Shakespeare for Groundlings, or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bard

Spring 2010; Catalog Number H3128

Saturday 10-12, plus film screenings & theater performances
“He was not of an age, but for all time!” – Ben Jonson, in his preface to the First Folio of Shakespeare’s work, published post mortem in 1623

“The remarkable thing about Shakespeare is that he really is very good, in spite of all the people who say he is very good.” – Robert Graves
Teacher info
Chelsea Link

crimsonclink@gmail.com
847-224-8249 (cell phone)

Email is usually the best way to reach me, but keep my cell number handy in case you are running late for class, have a question you need answered ASAP, can’t find me at a show, etc.

Goals of the class
The purpose of this class is to help you become comfortable with Shakespeare’s work by exploring the ways in which we, as modern readers and audiences, can relate his characters, stories, and themes to familiar elements of our own lives.  These commonalities are often obscured by unfamiliar language, mythical allusions, and other complications, leading many people to believe that there is nothing in Shakespeare to interest them.  If you are one of those people, this class should help make reading the plays less daunting, and might even help you enjoy them by noticing the similarities between his work and the TV shows, movies, and books you already like.  If you’re already comfortable enough with Shakespeare’s language to read his work, then this class should introduce you to some new work you haven’t explored yet, or at least give you new insight into aspects of the text you’d never noticed before.

This is not your mother’s English class.  We will not read any critical interpretations of Shakespeare’s work.  We will not examine the plays through a theoretical lens like feminism, Marxism, or deconstructionism.  We will not talk extensively about symbolism (although it will probably come up a few times, but hopefully not in an obnoxious way).  You will learn a considerable amount about figures of speech and poetic language devices, but only enough to make the language clearer, not to obscure it by piling on extra crap.  You will not have to write any essays for this class.  You will have some reading to do at home, but it will be brief.  I want you to like Shakespeare, not run away screaming.

Requirements

A note on the word “requirements”: Obviously I can’t make you do anything.  There are no grades for this class, so it’s not like you will somehow be punished for skipping class or not doing the reading.  However, you will only get as much out of the class as you are willing to put in.  I promise you will have fun if you show up prepared and participate actively.  You can expect a fun and interesting experience from me, as long as I can expect the following from you.

1. Attendance at every class is important (particularly at the beginning).  If you miss the foundational work (like language devices and history), you will be lost later.  I know some conflicts are unavoidable; if something comes up, please be sure to let me know in advance (otherwise any group activities I’ve planned might be messed up).

2. Along the same lines as attendance is active participation.  If you show up to class only to sit quietly in a corner and daydream, you might as well not have come.  It is your responsibility to participate sincerely in all class activities – this affects both your own and your classmates’ experiences, so you owe it to them to be committed.  If you are seriously uncomfortable with anything, please speak to me about it in private.  (I honestly can’t imagine what we might do that would really freak anyone out, though.)

3. You will have some reading to do at home between classes, but I promise it won’t be much.  I will never give you more reading for one week than you can reasonably finish in one hour, and usually less – it will be along the lines of one or two scenes, or 6-12 speeches or short poems.  I will distribute all readings both in class and by email; you won’t need to buy any books.

4. Shakespeare’s plays were meant to be performed onstage, not read quietly to oneself.  You will never have as much fun reading the text on your own as you would going to see the play live.  Since this is such an important experience for understanding Shakespeare, we’ll try to simulate it as often as possible.  You will frequently be asked to read out loud in class, for one thing.  I will also show a lot of movie clips in class.  There are a couple of movies which I’d like you to watch in their entirety, so we will have a screening of each movie outside of class.  (Move screenings will be after class, with a short lunch break in between.  If you can’t make the screening, you can watch it on your own that week.  I can help you get your hands a copy.)  Finally, I am still working this part out with the program directors, but if all goes as planned, you will get to see two live Shakespeare performances.  One is a collection of scenes performed by Harvard students at the university, and the other is a professional production of Othello in Boston.  More details on these “field trips” will follow once I solidify the arrangements.

Syllabus
This is a rough outline of what we’ll be focusing on when, but I am more than happy to adjust it to reflect your interests and preferences once we get going.

Week 1: Who’s There?

· Who was William Shakespeare?

· What was Will’s world like?

· What was it like to “hear a play” in Elizabethan London?

Week 2: Trippingly on the Tongue

· Decoding Shakespeare’s language

· Prose, poetry, and scansion

· Figures of speech (similes, metaphors, etc.)

· Language as a window into character

After-class movie (12:30-2:30): Much Ado About Nothing
Week 3: Much Ado About Noting (nope, not a typo)

· Men, women, flirting, fighting, and gossip

· Much Ado About Nothing
· Love’s Labour’s Lost
Week 4: Gender Benders

· Gender and sexuality

· The Sonnets

· Twelfth Night
· As You Like It
Week 5: Frailty, Is Thy Name Woman?

· Women in Shakespeare’s work

· The Taming of the Shrew
After-class movie (12:30-2:15): 10 Things I Hate About You
Week 6: Pride and Prejudice

· Race and religion in Elizabethan England

· Othello
· The Merchant of Venice
· (Henry V?)
Note: This class may be moved to a different slot, depending on when we go see Othello.
Week 7: Toil and Trouble

· Political intrigue during the reigns of Elizabeth I and James I

· Macbeth
· Julius Caesar
· (Richard II?)
Week 8: Shakespeare In Love

· Romeo and Juliet
· A Midsummer Night’s Dream
