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WHY READ SHAKESPEARE?

by JB Cheaney

1           In between wondering why you have to study algebraic equations, the Viet Nam War, parts of a

2 dissected fetal pig, and problems of a democratic  government, you may have had opportunity to

3 wonder why you have to study Shakespeare. If you want reasons, here are reasons:

a. He's considered to be the greatest poet in the English language, or at least among the top five in just about any list. There might be a reason for it--aren't you curious? 

b. His plays have been performed, discussed, parodied*, adapted and analyzed so much it's hard to escape references to them in popular culture. Would you care to meet the mastermind behind O and 10 Things I Hate About You? Have you ever read, "If you prick us, will we not bleed," or "Some have greatness thrust upon them" and wondered where the quote came from? Should you be insulted if someone compares you to Ophelia or Romeo? Are you sure you can make it through life without knowing this stuff? 

c. No writer in the world has created more enduring characters. That's often said, but one reason why people like Beatrice, Juliet, Hamlet, and Falstaff seem so alive is that there has never been a definitive interpretation of them. They are never "fixed," but always flowing. What Shakespeare gives us is not "characters," so much as character itself. Hamlet (to use the most famous example) occupies a territory we might call Hamletland, with certain well-defined virtues, faults, and personality traits. But it's up to the reader thinking about him or the actor interpreting him to locate the person. Or (changing the metaphor) to create a recognizable human being out of the materials given. I can't think of any other author who demands that much participation from his audience. 

d. The plays themselves are wide open as well. Most of them are simple plots told by several speakers in beautiful (sometimes frustrating) poetry. But what's the motivation of these people? What do they know and when do they know it? What's not so good about the good guys, and is there any hope for the bad guys? You decide! Created long before video games, e-books, and the Internet, this stuff is real interactive media. 

e. Even though he wrote for his own time and place, with attitudes very far from ours, Shakespeare understood what it means to be human. It means doubt, despair, envy, ecstasy, rage, revenge, love, lust, triumph, tribulation and occasionally going crazy. Or feeling like it. Connecting with a character who expresses some of your own joys and sorrows is a way of reassuring yourself that you are not alone. All good literature does this; Shakespeare does it in spades. 

f. Guys--it's a great way to meet girls. As Cole Porter said, Just declaim a few lines from "Othella," And they'll think you're a helluva fella."  (from Kiss Me, Kate, copyright 1948 by Cole Porter)  Okay--some of the girls might be weak-eyed English-teachers-in-training who stumble over things and bump into walls because they’ve always got their noses in books. But they have beautiful souls. (
4 The enduring appeal of Shakespeare is hard to define, but I think it has something to do with mystery. Most

5 authors inhabit their work--they bring a  ertain point of view, philosophy of life and quality of feeling to the

6 characters and stories they create. These things are not exactly lacking in Shakespeare, but  hey're very hard to

7 pin down. He created the structure, but he doesn't live in it. That's why his work is so open, so flexible and so

8 rich--because he doesn't dominate it. He left room for you.

9           That's why you should give him a chance, just to see what all the fuss is about. 

 

10 HOW DO YOU READ SHAKESPEARE?

11           The best way to develop an appreciation for Shakespeare is to see some good performances. The plays

12 were written to be performed, not studied in classrooms. One of the great literary mysteries of all time is, why

13 didn't he take any care to preserve his works? There's no such thing as an authorized version of a Shakespeare

14 play, and if John Heminges and Henry Condell hadn't put together the First Folio, seven years after the author

15 died, we'd probably be left only with bits and pieces. This suggests that William Shakespeare, an actor himself,

16 was mostly interested in performance, and to him a play on the boards was worth two on the shelf. 

17           Fortunately, several movie versions are available. Live productions aren't that hard to come by either,

18 especially if you live in a big city. Touring companies, resident theater companies, little theaters, colleges and

19 even high schools perform Shakespeare now and then (he looks good on a "past performances" list)…

20           After you've seen a play, then try reading it. This still may not be easy—one can get bogged down in long

21 speeches and sometimes one has to check the notes to understand… what's being said. But nobody cracks better

22 than  Shakespeare once you've cracked him. Get your hands on a good annotated version, like the Riverside or

23 the Folger so you can look up those cultural references and poetic constructions you just don't get. If a whole

24 play is too scary, try reading and analyzing just one scene, or make a comparison of scenes.

24  Here are some suggestions for what to watch for in Othello:
25           Iago is considered one of Shakespeare's greatest villains (Richard III being the other) because he appears

26 to have little or no motivation for the evil he does; he's just evil. Othello himself is more of a tragic hero: a good

27 man with a fatal flaw that brings him down. Othello's flaw, on the surface, is jealousy--but is there anything

28 behind it? Act III, Scene 3 is called the "temptation scene," for it's here that Iago first plants the suspicion in

29 Othello's mind that will inexorably lead to tragedy. Iago's carefully constructed plot involves the manipulation

30 of several other people, including his own wife. First he maneuvers Lt. Cassio, Othello's second-in-command,

31 into starting a brawl, for which Cassio is demoted. Then Iago encourages the distraught lieutenant to ask

32 Othello's beautiful young bride Desdemona to intervene for him. Cassio is doing just that when the scene opens.

33 Read from the beginning of the scene to Iago's exit. How does he first raise doubts about Desdemona's virtue?

34 How does he nurture those doubts? Is he stoking Othello's jealously all by himself, or is Othello complicit at

35 all? (Don't try this with your friends.)
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