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Prologue

LEARNING TO
“SEE BETTER”



Each of Shakespeare’s plays depicts a human predicament and attempts a solution. The predicaments are personal, political, social (in other words: human), and the solutions, whether comically successful or tragically ill timed, come from characters whose motivations and mistakes are recognisably contemporary. In reading these plays we encounter life’s predicaments and characters’ strategies for dealing with them. In other words, Shakespeare offers us strategies for survival and success.


This is a book about life. It is also a book about Shakespeare. Or perhaps that should be the other way round: Shakespeare first, life second? Whatever (as they say in America); what you will, or as you like it (as Shakespeare says). It doesn’t really matter because in my book (where book is a metaphor for a code of conduct, a guiding principle) the two are the same.


I didn’t always think this way. In fact I have been trained not to think this way. Literary criticism is increasingly sophisticated, and it finds increasingly sophisticated ways of reading Shakespeare. For the last several decades it has not been fashionable for professional Shakespearians to talk about Shakespeare characters as if they were real people living real lives. (They are not, of course; but, as critic Robert N. Watson points out, we are.) Academics talk about epistemology and representation and semiotics and différance and liminality and cultural positions, and these are all things worth talking about. But so is Shakespeare as life, and as a guide to life—as I found out in 1999.


Occasionally we have an annus horribilis; 1999 was mine. I broke my heart and had a delayed adolescence. My investments plummeted and I went down with pneumonia. To cap it all, my cleaning lady threw out the handwritten manuscript of my new book. Because I happened to be in the United States at the time, and because the United States is the land of self-help philosophy, I did what you would expect. I read my way through the entire self-help section of my local bookstore. And that’s when I realised that I had read it all before: in Shakespeare.


I had always known that Shakespeare was a cultural icon. Now I understood he was a self-help guru. I had my very own life coach.


My father was dying; I read Hamlet. No, not that play about assassination but the one about a young man who can’t get over his father’s death. That’s what Hamlet is about. I had a tempestuous Latin boyfriend so I studied Shakespeare’s bad boys: Petruchio, Troilus, Diomedes. I was approaching forty; I read Antony and Cleopatra for examples of midlife career and romance. Everything I needed to know in life I learned from Shakespeare.


Shakespeare’s situations are as familiar to human beings and the human heart today as they were four hundred years ago. You may not have been shipwrecked in Illyria, but that is not what Twelfth Night is about. It is about loving someone who doesn’t love you back; it is about being obsessed and behaving excessively. If you have ever pondered your employer’s strategies, your enemy’s motives, your friend’s childhood, your colleague’s errors, your own insecurities or your partner’s faults (even your partner’s insecurities, or your own faults!) you have participated in a Shakespeare play, whether as actor, audience or critic.


Actors will tell you that they approach Shakespeare’s plays first through character and situation; audiences respond first to character and situation; the daily drama of our lives also revolves around the palpable emotional realities of character and situation. With Shakespeare, as with life, we’re simply trying to get our heads round the thoughts and nature of the woman who rejects a man, the guy who pursues a girl, the father who misunderstands a daughter, the politician who takes a country to war . . .


Thus, Shakespeare is not just a poet and playwright: he’s a psychologist. In bookstores and libraries Shakespeare appears in the drama section, the literature section, and sometimes even in the poetry section. He should also be in the self-help section. In today’s school curriculum crisis, where Shakespeare’s relevance is increasingly questioned and attacked, we overlook this crucial fact: Shakespeare’s plays show us human lives in all their perplexing and unpredictable variety. They show us choices, good and bad; they show us predicaments, tragic and comic; they show us characters, complex and shallow. They show us ourselves.


This is not to claim, as Harold Bloom does, that Shakespeare invented the human. He didn’t. But he understood it. Shakespeare’s plays show us our own situations writ large, our own character writ large. It is this understanding of the interaction between character and situation that makes Shakespeare a psychologist before the field of psychology existed as a profession. Our lives are simply stories whose conclusions are not yet scripted, and we are characters in our own dramas.


We live our lives through stories. When we ask our partner or flatmate: “How was your day?” what we are really saying is: “Tell me the story of your day”. Stories shape experience for us, help us process the world.


Some stories get told over and over again. The story of Eve in Christian tradition replays the story of Pandora in pagan tradition: both women allow curiosity to get the better of them, Eve eating the forbidden apple and Pandora opening the sealed box. Both stories are attempts to explain how evil got into the world, implicit warnings to us not to repeat these mistakes. But these are a specific subgenre of story: myth. Myths prescribe whereas stories explore. Whereas myths tell us how we must live, stories (in the words of critic Carolyn Heilbrun) tell “how we might learn to live”. And no storyteller explores more astutely how we might live than Shakespeare.
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In The Gift of Fear, Gavin de Becker’s brilliant and compassionate handbook for survival, de Becker advises us all to approach situations from someone else’s point of view. De Becker is a psychologist who works as a security adviser to high-risk clients such as Hollywood stars and US government officials. He points out that when we are confronted with out-of-character behaviour (usually in the form of unexpected violence) we respond with incredulity: “Who could have predicted it?” “Who would have imagined it?” These are the typical responses of family and friends on the television news. As the French surrealist playwright Eugène Ionesco wrote, “You can only predict things after they have happened”. But for de Becker, no action is ever unpredictable or out of character. Everything is imaginable—and hence predictable—if only we learn to approach things from another’s point of view. And prediction is the first step to prevention.


To see things from another’s point of view requires imagination. It takes practice. It is difficult. Sometimes it is impossible until one has experienced the same situation. Youth cannot imagine old age—until it ages. Happiness cannot imagine misery—until caught in the same despair. When King Lear puts his daughters through a love test, asking them to quantify their emotions, Cordelia refuses to cooperate. She sees things only from her stance—youthful, principled, inflexibly honest. Would she have behaved this way if, for one moment, she had seen things from her elderly father’s point of view? If she had seen that beneath the bizarre test lay an old man’s fear of being unloved? It’s a sobering thought that we might create tragedy simply by being unimaginative.


But the good news is we can avoid tragedy by exercising our imagination.


I have been practising the Shakespeare/de Becker approach in my own life for several years. No situation is too trivial. A few years ago my husband and I were trying to buy a house whose historic interest meant that any renovations were subject to strict restrictions. It transpired that the vendor’s multiple improvements had never received the required approval; this made the property a legal liability. Negotiations dragged on for months with the vendor becoming more and more defensive. Perplexed by her intransigence, I tried to see things from her point of view. Immediately, the situation became clear. She thought she had created a “home”; the authorities thought she had behaved like a vandal. She had “improved” her house; the authorities were implicitly criticising her taste. She was an innocent widow; the authorities made her feel criminal. Had we failed to complete this purchase it would not have been a personal tragedy. But the clash between our surveyor’s letter-of-the-law attitude and the seller’s domestic emotional investment was not so far from the standoff between Cordelia’s ruthless application of principle and Lear’s emotional vulnerability (indeed, in A Thousand Acres, Jane Smiley’s Pulitzer Prize-winning update of King Lear, Smiley rewrites the Cordelia character as a lawyer). Seeing things from the vendor’s point of view resulted in a change of rhetorical tactic (and a happy ending for all concerned).


Stories, then, present us with roles we might not yet imagine and outcomes we might not be able to envisage. “See better”, Kent’s injunction to Lear, is not just a moral injunction to a morally blind monarch. It is an encouragement to us all; it is a constant refrain in this book. (What can we see behind the angry person? One who feels frustrated at his or her lack of control? What can we see behind the jealous partner? A vulnerable person permanently afraid of loss?) To see better is to see ourselves better, to see the world better, to imagine causes and consequences. And Shakespeare’s stories enable us to try out other people’s points of view, to see the world from a different perspective, to live other people’s stories.


Like all good storytellers, like all good life coaches, Shakespeare doesn’t legislate. He invites us to explore our emotions and judgements. He asks questions; he gives suggestions; he offers possibilities; he comforts and encourages; he coaches. Ultimately he helps us take control of the plot in our own life; he helps us discover our self.
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Shakespeare’s century saw the beginning of self-help literature. The sixteenth-century movement known as “humanism”, with its interest in cultivating the individual, saw the publication of a flurry of texts designed to help individuals develop their potential. Like today’s self-help books, these manuals focused on a specific aspect of personal life. They range from the politically pragmatic—Machiavelli’s advice that the ruler appear religious, for example—to the physically impossible—Castiglione’s instruction that the ideal courtier “be neither extremely short nor tall”.


My favourite is the Galateo of Giovanni della Casa (1503–56), which enjoyed huge popularity in England after its first English translation in 1576. Della Casa instructs the courtier how (not) to blow his nose: “Nor should you, when you have blown your nose, open your handkerchief and gaze into it, as though pearls and rubies must have descended from your brain”.


The quintessential humanist thinker in Shakespeare is Hamlet. Unlike the mediæval Everyman (who acts representatively), Hamlet is defined by his capacity to think individually. And what he thinks about is what it means to be human. “What a piece of work is a man, how noble in reason” (2.2.303–4), he tells Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. He agonises over the fact that humanity can encompass two such different (but related) specimens as his father and his uncle.


The sixteenth century thought and wrote about what it means to be human and how to improve one’s behaviour and change one’s attitudes. There is thus nothing anachronistic about us reading Shakespeare today as self-help literature, for advice about humanity and identity and personal relations.
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So what kind of book is this? Is it a self-help book that draws its illustrative material from Shakespeare? Or is it an introduction to Shakespeare in the guise of a genre we all understand: self-help? The answer is: it’s both.


We read self-help books for the same reason we read literature. To find solace and inspiration. To find guidance and advice. To find comfort: comfort that we are not alone, that others have shared our experience. Shakespeare and self-help will always overlap.


After Shakespeare my favourite author is Homer. In The Odyssey Odysseus recounts his life story to King Alcinous. This lengthy narrative takes up three books, nine through twelve, and book thirteen begins, “Odysseus’s story was finished”. Here “story” means the narrative of Odysseus’s adventures, the events of his life. Later in book thirteen Odysseus invents an elaborate story to conceal his identity. He explains that he is a murderer in exile, providing multiple and specific details to enhance plausibility. The narrative finished, Homer comments, “That was Odysseus’s story”. “Story” here is a synonym for fiction. Where There’s a Will There’s a Way is a book about stories as fiction and stories as life. There is not much difference between the two. Storytellers from Homer to Shakespeare, and from Shakespeare to Sondheim, have long known this.


I do not invoke Sondheim here just for the alliteration. A few years ago a friend called Eugenie lived with my husband and me. Eugenie is a nun from Burma. She had been brought up in the jungle before entering the convent as a teenager; her order sent her to England to improve her English. One day when I had the flu and was unable to attend the Sondheim musical I had booked for the evening, I asked Eugenie if she would like the theatre tickets. “What is theatre?” she asked.


What is theatre?! I suppose there had been no opportunity—or need—for theatre in the jungle or the convent. But what wouldn’t I have given to have accompanied Eugenie that evening and witnessed her reaction.


As it happened, she phoned me from the theatre foyer at 10.30 p.m. Unable to contain her excitement, unable to wait till she arrived home, she had to phone. “Laurie”, she exclaimed, “I love theatre.” Then: “Is it a true story?”


From that night on, her appetite for theatre, film, video—and for Oxford University Press’s series of language learner’s classics (classics of English fiction, retold at different linguistic levels to suit five stages of beginner)—was insatiable. And always the same first question: “Is this a true story?” The Picture of Dorian Gray—a true story? Gulliver’s Travels—a true story? One day she discovered a video film of Measure for Measure (attracted by the picture of the nun on the box). I was dubious about her language ability, to say nothing of her potential reaction to a tale of sexual harassment. I summarised the plot for her. Her reaction: “What a sad story.” Then: “Is it true?”


This book is my response to Eugenie’s recurrent question. Yes, Eugenie, they are all true stories.





One

IDENTITY



Who is it that can tell me who I am?


—King Lear


“Know thyself” is the great message of life and literature, from the Delphi oracle to Shakespeare, from Greek tragedy to weekly therapy sessions. This might sound like a cliché, but clichés are simply truths with which we’ve become bored.


Knowing yourself, finding yourself, being yourself is simple in theory but hard in practice. “Of course I believe in free will. What choice do I have?” I don’t know who said this but the theological paradox encapsulates a tension equally applicable to personal identity: the tension between what is determined for us (the expectations and baggage we inherit from family, from society) and what is determined by us (the choices we make). Who we are or how we see ourselves begins before we’re even aware of the process. Some of the influences on us are barely perceptible; they’re in the air that we breathe. Being yourself is the subject, explicit and implicit, of most of the chapters in this book. This chapter is specifically about the multiple and hidden pressures that influence our developing selves, the stuff that comes from society or parents or friends.


These are large topics (parents and friends even get chapters to themselves in this book). Shakespeare consistently intertwines them, however, by focusing on the personal name—the verbal marker of identity that is given to us the moment we enter the world. How does our name influence our sense of personal identity?


Margaret Atwood raises this question in her short story “Gertrude Talks Back”. Gertrude tells her son, “I always thought it was a mistake calling you Hamlet. I mean, what kind of name is that for a young boy? . . . I wanted to call you George”. Implicit in her comic confession is the notion that Hamlet’s life might have been very different had he been called something else. The fifteen-year-old narrator of Mark Haddon’s award-winning novel The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time negotiates this issue from a related angle as he contemplates his name, Christopher:


My name . . . means carrying Christ and it comes from the Greek words χριστος (which means Jesus Christ) and φερειν and it was the name given to St Christopher because he carried Jesus Christ across a river . . . Mother used to say that it meant Christopher was a nice name because it was a story about being kind and helpful, but I do not want my name to mean a story about being kind and helpful. I want my name to mean me.


What does it mean for a “name to mean me”? This is Shakespeare’s most recurrent question in his exploration of identity.
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I should begin by confessing that I have a vested interest in this topic. As names go, “Laurie Maguire” is a mean trick to play on a baby. In America, where Lauries and Loris abound, my first name wouldn’t be a problem. For me, growing up in Scotland, however, it was a headache: it’s a boy’s name, it’s an abbreviation, it’s a surname. It’s not a name to give a girl. A girl named Laurie is as ridiculous as a boy named Sue.


Compound “Laurie” with “Maguire”—spelled the Irish rather than the Scottish way—and you have a recipe for disaster. (And why should my grandfather spell his name Maguire when all his relatives were McGuire? Because his father had one too many celebratory whiskies on his way to register the birth, that’s why.)


At the start of every school year, in every subject, throughout primary and secondary school, I was called upon to spell my name. How I hated being singled out in a class of Annes and Elizabeths, Smiths and Browns. How I identified with Groucho Marx’s character in A Night in Casablanca: “No, that’s not my name, I’m just breaking it in for a friend”. A name is more than a label; it’s a character, a shorthand, a set of associations. It’s your identity: it is who you are.


And if you don’t like it, your name is not merely a word; it’s a sentence.


My name was awkward and attention-calling. But the baggage that goes with names can be unequivocally positive. When I met my husband, Peter Friend, I was enchanted by the associations of his name: a rock, a supporter. Bonum nomen, bonum omen: good name, good omen. Peter Friend boded well, and I wasn’t the only one to think so. When the BBC did a series of television programmes about the hospital where Peter was a consultant surgeon, a reviewer pounced with delight on his name and that of his colleague, Chris Constant. If you’re going to be ill, she observed, you want to be looked after by doctors with names like Peter Friend and Chris Constant.


Reading names in this way—that is, seeing an association between an individual’s label and his or her identity—was an interpretive reflex to Elizabethans. (It’s called “onomancy”.) It didn’t matter if you believed that names created identity (that a “Theophilus” would grow up to be a “lover of god”) or that names simply reflected identity (“Septimus” is always going to be a seventh son), the point was that names had meaning. It was up to the individual to fulfil that meaning or ignore it. The Renaissance belief in onomancy led to a number of books designed to help parents and godparents choose an inspiring and appropriate name for a newborn and to help others live up to (if good) or refute (if bad) the meanings of their names.


The French author Montaigne (1533–92), whose essays were translated into English in 1603, gives an example of the kind of effect good names could have. A licentious young man, preparing to have sex with a young woman, happened to ask her name. On being told it was Mary he was immediately overcome by the depravity of his intended action to the bearer of a sacred name; he not only dressed and left but founded a convent dedicated to the Virgin Mary.


In Shakespeare’s day it was still customary for godparents to choose the names of their godchildren. The baptismal ceremony was a ceremony for children and godparents (the mother was not present, having not yet been “churched” after childbirth). Whether godparents chose the newborn’s name in consultation with the parents is not clear. Since godparents often gave their own names to their godchildren—as Hamnet and Judith Sadler did to Shakespeare’s twins, Hamnet and Judith—the parents could indirectly register their choice of children’s name through their choice of godparents. In any case, baptismal practice changed during the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries with more and more parents assuming responsibility for naming their off-spring. Nonetheless, as late as 1696 a distressed father and neighbours prevailed upon a vicar to rebaptise a child “Thomas” after the baby’s godfather had christened him “Job”. To a society that viewed names as a form of behavioural predestination, Job hardly augured well.


All of a sudden I feel a whole lot better about being called Laurie. It means victorious—from the Latin laurel, the garland of bay leaves awarded to winners.
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The play in which Shakespeare offers the most sustained investigation of name and identity is Romeo and Juliet. In this play the young lovers try to break away from the identity imposed by their families and the Veronese society of which they are prominent members. Shakespeare encapsulates these social pressures—behavioural expectations, family pressures, tradition, inheritance—in two words: the surnames Montague and Capulet.


Juliet poses the play’s key question, “What’s in a name?”, in a soliloquy after the ball at her father’s house. Her family, the Capulets, are engaged in a long-standing feud with another Veronese family, the Montagues. Despite the Montagues’ conspicuous and deliberate exclusion from the Capulets’ guest list, young Romeo Montague and his friends gate-crash the Capulet party. He and Juliet meet, converse and fall in love, ignorant of each other’s name or family. At the end of the ball they independently discover each other’s parentage, and at the beginning of the next scene Juliet, in her first moment of privacy, reflects on names, namelessness and identity. It is this dilemma that occupies her famous soliloquy: “O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo? / Deny thy father and refuse thy name” (2.2.33–34).


However, the name whose value she questions first is not the given name but the surname, Montague/Capulet. The history of hatred attached to these surnames makes it impossible for Romeo (a Montague) and Juliet (a Capulet) to love each other. Juliet argues that Romeo is an individual independent of his surname, and so his identity and actions cannot be programmed by his surname. Montague is simply a label, not a material part of identity: it is “nor hand nor foot / Nor arm nor face, nor any other part / Belonging to a man” (2.2.40–42). Thus, “a rose / By any other word would smell as sweet” (2.2.43–44).


From here she moves to the first name and toys with the idea of a Romeo who is neither a Montague nor a Romeo. Both names are irrelevant, she says, because Romeo would be himself whatever he’s called (2.2.45–47). Unknown to Juliet, Romeo stands below her window, eavesdropping on this fantasy of linguistic freedom and when he reveals his presence, Juliet asks in alarm, “What man art thou that . . . stumblest on my counsel” (that is, Who’s there?). The question is now impossible to answer as Romeo realises: “By a name / I know not how to tell thee who I am” (2.2.53–54). Humans need names.


The name may begin as a label (“how to tell thee who I am”), but it quickly becomes a part of our identity (“who I am”). Juliet uses a sartorial image (“doff thy name”), implying that a name is external and detachable, as easy to remove as a cap, but a few scenes later Romeo shows us how integral names are. Having accidentally killed Juliet’s cousin Tybalt, he shelters in Friar Lawrence’s cell, weeping in despair. When Juliet’s nurse arrives, she explains that Juliet collapses whenever Romeo’s name is mentioned. Romeo turns to the friar and pleads, “tell me, / In what vile part of this anatomy / Doth my name lodge? Tell me, that I may sack / The hateful mansion” (3.3.105–8). His offer is not just a grand rhetorical gesture, a removal of the offensive name, but an overture to suicide as the friar’s next line reveals: “Hold thy desperate hand” (3.3.108). Clearly Romeo has his dagger poised to cut out his name. But he and his name are one.


When I took up my job in Oxford, the IT staff made an error with my name so all my e-mails were titled, “From: Lauren Maguire”. My inbox quickly filled with hurt e-mails from friends I’d known for twenty years: “I never knew your name was Lauren”, they wrote. Not to know someone’s name is not to know them as an individual, as the Bastard in King John realises. He plans to insult acquaintances by getting their name wrong: “if his name be George, I’ll call him Peter” (1.1.185). For better or for worse, our name is related to our identity.


The same holds true of surname changes. I am surely not the only woman to have experienced an identity crisis when my husband expected me to take his surname. To him this was a personal gift; to me it was unbearable loss. It’s not that I was particularly fond of my surname—quite the contrary!—but it and I had been together a long time. I had embroidered it on my gym-shoe bag; I had corrected people’s spelling of it endlessly. I was attached to it (literally).


The inseparability of name and identity is seen repeatedly throughout Romeo and Juliet in both minor and major characters. The kitchen servants are aptly named Grindstone and Potpan. The musicians all have musical names: Simon Catling (a lute string), Hugh Rebeck (a violin) and James Soundpost (a peg on the bridge of a stringed instrument). Juliet’s name means “born in July”; her nurse tells us that she was born on Lammas Eve (31 July). And Romeo, whose name means “pilgrim”, fulfils his name when he meets Juliet. He holds her hand, justifying this presumptuous advance on the grounds that palm to palm is a pilgrim’s action; he offers his lips as “two blushing pilgrims” ready to pay homage.


In loving Juliet, Romeo is living up to his name, is fulfilling his destiny and has become himself; the pilgrim has found his shrine, reached his object of veneration. To “doff” his name would therefore mean not to love Juliet, not to be Romeo, to deny his identity. Shedding a name is not the simple action Juliet imagines. We see this today in the pop world with “The Artist Formerly Known as Prince”. He could only deny his name by invoking it; a name is for life. (And so in 2005 he reverted to “Prince”.)


Perhaps Romeo should answer Juliet’s question as to who’s there with “The suitor formerly known as Romeo”.
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We no longer assign names with the expectation that the name’s origin will reflect or influence the bearer: Kirk Douglas need not be a Scotsman who lives near a church (“kirk”) and a dark blue river (Gaelic “douglas”). Nonetheless, the popularity of baby name books, complete with lists of origins, literary precedents and historical fashions, suggests a degree of residual if temporary onomancy. And parents’ acknowledgement that they chose a name because they liked its associations (with relatives, friends or celebrities) is simply a diluted variant of etymology (the name still has an origin). If our naming practices are no longer demonstrably motivated, however, our reading practices are, at least if Reader’s Digest columns of apt names and professions are anything to go by: Les Plack, a dentist; Mr Flood, a urologist; Shearer’s, a barber’s shop. In 2001 a Brazilian father was prevented by the authorities from naming his son Osama bin Laden; nine years earlier he had been prevented from naming a son Saddam Hussein. Legal intervention was deemed necessary because there is an association between the person’s label and his or her identity. To name a child Hitler or Saddam Hussein today is as ominous as christening a child Job was in the Renaissance. We assume that the child’s identity will be formed by their name.


Throughout his work Shakespeare is alert to the significance of his characters’ names. The name of the fool in Twelfth Night, Feste, aptly reflects his profession, as does that of his Puritan opponent, Malvolio (ill will). Consider the pacifist Benvolio (goodwill) in Romeo and Juliet. The soothsayer who prophesies harmony at the end of Cymbeline is aptly named Philharmonus (love of harmony). In 2 Henry IV Falstaff requests Pistol’s exit with an anachronistic pun on his name: “Discharge yourself of our company Pistol” (2.4.137). In As You Like It both Celia and Rosalind choose relevant disguise names (“something that hath a reference to my state”; 1.3.127), Aliena (the estranged one) and Ganymede (Jove’s epicene page), as does Imogen in Cymbeline, whose alias, Fidele, is remarked approvingly by her new master: “Thy name well fits thy faith; thy faith thy name” (4.2.381).


But although Shakespeare’s plays repeatedly offer a relation between name and identity, they protest against the concept of name as destiny. In 2 Henry IV, written a few years after Romeo and Juliet, the minor characters Samson Stockfish and Francis Feeble do not have the profession or trait that their names imply. These characters are, as critic Anne Barton argues, “celebrations of human freedom, self-conscious assertions that even fictional characters can defy their names”. Shakespeare says: your family can name you, but they cannot tell you who you are.
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