UNIT 44. SHAKESPEARE AND HIS TIME. MOST REPRESENTATIVE WORKS.
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1. Introduction

William Shakespeare is arguably the most influential writer in the English language and
one of the most prominent figures in world literature. His extensive body of work
encompasses tragedy, comedy, history and romance, demonstrating extraordinary
linguistic creativity, psychological insight and dramatic innovation. This unit explores
Shakespeare's life and literary output in the context of the Renaissance in England,
examining the socio-political and cultural conditions that shaped his vision and language.
It also analyses some of his most representative works, illustrating their major themes,
structures and stylistic features.

The analysis draws on biographical and literary scholarship, including Shakespeare: The
Invention of the Human (Bloom, 1998), Shakespeare: A Life (Honan, 1999)
and Shakespearean Tragedy (Bradley, 1992), as well as broader cultural histories
like The Renaissance in England (Bush, 1964). The pedagogical perspective aligns with
the action-oriented approach of the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages (Council of Europe, 2001).

2. Historical and Cultural Context of the Elizabethan and Jacobean Age
Shakespeare lived and wrote during a period of profound cultural transformation in
England, spanning the reigns of Elizabeth | (1558-1603) and James | (1603—1625). The
Elizabethan Age was marked by political stability, the consolidation of the Tudor
monarchy, the expansion of overseas exploration and a flourishing of the arts. Humanism
and the rediscovery of classical texts inspired a renewed interest in language, drama
and the individual.

London in Shakespeare’s time was a vibrant urban centre with a growing population,
active theatres and an increasingly literate public. The rise of professional theatre
companies, including the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, later the King’s Men, provided an
ideal platform for Shakespeare’s work. The Globe Theatre, where many of his plays were
first performed, became a cultural landmark of the period.



The Jacobean era introduced darker tones and more complex political and philosophical
concerns into drama. Issues such as legitimacy, ambition and corruption became central,
reflecting contemporary anxieties about monarchy, succession and religious tension.

3. William Shakespeare: Life and Artistic Development

William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564. After a modest education
in Latin and rhetoric at the local grammar school, he moved to London in the late 1580s
or early 1590s, where he quickly gained prominence as an actor and playwright. Over
the course of his career, he wrote 39 plays, 154 sonnets and several narrative poems.

Scholars usually divide Shakespeare’s dramatic production into three chronological
phases: the early comedies and histories (1590-1599), the great tragedies and darker
comedies (1600-1608) and the final romances or tragicomedies (1608—-1613). Each
stage reveals increasing thematic depth, mastery of dramatic form and linguistic subtlety.
His works reflect a keen awareness of human psychology, social structure and the power
of rhetoric.

4. Genres and Major Thematic Concerns

Shakespeare’s works span several genres, each with distinctive conventions and
innovations. His comedies often explore themes of love, identity and social order, using
devices such as mistaken identity and cross-dressing. His histories dramatize the lives
of English monarchs, focusing on legitimacy, power and nationhood, especially in
the Henriad tetralogies. His tragedies delve into human suffering, ambition, betrayal and
moral failure, combining classical structure with Renaissance concerns. Finally,
his romances or late plays reflect themes of forgiveness, reconciliation and the
supernatural.

Across all genres, Shakespeare’s language is marked by rhetorical richness, neologisms
and an unparalleled capacity to blend poetic metaphor with naturalistic dialogue. His
soliloquies, in particular, serve as windows into the minds of complex characters such as
Hamlet, Macbeth and Lear.

5. Representative Works: Analysis and Significance

5.1. Romeo and Juliet

This early tragedy (1597) combines poetic lyricism with intense emotional conflict. It
explores themes of youthful passion, family feud, fate and the tragic consequences of
impulsive decisions. The use of sonnet form in the lovers’ dialogue, the contrast between
light and dark imagery and the fatalistic tone all contribute to the enduring appeal of the

play.

5.2. Hamlet

Written around 1600, Hamlet is often considered Shakespeare’s most complex work. It
revolves around revenge, madness and moral ambiguity. Prince Hamlet’s soliloquies
reveal his philosophical introspection and internal conflict. The play also reflects the
anxieties of succession and legitimacy during the Elizabethan period.



5.3. Macbeth

A product of the Jacobean period, Macbeth (1606) is a tragedy of ambition and guilt. The
supernatural plays a central role, with the witches’ prophecy driving Macbeth and Lady
Macbeth to regicide. The psychological deterioration of the protagonists and the
exploration of power’s corrupting force remain central to its dramatic power.

5.4. A Midsummer Night's Dream
This romantic comedy (1595) intertwines three narrative threads, the Athenian lovers,
the fairy royalty and a group of amateur actors, within a magical setting. Themes of
transformation, illusion and the irrationality of love are explored with lyrical beauty and
theatrical inventiveness. It remains one of Shakespeare’s most frequently staged plays,
particularly in educational settings.

6. Legacy and Relevance in Contemporary Times
Shakespeare’s impact on the English language is unparalleled. He contributed hundreds
of words and expressions still in use today. More broadly, his works offer timeless insights
into the human condition, grappling with issues such as identity, power, desire and
mortality. Shakespeare’s plays have inspired countless adaptations in literature, cinema
and theatre, demonstrating their universal relevance.

Modern critical approaches, including feminist, postcolonial and psychoanalytic, continue
to reinterpret Shakespeare’s works, making them relevant to contemporary audiences.
His global reach has also positioned him as a foundational figure in English language
education across diverse cultural contexts.

7. Pedagogical Applications in the EFL Classroom

Teaching Shakespeare in the EFL classroom presents both challenges and
opportunities. Language complexity can be a barrier, but performance-based
approaches, paraphrasing and the use of adaptations or modern English versions can
facilitate comprehension and engagement. Activities such as role-playing, dramatization
and scene rewriting foster language skills while deepening literary understanding.

For example, studying soliloquies helps students explore tone, emotion and structure;
while comparing film versions of Macbeth or Romeo and Juliet enables critical thinking
about interpretation and media. Additionally, Shakespeare provides a gateway to cultural
literacy and intertextual awareness, connecting learners to Anglophone heritage.

Using Shakespeare’s works helps to develop not only reading and speaking skills, but
also intercultural competence and creativity. His plays can be incorporated into
interdisciplinary projects and used as stimulus for writing, debate and oral presentations.

8. Conclusion

William Shakespeare stands as a central figure in English literature, whose works reflect
the richness of the Elizabethan and Jacobean eras and continue to influence global
culture. His comedies, tragedies, histories and romances showcase linguistic brilliance,
dramatic innovation and psychological depth.



This unit has examined the historical context in which Shakespeare lived and wrote,
analysed the genres and themes of his works and explored four major plays that illustrate
his artistic range. Pedagogically, Shakespeare offers immense value in the EFL
classroom, providing opportunities for linguistic development, critical engagement and
cultural enrichment.

The inclusion of Shakespeare in the curriculum aligns with the goals of the CEFR and
responds to the competencies and values promoted by the national and regional legal
frameworks, including the Organic Law 3/2020, known as LOMLOE, and the Order
ECD/1172/2022, comprising the Aragonese Curriculum for Secondary Education. As
learners engage with Shakespeare’s language and ideas, they acquire not only
advanced literacy but also a deeper understanding of literature as a mirror of human
experience.



