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Shakespeare:	
The	Good,	The	Bad,	&	The	Ugly	

 
“There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so” 

Hamlet Act Two, Scene 2 
 
Course Description: In Sonnet 114, Shakespeare riffs on the familiar aphorism that beauty is in 
the eye of the beholder. The speaker wonders if he can trust his perceptions or if he sees through 
rose-colored glasses. “Or whether shall I say,” the speaker muses:  
        mine eye saith true,  
  And your love taught it this alchemy,  
  To make monsters and things indigest  
  Such cherubins as your sweet self resemble,  
  Creating every bad a perfect best, 
  As fast as objects to his beams assemble? 
Has my love for you so altered my reality, he asks, that it transforms grotesque and ugly things 
into beautiful objects instantaneously? It’s a question readers of Shakespeare might do well to 
ask themselves. Has Shakespeare beguiled us?  

In this course, we are going to read some of Shakespeare’s plays, along with a few of his 
poems, to think about what makes his work good and bad, as well as where, how, and why uglier 
elements of early modern British culture animate the plots, motivate the characters, and 
contribute to the meanings of his works. We will be looking at representative—and not so 
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representative—plays in the following genres: comedy, tragedy, and tragicomedy. While I have 
organized the syllabus around good plays, bad plays, and ugly plays, these categories—and the 
premises that underwrite them—will remain open for debate. As we come to define our terms 
and encounter Shakespeare’s wide-ranging works, we will ask how they anticipate or defy 
modernity, what they have to teach us about gender, sexual, racial, economic, and colonial 
identities, as well as why Shakespeare remains a central author in the Anglophone literary canon. 
We will be reading a lot. So be prepared. But also know that I am fully aware of the fatigue that 
can sometimes set in when reading so much. We’ll take it in stride, and adjust the schedule if or 
as needed.  
 
Required Text: 
Stephen Greenblatt, ed., The Norton Shakespeare, 2nd edition (New York: W.W. Norton, 2008) 
ISBN: 0393929914 
 
Other Resources: 
 
The Early Modern Colloquium, University of Michigan, www.umich.edu/~earlymod/links.htm 
Robert Matz, “My Close Reading Tips,” http://mason.gmu.edu/~rmatz/closereading.html 
Folger Digital Image Collection (Luna), http://luna.folger.edu/  
Shakespeare Concordance, http://www.opensourceshakespeare.org/concordance/ 
 
Activities & Requirements 

• Reading all assigned materials 
• 10 Microthemes 
• One short essay (Paper 1) 
• One longer essay or Creative Project (Paper 2) 
• Presentation, with annotated bibliography 

 
ASSIGNMENTS 
 
Microthemes: These are mini-essays that focus on one topic, scene, or moment in the work. You 
are required to write ten of them. For these short essays, you will practice in-depth analysis and 
close reading (please refer to the resource listed above if you have questions about how to do this 
kind of analysis). They should be one-page and single-spaced. They are formal writing; I expect 
coherent, grammatically correct, logical papers. However, while formal, these essays are meant 
to be exploratory, and there are a couple of ways you might approach them. You might attempt 
to explain a scene or speech, paying particular attention to the way it relates to the whole play or 
complicates our understanding of the play’s predominant themes. Or say you find a scene or line 
incredibly confusing. You should describe the nature of the difficulty. Rather than explain it per 
se, you would discuss the techniques that make it difficult to understand. Any paper that fails to 
meet the standards of college writing will require a rewrite. They are due the day we begin to 
discuss a particular work. If you are unsatisfied with a microtheme grade, you can do another 
microtheme. I will count only your ten best microthemes toward your final grade. They are due 
the day we discuss the work in question. You can write a microtheme for any day we have 
assigned reading (or a continued discussion), which means you have a total of 24 opportunities. 
If you so choose, you may replace up to two of those microthemes with dramatic readings or 
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recitations of a monologue or dialogue (if you work with a partner) of a scene. These dramatic 
readings must be uploaded to our D2L wiki. 
 
Paper 1: This first paper (4-5 pages, double-spaced) requires an act of theatrical imagination. As 
you now know, Shakespeare’s plays contain little stage direction. For this essay, I would like you 
to choose a play we have read—either comedy or tragedy—and then choose a scene from that 
play. Using various historical, biographical, and critical contexts, as well as close-readings of the 
scene itself, reconstruct the scene with detailed stage directions, and then explain why you made 
the decisions you did. What are the payoffs of your directorial choices? How does a particular 
entrance or exit inform a romantic encounter or violent confrontation?  
 
Paper 2: This will be a research essay (8-10 pages, double-spaced) in which you develop one of 
your microthemes into a larger argument about a play or plays. You will be drawing on the 
annotated bibliography we will have developed throughout the semester in addition to doing 
your own research. We will be brainstorming ideas in class and drafting claims before these 
papers are due, but I would encourage you to schedule a conference with me to discuss ideas. 
 
OR 
 
Creative Capstone: Instead of doing a final paper, you can do a project that interprets, adapts, 
or engages with Shakespeare’s work in a creative manner. In addition to doing whatever you do, 
you’ll have to develop a critical analysis paper in which you explain why you did what you did. 
While not a research paper, this critical analysis paper should draw on what you have learned 
about Shakespeare in this class, citing specific examples from his work, and even providing 
some analysis, as well as drawing on any relevant research that will help justify the decisions 
you have made.  
 
Capstone Presentation: During the final week of class, we will be holding a conference of sorts 
where you will present your critical or creative work to the class. It will proceed the due dates of 
your final papers, so while I would like complete presentations, you can use this forum to refine 
your ideas as you finish your final projects. We can discuss the details of what you would like 
this to look like closer to that date. I’m open to suggestions. 
 
Scholarship Presentation: This presentation is a synthesis of scholarly material on a given play 
or genre. In order to complete it, you and a partner will have to find five to seven scholarly 
sources that would be useful for further reading. These presentations are meant to be resources 
for your peers. You will present your findings to the class in a ten-minute presentation that will 
include an annotated bibliography. Each presentation will add to this annotated bibliography, 
which will serve as a significant resource for your final papers. I have randomly assigned your 
groupings on D2L, where you can find what group you are in and with whom you will work.  
 
Final Exams: There will be a final exam. It will be comprehensive, but it shouldn’t require 
much studying so long as you have been paying attention and engaged throughout the semester. 
It will be composed of multiple choice and short answer questions.  
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Revisions: You can do an optional revision of the first paper, due one week after I hand it back. I 
am always happy to look at drafts of your papers—whether those drafts are outlines, paragraphs, 
or full versions—and welcome extra brainstorming sessions during office hours, so long as these 
are submitted to me at least one week prior to the paper being due.  
 
Late Papers: I don’t accept late papers.  
 
Attendance Policy: Attendance is mandatory. This is a writing and discussion course; 
everyone’s presence is a necessity. Excessive absences, lateness (tardy), and failure to prepare 
will adversely affect your grade.  
 
Grading 
Your course grade will breakdown as follows: 
10 Microthemes (10 x 10pts) = 100 points 
Paper 1 = 50 points 
Paper 2 / Creative Capstone = 100 points 
 Paper Portion: 80 points 
 Presentation Portion: 20 points 
Research Presentation = 75 points 
 Presentation = 50 points 
 Annotated Bibliography = 25 points 
Final = 50 points 
Participation = 25 points 
 
TOTAL POINTS = 400 points 
 
The standard numbers then apply: 
 
376-400 = A   359-375 = A-  
347-358 = B+   332-346 = B 
320-331 = B-   308-319 = C+ 
292-307 = C   280-291 = C-  
268-279 = D   0-267 = F 
 
Grading Criteria: My grading criteria are as follows. 
 
A work is exemplary. It not only follows the guidelines of the assignment; it goes above and 
beyond them. There are no grammatical, stylistic, or structural mistakes.  
 
B work is above average. It follows the guidelines of the assignment. There are minimal 
grammatical, stylistic, or structural mistakes.  
 
C work is average work. It will follow the guidelines of the assignment, but with noticeable 
grammatical, stylistic, or structural mistakes.  
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D work does not exist in my class. I see no logical case to give Ds on individual assignments, 
though by the law of averages, you may end up with a D in my course.  
 
F work fails to meet the requirements of the assignment, and/or has significant grammatical, 
stylistic, or structural errors. Failure to hand in an assignment earns a zero, not an F, which is to 
say, a zero is an F, but not all Fs are zeros. This is an important and significant distinction.  
 
Attendance: Attendance is mandatory. This is a discussion course; everyone’s presence is a 
necessity. Unexcused absences, lateness (tardy), and failure to prepare will adversely affect your 
grade. 

Three unexcused absences will lower your final grade by a half-letter grade (or 5% 
points). Four unexcused absences will drop it another half (or another 5%).  For every 
subsequent absence, you will lose a letter grade (or 10%). If you are absent more than six times 
(the equivalent of three weeks of class), you automatically fail the course. Three tardies will 
result in an absence. The only exceptions to these rules are sudden illnesses, religious holidays, 
and family emergencies—for these cases I need written documentation. The written 
documentation will allow you to turn in the homework for the day(s) that you have missed. 

If you must miss class, please call or e-mail me beforehand (I prefer e-mail, as I check it 
more often than my voice mail). Also, please give me an explanation in hardcopy either before 
(for a planned absence) or soon after (for an emergency) the class you miss. 

An excused absence (religious holiday, serious illness, death in your immediate family, or 
absence for official University trips to conferences, intercollegiate athletic events, musical 
performances, and other event authorized in advance by the University) is still an absence. You 
simply have the opportunity to make other arrangements for submitting the assignments: 

• If you must miss a class, inform me in writing and turn in any work in advance. 
• If you are sick, try to arrange having your work (and a note) delivered for you. 
• Contact classmates about any work assigned on days you miss so you can turn your 

work in on time. 
You are responsible for learning from classmates about assignments and classwork. 
 
Shippensburg University Title IX: 
Shippensburg University and its faculty are committed to assuring a safe and productive 
educational environment for all students. In order to meet this commitment and to comply with 
Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 and guidance from the Office for Civil Rights, 
the University requires faculty members to report incidents of sexual violence shared by students 
to the University's Title IX Coordinator. 
 
The only exceptions to faculty members’ reporting obligations are when incidents of sexual 
violence are communicated by students during classroom discussions, in writing assignments for 
class, or as part of University-approved research projects. 
 
Faculty members are obligated to report allegations of sexual violence or any other abuse of a 
student who was, or is, a child (a person under 18 years of age) when the abuse allegedly 
occurred. Such reporting must be made to the Shippensburg University Police (717-477-1444), 
the Department of Human Services (DHS) at 800-932-0313, and the University’s Office of the 
Vice President of Student Affairs (717-477-1308). 
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Information regarding the reporting of sexual violence and the resources that are available to 
victims of sexual violence are set forth at: 
http://www.ship.edu/No_More/Sexual_Misconduct/Sexual_Misconduct_Information/ 
 
Accommodation Services 
Shippensburg is committed to an environment of inclusivity and access. If you require 
accommodations, please contact the Office of Disability Services (ODS), located in Suite 324 
Horton Hall. You may visit the website at www.ship.edu/ods, or contact the office (717) 477-
1326 (if on campus, x1326). 
 
Trigger Warnings: Because we will at times read depictions of various forms of violence—
including but not limited to sexual, domestic, and militaristic—some of the material in this 
course may be triggering to students. If you find yourself triggered by this or other material, take 
care of yourself and feel free to remove yourself and/or speak to me or those in Shippensburg’s 
Counseling Center (http://www.ship.edu/counseling_center/).  
  
Academic Dishonesty: Academic dishonesty or plagiarism is a serious offense. As you research 
for and write your papers, we will discuss various forms of plagiarism and how to avoid them. 
As a writer, you are responsible for using sources to support, not replace, independent thought, 
observing the conventions of citing sources, and coming to me if you are unsure whether your 
work is too close to your sources. 
 
I will not tolerate fraud in any form, especially downloading or copying sections (full or partial) 
of a written source passed off as your own work. When I suspect plagiarism—in any 
assignment—I will give the assignment a zero and report the incident to the Dean of Students. 
A second offense will result in an F for the course, and the University may take further 
disciplinary action, including expulsion from the University. Refer to the Shippensburg 
University Student Handbook (SWATANEY) for full details. Available here: 
http://www.ship.edu/Student_Conduct/  (p. 124 of SWATANEY) A full description of what 
constitutes academic dishonesty can also be found in your undergraduate catalog, pp. 38-40. 
Available here: http://www.ship.edu/catalog/  
 
Writing Studio: You have two venues that can help you with your writing. The first is The 
English Department Lab in DHC002, which has several Writing Tutors who can help you to 
work on overall clarity of expression, focus, and general writing issues. Here’s the website: 
https://www.ship.edu/English/First_Year_Writing/DHC_Computer_Lab/. You can make 
appointments by emailing the tutors dhcwritingtutor@ship.edu. The second is the Shippensburg 
University Writing Studio, which offers one-hour tutoring sessions in the Learning Center of the 
Lehman Library. Trained writing tutors work with students, one-on-one, across all disciplines 
and at any stage in the writing process. The Writing Studio seeks to empower writers to 
effectively articulate their ideas by engaging in collaborative dialogue and by providing 
supportive feedback. The Writing Studio encourages students to take advantage of these services. 
To schedule an appointment, stop by the Learning Center reception desk or schedule a visit 
through the online portal at http://learning.ship.edu/writing_tutoring/undergraduate. 
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Schedule of Meetings 
 
Introduction 

Despite what sometime-rival playwright Ben Jonson claims in his elegy of Shakespeare, 
Shakespeare was of his age (even if he was also for all time). But what was his age like? What 
did it mean to attend a play in late Elizabethan and early Jacobean London, and what did 
audiences consider a good play, a bad one? What did playhouses look like, and who went to 
them? How did the fact that women were not permitted to act in the public and private 
theatres—and that boys and young men acted in their stead—alter the representations of 
gender, sexuality, class, and race on stage? We will attend to these questions throughout the 
semester, but this brief overview provides context for the plays we will be reading, performing, 
and discussing. 
 
It is also important that we immerse ourselves in Shakespeare’s language, so during these first 
two weeks, we will be diving into the difficulties of reading early modern English by looking 
at Shakespeare’s poetry, including his sonnets, as well as select soliloquies from his plays. 

 
Week 1, January 24 & 26 

Tuesday: Introduction; readings in-class 
• Good and Bad Shakespeare, Good and Bad Quartos  
• Shakespeare, Hamlet, Q1, Q2, and Modern interpretations 
Thursday: Sonnet Jigsaw Exercise; Reading soliloquies 

 
Week 2, January 31 & February 2 
Tuesday: The Sonnets (1, 2, 9, 12, 18, 19, 20, 23, 30, 73, 80, 87, 89-92, 116, 126-127, 129-130, 
135-136, 144, 152-154) 
Thursday: Venus and Adonis 

 
Comedy: Marriage, Misogyny, & Shakespearean Feminisms 

Shakespeare’s comedies often end in marriage or the promise of one. Often, but not always: 
and the road to those marriages is nearly never smooth. Each of the plays we look at addresses 
marriage as romantic union, social arrangement, and disciplinary institution. Feminist 
scholarship has done much to situate Shakespeare’s comedies within the patriarchal culture of 
early modern England, and we’ll be reading some of this scholarship as well as important 
cultural contexts—including ballads, conduct literature, and anti-theatrical tracts—to 
contextualize the plays’ various representations of masculinity, femininity, eroticism, and love. 
As we read these plays, we’ll want to think about how the generic form of marital comedy 
ameliorates or exacerbates the tensions between genders and classes, and where, if anywhere, 
queer possibilities are entertained. Why might we call a comedy “good”? Are the so-called 
problem comedies—of which All’s Well is emblematic—really bad comedies, or is 
Shakespeare rethinking the form in compelling ways? And why has a comedy as misogynist as 
Taming of the Shrew proven so compelling a play for performance and adaptation? 

 
Week 3, February 7 & 9 
Tuesday: Taming of the Shrew (1593), Acts 1-3 
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• Feminist Shakespeare: marriage, consent, and law 
Thursday: Taming of the Shrew, Acts 4-5 
• Group 1 Scholarship Presentation 

 
Week 4, February 14 & 16 
Tuesday: Taming of the Shrew, Continued 
Thursday: As You Like It (ca. 1603), Acts 1-3  
• Group 2 Scholarship Presentation 

 
Week 5, February 21 & 23 
Tuesday: As You Like It, Acts 4-5 
• Genre, cross-dressing, and the marriage plot 

Thursday: As You Like It, Discussion Continued 
• Group 3 Scholarship Presentation 

 
Week 6, February 28 & March 2 
Tuesday: All’s Well That Ends Well (ca. 1604-05), (all of it) 
• Sexuality in the age of Shakespeare: queer historiography and the problem (of) comedy. 

Thursday: All’s Well That Ends Well, Discussion Continued 
• Group 4 Scholarship Presentation 

 
Tragedy: The State, Its Soldiers, & Its Citizens 

“Why, foolish Lucius, dost thou not perceive / That Rome is but a wilderness of tigers?” 
(3.1.54-55). So asks Titus Andronicus just before he witnesses the execution of his sons. We 
might say the line is an apt distillation of a central theme of many of Shakespeare’s tragedies, 
where the civilized state collapses into an atavistic chaos before peace is established once 
again. Each of the plays we will be reading explores the abuses of state power as well as the 
potential of the state to restore order, and in the course of doing so, each also suggests the 
individual—however noble, however faithful—remains powerless to prejudices of populaces 
and persons. Despite his high rank, Othello’s ethnic identity as a Moor makes him a target of 
Iago’s unmitigated hate; for Macbeth, his own ambitions and political fantasies work to 
obliterate the social norms that would legitimize his power; and for Titus, the combination of 
Rome’s imperial politics and its hedonist culture devours his hope of returning to a city that 
would reward and honor his military service. As we discuss what makes a Shakespearean 
tragedy good, bad, or ugly, we will also interrogate how these plays represent the citizen and 
soldier’s relationship to the state, its power, and its politics. 

 
Week 7, March 7 & 9 
Tuesday: Titus Andronicus (1594), Acts 1-5 
• Senecan tragedy and the Renaissance revenge play 
• Group 5 Scholarship Presentation 

Thursday: Titus Andronicus, Continued 
• Group 6 Scholarship Presentation 

 
Week 8, March 14 & 16 
SPRING BREAK, NO CLASS 
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Week 9, March 21 & 23 
Tuesday: The Tragedy of Othello, the Moor of Venice (1604), Acts 1-3 
• Race and Racism in Shakespeare’s England 

Thursday: Othello, 4-5 
• Group 7 Scholarship Presentation 

 
Week 10, March 28 & 30 
Tuesday: Othello, Continued 
• Paper 1 Due 

Thursday: Macbeth (1606), Acts 1-5 
• Group 8 Scholarship Presentation 

 
Week 11, April, 4 & 6 
Tuesday: Macbeth, Continued  
• Group 9 Scholarship Presentation 

 
Tragicomedy, or Romance: Shakespearean Fantasies, Then & Now  

In the First Folio (1623) of Shakespeare’s works, there was no category for “romance,” a term 
that was only applied to Shakespeare’s last plays in the late-nineteenth century. Indeed, the 
plays we now consider his romances—Pericles (ca. 1607), Cymbeline (ca. 1611), The Winter’s 
Tale (ca. 1610), and The Tempest (1610-11), were categorized, either in the folio or in quarto 
(Pericles was not collected in the First Folio), as history (Pericles), tragedy (Cymbeline), and 
comedy (The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest). The term “romance” is a kind of catchall for the 
genre-bending qualities of these plays, which are sometimes referred to as tragicomedies 
because of the way they blend themes of loss and recuperation as a spectacular affair. 
Categorical hybrids that they are, we will be interested in how these plays complicate our own 
metrics of good, bad, and ugly. But we will also want to cast a critical eye on the myths and 
fantasies the plays propound. From the reaches of patriarchal power in The Winter’s Tale and 
the early modern sex trade in Pericles to colonialism and slavery in The Tempest, 
Shakespeare’s last plays take as their subjects social problems we still wrestle with today. To 
what degree is Shakespeare blind to the perniciousness of sexism and racism, and to what 
degree do these plays, in quickly resolving the social ills that forward their plots, obviate the 
imperative to find adequate solutions that don’t fit neatly into fantastical narratives? 
 
Wednesday: The Winter’s Tale (ca. 1610), Acts 1-3 
• ONLINE ASSIGNMENT / PROFESSOR AT SHAKESPEARE ASSOCIATION of 

AMERICAN ANNUAL MEETING 
 
Week 12, April 11 & 13 
Tuesday: The Winter’s Tale, Acts 4-5 
• Group 10 Scholarship Presentation 

Thursday: The Winter’s Tale, Continued 
• Group 11 Scholarship Presentation 

 
Week 13, April 18 & 20 
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Tuesday: with Wilkins, Pericles, Prince of Tyre (ca. 1607), Acts 1-3 
• Ben Jonson and bad plays: “Ode (To Himself), [Come Leave the Loathéd Stage]” (1621) 

Thursday: Pericles, Acts 4-5 
• Group 12 Scholarship Presentation 

 
Week 14, April 25 & 27 
Tuesday: The Tempest (ca. 1610-11), Acts 1-5 
• Caliban and Colonialism 
• Special effects and early modern dramaturgy; excerpt, “Induction,” Bartholomew Fair 

(1614, Ben Jonson) 
• Group 13 Scholarship Presentation 

Thursday: The Tempest, Continued 
 
Week 15, May 2 & 4 
Tuesday 

• Paper 2 or Creative Project Due  
• Presentation of Papers and Creative Projects 

Thursday 
• Presentation of Papers and Creative Projects 

 
Week 16, May 8 & 12 
Final Exam 
• Final Exam 


