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Praise for
THE GREAT WHITE BARD


‘Anyone reading the contents page alone of Dr Farah Karim-Cooper’s The Great White Bard will have their minds blown. Dive in and your whole cultural landscape will be refreshed and reframed. A book of great scholastic yet accessible detail, demanding that we pay attention with new understanding to the work of our greatest playwright, to the staging of that work and its unacknowledged impact on the 21st-century lives of all of us who unwittingly absorb its cultural norms – for good and ill. A challenging, riveting read, The Great White Bard reminds us how powerful the stories we tell can be on our lives.’


Adjoa Andoh


‘The Great White Bard is conscientiously constructed and vitally important. The book is pitched perfectly for the general reader, and it provides clear and compelling models for how to read Shakespeare with race in mind.’


Ayanna Thompson, author of Blackface


‘The Great White Bard is essential reading for teachers, students, practitioners and artists. It makes clear why the exploration of Shakespeare’s plays must expose the 400-year-old cultural attitudes contained in them if we are to discover their real relevance and resonance. Farah Karim-Cooper has written an important, illuminating and accessible work that invites our active participation in debate about the plays; to interpret and interrogate them, not to venerate. It belongs in every Shakespeare classroom.’


Jacqui O’Hanlon, Director of Learning,
Royal Shakespeare Company


‘A bracing and illuminating read.’


Bookseller
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This book is dedicated to Julian Ahmed Karim a.k.a PoeticJules




Tho I show my true color, yet believed by no other,


I hope you love me again soon as I live


And love and loathe in this vicarious mystery


—PoeticJules
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PROLOGUE



Can you remember meeting William Shakespeare for the first time?


My first encounter was in my English class as a fifteen-year-old. We read Romeo and Juliet, Shakespeare’s most popular tragedy about sex, drugs and the whirligig of adolescence. The language was challenging and yet the story took hold of me because, in many ways, it felt Pakistani: a young girl in a patriarchal society is forced to marry someone she doesn’t know though she’s desperate to follow her own heart. This is the archetypal South Asian teenage experience. I did not grow up in a terribly religious or patriarchal household; my grandmother, born in pre-partition India, did, however, and her memories stirred my imagination and rankled my modern, Westernised sensibilities. She described how her father kept her under lock and key and how scared she was on her wedding day because she was marrying a man she didn’t know. But it was my mother’s story of courage and rebellion that provided a direct link with Juliet’s character. South Asian women, though oppressed in many instances, are not as meek as Western portrayals make out. At the age of twenty-two my mother married my father, a divorced sea captain with four children. This was, of course, against her father’s will, at least at first. But, like Juliet, she knew exactly what she wanted: the love of her life. I suspect my own ability and courage to speak truth to power derives far more from my South Asian heritage and from my mother’s glorious example of wilfulness than to my being raised in America, the so-called land of the free.


I love Shakespeare with a passion. But I recall the extraordinarily uninspiring way his plays were taught in high school in the 1980s. If my ninth-grade English teacher hadn’t played a VHS cassette of Franco Zeffirelli’s 1960s film version, starring Olivia Hussey and Leonard Whiting (with whom I instantly fell in love), I probably wouldn’t be a Shakespeare scholar nor sitting here writing this book. In that class, we tried to get our heads around the plot with pop quizzes and essays on themes like family relationships or courtship. So far, so staid. But Zeffirelli’s film captured the thrill of teenage rebellion, fury and the passion that was entirely absent from the classroom. I would go on to read a Shakespeare play each year of high school, but the truth is, for my fifteen-year-old heart, no other story packed the same emotional punch as that of ‘Juliet and her Romeo’.


Such passion for Shakespeare felt fragile since I was not subsequently encouraged to pursue any further study of him – not then and not even when I was an English graduate student at the University of London in the 1990s. I met with quite a few challenges on my intellectual and professional journey through Shakespeare. While researching my Masters on Shakespeare and Milton, one professor would comment that I didn’t have what it took to go on and do a PhD, let alone secure a teaching position. He probably thought he might spare me the effort and heartache of what did in fact ensue – being turned down for roles I was amply, sometimes overly, qualified for. It wasn’t obvious to me at the time – thank goodness – but the odds were stacked against me.


Was it my American accent, that most wince-inducing of sounds to English literary scholars in the UK? Or perhaps my ethnicity, recalling the deep-rooted ‘truth’ of empirical hierarchies? Or was it as simple as my sex and the challenges of breaking into the boys’ club of academia at the time? Misogyny in academia would surely make for a colourful read in another book.


Looking back now and noting the colour of the field of Shakespeare studies in the UK, there is no question that my background shaped perceptions of me as I attempted to navigate the exclusionary behaviours and gatekeeping practices of academics and their institutions. Even as I write, Shakespeare scholars employed full-time by British universities are almost exclusively white; there are only three Shakespeare professors of colour in this country, all from South Asian backgrounds, and I am one of them. There are no Black Shakespeare or Early Modern Studies full professors employed by universities in the UK. I hope this shocks the reader as much as it did me when I first discovered it. Shakespeare studies aside, Nicola Rollock, a professor of social policy at King’s College London suggests the problem is more systemic; for her,




institutional directives [on the part of universities] to address race inequalities often fail to engage seriously with the fundamental aspects of race and racism. Instead…universities tend to embrace a range of limited short-term strategies and initiatives, which give the appearance of serious engagement, but…make little substantial, long-term difference to the experiences, outcomes and success of students and faculty of colour.1





But the problem is even worse when it comes to English literature. Although Shakespeare is taught in schools and is embedded in popular culture through a variety of means, for many he remains unappealing, alien and unrelatable. Teachers are overworked and have curriculum targets which can make it difficult to find innovative ways to make Shakespeare more relevant and accessible. As the quotation above reminds us, by the time a non-white student gets to university, if they can afford it, they will undoubtedly encounter some form of institutional racism. The main barrier to Shakespeare is far removed from the actual reality of his works; it is the way that he was constructed over the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries which conveys an idea that he is only for a certain class of white English, American or European. Whichever way we look at it, Shakespeare studies has not been open-armed.


Contemporary society’s knee-jerk reaction when faced with these troublesome and oh-so-white legends of literature and art is to dismiss them. Clearly, they are no longer relevant. They are dinosaurs – racists, misogynists, classists, ignorant of the ‘lived experience’ of the majority of people today – therefore they have nothing left to teach us. We have the power to choose, after all, who the Greats will be for the modern age. And as for Shakespeare, after centuries of reverence and acclaim, perhaps it’s fine to say: time’s up.


I feel this would be a mistake.


I served as President of the Shakespeare Association of America in 2021–2, and I’m currently Professor of Shakespeare Studies at King’s College London and Director of Education at Shakespeare’s Globe, where I have headed Research for over seventeen years. Cancelling Shakespeare would put me out of work, so my campaign to protect him is profoundly pragmatic. But, more importantly, I love him. I am a foreign, brown woman – and I feel seen and heard in Shakespeare’s plays. A lot of us, certainly many students or audience members at the Globe whom I have spoken to over the years, tend to admire Shakespeare, even worship him. But to love Shakespeare means to know him. To love is to get to grips with the qualities in others and crucially in ourselves that need to be challenged. At some point, love demands that we reconcile ourselves with flaws and limitations. Only then can there be a deeper understanding and affinity with another. Ideally, we would also communicate honestly and say what we are willing to put up with and what hurts and offends us. But humans are complex, fragile creatures. Shakespeare, happily, is not so easily offended – thus we have every reason to scrutinise him to our heart’s content.


One way to examine Shakespeare is to look him dead in the eye. This is hard to do if we keep him on his pedestal. Shakespeare teaches us this each time he satirises the poets who worshipped their mistresses in florid terms that turned them into nameless, faceless statues or dolls. Shakespeare couldn’t abide it. But there are many people who insist passionately that he should remain in an elevated position of godliness. So we must start by asking ourselves what sort of readers and lovers of Shakespeare we want to be.


A teacher’s editorial in the Washington Post argued for removing Shakespeare from the curriculum:




because there is a WORLD of really exciting literature out there that better speaks to the needs of my very ethnically diverse and wonderfully curious modern-day students. I do not believe that I am “cheating” my students because we do not read Shakespeare. I do not believe that a long-dead, British guy is the only writer who can teach my students about the human condition. I do not believe that not viewing “Romeo and Juliet” or any other modern adaptation of a Shakespeare play will make my students less equipped to go out into the world and understand language or human behavior.2





Another instinct is to preserve Shakespeare at all costs – as though he were an ancient fossil that might turn to dust should we touch him. One conservative theatre critic wrote in 2020, ‘The woke brigade are close to “cancelling” Shakespeare’: ‘there’s now no “safe space” where the canon can reside, sheltered from the culture war’.3


In both these examples, we find a lack of engagement. In the first, we dismiss Shakespeare outright. In the second, we protect him by locking him away, so that any new interaction is impossible.


I believe there is a far more exciting prospect than cancelling or fossilising the Bard: that is, to read him bravely; to shed the centuries-old elitist constructions of him as the ‘greatest writer in the world’ that only a few are privileged enough to understand. Instead of worshipping his words, we contend with them. Jump inside the plays and dig. I don’t wish to sit back and let him wash over me (not always anyway), revering him passively for all his wonder and wisdom. Shakespeare’s plays are too immense and powerful; they demand our active participation – they are a conversation, an invitation to imagine and interrogate, not simply to venerate and safeguard. Reading Shakespeare through race allows us to confront crucial questions of our day: What is the history of racism in Britain, in the USA? Governments, schools and even some far-right academics want to conceal this history. Why? What can studying Shakespeare contribute to this debate? How are our icons or national treasures complicit with white supremacy and how do we come to terms with and still make space for them in modern times? If we want to know Shakespeare’s plays and know them intimately, we need to ask: Did ‘race’ exist in his time? How might he have felt about it? Does his work engage with it? What do his plays say about justice and who has access to it? Why are Black and ethnic minority performers asked to erase their identities, while whiteness is rendered invisible in modern performance conventions? Shakespeare, on the page and the stage, is a limitless workhorse for such questions and finding ways to answer them is an endlessly thrilling endeavour.


I am frequently asked by students and visitors to the Globe, ‘What does race have to do with Shakespeare?’ This book is my response to that question. The plays that spring to mind in this endeavour are Titus Andronicus, Antony and Cleopatra, Othello, The Merchant of Venice and The Tempest. Each of these explicitly sheds light on what it meant to be ‘raced’ as Shakespeare understood it. They speak of the lives of people who might have been known as ‘strangers’ in Shakespeare’s England: three ‘Moors’, a ‘Tawny Queen’, a Jew, and an indigenous islander. In these complex plays with multiple and tragic narratives, Shakespeare reveals something about the experience of being black or racially marked in ancient Rome or in sixteenth-century Venice, or on an island somewhere between Italy and Africa, all the while gesturing to the multi-racial demographic and context of Shakespeare’s England, not least amongst the audiences who attend the great and gorgeous Elizabethan amphitheatres.


For decades, scholars studying Shakespeare and race or postcolonialism have been marginalised in the field because if they wrote about race they were accused of being ‘anachronistic’. Academic orthodoxy alleged that ‘race didn’t exist in Shakespeare’s time, so racism couldn’t possibly exist’. But nothing could be further from the truth. Shakespeare’s texts are a reservoir of what is known as race-making or racial formation, meaning the social process of creation of racial identities; this is an idea that I’ll be returning to throughout The Great White Bard.4 By the time Shakespeare arrives on the theatrical scene in London, the concept of racial identities and ways of thinking about human difference had been developing since the Middle Ages, and even before that in the classical age. The stories of Aaron the Moor, Cleopatra, Othello, Shylock, the Prince of Morocco and Caliban point to the explicit awareness of racial difference in Shakespeare’s time; these characters are in popular plays of the period.


It doesn’t end there, however. An undeniable presence of race and racial formation can be detected in Shakespeare’s tragedies and comedies and we will explore where and how this can be felt as context rather than theme. The core vehicles through which Shakespeare’s plays dramatically engage with concepts of race is through character, language and imagery, the building blocks of Shakespearean drama. To see how, we must enter Shakespeare’s own social and political world to discover how race was constructed and what role black/white–dark/light imagery played. It is easy to see how repeated links between a colour name and a set of values can condition our thinking about racial identities. This is known as colour coding – where colour symbolism and racial thinking merge. A study conducted in the 1960s plainly reveals how colour coding works:




If the preschool child is learning that white things are good and black things are bad, it seems reasonable that these meanings could generalize to groups of persons designated by the color coded as “white” and “black”.5





What we say and how we describe thoughts and feelings really matter. And yet Western culture persistently neglects to consider the destructive legacy of the symbolism of black and white that dates back hundreds of years.


There are two schools of thought on the issue of colour symbolism and its relationship to race. One says that the colour black’s negative meanings should be distinguished from attitudes towards black skin colour. The other school is that centuries of colour coding in relation to black and white has instead shaped our views about racial difference, laying the crucial foundation for the dehumanisation and enslavement of Black Africans from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century. While Shakespeare’s imagery has been written about extensively, I often wonder why more of us haven’t thought deeply enough about the power of black and white imagery in his work and how it relates to ideas about race in his time. The more we think about it, more questions arise when we consider his canon as a whole: How do the rhetoric of difference and the mechanics of poetic trope help to develop the atmosphere of fear and conflict in Shakespearean tragedies like Macbeth and Romeo and Juliet? Moreover, the continuities between the past and the present reveal themselves in some of the comedies, like Much Ado About Nothing and even As You Like It. These delightful, festive but rather troubling plays revel in racialising imagery and racist humour as they speak to cultural norms related to courtship, gender, class and difference.


*


In the last few years, we have witnessed the toppling of monuments of white Western history and culture. These are acts of resistance to idealised notions of the past. Students in universities across the United Kingdom and the United States have demanded that we ‘decolonise the canon’, asking, ‘Why Shakespeare? What does this dead white man have to do with me?’ When people enquire if Shakespeare will go by the wayside as this new wave of anti-colonial revolution spreads, my answer is, Shakespeare will indeed survive and perhaps emerge stronger than before. The more conservative amongst us worry that the decolonial and antiracist innovations taking place in schools, universities and theatres is ‘wokeness’ gone wrong and that somehow directors, teachers and academics are too afraid to stand up to the youth who are demanding something other than the old status quo. But this is culture war fantasy.


I have witnessed Black actors want to throw their scripts across the room and refuse to utter some of Shakespeare’s most beloved lines. Surely this reaction to poetic tropes that use racial imagery is worth confronting. We can no longer continue to ‘love’ this writer, as he says himself in The Merchant of Venice, with ‘fancy bred in the eye’, meaning without substance, a notion he derided often in his reflections on love. Are we really more comfortable loving a Shakespeare that is based on myth and centuries-old narratives? Or, if we don’t mind a bit of discomfort, can we finally engage with Shakespeare’s words in the way I am fairly certain he intended? In a society that remains racially divided, we must take a deeper look at our monuments and rather than idealise the past through them, we must put them to work as we build the future.


I once received a handwritten letter from someone who had been listening to the Globe’s Shakespeare and race podcasts. He asked me to appeal to the actors’ union, Equity, to disallow Black actors from playing Henry V. He insisted he wasn’t being racist. But he felt it was beyond him to navigate the discrepancy between the historic English King, Shakespeare’s play and racially diverse casting; it was too much to handle. As troubling as this may be, the letter allowed me to reconsider the challenges of ‘colour-blind’ casting. Actors from all backgrounds have been performing Shakespeare for at least two hundred years, but even with the changes taking place across the theatre industry, in most mainstream venues, white actors are still very much at an advantage, from the parts they get to play, to their makeup and lighting. The very practice of ‘colour-blind’ casting often demands that actors of colour censor their race so that audiences might better imagine the white character they’re portraying. Yet there are more ethical and inclusive ways to cast Shakespeare productions that might release the multiple meanings of these ever-yielding plays. If Shakespeare is your favourite playwright, reading his plays through race will not threaten that. It may make you uncomfortable at times, but in the end, I believe you’ll know him better, love him more, and all the more enjoy the myriad ways he can be presented by actors of all backgrounds on the 21st-century stage.





CHAPTER ONE


THE MAKING OF THE GREAT WHITE BARD




[T]his country is only white because it says it is.


James Baldwin


Dear Ms Karim-Cooper…I am sure you will agree that your remit is to preserve and present The Bard’s work…you are mere custodians – to give the general public access to the greatest cannon [sic] of work in the English language. It is not your business to try to force all and sundry to attend events by playing around with Shakespeare’s genius!





This letter, which I received in May 2021, is evidence of the centuries-long investment in Shakespeare as a uniquely English genius. When ‘all and sundry’ – or more precisely, ethnically diverse people – are invited to adapt or examine his work on their own terms, it is overstepping, a violation of what was intended. My penfriend’s obtuse but not uncommon point of view is what motivated me to write this book.



NOSTALGIA



Cultural nostalgia is sometimes conflated with a love of the past. It is this sentiment that fuelled the success of Shakespeare’s Globe after its opening in 1997. People gathered in the Yard under the open sky to watch actors dance an authentic Elizabethan jig in fantastically elaborate and painstakingly accurate costumes stitched by hand. This kind of staging of Shakespeare was unique and radical because no other theatres were recreating the aesthetics of Renaissance performance in a working theatre in such detail. This performance style fed the reverence and nostalgic curiosity that brought people through the Globe’s newly framed English oak doors. Other Tudor attractions such as Hampton Court Palace and the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust sell the grand notion of a golden time when Queen Elizabeth I was on the throne epitomising sumptuous royal fashion and power, with her excessively whitened face and lavish gowns, ruffs and jewels. But these popular ideas of Tudor England express only one side of the story of Shakespeare and his age, a side of the story which is whitewashed and mythical.


Elizabethan England, now deemed for centuries a golden age of literature and art, witnessed the proliferation of poetry and drama. As a political state, the country saw the rise of mercantilism and witnessed the opening of trade links with the East beyond the Mediterranean and with Africa. These developments ushered in an age of exploration for the English that reflected their grand expansionist and proto-colonial ambitions, though very few of us learned in school about the exploits of the great English sea dogs like Sir Francis Drake. While academics have interrogated more opaque aspects of Elizabethan history, we have only begun to openly deconstruct the more troubling features of the sixteenth century. Analysing our history in good faith provides an opportunity to understand how we became the culture and society we are today. It is time for a true understanding of the long-lasting effect of Tudor and Stuart exploration, trade and the accumulation of wealth: the exceptionalism of English national identity. As the English came into more frequent contact with non-Europeans, it became easier to form a sense of self and ‘other’; the creation of a unique brand of English white superiority emerged, patently symbolised in the painted face of the Queen herself. Shakespeare’s plays register these developments in manifold ways.


The fact that such a popular, well-known, widely taught figure as Shakespeare emerged from the Elizabethan period is a perfect opportunity for historians and teachers to grapple with the realities behind the myths, inviting diverse readerships and students to engage with them, especially those looking to understand the making of modern Western society. That only white people resided in England prior to the twentieth century falsifies the record. England’s extraordinarily multilayered, complex and itinerant past deserves better attention. Film and television period drama certainly have a lot to answer for – think of movies like Elizabeth, starring Cate Blanchett, or Shakespeare in Love with the fabulous Dame Judi Dench playing the cosmetic-faced Queen. Rarely do we see that Black people lived and worked in England too, nor are we given any hint that the concept of racial difference was already developing. Such whitewashing is somewhat dangerous. When films, television programmes and stage productions cast Black and ethnically diverse actors in historical settings or plays, the reaction from many fearing that Shakespeare is being adulterated is hostile and even violent. The lack of awareness of historical diversity and Shakespeare’s role in racial formation emboldens racist attacks against progressive theatrical and filmic interventions into casting. Being truthful about the past can’t do any more harm than hiding from it has already done.


*


The triangular trade route charted by Plymouth-based merchant William Hawkins in the early 1550s was a perilous journey in which ships would leave British ports, sail to West Africa to exchange English goods for human beings, then travel through the horrific ‘middle passage’ to the West Indies or Americas to trade or sell them. Subsequently, Elizabethan privateers Sir John Hawkins and the infamous Sir Francis Drake chartered three early slave-trading expeditions (the second in the year of Shakespeare’s birth), which, while incredibly dangerous, proved lucrative, and therefore later receiving backing from the Queen and members of her privy council, including Sir Robert Dudley, the Earl of Leicester. The Queen even granted Sir John Hawkins a coat of arms that illustrated and celebrated his slave-trading ventures.


The crest in this coat of arms shows a ‘Moor’ whose captivity is denoted by cords or ropes.1 While there were only three slave-trading expeditions in the Tudor period, it is worth remembering that they laid the groundwork for the horrors that would follow at the end of the seventeenth century through to the nineteenth century. That Shakespeare emerges unscathed from this less than rosy context is rarely acknowledged. Perhaps the Bard would feel less out of reach for young people if the Elizabethan era was taught in schools in ways that took stock of these encounters. But this level of transparency is countered by attempts to stifle the shameful histories of racial oppression in America as well as Britain. In Britain in 2021 over 250,000 people signed a petition demanding that the national curriculum address Britain’s role in colonialism and the slave trade, but the then Education Secretary, Gavin Williamson, rejected the idea of ‘compulsory’ lessons, claiming that such a narrative would risk ‘lowering standards’, a statement which implicitly confers a higher status upon white people.2


In 2018, the Royal Historical Society published a report on Race, Ethnicity & Equality in UK History, arguing ‘if History wishes to improve its recruitment of BME students and to present a broad and inclusive range of perspectives on the past, the privileging of an “island story” of Britain (in both school-teaching and university-teaching) will need to be addressed’. By the time my daughter completed secondary school in England at age fifteen, she had been taught very little about slavery, and what she had learned referred only to abolition. Nor did she learn about colonialism or the British occupation of India. Being half-Pakistani, she would have loved to learn how her own ancestry fits into British history and culture, how her heritage was in fact woven into the fabric of the country of her birth. The mighty Shakespeare, whose theatre company performed at Elizabeth I’s court every Christmas, would have been deeply aware of the shifting attitudes towards racial difference as well as the country’s colonial aspirations and he would have encountered many an English privateer at court. It is hardly surprising, then, that he made space for different kinds of histories and bodies in his work, even if it isn’t always clear where he himself stood on the question of English supremacy.


We have to ask ourselves, how is it that Shakespeare, whose plays seem to speak to so many different identities and experiences, still feels inaccessible to so many communities? At what point in the history of the reception of Shakespeare did he become the unassailable beacon of English identity? Was it in his own time? Not really. For much of it, he was a jobbing playwright working with a company of players, his ‘band of brothers’, with whom he collaborated rather than dictated to. No more than half of his plays were published in his lifetime and there was no collected works ofhis in print until 1623, seven years after he died, so he was not yet part of a canon of literature. His plays were popular; it’s fairlycertain that the playhouses were full when they were being staged. But people in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century London crammed into the amphitheatres to see the plays of Christopher Marlowe, Thomas Middleton and John Webster too. Shakespeare didn’t really stand out amongst his fellow playwrights as the colossus he is today.


In a veiled attack, the contemporary prose writer Robert Greene (or the dramatist Henry Chettle posing as Robert Greene) accused Shakespeare of copying other people’s ideas and being an ‘upstart Crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his Tiger’s heart wrapped in a Player’s hide, supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you: and being an absolute Johannes Factotum [jack-of-all-trades], is in his own concept the only Shake-scene in a country.’3


And so our beloved playwright is accused of plagiarism and overly bombastic verse. The mocking tone about the rising popularity of Shakespeare in his own day is hard to miss in the reference to ‘Tiger’s heart wrapped in a Player’s hide’, a parody of a line from Henry VI part 3 where Margaret of Anjou is addressed as ‘O tiger’s heart wrapp’d in a woman’s hide!’ (1.4.137). Being called a jack-of-all-trades is a slight, of course, too. He was a player (an actor) and a writer – imagine that. But despite some of the criticism he received, Shakespeare was also much admired amongst his contemporaries as the verse dedications in the published volume of his plays, the First Folio, tell us. Here, for example, his eventual canonisation is accurately predicted when his rival and fellow poet, Ben Jonson, declares ‘Thou art a Moniment, without a tombe, / And art alive still, while thy Booke doth live’.


During the Restoration, the plays of Shakespeare were revived for the theatres, new styles of performing them emerged and it became quite popular to rework, rewrite and adapt his plays, something that has continued to this day. In 1687, the poet William Winstanley considered Shakespeare an ‘eminent Poet, the Glory of the English Stage’.4 But it was also a time when he was critiqued as a writer and his plays started to be analysed scrupulously. While Restoration playwrights and critics admired and praised Shakespeare, they were able to see the flaws in his work too and did not hesitate to point them out. As the playwright and poet laureate John Dryden argued in 1668, Shakespeare ‘wears almost everywhere two faces; and you have scarce begun to admire the one, ere you despise the other’; in other words, he is ‘the very Janus of poets’.5 So while he praises him, he also says that Shakespeare can be ‘insipid’, and has a tendency to swell ‘into bombast’.6 Some writers felt Shakespeare didn’t always pass muster when it came to observing classical conventions for drama; moreover, he was criticised for his implausible plots and an overreliance upon spectacle and the supernatural.


However, in the eighteenth century, a general shift in his reception occurs, though his plots and characters continued to be (and still are) subject to harsh critique. His works were further tinkered with, rewritten and adapted to fit the imaginings and attitudes of the time and apocryphal works were even passed off as Shakespeare’s in a desperate attempt to widen his canon – because how could a genius like Shakespeare not have been more prolific? Shakespeare the man or symbol was nevertheless praised more elaborately, widely and unapologetically than ever before. It was in this period that he was finally christened the ‘Bard’, by famed actor and Theatre Royal manager David Garrick. Scholars and artists too expended great stores of energy fashioning Shakespeare into something beyond the mortal but which also reflected the values of the era. He was thus finally christened an ‘original genius’, whose natural talent was seen as specifically English. In the preface to his 1725 collected works of Shakespeare, Alexander Pope argued that the famous playwright was an ‘instrument of Nature’; ‘’tis not just to say that he speaks from her, as that she speaks thro’ him’.7 By the end of the eighteenth century, the beauty of his work and the naturalness of his genius were seen to be derived from divine inspiration as well as English essentialness.


A BARD IS BORN


In 1767, the Scottish minister William Duff published ‘An Essay on Original Genius’, which argued that genius was observable in imagination, reasonable judgment or rationality, and taste. Shakespeare provided an excellent example for him of a genius quite different ‘from that of every other Mortal’, which already set him apart as a demigod.8 Many other writers of the time attempted to define what it was about Shakespeare that marked him out above all others. Literary historian Jonathan Bate has even suggested that the idea of genius we have today was ‘invented’ in the eighteenth century ‘in order to account for what was atypical of Shakespeare’.9


Over the centuries many have tried to decode the magic of Shakespeare; unearthing what makes him unique. Is it his originality? No – well, not when it comes to his plots; most of his plays come from well-known sources and histories. Characterisation? Very likely. Language? Definitely. Morality? Hardly. His views on love? Sort of. His views on death? Perhaps. His advocacy of human rights? Feminist critics of The Taming of the Shrew would say ‘not always!’ His ability to capture humanity in all of its ugliness, beauty, complexity and diversity? Indeed. His capacity to demonstrate that freedom is available to us in all sorts of guises? As a person who has been free all her life, I’d agree. But freedom was not available to everyone in Shakespeare’s day. The truth is, we may never pin down the why behind Shakespeare’s resonance. So instead, perhaps it is better to look at how he has been fashioned through the lens of English exceptionalism and the effects of this fashioning even now.


The eighteenth century was a period of great contradiction, an age when the ideas of taste and high culture were being cultivated, works of art and literature appreciated according to neoclassical definitions of form and beauty. In his Essays on the Nature and Principles of Taste (1790), the Episcopalian priest Archibald Alison defines the emotions of taste as being ‘distinguished from the Emotions of Simple Pleasure, by their being dependent upon the exercise of our imagination’.10 Famously, the eighteenth century was also a time when philosophy and politics were preoccupied with the idea of liberty such as that defined by John Locke (1632–1704), crowned the ‘father of liberalism’ because of the principles emerging from his Enlightenment values: autonomy, equality and the basics of human rights.11 Eighteenth-century English culture also witnessed the heightened appreciation of art, literature, music and aesthetic judgment, all leveraged as the chief symbols of a civilised society.


Yet, underpinning the Enlightenment was the escalation of maritime commerce and with it the full realisation of the transatlantic slave trade. Only a few historians, such as Simon Gikandi, have dwelled on the bizarre coupling of the institution of slavery with the aspirations of a nation bent on developing its identity as connoisseurs of culture. In so doing, Gikandi asks one of the most salient questions about the past: ‘How could such elevated images of art exist in the same harsh world of enslavement and the slave trade?’12 How do we reconcile the fact that Shakespeare was being lauded as the ‘native genius’ while the British Empire was being forged? The enslavement of Black people enabled products like sugar and coffee to add flavour to the civilising activities that celebrated English sophistication, such as going to the theatre or, say, an art gallery.


RE-MAKING THE BARD’S IMAGE


Imagine that it is 1789 and you have been invited to an exciting opening of a new gallery in London’s Pall Mall. You have heard that the works of the most celebrated British artists of the century will be on display and you’ll have the opportunity to buy engravings of these pieces, specially reproduced for middle-class public consumption.


The Shakespeare Gallery was the brainchild of London publishing magnate and print seller, John Boydell. Building on the ‘Bardolatry’ ushered in earlier by David Garrick’s Jubilee in Stratford-upon-Avon and London in 1769, Boydell commissioned British artists such as Benjamin West, Angelica Kauffmann, Henry Fuseli and even Sir Joshua Reynolds, who was then at the helm of the Royal Academy, to create elaborate illustrations of scenes from Shakespeare’s plays.


[image: image]


As you entered the gallery, you would be struck first by an alto relievo (high relief, wall-mounted sculpture) of Shakespeare by Thomas Banks, one of the most influential sculptors in the British school.


Appropriately called ‘Apotheosis of Shakespeare’, the sculpture, later depicted in print on the front of Boydell’s Shakespeare volume, included three figures.


Shakespeare perches in the middle on a pedestal while on either side of him are the Dramatic Muse and the Genius of Painting. By combining the inspirational figures of drama and visual art through a neoclassical reimagining of the poet, Banks’s relief helps Boydell make the point that the eminence and genius of Shakespeare’s dramatic poetry would bring a particular lustre to and showcase the superiority of national creativity, a superiority that would be indisputable in light of British maritime success and increasing power. And such power must be depicted appropriately.


The gallery contained three exhibition rooms housing thirty-four pieces by twenty-one different artists; by the time it closed in 1807 – the year King George III signed into law the Act for the Abolition of the Slave Trade – it had over 160 unique pieces. Eventually, a catalogue was created and countless engravings generated from this cluster of imaginative illustrations of the nation’s favourite poet and his works. Boydell certainly had his finger on the pulse of British art and sensibility; the age of Enlightenment witnessed an explosion of fan art centred on Shakespeare. Popular scenes from plays, celebrated characters and sculptures, and illustrations and busts of the Bard himself all emerged. This artistic tradition contributed to the popular construction of Shakespeare we rely on today.


Illustrations or busts of Shakespeare from his own time are extremely rare, something that tends to fuel authorship dissenters contending that the man from Stratford-upon-Avon couldn’t have written these plays since there was so much portraiture in the Elizabethan age. The fact is poets rarely had their portraits painted, let alone playwrights, and when they did, there would likely only be one. There are, in fact, three images of Shakespeare that seem most convincingly to have hailed from the seventeenth century, two of which emerged seven years after his death. The most famous of these was engraved by the Flemish-born artist Martin Droeshout. In this iconic image, the Bard’s face peers out from the title page of the First Folio.
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His domed, bulbous head centralised in the frame has come to symbolise the immensity of Shakespeare’s creative intellect. But it is an odd picture for modern eyes: cartoon-like, with unfeasible proportions. When we imagine Shakespeare, we tend to think of the Droeshout engraving, or another somewhat iconic portrait: the Chandos, named after the 3rd Duke of Chandos, who once owned it and whose links to the legacy of the slave trade, being a joint-owner of a Jamaican plantation, underline this co-existence of bardolatry and slavery in eighteenth-century England.13 Though the artist is not named, some believe it was painted by actor John Taylor, perhaps the one listed on the opening pages of the First Folio alongside the other members of Shakespeare’s theatre company. Remarkably, the Chandos portrait, then owned by the Earl of Ellesmere, was the very first item given to the National Portrait Gallery when it was established in 1856. As the only likely painting emerging from Shakespeare’s lifetime, it is in itself a national treasure, a true symbol of curiosity and wonder.


I love this portrait, not just because it depicts Shakespeare as a rather cool dude with an earring, but also because I like to imagine him sitting impatiently for this portrait somewhere in London where it was likely painted and where he had the urgent business of putting on plays. How close did the artist come to his likeness, and did the sitter approve? There are many instances in Shakespeare’s work that indicate his appreciation of the skill of painters who can recreate faces from life as if by some divine magic. In The Merchant of Venice, the financially troubled gentleman Bassanio takes part in a ‘casket test’ devised by the late father of a ‘lady richly left’, Portia, in order to find her a husband. A gold, silver and lead casket are on display and suitors must guess which one contains her ‘miniature’, a tiny portrait made popular in the sixteenth century by artist Isaac Oliver, known for his many miniatures of Tudor and Stuart monarchs. Bassanio guesses correctly and finds Portia’s likeness within the lead casket:




Fair Portia’s counterfeit! What demigod


Hath come so near creation? Move these eyes,


Or whether, riding on the balls of mine,


Seem they in motion? Here are severed lips,


Parted with sugar breath; so sweet a bar


Should sunder such sweet friends. Here in her hairs


The painter plays the spider and hath woven


A golden mesh t’entrap the hearts of men


Faster than gnats in cobwebs.


(3.2.115–23)





Nowhere else is there a more perfect description of the unnerving magic of painting. ‘Move these eyes?’ – we know this unsettling feeling well from viewing portraits that seem to stare back at us.


A great deal of ink has been spilled about these images though there may be nothing controversial about them. They, in fact, tell us very little about the man himself, who remains unfathomable. What these representations did elicit, however, was a desire for subsequent ‘truer’ depictions of the Bard’s features. The compulsion to paint, sculpt and re-imagine Shakespeare has not died, nor should it. Each generation’s depiction of him tells us much more about the artist, the time period, culture and geography than they actually do about Shakespeare. Curiously, however, eighteenth-century portraits and sculptures of him propose a Shakespeare that is more beautiful, symmetrical and whiter in complexion than the three Shakespearean faces that emerged in the seventeenth century. While these three faces are instantly recognisable, the eighteenth-century visual fantasy of Shakespeare endures.


Given Shakespeare’s evident admiration for the ‘demi-god’ wonders of visual art, I am not sure he would have appreciated the funerary bust in Holy Trinity Church in Stratford-upon-Avon, which was mounted on the north wall of the chancel in 1623.


The memorial bust, possibly cut by Dutchman Geerart Janssen, which appeared only seven years after the playwright’s death, has been famously reviled as unworthy of the Bard, a view that twentieth-century scholar John Dover Wilson articulates when he declared it may be suitable for ‘an affluent and retired butcher, but does gross wrong to the dead poet’.14 At the persuasion of Shakespeare editor Edmond Malone, it was repainted entirely in white in 1793, the same year editor George Stevens declared the First Folio ‘the most expensive single book in our language’.15 It was also copied repeatedly – and with varying degrees of artistic license – as an engraving (pictured here), one of which illustrated Pope’s edition of Shakespeare’s works in 1725.


This latter image is quite altered, perhaps to justify Pope’s conviction and reason for editing a complete works: that Shakespeare ‘of all English poets’ is ‘the fairest and fullest subject for [literary] criticism’. Did Shakespeare perhaps need to look the part of the ‘fair’ native genius too?


Throughout the 1700s, depictions of Shakespeare increased, fuelling his status as a kind of national saint. The ‘father of art history’, Johann Winckelmann (1717–1768) helped launch the neoclassical movement in sculpture and art across Europe. Obsessed with ancient Greek statuary, he saw the white marble copies of ancient figures as paragons of true beauty, even though original classical sculptures had been colourfully painted. He wrote extensively about ancient art and his theories were distributed widely. His shaping views of aesthetics thus intersected with the developing systems of human classification of the day that spuriously attempted to tie racial difference to biology, skin colour, skull shape and environment or climate. British philosopher David Hume’s ideas expressed in his work on ‘aesthetics’ and art-making reflect the received racial ‘wisdom’ of the day held by anthropologists as well as art theorists: ‘I am apt to suspect the negroes, and in general all other species of men (for there are four or five different kinds) to be naturally inferior to the whites.’16 Meanwhile Winckelmann’s art theory, while recognising that beauty is subjective and not all people will share the same idea of human beauty, identified, quite technically, white as a superior colour. Because white ‘reflects the greatest number of rays of light, and consequently is the most easily perceived, a beautiful body will, accordingly, be the more beautiful the whiter it is’.17 No wonder Shakespeare’s eighteenth-century visual reimagining would emerge glowingly white and perfectly chiselled to reflect the Caucasian skull underneath. Recapturing ancient Greek and Roman precedents, Shakespeare busts and statuary emerged as a direct response to the neoclassical ideal of bodily perfection – with symmetry and whiteness as the distinguishing features.
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It was so important for England that its national poet should once and for all be beautiful enough to reflect his genius and his native origins, that in 1741, a statue of this kind finally appeared in the ultimate corner of the country.


The artist, Peter Scheemakers, a Belgian classicist, who lived and worked in London creating mostly garden sculptures, was commissioned in 1740 to erect a statue of the Bard in Poet’s Corner in Westminster Abbey (pictured here). Actors, theatre managers and a Shakespeare ‘Ladies Club’ all worked tirelessly raising money to memorialise England’s greatest poet appropriately. Historian Fiona Ritchie points out that ‘women were the primary financial contributors to the fund to commission the statue’.18 The commemorative statue was seen as bringing to fruition a century-long wish to see Shakespeare remembered in this national way. The poet and scholar William Basse, in one of the earliest elegies to Shakespeare, written sometime between 1616 and 1623, had been one of the first to point out the absurdity of Shakespeare being buried not in the country’s national cathedral but instead in the provincial Trinity Chapel in Stratford-upon-Avon.19


The Shakespeare of Westminster Abbey is depicted in seventeenth-century dress, with his elbow resting upon a pile of books, the busts of Queen Elizabeth I, Henry V and Richard III carved into the plinth to demonstrate the playwright’s connection to British monarchical power through his stories and patronage. Curiously though, he is not really depicted here as a man of the theatre, which is absolutely what he was. Instead, he is shown to be a learned, meditative philosopher literally raised high and unassailable.
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There up to heav’n a mass of rock was piled


…


And on its topmost height, the regal throne


Of this romantic realm, stood Avon’s bard alone.20





An idealised notion of Shakespeare, to say the least. When Alexander Pope was creating his edition, he too was keen to correct any evidence of the coarse practice of theatre-making, and rationalised that any deficiencies in Shakespeare were directly attributable to his writing for the ‘populace’ and ‘from our Author’s being a Player’.21 This was part of an effort in the eighteenth century to purify the Shakespearean text, not just of posthumous interventions but also the inherent properties of original performance.22 What the Westminster Abbey statue captures, then, is Shakespeare the reader, the classically inspired English poet. We know he read avidly from the many contemporaneous, continental and classical sources that inspired and informed his plays and poems. But the Abbey monument suggests that that was all he was about.


Thinking of him as a dramatist first and foremost forces us to see the practicalities of theatre-making, its messiness, its collaborative nature and Shakespeare’s own intimate involvement as the house playwright attached to the Globe Theatre. The Enlightenment’s idea of genius was incompatible with the realities of the collaborative nature and fragmentation of early modern playwriting. Such a Shakespeare wouldn’t do in the crafting of ‘the Bard’ as national icon. How can you be a natural and native genius if you have actors, other playwrights, theatre impresarios, prompters, censors, audience judgment and theatre architecture helping to shape your plays?


The celebration and acts of commemoration that took place during the eighteenth century divorced Shakespeare from his works, which enabled him to become well and truly a mythological or quasi-religious figure.23 To visit the monument, one must go to church, in fact to one of England’s most treasured cathedrals where Elizabeth I herself is buried. Although Shakespeare is not buried in Poet’s Corner alongside Edmund Spenser and Ben Jonson it is still clear that in the 1700s he was crowned not only the national poet, but also cult figure and secular god: ‘It is she [Nature] who was thy book, O Shakespeare’, proclaims the cleric Martin Sherlock in his eulogy ‘The Immortality of Shakespeare’, ‘it is she from whom thou hast drawn those beauties which are at once the glory and delight of thy nation’.24


‘GOD OF ALL OUR IDOLATRY’


A few years later, David Garrick would refer to Shakespeare as ‘the Bard’ for the first time. And though the term had been in use for a while to refer to poets, it didn’t stick to others in quite the same way. Garrick was considered an exceptional actor of his day, celebrated as a true marvel of the stage, leaving audiences enthralled by the sheer emotion of his performances. In Fanny Burney’s three-volume sentimental novel Evelina (1778), the actor is mentioned by name:




Well may Mr Garrick be so celebrated, so universally admired – I had not any idea of so great a performer.


Such ease! such vivacity in his manner! such grace in his motions! such fire and meaning in his eyes!25





The German physicist Georg Christoph Lichtenberg raved about Garrick’s performance of Hamlet seeing his father’s ghost: ‘His whole demeanour is so expressive of terror that it made my flesh creep even before he began to speak’.26 But he is perhaps best known for his passion-fuelled performance of Richard III, captured compellingly by the great visual chronicler of eighteenth-century society, William Hogarth. Garrick felt divinely appointed to commemorate Shakespeare, to elevate him to the status he deserved. And that’s precisely what he did.


In 1769 the actor was approached by the corporation of Stratford-upon-Avon to help celebrate their ‘son’ with…yes, you guessed it, a new statue. At this time Stratford was a minor municipality and certainly not the tourist magnet it is today. Garrick organised what was to be a three-day festival in September of that year, the infamous Shakespeare Jubilee, to accompany the monument’s erection. There would be pageants, parades, a masquerade ball, dinners, breakfasts, even a horse race. Thirty cannons were brought into Stratford for the opening day and a special amphitheatre built to host the aristocracy visiting this provincial town. This was probably the first time that souvenirs dedicated to Shakespeare went on sale in Stratford. Oddly, no Shakespeare plays were performed, but never mind; the plays with their multiple ideas and polyvocality would just get in the way of the one, true image of the Bard that Garrick was trying to construct.


The Jubilee was meant to attract the richest and most elite visitors from London while also taking Shakespeare to the everyday person, to the very streets of Stratford. Some might argue this was an act of inclusivity and egalitarianism.27 This would be true if inclusivity had meant including only the white working classes. But British Enlightenment values like liberty and democracy did not apply to different ethnicities, and certainly did not reach English slave ships or the plantations of the Caribbean and Americas.


Unfortunately for Garrick the English weather got the better of him and much of the festival was a washout. But it did serve a purpose nevertheless: Shakespeare was indeed commemorated as the son from Stratford-upon-Avon and therefore the birthplace of the Bard was put on the map as the ultimate literary pilgrimage site forever after – as Garrick’s letter written to the town’s mayor two years later encouraging him to keep the town clean suggests: ‘to allure every body to visit the holy land’.28 Secondly, the events marked out Shakespeare as England’s greatest achievement, the very ‘demi-god’, as Garrick’s ‘Ode’ to the ‘Blest genius of the isle’ intones,




Who Avon’s flowery margin trod,


While sportive Fancy round him flew;


Where Nature led him by the hand,


Instructed him in all she knew,


And gave him absolute command!
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