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From a Conversation:

Notes on Playmg

Shakespeare

by Steven Bush and Ann Wilson

Most of us who attended English-language schools
received our introduction to the plays of William
Shakespeare during early high school. The plays
were presented to us not simply as the work of a
playwright but as the work of “William Shake-
speare, the world’s greatest playwright.” At some
point the title of “world’s greatest playwright”
became fused to the proper name as if his name
couldn’t be spoken without the evaluation. Shake-
speare was situated in a realm of timeless and
universal truths far beyond the material condi-
tions of the world. We were taught that the proper
attitude to bring to our reading of a genius's work
is reverence. Accordingly, our reaction to the
plays was awe. Not simply the awe produced by
works which touch and challenge and so evoke a
response, but awe produced because our reading
was mediated by the signature. We knew that
work which bears the signature “Shakespeare” is
great art and so responded with the proper sense of
appreciation.

The posture of adoration adopted by the
English-speaking world towards Shakespeare has
not been without its ludicrous moments. It seems
that some student in every generation feels com-
pelled to raise the question of whether William
Shakespeare of Stratford-upon-Avon is really the
author of the plays attributed to him. And, in the
same vein, scholars raise questions about whether
the playwright ever revised his work. (Someone
once snidely suggested that it is hard to imagine
having written Hamlet and not going back to
sneak a peek at some bits of it.) Neither question,
in and of itself, is of much interest; what is of
interest is that these questions are still raised.
Their very ingenuousness distracts our attention
from a consideration of the social formation
which facilitates the formulation of such
questions.

Questions about the identity of the playwright
are posed only because our culture has invested so
much in the figure of Shakespeare. It is ironic that
questions about Shakespeare’s identity, about the
discrete particulars of his writing practices, arise
because Shakespeare is constituted within the
popular imagination not as a man but as a myth.
He is human in form but emptied of the individua-
tion which would allow him to be simply a man
who wrote plays. The empty form is refilled with
culturally ascribed values. Shakespeare appears in
human guise but the process of cultural reification
impoverishes personal history in order to effect
his transformation into a myth. He is a mythic
figure within the terms set out by Roland Barthes
in Mythologies.

A story recounted by Jan Kott in The Theater of
Essence illustrates that “Shakespeare” no longer
simply names a person but now also names an
ideological formation. Jorge Luis Borges was
invited to give a lecture at a conference on
Shakespeare held in Washington in 1976. Borges’
approach to the podium was accompanied by the
thunderous applause of the audience. When the
ovation ended, Borges began to speak but, because
the microphone was improperly positioned, it was
impossible to hear any of his talk except a single
word repeated over and over: “Shakespeare.”
Recalls Kott,

Borges’ lecture was entitled “The Riddle of
Shakespeare.” Like the Orator in Eugene
Ionesco’s The Chairs, he was called

upon to solve the riddle. And like the Orator
in The Chairs, who could only produce
incomprehensible sounds from his throat,
Borges solved the riddle: “Shakespeare,
Shakespeare, Shakespeare...."!
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