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Writing to the Audience-- literally

Shakespeare and the 4th Wall

The 4th wall refers to the imaginary wall at the front of the stage through which an audience experiences the world of the play.  It also extends to novels and refers to the boundary between the reader and what is being read.

The concept of “breaking the 4th wall” was first described by Denis Diderot a French literary critic in the 19th century.  This means that the imaginary boundary is penetrated (even just for a moment).

Although the term was not yet created, Shakespeare and many much earlier artists already used this so-called modern technique.

Shakespeare does this in Macbeth in a variety of ways,

1. He refers directly to the process of acting:

ex.

Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,
And then is heard no more. It is a tale
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
Signifying nothing. (V, v)
2. Asides exist only for the audience’s insight into a character’s mind. 

3. Irony

Remember, in dramatic irony, the audience and play write share a bond as they share insight, while many characters are in the dark.

Macbeth is rich with irony

