THE ART OF ADAPTATION

Verse workshop: Milton and Shakespeare
On Shakespeare. 1630

What need my Shakespeare for his honour'd bones,

The labour of an age in piled Stones,

Or that his hallow'd reliques should be hid

Under a star-y pointing pyramid?

Dear son of memory, great heir of Fame,

What need'st thou such weak witness of thy name?

Thou in our wonder and astonishment

Hast built thy self a lasting Monument.

For whilst to th' shame of slow-endeavouring art,

Thy easy numbers flow, and that each part

Hath from the leaves of thy unvalu'd book,

Those Delphic lines with deep impression took,

Then thou our fancy of it self bereaving,

Dost make us marble with too much conceiving;

And so sepulcher'd in such pomp dost lie,

That Kings for such a tomb would wish to die.

reliques: reference to Shakespeare’s hallowed remains

son of memory: the conceit of Shakespeare as a son of Mnemosyne, described as the 
goddess of memory and the mother of the Muses in Hesiod's Theogony 915.

easy numbers: metrical or rhymed verses

unvalu’d: invaluable

Delphic lines: Apollo, Greek god of poetry had his oracle at Delphi.

  make us marble: refers to the Greek myth of Niobe, who was turned to stone for bragging

that her children were greater than Latona's children, Apollo and Diana

"On Shakespear" was Milton's first published poem.  It appeared anonymously in the second folio of plays by Shakespeare (1632) under the title, "An Epitaph on the admirable Dramaticke Poet, W.SHAKESPEARE.”  John Milton’s father had been a trustee of Blackfriars Theatre, which housed after 1608 the company of actors for whom Shakespeare served as chief playwright and also as a performer (Campbell, "Shakespeare and the Youth of Milton" in Milton Quarterly 33.4, 1999). 

Scansion: reading/speaking Shakespeare and Milton

Milton wrote Paradise Lost in a strict blank verse style of iambic pentameter.  There are few rhyming lines, no broken or altered lines, dialogue consists of monologues or speeches.  Shakespeare, on the other hand, used iambic pentameter as a jumping off point for a wide range of verse styles intermingled with prose.

Iambic pentameter refers a basic verse line.  It is comprised of five feet (or measures), with each measure broken into two beats: “But soft, what light through yonder window breaks?”  or “Defend the justice of my cause with arms.”  Iambic pentameter is often compared to the beat of the heart: da dum, da dum, da dum, da dum, da dum.

In 17th century verse, beginning with Shakespeare and his contemporaries through Milton, subtext is minimal.  Shakespeare’s characters generally speak their thoughts through a wide range of poetic devices.

Chorus: opening speech from Shakespeare’s Henry V

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 have dared

     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 at Agincourt?

     O, pardon!...

     And let us, ciphers to this great accompt,

     On your imaginary forces work....

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

     Carry them here and there; jumping o'er times,

     Turning the accomplishment of many years

     Into an hour-glass: for the which supply,

     Admit me Chorus to this history;

     Who prologue-like your humble patience pray,

     Gently to hear, kindly to judge, our play!

Compare Shakespeare’s reference to the theatrical muse with Milton’s heavenly muse:

Of man’s first disobedience, and the fruit (I, 1)
Of that forbidden tree, whose mortal taste

Brought death into the world, and all our woe,

With loss of Eden, till one greater man

Restore us, and regain the blissful seat, 

Sing Heav'nly Muse…





…I thence  (I, 12)

Invoke thy aid to my advent’rous song

And chiefly thou, O Spirit, that dost prefer  (I, 17)

Before all temples th’ upright heart and pure

Instruct me...

Verbs, nouns and adjectives figure prominently in scansion.  They dominate syntax and meaning.  They support dramatic action.  Unlike in contemporary usage, conjunctions (“and”), articles (“the”) and prepositions (“for”)_are rarely key or operative words.  What would Shakespeare think about the current usage of “like?” 

When you invert the stress of the measure, it is called a trochee: 


“Noble patricians, patrons of my right”


“Brother, for in that name doth nature plead”

Some lines have too few or too many syllables and don’t scan without expanding or contracting certain words.  This is known as elision (contraction of two syllable/beats into one) or a sounded ending (expansion of one into two), thus giving a line the necessary ten syllables to scan properly:

“A very excellent piece of villainy” (excellent needs an elision)

”Till all the Andronici be made away” (needs a contraction.  Can you find it?)

“The good is oft interred with their bones.” (needs sounded ending.  Where?)

Some lines intentionally have 11 syllables (regrettably called a “feminine ending”), the most famous of these being:  


“To be or not to be, that is the question.”

One of the few instances in Paradise Lost occurs in the passage we examined Wednesday:

“So having said, a while he stood expecting…” (Milton, X, 504)

Examples of clever rhetorical devices or patterns from Shakespeare:

--repetition of a word that ends one clause at the beginning of the next


 "My conscience hath a thousand several tongues,

 
  And every tongue brings in a several tale,

 
  And every tale condemns me for a villain." (Richard III)

--metaphor:  implied comparison between two unlike things achieved through the figurative use of words:


 "Now is the winter of our discontent

Made glorious summer by this son of York." (Richard III, I, i)

--substitution of one part of speech for another


 "I'll unhair thy head." (Antony and Cleopatra)

--antithesis: contrast of ideas or words in a balanced or parallel construction

"Not that I loved Caesar less, but that I loved Rome more." (Julius Caesar)
--two corresponding pairs arranged in a parallel inverse order


  "Fair is foul, and foul is fair" (Macbeth)

--contrast and wordplay:


 “Though hast undone our mother.”


 “Villian, I have done thy mother.” (Titus)

--simile:  an explicit comparison between two things using "like" or "as"


 "My love is as a fever, longing still

 
For that which longer nurseth the disease" (Sonnet CXLVII)

Imagery pattern.  One of the most important elements in the poetry of Shakespeare and Milton is imagery.  It is descriptive language that evokes sensory experience or provokes a mental picture in the listener/observer.  Imagery is central to theme, action, overall meaning of a play (and character) or poem.  

· Go back to the Henry V chorus speech and find three images.  How do they function in the speech and what do they mean?

Tactics and shifting status:  Effective language (including subtext) reveals the shifting status of characters in conflict.  As we saw from Satan’s transformation in Book X, great dramatic writing involves a change of value—from high to low or low to high.  In order to maintain high status/control, characters in all dramatic forms employ tactics to achieve their ends.  A character can play low status and gain something as well as high status.  Tactics are active choices a character employs to achieve a goal.

Some background on Milton and Paradise Lost:

Paradise Lost was initially conceived by Milton to be a tragedy.  At least a decade and four drafts later, Milton abandoned his efforts for the stage and wrote his epic poem (one of the drafts was, in fact, named Paradise Lost and it survives in a manuscript at Trinity College, Cambridge). 

Milton’s choice of a poem over tragedy reveals a great deal about the advantages of one art form over another.  

· The epic form gave Milton license to cover vast tracts of space and time.  The action extends back in time to the creation of our universe and forward to the second coming (V, 575)

· The action ranges over the whole earth, throughout the universe and beyond the universe to Heaven, Chaos and Hell (compare to the Henry V Chorus disclaimers)

· Milton’s descriptive passages require no “suspension of disbelief,” they are evoked through the words of the narrator and in our imagination as listeners/readers

The drafts of Paradise Lost as a tragedy include the following: 

· The war in heaven is related by a chorus

· Temptation takes place off-stage (how would one perform a serpent?)

· God and Son never appear or speak.  God does not appear.

· Adam and Eve could not be naked on stage.  In one version they enter after temptation, clothed.  How might Milton stage this kind of passage? (V, 379-85):







…But Eve

(Undecked save with herself, more lovely fair

Then wood-nymph, or the fairest Goddess feigned

Of three that in Mount Ida naked strove),

Stood to entertain her guest from Heav'n.  No veil

She needed, virtue-proof, no thought infirm

Altered her cheek.

Conventions of the Epic Poem:

   1. Praepositio: Opens by stating the theme or cause of the epic. This may take the form of a purpose (as in Milton, who proposed "to justify the ways of God to men"); of a question (as in the Iliad, where Homer asks the Muse which god it was who caused the war); or of a situation (as in the Song of Roland, with Charlemagne in Spain).

   2. Invocation: Writer invokes a Muse, one of the nine daughters of Zeus. The poet prays to the Muses to provide him with divine inspiration to tell the story of a great hero. (This convention is obviously restricted to cultures influenced by European Classical culture: the Epic of Gilgamesh, for example, or the Bhagavata Purana do not contain this convention)

   3. In medias res: narrative opens "in the middle of things", with the hero at his lowest point. Usually flashbacks show earlier portions of the story.  (How might Satan fit into this convention?)

   4. Enumeratio: Catalogues and genealogies are common. These long lists of objects, places, and people place the finite action of the epic within a broader, universal context. Often, the poet is also paying homage to the ancestors of audience members.

   5. Epithet: Heavy use of repetition or stock phrases: e.g., Homer's "rosy-fingered dawn" and "wine-dark sea."

Epic films (historical) hearken back to the epic poem.  Gladiator and Beowulf are recent examples—films that have a large scope, that are often set during a time of war or other conflict, and take place over a considerable period of time. A historical setting is typical, although fantasy or science fiction settings have become common in recent decades. The central conflict of the film is usually seen as having far-reaching effects.
