
ENL 319: Shakespeare  
Summer 2022 (July 11-August 12) 
Instructor: Dr. Jay Zysk, Associate Professor, English and Communication 
 
Course Description 
Decimating, contagious illness. Political rancor. Conspiracy theories. Hunger and poverty. Racial 
injustice. Economic disparity. Religious controversy. Environmental disaster. Abuses of power.  
 
The topics that dominate today’s headlines took center stage in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
when William Shakespeare and his contemporaries composed and staged plays at a time when plague 
threatened to wipe out populations (not to mention close down the theaters), seemingly arcane religious 
issues were literally matters of life or death, and patriarchy, patronage, and privilege conditioned 
hierarchies based on sex, gender, race, and class. In this course, we will study how Shakespeare, in print 
and performance, wrestled with these issues in plays ranging from the tragedies Hamlet and King Lear to 
the history play Richard III to the comedy A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and the romance, The Winter’s 
Tale. Approaching these plays from linguistic, historical, theoretical, and performative perspectives, we 
will explore how Shakespeare both held a critical mirror up to early modern English society at the same 
time that he created alternative visions and possibilities for his time—and our own. 
 
Course Activites  
This 5-week, fully-online course will engage students in approaching Shakespeare’s plays in their 
historical and literary contexts, in close reading of the play texts, and in analysis of performance texts 
(both filmed stage performances and film adaptations). Requirements include careful reading of play texts 
and viewing of selected performances (and performance clips), weekly quizzes, engagement with online 
lectures, and short writing assignments (response papers, discussion threads, et al). There will also be a 
critical essay and a final reading test. 
 
Texts 
The course will cover 5 plays, all of which are available as free digital texts through the Folger 
Shakespeare Library, though individual print copies of each play will also be ordered. All other readings 
will be provided online.  
 
Course Schedule 
 
Week 1:  The World of Shakespeare’s Theater 
    A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
 
Week 2:  Richard III 
 
Week 3:  Hamlet 
 
Week 4:  King Lear 
 
Week 5:  The Winter’s Tale   
 
 


