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INTRODUCTION: A MONUMENTAL GUIDE TO THE BARD

For  generations,  readers,  students,  and  theatre  lovers  have
sought  a  definitive  companion  to  the  works  of  William
Shakespeare. While countless books attempt to deconstruct the
plays  and  poems  of  the  Bard,  few  achieve  the  balance  of
scholarly rigor and accessible brilliance found in Shakespeare
After  All  by  Marjorie  Garber.  First  published  in  2004,  this
monumental work has become an essential resource for anyone
seeking  a  deeper  understanding  of  Shakespeare’s  complete
canon.  Rather  than  offering  a  dry,  academic  critique,  Garber
invites  readers  into  a  vibrant  conversation  with  the  plays,
combining  rich  contextual  analysis  with  a  keen  eye  for  the
timeless human themes that continue to resonate today. In this
article, we will explore why Shakespeare After All stands as a
landmark in Shakespeare criticism, what makes Marjorie Garber’s
approach unique,  and how this  book remains  a  vital  tool  for
navigating the complexities of the playwright’s enduring legacy.

WHAT IS "SHAKESPEARE AFTER ALL"?

Shakespeare After All is not simply a collection of essays or a

textbook; it is a comprehensive, single-volume study of every one
of  Shakespeare’s  plays.  Marjorie  Garber,  a  renowned  literary
scholar and professor at Harvard University, distills decades of
teaching experience into this accessible yet profound analysis.
The book covers all 38 plays (in the traditional count) and offers a
chronological journey through Shakespeare’s development as a
playwright. Each chapter focuses on a specific play, providing an
in-depth  look  at  its  plot,  characters,  themes,  language,  and
historical context. What sets Garber’s work apart is her ability to
connect  each  play  to  broader  cultural  and  psychological
questions, making the text feel alive and relevant rather than a
museum  piece.  The  tit le  itself—Shakespeare  After
All—suggests  a  return  to  the  plays  themselves,  beyond  the
layers of criticism and interpretation that have accumulated over
centuries. It is a call to experience the works anew, with fresh
eyes and an open mind.

MARJORIE GARBER’S UNIQUE APPROACH TO
SHAKESPEARE CRITICISM
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Combining Scholarship with
Readability
One of the most praised aspects of Shakespeare After All is
Garber’s masterful ability to write for both the seasoned scholar
and the curious  beginner.  She avoids  overly  dense academic
jargon without sacrificing intellectual depth. Instead, she employs
a conversational yet precise style that draws the reader into the
plays.  For  example,  when analyzing Hamlet,  Garber  does not
simply list themes of revenge and madness; she explores the
play’s obsession with performance, memory, and the question of
what it means to “know” oneself. This approach makes the book
a  natural  fit  for  university  courses,  book  clubs,  and  individual
readers  eager  to  deepen  their  appreciation  of  Shakespeare.

Emphasis on Thematic
Continuity
Garber organizes the plays chronologically, but she also traces
thematic  threads  that  run  through  the  entire  Shakespearean
corpus. Love, power, identity, gender, politics, and the nature of
theatre  itself  are  recurring  motifs  that  she  examines  across
multiple plays. This method helps readers see how Shakespeare’s
concerns evolved over time. For instance, the early comedies
celebrate youthful  love and mistaken identity,  while  the later

romances explore forgiveness, reconciliation, and the passage of
time. By following this developmental arc, Shakespeare After
All offers a compelling narrative of an artist’s growth—a rare gift
in literary criticism.

Use of Close Reading and
Cultural Context
Another  hallmark  of  Garber’s  style  is  her  reliance  on  close
reading of key passages. She often selects a single speech or
scene to illuminate the entire play’s central conflict. At the same
time, she situates each play within its Elizabethan and Jacobean
context, covering topics such as the role of women, the politics of
monarchy, and the rise of professional theatre. This dual focus
ensures that readers grasp both the text’s original meaning and
its  broader  cultural  significance.  Garber  never  forgets  that
Shakespeare  wrote  for  a  living  theatre,  and  she  frequently
discusses  how  the  plays  would  have  been  performed  and
received in their own time.

KEY THEMES EXPLORED IN "SHAKESPEARE AFTER
ALL"

The Power of Language and
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Rhetoric
Throughout  the  book,  Garber  underscores  Shakespeare’s
extraordinary  command  of  language.  She  dissects  puns,
metaphors,  and  rhetorical  devices,  showing  how  they  shape
character and plot. For instance, in Richard II, she highlights the
shifting  use  of  the  word  “king”  to  examine the  conflict  between
divine right and human frailty. In King Lear, the breakdown of
language mirrors  the breakdown of  the kingdom. For  readers
interested in stylistics and poetics, Shakespeare After All is a
treasure trove of nuanced observation.

Identity and Disguise
From the cross-dressing heroines of the comedies to the ghostly
visitations  in  the  tragedies,  identity  is  a  central  puzzle  in
Shakespeare. Garber’s analysis is particularly insightful on how
characters  construct  and deconstruct  their  public  and private
selves. She explores the psychological depths of figures like Viola
in  Twel f th  Night  and  Iago  in  Othel lo ,  showing  how
disguise—whether literal or metaphorical—reveals hidden truths.
This theme resonates deeply with modern readers grappling with
questions of gender, performance, and authenticity.

Politics and Power
Shakespeare’s  histories  and  tragedies  are,  at  their  core,
meditations on leadership, legitimacy, and the abuse of power.

Garber dedicates considerable attention to the political dynamics
within  plays  like  Macbeth,  Julius  Caesar,  and  Henry  V.  She
examines how Shakespeare interrogates the idea of the “divine
right  of  kings”  and  the  moral  compromises  required  to  hold
power. In doing so, she provides a lens through which readers
can reflect on contemporary political challenges. The discussions
of leadership in Shakespeare After All are as timely today as
they were when the plays were first performed.

Love and Marriage
Garber does not shy away from the complex, often contradictory
portrayals of romantic love in Shakespeare’s plays. She explores
the tension between idealized courtly love and the pragmatic
realities of marriage in the comedies, the destructive passion in
the tragedies, and the redemptive power of love in the romances.
Her readings of Romeo and Juliet, Antony and Cleopatra, and The
Winter’s Tale are especially memorable for their sensitivity to the
emotional and social stakes involved.

STRUCTURE AND ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

Shakespeare After All is divided into chapters that correspond
to each play, arranged in the approximate order of composition.
This  chronological  structure  allows  readers  to  witness
Shakespeare’s artistic evolution. Each chapter begins with a brief
overview of the play’s source material and historical background,
then moves into  a  detailed  analysis  of  the  plot  and themes.
Garber often concludes with a reflection on the play’s legacy and
its  impact  on  later  literature,  film,  and  culture.  The  book  also
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includes  a  useful  introduction  that  outlines  her  critical
methodology and a comprehensive index for quick reference. For
teachers and students, this structure makes the text an ideal
companion for course syllabi or independent study.

WHY "SHAKESPEARE AFTER ALL" IS ESSENTIAL FOR
STUDENTS AND ENTHUSIASTS

A Bridge Between
Academic and Popular
Criticism
Many  academic  works  on  Shakespeare  are  inaccessible  to
general  readers,  while  popular  guides  sometimes  lack  depth.
Garber successfully bridges this gap. She engages with major
critical  traditions—including  feminist,  psychoanalytic,  and  New
Historicist readings—without letting theory overwhelm the text.
Her balanced perspective helps readers understand the play on
its  own  terms  while  also  recognizing  the  rich  layers  of
interpretation that  have emerged over  centuries.  As  a  result,
Shakespeare After All is frequently assigned in undergraduate
courses and is equally beloved by lifelong learners.

Coverage of the Complete
Canon
There are few single-volume works that analyze every single play
by Shakespeare with such consistency and insight. Garber’s book
spares  no  play,  from the  early  successes  like  A  Midsummer
Night’s  Dream  to  the  lesser-known  Pericles  and  Two  Noble
Kinsmen. This comprehensive coverage ensures that readers can
find  thoughtful  commentary  on  any  play  they  encounter.
Moreover, Garber’s willingness to treat even the problem plays
and  co-authored  works  with  seriousness  makes  her  book  an
indispensable reference.

Encouragement of Active
Reading
One of the quieter virtues of Shakespeare After All is that it
encourages readers to return to the plays themselves. Garber
does not claim to have the final word; instead, she opens up new
questions and invites readers to form their own interpretations.
Her prose is suggestive rather than dogmatic,  often ending a
chapter with a provocative observation that lingers long after the
book is closed. This approach respects the intelligence of the
reader and honors the open-ended nature of Shakespeare’s art.
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COMPARISONS WITH OTHER MAJOR WORKS OF
SHAKESPEARE CRITICISM

To fully appreciate the value of Shakespeare After All, it helps
to compare it with other seminal texts in the field. Harold Bloom’s
Shakespeare:  The  Invention  of  the  Human  takes  a  more
personality-driven, canonical approach, focusing on the creation
of  character.  While  Bloom’s  book  is  insightful,  it  can  be
idiosyncratic.  Garber,  by  contrast,  is  more  systematic  and
inclusive.  Stephen  Greenblatt’s  Will  in  the  World  offers  a
biographical and historical reading, but it does not cover every
play in depth. Garber’s work is more text-centered. A.C. Bradley’s
Shakespearean  Tragedy  remains  influential  but  is  limited  to  the
major  tragedies.  Garber’s  book  covers  all  genres.  In  this
landscape,  Shakespeare  After  All  stands  out  as  a
comprehensive,  balanced,  and  highly  teachable  volume  that
works both as a reference and as a continuous narrative.

NOTABLE INSIGHTS AND MEMORABLE READINGS

Garber’s analysis is filled with illuminating moments. Her reading
of  The  Tempest  explores  Prospero’s  final  soliloquy  as  a
meditation on the end of theatre itself, connecting the play to
Shakespeare’s own farewell to the stage. In Measure for Measure,
she  unpacks  the  play’s  uncomfortable  blend  of  comedy  and

menace, arguing that it forces us to question the nature of justice
and mercy. Her interpretation of Othello emphasizes the play’s
interest  in  narrative  and  self-deception,  showing  how  Iago’s
manipulation is fundamentally a battle over who gets to tell the
story. These analyses are not only intellectually rigorous but also
emotionally  resonant,  making  the  reader  feel  as  if  they  are
discovering the plays for the first time.

CONCLUSION: A LASTING COMPANION FOR THE
BARD’S ETERNAL WORKS

Shakespeare After All by Marjorie Garber is more than a book
of criticism; it is an invitation to engage deeply with one of the
greatest literary minds in history. Whether you are preparing for
an exam, teaching a class, or simply sitting down to enjoy a play,
Garber’s insights will enrich your experience. Her ability to merge
scholarly  depth  with  accessible  prose,  her  comprehensive
coverage of  the entire  canon,  and her  focus on the timeless
themes that make Shakespeare perennially relevant ensure that
this volume will remain a touchstone for years to come. By the
time you finish reading Shakespeare After All, you will not only
understand the plays better—you will see the world itself with
sharper eyes. That is the true measure of great criticism: it does
not close the conversation but opens it, again and again, after all.


