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PROLOGUE Why Shakespeare and Psychology?





  For more than a century—ever since Freud diagnosed Hamlet with an Oedipus complex—Will Shakespeare has been the object of psychological analyses. Now we propose to turn the tables: to tell how the Bard himself understood the brain, behavior, and the inner workings of the human mind. And that’s why we two psychologists have ventured into the world of the Bard, hoping that we can illuminate the psychological aspects of Shakespeare’s work that have never before been gathered in one volume. Here is a brief overview of what we found:




  Even today, there exists no better depiction of a psychopath than Richard III, no more poignant portrayal of dementia than King Lear, nor a more unforgettable illustration of obsessive-compulsive disorder than Lady Macbeth’s attempts to wash away the damn’d blood spot. What has not been revealed so completely before, however, are the many forms of mental illness Shakespeare described in terms that we can associate with our twenty-first-century conception of mental disorders as described in the psychiatric manual known as the DSM-5.




  Nor was Shakespeare’s psychology limited to mental disorders. His fascination with human nature ranged across the psychological spectrum, from brain anatomy to personality, cognition, emotion, perception, lifespan development, and states of consciousness. To illustrate, we have stories to tell involving astrology, potions, poisons, the four fluids called “humors,” anatomical dissections of freshly hanged criminals, and a mental hospital called Bedlam—all showing how his perspective was grounded in the medicine and culture of his time.




  And yet Will Shakespeare’s intellect, curiosity, and temperament allowed him to glimpse ideas and issues that would become important in psychological science centuries later. So, here we retell of his fashioning the felicitous phrase nature-nurture for Prospero to utter in frustration with Caliban; we also tell how the nature-nurture dichotomy became central in psychology’s quest to understand the tension between heredity and environment. Then, in Measure for Measure, he made audiences puzzle over the related issue: Which exerts the greater influence on human behavior: internal traits or the external situation? And in Hamlet, he explored the push-pull between reason and emotion in the mind of a seemingly dithering prince.




  Ever the keen observer of human behavior, ever the proto-psychologist, Mr. Shakespeare (see figure P.1) serves up tales highlighting flaws of human cognition. In Othello, we watch the general’s losing battle with confirmation bias and the “green-eyed monster.” At Elsinore, we hear of Hamlet’s struggle with the rationalist delusion. And at Cawdor Castle, we witness Macbeth’s undoing, caught in the trap of the sunk cost heuristic—all some four hundred years before scientists Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman rediscovered these same concepts. Arguably, our man from Stratford even understood the concept that we now call cognitive dissonance.
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  Figure P.1 William Shakespeare portrait by the American artist George Henry Hall, 1896. Folger Digital Image Collection.




  Aside from bringing together the Bard’s own psychology, this book will show how his interest in mind and behavior ranged across the full spectrum of modern psychology, including topics that we now call biopsychology, neuro-science, social psychology, thinking and intelligence, motivation and emotion, andreason vs intuition. Granted, the psychological concepts he knew have evolved over the intervening centuries—for example, the Elizabethan notion of sensus communis eventually became “consciousness,” and the old idea of the humors morphed into our current understanding of hormones and neurotransmitters. Nevertheless, some of Mr. Shakespeare’s concerns seem especially timely today, as in the subplot of queer vs straight issues complicating the story of Troilus and Cressida and in Shylock’s telling of prejudices inflicted on ethnic minorities.




  To put our interest in Shakespeare more broadly but more simply, we see his works and modern psychology as providing different perspectives on the same ideas—two ways of looking at mind and behavior. It’s analogous to the two perspectives one sees in the Necker cube—a hoary illusion borrowed from the psychology of visual perception1 (figure P.2). The “cube” itself is, of course, merely a two-dimensional drawing on a flat surface that the brain interprets as a three-dimensional object. If you examine the cube for a while, you will suddenly see it “flip” so that you see it from a new angle. Try it before reading on!




  We would extend that notion even further, adding all the sciences, arts, and humanities. In doing so, we are suggesting that human knowledge is like a multidimensional web that interconnects ideas across disciplines with links that we have only begun to discover. It is a profound idea, yet one rarely taught—or perhaps, rarely learned. It is a concept that has been nearly lost as knowledge has exploded and disciplines have become more and more specialized and fragmented. Accordingly, we have written Psychology according to Shakespeare to nurture the notion of connections among diverse fields of knowledge.
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  Figure P.2 The Necker cube.




  
THE FOUR BIG ISSUES CONNECTING SHAKESPEARE AND PSYCHOLOGY




  In writing this book, we have found that Shakespeare and psychology have a shared interest in four big issues:




  

	
Heredity vs environment—Which influences us more: nature or nurture, biology or experience?




	
The person vs the situation—Do our responses to new situations depend more on our internal influences, such as our personality traits and biology, or on external influences, such as the demands of the social situations in which we find ourselves?




	
The nature of the human mind—Are we driven more by our conscious or unconscious thought processes?




	
Reason vs emotion—Have we Homo sapiens evolved to be rational beings who sometimes get swept away by emotional events? Or are we really emotional creatures who fancy ourselves as reasonable, but who only occasionally resort to reason?







  Accordingly, after the introductory chapter, the remainder of the book is organized in four parts, with each part focusing on one of these issues.
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INTRODUCTION Shakespeare’s Psychology and the Roots of Genius





  We sit in The Anchor with tall glasses of ale, musing about our stormy relationship with William Shakespeare. We are here because he finally won us over—and so has The Anchor. Still full of life after four hundred years, this venerable watering hole has served tipplers like us since Shakespeare trod the stage of the nearby Globe Theater on the south bank of the Thames (figure I.1). Its location makes it likely that he, too, drained a few pints here, perhaps scanning the crowd for interesting characters. Hangouts such as this were haunts for Elizabethan locals whom he may have turned into such memorable characters as Falstaff, Mistress Quickly, Doll Tearsheet, Bardolph, Pistol, and Bottom. We spot modern candidates for several of them.




  At a distance of four centuries, Shakespeare was not an easy fellow to befriend, and we suspect that we are not alone. Our teachers urged us to adore him for the beauty of his language—for words that, as Hamlet said, cascade “trippingly from the tongue.” Instead, we tripped over the “forsooths,” “anons,” “withals,” and “sirrhas.” Oh, he had a clever way with words—yet that was not how we finally connected with him.




  For Elizabethan audiences, of course, language was not the obstacle it presents for us. They were familiar with occupations such as tinker, fletcher, draper, and herald. They knew sports such as bowls and fencing, and everyday Elizabethan-English words, such as nonce, vouchsafe, dandle, and cuckold, that are no longer common. Nor did they struggle with the wordplay that slips over our heads because the pronunciation has changed.1 To Londoners of Shakespeare’s day, “hour” and “whore” sounded alike, so those attending As You Like It must have howled when they heard this:




  

     JAQUES: ’Tis but an hour ago since it was nine,And after one hour more ’twill be eleven;
And so, from hour to hour, we ripe and ripe,
And then, from hour to hour, we rot and rot;
And thereby hangs a tale.




  —As You Like It, 2.7.25–302







  Alas, the pun is usually lost on moderns, as are the meanings of other words that have changed: “brave” once meant handsome, “honest” meant pure, “quaint” was beautiful or ornate, “still” was a synonym for always or forever, while “want” meant need or lack. Likewise, Shakespeare’s audiences had no trouble understanding the references when Hamlet tells Horatio:




 

    I am but mad north-north-west. When the wind is southerly,
I know a hawk from a handsaw.




  —Hamlet, 2.2.402–3
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  Figure I.1 The Anchor, a venerable London pub, perched on the bank of the Thames River in Southwark. It was rebuilt in 1676 after the Great Fire. Shakespeare almost certainly had a pint or two here because it was only a stone’s throw from The Globe, the home of the Bard’s theater company.




  We do get the gist; we know Hamlet is saying that he has become distraught, but not insane. Yet we are left wondering what it is about a hawk that could be difficult to distinguish from a handsaw. Elizabethan audiences probably just smiled, knowing that this was a pun borrowed from the sport of hunting with hawks and falcons: in those days, another meaning of hawk was “pickaxe,” while handsaw was a pun on “hernshaw,” another word for heron.3




  Happily for the two of us—both psychologists—we have found much more in Shakespeare than his language. How else to explain why so many of the plays have been completely rewritten for the modern stage and screen? To name a few: West Side Story is Romeo and Juliet set in New York City; The Lion King was inspired by Hamlet; Scotland PA is a spoof on Macbeth; the acclaimed Japanese film Ran derives from King Lear; and Kiss Me Kate was Cole Porter’s musical update of The Taming of the Shrew. In the same vein, the Oregon Shakespeare Festival has embarked on a project to translate Shakespeare’s plays into modern English and present them alongside those in their original form. All these adaptations suggest that what appeals most about Shakespeare’s plays are the stories and the larger-than-life characters—really, ourselves writ large—who must deal with the same problems and emotions that we in the audience face, but on a grander scale. So, we see Romeo and Juliet falling in love across the boundaries of family enmity, the wives of Windsor deciding how to deal with a merry old lecher, and Macbeth being dragged down by ambition and pride. This is what we read into a line from Ben Jonson’s eulogy for his friend Will: “He was not of an age, but for all time.”4




  THE PSYCHOLOGY IN SHAKESPEARE




  It was at a performance of Cymbeline that one of us realized that the story of two young princes, abducted from their cradles and raised in the wilderness of Wales, was also Will Shakespeare’s exploration of the nature-nurture issue. It was an epiphany! Shakespeare was a psychologist—of sorts! That insight led us to a close reading of the canon—all thirty-eight plays—where we found a slew of psychological insights.5 Shakespeare seemed to have anticipated everything from Freudian ego defense mechanisms to cognitive dissonance theory.




  In our view, his best plays are also case studies disguised as tales that open wide a window into the recesses of the human mind. So, Othello is the model of a jealous general whose life unravels in a lethal rage. Lady Macbeth’s portrayal is a mental autopsy of obsessive-compulsive disorder, as she famously tries to wash the “damn’d spot” of blood from her hands. And Richard III is the psychopath who murders his way to the English throne (at least, in Shakespeare’s spin on English history). With such characterizations, the Bard’s work represents a great turning point in literature, as well as in our understanding of the human mind.6 Like no writer before him, he grasped the idea that people have private mental lives that he could reveal on stage, showing us their hidden thoughts, feelings, and motives. To be sure, others had dealt cursorily with matters of the mind, but none before had developed the art of getting the audience so fully inside the heads of their characters.




  Perhaps the most famous example comes from Hamlet, in which the prince returns home from college to discover that Uncle Claudius may have murdered his father and married his mother—who was likely a willing coconspirator. Clearly, “there is something rotten in the state of Denmark”7 because the uncle now wears the crown; Hamlet’s inheritance and status in the nobility of Denmark are uncertain. Nor are those the least of his woes; Hamlet also realizes that, as the logical heir, his life is in jeopardy. What’s a prince to do? Should he take revenge on his uncle . . . and his mother? Or should he decide “not to be,” that is, to escape the problem by suicide? Hamlet’s perfectly ordered world has turned upside down, and he sees no clear way to set it upright again. To refresh your memory, here is the prince’s private debate with himself:




  

     HAMLET: To be or not to be—that is the question: Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles
And by opposing, end them. To die, to sleep—
No more—and by a sleep to say we end
The heartache and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to—’tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wished. To die, to sleep—
To sleep, perchance to dream. Ay, there’s the rub
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,
Must give us pause: there’s the respect
That makes calamity of so long life;
For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,
The oppressor’s wrong, the proud man’s contumely,
The pangs of despis’d love, the law’s delay,
The insolence of office and the spurns
That patient merit of the unworthy takes,
When he himself might his quietus make
With a bare bodkin? who would fardels bear,
To grunt and sweat under a weary life,
But that the dread of something after death,
The undiscover’d country from whose bourn
No traveller returns, puzzles the will
And makes us rather bear those ills we have
Than fly to others that we know not of?
Thus conscience does make cowards of us all.




  —Hamlet, 3.1.64–91







  [Spoiler alert: Hamlet decides “to be”—although he unexpectedly finds himself not to be for long, as nearly everybody dies, and the Norwegians take over Denmark.]




  Hamlet’s words resonate only in his mind, of course, because to express them openly would be treason. Nonetheless, Shakespeare found a way for us to hear the prince’s ruminations. His solution: a theatrical device called a soliloquy, a speech that only the audience hears—much like an extended “aside.” While Shakespeare was not the first to employ the soliloquy, he was the first to use it to draw us so completely into the minds of his protagonists.




  Nor was William Shakespeare the first writer to comment extensively on mind and behavior. That honor may go to Plato, two millennia earlier. Likewise, if you want to know about the strong emotions that led to the Trojan War, read Homer.8 If you want to know about the mindset of young aristocrats in plague-scourged Italy, read Boccaccio. And if you want to know about love and lust in medieval England, read Chaucer.




  Shakespeare was simply the first playwright to bring so much psychology to the stage. Curiously, his contemporary, the Spanish writer Miguel de Cervantes, used much the same approach in his novel, Don Quixote, which takes readers deep into the mind of his Woeful Knight.9 Although (we think) Shakespeare and Cervantes never met, the fact that they simultaneously pioneered such similar psycho-literary devices seems no coincidence. Something seems to have been in the air during these times, and as Hamlet taught us, it is the artist’s job to hold up a mirror to nature.10




  The point is that Will Shakespeare—and Cervantes, too—was as much a psychologist as he was a wordsmith, even though psychology as a discipline, or even a word, did not yet exist.11 The redoubtable Shakespeare scholar Harold Bloom concurred. The central conceit of his tome Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human is that the Bard was a psychologist—a student of mind and behavior. And indeed, Shakespeare was an astute observer of human nature, human problems, personalities, and foibles; he was the quiet fellow at the bar observing everyone else.12 Never before had anyone dealt so broadly with the whole range of human emotions, desires, conflicts, and social interactions. And by doing so, we have discovered, he anticipated much of modern psychology, from observations on the brain to jealousy, rage, power, lust, flaws of memory, love, and its sometimes mirror image, mental illness.




  Bloom was not the first to see the psychology in Shakespeare. For years, textbooks have found the Bard’s works to be a rich source of quotes that illustrate mental processes, as when Hamlet says, “There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so” (Hamlet, 2.2.268–70), or when Iago speaks of jealousy as “the green-eyed monster which doth mock the meat it feeds on” (Othello, 3.3.196). Among the first to comment on the Shakespeare-psychology connection, psychoanalyst Ernest Jones proposed over a century ago that Hamlet loved his mother, perhaps a little too much.13 Most recently, psychologist Steven Pinker has argued that Shakespeare pioneered the psychology of morality in Measure for Measure.




  Will Shakespeare’s psychology is all the more remarkable because there is so much of it. As we will show, his plays are filled with his explorations of motivation, emotion, hallucinations, delusions, personalities, social interactions . . . and even what we now call psychotherapy. But from the perspective of his audiences, what Shakespeare seemed to do so well—what no one had done so well before—was to show us ourselves. That is, he identified the common themes of our private mental experiences and reflected them back to us on stage.




  WHY DOES SHAKESPEARE ENDURE?




  In Shakespeare’s London, theaters had to compete with exhibitions of bear-baiting, cock fights, and public hangings. Jousting tournaments and armed combat contests still occurred, even though they were remnants of the Middle Ages.14 Besides, there were public performances by musicians, acrobats, dancers, and puppeteers. Other pastimes included bowling and team sports resembling soccer, tennis, and badminton.15 Nevertheless, plays were popular entertainments among Londoners in Shakespeare’s time, and his company did well, filling the house with audiences eager to see characters like Falstaff, Hamlet, Rosalind, Juliet, and quasi-historical figures including Kings Henry V, Richard III, and Elizabeth’s father, Henry VIII.




  Using his ability to connect with diverse segments of his audiences, our playwright was a pioneer in the psychology of marketing. For the “groundlings”—ordinary folk who paid a penny (about the price of a pint of ale at The Anchor) to stand on the ground in front of the stage—he gave them characters like themselves: the yeomen, assorted “rustics,” whores, and cutpurses, along with Falstaff, Doll Tearsheet, and the Dromio twins, all on stage and larger than life. He also gave them familiar old tales, but always with a new and often bawdy twist. Here, from The Taming of the Shrew, is an example that modern readers can easily understand, as Petruchio and his reluctantly betrothed Kate are matching wits:




  

     PETRUCHIO: Come, come, you wasp! I’faith you are too angry.




  KATHERINE: If I be waspish, best beware my sting.




  PETRUCHIO: My remedy is then to pluck it out.




  KATHERINE: Ay, if the fool could find where it lies.




  PETRUCHIO: Who knows not where a wasp does wear his sting? In his tail.




  KATHERINE: In his tongue.




  PETRUCHIO: Whose tongue?




  KATHERINE: Yours, if you talk of tales, and so farewell.




  PETRUCHIO: What, with my tongue in your tail?




  —Taming of the Shrew, 2.1.222–31







  To be sure, Shakespeare was a cunning linguist.




  To entice spectators with some education (and who could afford the shilling required for a bench seat), he included more sophisticated references to current events, the heroes and villains from English history, and the Greek and Roman classics, particularly Homer and Ovid. As for nobility in the audience, their ancestors strutted and fretted in the history plays, portrayed in the best possible light, of course.16 Especially mindful of his Queen, Shakespeare took pains to depict Elizabeth’s forebears approvingly, particularly her father, the much-married Henry VIII. The Bard was not so kind to the Tudor family’s rivals, however, even when it meant trifling with the truth. So, the family nemesis, Richard III, became Shakespeare’s arch-villain, even though he was actually a good king, as English kings come and go.17




  To fill the seats, Shakespeare had still other tricks up his ruffled sleeve. Appealing to a populace under the constant threat of war, his historical plays reassured the citizenry that all would be well for England and correspondingly bad for the dreaded Spaniards and the despised French. For those seeking the romance of exotic places, he set plays in Denmark, Italy, Sicily, Spain, France, Greece, Egypt, Turkey, the Balkans, and even the New World. For those in love with love, he offered up Much Ado about Nothing, Love’s Labour’s Lost, Midsummer Night’s Dream, and a dozen more. For those who adored gardens and plants, his plays mention nearly two hundred flowers, shrubs, herbs, and trees. And for fans of a little mayhem or a good murder, the plays snuff seventy-four characters in sundry ways, including stabbing, drowning, beheading, poisoning, hanging, burying to the neck, dismemberment, snakebite, indigestion, being torn apart by a bear, and baked in a pie.




  Of course, our Shakespeare never knew that his works would remain popular with audiences down to the present day. We infer this because he published none of his own plays, yet they did endure. And their most pervasive influence may have been on our language. Yes, we’re admitting that we have come to appreciate his use of language, particularly his shaping of the English language. All told, the fellow is said to have coined several thousand words (or at least penned them for the first time), among them auspicious, baseless, castigate, dwindle, discontent, circumstantial, monumental, sanctimonious, madcap, moon-beam, bloodstained, cold-blooded, lackluster, premeditated, watchdog, and obscene.18 Consider, too, the many Shakespearean expressions we use so often that they have become clichés, among them:




 

	“It’s Greek to me” (Julius Caesar, 1.2.295)




	“All that glisters is not gold” (Merchant of Venice, 2.7.73)




	“In a pickle” (The Tempest, 5.1.337–38)




	“Clothes make the man” (Hamlet, 1.3.78)19





	“A laughing stock” (The Merry Wives of Windsor, 3.1.85)




	“Wear my heart upon my sleeve” (Othello, 1.1.44)




	“Break the ice” (The Taming of the Shrew, 1.2.271)




	“Bated breath” (Merchant of Venice, 1.3.116)




	“Brave new world” (The Tempest, 5.1.217)




	“Dead as a doornail” (Henry VI, Part 2, 4.10.38)




	“Eaten me out of house and home” (Henry IV, Part 2, 2.1.76)




	“Foregone conclusion” (Othello, 3.3.486)




	“Good riddance” (Troilus and Cressida, 2.1.124)




	“In my heart of hearts” (Hamlet, 3.2.78)20





	“In my mind’s eye” (Hamlet, 1.1.124 and 1.2.193)




	“Kill with kindness” (The Taming of the Shrew, 4.1.188)




	“One fell swoop” (Macbeth, 4.3.258)







  Even the seemingly modern “knock-knock” jokes may have started with a comic-relief scene in Macbeth, in which the Porter exclaims, “Knock, knock! Who’s there?” (2.3.3).




  Yet for us, as psychologists, the first connection was the psychology itself. As we pushed through the canon, we found not just the soliloquies and case studies but plays shot through with observations on dozens of topics still prominent in modern psychology. One example comes again from Hamlet, where our ambivalent hero plots to smoke out his father’s murderers, whom he suspects are his Uncle Claudius and his mother, Queen Gertrude. Hamlet craftily hires a theatrical troupe to stage a play called The Murder of Gonzago,21 in which a monarch is poisoned in much the same way as Hamlet suspects that his father was killed. When the player-queen later proclaims everlasting love for the husband she has just dispatched, Hamlet turns to his mother and says, “Madam, how do you like this play?” Whereupon Queen Gertrude replies, “The lady doth protest too much, methinks.” For Hamlet, it was an example of what Freud would later call reaction formation, an exaggerated denial of one’s own motives.22




  Another example comes from Julius Caesar, where Cassius tries to persuade Brutus to join a plot to assassinate Caesar and save the Roman Republic. Cassius says:




 

    Men at some time are masters of their fates:
The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars,
But in ourselves, that we are underlings.




  —Julius Caesar, 1.2.145–47







  With these words, Shakespeare identifies the all-too-human tendency to blame our fears and failings on forces beyond our control, when the fault really lies in ourselves. Three centuries later, Freud dubbed this displacement; now psychologists would call it the self-serving bias.23




  We will see, too, that Shakespeare focused entire plays on psychological themes. Here, briefly, are some examples to be fleshed out in coming chapters:






	
Henry V is ostensibly about the conquest of France by England’s greatest hero. But it is also about the psychology of motivation and leadership: how a military leader prepares his troops for battle against seemingly impossible odds.




 	
The Merchant of Venice is a tale of cultural conflict that also explores the psychology of antisemitic prejudice.




 	
King Lear deals with the problems of inheritance. In addition, it reveals the treacherous journey through the decline of old age. As early as the mid-nineteenth century, doctors recognized Lear’s condition as a form of senile dementia.24





 	
Othello, we have seen, explores how the emotions of jealousy and jealous rage can become the “green-eyed monster” that disastrously overrules reason. Likewise, in The Winter’s Tale, jealous rage also ruins relationships.




 	
The Two Noble Kinsmen and The Two Gentlemen of Verona are studies of gender roles and male bonding, from an Elizabethan perspective.




 	
The Tempest, like Cymbeline, explores the nature-nurture (heredity vs. environment) issue. The Tempest is also the play for which Shakespeare coined the term nature-nurture.




	And of course, many plays in the Shakespearean canon deal with the emotion of love, in one way or another. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, we learn that “the course of true love never did run smooth.” Then in Romeo and Juliet, Antony and Cleopatra, Love’s Labour’s Lost, Much Ado About Nothing, As You Like It, and Taming of the Shrew, we discover just how rough that course can be.







  We cannot know whether Mr. Shakespeare deliberately and consciously articulated these issues to himself. Nevertheless, we can see them as themes weaving through his plays. Because they are so fundamental to our understanding of mind and behavior, they must have resonated, at some level, with Elizabethan audiences, as well as with us today, and so must have factored into his success as a playwright.




  WHERE DID THE BARD GET HIS PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE?




  A central argument of this book is that Shakespeare was a psychological observer of a world in transition between medieval and early modern times, identifying habits of mind and patterns in human behavior and culture that would later enter the knowledge base of modern psychology. In that sense, Antonio of The Tempest was anticipating psychology when he declared, “What’s past is prologue.”




  Even so, we must be wary of committing Bardolatry by giving Shakespeare more credit than he is due.25 As a product of his time, he was a Renaissance man with roots still deep in the medieval world. Accordingly, we should not be the least surprised that Shakespeare did not always get his psychology right by modern standards. For example, he often attributes temperaments to the positions of the planets or to the “humors” (body fluids), a view dating back to Galen and Hippocrates. Moreover, his plays frequently rely on devices based on superstition: sorcerers, witches, ghosts, prophetic dreams, astrology, and omens. The point is, while he was not always right, he was obviously fascinated by human behavior and was the first to reveal inner mental processes so extensively on stage.




  Does the Bard have anything to teach us moderns about human behavior and mental processes? Let us count the ways. For one, his perspective on behavior and mind was wider and more holistic than we find among most twenty-first-century psychologists, whose focus typically falls on narrow issues such as color vision, prejudice, IQ, or mental illness. For another, Shakespeare explores territory that remains largely ignored by today’s psychological science. To give just a few examples, Much Ado About Nothing and Othello both deal with jealousy and revenge, the Henry IV plays explore the desire for power, and The Merchant of Venice considers several of the Seven Deadly Sins.26 Most of these topics scarcely appear in psychological literature,27 yet we know that they have been factors in real-world tragedy from the time of the ancients—and an untapped reservoir of ideas for new psychological research.




  A third way that Mr. Shakespeare can teach us something about psychology is more surprising. He seems to have intuited some notions about the workings of the brain that, centuries later, neuroscientists would confirm using laboratory experiments and brain-scanning devices. We will take a closer look at some of these insights in upcoming chapters: one we now know as the functional shift and another we dub the Lady Macbeth effect. Most surprising of all (to your authors) was the discovery that Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure anticipated both the design and the results of Philip Zimbardo’s famous Stanford Prison Experiment. More about all of these anon.28




  In the following pages, then, we will highlight many psychological principles enunciated by Shakespeare. But we will also take the opportunity to point out some of the most important ideas in today’s scientific psychology and to discuss how those notions differ from the views held in Shakespeare’s time. This book, then, is about Shakespeare’s psychology and modern psychology—and about Shakespeare himself.
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  We have organized this volume according to issues, such as nature vs. nurture and reason vs. emotion, that were of obvious importance to the playwright and are still debated in modern psychology. In the following pages, then, we will discuss both his perspective and the views that twenty-first-century psychologists hold on these topics. With this approach, we hope to suggest a new way of looking at the old fellow and his works.




  For those readers who are not specialists in psychology, we hope to introduce you to a few new psychological concepts, as well as to suggest how you may have appeared through his psychological lens, had you shared a pint with him in The Anchor. Even more broadly, we hope to open a dialogue between psychology and literature, where the twain do not often meet.




  One further note of caution: Shakespeare did not necessarily hold all the opinions that he put in the mouths of his characters. So, we cannot say that we are always inferring a true picture of the Bard’s personal beliefs either from his writings or from the zeitgeist (worldview) of the times. We can safely assume, however, that what he wrote represented some mixture of his own views and those common in Elizabethan and Jacobean England. In this sense, Shakespeare can be read as presenting the psychology of an age.




  THE CONTEXT OF CREATIVITY AND GENIUS




  What was it about the man and his times that might have combined to produce the best-loved writer in the English language, having an unmatched facility with words and a penetrating curiosity about the human mind?29 Answering that question is a tall order since we know rather little about Will Shakespeare, the man.30




  He came from Stratford-upon-Avon, a small town roughly ninety miles northwest of London, bringing scarcely more than his talent. As the son of a leather and wool merchant, he had no family pedigree or fortune. Unlike rival playwright, Christopher Marlowe, Will Shakespeare never attended a university, although his grammar-school education did provide a solid grounding in Latin, classical literature, and Greek mythology.31 In sum, nothing in young Will’s lineage or upbringing signaled his emergence as a great literary figure.32 Still, we might suppose that teachers or some other mentor must have noticed and encouraged his talents. No records, however, survive to document this or any other details of his education—which, again, is not remarkable because he was merely a commoner from the rural English Midlands. Nor do we have evidence that he ever traveled abroad, except through books, to visit the faraway places in which he set many of his works.33




  It wasn’t until his mid-twenties that Shakespeare left Stratford for London. The date was circa 1590, and Elizabeth I was the queen. So, what was London like when Will Shakespeare burst upon its theater scene and into history? The English Renaissance was in full bloom; it was a time of excitement and new ideas, but also of turmoil and fear. The very theaters that would make Will Shakespeare famous, along with fellow playwrights Marlowe, Jonson, and Kyd, were shuttered periodically due to the plague—the Black Death that swept again and again over the populace. All the while, England was still reeling from the religious strife created a generation earlier when Elizabeth’s father, King Henry VIII, had dared to defy Rome, outlaw Catholicism, and form his own Church of England. The reason? Henry wanted authority to divorce his wife Catherine of Aragon and marry her maid of honor,34 Ann Boleyn, who eventually became the second of his six wives—and Elizabeth’s mother.




  Then in 1599, Spain declared war, and England braced itself for another onslaught of the powerful Spanish Armada, which Londoners feared could sail up the Thames River any day. Our playwright seems to have responded well to the energy of those turbulent times, for 1599 was, perhaps, his most productive year.35 And because his plays were a commercial success, we can conclude that the public wanted what he had to offer, particularly the rousing call to patriotism that was his play Henry V. In addition, they must have wanted pure entertainment, perhaps to divert their thoughts from the dangers that seemed to be lurking everywhere. Shakespeare gave it to them in the three other plays that flowed from his pen that year: Hamlet, Julius Caesar, and As You Like It—plays that also just happened to emphasize the legitimacy of the Crown and the established order.




  Despite these successes, we should not imagine Shakespeare as a stand-alone genius. It could not have been mere coincidence that so many other great figures, the likes of novelist Miguel de Cervantes,36 philosopher Francis Bacon,37 Galileo Galilei,38 and mathematician/philosopher René Descartes, flourished at the same time.39 (See figure I.2.) Genius does not exist in a vacuum.40 Rather, it requires the right person appearing in the right place and context, usually connecting with others of like minds. For these thinkers, artists, pioneers, and explorers, the context was the cultural stew made from new ideas resulting from the rise of science, the loss of confidence in religion, the end of feudalism, and a flowering of art and literature, accompanied by increased literacy and constant threats of war and disease. In the wake of all this lay the new age, the Renaissance, with its new ways of understanding the world.




  William Shakespeare was one of the shapers of the new age to come. But he was also a product of his heritage and the unsettled times in which he lived. Clearly, he “stood on the shoulders of giants” (to borrow a phrase from Isaac Newton, who borrowed it from someone else).41 As writers often do, Shakespeare found inspiration in classical sources: He lifted the story of Troilus and Cressida from Homer (who also dabbled a bit in the psychology of hubris). He reworked stories from Chaucer and Boccaccio to write The Two Noble Kinsmen. And, for his English history plays, he borrowed extensively from Holinshed’s Chronicles. Some of his psychology probably came from Plato and Aristotle, both of whom young Will would have studied in grammar school and both of whom offered complex psychological theories, such as Plato’s famous Allegory of the Cave.42 But where Shakespeare’s special interest in mental processes came from remains a mystery.




  Neither can we know whether the playwright was aware of how transitional his times were. Yet there he was, in the crosscurrents of two worlds: the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. And so, his plays reflect the conflicting cultural forces pressing on him in the late 1500s and early 1600s, a world as chaotic and uncertain as Hamlet’s private world—or our own. For centuries, nearly everyone, from the British Isles to Asia Minor, had accepted the classical view of the universe: an Earth governed by divinely ordained monarchs and the heavens governed by God, assisted by an assortment of angels and opposed by Satan and his legions of demons. The Earth itself stood still at the center of this universe. Around it moved concentric layer upon layer of crystalline spheres to which the stars and planets were fixed. This now-quaint notion comes down to us as “the music of the spheres.”43 At last, in Shakespeare’s time, scholars began questioning these ancient beliefs. Among them, Copernicus, Galileo, and Bacon were pioneering a whole new way of thinking that we now call science.
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  Figure I.2 A Shakespearean timeline.




  Until quite recently, critics judged that Shakespeare ignored much of the scientific revolution going on around him.44 What really interested him were tales of faraway lands, told by travelers to Greece, Italy, and Asia Minor and, especially, the reports from explorers like Christopher Columbus, who discovered a vast New World inhabited by people whose appearance and customs were unlike anything previously known. We see this in The Tempest, based on a true and harrowing tale of a shipwreck that occurred in 1609 when a vessel headed for the English colony in Virginia was thought to have been lost in a storm. Miraculously, it landed on a beach in the Bermoothes (now known as the Bermuda Islands), spent the winter, and eventually reached Jamestown—a year late. In The Tempest, Shakespeare “improved” this story by weaving a tale about a magician, a “brave new world,” and its strange inhabitants, set against a backdrop described as follows by the sprite, Ariel:




 

    Safely in harbor
Is the King’s ship; in the deep nook where once
Thou call’dst me up at midnight to fetch dew
From the still-vexed [stormy] Bermoothes45




  —The Tempest, 1.2.269–72







  But the New World of the Americas was not the only new world. Shakespeare also seems to have been alluding to changes that the Age of Exploration and the English Renaissance were bringing to the familiar Old World, as reflected in both The Tempest and Hamlet—and possibly in other plays featuring social upheavals, including Richard II, Richard III, Julius Caesar, and Coriolanus. It wasn’t just the maps and the heavens that were changing; the earthly order, too, was in flux. As trade became more important than landed wealth, earldoms and dukedoms were losing their importance in the social hierarchy of England. No longer did the population cluster for protection mainly around castles and their lords. In their place, cities were becoming the centers of civilization, creating all the promises and woes of urbanization, along with a new and powerful merchant class. Those cities, in turn, offered the ideal breeding grounds for the plague, against which the Church, with its message of pestilence as divine retribution against a sinful populace, proved feckless in staunching wave after wave of death.




  Then came the Reformation, raising still more questions about Church authority and doctrine, even as the Inquisition struggled to stamp out these dangerous new doubts. But the force of new ideas and new technology was relentless. Galileo’s telescope was important, just as was Gutenberg’s invention of moveable metal type, which resulted in books, including the Bible, becoming widely available to an increasingly literate population educated in the public “grammar” schools.46 Readers now had more access to information from which to form their own opinions about religion and politics. And they were eager to read for pleasure, which was also a boon to writers of the day.




  As the old world-order gave way under the flood of daring new ideas and technologies, the old elites—the Church and the nobility—let some of their knowledge and power slip into the hands of the individual. Renaissance-style humanism and individualism were germinating, and with them, new ideas about human nature and nurture. As you can imagine, these new ideas were controversial—even potentially lethal, especially when they involved the Church or the Crown. Wisely, for his safety, Shakespeare deftly sidestepped such hot-button issues of his day.47 Nevertheless, he echoed new notions of the Renaissance when he wrote:




 

    HAMLET: What a piece of work is a man! how noble in reason! how infinite in faculties, in form and moving how express and admirable, in action how like an angel, in apprehension how like a god: the beauty of the world! the paragon of animals—and yet, to me, what is this a quintessence of dust?




  —Hamlet, 2.2.327







  WHO WAS WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE?




  We will not engage with the “authorship controversy.” To our minds, James Shapiro, Jonathan Bate, and Stephen Greenblatt have settled the issue.48 We do recognize him instantly in portraits featuring his balding pate (figure I.3). But for us, the Big Questions about Mr. Shakespeare are these: What sort of person was he? How did he get along with his friends? Did he have enemies? What was he like in public and in private? What were his interests, faults, motives, goals, politics, and ideals? If we could share a pitcher of ale with him in The Anchor, what would we talk about? These are more personal questions than whether Shakespeare authored Shakespeare.




  Unfortunately, psychology and literary criticism have too often approached Shakespeare in a much different way: by putting him, along with his characters, on the couch. Some three hundred years after Shakespeare, Sigmund Freud’s system of psychoanalysis captured the popular imagination with its doctrine of unconscious sexual and aggressive urges that drive our thoughts and behaviors. Shakespeare became one of its first targets when Freud’s friend Ernest Jones proposed that Oedipal lust drove Hamlet mad. By extension, Jones opined, Shakespeare must have struggled with erotic desires for his mother.49 Freud himself attributed Macbeth’s murderous proclivities to being childless,
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  Figure I.3 Portrait of William Shakespeare—thought to have been painted, perhaps from life, by John Taylor, a contemporary of the playwright. Wikimedia Commons.




  suggesting, moreover, that Shakespeare had been prompted by unconscious motives to write the play when his own son died.50 Not to be outdone at their own game, some literary critics soon appropriated psychoanalysis as the lens through which they viewed their world.51 One, for example, interpreted Benedick’s flirtatious battles with Beatrice, in Much Ado About Nothing, as much ado about castration anxiety.52 Another proposed that the entire Shakespeare canon reflects a tension between the Bard’s dominant and aggressive masculine side and his gentle, but feared, feminine side.53 We are not in sympathy with these views; we find nothing in Shakespeare’s works that suggests he was anticipating the Freudian model of the unconscious mind. Rather, we will argue that Shakespeare’s view of unconscious processes was much more in tune with psychology’s more recent conception of the conscious and unconscious minds espoused by two psychological luminaries: one is Daniel Kahneman, in his remarkable book on these two partitions of the mind, Thinking Fast and Slow; the other is Jonathan Haidt, in his book The Righteous Mind, explaining new research on the moral dimensions of our minds.54




  Searching for the psychology in Shakespeare is also a game that can be played according to many sets of rules. In recent years, a critical method known as deconstruction has become fashionable among those who shape opinions about literature. Like Freudian analysis, deconstruction is a filter through which literature is viewed. It aims to uncover psychological, political, and cultural assumptions implicit in literary works, assumptions of which the author may not even be aware. For example, a deconstructionist might ask: What does the portrayal of Othello the Moor tell us about Shakespeare’s attitude toward minorities or Islam? What was Shakespeare’s view of women? Was he an early feminist, as suggested by his portrayal of the clever Portia in Merchant of Venice—or was he a misogynist, as suggested in Two Gentlemen of Verona, where one “gentleman” takes it upon himself to forgive his best friend for the rape of the woman he loves? Does his Winter’s Tale treatment of a king’s son (disguised as a shepherd) suggest that his assumptions about the nobility are elitist? Deconstructionists have even guessed at the organization of Shakespeare’s brain, using methods borrowed from cognitive psychology.55 This approach is closer to what we propose. However (again, in our opinion), attempts at using psychology in the deconstruction of Shakespeare can lapse too quickly into psychoanalysis, perhaps since literary critics may lack a strong background in the broader science of psychology—which we are modestly prepared to supply! On the other hand, we would happily learn more about literature from them. Increased dialogue between psychology and the humanities is one of the principal goals of this book.




  Any speculation about Shakespeare’s thoughts and motives inevitably contains a measure of conjecture. Yet we have discovered a small trove of comments on his personal characteristics by his contemporaries. These do suggest that he was liked and respected by most peers in the theatrical world. It is another irony, then, that we must make inferences about Shakespeare’s thoughts, motives, and desires, given that he was the playwright who first revealed the hidden world of the mind in so much detail.




  Alas, psychological science has not developed tools ideally suited to the task of deducing an individual’s frame of mind from literary texts. Rather, it specializes in settling questions that can be answered by gathering empirical evidence, usually on large numbers of people. So, while we can make our “educated guesses,” these should not be mistaken for cold, objective facts. What we can do with some confidence, however, is to address the more limited questions posed by this book. We can ask: Which concepts in modern psychology did Shakespeare anticipate? Of which was he apparently oblivious? What did he get wrong? And, to turn those questions on their heads: What blind spots in modern psychology can Shakespeare help us see?




  As for the Bard himself, we can safely infer from his writings that he was a man of great intellect and boundless curiosity. We can also learn from his work something of his interests and passions. And then there is a small trove of comments about him from his friends and acquaintances. We will follow those paths further in an upcoming chapter, dealing with what Shakespeare had to say about human personality—and what the psychology of personality might be able to say about him.




  CREATIVITY, GENIUS, AND MULTIPLE INTELLIGENCES




  Now, having disparaged previous attempts to apply psychology to Shakespeare, we beg your indulgence for a short demonstration of how we plan to go about understanding the man a little better. To do so, we first draw on some ideas proposed by psychologist Howard Gardner, hoping to show how his insights into the psychology of creativity may help us understand how young Will Shakespeare became the beloved Bard.




  We know that our playwright-poet had a prodigious intellect. But was it predisposed toward writing for the theater? Or could such a talent just as well have been applied to sculpting like Michelangelo? Composing music like Bach? Or beating Galileo to the discovery of Jupiter’s moons? Such questions may sound far-fetched, yet they get at an important issue in the psychology of creativity: Is creativity a single trait that can be applied to any opportunity the world presents? Or is creativity an umbrella term for many different abilities, each specific to a particular field, such as art, literature, or science?




  In a provocative book, Creating Minds,56 Howard Gardner explored the origin of creative genius through the lives of seven individuals—Sigmund Freud, Albert Einstein, Pablo Picasso, Igor Stravinsky, T. S. Eliot, Martha Graham, and Mohandas Gandhi—whose work shaped the twentieth century and exemplifies Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences.57 While Dr. Gardner finds some common patterns running through the lives of these greats, he argues that each one represents a distinct type of intelligence: He picked Einstein for his logical-mathematical ability and Picasso for his visual-spatial intellect. Stravinsky’s gift was musical, while Eliot’s genius arose from his verbal-linguistic ability; for Graham, the dancer, talent lay in bodily kinesthetic control. Then for intrapersonal intelligence (understanding the mind), Gardner chose Freud, and for interpersonal intelligence (understanding human interaction), he selected Gandhi. After comparing the talents and histories of these seven geniuses, Gardner concluded that creative intelligence does come in different forms.58 That is, Einstein would probably have failed as a painter (although he was a pretty good violinist), Picasso could not have invented relativity, and Gandhi’s dancing doubtless never would have eclipsed Graham’s, no matter how much he practiced.




  So, what could this suggest about the Bard from Stratford? He might have been a flop as a scientist, but he clearly stands alongside Eliot, a writer with high verbal-linguistic intelligence. We suspect Gardner would also agree that Shakespeare exhibited genius in two other categories. Like Freud, he showed great insight into private mental processes: the hallmark of intrapersonal intelligence, which showed itself so clearly in Hamlet’s soliloquy. And like Gandhi, Shakespeare understood interpersonal relationships, as we see in his stories of love (such as Romeo and Juliet), of war (such as Henry V), and of fantasy (such as The Tempest). In Gardner’s framework, then, Will Shakespeare was a genius three times over, demonstrated by his skill with words, his understanding of the mind, and his understanding of human interaction.




  There is more: Gardner found certain similarities, as well as differences, among the highly creative individuals representing his seven intelligences. All of his exemplars followed a similar script of leaving their hometowns, their families, and their friends to go where the action was. In Shakespeare’s case, we see the same pattern in his move from small-town Stratford to the theater scene in London. Moreover, Gardner found that his subjects all had mentors—or a series of mentors—moving on when their skills outstripped those of their teachers. We have no evidence that young Shakespeare ever had such a mentor, although it would be surprising if some teacher in Stratford had not encouraged his talents.




  Gardner also found that each of his exemplars experienced major bursts of creativity at approximately ten-year intervals. This is hard to judge in Shakespeare’s case because his life as a writer was relatively short—about twenty-five years—although longer than average in those days. As we have seen, the Bard’s most productive year, 1599 (the year he wrote Hamlet, Julius Caesar, Henry V, and As You Like It), came ten years after his first play (possibly Two Gentlemen of Verona).59 Then, in 1608, the year his mother died and nearly ten years after his prolific year of 1599, Shakespeare’s life changed again. He returned to Stratford, where he wrote six or seven new plays. During his career as a poet and playwright, he was continually productive at a prodigious rate, but his work reflects periodic changes in style, seemingly at about ten-year intervals. During the final period of his writing career, when he returned to Stratford, critics suggest, his writing style changed, becoming darker and more complex as he more freely combined comedy with tragedy and romance in such works as Pericles, Cymbeline, Winter’s Tale, and The Tempest.60




  Gardner’s seven subjects all benefitted from what he called a “matrix of support” consisting of highly creative individuals. While the time of greatest creativity could be a time of isolation or loneliness, each of his genius exemplars had a close friend or circle of friends upon whom they could rely for social support—much as their mentors had served them in their early years. For Freud it was Fleiss; for Picasso it was Braque; for Einstein it was a small study group nicknamed The Olympiad. And, we suggest, for Shakespeare it was probably a small group of fellow playwrights and collaborators, including Marlowe, Kyd, Jonson, and Fletcher.




  One final and noteworthy finding in Gardner’s research suggests a darker side of genius. Every one of his creative subjects made a “Faustian bargain”—meaning that they metaphorically sold their souls for their greatness, leaving a string of broken relationships behind, as they emerged on the world stage. Was it the same with Shakespeare? Although we know little about his personal life, scholars have suggested that his relationship with his wife, Ann Hathaway, was strained. Church documents show that he was eighteen and she twenty-six and pregnant when they were married in 1582. There is no real documentation about their relationship thereafter, although he moved to London about ten years after the marriage, leaving Anne and their children some five leagues behind in Stratford. This suggests, at least, a distant relationship, punctuated by long absences from his wife and family. A curious and controversial line in his will reinforces this view: “I give unto my wife my second-best bed with the furniture.” This strikes some as an odd bequest for a beloved wife.61 Perhaps Will was not always a faithful, caring husband, and perhaps his Faustian characters—Macbeth, Hamlet, Henry V, Pericles, and Richard III—were not modeled after those he met at The Anchor, The George, or The Boar’s Head. Could they have been modeled after Will himself? The answer to that, of course, would be psychological speculation, not psychological science.




  











  Part I




  NATURE VS. NURTURE




  Your politics, your food preferences, your personality, your career, your educational background—everything you have ever thought or done—all were influenced by some combination of your heredity and environment. A pair of older terms, nature and nurture, carries essentially the same meaning. “Nature” refers to our physical selves, our biology, and our inherited traits, while “nurture” encompasses our upbringing, learning, and all other life experiences.




  As you will see, Sir Francis Galton borrowed the terms nature and nurture from William Shakespeare and introduced them into the emerging field of psychology during the late 1800s. But which one, nature or nurture, exerts the more powerful influence on us? It’s a question that Shakespeare explored in The Tempest and As You Like It—plays that we will feature in the two chapters comprising part I of this book. Even today, nature vs. nurture remains an unsettled issue—one that lies at the heart of modern psychology.
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  NATURE–NURTURE, NEUROSCIENCE, AND THE BRAIN OF THE BARD The Tempest




  Milan, 16111—Prospero was the Duke of Milan until his dastardly brother Antonio usurped his title and position, setting Prospero and his young daughter Miranda adrift in the sea. Prospero’s faithful servant Gonzalo, however, had managed to provision their boat with food, water, and books on wizardry. Eventually, the two castaways made landfall on an island inhabited by strange creatures, whom Prospero enslaved, using magical powers he had learned from the books. One such creature, the mercurial sprite Ariel, could fly anywhere on an errand in the blink of an eye. Another, the ill-tempered monster Caliban, was the son of the late witch Sycorax, who had previously ruled the island. And so Miranda came of age among these strange beings, having no interaction with another civilized human, aside from her father—until he divined a boatload of their former countrymen passing nearby. Among them was his brother Antonio.




  As the play begins, Prospero conjures a storm (a tempest!), causing the passing ship to founder and wash its cargo of nobles and their entourage onto the island. Among them are Antonio’s friend, King Alonzo of Naples, and his brother Sebastian, as well as the young, handsome, and eligible Prince Ferdinand.




  The beautiful young Miranda fears that all on the ship have perished (figure 1.1), but she later encounters handsome young Prince Ferdinand on the shore, and the two predictably fall in love at first glance. While Miranda and Ferdinand moon over each other, the remaining characters engage in antics and schemes, some comical and some sinister—but all dealing with both the fears and fascinations arising from cultural and class differences among them.
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  Figure 1.1 Miranda—The Tempest, a painting by John William Waterhouse (1849–1916). Wikimedia Commons.




  This being a Shakespearean romantic comedy, the play climaxes with (nearly) all trespasses being forgiven and strained relationships reconciled. Prospero frees Ariel and Caliban; Miranda and Ferdinand are betrothed; Alonzo’s ship magically reappears, not having been wrecked, after all; and the entire party prepares for a return to Milan, where Prospero will resume the duties of his dukedom.
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  The Tempest flowed from Shakespeare’s pen more than a hundred years after Columbus’s legendary voyages across the Atlantic. It was a time when reports from the Americas continued to fill in a still-fragmentary picture of the New World. The English, eager for news of these mysterious lands, had a special interest in their Virginia colony, named for the Virgin Queen, Elizabeth. But it was tales of the “savages,” mistaken by Columbus for East Indians, that particularly piqued their curiosity. One of those stories involved a ship wrecked in the “vexed Bermoothes” on its way to Jamestown.2 We can assume that our Bard found the account fascinating, too, for he wove it into The Tempest.




  When the play debuted, England was a heavyweight competitor in the Age of Exploration, staking claims on new lands in Asia and America, thanks to the likes of Henry Hudson, Walter Raleigh, and Francis Drake. The Tempest, then, connected with a public interest in the exotic cultures English explorers had “discovered.” It also played on speculation among intellectuals about human nature—that is, about what people might have been like in a “state of nature,” unaffected by the constraints of civilization.3 In the Romantic view, championed by Montaigne and Rousseau, our uncivilized forebears were “noble savages,” benign and innocent Ariel-like creatures.4 In opposition, the dour Thomas Hobbes and his crowd saw the “state of nature” in more Caliban-ish terms, proclaiming that life for uncivilized peoples must be “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”5




  Either way, both Hobbes and Rousseau were using the term nature in much the same way we might speak of “heredity” or the biological basis of behavior. Likewise, they might use nurture to mean what we think of as “culture” or “experience” or “learning.” So, one of the much-debated issues of their era (shortly after Shakespeare’s death) was the relative contributions of nature and nurture to “civilized” beings (such as themselves). The nature-nurture issue is still debated today, although we are most likely to frame it in terms of heredity vs. environment.




  NATURE AND NURTURE IN THE BARD’S WORLD AND BEFORE




  You might well wonder what Shakespeare could have known about the nature-nurture issue at a decades-earlier time when his world had just stepped out of the Middle Ages. Yet he was far from the first to ponder the question. That honor may go back nearly two thousand years to Psamtik I, one of the last pharaohs of Egypt, who reportedly conducted a nature-nurture experiment to determine the origin of language.6 The historian Herodotus tells us that Psamtik gave two newborn children to a shepherd, with instructions never to speak to them but just to listen for the first intelligible word they uttered. Old Psamtik believed this utterance would reveal the original language of human-kind. The word turned out to be bekos, the Phrygian term for “bread,” leading the pharaoh to conclude that the Phrygian tongue was the original human language.7 Whatever the truth may be of the Psamtik tale, it tells us that the nature-nurture issue carries a long history.




  To give Mr. Shakespeare his due, we note that he likely coined the very term nature-nurture expressly for a scene in The Tempest, where Prospero vents his frustration with Caliban:8




 

    PROSPERO: A devil, a born devil, on whose natureNurture can never stick; on whom my pains,
Humanely taken, all, all lost, quite lost.




  — The Tempest, 4.1.211







  Some credit also goes to the nineteenth-century English scientist, Sir Francis Galton, for borrowing the alliterative word pair nature-nurture from Shakespeare and bringing it into the fledgling field of psychology.9 While Galton never acknowledged Shakespeare as his source, we do know that he was the first scientist to use the term “nature-nurture,” and we also know that he was a Shakespeare fan. Said Galton:






   The phrase “nature and nurture” is a convenient jingle of words, for it separates under two distinct heads the innumerable elements of which personality is composed. Nature is all that a man brings with himself into the world; nurture is every influence without that affects him after his birth.10







  Galton, incidentally, had a darker side related to the nature-nurture issue. As a founding father of the eugenics movement, he sought to discourage breeding among those with “inferior” heredity, such as the poor, the insane, the “mentally defective,” and those of “inferior” races.11 You can judge for yourself whether Galton, as a member of the British aristocracy and the academic elite, had a self-interested bias in the matter of nature and nurture.




  While Shakespeare seems to be ultimately responsible for the felicitous pairing of nature and nurture, he sometimes gets extra credit for things he did not say about human nature. In an oft-quoted line from Troilus and Cressida, the Bard puts these words into Ulysses’s mouth: “One touch of nature makes the whole world kin.” The playwright’s fans frequently mistake this statement for a Shakespearean embrace of “universal brotherhood.”12 But it is important to read it in context, where Ulysses expresses a very different sentiment, and a rather cynical view of human nature, at that.13




 

    ULYSSES: One touch of nature makes the whole world kin,That all with one consent praise new-born gawds,
Though they are made and moulded of things past,
And give to dust that is a little gilt
More laud than gilt o’erdusted.




  —Troilus and Cressida, 3.3.155







  The language Shakespeare used here probably causes our confusion. “Nature” here refers to what we would call our biological nature. And so, he is describing one unfortunate way in which we are all alike: We are easily distracted by anything new and shiny (“gawds”) and without substance. And so he is lamenting that a person’s most recent exploits grab our attention and push his past deeds, virtues, and foibles out of memory.14 It is not a call for a Kumbaya moment but rather a reminder that human memory is short and that fame is fleeting—surely a specter always in the back of a playwright’s mind.




  HOW ELIZABETHANS UNDERSTOOD HEREDITY




  People in Renaissance England had an agriculturist’s knowledge of inherited traits.15 They knew that their children, like domesticated animals, could inherit the parents’ physical and mental characteristics, along with their temperament and other personality traits, even though they knew little of the underlying biology.16 Importantly, this minimal understanding of heredity extended to “noble traits” and was used to justify passing the Crown from one generation of the nobility to another, a practice they also believed was sanctified by God.17




  Shakespeare slipped the notion of God-ordained inheritance into The Winter’s Tale, where a gentleman tells us how he recognized the long-lost Perdita as royalty, even though she had been abandoned in infancy and raised by a shepherd:




  

     GENTLEMAN: The majesty of the creature in resemblance of the mother, the affection of nobleness which nature shows above her breeding and many other evidences proclaim her, with all certainty, to be the King’s daughter.




  —The Winter’s Tale, 5.2.38







  Nor was this a one-off reference to inherited aristocratic temperament. In Cymbeline, the courtier Belarius kidnaps the king’s two infant sons and rears them as his own in the wilds of ancient Britain. Years later, Belarius expresses wonder at their noble bearing, despite having been raised in the wilderness. This time Shakespeare crafts the argument in terms of plant breeding:






   BELARIUS: Thou divine Nature, how thyself thou blazon’st In these two princely boys! . . . Tis wonder
That an invisible instinct should frame them
To loyalty unlearn’d, honour untaught,
Civility not seen from other, Valour
That wildly grows in them, but yields a crop
As if it had been sow’d!




  —Cymbeline, 4.2.218







  The theme of a hereditary noble temperament also threads through the history plays, where Shakespeare spins accounts of English history to justify the line of succession leading to the Tudors.18 In the Henry VI trilogy, for example, he explains heredity to the audience—this time in the language of an orchardist grafting an inferior limb on a superior stalk.




  

     SUFFOLK: Blunt-witted lord, ignoble in demeanor! If ever lady wrong’d her lord so much,
Thy mother took into her blameful bed
Some stern untutor’d churl; and noble stock
Was graft with crabtree slip, whose fruit thou art
And never of the Nevil’s noble race.




  —Henry VI, Part 2, 3.2.218







  So, how did educated people in the early 1600s think that the parents’ traits were transmitted to their children? They knew nothing, of course, about sperm cells or ova, let alone genes and chromosomes.19 Medical authorities taught that hereditary traits flowed in the blood, from which they were passed somehow to the offspring, although they had no explanation as to how the blood of both parents comingled to do the job. Two and a half centuries later, scientists, including the great Charles Darwin, continued to believe that the blood carried our hereditary traits.20




  Blood, for several reasons, held a special place in people’s thinking. It was, of course, a fluid known to be vital for life, but it was also a central element in the Eucharist, where people believed it carried the essence of Christ. In ordinary folk, blood was considered the most important of the four humors (fluids) that determined temperament and personality, for it carried the other three humors—black bile, yellow bile, and phlegm—throughout the body.21 This “blood theory” lay at the heart of Renaissance medicine, which held that humors out of balance could cause disease, and so the practice of “bleeding” was intended to vent the unwanted humors from the blood and cure the patient.




  A clearer understanding of inheritance would emerge in the late 1800s when a monk named Mendel began tinkering with his pea plants to determine the laws of cross-breeding and hybridization. Then, only a few years after Mendel, other scientists armed with microscopes discovered chromosomes and showed them to be the vectors of inheritance. Finally, in the mid-twentieth century, it would be Watson and Crick’s discovery of DNA’s “double helix” and their subsequent unraveling of the genetic code that finally revealed the mechanism of heredity.22




  Still, the blood theory dies hard. It was not long ago that many states had a “one-drop rule,” meaning that a person with “one drop” of Negro “blood” was considered “colored” (and therefore assigned to second-class citizenship). Even today, many people remain nearly as vague as the Elizabethans were about the mechanisms of heredity. As if to prove the point, we still use the old metaphor when talking about “blood relatives,” “bloodlines,” “blue bloods,” and “hot bloods.”




  WHY THE NATURE–NURTURE ISSUE WAS IMPORTANT FOR THE BARD




  When Shakespeare had to choose between nature and nurture, he chose nature—as in his description of Caliban—and he had practical reasons for doing so. As we have seen, his audiences generally believed that the rigid class structure of English society was prescribed by God. The monarchy did too, of course, so writing plays that supported the Tudors’ version of English history helped the Bard keep his head. It also made good financial sense, since the Crown, under Elizabeth, was a patron and financial underwriter of the arts, and Shakespeare’s company was a favorite at her court. She was never formally their patron, but after her death, King James did become a patron of the company, which changed its name to The King’s Men.23




  With all his emphasis on nature, it is noteworthy that Shakespeare often speaks sarcastically or comically about learning (which is merely another way of referring to nurture or experience)—for example, in The Taming of the Shrew, The Merry Wives of Windsor, Henry VI, Pt. 2, and Love’s Labour’s Lost. This is particularly surprising coming from someone who so obviously prized learning in his own life as much as did our playwright. Perhaps he was pandering to many in his audience who had no schooling or detested the schooling they had. Or perhaps he had become cynical about the dominance of nature over nurture, for he knew that noble status was not always inherited but could be acquired—for a price. Like his father, Will sought to rise above his mean station in life, and indeed he did. Legal records show that, in his later years, he renewed his father’s unsuccessful application for a coat of arms, which brought with it official standing among the gentry.24




  A related problem that Shakespeare must have pondered was the mixture of nature and nurture to which he owed his success as a playwright, poet, actor, and businessman. What combination of heredity and environment was at work in his own brain? No other member of the Shakespeare family became a distinguished literary figure—indeed, many were not even literate! We, too, must wonder: Was his obvious talent produced by a freak mutation—a “literary gene” since lost? Or could it have been the encouragement of a mentor, unknown to us? Shakespeare himself is silent on the issue. But if he ever wondered about the contributions of nature and nurture in his own life, he was not alone. For years, scholars have argued whether a fellow with his unremarkable ancestry and a mere grammar-school education could have written the works attributed to his name.25 Was Shakespeare’s genius more nature or more nurture? That is the question.




  THE NATURE–NURTURE ISSUE TODAY




  There are two reasons why no scientist these days would deliberately isolate children from human language, as Pharaoh Psamtik allegedly did. One is that it would be unethical. The other: psychologists now have far better tools to parse nature and nurture.
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