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Shakespeare

Course Description: This course surveys Shakespeare’s career through close readings of representative works. To acquaint ourselves with Shakespeare’s stylistic complexity, we will pay close attention to sentence structure, figurative language, image patterns, allusions, multiple meanings, and so on. Although our major focus will be on the works themselves, we will also consider their relation to various aspects of Renaissance culture, such as contemporary attitudes towards marriage, religion, and politics. Since the works we will read are plays, we will attend as well to issues of performance. 

The basic goals of this course are to increase your confidence and enjoyment in reading, discussing, and writing about Shakespeare. You should read the assigned works, think about them, and come to class prepared to discuss them. To achieve the best results, you should read individual plays at least twice. Take your time when reading: Shakespeare’s works have survived in part because they speak a language of feeling that can only be appreciated by an investment of your own emotional and intellectual energy. As you read, you should keep track of questions and ideas. In other words, you should not only read the material but also begin thinking about it. I believe that the process of garnering meaning from literature is a communal one; accordingly, I shall structure the class around your contributions—questions and commentaries—as much as possible. 
Those who are having difficulties with the plays may supplement their reading by attending performances or watching films, including those available through the UNT media library. Be careful, though. Watching a production or a film cannot substitute for careful reading. Not only do films often cut or alter the plays, but they also present only one of many possible interpretations. Always read a play before watching a movie of it. Students unwilling to invest their time in careful reading should consider dropping the course. 
Caveat: The reading material for this class contains “adult situations.” Students taking this class should be prepared to discuss difficult material, including representations of racism, sexism, and violence. They should also be willing to consider in a mature and constructive fashion religious, political, and ethical perspectives alien to their own. Because of his unparalleled contributions to Anglophone literature and culture, Shakespeare will seem comfortable and familiar to you at times. But he will also strike you as strange, outrageous, old-fashioned, offensive, thrilling, boring, extraordinary, or any number of other things. Reading Shakespeare is a great way to broaden your perspective and avoid the “ultimate narrowness” of being “merely modern” (G. K. Chesterton, “On Reading”).
Memorization Assignment: Each student will memorize for recital in my office a Shakespeare sonnet of their choice (the only prohibited sonnets are the ones we discuss as a class). In addition to memorizing the poem, you will need to explain orally how the sonnet’s diction, its syntax, its structure, and its poetic devices contribute to its overall meaning—in short, you will teach me how the sonnet works. When you are ready, you should contact me via email about an appointment. I will set aside time for this during office hours, as well as at a few other times throughout the term. Your email should tell me which of the times work for you and which sonnet you intend to recite. My best advice is to get this done early in the term, as you will be working on your final paper towards the end of the term. Note that I have canceled a class on 4/14 for those who absolutely cannot make it outside of class times—if that’s the case for you, you may want to sign up for a slot ASAP> The sonnets are widely available online (see, e.g., the Poetry Foundation or the Folger Shakespeare library), in editions, and in anthologies. I recommend that you get a hold of a version with helpful footnotes.
Exams: In the two scheduled exams, you will have to answer questions about information made available to you in class or about the assigned readings. Both exams will be administered in person and will require you to bring a blue book and a pen to class. Exams cannot be made up, so mark your calendars now.  
Quizzes: I will give quizzes regularly at the beginning of classes. Please be sure to bring pens to class so you can take the quizzes. Quizzes will test knowledge of the primary works and of the supplementary materials; they will also ask for information made available to you in class. There will be specific questions about facts not mentioned in AI or other summaries of plays or readings. Those who do the reading carefully and attentively, and who attend class regularly should be able to “ace” quizzes without a problem. Only those who provide documentation for university-excused absences will be allowed to make up quizzes. Latecomers will not be allowed to take the quiz.
Commonplace Book: you will keep a commonplace book (see assignment posted on canvas) throughout the term, which you will hand in towards the end of the term. This should take the form of an actual notebook, where you will write everything by hand. Typed or computer-generated commonplace books are not acceptable. I will be doing spot checks during the term to make sure students are keeping up with the work. Occasionally, I may ask you to post entries on canvas.  If you fail to post required entries online, or if I collect your commonplace book and find that you do not have the requisite number of entries, I will take off one point for the assignment. 
Group Performance: To pass the class, all students are required to participate in a performance project (details on canvas). I will assign you to groups after the population of the class has stabilized. Although I will set aside at least one class for this activity, you will also need to meet on your own time several times. 
Required Texts: 
Please remember that you are expected to buy hardcopies and to bring these to class. 
	A Midsummer Night's Dream 
	
	2003
	Required
	New Cambridge ed.

	Much Ado About Nothing 
	
	2018
	Required
	New Cambridge ed.

	As You Like It 
	
	2021
	Required
	New Cambridge ed.

	Othello 
	
	2018
	Required
	New Cambridge ed. 

	Hamlet 
	
	2019
	Required
	New Cambridge ed. 

	Macbeth 
	
	2021
	Required
	New Cambridge ed. 

	Richard III
	
	2009
	Required
	New Cambridge ed. 


Course Work:
Memorization Assignment






10 % or 10 points
Midterm Exam







15 % or 15 points
Final Exam








15 % or 15 points




Quizzes 








30 % or 30 points
Commonplace Book







15% or 15 points
Group performance project






15 % or 15 points
Extra Credit Opportunities: Students who attend theatrical productions of plays by Shakespeare and who write a short review (one-page, double-spaced) will be awarded 2 points towards their final grade. Reviews should address specific choices (costume, casting, changes to script, etc.) made by production. You’re in luck: UNT is putting on The Tempest this term (2/26-3/1), so you won’t have to travel far to earn extra credit. If you are willing to travel, Shakespeare Dallas is doing Macbeth (1/17-2/1). While I usually limit extra credit to Shakespeare productions, The Dallas Theater Center is putting on Fat Ham (1/30-2/8), Jame Ijames’s Pulitzer-Prize winning riff on Hamlet. I will give credit for this production. Please submit a picture or pdf of your ticket stubs with the reviews. All extra credit must be submitted via email to me by the final day of class (4/10). For more on the benefits of live theater, see this article from the New York Times. If you hear of any live productions of Shakespeare plays that might qualify for extra credit (high school, college, amateur or professional), please let me know, so I can share the information with interested classmates.   
Americans with Disabilities Acts: Students requiring accommodations will need to register with the Office of Disability Accommodation. As their website explains, “The Office of Disability Access (ODA) at the University of North Texas is committed to providing equal access to UNT students with disabilities. Please keep in mind that the process below must be completed before the ODA can provide academic accommodations. On average, the process takes 2-4 weeks to complete after submission of the AIM application and documentation. The timeline depends on a number of different factors, including the nature or complexity of the requested accommodations, the submission and evaluation of supporting documentation, and the availability of coordinators for scheduling appointments. We advise students to start the registration process as early as possible. Incoming first year students or transfer students are advised to start the process as soon as they have been admitted to UNT. Current UNT students should contact the ODA as soon as they have established a need for accommodations. Accommodations are not applied retroactively, so it is important to begin the process as soon as possible.”  
Essential competencies for this course include the abilities to read and interpret literature; to participate in class discussions about literature. If you have a disability for which you will require accommodations, please register with the Office of Disability Accommodation and present your request for accommodation to me by 10 September.
Attendance, Participation, Basic Responsibilities: Please follow basic classroom etiquette: be on time, pay attention, stay awake, remain in your seats until the class is over, put away your electronic equipment, and refrain from packing up until the end of class. The only reading material on your desk should be the reading assigned for this class. Once class starts, you may talk only to the class as a whole about the subject under consideration. It is unacceptable to leave class to take a phone call, respond to a text, surf the internet, etc.  A simple rule of thumb: any behavior that is distracting to me or to the other students is discourteous and will not be tolerated. I retain the right to dock your grade for infractions against common courtesy, for chronic lateness, or for absenteeism. Per UNT policy, I assert my authority “[to] lower a student’s grade where class attendance and class participation are deemed essential.” The only excused absences are the ones defined as such by university policy 6.039. Please note the policy requires you to request “in a reasonable time an excused absence in writing, providing satisfactory evidence to the faculty member to substantiate excused absence, and delivering the request personally to the faculty member assigned to the course for which the student will be absent.” All other absences will count as unexcused. I also expect you to adhere in all particulars to the UNT Student Code of Honor.
By remaining in this class, you agree to the conditions stipulated in the syllabus. As an adult, you are responsible for your own actions and decisions. This responsibility includes keeping track of your performance. I do not dispense warnings to students on the verge of violating the policies for this course. These rules apply to all students—that is what makes them fair. No one receives special treatment. 
I retain the right to reward students who make efforts at intelligent, informed participation by raising their final grade. 
Electronic Devices: All electronic devices—including watches, cell phones, and laptops—are prohibited in this course. Every major study on the use of these devices in an educational context concludes that they are distracting and impede learning. Shakespeare requires your undivided attention—and so do your professors and classmates. I reserve the right to dock the final grade by 1/3 of a grade for students who fail to observe this rule (e.g., an A- would become a B+). 
Plagiarism, Use of AI, and Academic Dishonesty: All work you produce for this class should be 100% your own, and should be produced without cheating, use of AI, or resorting to plagiarism. Plagiarism is a form of academic dishonesty which represents another’s words or ideas as one’s own (intentionally or unintentionally). A paraphrase without proper attribution is still a form of plagiarism. Re-using work from another class is self-plagiarism. Since I value honesty and integrity, I take plagiarism very seriously. Use of generative AI writing tools (such as ChatGPT, GrammarlyGO, GPT-3, GPT-4, BERT, or others) is also prohibited in this class, for the same reasons. Any use of AI  in your work will be considered a violation of  UNT's academic integrity policy. In accordance with this policy, penalties for plagiarism, the use of AI, or other forms of cheating and dishonesty range from assigning an “F” for a specific assignment, to assigning an “F” for the course, to dismissing a student from the university. 
PLEASE CHECK CANVAS AND YOUR UNIVERSITY EMAIL REGULARLY FOR MESSAGES. My email address is Jacqueline.Vanhoutte@unt.edu. Please direct all correspondence to this address (do not use the canvas function, as those emails tend to fall between the cracks). All emails that you send me should identify you clearly as a student in this class in the subject heading. Remember that when you write an email to a professor, you are presenting a version of yourself to someone charged with evaluating you and whose good opinion you should therefore wish to secure. Be sure to observe all the niceties. I do not check my university email on the weekend or over holidays.
Reading and Assignment Schedule (open to revision and updating): 
Read all primary sources carefully, completely, and (in the case of plays) repeatedly, consulting the notes provided by your editions. Unless I explicitly direct you to read only part of a play, you should read a play in its entirety by the first day of discussion. Please be sure also to read or view any additional material assigned below with the same care. Quizzes and exams will cover any and all of the readings and videos. The syllabus records readings for the course—but other materials (such as video clips) will also be made available via canvas as we go along. Please keep up with what is posted on canvas.  
1/13: Introduction
1/15: Sonnet 20 and Sonnet 73
Montaigne, “Of Friendship” (Canvas)
             Ovid, “The Story of Pygmalion” (Canvas, same handout as Montaigne essay)

“Sonnet Terms and Definitions” (Canvas)  
Study Question: Approach the Montaigne and Shakespeare readings assigned for today as if you were an anthropologist.  What do these readings tell us about premodern culture? What sort of values, habits of thought or assumptions do these different works have in common? What can you deduce about relational structures in Renaissance society with the help of Montaigne’s essay? How are these similar to, or different from, our own? What other similarities or differences can you find with our own culture? Although I will not be collecting written answers to this question, you should be prepared to share your thoughts on this (or to answer related questions on the quiz).
1/20: Sonnet 130, 138, 144
           Castiglione, from The Courtier (Canvas) 
Commonplace Entry #1: Identify and transcribe a quatrain or couplet containing a key poetic device—e.g., allusion, metaphor, simile, antithesis, personification, internal rhyme, oxymoron, pun, etc.—in one of the assigned sonnets (look up terms if needed). Why might Shakespeare have chosen this poetic device? What meanings, nuances, or associations does the device introduce into the poem? Look up words that strike you as significant in the Oxford English Dictionary (available on-line via UNT library). Be prepared to share with the class.
1/22: Sonnets, cont.; Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act 1
McDonald, “Men and Women: Gender, Family, and Society,” read chapter overview (Canvas)

Commonplace Book Entry #2: A Midsummer Night’s Dream opens on an exchange between Theseus and Hippolyta. Transcribe 4 lines or more from that exchange and do a close reading of those lines, identifying and analyzing any figurative language, puns, allusions, etc. Look up words that strike you as significant in the Oxford English Dictionary. What does Shakespeare achieve by opening the play with this dialogue? What themes are introduced? What important information is conveyed? What seem to be potential sources of tension and conflict? What do the lines tell us about the relationship between these two characters?  Please also consider what the characters might be wearing and how that might matter in interpreting this exchange. Be ready to share your answers to these questions with the class (and to answer specific questions on a quiz). 
1/27: A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act 2 & 3
          Remaining excerpts from Ovid’s Metamorphosis (in sonnet module; Actaeon, Apollo and Daphne)
           Excerpt from Plato’s Symposium (Canvas)
            “On Reading Shakespeare’s Plays” (on Canvas) 

CBE#3: Shakespeare is a master of allusion (again, make sure to look up any terms that you don’t know). Identify and transcribe a passage that contains a literary allusion in Act 1 or 2 of Midsummer Night’s Dream (please see helpful internet sources listed on our Canvas page for help with biblical or classical allusions). Why do writers allude to other works or to religious myths? How does the allusion you have identified exemplify these general functions? What does it achieve more specifically? Why might Shakespeare have made the allusion to this particular work or myth in this particular play? What sorts of meanings, possibilities or questions does the allusion introduce into his work? Be prepared to share with the class.
1/29: A Midsummer Night’s Dream (finish the play)  

 McDonald, “Theater à la mode,” read section on “Comedy” (Canvas) 


  Northrop Frye, “The Argument of Comedy” (Canvas) 

CB#3: MND has two settings: Athens and the woods. For your entry this time, select two passages that describe some aspect of these two settings (one passage for Athens, one for the woods). What do these passages tell us about the settings? How would you describe the relationship between these settings? If you were a director, what would you emphasize about each setting? How would you go about emphasizing it? How does Shakespeare use the different settings to develop thematic conflicts and oppositions in the play? (hint, reading Frye and McDonald first might help!). Again, be ready to share your answers with the class. 
2/3: The Globe A Midsummer Night’s Dream (link to this production on Canvas, watch in its entirety)
MacDonald, “Performances, Playhouses, and Players” (Canvas) 
CB #4: Transcribe and analyze Theseus’s speech on the “the lunatic, the lover, and the poet” in 5.1. What does it suggest about the relationship between the main plot (the lovers) and the subplot (Bottom and his friends) in MND? Why might Shakespeare have included the business with Bottom and his fellows? What ideas/themes/concerns does the subplot develop? In considering this question, you should think about about the McDonald reading for today. Again, be ready to share your answers with the class.
2/5: Richard III, Act 1

McDonald, “Politics” chapter, including Tudor Homily on Disobedience (Canvas)


McDonald, “Theater à la Mode,” read sections on “History” and “Tragedy” (Canvas)  
CB #5: from now on, you are on your own finding passages and topics of interest to you, although I will sometimes provide directions in class. 

2/10: Richard III (finish the play)
Machiavelli, The Prince, chapters 14-26 (any edition, including the one available online)

2/12: Richard III, cont. 
2/17: Much Ado about Nothing 
2/19: Much Ado about Nothing  
2/26: As You Like It, Act 1 
Ovid, “Iphis and Ianthe” (Canvas) 
2/28: As You Like It 
3/2: As You Like It 

3/4: Group Performance Day (see assignment on canvas)
3/10-12: Spring Break 
3/17: Midterm Exam. Bring blue books and pen or pencil to class

3/19: Hamlet, Act 1
“Tragedy Notes” by Dr. Doty (Canvas) 
Reread Homily on Disobedience and McDonald on Tragedy 
3/24: Hamlet, Acts 2-3 
3/26: Hamlet, finish play
Montaigne, “To Philosophize is to Learn How to Die” (Canvas)
3/30: Hamlet, cont. 
4/2: Othello, Act 1
4/7: Othello, finish play
4/9: Othello, cont. 

Mary Beard, “The Public Voice of Women” (Canvas)
4/14: CLASS CANCELED FOR SONNET RECITALS
4/16: Macbeth, Act 1
Due to me in class: Commonplace Books
4/21: Macbeth 
4/23: Macbeth 
Due to me in class: All Commonplace Books

4/28: Group Performances—Groups 1-2
Due to me in class: Peer reviews 
4/30: Group Performances –Groups 3-4
Due to me in class: Peer reviews 
Due on canvas by 11:59: group project papers

5/5, 10:00-12:00: Final Exam. Please bring blue books and a pen or pencil. Mark your calendars--there will be no make-ups.
