Hermione/Elizabeth) is in heaven (29-30) and that “There is none worthy / Respecting her that’s gone” (34-35). Elizabeth had successfully cultivated an aura of divinity about her person; the English people pretty much loved and worshipped her as a goddess. And in an officially Protestant state, where reverence of the Virgin Mary, Queen of Heaven, was widely considered Catholic idolatry, perhaps the presence of a “virgin” Queen of England was an acceptable “secular” substitute. The second-to-last scene of Shekhar Kapur’s film Elizabeth (the first movie, not Elizabeth: The Golden Age, which is dreadful) captures this very effectively by juxtaposing the young Elizabeth with a statue of Mary.)</p>
<p>After all the build-up, however, the scene suddenly ends and the climactic moment actually occurs off stage, communicated only as a narrative by two Gentlemen in 5.2.</p> 
<p>Why do you suppose Shakespeare chose to end 5.1 abruptly and to have the reconciliation narrated in 5.2 rather than staged?</p>
<p>What is your emotional response to the Gentlemen’s descriptions of this catastrophe? Recall 3.3, the transition scene. Are there conflicting moods here as well, a combination of dramatic seriousness and humour? Be specific in your answers.</p> 
<p>And how do you respond to Hermione’s “resurrection” in 5.3? Does the fact that she has never been dead detract from the emotional power of the moment? What is more implausible—a statue coming to life, or the idea that Hermione was hidden away in Paulina’s basement for sixteen years? Does any of this matter? Why or why not? Defend your answers.</p>
<p>Finally, are these closing scenes aesthetically effective or do they come off as simply ridiculous? I ask these questions because there has been considerable disagreement in the critical reception of this play as to its artistic value. Some think that Shakespeare, in his later years, was slipping, and that the unity of the play seems contrived and sloppy. Others celebrate The Winter’s Tale as daring and innovative, evidence that Shakespeare never ceased to push the drama in new directions. Again, defend your opinions with argument and reference to the play.</p>
