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Introduction
Shakespeare, the System

Be calm, good wind, Blow not a word away
Till 1 have found each leter in the lerrer|.]!

[T}F this letter speed
And my invention thrive, Edmund the base
Shall tap the legitimare.”

In King Lear, letters not only communicate bur effect action. Impor-
tantly, thar action is never predicrable. If Edmund’s forged lerer thrives,
it will upser the plav's svstems of hierarchy and primogeniture, As his -
and ather - plots within King Lear unfold, the trajectory of written
letters becomes increasingly unpredictable. A nonlinear network of
letrers shapes the faves of King Lear's characters in unexpected and
complex wavs, Shakespeare’s use of letrers, argues Alan Srewarr, ‘tends
to undermine sta !::iliun-r."’I In King Lear, a ‘network of letters’ resembles -
in the words of Julia Ritter — ‘an intricate web of plots and counterplots
which depends precariously upon the missives’ somerimes fauley and
often unpredictable journeys berween senders and recipients.™

Similarly unpredictable networks of letters are discernible in many of
Shakespeare’s plays (all but five of the First Folio plays, in I:m:ri].' Arte-
midorus’ prophetic warning in Juline Caesar;® the ‘sweer scrolls™ thar
“fly about the streets of Rome’ in Titns Andronicns;” and the leter given
to Antonio by Portia in the final scene of The Merchant of Venice, with
her eryptic comment that he ‘shall not know by what strange accident /
| chanced on this letter’.® A Midsumimer Night's Dream proves one of
the few plays in which lerrers are absent; paper and ink replaced by the
supernatural fairy interventions which urilise the media of petals and the
juice of the love-in-idleness flower.”

Letters are tangible, physical embodiments of potential: they can
generate interactions between writer and recipient as well as with the
mediating forces that engage with or interrupt the intended linear trans-
mission process. Early modern letter-writing was ‘a complex jofren
collaborative rather than solitary) activity” of ‘a multi-agent nature’, in-
volving layers of input and muluiple hands." Early modern lerters emerge
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out of systems, but as a form of interaction, also work to maintain
and produce those systems, Letters, of course, relv integrally on one
major complex system: language. As Gary Taylor and John V. Mance
remind us, languages ‘are systcmic'.” Further, litcracies in carly modern
England were ‘multiple, variable, subject to redefinition”, with different
rype fonts and scripr forms shaping ‘different experiences of lireracy.”'?
Bevond language and literacies, letters also rely upon the interactions
af many ather Systems, These include the pq:d;tgngi::M systems that
educate (to varying extents) the writer, messenger and recipient, as well
as the systems that produce the paper, penknife, ink, *pounce for blot-
ring’ and calendar tor daring, wax and seals (including the ecological
and agricultural systems which provide ‘the gall in ink, the goose from
which the quill is plucked')."? The system of delivery in Shakespeare’s
England was more of a *messy, ad boc arrangement of messengers’ than
a formalised ‘system’, including a ‘nerwork of roval “standing poses™.™
More broadly, we must include the vagaries of the social, political and
environmental systems through which the letters must traverse; and of
course, the complex systems of the writer’s and recipient’s brains, their
histories and memories,

Shakespeare’s network of letters in the fictional playworld of King Lear
and throughout his corpus provides an apt metaphor for the integration
of Shakespeare’s plays in our own real world, His plays circulate like
the letters within them - interrupted and altered, reincerpreted, edived,
adapted, re-read, performed and re-performed - interacting with an idea
{always imagined) of the letter’s sender but in no sense controlled or
limited by the sender’s supposed intentions, Even a letter™s ‘receprion’ - a
deceptively passive term — contains a dynamic process: Stewart describes
the receprion of a lerter as *a complex performance of which reading
of the text is only one part’.'® Eve Rachele Sanders and Margaret W.
Ferguson articulate how early modern readers interacted with content:
arguing, emending, correcting, curting and adding, as well as forming
*associations and at times larger social nerworks through their reading.'®
Daybell argues that reading — like the process of composition - was
often collaborative.'” The recipients of the letters are also continually
changing as different audiences engage with and reinterprer them. From
these interactions emerge equally unpredictable phenomena thar feed
back into the letter’s {or play's) network, further altering and enrich-
ing its behavioural patrerns. Shakespeares use of lereers throughout his
plays thus does far more than communicate information essential ro the
progression of the narrative — just as his plays do far more than tell a
story, The letters are a microcosmic cxampll: of the macrocosmic system
of Shakespeare.

Like most communication networks, Shakespeare is complex.
Whether you examine one metaphor, one prop (like a letter), one play,
or his entire ocuvre, at every level Shakespeare unfolds in surprising
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and intricate ways, When we refer to Shakespeare, study his works, or
watch his plavs, we understand thar his name refers o one individual
and thar individual’s corpus. But it is also far more complex than this:
we .'1|'rpl:|.l the term Shuk:spcn:rc to a range of manifestations, creating ‘a
multiplicity” of Shakespeares.'® Shakespeare is a ‘proliferating knot of
times and places’.' His presence in academia, education, performance,
popular culture, history and politics comprises a dense, layered, inter-
connected network of parts. Within these broad fields and discourses
are imnumerable interactions that (rejereate Shakespeare through on-
going, dynamic processes, Such interactions are impossible o quantify
or exhaustively account for; they amount 1o *a heterogencous swarm
of interconnecting, interdependent, complex, nonlinear n:l:tti:m.r.]'lips.""'”
These ceaseless interactions and countless others are Shakespeare = they
constitute and regenerate this shape-shifting system. This identification
of Shakespeare as complex recognises the complexity inherent within
the subject; it does not retrospectively introduce it. Shakespeare, in
all its manifestations = as play, language, performance, historical sub-
ject, individual, fictitious playworld, contemporary phenomenon, digital
incarnation, field of study — is a complex system. In fact, upon closer
ispection, Shakespeare comprises a nest of complex systems.

Complexity theory = the study of complex systems = is a dynamic
new framework thar radically reimagines the Shakespeare system and
our attempis to investigare . Complexity theory recognises the way
that interactions create and sustain open, dynamic syseems. Essentially,
complexity theory helps us to understand how the world works. It iden-
tifies systems in our natural and social worlds thar exhibit complex
behavioural parrerns and examines how thev operare. Complexity
theory is particularly wseful for biological and social systems because
“iving systems - organisms, communities, coevolving ecosystems — are
the paramount example of organised complexirty.”*! As complexity the-
ory centres on how parts interact, it illustrates not any one particular
element or area of Shakespeare studies bur, rather, is more useful for an
examination of the interactions between aspects of Shakespeare. This
approach is therefore based on a systemie, relational ontology.

My use of complexity theory has three objectives. First, [ identify
Shakespeare — and the many subsystems within the scope of Shake-
speare studies — as a ::mnph,:x SYstem. Second, | use n;;umph;x'it:,' t]'l.cnr}r b
explore the ongoing regeneration of Shakespeare through the interaction
of parts. In doing so, complexity theory proves an enlightening lens
for the analysis of Shakespeare's plays, as well as various other sub-
5}"5":“’[5 at wnrk wirh:in rhl: hn:a(t:r SI'IR]{I:E]'H:EI’C‘ 5}'5":“1: Fr{:rn L"."IFI}"
modern cultural practices to the structure and behavioural parterns of
co-authorship in the period; and o modern-day pedagogical systems
and the manifestations of Shakespeare in rwenty-first century culture,
Third, I seek to contribute to the field of complexity theory by refining
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its application and extending its reach into the humanires. My aim is
to demonstrate how complexity theory may be of value to Shakespeare
studies, and conversely, how its use might refine the implementation of
complexity theory in the humanities.

This might elicie the eriticism thar ‘anything’ can be tried on Shake-
speare, and thar novel theories are applied simply for the sake of novelry.
Complexity theory needs o be able to account for itself and hypothe-
sise the benefits it may provide to Shakespeare scholarship. However,
here complexity provides a challenge rather than a benefit: complexiry
theory interrogares how Shakespeare and his associared field of study
are actually constirured. If we ask how complexicy theory is relevant to
Shnkcspl:ﬂn;, the answer lics in the fact that a ;,'nmp'|¢xi\-'ist npprum:h
seeks to know what precisely is meant by ‘Shakespeare’. If we aceept
that Shakespeare is a complex system (containing myriad other complex
svstems), then the question becomes nor whether complexity theory is
relevant for Shakespeare studies but how do we understand the systems
his name encompasses? Complexity theory is thus relevant for Shake-
speare studies because it inmerrogates what we mean by ‘Shakespeare’.

In cach chapter of Shakespeare and Complexity Theory, | focus on
one subsystem within the broader Shakespeare system, taking one of 13
characteristics identified in Chapter 1 as my central focus, and pairing
this with a Shakespeare play and a particular method or mode of using
complexity theory {see Table 1.1).

Chapter Overview

This structure is designed to interrogate the behaviour of complex sys-
tems, reconceptualise Shakespeare’s texts by examining their complex
behavioural patterns, offer illuminating perspectives on narrative, ped-
agogical, theatrical and culeural subsystems, and explore different ways

Table 1.1 Shakespeare and Complexity Theory

Chapter  Play Systemr Characteristic . Method
Twin A Mrdswmemer  Fictional Bounded Meraphorical
Mighe's secial instabiliry exXTension
Diream SVETEMm
Three Titus Play system Self- System
Andronices OTRANISATIon medelling
Four The Merchant  Educartional Unexpected Pedagogical
of Venice s¥stem CMETEEnce observation
Five Juliies Caesar Stratford- Anractors Case study
upon-Avon
Shakespeare

system
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of using complexity theory in order 1o develop implementation stearegies
for the humaniries.

Chaprer 1 functions as a standalone introduction ro complexity the-
ary, interweaving Shakespeare studics, literary studics and the human-
ities with this new theory. The list of complex characreristies is designed
for exrension into areas of ingquiry bevond the boundaries of this book,
This chapter alse identifies latent or implicit complexivism in early
maodern 54,:|'|u|:lrsh:ip. In (:hapn:r 2, E:.'L!I'l.}' madern dance = which is often
under-theorised within the study of A Midswminier Night's Dream — is
given renewed vitality through complexiry’s concept of *bounded insta-
bility* or “the edge of chaos', Likewise, this vague and under-researched
concept is interrogated and refined through this implementation, which
alse embraces metaphorical extension as valid and essential for lieerary
studies. In the third chaprer, | investigate a play-text’s self-organising
nature and eritique how we conceprualise co-authorship in Tirus An-
dronicns. The focus of the book expands from the internal world of the
play’s narrative to the construction of the play itself as a complex sys-
tem. Chaprer 4 rackles the unrealised learning porential latent in a class-
room's unexpected or unpredictable moments and in The Merchant of
Vemice. It embeds the complex system of a play within a contemporary
educational system, and wses data drawn from class observarions and
interviews to explore the role of the unpredictable in Shakespeare educa-
vion. The final chaprer identifies and traces the behavioural parterns of
‘arrractors’ in two systems: the Shakespeare system as it localises in the
town of Stratford-upon-Avon, and the political system of fulins Caesar.

The systems of interest in this book move gradually from the microcos-
mic to the macrocosmic, and include: the internal systems of the hctional
playworld; the entire play as a system in its own right; the early modern
theatrical system; the educational systems that teach Shakespeare’s plays;
and the global cultural system thar ereates and perperuates the coneepe
of Shakespeare. This can also be seen as different levels nested within
each other: the narrative level; meta-narrative and historical level; ped-
agogical level; and fAinally the cultural level. Always the macrocosmic is
in dialogue (eicher directly or through mediated interactions) with other
system levels, scales and pares, because the macrocosmie is a product of
the interactions of the lower levels,

These nested levels work much the same way as the letters that pop-
ulate Shakespeare’s plays. Letters, like the systems and subsystems thar
comprise the phenomena of Shakespeare, emerge as ‘multifacered and
lavered forms”.?2 The smallest unit of a lerter might be an alphaberical
letter — as Julia says in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, we can find
‘each letter in the letter” = while a written letter is itself one unit of a
play’s broader communication network, and one prop within the theatre
company's arsenal, and one infinitesimally small part of carly modern
England’s complex, shifting, dynamic culture. The value of complexity
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theory in Shakespeare studies resides in its ability 1o tackle each of these
levels; it offers a remarkably adaprive and dynamic framework applica-
ble to the wildly diverse agents of Shakespeare, the system.
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