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Shakespeare’s
Greater

From the beginning this book has a
celebratory feel; Earl Showerman has found
his exploration of the plays a ‘life-changing
experience’, and this sensation leaps from
every page. For all Oxfordians it is a treat to
have Showerman’s body of work presented in
one volume to inform and inspire individuals
to a better understanding of these plays and the
genius behind them. That better understanding — SREEITLE
necessarily entails working from the evidence
of the plays themselves. In researching from

the Oxfordian perspective Showerman can :
dispense with the fetters and gyves of Shakespeare’s presumed hrmted education
in Stratford and unknown access to books and instead recognize fully the
familiarity of the playwright with much Greek drama.

So much impresses, particularly the scholarship Showerman uses as a launch
pad for his arguments. For example, in ‘Macbeth and Aeschylus’ Oresteid’, he begins
with Robert Root’s assumption that ‘Shakespeare nowhere alludes to any
characters or episodes of Greek drama ...” and how in Jan Kett’s words, [it was
assumed that| ‘Shakespeare did not know Greek tragedy and for this reason the
subject did not exist’. Fortunately, a small number of the early Shakespeare
scholars who were familiar with Greek drama have commented on echoes they
have found. But the 2009 Oregon Shakespeare Festival performance of Macbeth
was obviously exciting. That spring students carried out a ten week close reading
of a translation of the Oresteia — and after seeing Macheth, some of those students
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themselves noted the dramatic elements that Macheth seemed to share with the
Oresteia. Showerman’s personal list of those elements is striking, and the parallels
must have been a revelation for the students.

Most Oxfordians will be well aware of the large number of sources
Shakespeare is supposed to have drawn upon (Geoffrey Bullough in The Narrative
and Dramatic Sonrces of Shakespeare puts forward at least 270 definite ones) and the
lack of evidence for Shakespeare of Stratford’s own books. It’s therefore
interesting to read how Showerman notes that Laurie Maguire gives an
examination of the availability of Euripides’ plays in ‘parallel text editions with
clear Latin translations and explanatory apparatus which make it easy for anyone
with an interest to read Euripides’. Oxfordian researchers have for some years now
been able to link Oxford with his own books, and know he was educated in houses
with substantial libraries (Thomas Smith’s, William Cecil’s), and there is of course
Oxford’s own Geneva bible in the Folger Library, for instance. It is one of many
points at which Oxford’s eligibility to be not just ‘best for Comedy’ as Francis
Meres declares but also to be author of the canon seems manifest. And that’s
without mentioning that Mildred Cecil, Oxford’s mother-in-law, was an
‘accomplished Greek translator’, someone who ‘spoke and understood Greek as
easily as she spoke English’. It would indeed be an enormous loss to our
appreciation of the plays if Oxford’s candidacy for the authorship discourages
scholars from examining the plays’ debts to Greek drama, as Showerman
recognizes.

A second, enlightening example of Showerman’s studies is Tamon of Athens.
The play is hardly a regular box office favourite nor one of those chosen frequently
for students to study. Showerman’s examination of it under the light shed by
Greek drama effectively argues for a play that is more than a ‘rough draft’ as some
have considered it. Immediately recognizable are its ‘three distinct dramatic
moods’, starting with the ‘Prodigal Timon’ who provides feasts, entertainments, a
marriage dowry for one and a prison release fee for another. Generous Timon is
followed by ‘Timon’s misfortune’, and then comes the third, grim section with
‘Timon’s fury’ at the ‘friends’ who do not reciprocate his generosity in his hour of
need, and his retreat to the woods where a stream of Athenians visit him. Again
Showerman’s research brings out the commentators who have found so many
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similarities between Timon and Greek drama. Oxfordians may be particularly
interested in the background offered here, of the university and court traditions
with performances of plays in Greek, Latin and English during the sixteenth
century. Shakespeare of Stratford, like Ben Jonson, is not recorded as being a
university alumnus. Or perhaps Oxfordians will take an especial delight in the
Queen’s present to Oxford in 1579. She gave him a silver ‘bason and ewer from

our store’. In Timon, Lucullus ‘dreamt of a silver basin and ewer tonight’.

It is fitting that a medical practitioner should also write about Shakespeare’s
medicine. For readers and playgoers, being alert to that interest highlichts many
instances where the playwright demonstrates knowledge of anatomy, or physic, or
mental disturbances, such as his preoccupation with the effects of syphilis,
temporary insanity, or the use of herbs. It is, however, slightly disconcerting to
find Aesclepius, Hippocrates and Cerimon linked together as ‘Greek physicians’,
since they are respectively a mythological Greek god, a real person and a fictional
character.

Frances Yates, J. Churton Collins, Tanya Pollard, W.W. Lloyd, A.E. Haigh —
the list of those who have recognized the influence of Greek drama on the plays
is extensive. Would that there were more today who worked from the evidence of
the plays and less from the restrictions imposed by assuming the authorship of the
man from Stratford. As Showerman demonstrates again and again, understanding
this Greek influence illuminates the plays. His chapter on Aristophanes and .4
Midsummer Night's Dream is delightful — what one would give to know what
Aristophanes might have made of .4 Midsummer Night’s Dream!

Shakespeare’s Greater Greek sparkles, everywhere. Yes, there are occasional
repetitions, as one would expect from a collection of essays, but it is worth having
some names and points by those who saw the Greek influence emphasized.
Showerman’s breadth of reading, research and rumination are all evident in his
superb marshalling of facts from Elizabethan times, his range of quotations from
scholars, and his own insights into this selection of Greek playwrights and
Shakespeare plays. ‘Greater Greek’ seems entirely justified.
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