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Since the
eighteenth century
the word "Romec’
has been used in
English to refer to
any male laver or
seducer of women,
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TRADITIONAL CRITICISM

Eighteenth-century criticism of Shakespeare was concerned chiclly
with the structure of his plays and the extent to which this did, or
did not, conform 1o the model of Classical drama, though the early
cighteenth-century poet Alexander Pope, who adited Shakespeare's
works, pointedly remarked that “To judge ... of Shakespeare by
Aristotle’s rules, is like teying a man by the Laws of one Country,
who acted under those of another”. [t was in reaction o the
judgmental, and often censorious, tenor of much eighteenth-century
criticism that the poets and crtics of the Romantic period came to
champion Shakespeare's genius, imagination and passion as far more
important than matters of plot and structure. These qualities were
discerned in Shakespeare’s poetry, and in the authenticity this gave
to the feelings of his characters. For the Romantic eritic and poet
Samuel Taylor Colersdge they were especially in evidence in Romieo
and Julicr. In lectures on the play he commended the variety of its
language, the individualiey of its characters and the power of its
depiction of passionate feeling.

This line in critcism culminated in A. € Bradley’s immensely
influential Shakespearean Tragedy (1904), which treated
Shakespeare's characters not as parts of a dramatic design but as
living persons, each with a personal history and a tully developed
psychology which could be analysed. He interpreted the action of
the tragedies (though his book did not include a chapter on Romeeo
and Julict) in verms of the personality and choices of their tragic
heroes, This approach was famously mockad in an essay entitled
‘How many children had Lady Machech?” by L. C. Knighes (1933).

DECONSTRUCTION AND HISTORICISM

Following Knights, recent criticism has Jost interest in
charactensation. Contemporary studies are concernad much more,
firse, with the complexity of texes and the way thae their apparent
meanings are contradicted and problematised. This deconstructive
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DECONSTRUCTION AND HISTORICISM

approach seeks 1o bring out the tensions within texts and 1o ¢hallenge
the <laim that texts have a single meaning, which is wlhat their authors
intendad them to mean, [tis exemplifiad in the essays collectad in
John Drakakis’s apely emtitled Alternarive Shakespeares (1985),

Secondly, erities have been interested in the ways texis are shapad
not by their author’s intentions but by the societies and culures
which produced them, and in the extent to which they either
reinforce, or work against, the political and social power systems of
their time, New historicists tend 10 argue that the stetws quo is
confirmed by texwal representations of power while cultural
marerialists {often of a Marxist persuasion) such as Jonathan
Dollimore look out for passages of resistance to institutional
authority, Both are interested in how far the subversive tendencices
of texts are containad. Such an approach would seek to establish
how far the re-establishment of traditional order ar the end of
Romeo and Juliet closes down the challenge to that order posad by
the actions of the lovers,

The reading offered in the Critical Approaches in these Notes has
explorad the ways in which the love of Romeo and Juliet is
vindicated. However, approaches of a deconstructive and historicist
caste might challenge that, on the grounds of what the play does not
mention and whar the avdience might be expected o have brought
to it An uncomfortable silence is maintained about one
conspicuous feature of the plot, namely, the suicide of Romeo and
Juliet, The silence is uncomfortable bocause everyone in the
Elizabethan audience would have known that suicide is a mortal sin,
that there could be no burial in consecrated ground for suicides and
that they had lost all hope of salvation. The play is silent on this
because, of course, 1o introduce the notien that Romeo and Juliet
are damned woukd run entirely against its cedebration of their love
In fact, however, its silence only alerts us to the omission, for the
fact would have been so ghiringly obvious as to be inescapable, Tuis
all but inconceivable thar, at the end of the play, neither the Friar
nor the Prince should mention it This tension berween the play’s
text and irs cultural context problematises it in other ways: Romeo
and Juliet are passionate lovers, utterly immoderate in their
obsession with each other, quite incapable of compromise (as the
Friar reminds us), 1uis this, as much as any external force, which

CHECK

THE BOOK
For a radxal
reading of Romeo
and Adiet as an
attack on the way
human relatlons are
constrained by
social and sexual
stereotypes and
structures of power,
see Klernan Ryan's
study entitled,
simply, Shakespeare,
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