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Shakespeare’s life

Son of John Shakespeare of Stratford, b. 1564

Actor & stockholder in Lord Chamberlain’s Men 
(later King’s Men)

Retired to Stratford as a gentleman c. 1610

Died 1616

First Folio published in 1623
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Shakespeare’s age

Elizabeth Tudor (1533 - 1603)

Daughter of Henry VIII

Succeeded “Bloody” Mary in 1558

Defeat of Spanish Armada in 1588

Dynastic worries
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Shakespeare’s stage

Globe Theatre & others south of Thames

Bare stage with balcony, trap door

Women’s roles played by boy actors

Hugely popular in Elizabethan era

All classes of society represented
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Conventions of Elizabethan drama

Inherited traditions
“moralities”, comedy, tragedy
rhetorical tradition

Stock characters
braggart soldier, intriguing slave, young lovers

Place defined by action and language

Asides

Disguises
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Shakespeare’s language

Inherited rhetorical, Latinate tradition

Language suited to character and action

Blank verse (see Prospero’s farewell)

Many apparent neologisms

Enormously influential
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The “Elizabethan World View”

Order and hierarchy (see Ulysses on order)
dynastic concerns of 16th century

Earth as center / bottom
“Music of the Spheres”
Unmoved Mover / Primum Mobile

Microcosm / microcosm
correspondences

Principle of the triad, plenitude
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Aristotle and the Poetics
Examination of the nature of tragedy

“goat-song” -- basis in ritual
cleansing

Pity & terror
neither superhuman nor contemptible

Hamartia
“tragic flaw”?
mistake?

Unities
Time, place, action
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Comic and tragic motion

No equivalent of the Poetics for comedy

Weal to woe / woe to weal

Crisis / peripeteia / climax

5-act Shakespearean structure
look for peripeteia in Act 3

3-part motion in many plays
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Shakespeare’s texts

Quartos
“Bad Quartos”
multiple quartos

Protecting the propery of the theater

First Folio of 1623
effort at accurate texts
apparent errors and difficult readings
not all are genuine works

Difficult to establish “definitive” texts
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Reading vs. seeing

Texts are actors’ documents

Leisurely reading of difficult passages

Communication via spectacle

Definitive text vs. necessities of performance

Artistic re-creation in the theater
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Twelfth Night

One of most popular comedies

Look at imagery of food, reality, love

Twists of gender

What makes Viola such a popular heroine?

Who are the most / least sympathetic?
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Twelfth Night

Orsino:

When that is known, and golden time convents,
A solemn combination shall be made,
Of our dear souls.

(V.1)

Feste: 

What is love? 'tis not hereafter;
Present mirth hath present laughter;
What's to come is still unsure:
In delay there lies no plenty;
Then come kiss me, sweet and twenty,
Youth's a stuff will not endure.

(II.3)
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Twelfth Night
Feste: 

When that I was and a little tiny boy,
! With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,
A foolish thing was but a toy,
! For the rain it raineth every day.
. . .
A great while ago the world began,
! With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,
But that’s all one, our play is done,
! And we’ll strive to please you every day.

(V.1)
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Twelfth Night

Feste:

Nothing that is so, is so.
(IV.1)

Feste: 

That that is, is.
(IV.2)
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King Lear
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King Lear

Smell

Monstrosity, wild animals

Horror of sexuality

Petitionary prayers

Nothing

Nature

Babies, infancy vs. age, infirmity

Clothing
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Lear: Kent’s language

Kent:

                                    Royal Lear,
Whom I have ever honored as my king...

(II.1)

Kent: 

                        Good my liege -- 
(I.1)

Kent:

                         Be Kent unmannerly
When Lear is mad. What wouldst thou do, old man?

(II.2)
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Lear: “nothing”

Lear [to Fool]:

Nothing can be made of nothing...
Fool [to Lear]:

...thou art an O without a figure. I am 
better than thou art now; I am a Fool, 
thou art nothing.

(I.4)

Lear [to Cordelia]:

Nothing will come from nothing.
(I.1)



ILR  •  Themes & Patterns in Shakespeare  •  Fall, 2005

Lear: Lear’s identity

Lear:

Who is it that can tell me who I am?
Fool:

Lear’s shadow.
(I.4)

Regan: 

...he hath ever but slenderly known himself.
(I.1)

Regan:

                         Oh, sir, you are old,
Nature in you stands on the very verge
Of his confine. You should be ruled, and led
By some discretion that discerns your state
Better than you yourself.

(II.4)



ILR  •  Themes & Patterns in Shakespeare  •  Fall, 2005

Lear: the Fool, alpha to omega

Lear:

So, so. We’ll go to supper in the morning.
Fool:

And I’ll go to bed at noon.
(III.6)

Lear [to Kent]: 

Now, my friendly knave, I thank thee. There’s 
earnest of thy service.   [gives Kent money]
Fool: 

Let me hire him too. Here’s my coxcomb.
(I.4)
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Lear: petitionary prayers (I)

Edmund:

Now, gods, stand up for bastards.
(II.1)

Kent: 

The gods to their dear shelter take thee, maid,
That justly think’st, and hast most rightly said.

(I.1)

Lear:

                                        O heavens!
                ...Send down, and take my part.

(II.4)
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Lear: petitionary prayers (II)

Edmund:

O heavens, that this treason were not, or not I the 
detector.

(III.5)

Lear: 

You heavens, give me that patience, patience I need.
(II.4)

Kent [to Gloucester]:

The gods reward your kindness.
(III.6)
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Lear: petitionary prayers (III)

Third servant:

            I’ll fetch some flax and whites of eggs
To apply to his bleeding face. Now heaven help him.

(III.7)

Gloucester: 

O my follies! Then Edgar was abused.
Kind gods, forgive me that, and prosper him.

(III.7)

Albany:

                      This shows you are above,
You justicers, that these our nether crimes
So speedily can venge.

(IV.2)
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Lear: petitionary prayers (IV)

Edgar:

            ...thou happy father,
Think that the clearest gods, who make them honors
Of men’s impossibilities, have preserved thee.
Gloucester:

I do remember now; henceforth I’ll bear
Affliction till it do cry out itself
“Enough, enough,” and die.

(IV.6)

Gloucester: 

                      If Edgar live, O bless him!
(IV.6)
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Lear: petitionary prayers (V)

Albany: 

The gods defend her! Bear him hence a while.
        Enter Lear, with Cordelia in his arms.                   (IV.6)
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Lear

Lear:

Poor naked wretches, wheresoe’er you are,
That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm,
How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides,
Your looped and windowed raggedness, defend you
From seasons such as these? Take physic, pomp,
Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel, 
That thou mayst shake the superflux to them,
And show the heavens more just.

(III.V)

Lear: 

                                          I am a man
More sinned against than sinning.

(III.2)
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Lear: heavenly justice

Edgar:

The gods are just, and of our pleasant vices
Make instruments to plague us.

(V.3)

Gloucester: 

As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods,
They kill us for their sport.

(IV.1)
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Lear

Gloucester:

O, let me kiss that hand.
Lear:

Let me wipe it first; it smells of mortality.
(IV.6)

Gloucester: 

The trick of that voice I do well remember. Is’t the 
king?
Lear:

                            Ay, every inch a king.

(IV.6)
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Lear

Gentleman:

                        Thou hast one daughter
Who redeems nature from the general curse
Which twain have brought her to.

(IV.6)

Lear: 

Thou must be patient, we came crying hither:
Thou know’st, the first time that we smell the air
We wawl and cry.

(IV.6)



ILR  •  Themes & Patterns in Shakespeare  •  Fall, 2005

Lear

Lear:

I know you do not love me; for your sisters
Have, as I do remember, done me wrong.
You have some cause, they have not.
Cordelia:

                               No cause, no cause.
(IV.7)

Lear: 

...let them anatomize Regan. See what breeds about 
her heart. Is there any cause in nature for these 
hard hearts?

(III.6)
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Lear

Lear: 

Upon such sacrifices, my Cordelia,
The gods themselves throw incense.

(V.3)
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Hamlet
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Hamlet: themes

Disease/sickness

‘Rankness’/rot/disorder

Play, show

Incest

Dreams

Death/murder/suicide

The supernatural
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Hamlet: questions

Is Hamlet mad?

Is the ghost good or evil?

What is Hamlet’s hamartia?
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Hamlet: soliloquies

Act I: suicide

Is the ghost good or evil?

What is Hamlet’s hamartia?
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Hamlet: disorder

Marcellus:

Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.
(I.5)

Bernardo: 

Who’s there?
Francisco: 

Nay, answer me. . . ’Tis bitter cold,
And I am sick at heart.

(I.1)
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Hamlet: rankness, disease

Laertes:

The canker galls the infants of the spring
Too oft before their buttons be disclosed,
And in the morn and liquid dew of youth
Contagious blastments are most imminent.

(II.2)

Horatio: 

This bodes some strange eruption to our state.
(I.1)
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Hamlet: corruption

Hamlet:

                                   The dram of evil
Doth all the noble substance often doubt
To his own scandal.

(IV.6)

Claudius: 

                     . . . nor have we herein barred
Your better wisdoms, which have freely gone
With this affair along.

(I.1)
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Hamlet: humor

Gloucester:

I do remember now; henceforth I’ll bear
Affliction till it do cry out itself
“Enough, enough,” and die.

(IV.6)

Claudius: 

Thrift, Horatio, thrift. The funeral baked-meats
Did coldly furnish forth the marriage table.

(I.1)
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Hamlet: lines

Gloucester:

I do remember now; henceforth I’ll bear
Affliction till it do cry out itself
“Enough, enough,” and die.

(IV.6)

Hamlet: 

’A was a man, take him for all in all;
I shall not look upon his like again.

(I.1)
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Humor Contraries Elements Fluids Character
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Hamlet: humors
Humor Contraries Elements Fluids Character

choleric hot + dry fire yellow bile
angry, 
violent
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sanguine hot + wet air blood
amorous, 
happy



ILR  •  Themes & Patterns in Shakespeare  •  Fall, 2005

Hamlet: humors
Humor Contraries Elements Fluids Character

choleric hot + dry fire yellow bile
angry, 
violent

sanguine hot + wet air blood
amorous, 
happy

phlegmatic cold + wet water phlegm
dull, 

passive
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Hamlet: humors
Humor Contraries Elements Fluids Character

choleric hot + dry fire yellow bile
angry, 
violent

sanguine hot + wet air blood
amorous, 
happy

phlegmatic cold + wet water phlegm
dull, 

passive

melancholic cold + dry earth black bile
fretful, 

‘neurotic’


