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THE IDEA OF THEATRICALITY AS A PRINCIPLE OF SOCIAL 

BEHAVIOUR IN W. SHAKESPEARE’S DRAMA 
 

In recent years the concept of theatricality of a literary work has 
increasingly become a subject of great scientific understanding. This is 
explained by the fact that in the cultural awareness of the XX century this 
concept revealed not only in its aesthetic and social sense, but in the 
philosophical and ontological one. Homo Sapiens replaced Homo Ludens, and 
role-based behavior formed the basis for understanding the nature of human 
personality. 

The term “theatrical” and its derivatives are widely used for the 
description of manner, speech, gesture of person but calculated for achieving 
certain effect, deliberately showy, affected, sometimes artificial, yet colourful 
and appealing.  

At the same time the meaning of the theatricality of a literary work can 
not be reduced merely to the characteristics of genres, species or linguistic 
nature. The idea of theatricality is disclosed, especially in the conceptual 
premise of the work and relies on the notion of life as a certain action, 
organized under the laws of social, psychological, or aesthetic views. 

“Theatricality” is a desire to structure behavioural principles in 
accordance with the principles of theatrical performances. In this sense, the 
"theatricality" can be described as specific psychological characteristics of a 
particular character. 

Thus, the aim of the article is to analyze the idea of theatricality as a 
principle of social behaviour on the example of W. Shakespeare’s drama. 

Understanding life as a theatrical space in the English literary and 
artistic traditions undoubtedly begins with W. Shakespeare. The Bard was 
definitely influenced by the day-to-day theatricality which was in the air he 
breathed and the Monarch, the Queen Elizabeth I, “that greatest Glorious 
Quene of Faerie lond” (E. Spenser), set numerous examples as she showed 
herself to her people theatrically when occasion demanded, combining velvet-
gloved menaces and golden promises with bloodshed and cruelties. 
Elizabeth’s public appearances and speeches were well-considered and 
perfectly-paced, and the supreme moment of calculated theatrical bravura was 
her address to her troops at Tilbury when the Spanish Armada threatened the 
borders of her Realm. 

Shakespeare’s famous formula of the world as a theatre is repeated 
many times and many frets interpreted by further generations of writers and 
philosophers, was a kind of artistic axiom that defines the essence of both 
social and individual human relationship. Features of people’s “role” 
behaviour in all spheres of life have become for Shakespeare the subject of 
special study of art. Almost in all of his dramatic works, the characters, one 
way or another, affirm the necessity for playing behaviour under specific 
situations and conditions. 
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The idea of theatricality as a principle of social behaviour is already 
defined in his early chronicles or historical plays. In “Richard III” we can see 
kind of “stage direction” – the main character plans the situation in advance, 
simulates it, replays and rehearses it first in his mind and then tries to 
implement a ‘director's intent’ into action: 

 
For then I'll marry Warwick’s youngest daughter. 
What though I kill’d her husband and her father? 
The readiest way to make the wench amends 
Is to become her husband and her father: 
The which will I; not all so much for love 
As for another secret close intent, 
By marrying her which I must reach unto [1]. 
 
Thus, Richard clearly estimates his marriage and, therefore, 

deliberately “builds up” the situation suitable for him. The image of Richard is 
complex, multisided and has multifaced. “That’s his way of great acting talent, 
the talent of transformer” [2, p. 610], which carries out the game in order to 
achieve the goal. He feels that he is a great actor on the stage of life, that he is 
a professional in the known role, so that only a connoisseur and a talented 
player, who is on the par with Richard, can appreciate his acting skills. 
Richard is well aware of this and he “revels in his virtuosity, giving him a 
sense of superiority over others’ [2, p. 611]. He, as a director of the play, 
creates his own role and actions, but remarkably, by his virtual situations the 
others do, without realizing that they just play up to Richard in his life’s 
drama. For example, Richard sends Buckingham ahead, who without knowing 
it, does everything well, as has already been given to him by self-seeking 
Richard. Later everyone can see Richard’s “faces” in Iago, Edmund and 
Macbeth masks, who also demonstrate mastery of orchestrated action. 

Slightly different idea of theatricality of human behavior can be traced 
in the two parts of the historical play “Henry IV”. Prince Henry is “working” 
on himself, like an actor rehearsing his new part, thus creating his own image: 

 
I know you all, and will awhile uphold 
The unyoked humour of your idleness: 
Yet herein will I imitate the sun, 
Who doth permit the base contagious clouds 
To smother up his beauty from the world, 
That, when he please again to be himself, 
Being wanted, he may be more wonder’d at, 
By breaking through the foul and ugly mists 
Of vapours that did seem to strangle him [3]. 
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Prince Henry feels perfectly well every situation and knows how to 
present and conduct himself in any of them: “Well, gentlemen, we must now 
take the form of fair people with a clear conscience”. 

The real theatre in the theatre” can be seen in the episode in which 
Falstaff and Prince Henry act out the performance, when the Prince meets with 
Henry IV. In this situation Falstaff and Henry are both directors and actors of 
their little play. 

The problems of playing, pretence and everyday lie are constantly 
interpreted by different sides in the works by Shakespeare. Hence the idea of a 
mask, face and guise appears. His characters are constantly unraveling each 
other, trying to distinguish sincerity from hypocrisy, loyalty from treachery, 
love from hated. The playwright, on regular basis, puts such words as “mask”, 
“play”, “scene” in the cues of his characters. 

In the early tragedy “Romeo and Juliet”, the heroine before taking the 
poison delivers, for this moment, quite a sublime monologue: 

 
Farewell! God knows when we shall meet again. 
I have a faint cold fear thrills through my veins, 
That almost freezes up the heat of life: 
I'll call them back again to comfort me: 
Nurse! What should she do here? 
My dismal scene I needs must act alone [4]. 
 
And she really plays it, and dies in this game. Shakespeare deliberately 

“dramatizes” such scenes, in which defeated lovers rush into death, 
“romanticizing” the life and death on the Earth, though suicide remained a 
damnable act, forbidden by a canon of the Everlasting. 

It is obvious, that in Shakespeare’s tragedies the idea of theatricality 
often obtains quite a sinister character, as in general English tragedy was 
distinctly marked by the bloody and sombre influence of Seneca. The mask, 
guise is the only way to survive in the cruel world – those, who have not worn 
the mask are absolutely defenceless, and therefore, are doomed to death sooner 
than others. 

A classical example of the idea of “theatre totality” is “Hamlet”, in 
which Shakespeare displays almost all the variants of human theatrical 
behaviour in the life. 

Frst comes Cladius with his version of “putting on” a mask on his face. 
This character is a professional politician, manipulative, secretive, suspicious 
and calculating, and he needs a mask as a means of prudent control of the 
situation. That is why at the first appearance in the play, Cladius declares his 
behaviour as necessary duplicitous: 

 
The memory be green, and that it us befitted 
To bear our hearts in grief and our whole kingdom 
To be contracted in one brow of woe, 
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Yet so far hath discretion fought with nature 
That we with wisest sorrow think on him, 
Together with remembrance of ourselves. 
Therefore our sometime sister, now our queen, 
The imperial jointress to this warlike state, 
Have we, as 'twere with a defeated joy, 
With an auspicious and a dropping eye, 
With mirth in funeral and with dirge in marriage, 
In equal scale weighing delight and dole, 
Taken to wife: nor have we herein barr'd 
Your better wisdoms, which have freely gone 
With this affair along. For all, our thanks [5]. 
 
Another variant of the social mask is Polonius – the pragmatism of his 

social behaviour is not connected with large-scale ambitious goals. His 
mission is just to survive physically, and get as comfortably as possible in the 
world he lives in. Polonius’s psychology is the psychology of conformist, and 
does not allow any human sincerity. His mask is the one of social mimicry, the 
mask of the chameleon: 
 

Hamlet: - Do you see yonder cloud that's almost in shape of a camel? 
Lord Polonius: - By the mass, and 'tis like a camel, indeed. 
Hamlet: - Methinks it is like a weasel. 
Lord Polonius: - It is backed like a weasel. 
Hamlet: - Or like a whale? 
Lord Polonius: - Very like a whale [5]. 

 
And Prince Hamlet himself wears a mask, in which he finds a kind of 

protection of his inner world from the external one. It is a mask of a madman, 
that gives the hero the possibility of absolute freedom of social behaviour as 
madmen are socially inadequate and their conduct is not socially regulated. 
Only they are allowed to say and do what they want. It turns out that sincerity, 
integrity and honesty should be also dressed up in masks. 

In the system of tragedy’s characters Ophelia is the most vulnerable, 
because she does not wear any mask. She is the embodiment of sincerity and 
artlessness, psychological openness, and, consequently, the absolute 
confidence to the world. Alas, her best qualities make her "unviable" in her 
own way in the place like Elsinore, which is not a place where innocence 
thrives. 

A special attention in “Hamlet” is given to the theatre itself, its 
peculiarities and influences. On the nature of the theatre Shakespeare dwells 
when the Prince meets a group of travelling actors. Having watched a stage 
fragment when the actor expresses Hecuba’s suffering at the time of Troy fall, 
Hamlet exclaims: 
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Now I am alone. 
O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I! 
Is it not monstrous that this player here, 
But in a fiction, in a dream of passion, 
Could force his soul so to his own conceit 
That from her working all his visage wann’d, 
Tears in his eyes, distraction in’s aspect, 
A broken voice, and his whole function suiting 
With forms to his conceit? And all for nothing! 
For Hecuba! 
What's Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba, 
That he should weep for her? What would he do, 
Had he the motive and the cue for passion 
That I have? He would drown the stage with tears 
And cleave the general ear with horrid speech, 
Make mad the guilty and appal the free, 
Confound the ignorant, and amaze indeed 
The very faculties of eyes and ears [5]. 

 
Hamlet realizes a strong effective power of the theatre as a catalyst not 

only of emotional, but also of social processes and a profound emotional 
impact the actions produced on him stimulates Hamlet’s decision to act – “to 
be” – to be active in this life. 

Comprehending the enormous political, social and psychological 
potential of theatre Shakespeare, through Hamlet as his mouthpiece expresses 
his views on the nature of the actor’s art. For the playwright, it is evident, that 
acting is based primarily on good Technique, which comes from mind: “For 
anything so overdone is from the purpose of playing, whose end, both at the 
first and now, was and is, to hold, as ‘twere, the mirror up to nature; to show 
virtue her own image, scorn her own image, and the very age and body of the 
time his form and pressure. Now, this overdone, or come tardy off, though it 
make the unskilful laugh, cannot but make the judicious grieve” [5]. 

Its climactic expression the idea of theatricality in “Hamlet” gets in the 
scene of “The Mousetrap”: 
 

King: What do you call the play? 
Hamlet: “The Mousetrap”. – Marry, how? – Tropically. This play is the 

image of a murder done in Vienna: Gonzago is the duke's name; his wife – 
Baptista; you shall see anon; 'tis a knavish piece of work… [5]. 
 

This “theatre in the theatre” method is used not only with the idea of 
“exposing” Claudius – i fact, Shakespeare opens up the possibility of the 
psychoanalytic research of human consciousness by means of theatricality – a 
device that will be widely used in art and literature of the XXth century. 
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Not without reason the English writer John Fowles, referring to 
Shakespeare’s creation as a pretext to his novel "The Magus", constantly 
creates theatrical situations in which the protagonist, Nicholas d'Efre realizes 
his own nature [6]. 

Shakespeare was the pioneer of a writer who reproduced, showed life 
through the game, stating that it is the world with its own laws, rules and 
issues. 
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Демідов Д. В., Єлісєєв С. Л. Ідея театральності як принципу 
соціальної поведінки у драматургії В. Шекспіра 

Пропонована стаття досліджує поняття ,,театральності” як 
специфічну психологічну характеристику персонажа і презентує аналіз 
робіт У. Шекспіра для розуміння ідеї театральності як принципу 
соціальної поведінки. Доведено, що особливості людської ,,рольової” 
поведінки у всіх сферах життя стали для Шекспіра предметом окремого 
мистецького вивчення. Майже у всіх його драматичних творах, 
персонажі, так чи інакше, підтверджують необхідність для розігрування 
поведінки в конкретних ситуаціях і умовах. 

Ключові слова: театр, театральність, соціальна поведінка, 
психологічні характеристики, драматургія. 
 

Демидов Д. В., Елисеев С. Л. Идея театральности как 
принципа социального поведения в драматургии В. Шекспира 

Предлагаемая статья исследует понятие ,,театральности” как 
специфическую психологическую характеристику персонажа и 
представляет анализ работ В. Шекспира для понимания идеи 
театральности как принципа социального поведения. Доказано, что 
особенности человеческого ,,ролевого” поведения во всех сферах жизни 
стали для Шекспира предметом отдельного художественного изучения. 
Почти во всех его драматических произведениях, персонажи, так или 
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иначе, подтверждают необходимость для разыгрывания поведения в 
конкретных ситуациях и условиях. 

Ключевые слова: театр, театральность, социальное поведение, 
психологические характеристики, драматургия. 
 

Demidov D. V., Yeliseyev S. L. The idea of theatricality as a 
principle of social behavior in W. Shakespeare’s drama 

The proposed article investigates the term “theatricality” as a specific 
psychological characteristic of a character and presents the analysis of 
W. Shakespeare’s works to comprehend the idea of theatricality as a principle 
of social behaviour. It is proved that features of people’s “role” behaviour in 
all spheres of life have become for Shakespeare the subject of special study of 
art. Almost in all of his dramatic works, the characters, one way or another, 
affirm the necessity for playing behaviour under specific situations and 
conditions. 

Key words: theatre, theatricality, social behaviour, psychological 
characteristics, drama. 
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