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PREFACE 3

PREFACE

It is my pleasure to write a preface for the revised and en-
larged edition of the anthology, Selected Readings in English
and American Literature. 1 am happy to learn that the book has
gone into its 20th printing in the past 20 years. Evidently it has
been warmly received by university and college teachers and
students as well as the general English reading public in China.
It is, in my view, a useful, attractive, and carefully edited vol-
ume, idealy suited for use in the classroom.

As an American professor who has been teaching English
and cross-cultural communication courses in Chinese universities
for over a decade, I am happy indeed to find this excellent new
edition available to students of language and literature in Chi-
na. I have found it a welcome new resource in the discipline.
The selections are representative of the best in English and
American poetry, fiction, and drama; the notes are authorita-
tive and helpful; and the excerpts from longer works are well
chosen.

The generally high quality of the editing in the section on
Robert Frost — the selections, biographical material, notes,
and discussion questions — is representative. The details on-the
poet’s life are brief, but informative. The notes on “Mending
Wall,” for example, indicate both a knowledge of the work and
attentiveness to subtleties in usage and form; and the questions
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direct the reader’s attention to larger issues related to the poem.
Also, excerpts from novels by Twain, Dreiser, Hemingway,
and Steinbeck convey both the theme and the style of these ma-
jor figures and will, I think, encourage students toward further
reading.

Selected Readings in English and American Literature is, in
short, an indispensable volume for students wishing to become
acquainted with poetry, fiction, and drama from the two coun-
tries. It is an important contribution to reading, writing, and
listening skills for students and teachers of the language. And I
am happy to recommend it with particular enthusiasm.

Linell Davis
Professor of English

Nanjing Normal University
May 4,2005
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WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 1

ENGLISH LITERATURE

1 WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
(1564—1616)

William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-on-Avon, Warwickshire, in
central England. He was baptized on the 26th of April, 1564 ; his birth is
commemorated on the 23rd of April. His father, John Shakespeare, was a
merchant and held various municipal offices. His mother, Mary Arden , was
the daughter of a well-to-do farmer. At the age of seven he attended the local
grammar school and there he studied for six years and learned Latin and a lit-
tle Greek. When he was fourteen, his father fell into debt, and the boy
probably left school and went to work. At eighteen he married Anne Hath-
away, who was eight years senior, and they had three children .

About 1586 Shakespeare left his family for London. Shortly after his ar-
rival in the great city, he went to work at odd jobs in a theater. Then he be-
came an actor and later started to write for the stage. He revised old plays be-
fore writing his own , and so gained a practical knowledge of the technique of
dramatic art. By the closing years of the 16th century he had already won the
popularity of a successful writer. About 1611 he retired from London to his
native town , though he continued to write. On the 23rd of April, 1616 he
died at the age of fifty-two.

Shakespeare’s complete works include 37 plays, 2 narrative poems and
154 sonnets. When he died, no collected edition of his plays had been pub-
lished. In 1623, two members of his company, John Heminge and Henry
Condell, published the great collection of all the plays they considered au-
thentic ; it is called the First Folio.

As a dramatist Shakespeare’s career is usually divided into three periods .
The first period dates from 1590 to 1600. In this period he wrote most of his
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historical plays and comedies, and a few early tragedies, and these plays are
imbued with an optimistic atmosphere of humanism. Among the best known
plays of this period are Romeo and Juliet (1594 ) and The Merchant of
Venice (1596). The second period, from 1601 to 1608, includes chiefly his
great tragedies: Hamlet (1601), Othello (1604 ), King Lear (1605), Mac-
beth (1605) and Timon of Athens (1609). The outstanding tragi-comedy
Measure for Measure (1604) also belongs to this period. In the above-men-
tioned plays are reflected the social contradictions of the age. The third peri-
od dates from 1609 to 1612. In this period Shakespeare chiefly wrote three
tragi-comedies, of which The Tempest (1612) is the most significant. In
these last plays we see Shakespeare’s optimistic faith in the future of humani-
ty, at the same time we also see the dramatist’s Utopianism .

One of the greatest giants of the Renaissance, Shakespeare holds, by
general acclamation , the foremost place in the world’s literature. His close
friend, the playwright Ben Jonson, said of him that he was “not of an age,
but for all time.”

SONNET 18

Shall I compare thee to a Summer’s day?

Thou art! more lovely and more temperate:
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
And Summer’s lease hath all too short a date.?
Sometime® too hot the eye of heaven* shines,

And often is his gold complexion dimm’d,

And every fair from fair sometime declines,’

By chance, or nature’s changing course, untrimm’d:%
But thy eternal Summer shall not fade,

Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st,’

Nor shall Death brag thou wander’st® in his shade,
When in eternal lines’ to time thou grow’st: !’

So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,

So long lives this,!! and this gives life to thee.



