SERIES IN LITERARY STUDIES

Summary

Christian Shakespeare? The question was put to each contributor
to this collection of essays. They received no further guidance about
how to understand the question nor how to shape their responses.
No particular theoretical approach, no shared definition of the
question was required or encouraged. Rather, they were free to join,
in whatever way they thought useful, the extensive discourse about
the impact that the Christian faith and the religious controversies
of Shakespeare’s time had on his poems and plays. The range
of responses points not only to openness of Shakespeare’s work
to interpretation, but to the seriousness with which the writers
reflected on the question and to their careful and sensitive reading
of the poems and plays. The heterogeneity of Shakespeare’s world
is reflected in the heterogeneity of the essays, each an individual
response to the complex question they engage.
In the end, what the plays and poems reveal about Shakespeare’s
Christianity remains unclear, and that lack of clarity has also
contributed to the variety of responses in the collection. All the essays
recognize, to some degree or another, that the tension in Shakespeare’s
world between old and new, medieval and early modern, Catholic
and Protestant, brought uncertainty (and in some cases anxiety) to
the minds and hearts of Shakespeare’s contemporaries. But what
Shakespeare himself believed, how he responded in his work to the
religious turmoil of his time remains uncertain. For some of the
contributors Shakespeare’s plays are inescapably indeterminate (even
evasive) and open to a multiplicity of possible readings. For others,
Shakespeare takes a stand and, through the careful patterning of
his plays, speaks
more or less
unambiguously to
the religious and
political issues of
his time. Together
the essays reflect
the varied ways in
which the question
of Shakespeare’s
Christianity might
be answered.
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