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La prima speranza di una nazione è riposta

nella corretta educazione della sua gioventù.

Erasmo

 

Treat people as if they were what they should be

and you help them become what they are capable of becoming.

J. W. v Goethe

A MUSE OF FIRE

A brief historical and thematic anthology of British Drama from the Middle Ages to the Restoration

Preface

The aim of the present work is to make students aware of the relevance and power of theatrical production in general, of the multiplicity and topicality of the themes proposed and their close adherence to our personal lives as well as of the fascination created by the fictional action on the stage, to which we easily surrender, thanks to our voluntary ‘suspension of disbelief’, to use one of Coleridge’s expressions. Special attention will be paid to British Renaissance drama and to all the classical influences on it over the centuries.

The so much lamented reduction in motivation in today’s students could possibly, in my opinion, be overcome if we dealt with something really relevant to their own interests and growth. Literature stands out as a privileged field and an unlimited source of materials where it is definitely easy to find topics in which they might feel involved; after all, the themes concerning human nature haven’t changed much since the first performances of Greek tragedies and it shouldn’t be hard to attract students to themes such as love, power, revenge, parental relationships and magic to mention just a few, in which English literature – like many others – abounds.

My choice starts, then, from the origins of Medieval drama as a sort of necessary platform from which the Elizabethan production will follow. My main area of interest lies, as a matter of fact, in Renaissance drama, not only as it is an unquestioned source of literary masterpieces, but especially because it is an almost endless mine containing themes, works and authors rarely included in school texts (generally limiting their attention to Shakespeare and his most famous contemporaries) and which may open up new horizons both to students and teachers.

I propose the study of dramatic texts organised according to themes, in order to better compare both the way in which various British authors of the same period dealt with a specific area of interest and their production with that by other European writers who wrote on the same topics in the same historical period, but often without any awareness of their complementarity.

I have therefore organised my work by starting with an analysis of the first development of English theatre in the Middle Ages, up to the flourishing of the Elizabethan age and its main playwrights, so as to examine the transformations in the theatre after Elizabeth had died and the playhouses were closed, to finally get to what theatres became when they reopened again after the Civil War and the restoration of the monarchy.

Each passage chosen has been provided with a series of activities which don’t revolve around text analysis exclusively but require students’ personal response above all. As Virginia Woolf very clearly asserted in How should one read a book?: “To admit authorities, however heavily furred and gowned, into our libraries and let them tell us how to read, is to destroy the spirit of freedom which is the breadth of those sanctuaries. Everywhere we may be bound by laws and conventions – there we have none‘.

The work has also been conceived on two levels and with a Leitmotiv that goes all through its phases. The two levels refer to the two different approaches of analysis provided: the first starts with the reading of texts and it works mainly on them, by examining the historical period at a basic level (while leaving the deeper study of texts to stronger students only, as a sort of project work); the second is entirely devoted to an exploration of the evolution of British drama and to connections with its contemporary European theatrical productions.

The leitmotiv which I mentioned concerns consideration of the female figure through the centuries as it emerges from the literary texts examined; it also constitutes a further element of analysis and commentary for students.

The students’ personal involvement has been highly taken into account, both in their commentaries and exploitation of texts and in their acting out of remarkable scenes. Their personal reaction to what they read and study is, as already pointed out, my personal, basic purpose; therefore I suggest that, after the study of scenes which they have found particularly intriguing, involving or poignant, some students should be invited – though never obliged – to act them out. This will imply total mastery of the text from a phonetic and expressive points of view, and a deeper appreciation of authors and literary works, as well as a further step towards closer socialization, which still remains one of our most urgent objectives.

And if literature and theatre in particular, from their stony and threatening towers, can approach everyday life and everyday students, thanks to the psychological, behavioural and multiethnic challenges they provide, then we might say they restore their original Elizabethan meaning of taking all different people together to a wooden O, unifying them all in a common, unique and, possibly, lasting experience.

   Considerazioni metodologiche

(1)

A Muse of Fire si pone come volume specifico (da affiancare al corso base di letteratura, con moduli da suddividere per ciascun anno) incentrato sullo sviluppo del teatro inglese dal medioevo al XVII secolo e permette di focalizzare meglio l’evoluzione della produzione teatrale, dalle miracle plays ed interludes medioevali al massimo splendore del periodo elisabettiano (Shakespeare e i suoi contemporanei), per guidare gradualmente gli studenti alla comprensione dei successivi sviluppi e degli eventi storici che ne determineranno i cambiamenti.

In chiave monografica ho potuto, pertanto, destinare più spazio anche ad autori che vengono solitamente esclusi dai corsi base, ma che contribuiscono a dare un’idea più completa del rispettivo periodo storico-letterario; ho ritenuto fondamentale, inoltre, inserire il confronto con autori europei, generalmente assenti nei corsi base di letteratura inglese, ma che forniscono una prospettiva più ampia, anche in funzione della preparazione all’esame di stato.

Come ho detto in precedenza, il volume è incentrato sul ruolo privilegiato del teatro, sia in rapporto al relativo contesto sociale sia alle sue speciali modalità di presentazione delle tematiche. A ciò è stato parallelamente accostato, come già evidenziato, il ruolo della figura femminile, sia nella finzione teatrale che nella sua realtà sociale (es.: King Lear, The Taming of The Shrew, Love’s Labours Lost, etc.).

Il volume si presta, infine, ad un coinvolgimento personale degli allievi e stimola reazioni emotive, nonché più approfondite analisi contrastive tra periodi storico-letterari diversi o in prospettiva europea senza mai trascurare l’aspetto della continua attualizzazione delle tematiche proposte.

Riferimenti agli ASSI CULTURALI previsti dalla Riforma Gelmini

In accordo con i presupposti previsti dagli Assi Culturali della Riforma Gelmini, il testo risponde ai requisiti relativi alle competenze e alle capacità da sviluppare nell’arco del triennio. In particolare il testo prevede il potenziamento dei seguenti punti:

-     sviluppare le conoscenze relative all’educazione letteraria;

-     saper comprendere l’intenzionalità di un testo utilizzando diverse strategie;

-     saper comprendere il significato letterale e profondo di testi sia letterari sia non letterari;

-     saper analizzare testi letterari, compiendo le inferenze necessarie alla loro comprensione e alla loro collocazione nel sistema letterario e/o storico culturale di riferimento;

-     saper comprendere le tipologie testuali: parafrasi, riassunto, questionario, commento (= analisi di un testo), relazione e tema, con particolare riguardo ai testi di argomento letterario con eventuali collegamenti interdisciplinari.

(2)

Come ulteriore supporto metodologico a quanto detto prima e a quanto la didattica della lingua e della letteratura inglese (ben nota ai docenti di scuola superiore) ha elaborato negli ultimi trenta anni - ma su cui non mi soffermerò in quanto ciò non rientra tra le finalità del testo - vorrei che l’attenzione dei docenti si concentrasse sul paragrafo qui di seguito riportato, che è una citazione da I Miti del nostro tempo, (2009, Feltrinelli Ed.) di Umberto Galimberti.

In quasi tutti i suoi scritti, infatti, l’autore introduce riferimenti alle varie pratiche didattiche in uso nella scuola. La citazione che segue mi è sembrata particolarmente appropriata ad evidenziare il tipo di abilità che Galimberti - come altri studiosi italiani e stranieri, e Howard Gardner in primo luogo - ritiene sia particolarmente urgente sviluppare nella scuola del futuro a breve termine, e che condivido totalmente. Scrive Galimberti:

“A parere di Gardner il futuro richiederà la versatilità di cinque figure di intelligenza (qui vengono esposte solo le prime tre, N.d.A.) a partire dall’ intelligenza disciplinare …, non quindi sollecitazioni alla spontaneità e alle libertà espressive, perché i bambini vengono già da quel mondo, e il loro bisogno è di disciplinare tutto quello che il loro emisfero destro produce in termini immaginifici e fantastici, e di allenare l’emisfero sinistro che presiede la razionalità.

Su questa base deve impiantarsi l’intelligenza sintetica, capace di assemblare informazioni che provengono da più fonti in modo da pervenire ad una sintesi unitaria. A questo scopo molto più utile … è il ‘riassunto scritto’ di una pagina in cinque righe o di dieci pagine in una pagina, …, in modo da verificare la coerenza dei collegamenti e l’enucleazione di un senso unitario. Senza sintesi, infatti, non si dà intelligenza.

Acquisita la disciplina e la capacità di sintesi, resta da addestrare l’intelligenza creativa, che può essere allenata non ripetendo quello che il professore ha spiegato, . ma ponendo domande inusuali e non previste dal contesto culturale da cui si prendono le mosse, allo scopo di esplorare risposte inesplorate. … L’intelligenza creativa non è in contrasto con l’intelligenza disciplinata, perché, senza disciplina, non si perviene alla creatività, ma si resta a quello stadio infantile che è la spontaneità”.

Nota dell’autrice

La stesura di questo testo è stata per me come un atto di resistenza al dilagare della volgarità, del vuoto esistenziale e valoriale degli ultimi tempi, all’assenza di gusto e di sensibilità verso il bello – aspetto paradossale in Italia, dove viviamo circondati dalla bellezza naturale e architettonica, per quanto degradata -.

L’educazione al bello, e al bello in letteratura, costituisce, quindi, per me un’ancora di salvezza da cui ripartire per ridare ai nostri studenti la percezione che la vita non è fatta solo di mediocrità o corruzioni, di deserti emotivi, invidie o ascese verso un illusorio e precario successo. Dobbiamo riprenderci il nostro patrimonio culturale europeo, la scrittura dell’interiorità, se vogliamo tentare di creare un futuro più dignitoso rispetto alle prospettive attuali, dove non si vedano ripetuti gli errori del passato recente, neanche sotto altra forma, e che, per il fatto stesso di essere a noi contemporanei, ci sembrano di natura diversa.

Educare al bello significa risvegliare quella sensibilità che inevitabilmente alberga in ognuno di noi, seppur in misura diversa, rinforzarla, renderla sempre viva e attenta, affinché diventi un elemento di equilibrio in ogni momento della vita.

 

 

 

Realizzare un libro è sempre un’operazione complessa, che richiede molteplici revisioni e controlli, sempre con la consapevolezza che è praticamente impossibile pubblicare un testo del tutto privo di errori. Sarei, pertanto, grata ai lettori che vorranno segnalarli, in quanto considero quest’opera, lungi dall’essere completa e definitiva, piuttosto un work in progress.
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MODULE 1

WHAT IS THEATRE?

1.1 Pre-Reading Activities:

Activity 1: in a spidergram include all
the ideas and meanings that you connect to theatre:







	
	
	
personal expression





	
	
Theatre


	



	
personal involvement


	
	
more direct participation






intimate communication between actors and
audience

Activity 2: read the following extracts
from W. Shakespeare’s Henry V and
Hamlet respectively and underline all the expressions
in which the very nature of theatre is revealed, as well as the
aims of drama and the means to achieve them; then fill in the grid
in Activity 3.

In the first passage also try to point out what
the Chorus asks the audience to do.

Henry V, Prologue

Chorus

O for a Muse of fire, that would ascend

The brightest heaven of invention!

A kingdom for a stage, princes to act,

And monarchs to behold the swelling
scene!

Then should the warlike Harry, like
himself,

Assume the port of Mars, and
at his heels

(Leash’d in, like hounds) should famine, sword,
and Fire

Crouch for employment. But pardon, gentles
all,

The flat unraised spirits that hath
dar’d

On this unworthy scaffold to bring forth

So great an object. Can this cockpit
hold

The vasty fields of France? Or may we
cram

Within this wooden O the very casques

That did affright the air of Agincourt?



Piece out our imperfections with your
thoughts;



Think, when we talk of horses, that you see
them



For ‘tis your thoughts that now must deck our
kings,



Admit me Chorus to this history;

Who, Prologue-like, your humble patience
pray,

Gentle to hear, kindly to judge, our
play.

Hamlet

Act 3, Scene 2

Hamlet

Be not too tame neither, but let your own
discretion be your tutor. Suit the action to the word, the word
to the action, with this special observance, that you o’erstep
not the modesty of nature: for any thing so o’erdone is from the
purpose of playing, whose end, both at the first and now, was and
is, to hold as ‘twere the mirror up to nature: to
show virtue her feature, scorn her own image, and the very age and
body of the time his form and pressure.

Activity 3

Fill in the following grids:



Nature of Theatre:









Aims of Drama:













MODULE
1.2

THE ORIGINS OF TRAGEDY AND COMEDY

A brief history

The origins of drama are to be found in
classical Greece; Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides were the first
playwrights to lay the basis for tragedies and comedies.

The word ‘theatre’ comes from the Greek verb
theàomai, meaning ‘to watch’; it referred to a group of
people gathered to celebrate the religious ceremonies connected to
Dionysus and a belief in the continuity between life and death.
Such rites were accompanied by a chorus and by sacrifices: their
final aim was to propitiate fecundity in nature.

The word tragedy comes from the Greek
word tràgos, meaning ‘goat’, and odé, meaning
‘song’.

The goat was, in fact, seen as an impure animal
which was sacrificed in order to obtain purification for all sins.
The sacrifice was generally accompanied by songs.

This explains the presence of some of the most
relevant aspects of Elizabethan drama: when classical works (Latin
and Greek) were re-discovered during the Renaissance, some features
seemed to be particularly appropriate to capture the audience’s
attention and to provide plays with a well defined structure. As a
matter of fact, prologue, chorus, Aristotelian unities and
catharsis became the skeleton on which Elizabethan plays
were built, as we will see further on.

The three Aristotelian unities – as they were
defined by Aristotle in his Poetics, include:

Unity of time: the
play had to take place within 24 hours.

Unity of place: the play had to take
place in one location only.

Unity of action: the play had to develop
on the basis of one plot, without any subplot.

Such rules were not always respected, though,
in Elizabethan drama.

To Aristotle the concept of catharsis
meant that the spectators had to experience a sort of purification
at the end of the performance, after having participated in the
representation of crimes and horror.

On the other hand, the word comedy
comes from the Greek comodìa, which probably meant
‘Dionysiac feast song’, somehow connected to feasts celebrating the
rite of fecundity. The main features of comedy, which have not
basically altered much during the centuries, are:

-comedy deals with
ordinary characters in ordinary situations in an amusing way. It
starts from a defined, normal situation until something happens
that subverts its balance, until a solution is reached, without the
protagonist’s or other characters’ deaths;

-through comic characters
the playwright generally gives his opinion about the vices and
follies of his society;

-specific types of comic
characters are often introduced, who do not show any sign of change
during the play; sometimes their personal [...]
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