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 SHAKESPEARE IN THE CONTEXT

 OF RENAISSANCE EUROPE

 THOMAS METSCHER

 The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world
 market given a cosmopolitan character to production and
 consumption in every country. To the great chagrin of
 Reactionists, it has drawn from under the feet of industry
 the national ground on which it stood. . . . In place of the
 old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency , we
 have intercourse in every direction, universal interdepend-
 ence of nations. And as in material, so also in intellectual
 production. The intellectual creations of individual nations
 become common property. National one-sidedness and
 narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and

 from the numerous national and local literatures, there
 arises a world literature.

 Marx and Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party

 A FRAGMENTARY NOTE OF 1883, written in connec-

 tion with a planned revision of The Peasant War in Germany,
 Engels characterizes the Reformation, "Lutheran and Cal-

 vinist," as the "revolution no. 1 of the bourgeoisie in which the
 peasant war is the critical episode.1'1 Of the additional points he
 makes, the following are the most important: "Victory of revolu-
 tion no. 1 was much more European than the English and be-
 came much more quickly European than the French revolution,
 in Switzerland, Holland, Scotland, England . . . Sweden . . .
 1 Marx, Engels, Werke, Vol. 21, p. 402f. (my translation).
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 18 SCIENCE AND SOCIETY

 and Denmark." "Character of Reformation was the only possible
 popular expression of general trends and tendencies, etc." On the
 Renaissance he comments: "The Renaissance in its European
 form is based on the general decline of feudalism and the rise of
 towns, followed by absolutist national monarchies - everywhere
 with the exception of Germany and Italy."

 Engels' observations in connection with The Peasant War in
 Germany, and particularly with his short article, Über den Verfall
 des Feudalismus und das Aufkommen der Bourgeoisie (On the Decline
 of Feudalism and the Rise of the Bourgeoisie),2 contain a
 number of criteria which, in my view, are essential for any mate-
 rialist conception of the cultural history of the period, and which
 are equally essential for any adequate appreciation of Shake-
 speare, and of all significant art and literature of the time.

 According to Engels, the age of the decline of feudalism
 and the rise of the bourgeoisie, the Renaissance and Reforma-
 tion, the period in history, say, between the fourteenth century
 and the English revolution, cannot be understood solely as a
 period of national historical development, but has to be seen as
 an economic, social, political and cultural process in which all
 European countries were involved - as a process, in fact, of in-
 ternational, or, more cautiously formulated, of "transnational"
 significance. The epoch preceding the era of feudal absolutism
 (such as the Tudor monarchy in England) was an epoch of revo-
 lutionary class war (the Reformation as a popular movement,
 with the Peasant War as the critical climax). Shakespearean
 drama, therefore, as indeed the whole of Tudor culture, is
 placed in a period not before a revolution but between two revolu-
 tions? These two aspects, the transnational, or European, charac-
 ter of the period, and its revolutionary character have to be
 taken into account in a full materialist analysis of any cultural
 product of these centuries.

 "Trafficke and travell hath woven the nature of all Nations

 into ours, and made this land like Arras, full of devise . . . ."4

 2 See op. cit., p. 392-401.
 3 R. Weimann, "Geschichtsbewusstsein und Weltaneignung bei Shakespeare. Zur

 Neudeutung seiner historisch-ästhetischen Position," Das Argument (West Berlin),
 Sonderband, Beiträge zur Anglistik und Romanistik, Autumn 1976.

 4 The Complete Works of John Lyly, Oxford 1902, IV, p. 115; quoted from R. Weimann,
 "The Soul of the Age," in Shakespeare in a Changing World, ed. by A. Kettle (London
 1964), p. 36.
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 SHAKESPEARE: A MARXIST SYMPOSIUM 19

 John Lyly's remark, made in the 1580s, is fully borne out by
 modern historical research. The "cosmopolitan character" of
 production and consumption which, as Marx and Engels point
 out, is a predominant characteristic of developed bourgeois soci-
 ety determining the totality of its culture, had in the course of
 the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries already begun to transform
 the culture of medieval Europe. Indeed, the "universal interde-
 pendence of nations" in material and intellectual production, the
 transmutation of distinct national and local literatures into the

 quality of "world literature" is, at least in tendency, a constitutive
 factor of all significant European literature of Shakespeare's day,
 a factor which exists side by side with what one might call its
 specifically and distinctly national characteristics (the existence of
 which I certainly do not wish to deny).

 Shakespearean drama, then - this is my contention -
 possesses a double dimension: the national and the transna-
 tional. It is a national drama which reflects the condition of the
 England of its time, and it is a drama which reflects the wider
 social and political issues of European society - the condition of
 Europe in the first period of transformation from feudalism to
 capitalism, in the age of early bourgeois revolution. The "form
 and pressure" of the time which, in Hamlet's words, the
 Elizabethan theatre "shows," is not only the form and pressure
 of England but that of Europe generally, and, in the course of
 historical development, that of the world.

 Any assessment and analysis of the "second dimension" of
 Shakespearean drama is confronted with a number of difficul-
 ties. It is not sufficient to point to surface factors such as the
 influence of non-English literary traditions, the impact of poetic
 material and formative function of sources (many of which are
 of European origin), although some aspects of this are by no
 means insignificant. It is certainly noteworthy for the point in
 question that apart from the Merry Wives of Windsor (which is set
 in contemporary England), the history plays (the action of which
 takes place to some extent in France) and King Lear, the setting
 of Shakespeare's plays lies outside England - from the Classical
 World to Prospero's Island, from Elsinore to Navarra, Verona,
 Milan and Mantua, from Inverness and the Scottish heath to a
 pastoral Sicily and the Forest of Arden. Such factors, however,
 significant as they might be, merely carry the weight of "exter-
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 20 SCIENCE AND SOCIETY

 nal" evidence; they certainly do not reach to the core of the
 Shakespearean poetic cosmos. The "second dimension" of
 Shakespeare's theatre has in fact to be discussed in terms of its
 "intrinsic" qualities, i.e., in terms of its poetic form and content;
 it has to be analyzed as a determining factor inherent in all levels
 of dramatic structure - in time, place and action, in character
 and language (notably metaphor). It has to be approached as a
 problem of close textual analysis combining some of the more
 formal methods of criticism with the historical-materialist ap-
 proach to literary history.

 Ein freier Mann stand auf in diesem ganzen Jahrhundert ....
 Schiller, Don Carlos

 Any historical-materialist analysis of Hamlet the play and of
 Hamlet the dramatic character has to pay attention to the spe-
 cific and extremely complex place structure of the drama. On
 the surface level of the dramatic process there is hardly any
 problem: the scene of action is Elsinore - court, castle and church-
 yard (with the insertion of one scene outside the city walls, IV,
 4, "A plain in Denmark") - an apparent "unity of place." On a
 second level, however, and at closer reading, the place structure
 of the play reveals itself (so in fact do all aspects of the play's
 structure) as extremely complex. In the opening court scene in
 1,2 it is made clear that Hamlet is home from "school in Witten-
 berg" (1. 113), as are his "good friends" and "fellow students,"
 Horatio and Marcellus. Hamlet's studies at the University of Wit-
 tenberg are implied in terms of the "prefatörial plot" of the play,
 the significance of which becomes obvious when we realize what
 Wittenberg stands for both historically, as one of the most ad-
 vanced universities in 16th century Europe,5 and in terms of the
 dramatic context: the significance of the prefatorial plot is em-
 phasized by the fact that up to the third act the structure of the
 play is that of an almost pure analytical drama, with its predomi-
 nance of an implied, and not scenically presented, past, reminis-
 cent in many ways of Oedipus Rex. With Hamlet's stay in Witten-

 5 Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen frühbürgerlichen Revolution, Berlin/GDR, 1974, pp.
 126 and 147.
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 SHAKESPEARE: A MARXIST SYMPOSIUM 21

 berg the first instance of a second, or implied, level of place
 structure is given, an instance of what one might call an "implicit
 spatial relation," the territory of which transcends the walls of
 Elsinore castle and the frontiers of the kingdom of Denmark.

 For reasons of brevity I can only mention in passing further
 instances of the play's implicit geography: it is France (which
 Laertes leaves for in the first, and returns from in the fourth,
 act), Norway (through the presence of Fortinbras), Poland by
 further implication (which Fortinbras leaves for on a knightly
 expedition in act four and returns from at the end of the play),
 and of course England (to which Hamlet is sent on a journey of
 doom in act four and from which he - through Ulyssean cun-
 ning, good luck and honest piracy - safely returns in act five).

 The analysis of place structure reveals a complexity of geo-
 graphical relations which is of utmost important for the histori-
 cal meaning of the play.

 Norway

 England

 y (Elsinore) v

 France Germany
 (Paris) (Wittenberg)

 The Court of Denmark, the apparent scene of action and
 the geographical center of the play, is placed in a wider geo-
 graphical, and this by implication means in a wider historical,
 context - in the context of Renaissance Europe. The real action
 of Hamlet takes place in a world which transcends any national
 frontier. We might be justified in saying that Denmark possesses
 a kind of exemplary or "model" character representing a specific
 social world and culture, and that the play should be read as a
 particular form of dramatic parable by means of which a type of
 individual experience of social conflict can claim to possess
 paradigmatic significance in its time. The Court of Denmark,
 then, has to be read as what one might term a realistic symbol^ of
 6 I follow Brecht's use of the term (see, for instance, "Weite und Vielfalt dei- realistis-
 chen Schreibweise").
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 22 SCIENCE AND SOCIETY

 the feudal world and of feudal culture, in a sense which in-
 cludes, in my view, the feudal absolutism of the Tudor type.
 England, Norway and Poland have to be regarded as further
 instances of the feudal, or feudal-absolutist, world of which De-
 nmark is a kind of "imperial center" (on which . England and
 Norway are politically dependent); the only difference being that
 Norway's representative, Fortinbi as, embodies feudal virtues, re-
 sembling Hamlet's father, as opposed to the feudal decadence of
 the Danish Court. France (which of course means Paris) serves as
 a symbol of the more sophisticated courtly aspects of feudal
 life - feudal culture in its most "advanced" form.

 In opposition to the feudal world, which, as we have seen, is
 at least implicitly presented as a complex and by no means uni-
 form social and cultural system, stand Hamlet and Wittenberg, a
 place of intensely symbolic significance. What Wittenberg repre-
 sents, historically and in the play, is the union of Humanism and
 the Reformation;7 it symbolizes the culture and ideology of the
 progressive social forces of the period, forces of which, in the
 dramatic context of the play, Hamlet and Horatio are the main
 representatives. Thus, the conflict of values which the play
 embodies - the inherent brutality of the law of revenge, the shal-
 low "dishonesty" of King and Court, the barbarism of Danish
 customs (Hamlet's judgment of the King's drinking habits in 1.4)
 on the one hand - are opposed by a complex set of values, such
 as love, friendship, "honesty" (indeed a key term of Hamlet's
 ethical code). This conflict of values must be interpreted, if the
 play is seen not merely in a national but in the transnational
 context of class war in Renaissance Europe, as an expression of
 conflicting, indeed of antagonistic cultures (I am thinking of Len-
 in's theory of conflicting cultures in an antagonistic class soci-
 ety)8 which again is ultimately based on the economic opposition
 of conflicting classes.

 7 Cf. Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen frühbürgerlichen Revolution, loc. cit.

 8 Lenin's theory of "two cultures in any class society" has to be further developed to cover
 the issue of class antagonism in Renaissance Europe. There were certainly more than
 two cultures involved in what Marx has termed the "laboratory" of the age of absolute
 Monarchy (see R. Weimann, "The Soul of the Age" (p. 23). For the period in ques-
 tion one has to distinguish between a number of divergent cultures (the old feudal
 culture, the culture of absolute monarchy, that of the new bourgeoisie, Puritan cul-
 ture, traditional folk culture) - between in fact as many distinct cultures as there were
 distinct social classes in the Marxist sense of the term.
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 SHAKESPEARE: A MARXIST SYMPOSIUM 23

 The experience underlying Shakespeare's dramatic world is
 an experience of crisis - a crisis of world historical dimension
 and significance. And it is this quality of crisis which his plays
 explore in specifically dramatic terms. His plays present mani-
 fold aspects of this crisis - hence the various patterns of histori-
 cal conflict which find expression in, and indeed constitute, his
 dramatic world.9

 Shakespeare's plays, however, are more than a mere reflec-
 tion of conflict and crisis. Seen as a whole, his oeuvre appears to
 us as an expression of a dedicated search for the values of a new
 humanism the aim of which is to preserve what is best in the old
 and the new worlds, a humanism between the classes and therefore
 not free from contradiction, but at its best anticipating the
 humanism of the progressive forces of today. It appears to us as
 a search for a social organization in which the deadly conflicts of
 history are resolved. Shakespeare's work therefore very aptly
 ends with a number of plays in which this search for a humanist
 utopia is the central theme. These plays are based on patterns of
 conflict which are typical of Shakespeare's previous work, both
 the tragedies and the history plays, but include, as Tillyard has
 rightly pointed out, "some sort of reconciliation in the full tragic
 pattern." Like the Oresteia, they follow the pattern of reconstruc-
 tion after disintegration."10

 It would certainly be a simplification to say that in the late
 plays Shakespeare offers a full solution to the problems he ex-
 plores in the whole of his oeuvre. All one can say is that in these
 plays the problem of solution is the central issue, and that this
 problem is not discussed in metaphysical but in historical terms,
 that it is explored as a problem of solution of historical conflict.
 The Winter's Tale is more than fairy tale or myth; it deals with
 real history and real people,11 its "mythopoetic" character merely
 emphasizing its quality as an experiment in poetic utopia. In The
 Tempest the central idea is explicitly stated as a problem of histor-

 9 The exclusion of the comedies from my list of "patterns of conflict" does not mean that
 I wish to exclude them from my suggested interpretation of Shakespearean drama.
 The comedies, in my view, are based on the same historical experience as the other
 plays; they illuminate different aspects of this experience and different forms of this
 conflict.

 10 E. M. W. Tillyard, Shakespeare's Last Plays (London 1959), p. 16.
 11 G. C. Barber, 'The Winter's Tale and Jacobean Society," Shakespeare in a Changing

 World, pp. 233-252.
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 24 SCIENCE AND SOCIETY

 ical conflict and the direction of its revolution, the play in fact
 being, in a sense, an exploration of possible solutions none of
 which proves to be entirely satisfactory. Thus it implies the
 statement of the unresolved contradictions in Shakespeare's
 quest for a humanist utopia (see Prosperous rejection of magic,
 see the unresolved "question" of Caliban). The play shows that
 this utopia, because it is based on class relations and is unable to
 overcome its inherent (if possibly unconscious) class bias, cannot
 solve, either theoretically or practically, its underlying problems
 and contradictions. Hence the humanist utopia has to admit its
 failure - if it is honest with itself.

 Shakespeare was honest with himself. His message is not a
 simple one but includes both the most complex statement of the
 character of social conflict in the literature of his age, and the
 assertion of the necessity of a solution to this conflict if human
 society is to survive.

 Universität Bremen,

 Federal Republic of Germany
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