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Foreword

The general study of Shakespearean tragedy that I want to consult
explores paths through the 1590s that look most promising to us in
the 1990s who have been formed by the literature and theatre of our
own times. Since Shakespeare is not our contemporary it takes a
renaissance scholar such as Michael Mangan to propose the most
fruitful areas for discussion in the historical and artistic realms to
produce that desirable volume today.

Our theatres, never slackening in the pace of their Shakespearean
output, seek a great variety of ways to please the audience. Some-
times we find all-day performances of the English epic plays which
remind us of the dawn-to-dusk acting of the York Mysteries, their
dramatic ancestors which acted out a larger pattern of history than
the tribal rituals of Yorkists and Lancastrians. At other times the
greatest individual challenges will be Hamlet, Othello, King Lear
and Macbeth: for directors and actors to deliver the texts without
lapsing into fiascos of egocentricity and for audiences to mark and
remember the tones of the spoken rhetoric as it projects inward
human and moral issues as they take wing in performance. Here,
both singly and briefly in inter-relation, Dr Mangan establishes his
highly stimulating critique of these four tragedies. He has a fine touch
for selecting key moments and major speeches, discussing them
undogmatically, showing how they lay down the exposition, devel-
opment and dénouement of tragedy and how we ourselves should
concentrate upon them.

In the earlier half of the book readers find a variety of topics that
grow in significance as the studies proceed. Dwelling upon their atti-
tudes to language, for instance, we are prepared for the high level of
the dramatic verse in the plays of the period through which we know
subtle and life-like characters. Discussing the foundation of the texts
as printed books enables us to study the rhetoric at close quarters.
King Lear, as an example, now seems to us to have been written by the
dramatist twice (in versions printed in 1608 and 1623 respectively)
and by an earlier, anonymous figure before him in a chronicle play:
all these help us to understand the meanings that Shakespeare elicited
from a tale that haunted him as he grew older. The whole of Part 111
below deserves the closest attention, even if the reader has only a
primary interest in one of the four plays at the time. Attending to
another play will help the student to become more familiar with
Shakespeare’s technique of developing his imagery and his control of
syntax as keys to the intonation, identity and depth of the characters;

VI
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the decisiveness of their self-deception, their places in the writer’s
process of staging human understanding and cognition that take us
further than our common notions of sympathy. These parts of
Michael Mangan’s book deserve study and discussion for the illumi-
nation they cast upon plays with which we need to engage because
as we read them they seem to read us as well.

MAURICE HUSSEY

General Editor

Maurice Hussey died suddenly in June 1991. The Publishers and
author would like to pay tribute to his wisdom, inspiration and
friendship as Editor of Preface Books. He will be sadly missed.
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Introduction

‘Soule of the Age!’: The Historical Context of Shakespeare’s Plays

When William Shakespeare died in 1616, his great contemporary
Ben Jonson wrote a poem entitled “To the Memory of My Beloved,
the Author, Mr William Shakespeare’. In it he included the famous
phrase, ‘He was not of an age, but for all time!’, and by this he
meant to offer Shakespeare the compliment of suggesting that his
writings would live on beyond his own time, and that Shakespeare
would attain a kind of ‘immortality’ because of the fame and virtue
of his works. To an extent, as we know, Jonson’s literary instinct was
right: we cannot say that Shakespeare has proved himself to be ‘for
all time’, but we can say that he has lasted exceptionally well, Three
hundred and seventy years after his death he remains a dominant
figure in the two major cultural spheres of theatre and education. He
still outsells most other playwrights at the box-office; several English-
speaking countries have one or more major professional theatre
companies dedicated solely or primarily to staging his plays; most
educational establishments, whether universities, colleges or exam-
ination boards, still regard it as virtually unthinkable to offer a course
in English Literature which does not devote a sizeable percentage of
its time to the study of his works. And if his pre-eminence as a
cultural force is most noticeable in the English-speaking world, it is
not confined to that section of the globe. In France, in Japan, in
Russia, in Brazil, his works are known, respected, read, studied and
performed. Somehow the works of this particular man, writing at a
particular time in history, have become universalized.
Shakespeare’s undeniable central importance as a cultural figure
has come about, not by magic but because of successive generations
of readers and audiences responding to his plays and making sense
of them. The sense which has been made of them differs from gener-
ation to generation — each age, each culture has its own Shakespeare.
Sometimes the differences from one age to another are slight, some-
times they are radical. The process is not at an end. The Victorians
had one Shakespeare, the carly twentieth century had another: the
Shakespeare of the late twentieth century is still in the making.
One of the features of the way in which the late twentieth century
is constructing its version of Shakespeare involves a renewed willing-
ness to see the man and his works in their relationship to the culture
which produced them. This is not to deny the generosity of Jonson’s
tribute to Shakespeare: rather it is to see that tribute for what it is,

- SR A B M b T
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Jonson seems to offer us a choice between Shakespeare’s being ‘of an
age’ and his being ‘for all time’. It has become far more common in
recent years to argue that he is “for all time’ because he is ‘of an age’,
and that he continues to interest us today, not because he is some-
how ‘above’ the culture, the society, the ideas and the politics of his
own day, but because he is so deeply engaged with them. Ben Jonson,
in fact, knew this weil: in another, less-frequently quoted line from
the same poem, he calis Shakespeare the ‘Soule of the Age!’.

But although this view of Shakespeare is becoming more common,
it is by no means a universally-accepted one. What is more, those
who disagree with it can point to some formidable allies. Compare
what Jonson has to say about Shakespeare with an apparently similar
tribute from another major poet, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, in his
Table Talk (1834): ‘I believe Shakespeare was not a whit more intelli-
gible in his own day than he is now . .. except for a few local allusions
of no consequence. He is of no age — nor of any religion, or party, or
profession. The body and substance of his works came out of the
unfathomable depths of his own oceanic mind’ (T. Hawkes, Coleridge
and Shakespeare, Penguin, p. 122). If Coleridge’s tribute to Shakespeare
sounds rather like Jonson’s in some ways, in its overall effect and
meaning it is quite different. Jonson knew too well from his own pro-
fessional career that no writer ever operates outside the constraints
of his own time. The playwright most of all, who speaks directly to
an audience which is present en masse, must be continually aware that
what he says is received in a particular context, determined by the
events and beliefs of the day.

Coleridge argues otherwise. The four major points of his comment
are as follows. The first is the highly debatable one that time does
not provide any barrier to a comprehension of Shakespeare, that he
is as understandable in 1834 — and therefore, presumably, in the
1990s — as he was in his own day. And yet the language which we
speak today (and the language which Coleridge spoke in 1834) is
only partly the language of Shakespeare. Words have changed their
meaning; some of the ones which Shakespeare used are now obsolete
and incomprehensible; grammatical conventions have changed, and
ways of putting sentences together which seemed natural to
Shakespeare and his contemporaries now seem quaint or confusing;
theatrical conventions have changed, and some of the techniques
used by Shakespeare may now seem artificial and ‘stagey’ in the
hands of any but the very best actors and directors. But most
importantly, the world has changed — and this brings us on to
Coleridge’s second point.

For Coleridge goes on to argue that if we do lose anything, it is
only ‘a few local allusions of no consequence’. He is wrong on two
counts; firstly, we are separated from Shakespeare (and Coleridge

2



Introduction

was t0o) not just by a few local allusions, but by the history of our
changing culture. The society that Shakespeare writes about is not
our society; the customs, habits and ways of feeling that he takes for
granted are not those that we take for granted. Take, for example, a
single word whose definable meaning has not changed: ‘marriage’
has the same dictionary definition for us as it would have had for the
Elizabethans and Jacobeans. But what about the whole web of social
practice that lies behind that dictionary definition? Our experiences
of actual marriage, our images of marriage, our expectations about
how it should affect our life, our beliefs about when one should
marry, why one should marry, whether one should marry, what
duties and obligations it should bring with it for one or both partners,
our attitudes towards divorce — in all of these, how close is our world
to that of Shakespeare? And even those ‘local allusions’ which
Coleridge mentions in passing — that is to say, those points of
contemporary reference which a dramatist shares with his or her
audience — are they really ‘of no consequence’? (I shall argue in a
later chapter that some of them may be very significant indeed.) The
picture which Coleridge is building up is that of a playwright whose
works only have value in so far as they are ‘eternal’; in so far as they
reflect something of Shakespeare’s own age, it is being suggested,
they are ‘of no consequence’.

Coleridge develops this notion even further in his third point,
which contains such a strong echo of Ben Jonson: Shakespeare, he
asserts, does not really belong to any single age. But Coleridge is
saying much more than Jonson ever said, and for him Shakespcare
seems not merely to transcend his own age, but never to have
belonged to it in the first place. He is not of ‘any religion, or party, or
profession’. Coleridge is saying more than just that Shakespeare’s
plays cannot be reduced to the simplistic formulae of various small
factions within a society — although even if that were all that he
were saying, it might not necessarily be true. But Coleridge seems to
be implying that, unlike ordinary mortals, Shakespeare the writer (if
not Shakespeare the man) was somehow ‘above’ what Coleridge
here suggests are the comparatively trivial concerns of an age. He
concludes his characterization of Shakespeare by attributing ‘the
body and substance of his works’ to the ‘unfathomable depths of
Shakespeare’s mind’ — a mind which, once more, he strives to
suggest exists without any attachment to the normal patterns of
behaviour of a society.

This book is written in the belief that this view — a view which has
proved remarkably pervasive and influential - is wrong, and that to
approach a writer as if he or she belonged to no age is at best super-
ficial, and at worst totally falsifying. The exact nature of the relation-
ship between a literary work and the society to which that work
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