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Abstract: With the great impact of the magic and witcheraft in
the medieval and early modern Europe upon the social development
and common people’s life, many literary works and historical
documents appeared one after another. They touched upon the
significant issues such as the nature of the witcheraft, the social
structure, the religious beliefs which presented the real pictures of the
religions, the Witch Hunt and the popular beliefs in the early modern
Europe. The London theatres in the late 16" century and the early
17" century witnessed the increasing popularity of the wizards,
witches, magic and witchcraft among the audience. At that time some
influential writers, such as Christopher Marlowe, Edmund Spenser,
Ben Jonson, Thomas Middleton, Thomas Dekker, not only borrowed
some descriptions of the witcheraft and the magic in the classical
literature , but also blended the popular supernatural phenomena with
their creation. Therefore, their works in this period were characterized
by the typically mysterious traits. William Shakespeare, known as
“the soul of the age”, also successfully and colorfully enriched his
drama with the fairies, spirits, ghosts, witches, wizards, and other
supernatural phenomena that powerfully attracted the audience and the
readers. These supernatural phenomena in his drama have contributed
to the development of the plots, and the construction of the themes.
Furthermore, they have become Shakespeare’s important channels for
revealing the social reality and reflecting his deep and philosophical
thoughts on love, power, humanity, and the relationship between the
reality and the fantasy.

This book offers a close reading of three Shakespeare’s typical
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plays, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Macbeth and The Tempest. They
have not only shared the similarities and coherence in the forms and
contents of the supernatural, also marked Shakespeare’s changing
thoughts on the supernatural. These three plays have respectively
represented his achievements in his early, middle and late phase of
creation, belonging to one consistent system. This book provides both
a close reading and analysis of three plays and a broader account of
how the influences of the supernatural shaped the society, the popular
beliefs, and Shakespeare himself in his age, and how Shakespeare
shaped the supernatural in his dramatic creation.

The whole book consists of three parts: the introduction, the text
and the conclusion. The introduction gives a literary review of
Shakespearean drama and its relevant supernatural research, defines
the object, analytical methods, contents and value of this research,
and puts forward a few questions to explore in the book. How have the
Western witch culture and the early modern Europe Witch Hunt
influenced and shaped the supernatural in the literary works? How did
Shakespeare employ the supernatural as his important artistic
techniques to show the historical background and social context? How
did the occult philosophy during Queen Elizabeth [ ’s reign and the
conflicting attitudes of King James | towards the witchcraft impact on
Shakespeare himself? How did he use the supernatural phenomena in
the different forms and moods to reflect his profound thinking on love,
power, fantasy and reality in his different creative phase? How did he
skillfully fuse the “historicity of the text” with “the texuality of the
history” to make drama and history interact?

The second part includes five chapters. The main body of this
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book specifically explores the supernatural in Shakespearean drama
and his changing critical thoughts, and analyzes the interactive
relationships between the magical world and the real world in A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, Macbeth and The Tempest.

The first chapter sets out to explain the important relation between
the Cultural Poetics developed by the influential contemporary scholar
Stephen Greenblatt and Shakespearean studies. This chapter also
introduces the origin of the Cultural Poetics and its close connection
with the New Historicism, explains the terms and theoretical approach
that the writer is going to use in this book, including such terms as
self-fashioning,  negotiation,  exchange, circulation,  power,
subversion, containment, wonder and resonance. Greenblatt
emphasizes an artist is fashioning himself in his creation. The literary
work, like a commodity, is involved with the negotiation, exchange,
and circulation in the social energy. The literary work not only shows
the aesthetic dimension that can bring wonder and resonance for the
viewers, also shows the political dimension that can make power
subversive and self-containing. The New Historicists often trace the
inconspicuous anecdotes in the history to touch the real. Greenblatt’s
Cultural Poetics theory greatly helps to understand the interaction
between the history and literature during the Renaissance, especially
the Shakespeare’s age.

The second chapter surveys the development of the magic and
witcheraft in the medieval and early modern Europe, the effects of
Witch Hunt on the early modern Europe and dramatic creations, and
the representations of literary works about the magic and witcheraft in

Shakespeare’s age. Under the reign of Queen Elizabeth [ and King
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James |, people in England held a strong belief in magic and
witcheraft. Therefore, the plays and performances in the London
theatres about the magic and witcheraft achieved tremendous success.
Some famous writers created classical works about the supernatural ,
such as Christopher Marlowe’s The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus
(1588 ), Edmund Spenser's Faerie Queen (1590 — 1596 ), Ben
Jonson’s The Alchemist ( 1610 ), Thomas Middleton’s The Witch
(1615 ), Thomas Dekker, William Rowley and John Ford’s
cooperation The Witch of Edmonton (1621 ). In this social and
cultural context, the great dramatist Shakespeare also skillfully infused
his drama with the fairies, spirits, ghosts, witches, wizards,
prophesies and other unusual natural phenomena to arouse the wonders
and resonances from the audience and readers. These supernatural
phenomena in his drama are conductive to creating the mysterious
atmosphere, developing the plots, strengthening the personalities of
the main characters, and solving the dramatic contlicts. Shakespeare’s
changing attitudes toward the supernatural clearly illustrate his
changing thoughts on the social values and humanity.

The third chapter carries out a close reading of the fantastic world
in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. In his early creative period,
Shakespeare sings high praise for love and friendship, and advocates
the individual freedom and liberation. He uses these supernatural
elements such as King and Queen of the Fairies in the magical wood,
the lovely and naughty fairies, the physical and psychological
metamorphosis, the magic juice of *love-in-idleness™ as well as
dreams to build a happy and fascinating world. These supernatural

factors evidently demonstrate that Shakespeare has been richly inspired
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