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Shakespeare After 400 Years

SHAKESPEARE is not a dead poet who lived long ago,
but a breathing spirit thrusting himself into our every-
day lives. In all countries of the world, in all languages,
Shakespeare continues to speak profoundly to man-
kind.

His poems and plays have made him an immortal in
literature, but not because they are scholarly. He knew
human life and human passion intimately, and told
about them in a sensitive, lively and intelligible way.

Shakespeare, like us, lived in troubled years.
Between 1564 and 1616 much of Europe was ravaged
by war, cruelty, self-seeking, loneliness and thoughts
too strong to be expressed by ordinary people.

He could not have chosen a more exciting or in-
spiring time to arrive in London. The whole country
was in a state of transition, in a fever of nationalism.
The people loved and were loved by their unparalleled
Queen, Elizabeth, their seamen had sailed strange seas,
showing the flag in parts of the world till then not
known, education was spreading through newly estab-
lished schools, and there was sprouting a new civic
conscience about the needs of the poor. The middle
class was emerging, capitalism was trying its wings,
and every week brought changes and discoveries.

Shakespeare came upon the stage at a time when a
blending force was needed. Eight of his ten history
plays present a sequence of wars in Europe and the
civil war at home, covering a century of intrigue and
armed rebellion. These hearty tales of adventure and
glory were calculated to inspire Elizabeth’s people in
their new role as a world nation.

Life and thought were speeding up among the gener-
ality of the people. There were essayists, even as today,
holding forth against tobacco, alcohol, the habits of
young people and the dress and primping of women.
Control of traffic on the streets was a problem: a
writer of that time said "In every street, carts and
coaches make such a thundering as if the world ran
upon wheels." Men, women and children crowded
the streets so that owners had to strengthen their
houses to keep them from being pushed down.

Physical glories were relatively rare, but the spirit
of art and of language was fertile. It was an age when

Titian was painting his "Entombment", Veronese his
"Calvary", Tintoretto his "Paradise", Caracci his
"Fishing", and Rubens, Van Dyck and El Greco were
painting their incomparable works.

It was Shakespeare who put into words, in drama-
tized form, the feelings, hopes, fears, frustrations and
triumphs of the people of that Age.

What was going on

We of the twentieth century believe that we are
living through a more tempestuous era than ever
afflicted the world before, but let us set against our
experiences those spanned by the half century of
Shakespeare’s life, and we cannot be so sure. Look at
these great events:

War: The Wars of the Huguenots; England lost
Calais to France; Ivan the Terrible ravaged Russia;
the Turks besieged Malta; war of liberation in the
Netherlands; Pope Pius V organized a Holy League
against the Turks; the Turks were defeated at the
battle of Lepanto, the greatest naval battle since the
fleet of Antony and Cleopatra was beaten by Octavian
1,600 years before; the massacre of St. Bartholomew;
Netherlands provinces joined together to drive out the
Spanish; the Moors defeated the Portuguese in the
Battle of the Three Kings; the Spaniards invaded
Portugal; the Spanish Armada was defeated and
scattered by the English fleet; the Edict of Nantes
ended the French civil wars of religion; the Japanese
invaded Korea; the Irish rebelled under Hugh O’Neill;
Polish troops intervened in Russia’s "time of troubles"
and were thrown out after three years.

Exploration and colonization: Manila, Philippine
Islands, founded by the Spanish; Martin Frobisher
sailed in search of the Northwest Passage; Sir Francis
Drake sailed around the world; Sir Humphrey Gilbert
took possession of Newfoundland in the name of
Queen Elizabeth; Sir Walter Raleigh claimed Virginia
for the Queen; Virginia Dare, the first white child born
in America; the Marquis de la Roche obtained from
Henry IV of France a commission to conquer Canada;
Samuel de Champlain sailed up the St. Lawrence as
far as La Chine Rapids, discovered the St. John River




