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T hiscoursew illconsidertheL atinsourcesthatw enow thinkS hakespearew asfarm oreconversantw ith
thanused tobeconceded.Chiefam ongstthesesourcesinthisparticularcoursew illbeL ucretiusandO vid.

T henotableS hakespeareanS tanley W ellshasw ritten,“ [t]heplays,nottoputtoofineapointonit,reek
ofsexuality.” T hisstatem entishardly disputable.ButS hakespeare’sL atinity w illhelpusunderstandbetterw hy
thepositionisunassailable— w hy,toborrow from King Lear,“ … you sm ellafault… itsm ellsofm ortality.”

Ishould m akeclearim m ediately thatthecoursedoesnotrequire,explicitly orim plicitly,aknow ledgeof
L atinandthatthecourseisnotathrow backtovenerableinfluence-studies.W ew illbestudyingS hakespeareas
areader,ahighly literatem an,notasan“ erudite.” T obesure,therew illbetim esw henw eneedthe ipsissima
verba,andonthoseoccasionsw ew illfind them throughtheInternetorthroughotherm eansthatIw illm ake
available.Butprim arily ourw orkw illberesearchonthetopicsofinventionthatS hakespeareencounteredinthe
L atinw ritersw how erem ostinfluentialinhiscareer.T hus,togiveaquickbutsalientexam ple,intheearly
narrativepoem ,“ Venusand Adonis,” S hakespearerespondstoL ucretiusonvariousoccasionsprim arily by w ay
ofL ucretius’sfam ouscelebrationofVenusthatbeginsinbook1 and continuesthroughouttheDe rerum natura.
S uchL atintopicality enablesinvestigationsofS hakespeare’stextsw hichreturnoftensurprisingresults.If
S hakespeareisnotas“ erudite” ashisgreatcontem porary BenJonson,itturnsoutthatheisnonethelessavery
literatepoet.Itisthisliteracy thatw ew illbem ostinterestedinexam iningsoastoappreciateS hakespeare’s
contributiontoEnglishpoetry.

R equirem entsforthecoursew illbeparticipationinthesem inarasw ediscussthedetailsof
S hakespeare’srhetoricand literacy andtw oessayspreparedoutsideofclassinw hichstudentsundertakean
analysisofaparticularexam pleofS hakespeare’srhetoricandliteracy.T heseessaysneednotnecessarily be
lengthy nor,atleastinthefirstinstance,dothey needtocom portlarge(“ bone-breaking” )bibliographies.First
andforem ost,they m ustengagew iththew ay thatS hakespearetransform ssources:heisthemost original
w riterinourtraditionw hodeliberately re-scriptssources not his own,not original w ithhim — alm ostasifothers’
inventionsoftopicsliberated him toinventEnglishpoetry.T hisisthesim plepropositionofthecourse.W ew ill
testthispropositiontolearnhow itm ay helpustounderstandtherhetoricw ithw hichS hakespearecom poses
poetry ashetransform sEnglish,languageandculture.
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Iw illannotate and am plify the syllabusatlength in the firstm eeting,butin conjunction w ith you,the

students,soastoarriveataplanthatrecognizesatleastsom epartsofourdiverseagendas.


