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Politics and Power in the Renaissance

Social Context

= Power struggles and political intrigue were fundamental
driving forces of Renaissance society.

= Both external threats and internal power struggles created
instability.

= There was widespread discussion about the nature of
politics, considerations on the political models of the
Classical period, and comparisons between republican and
monarchical models.

= Essayists and theorists such as Niccolo Machiavelli (The
Prince, 1513) led these discussions.

= Politics and power were also represented in the literature of
the period.
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Power Struggles in Shakespeare

Hamlet, Prince of Denmark

= Hamletis one of Shakespeare’s most well-known tragedies.

= |ts main theme is revenge, but it also explores in depth the nature of monarchy, ruthlessness,
loyalty and manipulation.
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Hamlet, Prince of Denmark

= Hamlet, the King of Denmark, has died.

= His ghost has been seen walking the ramparts of Elsinore castle
at night.

= His son, Prince Hamlet, has been called back to Elsinore for his
father’s funeral, but, to his disgust, he has also been present at
his mother’s marriage to his uncle Claudius, who has been
crowned the new king.

= Hamlet s told about his father’s ghost.
= He decides to try to speak with it.

= The ghost tells him that his father was murdered, and that the
assassin was Claudius.
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Hamlet, Prince of Denmark

= Hamlet intends to revenge his father’s murder but, unsure of
himself and of the truth, keeps putting it off.

= He becomes deeply melancholic, feigns madness to hide his
purpose, and becomes suspicious of everyone around him.

= Hamlet invites a group of actors to put on a play in the castle
which will re-enact the murder of his father.

= At the performance, his uncle’s behaviour convinces Hamlet of
his guilt.

= Claudius, now aware that Hamlet is dangerous, plots his death.

= |n the final scene, Hamlet dies, but not before he has taken his
revenge on Claudius.
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Hamlet, Prince of Denmark

The Motif of the Ear

" |n Hamlet, the human ear is used as an important political motif.

= The play contains numerous references to ears, hearing and
listening.
= These references indicate that:
" in a corrupt state, words can be manipulated and the truth
can be distorted;
= subversion of truth is essential to holding on to power;
= in a world of mistrust, people must listen in on
conversations, overhear, and spy on others to discover what
IS going on;
= the ear becomes an important channel of information and
misinformation.
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Shakespeare and Machiavellian Politics

An Influential Text : :

IL PRINCIPE DI NICCOLO MA)
CHIAVELLI AL MAGNIFICO
LORENZO DI PIERO

= The Prince by Niccold Machiavelli (1513): DE MEDICL

LA VITA DI CASTRVCCIO CA/
ftracani da Luccr 4 Zanobi Buondelmonti, & d

= circulated in Italy at the beginning of the 1500s; it Alamannicompofta per il medefos

IL MODO CHE TENNE IL DVCA
YValentino per ammazgare Vitellozo,Olinerotin da’

= had a huge influence on the discussions which would take R e
place in England during the reigns of Henry VIII, Elizabeth | i Ui

© o nonaAmente aggiuntis

and James | on political theory;

= raised manyimportantissues regarding ethics and politics
which would influence Shakespeare’s writing.
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Shakespeare and Machiavellian Politics

The Term ‘Machiavellian’

= Statements by Machiavelli, such as:

It is better to be
feared than loved, if
you cannot be both

= meant that the adjective ‘Machiavellian’ came to indicate a ruthless,
amoral, royal or political schemer.

O

If a prince wants to
maintain his rule,

he must be prepared
not to be virtuous
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Shakespeare and Machiavellian Politics

Machiavellian Characters

= A number of Shakespeare’s characters
have been referred to as
Machiavellian, including the usurper,
King Claudius, in the play Hamlet.
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Shakespeare and Machiavellian Politics

A Machiavellian Character

= Claudius, in true Machiavellian style:

= murders his own brother to gain
power;

= spies on members of his court;

= uses Hamlet’s friends, his love,
Ophelia, and her brother, in his
plots and intrigues;

= plots his nephew’s murder.
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Politics and Power

Political Paintings

= Artworks can also serve as instruments
which reinforce the power and prestige
of a leader.

= |n Renaissance times, artworks
certainly fulfilled this function.

= For example, portraits of Elizabeth |
were rich in symbols of her greatness.

= Examples of these symbols are:

= the crown: the right to rule;
= the globe: overseas possessions;
= pearls: purity, chastity.
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