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THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, IN SUCH MATTERS AS EDITING AND STAGING, DEVELOPED
a new respect for Shakespeare's language. In criticism -(which we can define as
understanding and evaluating the plays—m thar erder), two schools of thought
have dominated: the “historical” critics and the so-called “new” critics, The his-

torical critic holds, as his basic axiom, that the way to read a writer from rhe
pas:_(like Shakesoeare) is to put yourself in the position of his own original

audience: trv to know what they knew, feel as they felr, think as thev thought

The “new" critic takes the opposite tack: the modern reader should put all

marters of biography, history, intention, evaluation, and background aside until

he has pondered the text by iself with all the rwenticth<entury cars, intelli-

gence. and feeling he can muster, 1 hese two approaches squarcly contradict
cach other in theory. In practice, however, they work our to much the same
thing: a historical critic tries 1o read with all the skill and imagination the new
eritic would Jike him to usc; the new critic (on the sly, as it were) corrects his
reading of the text in isolation by his (bootlegged?) knowledge of what an
Elizabethan play is likely to contain. Both schools of thought embody thar most
distinctive trait of all twentieth-century thinking (not just Shakespeare eriti-
cism): concern for language. Both schools of thought recognize that Shake-
speare’s language creates the setting, the time and place of the acdon, the scenery
and costumes, the acting. In short, our minds respending to Shakespeare’s lan-
guage are his real thearer,

As for language, Shakespeare wrote what is technically called “Modern
Engksh™ (as against Chaucer’s Middle English or the Old English of the

33
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