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A Companion to Shakespeare’s Works

This four-volume Companion to Shakespeare’s Works, compiled as a single entity,
offers a uniquely comptrehensive snapshot of current Shakespeare criticism.

Complementing David Scott Kastan’s .4 Companion to Shakespeare (1999), which
focused on Shakespeare as an author in his historical context, these volumes
examine each of his plays and major poems using all the resources of
contemporary criticism from performance studies to feminist, historicist, and
textual analyses.

Scholars from all over the world — Aust.talia, Canada, France, New Zealand,
the United Kingdom, and the United States — have joined in the writing of
new essays addressing virtually the whole of Shakespeare’s canon from a rich
variety of critical perspectives. A mixture of younger and more established
scholars, their work reflects some of the most interesting research currently
being conducted in Shakespeare studies.

Arguing for the persistence and utility of genre as a rubric for teaching and
writing about Shakespeare’s works, the editors have organized the four
volumes in relation to generic categories: namely, the tragedies, the histories,
the comedies, and the poems, problem comedies, and late plays. Each volume
thus contains individual essays on all texts in the relevant category, as well as
more general essays looking at critical issues and approaches more widely
relevant to the genre.

This ambitious project offers a provocative roadmap to Shakespeare studies at

the dawning of the twenty-first century.

Companion to Shakespeare’s Works
Edited by Richard Dutton and Jean E. Howard

A Companion to Shakespeare’s Works, Volume I: The Tragedies
A Companion to Shakespeare’s Works, Volume II: The Histories
A Companion to Shakespeare’s Works, Volume III: The Comedies

A Companion to Shakespeare’s Works, Volume IV: The Poems,
Problem Comedies, Late Plays



Blackwell Companions to Literature and Culture

This series offers comprehensive, newly written surveys of key periods and movemencs
and certain major authors, in English literary culture and history. Extensive volumes
provide new perspectives and positions on contexts and on canonical and post-
canonical texts, orientating the beginning student in new fields of study and provid-
ing the experienced undergraduate and new graduate with current and new directions,
as pioneered and developed by leading scholars in the field.

A Companion to Romanticism Edited by Duncan Wu
A Companion to Victorian Literature and Culture Edited by Herbert F. Tucker
A Companion to Shakespeare Edited by David Scott Kastan
A Companion to the Gothic Edited by David Punter
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26 A Companion to Digital Humanities Edited by Susan Schretbman,
Ray Siemens, and Jobn Unsworth
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Introduction

The four Companions to Shakespeare’s Works (Tragedies; Histories; Comedies; Poems, Problem
Comedies, Late Plays) were compiled as a single entity designed to offer a uniquely
comprehensive snapshot of current Shakespeare criticism. Complementing David
Scott Kastan's Companion to Shakespeare (1999), which focused on Shakespeare as an
author in his historical context, these volumes by contrast focus on Shakespeare’s
works, both the plays and major poems, and aim to showcase some of the most inter-
esting critical research currently being conducted in Shakespeare studies.

To that end the editors commissioned scholars from many quarters of the world —
Australia, Canada, France, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States
— to write new essays that, collectively, address virtually the whole of Shakespeare’s
dramatic and poetic canon. The decision to organize the volumes along generic lines
(rather than, say, thematically or chronologically) was made for a mixture of intellec-
tual and pragmatic reasons. It is still quite common, for example, to teach or to write
about Shakespeare's works as tragedies, histories, comedies, late plays, sonnets, or nar-
rative poems. And there is much evidence to suggest that a similar language of poetic
and dramartic “kinds” or genres was widely current in Elizabethan and Jacobean
England. George Puttenham and Philip Sidney — to mention just two sixteenth-
century English writers interested in poetics — both assume the importance of genre
as a way of understanding differences among texts; and the division of Shakespeare’s
plays in the First Folio of 1623 into comedies, histories, and tragedies offers some
warrant for thinking that these generic rubrics would have had meaning for
Shakespeare’s readers and certainly for those members of his acting company who
helped to assemble the volume. Of course, exactly what those rubrics meant in
Shakespeare’s day is partly what requires critical investigation. For example, we do
not currently think of Cymbeline as a tragedy, though it is listed as such in the First
Folio, nor do we find the First Folio employing terms such as “problem plays,”
“romances,” and “tragicomedies” which subsequent critics have used to designate
groups of plays. Consequently, a number of essays in these volumes self-consciously



2 Introduction

examine the meanings and lineages of the terms used to separate one genre from
another and to compare the way Shakespeare and his contemporaries reworked the
generic templates that were their common heritage and mutually constituted creation.

Pragmatically, we as editors also needed a way to divide the material we saw as
necessary for a Companion to Shakespeare’s Works that aimed to provide an overview
of the exciting scholarly work being done in Shakespeare studies at the beginning of
the twenty-first century. Conveniently, certain categories of his works are equally sub-
stantial in terms of volume. Shakespeare wrote about as many tragedies as histories,
and again about as many “festive” or “romantic” comedies, so it was possible to assign
each of these groupings a volume of its own. This left a decidedly less unified fourth
volume to handle not only the non-dramatic verse, but also those much-contested cat-
egories of “problem comedies” and “late plays.” In the Fitst Folio, a number of plays
included in this volume were listed among the comedies: namely, The Tempest, Measure
for Measure, All's Well That Ends Well, and The Winter’s Tale. Troilus and Cressida was
not listed in the prefatory catalog, though it appears between the histories and
tragedies in the actual volume and is described (contrary to the earlier quarto) as a
tragedy. Cymbeline is listed as a tragedy; Henry VIII appears as the last of the history
plays. Pericles and Two Noble Kinsmen do not appear at all. This volume obviously
offers less generic unity than the other three, but it provides special opportunities to
think again about the utility and theoretical coherence of the terms by which both
Shakespeare’s contemporaries and generations of subsequent critics have attempted
to understand the conventionalized means through which his texts can meaningfully
be distinguished and grouped.

When it came to the design of each volume, the editors assigned an essay on each
play (or on the narrative poems and sonnets) and about the same number of some-
what longer essays designed to take up larger critical problems relevant to the genre
or to a particular grouping of plays. For example, we commissioned essays on the plays
in performance (both on stage and in films), on the imagined geography of different
kinds of plays, on Shakespeare’s relationship to his contemporaries working in a pat-
ticular genre, and on categorizations such as tragedy, history, or tragicomedy. We also
invited essays on specific topics of current interest such as the influence of Ovid on
Shakespeare’s early narrative poems, Shakespeare’s practice as a collaborative writer,
his representations of popular rebellion, the homoerotic dimensions of his comedies,
or the effects of censorship on his work, As a result, while there will be a free-
standing essay on Macbeth in the tragedy volume, one will also find in the same
volume a discussion of the same aspect of the play in Richard McCoy’s essay on
“Shakespearean Tragedy and Religious Identity,” in Kacherine Rowe’s “Minds in
Company: Shakespearean Tragic Emotions,” in Graham Holderness’s “Text and
Tragedy,” and in other pieces as well. For those who engage fully with the richness
and variety of the essays available within each volume, we hope that the whole will
consequently amount to much more than the sum of its parts.

Within this structure we invited our contributors — specifically chosen to reflect a
generational mix of established and younger critics — to write as scholars addressing
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fellow scholars. That is, we sought interventions in current critical debates and exam-
ples of people’s ongoing research rather than overviews of or introductions to a topic.
We invited contributors to write for their peers and graduate students, rather than
tailoring essays primarily to undergraduates. Beyond that, we invited a diversity of
approaches; our aim was to showcase the best of current work rather than to advocate
for any particular critical or theoretical perspective. If these volumes are in any senses
a representative trawl of contemporary critical practice, they suggest that it would be
premature to assume we have reached a post-theoretical era. Many lines of theoreti-
cal practice converge in these essays: historicist, certainly, but also Derridean, Marxist,
petformance-otiented, feminist, queer, and textual/editorial. Race, class, gender,
bodies, and emotions, now carefully historicized, have not lost their power as orga-
nizing rubrics for original critical investigations; attention to religion, especially the
Catholic contexts for Shakespeare’s inventions, has perhaps never been more pro-
nounced; political theory, including investigations of republicanism, continues to
yield impressive insights into the plays. At the same time, there is a marked turn to
new forms of empiricist inquiry, including, in particular, actention to early readers’
responses to Shakespeare’s texts and a newly vigorous interest in how Shakespeare’s
plays relate to the work of his fellow dramatists. Each essay opens to a larger world
of scholarship on the questions addressed, and through the list of references and further
reading included at the end of each chapter, the contributors invite readers to pursue
their own inquiries on these topics. We believe that the quite remarkable range of
essays included in these volumes will be valuable to anyone involved in teaching,
writing, and thinking about Shakespeare at the beginning of the new century.

The editors did not commission a separate essay on Edward III, but several con-
tributors have chosen to treat it as a Shakespearean text: please see the index. We did
commission an essay on Henry VIII, but that appears in Volume IV: Poems, Problem
Comediies, Late Plays. Other contributors have chosen to discuss it in both of these
volumes.
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“A rarity most beloved”:
Shakespeare and the Idea

of Tragedy
David Scott Kastan

. . . - . « .
All words are pockets into which now this, now that is put, and sometimes many things
at once.

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Wanderer and bis Shadow

It is upon the pillars of the great tragedies — Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, and Macheth'
— that Shakespeare’s reputation most securely rests, and indeed it is the tragic plays
in general that seem most robustly to confirm Shakespeare’s greatness. The tragedies
arguably test the emotional resources of their readers and audiences more strenuously
than the comedies or histories, confirming a generic bias that Shakespeare’s own age
often expressed. In the Induction to A Warning for Fair Women (1599), Tragedy, with
whip in one hand and a knife in the other, appears on stage to insist upon her
supremacy in the repertory: Comedy is but “slight & childish,” designed merely “To
tickle shallow iniudiciall eares,” but Tragedy is made of sterner stuff. Its claim to
“raigne as Queene / In great Apollos name and all the Muses” (Ind., 75-6) rests upon
its ability to present

passions that must moue the soule,
Make the heart heauie and throb within the bosome,
Extorting teares out of the strictest eyes,
To racke a thought and straine it to his forme,
Untill I rap the sences from their course.
This is my office. (Induction, 44-8)

And although Comedy aggressively contests Tragedy’s claim to generic preeminence,
asserting the stultifying predictability of its plots (“some damnd tyrant to obtaine a
crowne, / Stabs, hangs, impoysons, smoothers, cutteth throats”; 49—50), many would
assent to Tragedy’s aesthetic superiority, like Kyd’s Heironomo, finding Comedy easy
and self-indulgent, only “fit for common wits” (The Spanish Tragedy, 4.1.157).
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Nonetheless, for all her critical praise, even Tragedy must admit that too often she
“is scorned of the multitude,” while Comedy and History hold the stage and are
“Painted in playbills upon every post” (A Warning, Ind., 73). What we know about
the repertory of Elizabethan theatre companies, mainly derived from Henslowe’s
account books (and a caveat must be that there is no reason to assume that every acting
company followed the patterns of Henslowe’s; his diary, however, is the only such
document we have), confirms Tragedy’s plaint. In the theatrical season of 1592-3,
Lord Strange’s men performed twenty-seven plays, only three of which — The Spanish
Tragedy, The Massacre at Paris, and The Jew of Malta — wete obviously tragedies; the
following year, Lotd Sussex’s company performed twelve plays, only two of which were
tragedies — Titus Andronicus and The Jew of Malta. What records we have confirm that
comedies and histories made up the largest part of the acting companies’ offerings;
tragedies were significantly less often played, although nonetheless they were, as
Roslyn L. Knutson has shown, “rare and valuable commodities.”

In Shakespéare’s company, however, tragedies may well have been somewhat less
rare, although no less valuable, than in the repertory of the Admiral’s men, if only by
virtue of Shakespeare’s own playwrighting. As early as 1598 Francis Meres recognized
Shakespeare as being “the most excellent” of all contemporary playwrights in both
comedy and tragedy; and, although his list of six plays offered as evidence of
Shakespeare’s excellence in tragedy includes four (King Jobn, Richard 11, Richard 11,
and I Henry IV) that would later be viewed as histories,’ the classification suggests
only how much more amorphous (and thus expansive) the early modern definition
of tragedy was than our own.

By 1623 the Folio would neatly organize the thirty-five plays listed in the catalog
(thirty-six plays are in the volume, but problems over the tights to Troilus and
Cressida prevented it from making the table of contents) into the three familiar dra-
matic genres: “COMEDIES, HISTORIES and TRAGEDIES.” The fourteen comedies
are clearly linked by a conventional understanding of that genre: plays, mainly about
love, which begin in emotional and social confusion and end in harmony. The ten his-
tories are defined by their common dependence upon narrative accounts of English
history and are arranged according to the chronology of their subject matter. With
the eleven plays that make up the section of “TRAGEDIES,” however, it is less easy
to characterize the principle of organization.

Indeed, beyond the commonplace generic principle that tragedies should end in
suffering and defeat (and Cymbeline’s notorious presence among the Folio’s tragedies
confounds even this seemingly inescapable principle), too little else obviously joins
these plays together or separates them from a number of the histories, as Meres had
already seen in 1598. Comedy and tragedy could be easily differentiated, usually on
the simple contrasting principle, as Byron would later phrase it, that “all tragedies
are finish’d by a death; / All comedies are ended by a marriage” (Don Juan, 3.9).
Tragedy and history, however, were harder to distinguish, at least until the organiza-
tion of the Folio itself began to fix the definition of the history play as a drama
uniquely dependent upon the history of post-conquest England. The title pages of the
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early quartos of both Richard 11 and Richard I1I confidently label those plays tragedies:
The Tragedie of King Richard the second and The Tragedy of King Richard the third (and
each is called a “tragedie” in its entrance in the Stationers’ Register, the first on August
29, 1597, the second on October 20 of that year). In 1615 the fifth edition of Richard
II was published, still identifying the play as The Tragedie of King Richard the Second,
and even as late as 1634, Richard III could once again be reissued as The Tragedie of
King Richard the Third. Even the Folio seemed somewhat uncertain about this play,
for, while the catalog lists it among the histories and titles it The Life and Death of
Richard the Third, the head title (though not the running title) calls it The Tragedy of
Richard the Third (sig. q51).

But even if the publication of the 1623 Folio could be said more or less firmly to
establish the history play as a separate genre,* the tragedies themselves as defined by
the categorization of the Folio make up a not much less diverse set than Meres’s earlier
mixed grouping. Though the death of the titular character might seem to unify the
Folio’s tragic plays, they display remarkable differences in how that death is experi-
enced: in Julius Caesar that death comes in the middle of the play, and indeed Caesar
arguably is not the play’s hero at all; in Macbeth the title character of course dies, but
his death does not easily produce the same sense of loss we normally associate with
tragedy, as his death seems neither unjust nor undesirable; in Antony and Cleopatra the
deaths of the title characters are, at least in their own imaginations, fully compen-
sated by the victory they celebrate in their worldly defeat; and although Timoen of
Atbens traces the disintegration of its hero, it stops before the character’s death. Even
more disruptive is the appearance of Cymbeline at the end of the Folio’s section of
tragedies. Here too the title character does not die, but the action is that of wondrous
renewal rather than decline. The play’s location among the tragedies is justified
perhaps only by the fact that in not driving toward a marriage it is in that sense no
comedy and in not being about the post-conquest English political past, it is not a
history play. Cymbeline's presence in the section, then, suggests that Tragedy is the
catch-all category. Even if the play’s appearance among the tragedies is an editorial
mistake (and certainly the play’s marvelous conclusion defies any conventional under-
standing of tragedy), its location in the Folio merely confirms how insecure the very
category of tragedy is.

It is no doubt unwise to put too much pressure upon the Folio’s generic distinc-
tions. The organization is almost certainly not Shakespeare’s own. Most likely it
represents the organizing impulses of the volume’s two editors, his friends and fellow
actors, John Heminge and Henry Condell, and it is probably pointless to work back-
wards from the Folio categorizations in search of Shakespeare’s own generic under-
standings. Indeed, Shakespeare seems to have been genially suspicious of genre theory;
Polonius’s ludicrous inventory of dramatic kinds (Hamlet, 2.2.397-401) alone must
warn us of the hazards and limited benefits of literary taxonomy. Certainly no concept
of genre can be exclusive or precise, since the resemblances that we recognize in texts
are not necessarily the only ones that exist, nor are our classifications the only ones
that are possible. Still, if it matters little what we call these plays (“What’s the use



