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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Patricia Akhimie

There are three categories in which one may enter as a National History Day contestant (or at least there were in my day, before kids had computers and could create websites of their own): research paper, presentation, or exhibit. As a teenager, prompted by my middle school history teacher, I submitted a research exhibit for National History Day, which is a kind of nationwide science fair, but for humanities research, and which continues to this day. That year the theme was ‘Discovery, Encounter, and Exchange: The Seeds of Change’. In retrospect, I realized this choice of theme reflected the major shifts in methodology, archives, and objectives of humanistic inquiry into the past that were underway at the time, shifts that were already leading to groundbreaking work on race and racism in the early modern world by scholars like Kim F. Hall, Margo Hendricks, and Arthur Little, Jr.

For me the topic presented the opportunity to delve into my first real independent research project, and I chose to study the question that intrigued me most as the child of an odd pair (at least in pre-Obama America): an immigrant from a postcolonial African nation and the American descendent of European settler colonialists. I wanted to know when it was that Africans and Europeans first came into contact and what that encounter yielded. I wanted to know why families like mine, ‘mixed’ as some would say, seemed so unusual in all the various communities in which we lived. I wanted to understand what laid the groundwork for the horrors of the slave trade and settler colonialism that I read about in my textbooks because nowhere in those textbooks was there a discussion or explanation of the junctures that yielded both the artistic wonders and the human rights atrocities of the ‘Renaissance’. Nowhere in those textbooks was there a discussion of discovery, encounter, or exchange beyond the most spectacular episodes of culture clash, violent force, capture, enslavement, and exploitation. Nowhere was there discussion of the everyday, the perpetual, the integrative, or the epistemological. When does ‘discovery’ become a mythic memory, and ‘encounter’ become entanglement, conversation, conception, and—ultimately—change? How does ‘exchange’ evolve into discourse, into both shared history and contested meaning? And amidst such quotidian revolutions of ideas and experience, how and why does the significance of difference (of colour, rank, religion, language, nation, sexuality, gender, ability, and more) persist? Race is a powerful fiction, and one that persists; the ubiquity of racist thought and discriminatory practice is the evidence of its persistence. At such interstices—the social and cultural upheaval of the early modern world—it is possible to observe the workings of racism and (at least) to envision how to right the wrongs it may engender. Or so I would argue.

The subject of my teenage mutant ninja research project—ambitiously entitled something like ‘Representations of Africans and Europeans in 16th and 17th Century Art’—was objects produced by African and European artists that reflected cross-cultural influences, hybrid design, and imagery. These were Bini, and Sapi carved spoons, saltcellars, hunting horns, and bronze reliefs adorned with the bearded, helmeted heads of Portuguese sailors, as well as paintings by Titian, Veronese, Bosch and others depicting Black magi, saints, servants, and enslaved people.1 In my National History Day exhibit, which stood 4 feet tall on folding foam board, covered in purple contact paper with stencilled yellow lettering, I curated for viewers all I had learned about sixteenth-century artisans’ work in ivory, paint, bronze, and charcoal. A few years later, now as a high school student, I expanded the project for a class presentation. My mother called ahead to make arrangements for my visit and drove me to the University of Miami where the librarians showed me how to find periodicals and books that might be relevant to my research and how to locate them in the stacks. There were precious few titles at that time with a focus on race, on Blackness, on cross-cultural encounter and exchange (The Seeds of Change!), but I found my way to early and pioneering work by Kim F. Hall, Peter Erickson, and Anthony Barthelemy, among others.2

In my oral presentation, organized on wide ruled notecards, Shakespeare made an appearance. He offered an example, I opined, of a more sensitive, humanized depiction of otherness in his character, Othello: ‘he made of a monster, a man’ I pronounced, with confident naivete. I would of course take issue with such patently optimistic universalism now, but at the time I came away from these early experiences with, first, a peculiar affinity for the process of looking up articles in databases and finding them in dusty periodicals, and second, an excitement not only about studying the history of racialization through the examination of literary and artistic production, but also about sharing it. I enjoyed creating a National History Day exhibit and I enjoyed conversing with those few curious onlookers who stopped by my table to examine it.3 What I discovered was that the literary and artistic history of race is not a room full of facts, not a niche topic of passing interest, or a specimen to observe, but a way of reaching new kinds of questions and answers, not a room, but a door always opening to something new.

It is in this spirit of intellectual curiosity and community that I share the contributions between these covers, a collection of new thinking from both well established and early career scholars of premodern critical race studies (PCRS) and intersecting fields. Woven throughout the volume, readers will also hear the voices of practitioners (actors, directors, and others) reflecting on the ways in which race enters into every aspect of Shakespearean performance: through casting, costuming, blocking, movement, character, and story, and through the personal histories, cultures, and communities of theatre professionals. Shakespeare is at once the focus of this work and a mere starting point from which to design and deploy new methodologies and examine new archives for the study of race and racism. It must also be explicitly affirmed that the antiracist scholarship contained here presents race as both a construct (ephemeral) and a lived experience (visceral) that has impacted and is impacting the lives of people both in the early modern period and today. To study racism is to imagine its end, or an end to its real-world harms.

This collection is designed to offer readers a cross section of current scholarship on race and racism, and Shakespeare’s works. The volume has three aims, which correspond to three parts of the book, each of which brings together the work of senior, mid-career, and early career scholars. First, the volume introduces the study of Shakespeare and race to new readers by offering an overview of the theoretical frameworks and methodological approaches that have been used in premodern critical race studies illustrated by fresh readings of the plays. Chapters in Part I demonstrate the ways in which feminist, postcolonial, and critical race theory—long intertwined with Shakespeare studies—and the histories of Shakespeare performance and adaptation, have broadened our understanding of the definitions and discourse of race and racism to include not only phenotype, but also religious and political identity, regional, national, linguistic, and biological difference, and systems of differentiation based upon culture and custom. This broader understanding of the definitions and discourses of race and racism arises in part from the study of Shakespeare’s works, which have been and remain a fruitful object of inquiry in our attempts to understand the nature, and social function of race both in the early modern period and today.

This first part begins with Urvashi Chakravarty’s substantive review of Critical Race Theory (CRT) and its critics both within academia and in the public sphere, demonstrating the facility of its major concepts for the study of Shakespeare and race, with legal drama at the heart of The Merchant of Venice as case study. Jean E. Howard then looks back at the long and interdependent relationship between feminist and critical race studies in criticism on Othello, and forward towards a more intersectional criticism that reveals the relationship between categories of difference such as kin and kind as well as colour in plays such as Two Noble Kinsmen. Debapriya Sarkar’s chapter is a primer on the intersection of PCRS, postcolonialism, and ecocriticism over several decades, with fresh readings of Antony and Cleopatra and The Tempest, while Dennis Britton examines the construction of white masculinity by revisiting the long poem, Venus and Adonis. The final three pieces in Part I focus on the working of race in performance and theatre history. Farah Karim-Cooper reviews the history of casting practices in Shakespearean theatre and the current state of play, examining attitudes towards ‘colour blind’ casting that rely upon universalist myths of access, and the potential for renewed relevance, inclusivity, and insight that ‘colour-conscious’ casting has brought to new productions. Carla Della Gatta introduces her wide-ranging discussions with actors and directors that appear in all three parts of the collection. Finally, Joyce Green MacDonald’s keen-eyed examination of US theatre history traces the tropes and evolution of blackface minstrelsy alongside the early achievements and suppression of Black theatre practitioners.

The second aim of the volume is to offer readers already familiar with premodern critical race studies a look at new methodologies and new archives. In recent years the field has moved beyond those works that have been identified as ‘race plays’, and those texts that have been identified as ‘relevant to race’. While much ink has been spilled discussing race in plays such as the tragedies, Othello, and Titus Andronicus, scholars have now turned to other works not traditionally associated with scholarship on race including Shakespeare’s histories and comedies. Additionally, while in the past studies have often turned to early modern history, travel writing, and ethnography as the sources most relevant to the study of race, more recent work has uncovered the relevance of everything from rhetoric, to conduct literature, religious polemic, music, medicine, and dance to the social construction of race. Chapters in Part II also investigate the intersection between PCRS and a wide range of other fields including animal studies, disability studies, queer studies, trans studies, critical indigenous studies, repertory studies, and history of the book. Specialists will also find useful connections made in Part II between historicist and trans-historical approaches to the study of race.

Part II opens with several chapters that bring PCRS and other fields into dialogue. Scott Manning Stevens explores the ways in which critical race studies and critical indigenous studies have sometimes worked in unison and sometimes been at odds in connecting the history, nature, and social function of racial difference in the early modern period to its nature and social function today. Tracing the parallel histories of queer and premodern critical race studies, Mario DiGangi uncovers the ways in which the fields have alternately intertwined and departed from one another and offers suggestions for new directions. Amrita Dhar draws connections between premodern critical race and disability studies by attending to the embodied experience of ‘wheeling strangers’. Alexa Alice Joubin and Abdulhamit Arvas’s chapters, companion pieces designed to be read side by side, explore the ways in which trans studies and critical race studies weave together in new work on and new adaptations of Shakespeare.

Several chapters in Part II delve deeply into early modern Islamic, Jewish, and Christian religious history and thought, tracing the contours of racialized religious and political identity across boundaries of period, geography, language, and genre. Through a new exploration of the Islamic contexts of Antony and Cleopatra, Ambereen Dadabhoy stages a major intervention for the field in terms of the way we discuss colonialism and orientalist fantasy in the play. M. Lindsay Kaplan’s chapter on The Merchant of Venice is a masterful explication of early Christian texts and ideas as they inform racialist and racist discourse from early modern (Shakespearean) texts through the present day, with a focus on ‘coalition building’. With a tour of the theory of humoralism that informs early modern race thinking, Kimberly Anne Coles addresses the entangled work of religion, science, and colonialism in the production of race as whiteness, race as Blackness, and race as heritable. Emily Weissbourd and Kyle Grady widen the scope and further discuss the implications of regional or national identity and the nexus of thoughts and fears around the prospect of ‘racial mixing’. Weissbourd rehearses ideas about racialized religious difference in Spain but does so to intervene in criticism on racialization in anti-Spanish discourse, focusing on the threat of mixed marriage to Spanish women in the comedies. Grady, in turn, explores the epistemologies of racial mixing in early modern drama and culture more broadly, with a fresh look at Titus Andronicus.

Another group of chapters in Part II feature innovative methodologies and new approaches to archives. Bringing both critical race and critical animal studies to bear and offering a new reading of Cornwall’s unnamed servant in King Lear, Holly Dugan offers new insight into the intersection between animality and enslavement. Turning to the long poem, The Rape of Lucrece, Kirsten Mendoza makes clear the connection between race, rape, and human rights, illuminating the discursive production of justifications for differential treatment and racial prejudice. Jennifer Park’s pointed look at the relationship between early modern science and race-making focuses on keywords like ‘experiment’ and ‘proof’, in Titus Andronicus and elsewhere. Elisa Oh draws readers inexorably towards an understanding of the relationship between movement and race-making in early modern text and performance, the significance of dance and other forms of motion in the production of identity and in projects of inclusion and exclusion. David McInnis jumps down a rabbit hole of repertory studies with fascinating results, exploring the centrality of Shakespeare to premodern critical race studies by looking elsewhere including at lost plays contemporaneous with extant, so-called ‘race plays’ like Othello. Meanwhile, Miles P. Grier takes up the history of the raced/razed body, examining the technologies of marking on both bodies and printed texts against the backdrop of changing ideas about (scientific) racialism.

The third aim of the volume is to discover the ongoing conversations about race in our current historical moment, in the worlds of contemporary performance, appropriation, pedagogy, and activism. Chapters in Part III introduce readers to current thinking about race in classical theatre companies both onstage and backstage, and in the political and practical work of editing and translating play texts. In addition, contributors uncover the role that Shakespeare’s works have played and are playing in discussions of race and racism in contemporary art, film, and popular culture. Chapters consider the role that race plays in student discussion of and engagement with Shakespeare in elementary and secondary school classrooms—where millions of students encounter Shakespeare’s plays each year—and in higher education. Finally, the volume offers a look at the way in which the seemingly unlikely conversation about Shakespeare and race has informed activism both within and beyond academia and the theatre on matters such as civil rights, apartheid, and white supremacy.

Leading Part III, Peter Erickson and Lisa Graziose Corrin’s interview with artist Fred Wilson explores the materiality of race in Othello through Wilson’s evolving experiments with onyx-coloured Murano glass. Vanessa I. Corredera introduces readers to the larger concept of appropriation (of Shakespeare by various cultures and of various cultures by Shakespeare) and offers an expansive demonstration of the role that race plays in the creative process of appropriation and the reception of appropriated material by contemporary audiences. With readings of works both familiar (Omkara) and more recent and less canonical (Saptapadi and The Hungry) Amrita Sen opens a window into Shakespearean adaptation and Indian film and the platforms—from theatres to streaming services—by which audiences have engaged the medium. Drawing on experience as an active translator of Shakespearean drama and adaptation, Alfredo Michel Modenessi thinks through the practice and politics of translation, and the impact of contemporary performances of Shakespeare in translation in a global context. Brandi K. Adams explores editorial practice past and present, and the origin and import of the relative demographic and ideological homogeneity that has persisted in the craft and cult of textual editing. And Carla Della Gatta breaks down recent trends with regard to race in casting practices, and examines the reasoning and repercussions of each.

A cluster of chapters on Shakespeare, race, and pedagogy gives readers a closer look at the dynamic work underway in classrooms particularly in communities of colour, where instructors are addressing the relevance of Shakespeare’s works to discussions of immigration, assimilation, model minority status, casteism, and more. The discussion covers a range of topics relevant to teachers of Shakespeare and race now, including the experiences of faculty of colour and white faculty teaching race in secondary and higher education classrooms including Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), Hispanic-serving institutions, and schools outside the USA. Ruben Espinosa, teaching at a Hispanic Serving Institution on the US-Mexico border, reflects on linguistic identity and confronting the problem of Shakespeare’s language, which is presented to many as both aspirational and inaccessible. In a discussion of the work that the film Omkara (an adaptation of Othello) can do in the HBCU classroom, Rebecca Kumar offers actionable strategies for teaching Shakespeare and race through film, while Nedda Mehdizadeh demonstrates the effectiveness of teaching adaptation as critical intervention, pairing Othello with Djanet Sears’s play Harlem Duet (1997). Jonathan Burton thinks critically about the ethical and inclusive use of technology in teaching Shakespeare and race in global majority classrooms, offering a menu of proven strategies for inclusive and culturally responsive teaching. Then, in a fast-paced and wide-ranging look at approaches to teaching Shakespeare and race in diverse secondary classrooms in the USA, UK, and beyond, informed by real-world experiences from a variety of sources in many locales, Laura Turchi conveys the sense of urgency felt by educators teaching Shakespeare to young readers now.

Deliberately positioned as a kind of afterword to this collection, the final contribution from Kim F. Hall reveals that Shakespearean performance has long been a vital and shared site of Black life and culture. Through an expansive history, Hall reveals that Shakespeare (so often analogous with literacy, social mobility, whiteness) is in the DNA of the global Black radical tradition, a tradition that mobilized the strategies of performance to build and sustain community through shared pleasure, experimentation, censorship, and the reception/rejection of antiblack caricature.

Ultimately The Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Race is designed to be a starting place for readers who want to enter the vibrant conversation on Shakespeare and race, a go-to resource for teachers designing a more inclusive curriculum, and a springboard to new and innovative work for practised scholars of premodern critical race studies. Here, you will find not only an overview and close readings of the plays, but also an examination of the intersections between PCRS and other subfields, and one that emphasizes the urgency of Shakespeare and race in contemporary social spaces including the classroom, the stage, and the streets.



1 There is an ongoing effort to repatriate the ‘Benin bronzes’ and ‘ivories’ looted by British soldiers in the late nineteenth century and now held in the British Museum and other repositories throughout Europe, the United States, and the rest of the world.

2 My first encounter with the work of Kim F. Hall in the University of Miami library predated by a year or two the publication of Things of Darkness (1995), which would become a landmark moment in premodern critical race studies. I am forever grateful to Bobbie, my mom, who was an indefatigable champion of my scholarship even at this early stage.

3 You can support National History Day (nhd.org) by encouraging secondary school students to enter their own research projects, by donating, and by volunteering to serve as a judge at the local, state, or national level.


Part I

Shakespeare and Race

An Overview


CHAPTER 2

Shakespeare and Critical Race Theory

Urvashi Chakravarty

What is critical race theory to Shakespeare, or Shakespeare to critical race theory? This chapter considers the meaning and role of critical race theory to our understandings of race (as structural, cultural, and strategic), and explores the role of critical race theory both within a genealogy of scholarship on race in Shakespeare, and as part of a critical approach to Shakespeare’s work. What does thinking with critical race theory, in other words, allow us to see differently in Shakespearean texts? And what can Shakespeare’s work allow us to understand anew in critical race theory? Critical race theory, as we know, originated in an analysis of legal frameworks, as part of the larger field of critical legal studies; what, then, does it mean for us to think about the operation of the law in Shakespeare as reflective of larger structural imbalances and inequities? Does the law masquerade as a form of redress that repeatedly refuses to operate as such? Paying particular attention to The Merchant of Venice and, briefly, Measure for Measure, two plays that stage and contest the operations of the law, this chapter traces a literary prehistory of some of the central tenets of critical race theory, whilst also demonstrating how an engagement with those frameworks allows us to unfold novel ways of tracing the operations of systemic racial inequity in Shakespeare’s plays; affords an analytical rubric and rhetoric; and mitigates against some of the criticism levied at the role of critical race theory within literary, historical, and cultural studies—that it is uniquely American, or contemporary, or limited in its analytical scope—in order to demonstrate instead how critical race theory both operates as an interpretive lens and opens up new readings of Shakespeare’s plays.

It is worth pausing to set out the cultural place of critical race theory today. Critical race theory (hereafter CRT) is a phenomenon both familiar and foreign: mentioned everywhere, but seldom accurately. And CRT is prominently in the news. At the moment of writing this chapter, laws and regulations have been proposed in multiple states in the United States to mitigate against the teaching of ‘critical race theory’ in classrooms and schools.1 But of course these injunctions rarely refer to critical race theory itself; rather, where I place ‘critical race theory’ in inverted commas I refer to the spectre of CRT. What CRT refers to in popular parlance, and especially in right-wing discourse, is a fiction, spanning various kinds of race studies and even antiracist critique, but rarely referring to the discipline of critical race theory itself. Critical race theory, that bogeyman of right-wing discourse in the United States and increasingly the United Kingdom and Canada as well, is often labelled or accused of being an ‘anti-white’ phenomenon, a mode of analysis that encourages people of colour to discern race as a ‘problem’, and/or a weaponized form of incivility. In particular, CRT is increasingly identified as a source of ‘divisiveness’. As American state governing bodies attempt in particular to restrict the teaching of ‘critical race theory’ in classrooms, what they actually attempt to delimit is any attempt to contextualize the structural and deep-seated roots of racial formation, even as they cynically comprehend (and exploit) the place of pedagogy in imparting the frameworks of structural analysis.

So what exactly is critical race theory? Although a complete account of this rich field of study is, inevitably, impossible in a chapter of this length, critical race theory offers a mode of structural analysis that comprehends race not as an individual and certainly not as a biological reality but rather as a systemic construction and seeks to understand how the legal and political mechanisms that organize our lives and purport to be neutral are actually deeply and essentially underpinned by frameworks of power and, inevitably, inequity. The disciplinary provenance of critical race theory finds its roots and derives its inception in critical legal studies. Thus, it takes as its originary object of study a field supposedly founded on neutrality—or at least on the liberal principles of equality—and demonstrates how these essential frameworks are far more subject to and moulded by the systems of inequity that race and race-making precipitate than we may previously have been given to understand. But CRT is also, and fundamentally, a return to the liberatory principles of racial justice; this, indeed, is how some of the founding theorists of CRT define the term in the introduction to a groundbreaking collection of writings on the subject:


Although Critical Race scholarship differs in object, argument, accent, and emphasis, it is nevertheless unified by two common interests. The first is to understand how a regime of white supremacy and its subordination of people of color have been created and maintained in America, and, in particular, to examine the relationship between that social structure and professed ideals such as “the rule of law” and “equal protection.” The second is a desire not merely to understand the vexed bond between law and racial power but to change it. The essays gathered here thus share an ethical commitment to human liberation.  (Crenshaw et al. 1995, xiii)



For the earliest theorists of CRT, then, ‘critical race theory’ is in some ways a misnomer: CRT is never ‘merely’ theoretical, but rather is deeply committed to real and radical structural change. It is a methodology orientated towards a praxis of change and liberation. And it deliberately contests a liberal, often supposedly ‘colour blind’ approach towards redress. Indeed, one of the grounds on which CRT critiques the reception of civil rights discourse is that ‘Rather than engaging in a broad-scale inquiry into why jobs, wealth, education, and power are distributed as they are, mainstream civil rights discourse suggests that once the irrational biases of race-consciousness are eradicated, everyone will be treated fairly, as equal competitors in a regime of equal opportunity’ (Crenshaw et al. 1995, xv–xvi). The reception of civil rights discourse elided the radical aims of its originary thinkers and proponents in favour of useful but incremental change and incidental solutions: ‘Racial justice was embraced in the American mainstream in terms that excluded radical or fundamental challenges to status quo institutional practices in American society by treating the exercise of racial power as rare and aberrational rather than as systemic and ingrained’ (Crenshaw et al. 1995, xiv).2 CRT, therefore, also offers an analytical framework for interrogating the techne of ‘racial power’ even as it mitigates against comfortable notions of racism as a matter of personal opinion rather than structural inequity.

The tension that CRT reveals, between the appeal of liberal solutions and the promise of radical change, carries significant institutional implications and reverberates in a range of political and social contexts. These larger applications and commitments mean that despite—or perhaps because of—its disciplinary provenance, the frameworks that critical race theory offers, particularly the close attention to and analysis of systems of power, have had widespread and longstanding implications for our understanding of a number of institutions. In the next part of this chapter, therefore, I offer a very brief overview of some central tenets of critical race theory, in order to demonstrate how the analytical payoffs they offer can be mobilized to better comprehend a range of structures and disciplines. Critical race theory may find its roots in the law, but several of its most influential fields of enquiry have been taken up by other disciplines to generate new methodological and theoretical possibilities. Thus, when we encounter engagement with critical race theory in work on early modern race, it often adopts the insights into the structural construction of race that CRT affords us to illuminate early modern texts, histories, and pre-histories; CRT, in other words, offers a portable methodology and perspective to interrogate the critical assumptions that underlie our understanding of race.3

There are four central aspects of critical race theory, in particular, which I suggest have been particularly influential to and continue to be especially important for early modern race studies, and which I want to address here: the construction of race and the need to undertake a structural analysis; intersectionality; interest convergence; and whiteness as property. These aspects, I should note, are not discrete but rather overlapping, comprising not a rigid analytical framework but rather a set of interpretive tools by which to understand how the construction of race makes and unmakes forms of racial hierarchy. In the texts I discuss in this chapter, Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice and Measure for Measure, I propose that these frameworks are at work long before their theorization in the legal register of critical race theory; what CRT affords us, then, is also a lens for understanding how racial formation is achieved in transhistorical contexts. To suggest this is not, I want to be clear, to traffic in anachronistic understandings of race. Rather, it is to demonstrate how race is always already constructed through the political and cultural, legal, and religious systems that structure and determine our society.

Race, I have been suggesting, is made and insistently remade and constructed through institutional systems of power. This, then, is the first tenet of CRT I want to address: that race is structural, not individual. Famously, in The Merchant of Venice, Portia cannot even discern the difference between the Jewish Shylock and the Christian Antonio when she enters the courtroom. Yet the distinction between them is made—fabricated, even—by the legal decisions that are determined during the trial (and perhaps, as it turns out, actually pre-determined). In Measure for Measure, meanwhile, the tension between the individual and the structural is clearly delineated and described from the very beginning of the play: is the law itself an abstract entity, as apart from the individual? Is it entirely arbitrary and neutral? And to what extent is it tempered or qualified by mercy on the one hand, or hypocrisy on the other? What both plays demonstrate, I suggest, are the mechanisms by which the structural elements of the law are subject to and swayed by individual interests—in other words, the malleability of the law to the interests of powerful groups, and the capacity of seemingly fixed legal ideas to change in the interest of power.

This, indeed, speaks directly to the theory of interest convergence that Derrick Bell posits in his critical discussion of Brown v. Board of Education, the landmark case relating to school segregation in the United States (Bell 1980). In this work, Bell argues that what appears as racial ‘progress’ in desegregating schools was actually reliant on forms of white self-interest (including, for instance, the fact that ‘segregation was viewed as a barrier to further industrialization in the South’) (1980, 525). Thus, Bell contends that in Brown, ‘as in the abolition of slavery, there were whites for whom recognition of the racial equality principle was sufficient motivation. But, as with abolition, the number who would act on morality alone was insufficient to bring about the desired racial reform’ (1980, 525). But what Bell also underscores is the extent to which the aims of the landmark desegregation decision have fallen short, so that ‘millions of black children … have not experienced the decision’s promise of equal educational opportunity’ (1980, 519). Focusing on ‘racial balance’ alone thus attains the appearance of redress whilst masking ongoing inequities.4 And the problem with ‘racial balance’ is that it furthers a liberal understanding of what constitutes racial redress: the idea of balance that frequently leaves the real matter of racial inequity unaddressed—or worse, exacerbates it. What Bell offers, then, in this crucial theorization of interest convergence is not just a trenchant revelation about how Black interests are advanced only when and where they ‘converge’ with white interests; but also a lens by which to understand how the logics of racial inequity can also masquerade—often, quite effectively—as attempts at racial redress.5

This phenomenon, however, also lays bare what the underlying interest within interest convergence actually is: whiteness. As critical race theorists have grappled with the role of whiteness, one of their most important contributions concerns how whiteness operates in, as, and through the work of property. Cheryl Harris, for instance, traces whiteness as ‘a racialized conception of property implemented by force and ratified by law’, and demonstrates how ‘the set of assumptions, privileges, and benefits that accompany the status of being white have become a valuable asset that whites sought to protect … Whites have come to expect and rely on these benefits, and over time these expectations have been affirmed, legitimated, and protected by the law’ (1993, 1715, 1713).6 Harris’s argument thus reveals how the law is founded on a longstanding attempt to consolidate the benefits of whiteness; as it does so, her essay undertakes a deliberately interdisciplinary and genealogical study of how the meaning of property has evolved since the sixteenth-century contexts of Atlantic slavery and settler colonialism and is underwritten by the construction of race.

The field-shifting analytic of whiteness as property has proven powerfully generative to a number of disciplines, and to the field of study now termed critical whiteness studies, which both emphasizes the strategic construction of whiteness, and examines how whiteness is created and consolidated.7 The argument around whiteness as property has been especially fruitful to early modern studies and its enquiry into the early modern formation of race from its earliest iterations, from Kim Hall’s analysis of the visual lexicon of white and black in her landmark work Things of Darkness to Francesca Royster’s examination of the critical contingencies of hyper-whiteness in Titus Andronicus to Arthur L. Little, Jr.’s argument about white melancholia in the study of early modern literature and culture (Hall 1995; Little, Jr. 2016; Royster 2000). As Peter Erickson and Kim Hall argue in their vision for the next decade of early modern race studies, enquiries into whiteness are central for our understanding of racial formation and in order to de-centre the assumption of whiteness that collapses race into ‘the other’ (Erickson and Hall 2016); Margo Hendricks, meanwhile, warns us about the metaphorization of race that sometimes accompanies attempts to articulate a richer understanding of racial intersections, reminding us to attend to the lived realities of white supremacy and settler colonialism (Hendricks 2021). Hendricks’s caution thus points to a concern that remains perhaps underdiscussed in critical whiteness studies, one that Richard Dyer also flags early in his influential discussion of the representation of whiteness: that for white people to study whiteness might provide an alibi for a new kind of white identity, that it might sideline or elide studies of non-whiteness, and that it might merely enable a form of white guilt which, as Dyer notes, ‘tends to be a blocking emotion’ (1997, 10–11).8 The study of whiteness is of course crucial, in order to denaturalize the idea of whiteness as ‘un-raced’ and neutral, and to trace the construction of whiteness in the interest of power and property. I have suggested elsewhere that as scholars in early modern studies have increasingly turned to the study of whiteness, however, we must be careful to attend to the danger which simultaneously presents itself: that critical whiteness studies might itself become part of the property of whiteness—particularly, perhaps, when white scholars engage in that work.

This caution speaks to an attentiveness to lived experience which lies at the heart of critical race theory, and which is especially central to the fourth area of CRT that I wish to underscore in this chapter: intersectionality. Intersectionality is a term which is frequently mentioned in current discussions around feminism, and which is widely understood as a methodology by which to understand overlapping identities and the extent to which even forms of legal redress are unable to mitigate harm when there are multiple sites of identity and injury. Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw, whose foundational work on the subject underscores the insufficiency of vectors of redress for structural misogyny (which often presumes a white, female subject) or structural racism (which often presumes a male subject), intersectionality reveals how women of colour, in particular, can often be left without recourse under the very structures which claim to support them (Crenshaw 1989, 1991). Reflecting on the intellectual genealogy of intersectionality and its popular reception since her initial theorization and writings, Crenshaw has recently observed that ‘Intersectionality is a lens through which you can see where power comes and collides, where it interlocks and intersects’, clarifying that intersectionality is not a totalizing concept (Crenshaw 2017). Intersectionality, rather, is a methodological lens, a means of comprehending power where it seems to elide or escape the vectors of enquiry. The longer history of feminist enquiry into ‘interlocking’ systems of identity and oppression, however, can be traced even further back, to the Combahee River Collective, whose collective organizing was based on the premise that they were ‘committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class oppression, and [saw] as [their] particular task the development of integrated analysis and practice based upon the fact that the major systems of oppression are interlocking’, and in particular that ‘Black feminism [is] the logical political movement to combat the manifold and simultaneous oppressions that all women of color face’ (Combahee River Collective 2017 [1979], 15). Intersectionality emerges as a praxis, but one that is deeply interwoven with a genealogy of Black Feminist organizing and theory (Nash 2019).

Taken together, the history and central tenets of critical race theory make clear that when people speak of the purchase and impact of CRT, they do so to underscore the intellectual and conceptual ramifications of their own, everyday conditions. Critical race theory has of course not been without its detractors, quite apart from those on the conservative right who seek to misrepresent and malign CRT. These critiques of CRT are both conceptual and methodological: the emphasis on personal perspective, for some critics, compromises the ‘neutrality’ they perceive as central to legal enquiry; others, meanwhile, suggest that CRT, which attends to conditions of structural racism in the United States, is ‘too American’, even as the editors of Critical Race Theory, amongst others, explicitly underscore the global implications and resonances of CRT. Still others suggest that CRT, as a post-civil rights development, is insistently contemporary, and therefore inapplicable to other national and temporal contexts. But both geographically as well as chronologically, CRT is a transportable set of analytical frameworks; as a lens for structural enquiry, the tools which CRT offers allow us to interrogate the forms of race-making which inform a number of premodern contexts. I want to be clear that when I use the term critical race theory, then, I do so in a way that I hope encompasses both the genealogies of these interventions in critical legal studies, and their productive affordances in and through other fields. In other words, I hope to preserve what is generative and portable about these methodologies, whilst not occluding the specific structural conditions which these theories work to address—nor the interventions of the scholars who authored them. I also want to be clear that my aim is decidedly not to adopt an anachronistic perspective on critical race theory: I do not mean to argue that the work of critical race theory can be easily discerned or mapped onto early modern texts or legal and political formations. Rather, as a set of analytical tools which developed in the aftermath of the civil rights movement in the USA in order to build a methodology that might interrogate the narratives of racial progress and liberalism, CRT offers a lens that allows us to trace where, how, and when race is constructed—and to what ends.

I turn, then, to the role of critical race theory in our approach to early modern literature, specifically Shakespeare. The implications of critical race theory, as I have noted, are widespread, and central to work on literary and cultural formations of early modern race. As critical race theory has informed the development of premodern critical race studies (PCRS)—a term coined by Margo Hendricks but which refers to a longer history of excavating premodern racial formation—it has underscored the ‘strategic, intersectional, and political’ affordances and inheritances of critical race theory, and has demonstrated the purchase and payoff of CRT to our understanding of the historical trajectory leading to our current lived conditions (2021, 379).9 Hendricks’s argument about PCRS, in other words, distinguishes it as an intellectual genealogy from work on premodern race that has not attended to the crucial legacy of critical race studies.10

Thinking with critical race theory as a methodology, I propose, especially unfolds novel ways of tracing the operations of systemic racial inequity in two key Shakespeare plays: The Merchant of Venice and Measure for Measure. I want, therefore, to begin by thinking about the place of the law in The Merchant of Venice, to underscore, first, the work of whiteness as property in this play; and second, the operations of interest convergence. I wish to clarify at the outset that the law is, of course, far from the only site where we might benefit from the insights of CRT; rather, I take the law as an entry point here in order to underscore how the disciplinary genealogy of CRT unfolds the strategies of power in this play in ways that might have been somewhat overlooked hitherto. Indeed, the legal operations of the courtroom and the status of the law has been the subject of extensive and important critical enquiry in early modern studies; yet there has perhaps been less direct critical engagement with the ways in which the affordances of CRT approaches to legal structures signify for The Merchant of Venice. When we initially learn of the law on which Shylock relies, we are told that it cannot be altered: that it secures the position of strangers and the property interest in which they invest, and in turn that it underwrites the position of the city. In other words, the law’s so-called neutrality is explicitly articulated as central to the stability of Venice:


The Duke cannot deny the course of law;

For the commodity that strangers have

With us in Venice, if it be denied,

Will much impeach the justice of the state,

Since that the trade and profit of the city

Consisteth of all nations.11



Antonio’s clear summation here of the status of the law establishes it as central to the political and economic health of the city, as several editors and critics have noted. This centrality, however, also yokes the ‘course of law’ to a property interest—one that relies on a diverse, literally multinational cast of characters, that, as it turns out, serves as an alibi for a profit and property interest that asserts itself not because of but rather at the expense of the ‘strangers’ it purports to protect. Venice, in other words, invokes an early form of multicultural liberalism, which is ostensibly underpinned by a neutral, proto-‘colour blind’ legal system.12 The equality principle of the law appears immovable even to those who claim the rights of full Venetian citizenship—Antonio is certain that ‘no lawful means can carry me / Out of his envy’s reach (4.1.8–9)—as well as those who do not. Thus, Shylock feels emboldened to try to leverage his legal right by invoking specifically the ‘danger’ a ‘forfeit’ would present:


I have possessed your grace of what I purpose,

And by our holy Sabbath have I sworn

To have the due and forfeit of my bond.

If you deny it, let the danger light

Upon your charter and your city’s freedom!  (4.1.34–38)



Shylock here rehearses the earlier sense of the immutable fairness of the law, testing which would compromise ‘your city’s freedom’. The ‘charter’ that works to include ‘strangers’ in Venice, I propose, might be usefully analogized to the mandate to ‘equal protection’. Yet the operations of the seemingly neutral ‘rule of law’ are deeply subject to the vagaries of structural inequity—vagaries which turn out, in fact, to be fundamentally embedded in larger frameworks and fictions of fairness.13

Perhaps the most notorious instance of this fiction occurs, of course, in relation to the casket test, famously read as an analogue to the courtroom scene, which appears as a seemingly ‘arbitrary’ test that is in fact deeply bound up with structures of power and property. Thus, when both the Prince of Morocco and the Prince of Arragon fail the test, they do so in order that Bassanio, in effect, may win. Although the casket test prohibits all failed suitors from marrying and continuing their lines of dynastic succession, in practice this injunction is only visited upon Morocco, whereas Arragon, despite knowing that ‘if I fail / Of the right casket’ he will be condemned ‘never in my life / To woo a maid in way of marriage’ (2.9.11–13), is tacitly ‘released’ from this prohibition by the instructions conveyed by the casket, which enjoins:


There be fools alive iwis

Silvered o’er, and so was this.

Take what wife you will to bed,

I will ever be your head.  (2.9.67–70, emphasis added)



It is notable here that although Portia has earlier conveyed the marriage prohibition to Morocco directly—‘swear, before you choose, if you choose wrong / Never to speak to lady afterward / In way of marriage’ (2.1.40–42) —here Arragon presumes the same rules apply to him, only to be released from them immediately after he makes his choice.14 And the enjoining not only to ‘speak’ to a potential wife but also to take her ‘to bed’ makes clear that the eugenic suggestion which earlier attaches to Morocco—that he cannot marry, produce children, ensure dynastic succession—is explicitly lifted.15 Here, then, is an instance of a seemingly equal, ‘colour blind’ rule of law, which is revealed to be elided when there is a larger interest at work.

That interest, of course, is the reproduction of whiteness, which is deeply interwoven with the foundational construction of whiteness as property. To think about this material nexus in Merchant, I turn to Shylock’s insistence that ‘I would have my bond’, even after Portia and the Duke demand ‘mercy’:


What judgement shall I dread, doing no wrong?

You have among you many a purchased slave,

Which, like your asses, and your dogs and mules,

You use in abject and in slavish parts,

Because you bought them.  (4.1.88–92)



Shylock’s allusion to the slaving activities of Venice points to the hypocrisy of the horror the Venetians express at his desire for Antonio’s flesh.16 What Shylock is punished for, in part, is the participation in an economy to which he may not have access, the attempt to acquire property in persons—that is, a claim to white property and property in whiteness. In effect, he rhetorically violates the racialized and naturalized distinction between Antonio and enslaved people, reducing them both to tradeable bodies, and thus threatening the naturalization of the racialized distinction between which bodies may be bought, and which may not. Thus, the threat that Shylock presents is not just to the possession or enslaveability of certain peoples over others (and their dehumanized proximity to ‘your asses, and your dogs and mules’) but to the terms of racialization altogether. And the refusal to uphold the essentialized distinction between the white, Christian Venetian (Antonio) and the ‘purchased slave’ must be disciplined; that disciplining takes place through the means of a distinction under the law. This transgression is marked in the terms in which Portia responds to this particular violation:


Tarry a little, there is something else.

This bond doth give thee here no jot of blood:

The words expressly are ‘a pound of flesh’.

Take then thy bond: take thou thy pound of flesh.

But in the cutting it, if thou dost shed

One drop of Christian blood, thy lands and goods

Are by the laws of Venice confiscate

Unto the state of Venice.  (4.1.301–308)



This passage, in its hyper-literalism, turns Shylock’s reliance on the letter of the law against him, but it also highlights the extent to which the ends of the law are orientated towards the consolidation of Venetian property. When Portia cautions Shylock that ‘in the cutting it [thy pound of flesh], if thou dost shed / One drop of Christian blood’, she underscores how the operations of the law must always work to protect the interests of white Christian Venice, no matter how ‘universal’ it appears; this is a telling instance, in other words, of a law that seems both legible and applicable to citizen and stranger alike, which seemingly upholds equal protection, yet turns seamlessly against the very interests it purports to protect. Second, however, Portia deliberately distinguishes between Christian and non-Christian blood, simultaneously leaning on racialized and religious ideas of blood and reinforcing an ideology of racialized lineage through blood that makes the interests of white property all the more evident.17

When Portia first enters the courtroom and famously asks, ‘Which is the merchant here, and which the Jew?’ (4.1.170) the audience understands that she is unable to distinguish visually between Shylock and Antonio, Jew and Christian, and so systems of racial distinction must be reinforced and reaffirmed over the course of the trial. The problem her query raises, in other words, is this: how does one construct difference when one can’t discern it? But this moment also, I argue, invokes the concept of ‘colour blindness’ that CRT seeks to interrogate and overturn. ‘Colour blindness’—a term that, as I’ve noted, relies on ableist language and is necessarily nonsensical in its premise that one can wilfully be ‘blind’ to somatic difference—simply works to elide systems of structural racial inequity by denying the somatic and epidermal register that often operates as its vector, and thereby to perpetuate them. My point here is not to suggest an epidermal distinction between Shylock and Antonio, nor to reduce systems of racial formation to epidermal or somatic difference alone, although part of what makes this question (‘Which is the merchant here and which the Jew?’) particularly perplexing is that early modern theatrical practices may indeed have depicted Shylock as somatically different by means of prosthetic devices. This query by Portia, I propose, not only suggests the visual similarity of Shylock and Antonio, but also, crucially, anticipates the principle of ‘colour blindness’ to reinforce the idea that she cannot distinguish between Jew and Christian and that they are therefore equal under the provisions and operation of the law. As we have seen, this is not at all the case. Portia’s question therefore not only raises the possibility of a visual conflation which the operation of the law must unpick; it traffics in the fiction of ‘colour blindness’—the fiction that one refuses to ‘see race’—that ratifies the law even as it perpetuates systems of racial inequity.

But the mention of ‘Christian blood’ that I earlier suggested invokes the sense of racialized lineage also relies on the perpetuation of white property interests. The courtroom scene, I suggest, constructs and ratifies the notion of whiteness as property, as Antonio’s whiteness is not only reaffirmed—moving from the fiction of liberal ‘colour blindness’ to the reality of his valuable ‘Christian blood’—but accrues further wealth, an act represented as part of a larger state interest. That is, Antonio’s whiteness functions as a property interest both on his own account, and as a crucial part of the edifice of Venetian prosperity (it is not just his life but his wealth on the line). Thus, when Portia informs Shylock of ‘yet another’ unexpected provision in the Venetian law that undercuts his case, she does so in terms that explicitly denote the transfer of property.


    Tarry, Jew,

The law hath yet another hold on you.

It is enacted in the laws of Venice,

If it be proved against an alien

That by direct, or indirect, attempts

He seek the life of any citizen,

The party ’gainst the which he doth contrive

Shall seize one-half his goods. The other half

Comes to the privy coffer of the state,

And the offender’s life lies in the mercy

Of the Duke only, ’gainst all other voice.

In which predicament I say thou stand’st,

For it appears by manifest proceeding

That indirectly, and directly too,

Thou hast contrived against the very life

Of the defendant, and thou hast incurred

The danger formerly by me rehearsed.

Down, therefore, and beg mercy of the Duke.  (4.1.342–359)



Strikingly in this passage, the law now comprises a ‘hold’; the equal protection on which Shylock so vocally relied has given way to the language of property and ‘holding’ even as the next two lines traffic in the passive voice (‘It is enacted’, ‘If it be proved’) in order to continue to perpetuate the fiction of a neutral rule of law: the passive voice suggests that the law is so impartial that those who administer it have little agency or will. The fact, though, that Shylock’s deliverance will lie only with one man—‘the offender’s life lies in the mercy / Of the Duke only’—gives the lie to the sense of the law as an equal protection, exposing the extent to which strategic and arbitrary interests are determinative.18 The invocation of mercy, the very thing Shylock refused, underscores this point. It is no accident that it is the instrument of legal proceedings, the courtroom process itself, that becomes the ‘manifest’ proof of the crime of which Shylock is accused; what the trial process accomplishes, it seems, is in some ways a form of entrapment. In other words, Shylock is punished in part for even seeking recourse through the law, for misinterpreting the structural and racial ends to which the law must always be placed. Strikingly, whereas earlier the law appeared to protect ‘strangers’, now it turns them into ‘aliens’. And it is telling that even in this sudden introduction of previously unknown legal ramifications, state and individual property interests are clearly aligned, so that in the disbursement of Shylock’s ‘goods’, half must be paid to ‘The party ’gainst the which he doth contrive’, whilst the other half is sacrificed to the ‘privy coffer of the state’. The fact that Antonio mitigates the force of this punishment might demonstrate the ‘mercy’ which Shylock conspicuously declined to exercise; but it also effectively underscores the continued operation of whiteness as property. The stated difficulty in distinguishing visually between Antonio and Shylock, I have already suggested, must be resolved during the course of the courtroom scene, and one method is the invocation of Christian blood. But another is the clear delineation of Antonio’s whiteness through the property interests it accrues. In other words, what secures and confirms Antonio’s whiteness is his very access to property.

For when Antonio forgives his portion of Shylock’s forfeit on the condition, first, that Shylock convert to Christianity, and second, ‘that he do record a gift / Here in the court of all he dies possessed / Unto his son Lorenzo and his daughter’ (4.1.384–386), Antonio accomplishes two things. First, in his dictum that Shylock should become a Christian—a condition that, as many critics have pointed out, essentially relegates Shylock to a liminal position in which he loses the Jewish community whose presence and support have been evident throughout the play but will always be viewed with suspicion as a converso by other Christians themselves—Antonio makes clear how carefully and selectively the lines of white Christian identity may be drawn, to exclude even those within it from full access to property. The second provision makes this clear: in insisting that on his death Shylock’s property must pass to the Christian Lorenzo and his newly converted wife Jessica, Antonio underwrites the property interest of ‘Christian blood’, consolidating this nexus of whiteness, Christianity, blood, and property. Shylock may be allowed the use of his property whilst he lives, but it must be folded into the succession of ‘Christian blood’ on his death, tying white reproduction to the inheritance of property.19

It is true that Jessica herself attempts such a transfer of property, when in leaving Shylock’s house to elope with Lorenzo, she ‘gild[s] [her]self / With some moe ducats’ (2.6.50–51). As I have noted elsewhere, however, this attempted familial and religious conversion fails to effect the racial transformation Jessica desires (Chakravarty 2022). And the very activity that Jessica undertakes to sanction her marriage to Lorenzo, however tacitly, is threatened with the prospect of being treated as theft at the end of the play. For it is no accident, I would suggest, that the courtroom scene is followed by ‘the argument’, wherein the newlywed Lorenzo and Jessica hurl accusations against one another:


Lorenzo: In such a night

Did Jessica steal from the wealthy Jew

And with an unthrift love did run from Venice

As far as Belmont.  (5.1.14–17)



As Janet Adelman has argued, Jessica’s status as a converted Christian is contingent: on the one hand she is here identified with an ‘unthrift love’ as opposed to the Jewish ‘thrift’ Shylock has earlier praised, and on the other hand she is denied full access to Belmont, the place to which she ‘did run’ (Adelman 2008, 136–139). More chilling, however, is the accusation of theft here, raising at least the spectre of another legal proceeding, one in which Jessica’s status as a converso might place her at some risk. Moreover, this is an instance where thinking about the concept of intersectionality becomes key. For Kimberlé Crenshaw, the legal scholar whose formulation of intersectionality has become so central to critical race theory, intersectionality aims to address the ‘practices [that] expound identity as woman or person of color as an either/or proposition’ and in so doing to ‘relegate the identity of women of color to a location that resists telling’ (1991, 1242). Crenshaw’s work thus aims to ‘explor[e] the various ways in which race and gender intersect in shaping structural, political, and representational aspects of violence against women of color’, with particular attention to the implications and ramifications of this intersection in the lives of Black women (1991, 1244). To be clear, I am not suggesting that Jessica be viewed as a woman of colour, necessarily, even as the extent to which she is ‘whitened’ over the course of the play remains a crucial aspect of Merchant’s race-making.20 Rather, I am suggesting that the accusation, however brief or foreclosed, of ‘theft’ here by a white Christian man (despite, or indeed because of, the fact that this man is her own husband) gestures to the continued precarity and marginalization of Jessica’s position. Jessica’s contingent status as a converso removes her from the rhetorical protections extended to ‘strangers’ and the real privileges that cover Venetians; meanwhile, her status as a married woman means that her property, like that of Portia, passes to her husband—but this property can less easily be laundered as white and Christian if it is indeed the product of theft. And without that transfer of property, Jessica’s status becomes increasingly precarious.

The problem of who and what the law covers—and whom it excludes—becomes especially resonant, perhaps, in the case of the unnamed Moorish woman in the play, the Black woman in intersectional critique who is precisely and deliberately marginalized within the framework of the play and within dominant discourses of ‘both feminist and antiracist politics’ (Crenshaw 1991, 1245).21 As Kim F. Hall argued a generation ago, the Moorish woman who ‘is with child by’ (3.5.36) Lancelet registers contemporary English imperial ambitions and anxieties (Hall 1992). But the callousness of her treatment in the play—she is mentioned in just a short passage (3.5.34–39), and only in terms of the political and economic problem for the ‘commonwealth’ that the ‘getting up of the negro’s belly’ presents—elides the real legal and financial quandary in which this woman is placed. The invisibilizing of the pregnant, Moorish woman, I suggest, reflects the structural illegibility of (especially) Black women that intersectionality seeks to address and redress.

If The Merchant of Venice scripts and anticipates the fictions of equal protection, racial essentialism, and ‘colour blindness’, I want to conclude by reflecting very briefly on Measure for Measure as a text which, although not usually thought of as a ‘race play’, reveals both the fictions of the law as a disinterested structure, and underscores the work of interest convergence in securing seemingly progressive resolutions. In Measure for Measure, the operation of the law as driven by the engine of power and corruption is apparent in the extent to which the law is framed as an alibi for individual interest, even as it is repeatedly represented as merely vested in persons. Thus, Angelo remarks to the novice Isabella who pleads for the life of her brother Claudio that ‘It is the law, not I, condemn your brother’ (2.2.84), proclaiming himself merely ‘the voice of the recorded law’ (2.4.60).22 Meanwhile, the absent presence of Duke Vincentio throughout the play—his devolution of authority to Angelo, even as he returns at the end of the play to secure resolution and seeming restitution—certainly places under pressure the relationship between the individual and the institution, but has increasingly been staged as an indulgent and even callous abdication of responsibility.

As many critics have explored, the play’s ending is highly ambivalent: Angelo is deceived into an unwilling marriage, whilst Isabella’s consent to the Duke’s final ‘motion’ (5.1.535), a proposal of marriage, remains unclear. The resolution which the Duke strategizes for Mariana—marriage to Angelo on the basis of the accidental fulfilment of a pre-contract through a bed-trick—for instance, is as neat as it is unclear: the earlier ‘oath’ and ‘nuptial appointed’ (3.1.217) between Angelo and Mariana, we learn, was overturned when she lost her dowry and Angelo ‘pretend[ed] in her discoveries of dishonour’ (3.1.230); yet in an evocation, perhaps, of the way in which intersectionality fails the marginalized woman of colour, Mariana has no legal recourse or indeed dramatic role until, I suggest, the Duke’s own interest is brought to bear. For although Angelo warns Isabella that any accusation she makes against him will fail to besmirch his ‘unsoiled name’ (2.4.155), predicting that she will come to ‘smell of calumny’ (2.4.159) and tacitly threatening to ‘soil’ her both rhetorically and sexually as well as (implicitly) racially, the Duke forecloses this threat in the solution he proposes: ‘you may most uprighteously do a poor wronged lady a merited benefit; redeem your brother from the angry law; do no stain to your own gracious person; and much please the absent Duke’ (3.1.203–207, emphasis added). Thus, the resolution of the play, which seemingly corrects the legal injustices which have taken place (or have been allowed to take place), clearly demonstrates the extent to which redress is tied to ‘pleasing’ power. We see here the workings of interest convergence—the clear and chilling confluence of a form of ‘liberal’ redress in the deliverance of Claudio from death into marriage to Juliet, and a form of justice for Mariana in securing her marriage to Angelo, with the Duke’s own desire for Isabella. Indeed, when the Duke reveals Claudio, whom he had formerly declared dead, to be alive, he explicitly ties this ‘pardon’ to his proposal of marriage:


If he be like your brother, for his sake

Is he pardoned, and for your lovely sake

Give me your hand and say you will be mine,

He is my brother too.  (5.1.490–493)



The threat here is subdued but present: Isabella’s brother is ‘pardoned’ and in so doing, ‘[h]e is my brother too’, but only if she assents to ‘say you will be mine’. This proposal renders Isabella herself a form of property (‘mine’) and, in delivering her forever from the ‘stain’ which Angelo earlier threatened to attach to her, a kind of white property. Yet Isabella’s silence in this moment comprises the prospect of rupture, and the promise of exposing the complicity of systems of justice—and other institutional structures—with the operations of power. This is also the promise of critical race theory: that it allows us to discern and understand how the operations of racial formation, in Shakespeare as today, are structural, institutional, and systemic.
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1 For a cross-section of public and journalistic accounts of the debates over critical race theory see, for instance, Cineas 2021; Fortin 2021; Zurcher 2021. The matter of critical race theory quickly became such a political lightning rod that during the confirmation of Judge (now Justice) Ketanji Brown Jackson in 2022, the senator Ted Cruz brought a copy of Ibram X. Kendi’s children’s book Antiracist Baby to the hearing, ostensibly to underscore the dangers of what he erroneously identified as ‘critical race theory’.

2 As the editors of Critical Race Theory argue, ‘In Gary Peller’s depiction, this mainstream civil rights discourse on “race relations” was constructed in this way partly as a defense against the more radical ideologies of racial liberation presented by the Black Nationalist and Black Consciousness movements of the sixties and early seventies’ (Crenshaw et al. 1995, xiv).

3 For an important recent history of the development of early modern studies in conversation with critical race studies, see Little, Jr. 2020.

4 As Bell notes, ‘racial balance measures have often altered the racial appearance of dual school systems without eliminating racial discrimination’ (1980, 531).

5 This, indeed, is part of the critique of current ‘Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion’ (DEI) initiatives, which frequently profess ‘racial balance’ as an aim—‘inclusion’—but leave underlying structures of racial inequity intact. ‘Diversity’ work allows institutions to benefit from the veneer of ‘equity’ (that is, their use of diversity initiatives allows them to claim progressive credentials and sometimes even funding and support), aligning with Bell’s theory of interest convergence, whilst also obscuring the ways in which ‘diversity’ work stymies real progress towards equity. For a careful analysis of the role of diversity (rhetoric) in institutional contexts, see Ahmed 2012.

6 Harris’s essay unfolds the historical genealogy of the construction of whiteness as property from the sixteenth century onwards, to reveal the deep historical foundations of twentieth-century legal formations and to explore ‘the evolution of whiteness from color to race to status to property as a progression historically rooted in white supremacy and economic hegemony over Black and Native American peoples’ (1993, 1714).

7 The field of critical whiteness studies is extensive, but key works include Aileen Moreton-Robinson, The White Possessive: Property, Power, and Indigenous Sovereignty (2015), which weaves together critical whiteness studies and critical indigenous studies; Richard Dyer, White: Essays on Race and Culture (1997), which examines the visual and cultural representation of whiteness; and Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (1992), which maps a foundational dichotomy of black and white in American literature. For many readers, meanwhile, Peggy McIntosh’s now-classic ‘White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack’ (1989) is an early encounter with the specific and often invisible vectors of privilege that whiteness allows.

8 Dyer also points out the insidious nature of such ‘guilt’: ‘We may lacerate ourselves with admission of our guilt, but that bears witness to the fineness of a moral spirit that can feel such guilt—the display of our guilt is our calvary’ (1997, 11).

9 Hendricks’s important coinage names a praxis that relies both on the interrogation of whiteness and on a careful consideration of intersectionality. As Hendricks notes, ‘PCRS insists that to leave white subjectivity uncontested, unexamined, is to feed white supremacy’; at the same time, ‘What PCRS marks is an insistence on intersectionality in scholarly analyses of the past. By decolonizing the past in terms of antiracist pedagogy and critical analyses, PCRS scholars expose the complex intersecting economic, gender, and somatic taxonomies that inform the policing of non-white subjectivity and sovereignty’ (2021, 380–381).

10 The genealogy of early modern PCRS work, for example—that is to say, work informed by CRT approaches to Shakespeare—includes, amongst other works, Akhimie 2018; Habib 2008; Hall 1995; Hendricks and Parker 1994; MacDonald 2002. This is a necessarily incomplete list, which also does not account for the work in critical indigenous studies for which Hendricks’s essay additionally calls.

11 The Merchant of Venice, 3.3.26–31. All references follow the Arden 3rd edition (Drakakis 2010). As the editorial gloss notes, this passage appears to indicate Shylock’s mistaken belief in the letter of the law; whilst I agree, I also suggest that this is not only a (mis)interpretation of how the law should be understood and applied, but rather a correct understanding of the liberal presentation of the law. In other words, Shylock’s words here reflect the success and popularity of a ‘colour blind’ and liberal legal register and reception.

12 I want to register here the ableism of the phrase ‘colour blind’. I reproduce it here and later in this chapter, within inverted commas, in order to invoke its political resonance within liberal discourse, but remain alert to the nexus of disability and racism that Dennis Tyler discusses in Disabilities of the Color Line (2022), especially in chapter 6, ‘The Ableism of Color-Blind Racism’. This chapter begins by recounting the astonishing anecdote that the critical race theorist Patricia Williams’s son was diagnosed with ‘colour blindness’ at nursery school not—as it turned out—because he was unable to distinguish between certain colours, but because ‘he was dutifully following his teachers’ instructions about how to talk about race, effectively demonstrating how racial color blindness is a learned behavior’ (Tyler 2022, 199).

13 M. Lindsay Kaplan’s chapter in this volume also traces how Shylock is situated as a ‘stranger’ and an ‘alien’ in the eyes of the law, as it deftly explores how ‘Jews, Muslims, and Africans’ are co-imbricated in this play ‘in shared concepts of sinful inferiority’.

14 It is significant that ‘wife’ may not always suggest a marital relationship, but rather ‘A woman who has a long-term sexual relationship with a man to whom she is not married; a mistress; a concubine’; see the Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. ‘wife, n.’, II.5. ‘Head’, meanwhile, may comprise a ‘bawdy gloss on the Geneva Bible (1562), Ephesians 5.23: “For the husband is the wiues head” ’, as Drakakis’ editorial gloss notes (2010, 277). The slippage between the marital and non-marital possibilities of ‘wife’, however, actually reveals the alibi of impartiality at work here: it is the very uncertainty around the term ‘wife’ which provides the plausible deniability that underwrites the release from the rules which Arragon assumes apply to him, but which can in fact be set aside at will.

15 For a discussion of racialized reproduction in The Merchant of Venice and other plays, see Chakravarty 2018. See also Hall 1998, 98, and Shell 1979, 72, on Morocco’s and Arragon’s future ‘bloodlines’.

16 For a discussion of debt, dominion, and slavery in The Merchant of Venice, see chapter 2 of Bailey 2013.

17 The connection between race, blood, and lineage is one explored at some length by scholars of early modern race; see, for instance, Adelman 2008 and Feerick 2010. For an important discussion of how racial descent and religion are interwoven in this play, see Britton 2021. On the pedagogical implications of Portia’s courtroom performance, meanwhile, see de Barros 2020; on the ‘qualities of whiteness’ for which Portia advocates in the play, see Varnado 2019.

18 The extent to which power can be exercised with impunity by an individual, bolstered by the scaffolding of the state, is also the subject of Measure for Measure, a play in which one individual abdicates his political responsibility to allow another to operate as a tyrant.

19 For an important intervention into the ways in which early modern literary invocations of ‘fair beauty’ both mandate and mask the reproduction of whiteness, see Hall 1998.

20 For an important discussion of Jessica’s racialization, see Kaplan 2007.

21 Within the most simplistic terms, whereas both the Black male character (the Prince of Morocco) as well as white, Christian female characters (Portia, Nerissa) and ‘fair’, Jewish female figures (Jessica) are staged, the pregnant, Moorish character is neither staged nor even named, mirroring how, in Crenshaw’s terms, ‘intragroup differences’ can become invisibilized (1991, 1242).

22 All references to Measure for Measure follow the Arden 3rd edition (Braunmuller and Watson 2020).


CHAPTER 3

Shakespeare, Race, and Feminist Critique

Jean E. Howard

The Problem of Two or More

Studies deploying two analytical frameworks simultaneously and relationally require intentionality and agility on the critic’s part. In the 1990s Margaret Ferguson called such an effort a feat of ‘juggling’ (Ferguson 1994). It becomes even more complex an effort when to race and gender one adds the analytic of class or recognizes the different historical forms that a concept like race can take. And yet, there is enhanced interpretive power in studies that can work across several analytical domains. Much early Marxist-feminist or materialist feminist work, for example, fundamentally altered understandings of how capitalism’s creation of owner profit occurs, revealing it to depend in the first instance on pregnant persons’ unpaid reproductive labour, on their crucial role in the reproduction and maintenance of biological life, as much as on the exploitation of the labourers this work produces (Barrett 1980; Eisenstein 1978; Hennessy 1993). There is now a highly nuanced body of work showing class and gender as inseparably imbricated in the evolution of capitalism. An exciting continuation of this work is found in Jennifer Morgan’s Reckoning with Slavery: Gender, Kinship, and Capitalism in the Early Black Atlantic (2020). Morgan traces how chattel slavery in the seventeenth-century Atlantic world depended not only on antiBlack racism but also on certain appropriations of Black women’s reproductive labour and the gradual attenuation of their kinship rights in the development of what we now call racial capitalism. In Morgan’s analysis class, race, and gender are key relational categories held in constant tension, their inter-workings being the animating engine of her analysis.

The relationship between early modern feminist and race studies, the focus of this chapter, is not new terrain, even if examining those race and gender systems is often practised as two separate undertakings. For example, Kim Hall’s field-changing book, Things of Darkness: Economies of Race and Gender in Early Modern England (1995), is often rightly considered one of the foundational texts of early modern race studies. Yet it is also a thoroughly feminist book. Just as in most feminist work femininity as a category of analysis takes its meaning in part from its diacritical relationship to masculinity, so in Hall’s work Blackness is relationally tied to whiteness, Black masculinity to white femininity. Her book demonstrates not only how these closely imbricated concepts are given meaning by their simultaneous deployment in sonnets, masques, and visual artefacts from the period, but she also shows the material interconnections between the labouring bodies of Black subjects on New World sugar plantations and the domestic economy of white women in English households. In addition to Hall’s work, other books and essays that forged new connections between early modern racial and gender formations in the 1980s and 1990s included Ania Loomba’s Gender, Race, Renaissance Drama (1989); Margo Hendricks’ and Patricia Parker’s Women, Race, and Writing in the Early Modern World (1994), and Dympna Callaghan’s Shakespeare Without Women (1999).

Critical movements, however, do not necessarily move in straight lines. As Kim Hall and Peter Erickson have argued (2016, 1–13), the Shakespeare world did not wholeheartedly assimilate and build on the race work of the 1990s and on the intersectional impulse it often represented. This was partly because of the complexity and evolving nature of early modern racial formations and partly because of resistance to race work by historicist scholars who claimed ‘race’ did not exist in this period, at least in the post-Enlightenment terms in which it is typically understood today. Such scholars asked if race in the early modern period did not refer solely to somatic colour-based distinctions, did race and racism really exist in this period? Was it anachronistic to use this term to analyse early modern social formations? This debate was akin, though not identical to, debates over whether the absence of the term homosexual in early modern England meant that there was no queer desire or practice in that culture. A number of excellent early modern scholars have subsequently shown both the presence and the importance of queer desire and queer practices in Renaissance culture (among others, Bray 2003; DiGangi 2011; Goldberg 1992 Smith 1991; Stewart 1997; Traub 2002, 2015). Race scholarship is following a similar path, I would argue, even if acceptance of race as an early modern category of analysis has been slow, difficult, and uneven.

England’s place in early modern global networks of traffic, trade, and colonial undertakings has made the process of understanding race especially challenging because racial categories and formations developed differently in relation to various populations and geographies. As scholars such as Ania Loomba (2002) and Daniel Vitkus (2003) have shown, encounters with inhabitants of the powerful Islamic world in North Africa and the Middle East, or with the Moluccas and India, were not necessarily guided by the same set of racial terms and assumptions that informed so-called New World encounters. It is irrefutable that the devastating spread of chattel slavery across the Atlantic World in the seventeenth century was central to instantiating a cruel and dehumanizing form of racism based on somatic, colour-based, difference, the effects of which continue to structure large sectors of American life from the economy to the schoolroom. Movements as different in scale but as consonant in purpose as Black Lives Matter and RaceB4Race are primarily, if not exclusively, invested in exposing the workings of this form of racism and resisting its operations.

At the same time, work continues in parsing out how religious difference, in particular, constituted a primary basis for racial difference in the premodern period, sometimes with colour as an attendant mark, but also diet, dress, manners, or custom, any one of which was at times mobilized as a mark of supposedly essential difference understood as inferiority or incapacity and then put in the service of exploitive regimes (Akhimie 2018; Heng 2018; Kaplan 2019; Loomba 2002; Vitkus 2003). Race is always an accumulative concept. It seldom is based solely on one feature or factor. The early modern Turk was, for example, a powerful ideological construct in early modern England. Applied primarily to members of the Ottoman empire, which was understood as an anti-Christian Islamic power, the term connoted racialized traits such as irrational anger and sexual appetite, aversion to pork, inclination to tyranny, and wiliness. Blackness in the American context likewise has an attendant penumbra of factors that make up a racial constellation.

A crucial distinction, too, involves the difference between race as a taxonomic system and racism as an assemblage of practices and institutions that cause differential harm when elements of the taxonomic system are used to justify exclusion from certain spaces and institutions or to justify enslavement, abrogation of rights, or perpetual poverty. This is akin to the mobilization of aspects of a specific sex-gender system towards harmful ends such as discrimination against people who give birth by denying them the right to abortion, practices of transphobia such as denial of access to restrooms and sports teams based on a person’s declared gender preference, and practices of homophobia such as denial of the right to marry. Taxonomies are themselves never neutral but are human constructions that often privilege certain groups over others. An examination of the titlepages of early modern atlases that divide the world’s peoples largely in terms of various Old and New World groupings, gives innumerable clues to the Western reader of the assumed superiority of Europe and Europeans to the nude or semi-naked representatives of the Americas or Africa.1 The political work of analysing early modern race-based practices focuses not just on taxonomies, but on how they are used to discriminate, disempower, and impoverish.

Race studies in the early modern field have surged forward in the last decade, fuelled by a clear political imperative. While feminist work has had less visibility, it persists in new forms that respond to the challenges posed by feminists of colour and by trans and disability scholars. The 2021 convention of the Shakespeare Association of America, for example, featured a lively plenary roundtable organized by Lara Dodds on current feminist debates in early modern studies. The moment is ripe for new modes of intersectional studies spurred by books such as Valerie Traub’s The Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Embodiment (2016) and Ania Loomba and Melissa Sanchez’s Rethinking Feminism in Early Modern Studies: Gender, Race and Sexuality (2016). As Traub has argued, feminism is an adaptive, self-critical, and expansive set of practices and approaches (2016, 30–31); its enhanced engagement with current critical race studies can only lead to a more politically efficacious critical practice for everyone.

Reading Race and Gender in Othello

I return, then, to where I began this chapter, with the claim that intersectional analyses are important not to fulfil some imagined ideal of political correctness (recognize all the subordinated groups) but because doing so produces a stronger analysis of interlocking but dynamic systems of oppression. I will explore how this works by beginning with a well-known ‘race play’, Othello. Some of the observations I am going to make about this work are not in themselves novel. I will show, however, that by intentionally talking about race and gender in relation to one another, one can freshly reveal how it is their imbrication that makes the play’s tragic arc so heartbreaking and so seemingly unstoppable.

Many of the very finest essays on this well-studied play work within one critical paradigm. For example, Lynda Boose’s classic essay, ‘Othello’s Handkerchief: “The Recognizance and Pledge of Love” ’ (1975), employs recognizable protocols of white feminism. Revisiting this essay is instructive, both for its incisive contributions to Othello studies, and for its occlusions. Famously, Boose made the handkerchief the focal point of her analysis, contradicting Thomas Rymer’s racist remark that the handkerchief was so ‘trivial’ an object that only a ‘booby’ from Mauritania would invest it with so much significance (Boose 1975, 360–361). By contrast, Boose argues that the handkerchief is not trivial, but is a crucial symbolic object in a play centrally concerned with marriage. In her reading the handkerchief is a stand-in for the wedding sheets that Desdemona asks to have placed on her bed on the evening she is killed. Boose assumes a metonymic relationship among Desdemona’s body, the handkerchief, and the sheets. Both handkerchiefs and sheets are signs of the ‘magic’ of the sexual union between husband and wife, and crucially they certify the bride’s virginity. It is this virginity that within patriarchal culture signifies a woman’s worth as a property passed from father to husband, just as her continued chastity guarantees the legitimacy of their offspring and his honour. When Othello can no longer read the handkerchief/bed sheets as a sign of Desdemona’s virginity, he can only read his wife as a whore who, according to Old Testament law, can be punished by stoning.

Crucially, Boose assumes both bedsheets and handkerchief, like Desdemona’s skin, are white, though the text never explicitly says so. The handkerchief is simply described by Iago as ‘spotted with strawberries’ (Honigmann 1997, 3.3.438). Boose’s assumption that this piece of fabric is white stems from her familiarity with early modern embroidery patterns that feature red strawberries on a white ground, perhaps from period portraits in which white handkerchiefs are pictured as part of stylish fashion, and, crucially, from the importance placed on blood-stained white wedding sheets in certain mythic or culturally distanced accounts of wedding practices in which such sheets were displayed publicly as signs of a bride’s virginity. Boose admits there is no direct proof that they were so displayed in Shakespeare’s England, but she cites a number of early modern English writers who reveal their familiarity with these ritual or customary practices, mostly as reported from foreign locales.

In her discussion of handkerchiefs and wedding sheets, Boose acknowledges the Egyptian provenance of the handkerchief as reported by Othello in his two accounts of the handkerchief’s origin, but she argues it must be read primarily in a symbolic register related to marriage and glosses over the crucial description of it as having been ‘dyed in mummy’ (3.4.76). Boose focuses instead on the phrase that follows: ‘which the skilful/ Conserved of maidens’ hearts’ (3.4.76–77). For Boose this image ‘actually repeats the picture of the handkerchief “spotted with strawberries” ’ (1975, 367), presumably because she interprets the fluid of maidens’ hearts to be blood. I will speak further of these lines in a moment.

In her feminist approach to the play, Boose repeatedly foregrounds the whiteness of Desdemona, her handkerchief and bedsheets, but does not actively deal with her implicit racialization of this figure, instead focusing attention on Desdemona’s gender position. Boose implicitly critiques a patriarchal culture that holds women like Desdemona to high standards of sexual propriety and yet is all too ready to doubt their sexual purity, as is seen when Othello, under Iago’s interpretive pressure, misreads the handkerchief as a sign of his wife’s sexual guilt. Boose’s essay, however, does not reduce Othello to Rymer’s Mauritanian booby since the protagonist’s misreading of his wife’s chastity sits squarely within the common sense of European culture as Boose has outlined it in her essay. Boose, moreover, somewhat mitigates the horror of Othello’s murder of Desdemona by arguing for Othello’s act-five adherence to an Old Testament code of justice that sanctions the death, by stoning, of a woman who commits adultery. Othello has mistaken his wife’s guilt, certainly, but Boose presents him as acting within the (appalling) norms of European culture. It is thus that culture, and Othello’s interpellation into its belief systems, that, Boose implies, propel his tragic actions. Though Boose never refers directly to Othello’s Blackness and to his racial difference from Desdemona, she also distances herself both from Rymer and from any critical tradition that derives Othello’s fatal actions from his race. If Mauritian booby is a racial signifier, its deployment is attributed to Rymer and signifies Rymer’s stupidity and racism, not Othello’s.

But Boose’s failure to account directly for Desdemona’s race and for Othello’s own racialization has consequences. It makes it impossible to ask what part Desdemona’s race plays in her fate, and it overlooks aspects of Othello’s experience that shape his behaviour as a Black man. Most importantly, it leads Boose to make critical assumptions that reveal how a white frame of reference leads to what we now can see as blind spots in her analysis. This becomes clear when we place next to Boose’s essay Ian Smith’s important piece, ‘Othello’s Black Handkerchief’ (2013), with its pointed rewriting of Boose’s title. Smith writes as a critic of race, and while he acknowledges the importance of feminist work on props and material culture, especially that of Natasha Korda, his focus is on Othello and on the handkerchief’s relationship to him, rather than to Desdemona. Smith insists that this piece of cloth has an African origin and must be assessed in that context. It is passed from Othello to Desdemona and is his before it is hers.

Perhaps most startling, however, is Smith’s assertion that the handkerchief is made of black silk, not white linen. To support this claim, he brings to bear several kinds of evidence. Some is contextual. There are court records of black silk handkerchiefs given as New Year’s gifts at court (Smith 2013, 5); therefore, not all handkerchiefs given as tokens or gifts in the period were white. Some of Smith’s evidence involves material stage history. There are records of thin black cloth, pleasance, being used to cover the arms, legs, and face of performers in court plays and masques (Smith 2013, 10–11). This creates an association between fabric and the staging of Black bodies that, Smith argues, would have carried over to the commercial stage, either as stage practice or in theatrical memory. Consequently, it would be perfectly logical and expected for a handkerchief associated with a Black stage protagonist to be black. Perhaps Smith’s most crucial evidence, however, comes from the play itself and from his reading of the Egyptian origins of the handkerchief. ‘Dyed in mummy’, the handkerchief, he argues, should be classified alongside other luxurious foreign ‘trifles’ prized by European consumers and the reference to mummy should be carefully explicated. While there was considerable early modern confusion about the relationship of (1) medicinal bitumen to (2) the liquid taken from mummified corpses to (3) the mummified flesh of those corpses, all of them were assumed to be black in colour (Smith 2013, 17–18). When Othello thus claims that the handkerchief was ‘dyed in mummy’, Smith reads this as evidence of the fabric’s black colour. The ‘liquid skillfully conserved from maidens’ hearts’, which Boose seems to read as blood, for Smith instead points to the black liquid drained off in the mummification process.

Smith’s care with evidence serves several purposes. It clearly bolsters his case that the handkerchief might indeed be a different colour than most critics and performers have long assumed. The evidence, in its plenitude, also subtly points to a problem early modern race scholars, including Smith, have historically had in getting their views taken seriously.2 It could be argued that only by adopting a stringent scholarly protocol (and achieving placement in a prestigious journal like Shakespeare Quarterly) does Smith gain credence for his iconoclastic views. His conclusions about the colour of the handkerchief, however, startlingly re-figure the play. They give fresh import, for instance, to the speech in which Emilia describes how Desdemona ‘reserves it [the handkerchief] evermore about her/ To kiss and talk to’ (3.3.299–300). If the handkerchief is black, these lines clearly underwrite the suggestion that it functions for Desdemona as a proxy for her husband. Moreover, the black object in her white hands points to the mixing of Black and white that their marriage embodies, and not simply to her chastity or its imagined loss. This gesture is thus a bold acknowledgement of either the danger the two lovers court or the hopeful promise they embody. Another striking consequence of Smith’s reading is to reveal how the early modern stage contributes in a unique way to the history of Black objectification through its collapse of black cloth and the body of the racialized Black subject with its attendant elision of full Black personhood.

Smith’s essay is thus not just a new ‘reading’ of Othello or simply an argument for the colour of the play’s notorious handkerchief. Nor, I think, is it primarily a take-down of Boose and of other scholars who over the years have learned from and embraced Boose’s reading. Rather, its larger point is to reveal the white frame of reference that has historically dominated much Shakespeare scholarship. As Toni Morrison has demonstrated in Playing in the Dark (1993), reading from a white positionality blocks other readings. In this case, the unexamined assumption that the handkerchief is white makes it unthinkable that it might be black. It is notable that Boose spends very little time offering evidence for her statement that the handkerchief is a white square with a blood-red pattern. It is the taken-for-granted assumption of her reading, following from her familiarity with European embroidery patterns, from received, often mythic stories of red hymeneal blood spotting white wedding sheets, and from her feminist interest in the white woman whose sexual status and reputation she sees figured forth in this cloth.

Smith begins from another position. He is interested in the blackness of the handkerchief and its relationship to the position of the Black protagonist who is his chief object of concern. Both essays are products of particular moments in the history of Shakespearean criticism and in the social movements that animated twentieth and twenty-first-century America; each reveals a powerful critical intelligence at work. At this historical juncture, Smith’s article has a special urgency, though it should not lead to a forgetting of what feminist critiques have revealed about the play’s complex relationship to misogyny and the patriarchal subordination of women.

What happens if we return now to the intersectional question with which this chapter began? How does the play intertwine questions of gender and race? As everyone knows, from the play’s opening moments Othello and Desdemona together define the racialized colour dynamics of the play. His blackness is constructed and intensified in juxtaposition to her fair whiteness. He is a black ram tupping the white ewe (Honigmann 1997, 1.1.87–88); his ‘sooty bosom’ (1.1.70) is sooty in comparison to ‘fair’ skin (1.1.120). For Brabantio, in particular, the contrast is not just an aesthetic matter, but one involving the contamination of an elevated creature by a gross and lascivious other (1.1.124). For Iago, matters are more complex. The animal comparisons that permeate his discourse not only debase Othello by comparing him to a black ram and a barbary horse (1.1.110), but they also debase Desdemona by comparing her to a sheep and making her part of the grotesque image of the beast with two backs (1.1.115). Iago’s foul mind moves fluidly between racism and misogyny, and his plan to undo the couple gains its power from his successful and skilfully integrated deployment of both.

From a structural perspective Iago is the nexus of the play’s anti-feminist and antiBlack discourses, though these discourses are not confined to him, nor do they originate with him. We can see that when Brabantio so quickly joins in the denigration of Othello in Act 1 or, later, when Cassio is content to join in crude jesting with Iago about Bianca (4.1.94–144). Nonetheless, Iago displays a unique contempt for women that is apparent in his bullying treatment of his wife, the misogynist jokes he makes while waiting for Othello to come on shore in Cyprus, the line he peddles to Rodrigo that women will be compliant primarily if a man has money in his pocket, and in the cynical aspersions he casts on Venetian women when inducing Othello to mistrust Desdemona. Iago trades in the dark underside of a patriarchal culture’s contempt for women even as he intensifies that culture’s racism.

Yet the play’s apparently comic opening in which a senex attempts to block a marriage and fails, appears to leave both Desdemona and Othello initially untouched by the forces Iago channels. However, those forces are what eventually transform comedy into tragedy. If Othello’s defensive storytelling in the play’s opening moment hints at an awareness of his vulnerability—a Moorish stranger among the white Venetians—Desdemona at first plunges onward with the confidence that has made her opening actions so appealing to feminist readers.3 She boldly speaks before the Venetian Senate about her love for Othello and her divided duty to honour both her husband and her father. She defies the Duke’s expectations about women’s proper place by refusing to remain in Venice and insisting on joining her husband in the theatre of war.

Desdemona, however, is not only a gendered subject, but a raced subject. I would argue that as a white woman from a leading Venetian family, she sometimes unconsciously, but to my mind unmistakably, exercises what we would now call white privilege. The text underscores how relentlessly she again and again urges Othello to reinstate Cassio, an action that assumes her judgement of Cassio’s good character should outweigh Othello’s sense of the severity of Cassio’s transgression. When Othello sees Cassio departing from his conversation with Desdemona in which he as entreated her to petition for his reinstatement, she says:


     Good love, call him back.

OTHELLO

 Not now, sweet Desdemon, some other time.

DESDEMONA

 But shall’t be shortly?

OTHELLO

     The sooner, sweet, for you.

DESDEMONA

 Shall it be tonight, at supper?

OTHELLO No, not tonight.

DESDEMONA

 Tomorrow dinner then?  (3.3.54–58)



Desdemona’s insistent pressing of Cassio’s case verges on disrespect for Othello’s vocation and his decisions as a general in a war zone. Desdemona’s interventions indicate a right on her part to exercise patronage, even over a military officer under Othello’s command. When Desdemona fails at her project of reinstating Cassio and begins to feel Othello’s suspicions about her faithfulness, her unconscious assumption of the white subject’s power and invulnerability, is challenged in a way that causes her to panic. In 3.4, after Othello begins to show signs of jealousy and mistrust, she recklessly renews her pleas for Cassio (3.4.48–50) and, frightened by Othello’s demand that she produce the handkerchief, lies about her continued possession of it (3.4.87). I am not arguing that Desdemona’s insistent advocacy for Cassio, or her lie about possessing the handkerchief, are the primary cause of the tragedy that ensues. Rather, I am suggesting that white privilege causes Desdemona to act in ways that implicitly call into question Othello’s authority in military matters and make Iago’s task easier. It is only if we see how deeply race and gender are entangled in this play that we can recognize Desdemona as both a wronged woman unjustly accused of adultery and also a white person whose actions, driven in some measure by racial privilege, make her partly responsible for the downfall of them both.

Othello, similarly, is not just a raced subject, but also a gendered subject, and like Desdemona, his actions need to be approached with an awareness of both dimensions of his social being. Many scholars have commented on how Iago skilfully induces Othello to internalize a racism that makes his Blackness a mark of inferiority, a reason that Desdemona might be unfaithful to him in favour of Cassio, a man—both younger and white—’of her own clime, complexion, and degree’ (3.3.234). But Iago also makes Othello feel that his masculinity has been compromised, that what was ‘his’, his wife’s sexuality, has been stolen away, leaving him without his honour or his masculine vocation (3.3.350–360). Under the skilful pressure of Iago’s insinuations, Othello internalizes both his ensign’s racism and his sexist evaluation of masculine honour. As Iago makes Othello believe his misogynist evaluation of Desdemona—that she is just another loose Venetian woman who betrays her husband—Othello tries to reclaim his masculinity by a violent act that will restore both ‘justice’ and that lost honour. Describing his wife as a ‘haggard’ (3.3.264), a wild hawk, and himself as enduring the ‘forked plague’ (3.3.280) of the cuckold, Othello demotes both himself and his wife to the bestial condition Iago had first used to describe them in his beast-with-two-backs image.

The ending of the play follows this turn to its logical conclusion. What is broken by Iago’s overtaking of Othello’s mind and by the shattering of Desdemona’s self-certitude cannot be mended. Unable to govern Othello’s attitude towards Cassio and shaken by her husband’s unexpected anger and suspicion, Desdemona, in a gesture laced with irony, turns to Iago for help. Students are often flummoxed by what happens to the Desdemona who, in the first part of the play, took risks and spoke her mind. What happens, of course, is the blistering combination of racism, sexism, and the shattering of her unconsciously held white privilege. The multiplying effects of this trio of forces knock Desdemona off-balance, just as the fragile and hard-won equilibrium of the Black general serving a white state and relying on white officers to do him service is destroyed by the forces unleashed in his mind by the clever Iago. The psychic and social precarity of both protagonists is evident by the play’s fourth act in which Othello has a seizure (SD after 4.1.43), strikes Desdemona (4.1.39–40), accuses her of unchaste behaviour (4.2.40ff), and imagines Emilia is her bawd (4.2.94–95). Desdemona in turn, utterly bewildered by what she sees as her husband’s incomprehensible behaviour, seeks counsel from Iago (4.2.112–170) and ominously sings the willow song as she prepares for bed (4.3.39–56). Dislocated from the realities they thought they inhabited, each protagonist seems powerless to fend off their own destruction.

The pity and terror of the play’s final movement are heightened by the fact that the destruction of these two characters is so absolute, although neither is the person Iago conjures up in his vile scenarios. Desdemona is not a whore, nor is Othello the Black devil of Iago’s and eventually Emilia’s imagination. They retain the capacity for change; they assume responsibility for their actions; and they remain imperfect. If Desdemona is the more apparent victim, I find especially moving and complex the lines she speaks after she is believed dead. First crying out: ‘O falsely, falsely murdered!’ (5.2.115), a moment later she says, ‘A guiltless death I die’ (120–121), and then in answer to the query about who has killed her, ‘Nobody. I myself. Farewell./ Commend me to my kind lord’ (122–123). The first two assertions refuse Othello’s accusation that she is a whore and so deserves to die. They constitute a vehement assertion of Desdemona’s unchanged status as a chaste woman who has been wrongfully murdered for a crime she did not commit. And yet, in a revisionist gesture, Desdemona also claims she murdered herself. This apparent paradox has usually been read as a sign that Desdemona is protecting her husband and showing a saintly selflessness.

I prefer a reading of these last two lines that does not stress Desdemona’s selflessness so much as her self-knowledge. At some level this Venetian woman does bear partial responsibility for her own death in that her racial privilege authorized her inappropriate insertion of her judgement over her husband’s in a military matter of some weight. Working within an antiracist framework, I see this as an act of unconscious condescension on her part, a de-valuing of his expertise and the history of his success in the theatre of war that had first drawn her to him. This is the potential that Iago, ever attuned to weakness, saw in Desdemona that made him certain she would play her part in his deadly game by her refusal to let the matter of Cassio rest. Desdemona, facing death, denies the accusation of whoredom; but she embraces some other element of blame and does it with an acknowledgement of her husband as her ‘kind lord’ (5.2.123), a phrase pregnant with complex implication. If there is irony in Desdemona’s claim that her murderer is kind, that irony is at least partially forestalled by something else latent in the phrase ‘my kind lord’. If kind as an adjective in the early modern period could mean ‘of noble birth; having the personal qualities associated with, or befitting a person of, noble birth’ (OED II.6.b) and ‘sympathetic, obliging, considerate’ (OED III.10.a), it could also mean ‘related by kinship; of one’s own kin or people’ (OED I.1.5). In her final moments, I argue, Desdemona both acknowledges and honours Othello’s noble and compassionate qualities, but she also embraces him as of her ‘own kin or people’. He is kin to her heart if not to her blood, and, therefore, not someone over whose judgements she can exercise an unearned authority merely because of her own race. Desdemona’s final words can therefore be seen to constitute a subtle gesture of repair by which she intimates her own prior unkindness to her husband, the occasions when her racial privilege caused her to treat him as something slightly other than a respected, honoured, and autonomous member of her tribe. He is, in short, not the only guilty party.

My larger point in undertaking this brief exploration of the interplay of the structural forces of gender and race, of which white privilege is a part, is that at almost every turn in the play they are working together. Seeing this prevents readers from constructing Desdemona purely as a victim of patriarchy or, worse, of a demonized Blackness, because it invites us to take seriously her own racialization and its implications for her behaviour. At the same time, it invites readers to recognize that Othello is undone not only by Iago’s denigration and manipulation of his Black identity, but by the cynical and ingrained contempt for women that permeates Venetian culture, stigmatizing women’s sexuality and justifying their literal and figurative suffocation. If in this cursory reading I have addressed these interlocking systems of oppression primarily as expressed through the actions of particular characters, it is because early modern tragic protagonists are the vehicles through which we dimly feel the pressure of these larger forces that bring injury and suffering in their wake. The ‘flaw’ that must be healed, however, lies not just in one person or in two, but in interlocking logics and practices that must again and again be exposed and dismantled.

Thinking Further about Race and Gender, Plus Sexuality, Class, and Kind

Shakespeare and Fletcher’s The Two Noble Kinsmen is not usually considered a ‘a race play’, but I will argue that it is, especially as it makes a question of kinship. What makes someone kin, of one’s kind, and what makes someone a stranger? The Two Noble Kinsmen uses a quasi-classical, quasi-chivalric romance setting to explore these issues, eventually elaborating, iteratively, a set of practices and qualities that become the basis for consolidating a ‘fair’ kind. Although defined partly against an undercurrent of black menace associated with the tyrant Creon and the black horse that rears over backwards and kills its rider Arcite, fairness, I will argue, in this play is not solely or even primarily a matter of colour, nor of blood or nationality. Instead, it is constituted by an aggregation of traits including military accomplishment, same-sex friendships, courtly manners, and high rank.

Some of these traits are on display when the ‘two noble kinsmen’ of the play’s title are first introduced in I.ii. The two young men, Palamon and Arcite, are both Theban, and they are cousins, but they are eager to flee a city state that has been ruined by their uncle’s tyranny. They feel no loyalty or kinship to him despite their blood tie. Palamon says: ‘Let/ The blood of mine that’s sib to him be sucked/ From me with leeches’ (Potter 2015, 1.2.71–73) to which Arcite replies:


 Clear-spirited cousin,

Let’s leave his court, that we may nothing share

Of his loud infamy; for our milk

Will relish of the pasture, and we must

Be vile or disobedient; not his kinsmen

In blood unless in quality.   (1.2.74–79)



In this crucial exchange Palamon is eager to have all the blood he might share with Creon sucked out of his body, as a disavowal of blood kinship, while Arcite sees nothing but bodily contamination resulting from their remaining on soil Creon has spoiled by his ungentle actions. In comparing himself to a cow whose milk takes its taste from the grass it eats, Arcite draws upon a pastoral context to explain his haste to leave Thebes. It has become a desecrated landscape where the dead are left unburied and where food bears the taste of ruination. In such circumstances, Arcite and Palamon plan—before an attack on Thebes calls them to its patriotic defence—to find kinship elsewhere, neither on native ground nor as kin to a ruler whose blood they unwillingly share. That Palamon and Arcite share an elevated sense of honour and a revulsion at Creon’s actions makes them more fundamentally like Pirithous and Theseus than like the Theban tyrant, their kinsman Creon. Creon is the unnatural ruler, that is, a ruler who defies laws of kind and will not allow the mourning queens the honourable burial of their dead, catalyses their adoption of black mourning clothes, and incites their pilgrimage as suppliants to Theseus. As Rebecca Bushnell has persuasively argued, the classical tyrant is the enemy of all, including the gods, but through opposition to him other members of a cosmopolitan chivalric class in this play find common ground (Bushnell 1990). While Palamon and Arcite at first are made Theseus’ prisoners, Arcite is soon released through the patronage of Pirithous, and Palamon, sprung by the Jailer’s Daughter, eventually is offered the opportunity to win in combat the hand of the King’s sister-in-law. Fair in appearance, and assumed to be fair in their conduct, unlike the vilified Creon, the cousins from Thebes are potentially of one kind with their Athenian counterparts, their kinship reinforced by the proposed marriage of one of them to Emilia, Hippolyta’s sister.

The basis for kinship among men in this cosmopolitan group is an aggregation of several factors including elevated rank, courtly manners, prowess in arms and deep same-sex friendships. The two kinsmen are ‘noble’, meaning both of elevated rank and also of good character, as are Theseus, his court, and family. When Theseus is asked to come to the aid of the mourning queens of the play’s first scene, he does, eschewing Creon’s tyrannical behaviour. When Palamon and Arcite are to fight with one another in the forest for the chance to woo Emilia, their courtesy towards one another is almost comically exaggerated. Every belt and bit of armour of the one has to be adjusted by the other; neither wishes to achieve an unfair or dishonourable advantage (3.6.16–106). Each is an accomplished warrior, as are Pirithous and Theseus and as was Hippolyta. They find common ground through adherence to these silently essentialized values and norms.

Nearly everyone in the play, moreover, speaks openly of their affective ties to someone of the same sex or embodies a history that evokes such a passion. The play’s emphasis on the deep affective bonds between men and between women is striking. As other scholars have argued, similitude can be the basis for erotic as well as racial affiliation (Shannon 2002; Chakravarty 2016, 14–29). Emilia cannot shake the memory of Flavina, the young woman whom she loved as a girl, and she seems paralyzed at the thought of marrying either Arcite or Palamon, unable to choose, even to save the life of one of the men. Pirithous, Theseus’ comrade-in-arms, cannot wait to be reunited with his lord on the campaign against the Theban tyrant; Hippolyta has lived as an Amazon before her forced marriage to Theseus, a marriage that is undertaken by Pirithous as Theseus’s proxy when the Athenian leader rushes off to Thebes; and Palamon and Arcite seem to find their greatest happiness in fighting and reconciling with one another, and remembering times when they bonded with each other over their sexual congress with women of no consequence (3.3.28–42). The deep homoerotic currents coursing through the play’s action reinforce other patterns of similitude that bind the play’s elite characters together.

Whether they are bound together by whiteness as an epidermal phenomenon is a complex question. The word fair appears over and over in the play, and sometimes it seems to be connected to a discourse of whiteness that we have learned to associate with, for example, the fair women of the Renaissance sonnet tradition in which the contrast of fair and dark distinguishes mistresses from Black servants or good women from bad. To choose a few of many examples, Hippolyta is described as having white arms (1.1.80), and Emilia, whose fairness dazzles all who behold her, is described by Palamon as ‘That fortunate bright star, the fair Emilia’ (3.6.146), where the ‘bright star’ image emphasizes her luminous whiteness. When she makes her prayer to Diana (5.1.SD after 136), Emilia is dressed in white and in supplicating that goddess describes Diana as ‘Sweet, solitary, white as chaste, and pure/ As wind-fanned snow’ (5.1.139–140). And if Emilia is repeatedly described as fair, sometimes with an explicit allusion to white skin, clothing, or patron deity, Palamon and Arcite are also fair. Theseus calls Arcite a ‘fair gentleman’ (2.5.32); Arcite calls Palamon his ‘fair cousin’ (3.6.18), and Theseus calls both ‘fair knights’ in the same line in which he addresses Emilia as ‘my fair sister’ (4.2.67). Gazing on their pictures, Emilia describes both Arcite and Palamon in two matching blazons, male beauty as strikingly and lovingly portrayed as female. Comically, however, Emilia cannot decide which suitor is more beautiful, more fair, at one point claiming Palamon is ‘a mere dull shadow/ He’s swarth and meager’ (4.2.26–27) in comparison to Arcite, only to turn around the next moment and declare that Arcite is ‘a changeling to him, a mere gypsy’ (4.2.44), now attributing to Arcite the dark complexion typically associated with Roma people; only a moment before she had declared him more fair than the ‘swarth’ Palamon. The two men’s actual skin colour seems less important than the way, as Emilia’s moods and favour shift from one man to the other, she attributes a dark complexion to the one in disfavour, the one who seems for the moment less close to the more complex idea of ‘fairness’ built up over the course of the play. The ‘fairness’ of the two young men may have something to do with outward beauty, certainly, but it is just as often an indication of the culturally favoured attributes like noble behaviour and gentle birth that Emilia and her kin possess and that bind them together.

Bringing a feminist critique to bear on this play, however, troubles the unity of the fair kin group of noble Thebans and Athenians I have been exploring. Are all the elite members of this group equally privileged? No. The marriage imperative that facilitates cultural and familial reproduction exposes women’s differential vulnerability and subordination. Though the Hippolyta of this play claims to love Theseus, she is uncertain whether she holds a higher place in his esteem than does Pirithous (I.3.41–47); moreover, though Hippolyta does not long for her lost Amazonian companions, nothing can quite erase from the mind of the early modern playgoer the memory of her former life as a warrior, a queen surrounded by women, and then her conquest by Theseus and his history of sexual infidelities.4 This is part of the dense weave of classical myth and allusion that forms the background to her portrayal in Shakespeare and Fletcher’s play. Closer to the surface of the text is the brutal thwarting of Emilia’s affective desires. When Hippolyta says that Emilia will never love a man as she loved Flavina (1.4.84–85), Emilia replies: ‘I am sure I shall not’ (I.3.85); however, she must marry as Theseus commands. Her actual desire, to live and die a maid—to be Diana’s follower—carries no weight. This is a particularly ironic manifestation of her subordinate position because Arcite and Palamon’s faintly comic ‘passion’ for Emilia, a woman to whom neither has at first spoken, seems at least partly a false flag. Early modern scholars have shown the erotic potential in the period’s construction of same-sex friendship. While both young men claim to love Emilia, they also display an intense preoccupation with one another that is played out in their competitive striving for this ‘bright star’ (Mallett 1995). There is a performative dimension to their displays of passion that seems aimed as much at the eyes of one another as at the acquisition of Emilia’s favour.5

While Emilia and Hippolyta are privileged members of the fair kin group within Athenian society, their gender strips them of certain freedoms. Privileged by kind, they are subordinated by their gender. Shakespeare and Fletcher, however, more radically disrupted assumptions about kind when they added to the received story a subplot that features the nameless Jailer’s Daughter at its centre. This figure repeatedly reveals the chasm that separates the elite of Athens from people of a different kind. That the Jailer’s Daughter has no name, despite the many vivid speeches she is given, calls attention to the play’s high/low binary. Her lack of a name implies her social inconsequence. Strikingly, too, the Jailer’s Daughter’s erotic life seems to pivot around a passion for the other sex, not an affective bond with women. She is not part of that kin group defined by an erotics of similitude; nor does she share the same bodily repertoire. The Jailer’s Daughter exercises a remarkable degree of bodily agency until hunger, cold, and weariness still her movements. Her actions of freeing Palamon, escaping from her home, stealing food, and running from her father’s brother and her nameless Wooer activate different registers of embodiment than the passivity of Emilia or the ritualized and static tableaux of the kneeling queens. In performance the Jailer’s Daughter is a riveting centre of active life that marks out an alternative to tamer, classicized modes of femininity.

Class, of course, is the most obvious modality through which her difference is registered. The Jailer’s Daughter calls herself ‘base’ (2.4.2), registering her awareness of her social distance from Palamon, the young nobleman she pursues; further, her dramatic life is lived almost entirely in the play’s subplot, theatrical form underscoring her separation from the high-born characters for whom her existence hardly registers.6 Despite the many ways she helps Palamon, she remains existentially invisible to him even though he has kissed her and talked to her, and she has risked her life and that of her father to free him from prison and bring him a file, food, and drink in the forest. Tellingly, he has become entirely caught up in his renewed relationship with Arcite and forgotten her. In her first soliloquy after she has set Palamon free, the Jailer’s Daughter is amazed that he has not thanked her and can only hope that eventually he will ‘use me kindly’ (2.6.29), that is, use me gently; use me according to what is natural; use me as one of your own kind. It is this hope that his behaviour thwarts.7 He is not kind to the Jailer’s Daughter because he fundamentally does not see her as of his own kind, even when he later, belatedly, offers money for her dowry.

The audience’s increasing sense of the Jailer’s Daughter’s complete separation from the ‘fair’ kind she has striven to join is heightened by her escalating madness, and the disordered, deeply associative language into which she falls. In a series of wrenching soliloquies and mad encounters, she enacts a gradual breakdown of logic and fidelity to commonly understood truths. At one point she says of Palamon that


There is at least two hundred [maids] now with child by him—

There must be four—Yet I keep close for all this,

Close as a cockle; and all these must be boys

(He has the trick on’t) and at ten years old

They must all be gelt for musicians

And sing the wars of Theseus.  (4.1.128–133)



Her fantastic assertions here are not literally true. Palamon has not deflowered 400 maids and gotten only boys in the process. But in every detail there is a profound critique of the person who has betrayed her and of the noble kin group of which he is a part. In her mind, men like Palamon multiply dangerously and without regard to the women of no consequence whom they use. The only defence against their depredations is to castrate their offspring and condemn them to use their altered voices to praise Theseus, a deflating dig at the Duke and a nice fantasy of revenge against Palamon’s multiplying progeny. Her treatment by the ‘fair kind’ effectively reveals the arbitrary nature of their implicit assumption of social and moral superiority.

A mad woman, however, is still human, even if of a low class and deprived of a name. But the Jailer’s Daughter threatens at times to slip out of the category of the human and to become part of the creaturely world of animals, birds, and fishes. If in the above speech about gelding Palamon’s offspring the Jailer’s Daughter compares herself to a cockle or clam (4.1.130), this is only a small piece of the many ways in which she becomes associated with creatures of the sea, land, and sky. When she spends the night wandering like a wild creature in the woods outside Athens, she imagines that she hears the howl of wolves (3.2.12), the chirp of crickets, and the screech of owls (3.2.35–36). As she sinks deeper into madness and stays longer in the woods, her mind slips from her hunger to the thought of a frog. At first blush it seems she will eat the frog, but instead she imagines that the frog would tell her news from all around the world, compelling her to seek out the land of the pygmies (3.4.11–15). Later, reunited with her father and her original wooer, she enters into a long discourse about the horse Palamon supposedly gave her, a horse remarkable for its ability to dance the morris, to play tennis, to read and write (5.2.45–67). The Jailer’s Daughter speaks of the horse as if she were an intimate of this imagined creature and even projects her pain at the loss of Palamon onto this beast. Supposedly the Jailer’s Daughter’s horse loved the Duke’s mare, but ‘he is like his master, coy and scornful’ (5.2.63), in this case the horse’s master being Palamon. Like the Duke’s mare, the Jailer’s Daughter never recovers from her rejection, but is simply delivered to the equally nameless Wooer who will ‘cure’ her madness by sex.

A little like Poor Tom the Bedlam Beggar in King Lear, the Jailer’s Daughter is poised on the line separating humans from the rest of the creaturely world. Benjamin Minor and Ayanna Thompson have argued that Poor Tom is a racialized figure, and so I would argue is the Jailer’s Daughter (Minor and Thompson 2013). She is completely excluded from kinship with the courtly figures. As a woman, she is not kin to Emilia and Hippolyta. She inhabits her gender differently, and her isolation from those above her is compounded by her class, her sexuality, her madness, and her immersion in the liminal world of the forest with its bestial inhabitants. Her apparently absolute difference in kind is what allows her to be used and forgotten by Palamon. She is a disposable object, eventually deflowered ‘for her own good’ by a man she had previously rejected. Her loss of sexual autonomy is justified by paternalism. That sex was considered a cure for greensickness in young women in no way removes the shock of this event from which even her father recoils when he cries out ‘Whoa there, Doctor!’ (5.2.18) when told that the Wooer is to lie with his daughter before marriage. His qualms are only overcome by doctorly authority.

Yet in performance the Jailer’s Daughter speaks back, whether intentionally or not, and in doing so she unsettles the privileges of the fair kind. Her theatrical vitality and the critical acuity of her mad speeches resist the hierarchy of kinds into which she is slotted. Her participation in the morris dance entertainment in honour of Theseus and Hippolyta’s wedding reveals both that she is not the only member of the tribe of the disposed and the abjected and absorbs her into an ensemble of overtly racialized and only partly human actors. It opens as a finicky schoolmaster, acting very much like an English village pedant, in exasperation tries to round up his performers. Among them are the taborer, Timothy, and five countrywomen including ‘little Luce with the white legs and bouncing Barbary’ (3.5. 27). The latter is unexpected. Peter Erickson has convincingly argued that in Othello, the name of Desdemona’s mother’s maid, Barbary, indicates a figure who came from Africa and was Black (Erickson 2016. In The Two Noble Kinsmen this seems likely, especially since this Barbary is described as companion to ‘white-legged Luce’. Here we have the juxtaposition of white and Black common in racial representations of the time. The name Luce, meaning light, further signals the luminescence of Barbary’s companion. Another overt instance of a Black figure occurs when the Schoolmaster laboriously and pedantically tries to indicate to the Duke that he can expect to see a morris dance in the entertainment to follow. He invites the Duke to ‘look right and straight/ Upon this mighty ‘Moor’ of mickle weight./ ‘Is’ now comes in, which, being glued together,/ Makes ‘Morris’ and the cause that we came hither’ (3.5.116–119). Editors and directors have concluded that to make sense of these lines in performance, two actors probably must come in either carrying images of a Blackamoor and of Winter (hence ‘ice’), which they stick together; or the actors must themselves impersonate a Moor and icy winter and then join hands (Potter 2015, 404–405). However the crux is managed, some representation of a Moor joins bouncing Barbary on the stage.8 Also present is at least one animal impersonator playing the bavian or the baboon. This creature’s decorum is questionable. The Schoolmaster enjoins the bavian thus:


My friend, carry your tail without offence

Or scandal to the ladies and be sure

You tumble with audacity and manhood

And, when you bark, do it with judgment.   (3.5.35–38)



That such an injunction is necessary suggests at some point that in performance the tail will be twirled about in some deliciously obscene manner and that the ‘barking’ of the bavian will be done with neither judgement nor restraint. In short, this is not a scene of homogeneity but of unexpected heterogeneity, though the characters, human and non-human, are bonded together by their pleasure in performing and, for the audience, by their difference from the static, rhetorically polished scenes of the play’s fair Athenian and Theban elite.

It is into this tumbling, barking, racially diverse assemblage that the Jailer’s Daughter is introduced. Her arrival is fortunate since, despite her evident madness, she is easily pressed into service to replace Cicely, the sempster’s daughter, who has failed to turn up to take part in the dance. The Jailer’s Daughter enters singing a ballad, and her song chimes with the North African references elsewhere in the scene. It describes a boat, the George Allow, that came from ‘the coast of Barbary-a’ (3.5.61) and conjures up more bird images, of an owl and a hawk (3.5.69–72). In performance, the scene of her arrival showcases the boy actor’s skill at singing and dancing (Ziegler 2019). One of the countrymen predicts that ‘she’ll do the rarest gambols’ (3.5.76). When Imogen Stubbs famously performed the role, she ‘rode in upon a phallic maypole that spewed out long, white silk ribbons (referred to as the “ejaculation” [RSC promptbook] and was later seen in a bridle which served as her straightjacket’ (Potter 2015, 93). These production choices capture both the sexual and kinetic energy of the Jailer’s Daughter and the brutal apparatus of social control that ‘tames’ her, in the process reducing her to the status of a bridled horse.

In this play a noble kind, affiliated by manners and values across boundaries of nation and blood, is defined in relation to a baser kind embodied by the indecorous Jailer’s Daughter and her bestial companions in the forest world. The two noble kinsmen are kin to one another, and to Theseus and Pirithous, but not to her. A feminist critique helps to reveal what her difference means, and how it functions in an intersectional analysis in which class fissures gender unity and gender opens a gap between the status and privileges of fair men and fair women. Moreover, rather than the Jailer’s Daughter and her morris dance compatriots functioning to elevate fairness by their distance from the aggregation of actions and norms that inform that concept, I suggest that in performance this woman and her companions actively reproach those norms. It is possible to perform the morris dance, for example, as a joyful interspecies and inter-racial co-mingling as the beating of the drum, the baboon’s twirling tail, bouncing Barbary, and the gambols of the mad Jailer’s Daughter critique the stasis, the sameness, of the play’s elite world. Especially if the surrounding Greek scenes are all ‘played fair’, with fair both an epidermal marker and a social position of cultural privilege, the morris moment can become an indecorous, rollicking, strikingly cosmopolitan and inclusive alternative to and kinetic critique of the static set pieces of the main plot. Eventually of course, the dramatic waters close over this scene. At the end of the play the Jailer’s Daughter has been returned to the base status she aspired to leave, and attention has been redirected from the motley forest crew—with its spirited, improvisational forms of embodiment—back towards the mannerly decorum of Theseus’s court. It is not an ending that is inevitable, but it is one that strikingly reveals how difference in ‘kind’ can be mobilized to cause harm, to turn people into objects for others’ use, walling them off in a separate plot and place.

Using the Jailer’s Daughter as the focal point for an intersectional analysis of The Two Noble Kinsmen reveals how deeply race and gender are intertwined and entangled in her representation. The two work together to produce her abjected social position outside the play’s dominant kin group, and also outside the play’s dominant marriage plot. The Jailer’s daughter is of another kind than the characters, Athenian and Theban, who stand in the play’s foreground. Her difference is due to many factors, including her class, her strikingly active mode of embodiment, her pronounced hetero-erotic orientation, and her proximity to the animal world. It is not primarily skin colour that racializes the Jailer’s daughter, but an accumulation of differences that together make her fundamentally unlike that Athenian/Theban aggregation of like-minded and like-mannered nobles, though in the morris dance the Jailer’s Daughter is perhaps ‘stained’ with the Blackness associated with this cultural form. To me this indicates several things. First, we need to keep deepening our understanding of what may have constituted racial difference in the early modern period and the various ways in which it could be expressed. Second, we need to hang onto the gains we have made in understanding the many vectors of social difference through which society was dynamically structured in this period. Gender is one of those vectors, and to ignore it is to miss one of the period’s primary modes for organizing early modern society and for making possible both oppression and empowerment. Third, we need to continue to expand what is included in an intersectional analysis of early modern culture. Class and sexuality are crucial, but so too is an attention to interspecies relations or particular modes of embodiment. It is not possible, I would argue, adequately to think about race and feminist critique in a play like The Two Noble Kinsmen without investigating a still bigger range of entangled social differences. To engage in such work is part of the exciting future of our field.
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1 On the title page of Abraham Ortelius’ 1570 Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, for example, a fully clothed female representing Europe sits on top of an entablature in a posture of rule, holding a sceptre and orb. Supporting this structure on either side are images of Asia holding the spices that Europeans sought from the East and of a semi-clothed African. Below, lying on her side is a nude depiction of America holding the head of a European man. Power structures are thoroughly encoded in this taxonomy of the world’s regions.

2 In another essay, ‘We Are Othello: Speaking of Race in Early Modern Studies’, Smith recounts a seminar at the Shakespeare Association of America in which a senior scholar repeatedly refused to acknowledge the work of the scholars of race in the room, declaring several times: ‘Othello is not about race’ (2016, 119).

3 Smith underscores Othello’s isolation within Venetian society. Unlike Hamlet, he has no trustworthy friend like Horatio to tell his story after his death. Smith argues that Othello storytelling is his way of controlling an environment he intuits as hostile (2016).

4 Louis Montrose details the prior history of Theseus and Hippolyta in Shakespeare’s earlier play, A Midsummer’s Night’s Dream, in ‘ “Shaping Fantasies”: Figurations of Gender and Power in Elizabethan Culture’ (Montrose 1983). In Two Noble Kinsmen, the mourning Queens of Act 1 seem more interested in recalling Hippolyta’s prior life as an Amazonian warrior than does she, but many members of the audience would be familiar with the many prior stories about her earlier life and Theseus’ conquest of her in battle.

5 Because many forms of homoerotic behaviour were normative in the period and were enduring, whatever the marital status of the participants, I am not suggesting that Arcite’s and Palamon’s affective ties for one another were ‘closeted’ or deliberately hidden, simply that it is not at all clear what we would now call a heterosexual passion for Emilia trumps the complex affective dimensions of their friendship. For more on varieties of early modern friendship and affective bonds see among others Smith 1991, Goldberg 1992, Stewart 1997, DiGangi 2011, Traub 2002 and 2015.

6 For the idea that early modern plays often use the subplot as ‘the subordinate’s plot’, see Dolan 1994, 59–88.

7 Douglas Bruster offers an important reading of the Jailer’s Daughter’s complete separation from the play’s courtly characters and the satirical overtones of many of her mad speeches, rooted in the language of the country and its animals and the Jailer’s Daughter’s association with folk customs like the morris (Bruster 1995).

8 Although there is no indication that in performance any of the morris participants wear blackface, there is a long tradition of thinking of the morris as derived from the Spanish ‘morisca’ or ‘Moorish dance’ and hence associating it with dark-skinned people. The presence of a glued together pictogram or group of words indicating ‘Moor-ice’ heightens the possibility that in various ways the play is activating the association of the dance with racial others (see Kolkovich 2017, 167).


CHAPTER 4

Naturalizing Race and Racialized Geographies

Debapriya Sarkar

When the invisible Ariel’s music alarms Stefano and Trinculo in The Tempest, Caliban assuages their fears by evoking the island’s alluring sonic features. He highlights his deep connection to the terraqueous place by elaborating that its ‘noises/ Sounds, and sweet airs’ offer him respite from the daily horrors of his enslavement: ‘Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments/ Will hum about mine ears, and sometime voices/ That if I then had waked after long sleep/ Will make me sleep again’ (3.2.130–135). As he remembers how its music ‘give[s] delight and hurt[s] not’, he also intimates that the ‘isle’ is an instrument of reparative justice (3.2.131). The island’s noises provoke dreams, such that ‘The clouds methought would open and show riches/ Ready to drop upon me’ (3.2.136–137). This dream erases the material conditions that have made Caliban ‘subject to a tyrant, a sorcerer, that by his cunning hath cheated [Caliban] of the island’ (3.2.40–41). Following the long tradition of scholarship on The Tempest as Shakespeare’s colonial play, we might read this speech as a dream of the physical world redressing injustices perpetuated by the European colonizer. Caliban’s fantasy, however, also offers a peculiar echo of Prospero’s propensity to use land and sea as tools to further his ambitions: Caliban too imagines that natural forces, by bestowing ‘riches’, voluntarily serve him.1

Caliban’s speech conjures another polity, where his affective relation to the place over which he claims ownership has the capacity to transform his material and emotional states of being. His poetic language, and the pathos embedded in this speech, also undercut The Tempest’s (and its European characters’) unrelenting mechanisms of stereotyping him into an emblem of a racialized, hyper-sexualized, disabled, and dehumanized Other; in actively disrupting such impositions of meaning, his evocative language and affective self-representation in moments such as this, moreover, are critical to Caliban’s emergence in literary history as the indeterminate, slippery figure of colonial resistance who ‘counters Prospero’s attacks with an equally strong claim to an “empire” through his African mother’s bloodline’ (K.F. Hall 1995, 150).2 Yet, Caliban’s recounting of his dream suggests that the island is not merely the telos of his political ambitions, in which he replaces the European colonizer who has usurped him. The ‘isle’ is also an engine of his resistance—its music sparks his imagination of an alternate way of being, one attuned to the vibrant multiplicity of the place. The most tormented of Prospero’s ‘subjects’ can alter their states of being, this speech intimates, because the isle instigates Caliban’s enrichment (1.2.344).

This chapter takes Caliban’s speech as the starting point for a study of the nonhuman environment—from landforms to waterscapes, from geological objects to flora and fauna—as the apparatus of colonial race-making. I focus on two plays, The Tempest and Antony and Cleopatra, which, as a large body of scholarship has demonstrated, offer distinctive perspectives on early modern England’s colonial aspirations. Rome was a key point of reference in England’s fantasies of empire, and the Egypt of Shakespeare’s imaginary reflects an inherited constellation of orientalist ideas about Africa and Asia. By contrast, the resonances in The Tempest between England’s early colonial ventures into the Americas, a persistent topic of scholarly interest on Shakespeare’s last single-authored play, are primarily circumstantial. Yet both plays dramatize the imperial desire to render the Other as natural object through the techne of racializing geography. Shakespearean characters like Caliban and Cleopatra are racialized through associations with aspects of the nonhuman world that fix them as inhuman: while Caliban is dehumanized by his connection to intractable geological objects on The Tempest’s island, Antony and Cleopatra’s imperial project requires the titular queen’s reduction into a symbol of Egypt’s profligate waterscapes and venomous animal life forms. Such imposition of meaning, that taxonomizes the foreigner as nonhuman by tying them to their physical surroundings, reveals Shakespearean drama to be a crucial site for the naturalization of ideologies of race, disguising ‘historic and symbolic constructions’, to borrow Stuart Hall’s words, as ‘part of what nature is’ (2021, 130). Ultimately, the naturalization of race demands the racialization of place, so that unruly and indeterminate foreign bodies can be constrained within the natural and political order of Europe.

To examine how intersecting discourses of race and place fuel Shakespeare’s staging of colonialism and empire, this chapter engages three major currents of scholarship: premodern critical race studies, postcolonial studies, and ecocriticism. In the past few decades, postcolonial scholarship has problematized the significance of political geographies, while ecocriticism has addressed the import of physical spaces and nonhuman entities. By dwelling on constructions of place in each of these fields of inquiry, we grasp how notions of location and situatedness function not only as epistemological and ontological categories, but also orient our methodological concerns. This attention to Shakespearean constructions of geography and location as simultaneously natural and political entities also underscores why early modern literature is an important archive for the recovery of the entangled histories of racial and environmental justice.

European colonialists mobilized—and subsequently reconfigured—racialized ideologies to actualize their ambitions of expanding control over political territories and natural resources. Arguing that ‘it is England’s sense of losing its traditional insularity that provokes the development of “racialism” ’, Kim F. Hall identifies the nation’s perception of its increasing physical connectedness to the world as one trigger of its constructions of racial and cultural difference in the early modern period (1995, 3). This sense of growing access to foreign geographies intersected with extant ‘ideologies of difference’ that ‘were both geographically and temporally mobile’, resulting in processes of racialization where ‘the notion of outsiders honed in one part of the world not only influenced attitudes in another, but older habits of thought both reinforced and were themselves reshaped by newer histories of contact’ (Loomba 2002, 42). One of the key insights of postcolonial approaches to premodern texts is that ideologies and epistemologies of race were not merely products of modern European colonialism. Instead, the forms of imperial relations were shaped by premodern ideologies of race (Loomba and Burton 2007, 8). At the same time, this scholarship has helped us recognize the particular ways in which ‘Elizabethan constructions of race, as in Shakespeare, are a product of the global early modern European colonial enterprise’ (Habib 2000, 3). Postcolonial theorists, then, both historicize an ‘emergent colonial imaginary’ (J.G. Singh 2019, 24) and ‘expose the spuriousness of the racist logic that seemed to legitimize colonial domination’ (Young 2021, 260), emphasizing that we cannot explain the ongoing material effects of imperialism and the marginalization of the subaltern subject without understanding the long histories of these constructions.

We might say that the diverse scholarship gathered under rubrics of postcoloniality—and related work on ‘Global Renaissance’—studies discourses of racialization through a heterospatial and heterotemporal lens.3 In his trenchant defence of his methodology, Imtiaz H. Habib argues that ‘formulation of race as a colonial subject’ demands that we approach ‘the black subject and the dialog of race in Shakespeare’ ‘as colonial phenomena’ and study ‘their performance … through the grammar of a revisionist postcolonial critical practice, specifically through the poetics of subalterity’ (2000, 5, my emphasis); this argument gestures to the networks—historical, geographical, political, and cultural—mediated by the postcolonialist who turns to Shakespeare as their object of study. This methodological prolixity is also shaped by the critic’s dualistic institutional and methodological orientation between metropole and margin. Even though ‘postcolonial critical/theoretical practice’ is a product of, and located in the discourses of, the Western academy, it ‘is a metropolitan discourse but only in the sense that it is by the metropolis without being of it’ (Habib 2000, 7). Instead, this scholarship remains, and reflects, the complicated inheritances of the marginalized who had to carve out their material, political, and intellectual situatedness in the aftermath of ‘flight of material resources and capital from the colonized to the developed world’ (Habib 2000, 7). In foregrounding this dualistic existence, Habib highlights how postcolonial theory is the ethical and political neighbour of premodern critical race studies, which, in Margo Hendricks’s words, ‘entails, or requires, both an oppositional and an insider definitional gaze’ (Hendricks 2019). Despite important differences, scholarship in these two fields has been aligned in their ongoing attention to discourses of racialization, slavery, settler-colonialism, and empire.4

Following Edward Said’s claim that scholarship is an embodied and situated practice, postcolonial scholarship is especially attendant to the politics of location across scales of nation, region, and city.5 Instead of a universal master-theory that remains static across particular sites of inquiry, postcolonial studies aims to mediate the ‘global and local, with the former always calibrated to meet the specific requirements of the latter’ (Habib 2000, 7). Early modern postcolonial scholarship emphasizes that attention to place is a necessary component of this research—from Michael Neill’s acknowledgement that ‘reading is always done from somewhere’ (1998, 168), to Ania Loomba’s argument that ‘any meaningful discussion of colonial or post-colonial hybridities demands close attention to the specificities of location’ (1998, 144), to Jyotsna G. Singh’s claim that ‘postcolonial readings must explain native practices on their own terms’ (2019, 76). This emphasis has resulted in a rich body of research on how Shakespeare has been transported to different locales such as India and South Africa, on how multilingual and multimodal adaptations can reveal the salience of Shakespeare in anticolonial and decolonial movements, and on how cultural artefacts of the metropole circulate and leave material traces in colonial outposts.6

Early modern ecocriticism’s approaches to studies of place are also driven by presentist concerns but unfold in a different register—this research attends to objects and sites in the realm that early moderns identified as ‘nature’; and with a different kind of political urgency—it inquires, for instance, how premodern texts can help us mobilize in the face of the climate crisis. And while ecocriticism is also focused on the effects of human mastery, it is primarily interested in uncovering how imbalances of power result in the exploitation of nonhuman ‘nature’.7 Ecocritical studies of Shakespeare and his contemporaries—and related work in animal studies, plant studies, object-oriented ontologies, and new materialisms—have variously drawn on posthumanistic theories to illustrate commonalities between the human and the nonhuman world, to recover the agency of objects (stone, vegetable, soil), and to explore affordances of physical places (forest, sea, wetland).8 By treating humans and non-humans as co-actants, this posthumanist ethos has powerfully challenged the former’s perceived will to power over a supposedly passive ‘nature’—Jeffrey Jerome Cohen and Lowell Duckert’s declaration, ‘The less human the collective, the more humane it may become’, is representative of the key ethical investments and critical forces that have shaped this field (2015, 4).

However, in order to recover the complexities of natural (and naturalized) places—like ocean, island, or garden—this research tends to abstract the category of the human, and thereby ignore power relations among humans; such omissions have led to criticisms that ‘posthumanists tend to elide questions of social justice in order to query a broader notion of anthropomorphism; their moves often default to andro- and ethnocentric modes of seeing’ (Laroche and Munroe 2017, 6). While broader work in the environmental humanities insists that the physical realm can itself serve as venue and symbol of exploitation, inequity, and violence for marginalized groups,9 early modern ecocritics have largely shied away from tackling how the exploitative and extractive legacies of slavery and colonialism are often rooted in questions of access to, and control over, natural and built places.10 Yet, as Caliban’s appeal to the ‘isle’ as a source of respite and escape from his enslavement insists, the natural world—as a place to be ‘discovered’, conquered, exploited, and remade—figures prominently in early modern discourses of colonization.11 How, then, might we think about natural and political geographies as mutually constituted entities that reinforce constructions of racial and cultural difference? How do the imagined geographies of the Shakespearean stage actualize the intersecting imperial desires to incorporate the human Other into the natural world and to master the exoticized, Othered place? By attending to the ways in which characters in The Tempest and Antony and Cleopatra are both corporeally and symbolically constrained to the physical world in the service of colonization and empire-building, we begin to recover how nonhuman geographies were indispensable to naturalizing the crafted notions of race and imposed hierarchies of racial difference.

To explore how these issues manifest on the Shakespearean stage, let us return to The Tempest’s ‘isle’. The location of this paradoxically ‘green or desert place’ (Akhimie 2018, 154) continues to remain a topic of scholarly fascination. The fact that the European characters are travelling from Tunis to Naples and Milan signals its situatedness in the Mediterranean. The opening scene’s echoes of William Strachey’s A True Reportory of the Wracke (1610) and Sylvester Jordain’s A Discovery of The Barmudas (1610) also indicate the island’s connection to the Americas; Virginia Mason Vaughan and Alden T. Vaughan term The Tempest ‘Shakespeare’s American play’ (2021, 139). Moreover, the ‘isle’ traffics in binaries of civilized and savage, cultivable and immutable, that the English deployed to dehumanize the Irish closer to home.12 These different locations calibrate the different interpretations of colonial rule and racialization generated by—and at—this staged locale. Race, Ian Smith argues, is ‘the product of historical need’ and ‘therefore, fundamentally an exchange or transaction of power that employs distinct, identifiable personal features as the tools of negotiation … race’s consequence arises from its transactional function, the establishing of relative merit and power within a social matrix’ (2009, 8). The Tempest’s ‘isle’ exemplifies how the meaning of colonized place, too, is ‘the product of historical need’. It is a physical site of conquest, occupation, and exploitation, but its multiple naturalistic significations also facilitate varied forms of ‘exchange or transaction of power’. Prospero’s discursive strategies mobilize its vegetation, geology, topographies—aspects of the nonhuman environment that are also the ingredients of Caliban’s liberatory fantasy—to essentialize the inhumanity of Ariel and Caliban, fixing them physically and ontologically within the natural and political geographies of the colonized island.

To realize the ‘establishing of relative merit and power within a social matrix’, The Tempest toggles a paradoxical strategy of colonial mastery that involved enacting a self-imposed mandate of civilizing colonized people while also declaring them to be beyond improvement. Immediately after Miranda reminds Caliban that she ‘Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour/ One thing or other’ she admonishes him: ‘But thy vile race,/ Though thou didst learn, had that in’t which good natures/ Could not abide to be with; therefore wast thou/ Deservedly confined into this rock’ (1.2.357–364). Following Patricia Akhimie’s argument, we recognize how this moment dramatizes a dynamic of racial colonialism through the contradictory theories of ‘cultivation’ and ‘immutability’, where Caliban exists as an embodiment of ‘immobility despite the promise of betterment through cultivation’ (2018 8, 9). Miranda’s language of ‘vile race’, which refers to Caliban’s lineage, becomes both cause and evidence of his immutability. This phrase is one of the ‘strategic essentialisms’ that naturalizes identity, reinforcing the ‘structural relationship’ that Geraldine Heng terms race, and shackles the colonized within a stratified system of power (2018, 3).13 Moreover, as Miranda tethers Caliban’s genealogy, through his mother, to Algiers, she separates him from the characters who hail from Naples and Milan. Later in the play, Sebastian abstracts these distinctions into the categories of Europe and Africa, when he blames their own misfortunes on Alonso’s decision to ‘not bless our Europe with your daughter,/ But rather loose her to an African’ (2.1.124–125). Miranda’s words thus offer an early instantiation of the network of associations between geographical origins, physical situatedness, and racial difference that circulate throughout the play.

Caliban’s confinement, Miranda indicates, is just punishment for his attempt to rape her: he has been ‘Deservedly confined into this rock’ (my emphasis). This aborted event in the play’s prehistory is the crux of Caliban’s enslavement and has remained a point of tension between postcolonial and feminist approaches to the play.14 Her deictic language identifies a particular geological feature—‘this rock’—as the physical manifestation of this deserved outcome, suggesting that his current dwelling is suited to his ‘vile race’. Caliban’s claustrophobic state, of being ‘confined’ to only ‘this rock’, severs him, both physically and emotionally, from the sources of his sustenance, knowledge, and affections: his affective relation to the entire island, his knowledge of ‘all the qualities o’th’ isle’ (1.2.340), and his claims to ownership over it. Caliban too connects his socio-political degradation to his physical confinement:


For I am all the subjects that you have, Which first was mine own king, and here you sty me In this hard rock, whiles you do keep from me The rest o’th’ island.  (1.2.344–347)



Caliban’s transformation from ‘king’ to subject has contracted the scope of his material domain: no longer island but only rock. His diminishing social capital has resulted, and is now reflected, in the most impoverished of real estates, since his political subjection has dispossessed him of the ‘rest o’th’ island’.

Such corporeal restrictions have more pernicious aims and effects, as material fixity becomes the instrument of imprinting ontological stasis. In Akhimie’s formulation, ‘The ‘rock’ … is a barren place without growing things and a place in which Caliban himself cannot grow’ (2018, 165, my emphasis). Focusing on the ecological underpinnings of this act of colonial violence, we can extend Akhimie’s argument and uncover how Prospero’s incarceration of Caliban to this ‘barren place’ is the logical endpoint for the racialized character who ‘cannot grow’. Miranda’s words do not merely suggest an additive relation between unchanging place and immutable character. Instead, they posit an ontological equation. Caliban deserves this obdurate prison because he too is intractable. Prospero’s first address to Caliban, ‘What ho! Slave, Caliban! Thou earth, thou, speak!’ (1.2.316–317), also invites this equation, by erasing Caliban’s humanity immediately after acknowledging it. Premodern theories of matter identify the four elements, air, water, earth, and fire, as unchangeable and indivisible units that combine and recombine to form all bodies in a material world; to these four elements proposed by Empedocles, Aristotle added the fifth element of ether. Although the term ‘earth’ in Prospero’s speech refers both to the ground on which they stand and the planet on which they exist, his pejorative usage also points to the elemental unit: he reduces Caliban to the barest of particles. Caliban’s ontological indeterminacy, as anticolonial scholars and artists have demonstrated, is key to his emergence as a potent example of resistance to colonial rule and racism; Prospero’s terming him ‘earth’ collapses this indeterminacy into one immutable element.

Caliban’s dehumanization, by reduction to element, now retroactively offers another justification for his imprisonment. While ‘earth’ is not synonymous with ‘rock’, the solidity and physical intractability of both materials bind character and geological feature. Prospero’s words thus encode Caliban as inhuman and inanimate, as unmalleable as the rock. This moment also offers a corollary to the ways in which the island’s meaning toggles between ‘barren’ or ‘fertile’ place (1.2.341), depending on whether its resources are useless or necessary. Like the place, valuable only as long as its assets are extractible, Caliban’s status is ‘the product of historical need’. He oscillates between the figure of the human ‘slave’ that Prospero can command to ‘speak’ and the nonhuman ‘earth’ over which Prospero can trample. Caliban’s use-value, or ‘transactional function’, in Smith’s words, as racialized labour necessitates a grudging acknowledgment that he is human—a reminder that the racial capitalism of the colonial economy is unsustainable without figures like him—but when such tasks have been fulfilled, he is utterly disposable. He can become ‘earth’.

This early interaction between Caliban, Miranda, and Prospero anticipates the attempts of characters to define—and fix—what Caliban is. Prospero later emphasizes Caliban’s inflexible ontology by declaring that he is ‘A devil, a born devil, on whose nature/ Nurture can never stick’ (4.1.188–189). Prospero’s language extends the work performed by Miranda’s ‘vile race’, and Caliban becomes destined to play out the part imprinted on him, that is, his ‘nature’. By redefining Miranda’s description of immutable human Other as nonhuman, Prospero creates a permanent ontological distinction between their own humanity and the ‘born devil’. But The Tempest’s abstraction of the racialized human as nonhuman Other most prominently constellates in the word ‘monster’. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Caliban’s monstrosity too becomes a product—or function—of the place: Stefano describes him as a ‘monster of the isle’ (2.2.62). More broadly, Caliban’s anomalous corporeality provides the impetus to taxonomize him as ‘monster’, an ambiguous category of physical and moral difference that was ideal for naturalizing processes of racialization and dehumanization. Yet, in the scene where Trinculo fails to determine whether Caliban is ‘man’ or ‘fish’, and what kind of fish he might be (’Dead or alive’, ‘strange’, etc.) (2.2.24–34)—a moment that enacts, in Katherine Schaap Williams’s words, how the monster is ‘made up’ (2021, 189)—the play exposes how a person’s humanity gets refracted into varied ontological registers. Trinculo’s inability to categorize Caliban reveals the latter’s refusal to be what Trinculo desires: a monster that can be commodified in an increasingly globalized colonial economy. But this supposedly comic failure also deconstructs the linguistic violence at the heart of Prospero’s reduction of Caliban into element, a discursive strategy that nominally and ontologically binds him to the ‘barren’ place in which he is ‘confined’.

Miranda and Prospero provide a reason for Caliban’s imprisonment to justify his punishment. But the act—or even the threat—of physically tethering character to place governs the play’s broader logics of servitude and enslavement. In the same scene, Prospero reminds his ‘slave’ Ariel of their former incarceration ‘Into a cloven pine’. Sycorax ‘did confine [her servant]’ Ariel, Prospero recollects, after the ‘spirit too delicate’ refused ‘To act her earthy and abhorred commands’.15 Prospero marks Sycorax’s violent act by noting Ariel’s palpable agony, how ‘Imprisoned thou didst painfully remain/ A dozen years’ and ‘ven[ted] thy groans’ till he released the spirit. Within Prospero’s narration lurks a justification for Ariel’s confinement—by ‘Refusing [Sycorax’s] grand hests’ Ariel provokes their master’s anger (1.2.271–282). Ariel, like Caliban, was ‘Deservedly confined’.16 As Prospero reminds Ariel of Sycorax’s ‘earthy’ directives, he also anticipates his own description of Caliban as ‘earth’. An ‘earthy’ ontology connects mother and son; this relation, evident in Caliban’s presence on stage as ‘earth’, can be explained through his inherited capacities, a legacy of his ‘vile race’.

Ariel too, is elemental—the spirit is, as Prospero states later, ‘but air’ (5.1.21). Through this classification, Prospero activates the same connection between a character’s elemental state and physical habitat that explains Caliban’s confinement. But in Ariel’s case, the ‘transactional function’ of power works through an inverse logic: because Ariel’s ontology is airy, Sycorax’s action had sundered the inhuman ‘spirit too delicate’ from their natural state, which is to be as ‘free/ As mountain winds’ (1.2.503–504). While Caliban’s imprisonment in the ‘rock’ realizes the natural alignment between his solid ‘earthy’ state and the geological object, Ariel’s incarceration traps the spirit in a rooted tree and ruptures the natural relationship of creature and their associated element—the air. While dehumanizing Caliban as ‘earth’ supports his imprisonment, reducing Ariel to ‘air’ demands they be released.17 By essentializing the two characters through their distinctive elemental ontologies, Prospero offers an ecological narrative about the contradictory meanings of their imprisonment: the confinement that is Caliban’s destiny is an act of violence on Ariel’s state of existence.

Prospero distinguishes his own benevolence—of using his ‘art’ that ‘made gape/ The pine and let [Ariel] out’—from Sycorax’s act of incarcerating the spirit (1.2.293–295).18 But Prospero does not perform an altruistic act that reverses the violent effects of being cleaved from one’s unencumbered existence in the physical world. Rather than a sign of the spirit’s freedom, Ariel’s current physical mobility is a necessary tool of Prospero’s agenda; it is a ‘product of historical need’, to recall Smith’s words, that facilitates the revenge plot. Prospero’s recollection is a powerful strategy of essentialization because it naturalizes the dire consequences of Ariel’s refusal—or inability—to link physical state to immutable elemental ontology. Prospero emphasizes how the imprisoned Ariel’s ‘torment’ impacts other creatures: ‘Thy groans/ Did make wolves howl, and penetrate the breasts/ Of ever-angry bears’ (1.2.289–291). The effects of Sycorax’s cruelty infiltrate the nonhuman realm—this ‘torment’ would remain permanent if not for his intervention, since ‘Sycorax/ Could not again undo’ her actions (1.2.291–293). When Prospero aids Ariel in getting closer to their natural state, this magnanimous (in his telling) colonizer is not merely reversing the violent imposition on the being of one spirit. He also releases ‘wolves’ and ‘bears’ from their everlasting ‘torment’. The imprisonment of the airy Ariel in the earth devastates nonhuman life on the island; Ariel’s mobility becomes a precondition for the common good. But this state of affairs is contingent on Ariel’s actions: ‘If thou more murmur’st’, Prospero warns, ‘I will rend an oak/ And peg thee in his knotty entrails till/ Thou hast howled away twelve winters’ (1.2.296–298). Ariel’s willingness to do Prospero’s bidding facilitates both the individual hope to be ‘free/ As mountain winds’ and halts environmental destruction. By promising Ariel freedom of movement if they ‘exactly do / All points of [his] command’ (1.2.503–504), Prospero incorporates the spirit in the same ‘exchange or transaction of power’ that racialized Caliban by tying him to the inhuman earth.19 In this way, the nonhuman spirit becomes a tool in the ‘transactional function’ of race in The Tempest’s colonial ecology.

During the play’s opening tempest, the boatswain challenges Gonzalo to a seemingly impossible task, to ‘command these elements’ (1.1.19). Prospero performs this impossibility in the course of five acts. Through his ‘art’, he controls land, sea, and sky; his command over ‘nature’ in the opening sea-storm prefigures his control over the human characters. But as he renames Caliban ‘earth’ and reminds Ariel of their existence as ‘air’, Prospero also reveals commanding the ‘elements’ to be a violent discursive act of imposing political order through appeals to the material world. As he redefines Caliban and Ariel from composite character into singular element—via connections to (or dislocation from) geological and botanical entities, and animal life—he organizes the unstable signifiers of what these characters mean ‘within language, within discourse, within systems of meaning’; in doing so, Prospero models how binding questions of racial and ontological difference can ‘acquire meaning and become a factor in human culture and regulate conduct’ (S. Hall 2021, 364). Through their admonishments and warnings Prospero and Miranda construct an elemental ecology that mobilizes colonized geographies to dehumanize the Other as natural object. By imprisoning the ‘slave’ both physically and ontologically, The Tempest actualizes the imperial desire to remake worlds by unmaking people.

In linking strategies of essentializing characters to the features of an unnamed island, The Tempest offers a model of naturalizing race that could have occurred anywhere. But Shakespeare had, in earlier plays, also tested how the racialization of particular geographies could be marshalled to essentialize the Other. To examine an acute instantiation of this process, I turn to Antony and Cleopatra, a play that, in Kim F. Hall’s words, ‘provides an object lesson in imperial history’ (1995, 160). The Roman play’s explorations of empire and race converge in the figure of the titular African queen: a potent figure of racial and sexual difference, the character is concurrently powerful ruler, dispossessed subject, and exoticized foreign woman. Scholars working on race and colonialism have challenged arguments which state that issues of ‘racial difference’ are ‘relatively insignificant’ in the play because the ‘stereotypes involved are the product of Roman perception’ (Neill 1994, 87). In this section, I follow Joyce Green Macdonald’s directive to not ‘minimize the impact of “Roman perception” ’ in shaping our own perceptions of ‘raced bodies’ in Antony and Cleopatra (2002, 46). I explore how such ‘perception’ is not a pre-given fact, but rather the product of a distinctive essentializing discourse pervading the play: Cleopatra is objectified through a triangulated othering of ‘nature’, nation, and individual character, collectively marked as foreign, uncontrollable, and threatening.

In the orientalist fantasy of Antony and Cleopatra, the Egyptian queen becomes both physical and political body on which to project anxieties and ambitions of empire, emerging as ‘a focal point of East-West confrontation, claimed as African or “Asiatic” simultaneously’ (K.F. Hall 1995, 155).20 Cleopatra is not only the ruler to be suppressed and her kingdom conquered. She becomes ‘Egypt’, an embodiment of a natural and political geography that existed in the early modern English imaginary as a symbol of profligacy, licentiousness, and degeneration.21 The term ‘Egypt’ describes both the place and its people; it is also the linguistic vehicle to establish the identification of Cleopatra and the place. Characters use the word to acknowledge Cleopatra’s status as ruler—for instance, she emphasizes her identity as ‘Egypt’s queen’ (1.1.31), and Alexas addresses her as ‘sovereign of Egypt’ (1.5.34)). Elsewhere, ‘Egypt’ and ‘Egyptian’ are used more pejoratively: in the immediate aftermath of the naval battle, Antony laments that ‘This foul Egyptian hath betrayèd me’ (4.13.10), branding her ‘this false soul of Egypt’ (4.13.25). Reading ‘foul’ in opposition to ‘fairness’, which was a ‘site of crucial delineations of cultural difference’, we recover how the adjectives in Antony’s tirade mobilize the ‘binarism of black and white’ that ‘might be called the originary language of racial difference in English culture’ (K.F. Hall 1995, 177, 2).22 In just two phrases, Antony racializes Cleopatra by incorporating her into a matrix constructed by relating place, morality, and appearance.

For the rest of the chapter, I want to dwell on the linguistic fiction that most effectively flattens Cleopatra’s multifaceted presence: the rhetorical construction in which Cleopatra is ‘Egypt’. When Alexas ventriloquizes Antony’s words, stating that ‘the firm Roman to great Egypt sends/ This treasure of an oyster’ (1.5.42–43), the linguistic transference employs ontological distinction to accentuate political contrast. Antony is not Rome, but ‘Roman’, while Cleopatra is ‘Egypt’. Cleopatra, however, mobilizes this language to heighten the scope of her own power. We see this when she questions Antony’s love, declaring ‘turn aside and weep for [Fulvia],/ Then bid adieu to me, and say the tears/ Belong to Egypt’ (1.3.76–78). Cleopatra’s attempt to elicit sympathy relies on an equation of self to Egypt where the lament of the queen is so powerful that it affects the entire nation. But in a play where the words ‘Egypt’ and ‘Egyptian’ appear over fifty times, Roman characters typically use this rhetorical construction to incorporate into her figure the varied associations of the place—strange, exotic, degenerate, and decadent—that were circulating in contemporary writing, including histories and travel literature.

This designation seems especially charged when Cleopatra bows before the victorious Caesar in the play’s final act, and he states, ‘Arise! You shall not kneel./ I pray you rise, rise, Egypt’ (5.2.110–111). Although Caesar supposedly conveys his magnanimity in victory here, by naming her ‘Egypt’ he refuses her sovereignty and instead defines her as the political and geographical entity he has just conquered. Antony and Cleopatra employs myriad descriptions of queenship to capture what Habib identifies as Cleopatra’s ‘unpredictable self’ (2000, 179)—she is ‘wrangling queen’ (1.1.50), ‘enchanting queen’ (1.2.117), ‘precious queen’ (1.3.73), ‘dear Queen’ (5.2.181), ‘sweet queen’ (4.16.47), ‘Royal Queen’ (5.2.36), to offer only a few examples. Caesar arrests this multiplicity, offering a linguistical corollary to her physical confinement in her ‘monument’ (4.15.118). ‘In colonialist discourse’, Loomba reminds us, ‘the conquered land is often explicitly endowed with feminine characteristics’, and in Antony and Cleopatra this bond unfolds such that ‘All Egyptians, represented and symbolised by their queen, are associated with feminine and primitive attributes—they are irrational, sensuous, lazy and superstitious’ (1996, 244). I propose, moreover, that Caesar’s nomenclature of ‘Egypt’ (rather than ‘Cleopatra’ or ‘queen’) exposes the recursive energies necessary to create and reinforce the associations Loomba outlines: not only is ‘the conquered land … endowed with feminine characteristics’, but this relationship is bolstered when the conquered monarch is essentialized by being renamed as foreign place. Caesar can claim control over a feminized land and its people because his words activate imperialist and orientalist beliefs about foreign places as mechanisms of racializing their vanquished female ruler. Collapsing person into place (and vice versa), this moment is a culmination of the ‘Roman perception’ that desires to irrevocably bind Cleopatra to the political and natural geographies of Egypt.

These speeches dramatize the complex operation of the rhetorical figure of metalepsis, which George Puttenham calls the ‘Far-fetched’; it is used ‘when we had rather fetch a word a great way off than to use one nearer hand to express the matter as well and plainer’ (2007, 267). In Antony and Cleopatra, metalepsis is one instrument of worldmaking through which Cleopatra becomes Egypt.23 Metalepsis, as Jenny C. Mann notes, ‘is a trope that connects other tropes to one another’ (2021, 52); within the play, a conglomeration of metonymic and antonomastic substitutions transform ‘Egypt’ into the ‘far-fetched’ term that figures Cleopatra’s royalty (where Egypt is a substitution for queen), which also figures essential qualities of her personhood (‘wrangling’ or ‘precious’ queen).24 When Puttenham genders the affordances of metalepsis, stating that ‘it seemeth the deviser of this figure had a desire to please women rather than men’ (2007, 267), he taps into the figure’s ability to calibrate categories of identity and difference. Cleopatra’s renaming reveals how the reach of the figure extends to the domain of race-making. By making Egypt’s foreignness legible on her ‘tawny’ body (1.1.6), the figure of the ‘far-fetched’ reconfigures linguistic distance as geographical and cultural difference. This logic animates Antony’s words after he follows Cleopatra’s fleeing ships. He laments, ‘whither hast thou led me, Egypt?’ (3.11.51) and then complains, ‘Egypt, thou knew’st too well/ My heart was to thy rudder tied by th’ strings’ (3.11.56–57). Antony links the waning of his political status and military might to his dependence on Cleopatra—or (and as) ‘Egypt’. This substitution denotes the scale of her power—she becomes the political entity that seduced him and led to his downfall—and offers proof that the foreign place is threatening in its capacity to emasculate him. In his final moments, Antony declares twice, ‘I am dying, Egypt, dying’ (4.16.19, 43). Cleopatra, queen of Egypt, transformed into Egypt, becomes both vehicle and explanation of his self-annihilation.

My interpretation aligns with postcolonialist readings which claim that ‘Cleopatra’s identification with a place conveys her power as ruler and also specifically identifies her as alien territory’ (Loomba 1996, 244). But I am also proposing that the ‘bond between Cleopatra’s person and the Egyptian landscape’ (MacDonald 2002, 64) is produced by the dramatic apparatus through a series of rhetorical substitutions that transfer significations of a threatening and alien ‘nature’ onto the political sphere, and ultimately, to the individual figure of Cleopatra. Ultimately, the ‘Roman perception’ of the character traffics in a form of posthumanist orientalism, where Cleopatra is made into ‘alien territory’ through discursive strategies that relocate ontological otherness to the corporeal form of the Egyptian queen.

From the Roman perspective, the nonhuman world of Egypt is simultaneously strange and uncontrollable in its ontological otherness. The Nile exemplifies this dynamic, as positive perceptions of the river’s ‘fecundity and fertility’ were countered by travel writing’s conflation of the ‘geographical fact of inundation … with the sense of darker-skinned Africans as people who resist boundaries and rule’ (K.F. Hall 1995, 156). Antony and Cleopatra is fascinated by the potency and agency of the ‘o’erflowing Nilus’ (1.2.43). Antony entertains the triumvirate with tales from Egypt by remarking how ‘the flow o’th’ Nile’ calibrates the conditions of human existence:


The higher Nilus swells

The more it promises; as it ebbs, the seedsman

Upon the slime and ooze scatters his grain,

And shortly comes to harvest.  (2.7.16–22)



The river’s actions of swelling and ebbing prophecy ‘harvest’, adumbrating its role in determining material conditions of human life in the region. Yet, within Antony’s descriptions of the Nile’s role as a source of life and sustenance lurk a warning: the river controls human life, curbing their ability to predict and control the parameters of their survival. The promise of symbiosis between human and nonhuman entities obscures the river’s power to maintain or destroy the lives of those who depend on its resources.

Thus, it might seem especially threatening when Cleopatra’s wrathful directive to ‘Melt Egypt into Nile, and kindly creatures/ Turn all to serpents!’ conjures the image of a destructive being more powerful than the Nile, one that can even alter the waterscape (2.5.78–79). Cleopatra keeps returning to this destructive vision at various moments. She imagines later in the same scene, ‘So half my Egypt were submerged and made/ A cistern for scaled snakes’ (2.5.95–96). After Antony departs on learning of Fulvia’s death, she declares: ‘He shall have every day a several greeting,/ Or I’ll unpeople Egypt’ (1.5.76–77). In a play where binaries—East/West, masculinity/femininity, wild/civilised—are perennially on the verge of collapse, Cleopatra’s audacious declarations mirror the river’s capacity to remake both natural and cultural ecologies.25 More dangerously, from the Roman perspective, her words might not merely reflect, but activate, the destructive forces of ‘nature’. For the Romans, then, constraining the mercurial queen of Egypt cannot be disentangled from their desires to control its ‘o’erflowing’ landscapes and waterscapes.

The Nile also harbours animal life forms that collectively signify a realm of uncultivated and dangerous existence: creatures including ‘flies and gnats of Nile’ (3.13.169), ‘waterflies’ (5.2.58), the ‘crocodile’ whose shape can only be described ‘like itself’ (2.7.38–39), and the ‘pretty worm’ (5.2.238), that is, the asp. This constellation of entomological and reptilian lives participates in creating an ‘Egypt’ that teems with creatures that are destructive, wild, or irrelevant to the work of empire-building.26 When Lepidus explains to Antony ‘Your serpent of Egypt is bred now of your mud by the operation of your sun; so is your crocodile’ (2.7.25–26), he is actively constructing the ‘Roman perception’ that links creaturely life to place. The repetition of ‘your’ locates both ‘serpent’ and ‘crocodile’ in Egypt, or, more accurately, not in and of Rome. Ontological difference becomes a function of physical and political distance. Given the Roman characters’ fascination with the otherness of Egypt’s natural resources and animal life, it is striking when Cleopatra states that Antony ‘calls’ her his ‘serpent of old Nile’ (1.5.25–26). A creature ‘of’ both Egypt and Nile, the asp is perhaps the play’s most potent emblem of ontological and geographical difference. When Antony’s nomenclature transfers to Cleopatra the threatening qualities of the asp—which she later describes as ‘mortal wretch’ and ‘venomous fool’ (5.2.294, 296)—the Egyptian queen is dehumanized into a dangerous life form that is itself tethered to political and natural geographies that are alien to Rome. In a play where Cleopatra is so polyvalent that she not only invokes the ‘goddess Isis’ (3.6.17) or outdoes the image of Venus (’She did lie … O’er-picturing that Venus’ (2.2.204–206)), but ultimately ‘beggar[s] all description’ (2.2.204), the most pervasive act of constraining her, both physically and symbolically, is predicated on something mundane—Egypt’s land- and waterscapes, and the animals thriving there.

European projects of colonialism and empire-building prospered by annexing places, expropriating material resources, and constraining physical and political freedoms of the colonized people in their own lands. Absolute control over political territory depended on practices that could extract knowledge and labour from, while restraining the power of, the colonized subject. The characters I follow challenge such utter impositions of power, through ambiguous ontologies—they seem to ‘begga[r] all description’—that resist, escape, or exceed the colonial paradigms of extractive labour and forced confinement. One efficacious solution, it seems, is to arrest this multiplicity. The illegible yet supposedly intractable foreign place becomes both model and vehicle to project ontological stasis on an uncontrollable human Other. Place, in this context, refers not only to nation-states, or mapped political boundaries, but also to the material realm on which the subaltern subject exists. The physical world provides the tools—rocks, trees, rivers, and reptiles, in the cases we just saw—of dehumanization; these instruments of ‘nature’ transform the racialized Other into the inhuman natural object. The imagined geographies of the Shakespearean stage—The Tempest’s island, or Egypt’s waterscape in Antony and Cleopatra—dramatize how historically contingent political and physical geographies of empire animate the project of naturalizing race. By recovering how the category of ‘environment’, as much as the social, cultural, and political, was vital to the construction of race as ‘one of those major concepts which organize the great classificatory systems of difference’ (S. Hall 2021, 359), early modern ecocritics, postcolonial theorists, and scholars of critical race studies have before them important opportunities to examine the long and connected histories that continue to animate political and social struggles today.
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1 In this chapter, I understand the terms ‘nature’ and ‘natural’ as artificial entities and qualities that early modern writers constructed and deployed to various ends, rather than as categories or descriptors of a preexisting, independent nonhuman realm.

2 For a recent study of Caliban as a figure of colonial resistance, see Young 2021, esp. 255–256, 260–265. On Caliban’s ‘indeterminacy’ and ‘unknowability’, see Hall 1995, 142, and Roychoudhury 2018, 179–182, respectively.

3 For representative works in these fields, see Loomba and Orkin 1998; J.G. Singh 2009; J.G. Singh and Shahani 2010; Raman 2011; Shahani 2020.

4 For representative works in premodern critical race studies, see Hendricks and Parker 1994; Thompson 2011; Erickson and Hall 2016; Thompson 2021. For a recent state-of-the-field essay, see Chakravarty 2020.

5 See especially Said 1979, 9–28. In addition to Said, early modern scholars working on postcolonial theory have especially drawn on the works of Spivak 1988, Spivak 1999, Bhabha 1994, and Fanon 1967.

6 See, for instance, Cartelli 1999; Dadabhoy 2021; Loomba 1998; J.G. Singh 2019.

7 In my usage of ‘mastery’, I draw on Julietta Singh’s work (2018). On how early modern studies of ‘nature’—what we today term science—were predicated on tropes of mastery and vital to the constructions of English notions of race, see Jennifer Park’s chapter, ‘Shakespeare, Race, and Science: The Study of Nature and/as the Making of Race’ in this volume. 374–395

8 For representative works, see Eklund 2017; Mentz 2015; Nardizzi 2013; Raber 2013; Raber and Dugan 2021.

9 See, for instance, Nixon 2011; Posmentier 2017; J. Singh 2018; Yusoff 2018.

10 Holly Dugan’s chapter in this collection, ‘Dispossessed and Unaccommodated: Race and Animality in King Lear’ (338–358) offers an important intervention on these topics via animal studies, as it elaborates on the necessity of a ‘shared approach to race and animality and a wider approach to ecocriticism’ (342–343).

11 J.G. Singh argues that the notion of ‘discovery’ was used by the British to ‘gai[n] a privileged epistemological position, whereby as ‘discoverers’ they could claim new knowledge which they could then process and circulate via the intractable colonial binarisms’ (1996b, 2). On the ideologies that underlie the language of ‘discovery’, see also Mehdizadeh 2023.

12 The scholarship on this topic is vast. See, for instance, Brotton 1998; Fuchs 1997; Hess 2000; Hulme 1986; Vaughan and Vaughan 2021.

13 I draw on Heng’s claim that ‘ “Race” is one of the primary names we have—a name we retain for the strategic, epistemological, and political commitments it recognizes—that is attached to a repeating tendency, of the gravest import, to demarcate human beings through differences among humans that are selectively essentialized as absolute and fundamental, in order to distribute positions and powers differentially to human groups. Race-making thus operates as specific historical occasions in which strategic essentialisms are posited and assigned through a variety of practices and pressures, so as to construct a hierarchy of peoples for differential treatment’ (2018, 3).

14 See for instance, Kunat 2014; Loomba 1989; J.G. Singh 1996a.

15 For the slippage of the words ‘slave’ and ‘servant’ in this speech, see Chakravarty 2022, 183.

16 Chakravarty argues, ‘if Prospero is to be believed, it was Ariel’s refusal to serve as he should that led to his enslavement; his slavery, then, appears oddly warranted’ (2022, 183).

17 Critics often mark the elemental nature of the characters in relation to their imprisonments. Akhimie notes how ‘Caliban’s imprisonment recalls Ariel’s own treatment by Sycorax; each incarceration seems to represent a negation of elemental nature’ (2018, 184). Chakravarty uses these differences (‘Whereas Ariel is ethereal, Caliban is (sub)terranean; the former is released to the air, the other bound to the earth’) to address the different nature of their service: ‘[Caliban’s] service, then, is of a different order to Ariel’s; because he does not serve under the conditions of (at least physical) freedom, he cannot demonstrate good service’ (2022, 184).

18 Nardizzi speculates how the ‘blast that released Ariel from the imprisonment of his ‘wooden wals’ also splintered the standing pine into a pile of useable wood’ (2013, 122). This reading indicates that Prospero’s releasing of Ariel is predicated on an act of environmental destruction, offering one example of how Prospero’s ‘art’ facilitates the process of ‘deforesting of The Tempest’s woodlands’ that Nardizzi documents (2013, 113).

19 For the recursive spatial and temporal aspects undergirding Prospero’s threats to Ariel, see Chakravarty 2022, 180.

20 See also Loomba for the argument that ‘The images that cluster around Cleopatra are specifically Orientalist in nature: her waywardness, emotionality, unreliability and exotic appeal’ (1996, 244). MacDonald argues that the play ‘fulfills the criteria of an orientalist text’ by ‘refusing simply to designate a colonized woman as the object of orientalizing practice’. Instead, ‘it also extends that practice to the putatively Roman hero, Antony’ (2002, 52).

21 For representative works on early modern understandings of Egypt that are pertinent to the play, see Archer 2001, 23–62; K.F. Hall 1995, 153–160; Loomba 2002, 114–120. By directing critical attention towards the play’s ‘eastern Mediterranean milieu’ and ‘the Islamicate culture of this geography’, Ambereen Dadabhoy’s chapter in this volume asks us to reconsider the interpretative frameworks within which Shakespeare scholars typically understand Egypt (239, 240). Such a reframing, Dadabhoy argues, enables us to read the place (and the play) in relation to ‘the real empires operating in the Mediterranean’, and not only to England’s emergent imperial ambitions (‘ “Give me Conquer’d Egypt”: Re-Orienting Egypt in Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra,’ 238–254, 252).

22 For recent work on how these binaries operate in early modern culture and in scholarship, see Adams 2021 and Grier 2021.

23 For figures of speech as engines of poetic worldmaking, see Rosenfeld 2018.

24 On ‘metonymy’ and ‘antonomasia’, see Puttenham 2007, 265–266.

25 For the tenuousness of these binaries, see Sanchez 2021; K.F. Hall 1995, 157.

26 On how we might understand such creatures in relation to the ‘specimen logic’ that was a key aspect of the English naturalist’s work, see Park’s chapter in this volume. To think further about how we might read such life forms in relation to the logics of labour, precarity, and disposability that governed discourses of animality and race in early modernity, see Dugan’s chapter in this volume.


Chapter 5

‘Thrice fairer than myself’

Reading Desire and the Ends of Whiteness in Venus and Adonis

Dennis Austin Britton

Venus and Adonis was a bestseller both while Shakespeare was alive and well into the seventeenth century, with at least sixteen editions published by 1640 (Burrow 2002, 7).1 Alongside printed editions, Shakespeare’s poetry maintained a robust circulation in manuscript (Roberts 2003, 2). The immediate success of Venus and Adonis may partially be explained by the popularity of epyllion in the 1590s, and, as Sasha Roberts notes, the poem


was poised to exploit a ready market of young, educated, elite male readers (and was, of course, dedicated to a prominent young noble man: Henry Wriothesley, third Earl of Southampton). Indeed, the vogue for erotic narrative poetry grew out of and cultivated a socially specific readership in the 1590s; privileged young men clustered at the universities and inns of court. Almost all authors of Elizabethan epyllia, with the notable exception of Shakespeare, were connected with these elite institutions.  (2003, 65)



Drawing from a detailed examination of the poem’s reception, Roberts goes on to state that ‘Venus and Adonis emerges as a poem which appealed to the amorous tastes of an urbane and cosmopolitan male readership from the 1590s to the 1630s and 1640s’ (2003, 65).2 It is clear that a particular demographic of readers had a longstanding interest in the poem, and I suggest that we might entertain further the question why and attend to the fact that this demographic was, more and more, understanding itself as White.3

The reason why the poem was so popular may be rather obvious: the poem is sexy. Indeed, scholars have examined how various forms of queer desire—laden with misogyny—manifest within the poem and between poem and reader.4 And yet, scholars have not attended to how race attaches itself to queer desires in the poem—and Mario DiGagni’s chapter in this volume demonstrates what is to be gained by examining such attachments. Venus and Adonis may have allowed White male readers to gaze safely upon Adonis through Venus’s eyes, but I want to draw attention to the fact that the poem depicts a masculine whiteness that exceeds feminine whiteness, and that this hyper-whiteness is sexually irresistible.5 Additionally, although some readers may have wanted him and others may have wanted to be like him, they were nevertheless confronted with the fact that this hyper-White Adonis is uninterested in sex and is dead at the end of Shakespeare’s epyllion. He does not have sex, he has no children, and he seems to have no future. Adonis seems a strange object of interest for elite, White male readers.

But the future is not always the point, and race is not always about lineage and genealogy. Studies of race-as-lineage examine the constitution of individuals and ‘families’—itself a historically vexed grouping of individuals—through time, attending to how the past shapes that constitution and how that constitution will shape others in the future. Race also makes itself present on bodies that are understood as reflecting internal states of being; racialized bodies become sites of desire and disgust at different historical ‘presents’ and are subjected to the desires and needs of racist ideologies and institutions, which have themselves been shaped by various histories of reading both non-White and White bodies. Venus and Adonis shows little concern about the interdependency of race, lineage, and futurity; instead, it invests its narrative and poetic resources into fashioning the desirability of the hyper-whiteness of a young man who does not reproduce whiteness through sex.

I read Venus’s words, that Adonis is ‘Thrice fairer than [her] self’ (ln. 7), literally, and suggest that it is the whiteness of his body—shaped by early modern beauty standards and Petrarchan love discourse—that makes him irresistible.6 I also highlight a mixed-colour erotics that operates throughout the poem, one that racializes sexual desire by equating it with darkness. This darkened, racialized desire both intensifies Adonis’s whiteness and threatens it. Given how early modern poetic discourse so often linked whiteness with chastity, Adonis’s hyper-whiteness requires a complete rejection of sexual desire. Simone Chess asserts that we should read Adonis as asexual and within a larger context in which


early modern authors use male adolescent characters to explore the limits of early modern chastity and abstinence as intentional and queer nonsexual practices. In instances where adolescent characters resist or opt out of sex and marriage, that resistance, which is made possible by the rhetoric of chastity and childhood, articulates a queer option outside of hetero- and homosexual constructions of sexuality.  (2018, 31–32)



And asexuality is raced: as Urvashi Chakravarty pointedly states in a reading of Measure for Measure, ‘the construction of asexuality becomes sutured to and secured by whiteness’ (Chakravarty 2022).7 Adonis vigilantly guards against threats to his whiteness by rejecting desire, which, ironically, only makes him more desirable. Ultimately, and counterintuitively, the poem values whiteness outside of a teleological narrative of sexual reproduction.8 The racial futures of Venus and Adonis, nevertheless, come into being through the history of reading the poem.

As a genre, epyllia seem to have little concern for the future—race, lineage, or empire. Sometimes characterized as erotic mini-epics or mock epics, epyllia have a strained relationship with their more serious cousin, epic, and the futures it promises. ‘Virgil’s epic’, according to David Quint, ‘is tied to a specific national history, to the idea of world domination, to a monarchical system, even to a particular dynasty’ (1993, 8). According to Virgil’s epic, moreover, world domination, monarchical systems, and particular dynasties seem to mandate leaving Dido for Lavinia, rejecting love in Carthage to make war in Latium to found Rome—and John Watkins argues that English epic poets like Spenser imitate these Virgilian mandates (Watkins 1995). It is a critical commonplace that epic values duty—to the gods and to the future they have determined—above most else. Moreover, it is love for women that stands as a significant obstacle that epic heroes must overcome. Surprisingly, it is here that the drives of epic and epyllia might coincide. As Jim Ellis notes, ‘Adonis, Narcissus, and Hermaphroditus are some of the genre’s favourite subjects. [Epyllia] feature debates about desire, pairing stories of sexuality and sexual maturation with stories of rhetoric’ (2018, 239). If epic requires the putting aside of sexual desire, Ovidian male protagonists of early modern epyllion—Adonis (Shakespeare’s rather than Ovid’s), Narcissus, and Hermaphroditus—would seem to be ready-made epic heroes; they do not desire women who might distract them from the future.

That said, in centring men who do not have sexual desire or show little interest in sex with women, epyllia stands in a queer relationship to epic.9 Epic requires sacrifice, but epyllia’s male heroes do not have the requisite sacrifice. Narcissus in Thomas Edward’s ‘Narcissus’ (1598), for example, is proud of the attention he receives from both male and female admirers and, as Jonathan Gil Harris puts it, ‘is not the antisocial solipsist of Ovid’s poem; instead he is an urban sex-tease who plays it fast and loose and is proud of his substantial wardrobe’ (1994, 413). Hermaphroditus is slightly moved by Salmacis’s passionate speech in Francis Beaumont’s Salmacis and Hermaphroditus (1602), but is more attracted to the reflection of himself that he sees in her eyes. And Shakespeare’s Adonis has no desire for Love herself. Consequently, these characters do not ‘have what it takes’ to be epic heroes, and they express no interest in participating in a telos of racial reproduction and empire. Shakespeare’s Adonis is only interested in two things—hunting and protecting his whiteness.

The narrator of Venus and Adonis draws the reader’s attention to the colour of Adonis’s face in the opening stanza and places it within a temporal, mixed-coloured setting: ‘Even as the sun with purple-coloured face/Had ta’en his last leave of the weeping morn,/Rose-cheeked Adonis hied him to the chase’ (ln. 1–3). We see Adonis and his rosy cheeks at dawn, figured as the sun (Apollo) leaving ‘the weeping morn’ (Aurora). The time of day is eroticized as a mixed-coloured union and separation. The sun has a purple face, which in Shakespeare’s day would have denoted a deep red as well as the colour of blood; dawn is characterized more so by her emotion upon separation than by her colour, but, following her Homeric epithet, readers might imagine her as rose or rosy fingered. If this is the case, we first see Adonis as bearing the colour associated with Aurora in his cheeks—a conventional mark of feminine beauty. But if we do not want to go that far, the poem makes it clear that his face is a different colour than the sun’s. In fact, as we will see later, Adonis dislikes the sun and its darkening effects.

If the first stanza obliquely points to a mixed-colour erotics, the second stanza will point to it explicitly. The second stanza records the words of the ‘bold-faced’ Venus:


And like a bold-faced suitor ’gins to woo him.

‘Thrice-fairer than myself’, thus she began,

‘The field’s chief flower, sweet above compare,

Stain to all nymphs, more lovely than a man,

More white and red than doves or roses are;

  Nature that made thee, with herself at strife,

  Saith that the world hath ending with thy life.’  (ln. 6–12)



The opening lines of the poem draws attention to the colour of faces, and Venus immediately draws attention to the fact that Adonis is exceedingly fair. He is fairer than Venus herself, his fairness is a ‘stain to all nymphs’, and he exceeds the conventional measure of female beauty, the whiteness of doves and the redness of roses. His fairness exceeds that of non-mortal women who themselves are usually represented as paragons of fairness and beauty. It is at this point that we might ask, is Venus White?

In Adonis’s presence, neither Venus nor the nymphs appear to be so. Again, the nymphs are stained, and Venus is ‘bold-faced’. The poem does not explicitly tell us what a bold face looks like in terms of colour, but at least twice in Shakespeare, boldness is associated with disdainful, interracial desire. In Shakespeare’s sonnet 131, addressing those who would say the Black mistress’s ‘face hath not the power to make love groan’ (ln. 6), the speaker states, ‘To say they err I dare not be so bold,/Although I swear it to myself alone’ (ln. 7–8). Although the speaker is unwilling to refute boldly those who negate the desirability of the Black mistress, he boldly swears to himself that her face does make love groan. In Othello, Brabantio cannot believe that Desdemona loves Othello because she was ‘A maiden never bold’ (1.3.95). Shakespeare links boldness with transgressive, interracial desire. Thus, Venus’s bold pursuit of Adonis may be read as transgressive not only because she thwarts expectations of female sexual decorum in general but more specifically because she pursues someone with a different skin colour. While they might be thought of as racially different because one is mortal and the other is immortal, the poem also suggests that racial difference signifies in visible differences in skin.

A non-white Venus could explain why Adonis does not desire her. I am not rejecting the reading that Adonis is asexual, but I do wish to point to the fact that the poem also engages in a racial-poetic discourse that portrayed dark-skinned women as undesirable. A dark-skinned Venus should be read as similar to the ‘dark ladies’ of the English sonnet tradition, who, as Kim F. Hall has taught us, figure ‘erotic danger [that is] similar to that found in travel narratives in which black women may represent the possibility of conquest and enrichment as well as threat of potential destruction’ (1995, 65). And if this is the case, the poem also demonstrates the one-sided racial erotics that we see in poems like Henry King’s ‘The Boyes Answer to the Blackmore’ (1657), a response to Henry Rainolds’s ‘A Black-Moor Maid wooing a Fair Boy: sent to the Author by Mr. Hen. Rainolds’.10 Rainolds’s sonnet indicates that the Black maid pursues the ‘lovely Boy’ (ln. 1) despite the fact he flees from her. The maid also renders the boy’s fairness as the cause of blackness and desire:


 And see what a black shade

Is by thine own fair body made,

That follows thee where e’re though go;

(O who allow’d would not do so?)

 Let me for ever dwell so nigh

 And though shalt need not other shade than I.  (ln. 9–14)



The maid reads the physical consequence of blocking light as a reflection of her own desire. Moreover, not only is the shadow rendered as desiring to follow the boy, but the shadow (the Black maid) is actually produced—in both desire and physical form—by the boy’s fair body. The physicality of blackness, in both the shadow and the maid’s body, are entangled in the law of the natural world and desire. And arguably, the poem represents the Black maid’s desire for the fair boy as governed by the law of nature. But if Rainolds’s poem offers that feminine blackness naturally and erotically attaches to male fairness, King’s indicates that male fairness cannot help but flee from blackness. The fair boy tells the Black maid that he flees from her because ‘Fate commands Antipathy’ (ln. 2). While the Black maid’s pursuit is explained vis-à-vis a principle of nature (light and shadow), the boy explains that he must flee because a more cosmic force, Fate and the future, commands it. The boy will later tell her that ‘mixed black and white/Portends more terrour than delight’ (ln. 7–8). The poem connects race and desire with futurity, not only in its reference to Fate but also in portending that the consequence of mixing black and white is nothing less than a future ‘terrour’. The playful and witty white supremacy embedded in Rainolds’s poem is met in King’s with blatant racist disgust. The poems offer to their readers that fair young men cannot desire, and thus flee from, Black women.11 Shakespeare, however, is not as committed to an antipathy between White men and Black women as King is. Such desire is imagined in the sonnets and Antony and Cleopatra, even as the men in those works voice ambivalence. Mixed race couples rarely have a future in Shakespeare. As Kyle Grady notes in this volume, ‘Mixedness routinely fails to mature in early modern English drama, a trend that perhaps offers some insight into the period’s inability to readily offer a sustained history for the topic’ (235). Nonetheless, Adonis has no interest in mixing of any sort.

Although I have been suggesting that the poem gives us reason to ask if Venus is White, I need to acknowledge that both Venus’s colour and Adonis’s colour are unstable in the poem. After Venus snatches Adonis from his horse and puts him under her arm, he


 blush’d and pouted in a dull disdain,

With leaden appetite, unapt to toy;

She red and hot as coals of glowing fire,

He red for shame, but frosty in desire.  (ln. 33–36)



Venus’s actions change the balance of red with white in Adonis’s complexion, and this change only whets her desire: Adonis ‘’Twixt crimson shame, and anger ash pale,/Being red she loves him best, and being white,/Her best is bettered with a more delight’ (ln. 76–78). Adonis’s blush is mentioned again, though here the interplay of red and white signifies shame and anger. In becoming red, Adonis’s colour draws closer to Venus’s; that she loves him best when red may result from her wish to read his colour as marking in him what it marks in her—sexual desire. At the same time, his whiteness remains the source of ‘delight’.

The narrator also tells us how to read redness, making it clear that it signifies different things in different bodies. Venus’s redness is her lustful passion marked on her body, while Adonis’s is shame made visible on his body. Adonis blushes. As Sujata Iyengar has discussed, blushing is an unstable signifier in early modern literature; the mixing of red and white often indicates sexual modesty and chastity, but it can also be read as marking arousal. Iyengar also notes that blushing can testify to racial difference: ‘Moors and Ethiopians … are notorious in early modern literature for their supposed inability to blush and experience shame’ (2005, 129). Shakespeare’s poem makes it clear that while Venus and Adonis appear to be the same colour at times, only Adonis’s blushing should be read as signifying shame. Adonis’s blush, then, accentuates his whiteness. His blush points to interior racialized feeling—his ‘disdain’ for Venus and her sexual advances is made visible on his body—and proves that his whiteness is more than skin deep.

The poem then engages a specific problematic within early modern love poetry—in a tradition that equates whiteness with both chastity and desirability, and which often equates sexual acts with darkness, how does whiteness reproduce itself? Seemingly, Adonis is more committed to maintaining whiteness than Venus is, but Venus will try to persuade him that it is both narcissistic and unnatural not to sexually reproduce:


‘Is thine own heart to thine own face affected?

Can thy right hand seize love upon thy left?

Then woo thyself, be of thyself rejected,

Steal thine own freedom and complain on theft.

 Narcissus so himself himself forsook,

 And died to kiss his shadow in the brook.

‘Torches are made to light, jewels to wear,

Dainties to taste, fresh beauty for the use,

Herbs for their smell, and sappy plants to bear.

Things growing to themselves are growth’s abuse;

 Seeds spring from seeds and beauty breedeth beauty:

 Thou wast begot: to get it is thy duty.

‘Upon the earth’s increase why shouldst thou feed,

Unless the earth with thy increase be fed?

By law of nature thou art bound to breed,

That thine may live when thou thyself art dead:

 And so, in spite of death, thou dost survive,

 In that thy likeness still is left alive.’  (ln. 157–174)



Venus argues that Adonis’s rejection of sex is narcissistic, unnatural, and a rejection of duty, specifically the duty to have children. Madhavi Menon notes that Shakespeare’s speaker in the procreation sonnets picks up Venus’s line of argument. Menon also argues that ‘narcissism becomes a useful tool with which to oppose the normative insistence of both heterosexuality and teleology’ (2005, 502–503). But this resistance to heterosexual sex, duty, and teleology has racial ramifications. Hall’s examination of Shakespeare’s procreation sonnets demonstrates that the young man’s call to have a child speaks to both racial and economic anxieties: ‘The desirability and overvaluation of a seemingly abstract whiteness in conjunction with images linking blood, family and property interests then has material effects in that it upholds a system of power which increasingly licenses the exploitation of people perceived as nonwhite’ (1998, 66). In rejecting sex, Adonis rejects his ‘natural’ role, to propagate a race and whiteness. The ramification of this resistance, death, might suggest that Adonis places too much value on whiteness. But, as I will show later, this ends up not being the case.

Venus’s reading of Adonis through the myth of Narcissus is also reductive. She ignores the fact that narcissism, at least in Ovid’s version, is a punishment for what we should read as asexuality:


For when he reached his sixteenth year, Narcissus—

who then seemed boy or man—was loved by many;

both youths and young girls wanted him; but he

had much pride within his tender body:

no youth, nor girl could ever touch his heart.  (1993, 91)



The narrator is unable to read the absence of desire as anything other than pride—and Shakespeare’s poem perpetuates such a reading by suggesting that Adonis is prideful. In some ways, Narcissus’s pride prefigures his narcissism, but it is nevertheless important to attend to the way Ovid’s poem makes distinction between the two. Narcissus’s narcissism is the answered prayer of a rejected male lover:


   And even as

Narcissus had repulsed that nymph [Echo], he scorned

the other nymphs of waves and mountains and,

before that, many men. Until, one day,

a youth whom he had spurned was led to pray

lifting his hands to heaven, pleading: ‘May

Narcissus fall in love; but once a prey,

may he, too, be denied the prize he craves.’  (1993, 93)



Narcissus is punished for rejecting homosexual rather than heterosexual love. Nevertheless, comparing Adonis to Narcissus does not so much prove that Adonis is narcissistic as much as it lends support to Simone Chess’s assertion that Adonis, like the pre-metamorphosized Narcissus, is asexual.

Adonis’s response to Venus, I suggest, demonstrates the poem’s equation of asexuality to whiteness. After Venus’s accusation that Adonis is like Narcissus and her argument that Adonis has a duty to procreate, the narrator turns our attention to the setting and Adonis’s response to it:


By this the love-sick Queene began to sweat,

For where they lay the shadow had forsook them,

And Titan, tired in the midday heat,

With burning eye did hotly overlook them,

 Wishing Adonis had his team to guide,

 So he were like him, and by Venus’ side.

And now Adonis, with a lazy sprite,

And with a heavy, dark, disliking eye,

His louring brows o’erwhelming his fair sight,

Like misty vapours when they blot the sky,

 Souring his cheeks, cries, ‘Fie, no more of love:

 The sun doth burn my face, I must remove.’  (ln. 176–186)



The reference to the sun recalls the opening of the poem, which introduced a mixed-colour erotics in its depiction of Apollo leaving Aurora. Adonis is not only uninterested in sex with Venus, but he is also uninterested in being ‘amorously pinched black’ by remaining with Venus under Titan’s gaze. Adonis is uninterested in becoming sunburnt, and his response to the changing of the setting as the sun moves across the sky yokes sex and a change in colour; remaining with Venus will sunburn him. Like the blush, the sunburn is an unstable bodily marker. Hall offers that sunburn as well as whitewashing ‘create liminal spaces that allow both for a very complex negotiation of difference and for questioning, if not overturning’, the dark/fair binary (1995, 92). At the same time, in both early modern climate theory and literary texts like Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Black Africans were depicted as burnt by the sun—in Book 2 of Metamorphoses, we learn that Ethiopians have dark skin because of Phaeton’s fall (Hall 1995, 96). It is precisely the ambiguity of what sunburn signifies that makes it a source of anxiety, and why it needs to be avoided. In avoiding becoming sunburnt, Adonis both maintains his whiteness and avoids subjecting himself to being read as anything that might blur the distinction between White and non-White. Venus’s sweat makes it clear that Venus is hot, not only from her passions but also from the sun. She, however, caught up in the moment, demonstrates that she is unconcerned with the sun’s effects on her body—she later says she is willing to use her body to provide shade for Adonis (ln. 194). But her offer has no effect on Adonis’s choice. Adonis, unlike Venus, is careful of his whiteness.

Returning to the question is Venus White, I suggest that the poem answers both yes and no. The poem makes distinctions between the whiteness of the two characters, insisting that Adonis’s is superior to Venus’s and thus more desirable. The poem later portrays them as both being white:


Full gently now she takes him by the hand,

A lily prison’d in a gaol of snow,

Or ivory in an alabaster band;

So white a friend engirts so white a foe:

 This beauteous combat, wilful and unwilling,

 Show’d like two silver doves that sit a-billing.  (ln. 361–366)



Iyengar observes that ‘Venus and Adonis become indistinguishable in a famous stanza that compares degrees of whiteness only to conclude that male and female, like ‘two silver doves’, cannot be told apart’ (2005, 149). Here the poem seems to forget the mixed-colour erotics with which it began. At the same time, the poem makes it clear that Venus’s changes in colour reflect her internal unbridled desire, while Adonis’s changes are always produced by external forces. Just two stanzas before Venus takes Adonis’s hand, she touches his cheek: ‘His tenderer cheek receives her soft hand’s print,/As apt as new-fall’n snow takes any dint’ (ln. 353–354). Venus’s touch becomes visible on Adonis’s face. Adonis, however, not only rejects Venus’s sexual advances but demonstrates concern about how her desire alters his body. Arguably, it is precisely how sexual desire ‘prints’ itself on the body, the very impressionability of the White body, that becomes a concern.

Venus is White, but she treats her whiteness and the whiteness of others rather carelessly, willing as she is to linger in her red passion and in the sun. But she is also immortal, and perhaps we should not read her as modelling ideal human behaviour or being. Adonis, however, the human that he is, is much more concerned about maintaining his whiteness and constancy. Cleverly, Venus attempts to recolour sexual reproduction:


‘What is thy body but a swallowing grave,

Seeming to bury that posterity

Which by the rights of time thou needs must have,

If thou destroy them not in dark obscurity?

 If so, the world will hold thee in disdain,

 Sith in thy pride so fair a hope is slain.  (ln. 757–762)



Despite Venus’s attempt to turn sexual reproduction into a remedy for darkness (‘dark obscurity’), and, again, equate the absence of sexual desire with pride, Adonis responds to this argument in his final speech before leaving to hunt:


‘Nay then’, quoth Adon, ‘you will fall again

Into your idle over-handled theme.

The kiss I gave you is bestowed in vain,

And all in vain you strive against the stream:

  For by this black-faced night, desire’s foul nurse

  Your treatise makes me like you worse and worse.



It is clear that Adonis is tired of hearing Venus’s arguments about procreation; it is her ‘over-handled theme’. It is also clear that Adonis associates desire with blackness and foulness; his response demonstrates that he is unpersuaded that procreation is a remedy to darkness.

And yet, Adonis is dead in the end. He has no children. He is transformed into a flower which, being plucked, will ‘wither in [Venus’s] breast’ (ln. 1182). At the poem’s end, we might very well ask, is such a devotion to whiteness worth it? The answer would seem to be no: it quite literally leads to death. Menon has shown that the poem resists teleology, that it is ‘far more interested in the relationship between sexuality and failure than in the teleological success of sex’ (2005, 500). I agree on this point, though I see the relationship as signalling a tension in the poem that emerges at the intersection of racial and sexual poetics, where they meet in the interplay between fair and dark. Ultimately, the poem gets tangled in and confused by contradictions that lie in the intersection of these poetics. Arguably, Shakespeare returns to this problematic in the procreation sonnets, which, according to Melissa Sanchez, ‘are perhaps the best-known cultural monument to a fantasy of delibidinized procreation that suppresses the details of the male erection and ejaculation upon which conception depends’, and ‘the gendered and racial hierarchies that inform the segregation of sex from propagation’ (2019a, 132). Venus and Adonis, however, maintains a sexual and racial poetics that overvalues whiteness by equating chastity and the absence of desire with desirability, even as this equation is confounded by the racial and sexual poetics that links desire to blackness and sexual excess to Black people. The poem is unable to find a way to render a desirable form of whiteness that does not need and can exist independent of blackness. And yet, the poem is unwilling to devalue whiteness. This is whiteness as fetish in all senses of that word: inspiring devotion because of some inherent magical quality, an object or a part of the body that becomes the cynosure of intense sexual gratification, and a commodity that conceals the conditions of its own production—namely, its dependence upon the devaluing and exploitation of non-White people.12

I now want to return to the issue of the poem’s popularity among young, elite, White male readers to suggest that Adonis’s racial future lies in the history of reading. Through explicating how the invisible whiteness of White readers/scholars within Shakespeare studies delimits what can be seen in Shakespeare’s works, Ian Smith has demonstrated that how readers read cannot be separated from racial formation. Smith also points out that attempts to ‘reconstruct individual early modern readers from fragmentary material evidence constitutes a return to the project of white invisibility, despite scholar’s laudable efforts, and defers, seemingly endlessly, any serious discussion about the racial identity of the contemporary scholar-reader’ (2022, 34). Histories of the book that attend to readers have, by and large, been more interested in what is barely there than in the whiteness in our scholarly midst. I believe Smith’s critique draws attention to a need for a different kind of history of reading. When it comes to Venus and Adonis, we need to acknowledge that most, if not all, of its early readers were White.

Roberts has attended to how differences between male and female readers of the poem were characterized, but attending to male readers, Roberts argues that the satirical Parnassus plays—performed by students at St. John’s College, Cambridge, between 1598 and 1601—provide us with important insight into how Venus and Adonis was read by a specific set of readers (Roberts 2003).13 Venus and Adonis is alluded to throughout the plays, but in The First Part of the Return frome Parnassus the poem is used by Gullio, the laughing stock of the play, to seduce ladies. The poet Ingenioso mocks Gullio’s plagiarism of Shakespeare:


Ingenioso. We shall have nothinge but pure Shakespeare and shreds of poetry that he hath

gathered at theators.

Gullio. Pardon mee moy mistressa, ast am a gentleman the moone in comparison of thy

bright hue a mere slutt, Antonies Cleopatra a blacke browde milkmade, Hellen a

dowdie.

Ingenioso. Marke, Romeo and Iuliet: O monstrous theft, I thinke he will runn through a

whole booke of Samuell Daniells.

Gullio. Thrise fairer than myself, thus I began,

The gods faire riches, sweet aboue compare,

Staine to all Nimpes, [m]ore louely the[n] a man,

More white and red than doues and roses are:

Nature that made thee, with herself at strife,

Saith that the worlde hath ending with thy life.

Ingenioso. Sweete Mr. Shakespeare.  (987–1001)



Ingenioso first notes that Gullio has stolen from Romeo and Juliet, when Mercutio makes fun of Romeo’s condition as a lover:


Without his roe, like a dried herring: flesh, flesh, how art thou fishified! Now is he for the numbers that Petrarch flowed in: Laura to his lady was but a kitchen-wench; marry, she had a better love to be-rhyme her; Dido a dowdy; Cleopatra a gipsy; Helen and Hero hildings and harlots; Thisbe a grey eye or so, but not to the purpose. Signior Romeo, bon jour! there’s a French salutation to your French slop. You gave us the counterfeit fairly last night.  (2.3.33–40)



Gullio, however, does not quote Romeo and Juliet verbatim and thus does not seem to produce ‘pure Shakespeare’: he leaves Laura, Dido, and Thisbe out; begins with a more conventional symbol of whiteness and chastity, the moon; and alters the characterizations of Cleopatra and Helen. The whiteness of Gullio’s mistress makes the moon, symbol of Diana and chastity, a slut; transforms Cleopatra, who is praised for her fairness in Samuel Daniel’s The Tragedy of Cleopatra (1594), into a ‘blacke browde milkmade’; and renders Helen, paragon of beauty, simply not all that attractive.

But what is significant about Gullio’s theft is that despite the departure from Shakespeare’s words, Ingenioso immediately links Gullio’s words to Romeo and Juliet, suggesting that ‘pure Shakespeare’ is identified in the mode of comparison rather than in the words themselves. Even mangled Shakespeare can be recognized by what seems to be an essential rhetorical move: elevating the beauty of the beloved by denigrating other beauties, usually by comparing those other beauties to women from the lower class and Africa. The second theft, however, is taken verbatim from Venus and Adonis. What is significant here is that Gullio, fool that he is, sees that the passages from Romeo and Juliet and Venus and Adonis operate similarly, and that the praise of hyper-whiteness is supposed to be efficacious for wooing. In the form of satire, we see both what stood out to the writer of Parnassus and what Venus’s rhetoric might be good for—the praise of hyper-whiteness should lead to sex, and, again, that this praise requires the denigration of less desirable White people.

Attending to moments such as this in the history of reading, quoting, and using Shakespeare—indeed, they are interconnected—demonstrates that hyper-whiteness has been seductive to White readers. But first, Shakespeare studies needs to acknowledge that White people are racialized in Shakespeare’s works, a point that Kimberly Anne Coles’s chapter in this volume also makes clear. Pointing towards a future for Shakespeare studies, David Sterling Brown, Patricia Akhimie, and Arthur L. Little Jr note, ‘One of the instructive ways for Shakespeare studies to dislodge itself from [a] dated entrenchment and imagine for itself a more robust future in a more publicly accountable twenty-first-century humanities, is to shift its attention from outmoded readings of race as Black’ (2022, 18). Parnassus provides one example in the history of reading that shows that White, elite, male readers paid attention to whiteness. Additionally, they read Shakespeare dialogically, identified modes of ‘pure Shakespeare’ in different works, and brought them into relationship with each other and with similar moments in works by other writers—Ingenioso also sees Samuel Daniel’s work in Gullio’s speech. ‘Pure Shakespeare’ manifests itself not only in plots and direct quotations, but also in the racializing rhetoric of whiteness that early modern readers—and many after them—identified and then reproduced.
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1 All quotations of Venus and Adonis and Shakespeare’s sonnets are from this edition. For an impressive study that places Venus and Adonis within the larger context of the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century book trade, see Erne and Badcoe 2014.

2 Lynn Enterline suggests that epyllia were popular because the stories imitated Latin works that were part of the grammar school curriculum (Enterline 2015).

3 In the wake of George Floyd’s murder in May 2020, debates surfaced in news media and academic style guides about the capitalization of ‘Black’, ‘White’, and ‘Brown’ when referring to racial groups. The capitalizing of ‘Black’ emerged uncontroversially, but the capitalization of ‘White’ (and ‘Brown’, too, though for very different reasons) provided and still provides consternation. I choose to capitalize ‘White’ following Nell Irvin Painter’s assertion that


White Americans have had the choice of being something vague, something unraced and separate from race. A capitalized ‘White’ challenges that freedom by unmasking ‘Whiteness’ as an American racial identity as historically important as ‘Blackness’—which it certainly is.

No longer should white people be allowed the comfort of this racial invisibility; they should have to see themselves as raced. Being racialized makes white people squirm, so let’s racialize them with that capital W.  (Painter 2020)



Like Painter, I believe ‘White’ produces productive uncomfortability, and I use it to emphasize that Venus and Adonis helped shape and records White people’s desires and understandings of themselves. On the debate, also see Appiah 2020.

4 Melissa Sanchez and Stephan Guy-Bray provide helpful overviews of the various types of queerness scholars have seen in the poem. In Shakespeare and Queer Theory, Sanchez offers that queerness operates in the circulation of desire across categories of gender, age, and species (2019b, 115–121), while in Shakespeare and Queer Representation, Guy-Bray considers the queerness of rhetorical figures in the poem, such as similes that produce couples of things that do not seem to belong together, and elaborate descriptions that stand in for the absent sexual act (2021, 148–174).

5 Also see Jean Howard’s chapter, ‘Shakespeare, Race, and Feminist Critique’ in this volume, which discusses queer erotics and male fairness.

6 On whiteness, beauty, and Petrarchan discourse, see Hall 1996. Attention to whiteness has been integral to premodern critical race scholars, especially in the work of Kim F. Hall, Francesca Royster and Arthur J. Little (Hall 1996; Little 2016; Royster 2000). Also see the forum, ‘Whiteness and Shakespeare Studies’, edited by David Sterling Brown, Patricia Akhimie, and Arthur L. Little Jr in Shakespeare Studies 50 (2022).

7 I wish to thank Dr. Chakravarty for sharing the unpublished paper with me. Also see Ianna Hawkins Owen, ‘On the Racialization of Asexuality’ (2014).

8 Although the ‘ends’ to which I read Venus and Adonis differ greatly from those of Madhavi Menon, who critiques the various ends to which scholars have read Adonis’s sexuality, I agree with Menon that the poem is significantly invested in resisting the teleology of desire (Menon 2005). Also see Urvashi Chakravarty, who has importantly drawn attention to issues of race, sexuality, and futurity in ‘ “I Had Peopled Else”: Shakespeare’s Queer Natalities and the Reproduction of Race’ (2019), and in ‘ “Fitt for Faire Habitacion”: Kinship and Race in A Vewe of the Present State of Irelande’ (2021).

9 Ellis also notes that these poems often deal with queer forms of desire, even as the genre is itself queer in relation to the genre of epic.

10 Rainalds’s and King’s poems are included in Hall’s invaluable appendix, ‘Poems of Blackness’ in Things of Darkness (1995, 275–276).

11 For another example of a poem featuring a Black woman in love with a scornful White man, see George Herbert’s ‘A Negress Courts Certus, a Man of a Different Colour’, also in Hall’s appendix (1995, 274).

12 This understanding of whiteness as fetish is inspired by concepts of racial capitalism, first popularized by Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (2000). I also wish to acknowledge that Sharon Holland’s The Erotic Life of Racism (2013) inspires many of the questions I have been able to bring to Shakespeare’s poem. Holland’s work has inspired scholars—early modernists included—to think about the intersection of racism and queer forms of desire.

13 Roberts’s study also makes it clear that it is important to pay attention to female readers of Venus and Adonis. Doing so, I suggest, might also tell us about the racial and sexual formation of early modern White women.


CHAPTER 6

The Imperatives of Race Consciousness in 21st-Century Shakespearean Performance

Farah Karim-Cooper

What does it mean to be race conscious today? When it comes to the Shakespearean theatre in the twenty-first century, it means dismantling practices that are grounded in neutrality. In this regard ‘colour blind’ casting, still largely practised by many theatre directors in Britain, is a useful place to start. In this volume (Chapter 29), Carla Della Gatta usefully points out the problem with the term itself: ‘[M]ost casting terms have traditionally begun with “colour”, as theatre is a highly visual medium. But the term “colour blind casting” uses the metaphor of disability in a problematic way and for a phenomenon that extends beyond colour of skin.’ She proposes instead the term ‘Nondeliberate Identity Casting’ which suggests that ‘identity factors do not inform casting preferences or audience reception of character’. I think Della Gatta’s term is appropriate, but I don’t use it here, since, for the purposes of this chapter, I wish to draw attention to race specifically and to the notion and practice of race consciousness. I propose the term ‘race conscious’ casting, as from my position within the theatre industry in the UK, I see race neutrality being leveraged in predominantly white venues as theatres move towards idealist notions of ‘inclusive-casting’ under the guise of intersectionality, a term increasingly used in these spaces to move the focus away from race and on to other protected characteristics. The effect of the reinforced emphasis upon neutrality, however, is the lack of race consciousness in the approach to the text, the rehearsal room environment and the micro-aggressive practices and behaviours that can beset an entire production.

In her introduction to her collection of essays on ‘colour blind’ casting in Shakespearean theatre, Ayanna Thompson provides a brief history of the practice tracing it back to Joseph Papp’s New York Shakespeare Festival in the 1950s (Thompson 2006, 2–3). On balance, at the time, it was designed to integrate Black actors into the performance of Shakespeare’s plays, providing hope that an ‘integrationalist ideology’ would benefit not only the Black performance community, but also race relations in American theatre (Peller 1995, 127). While there had already been a long tradition of Black Shakespeare performance, not least the nineteenth-century African Theatre in New York, founded by James Hewlett and that produced Ira Aldridge, these early renditions were not considered ‘colour blind’ forms of casting because they were confined to Black actors. Black actors who did perform in white Shakespeare productions, such as Ira Aldridge, most often performed ‘black roles’, as Thompson observes, like Aaron the Moor, the Prince of Morocco, and Othello. Aldridge, whose career in Europe was groundbreaking, was known for his performances of white roles, such as his famous King Lear—which he performed in whiteface. Again, this is not colour blind casting. Some of the questions addressed by the 2006 collection of essays focus on what constitutes ‘colour blind’ casting, why it is a tradition inextricably linked with Shakespearean performance, and why it’s not the best practice in the end. Theatres in the USA and the UK have not fully addressed casting and therefore have continued the practice without much reflection or consideration of its value or the potential harm it can do to progress when it comes to racial equality in classical theatre. What I hope to do in this chapter is not just interrogate the problems of this practice, but focus on the effects of its articulation in the here and now, in the aftermath, so to speak, of the Covid-19 pandemic, following the murder of George Floyd, the global attention to race inequality that followed, and during the volatile culture wars that demonstrate a backlash and dangerous opposition to racial justice.

During the summer of 2020 when the Black Lives Matter protests were raging throughout the world, in the UK the statue of the slaver Edward Colston was toppled and pushed into Bristol Harbour. For many groups, it symbolized an attack on British history and values. Fears about Shakespeare being symbolically pulled down from his plinth have helped to shape arguments against diverse casting practices in general. If Thompson’s collection was published in 2022, not many of its arguments would be irrelevant, but the cultural landscape in which Shakespeare is performed has altered dramatically and this forces us to examine anew the kinds of strategies theatres and production companies should look to adopt to move away from a practice that is, as Omari Newton has described it, ‘a form of erasure’ or, as he elaborates, the ‘theatrical equivalent of telling your Black friend, ‘I don’t see colour’ when they try to engage you in a conversation about race’ (Newton 2019). A more forward-looking approach is articulated by Carla Della Gatta in this volume as she provides terminology that specifically identifies the casting function a production might aim for, thereby making space for a variety of identity-based choices.1 Not seeing race was the ideal in the push for racial equality. When colour blind casting was introduced by Joseph Papp, it ‘sought to create an environment in which actors were judged not on their ‘personhood’ or their ‘own face’ but on their talent’; in other words, as Thompson notes, a ‘meritocratic model’ (Thompson 2006, 6). It seems an appropriate strategy for inclusion, but there are too many challenges that come with this model that, post-2020, need to be taken into account; for example, how do we move beyond ‘seeing race’ without rendering racial inequality invisible too?

Before considering the arena of theatre and performance, it’s useful to think about how colour blind casting was influenced by and relates to the policy changes brought about by the liberal aspiration for racial equality in the 1960s. Sociologists defined social colour blindness as ‘an approach to managing diversity in which intergroup distinctions and considerations are deemphasized’ (Apfelbaum et al. 2010). Critical race theorists have long pointed out the problems with de-emphasis; in Gary Peller’s assessment colour blindness is less of an ideology than it is an outcome of social consensus that proposes ‘prejudice and discrimination’ could be replaced with ‘reason and neutrality’. In essence, ‘integrationists [were] committed to the view that race makes no real difference between people, except as unfortunate historical vestiges’ (Peller 1995, 127, 130). If race makes no difference and we are all the same, then racial distinctions such as skin colour are no longer part of an equation when it comes to inequality; instead, merit becomes the value or standard by which attainment and achievement is judged. Racism and discrimination float to the top of this pool so you can see and skim off the scum—or the ‘personally mediated racism’ (Jones 2000, 1214)—within such a utopian society. Problematizing this social model has already been done in multiple disciplines and is far too big a task for this chapter, but it is useful to remember why colour blind casting has been traditionally viewed as an equalizing practice. Upon a closer look, it masks structural inequalities while denying the creative potential and complexity of difference. Moreover, it ‘urges us to look away from the uneasy questions of injustice to fellow humans and the role of whiteness in the historical arc of that display of inhumanity’, something Ian Smith observes about the neglect of race in Shakespeare studies more broadly (Smith 2022, 2). Race consciousness asks us to be more intentional in the way directors and artists think about bodies on stage.

Microcosmically, theatre relies upon a similar ideal of race neutrality as akin to equality. But classical theatre venues in the United Kingdom and America are universalist environments and universalism is problematic because it is based on ideals set by European, white Western values. It is a principle in which the appreciation of Shakespeare in the last 200 years has been deeply rooted. How many of us have heard of and been taught to value Shakespeare’s ‘universality’? But rather than articulate the capacity of Shakespeare’s canon to appeal to multiple communities and speak to a range of non-English, non-white identities in very specific ways, the concept of universality presumes whiteness is the starting point for audiences and actors alike. Thus, non-white performance of Shakespeare is integrated into or subsumed, ultimately subordinate to the dominant mode.

‘Casting an actor to play Hamlet is about talent not identity; it is a complex, difficult role’—said a white director in an email conversation. This is a popular argument in favour of colour blind casting made with the implicit misunderstanding that making race a factor oversimplifies the role, the play, or is a distracting act of ‘vanity’. Hamlet, in particular, has a reception, performance, and critical history that has been deeply invested in the white, upper-class male experience. But somehow regardless of background everyone should miraculously be able to relate to his plight. It is no secret that Hamlet’s experience has been described repeatedly in universalist terms in literary as well as theatre criticism. If a Black actor plays the part as a white man, his Blackness is meant to be invisible. But what implications does this have for equalizing the playing field during the theatrical process leading up to the performance? In other words, how many processes of erasure must an actor undergo before he even gets on stage in the opening performance?

How can meaning be achieved if a Black actor plays the role as a Black man or even if a white woman plays the part, as Maxine Peake did in the Manchester Royal Exchange production in 2014? Exploring the racial complexity of Shakespeare’s language and the way it has been encoded with meaning could help us to see the play in ways that have been hidden in plain sight. Ian Smith argues Shakespeare’s works, especially Hamlet, have been read through the lens of whiteness which forces us to deny the racial dynamics of these early texts. For example, the impact the imagery of blackness in the play shows that in Shakespeare, the language of colour binarism is not merely metaphorical. Smith shows the play reveals a ‘salient insight’ into the ‘white consumption of blackness’:


… if we are to persist in [the] implanting of Hamlet as modern man, we might wish to consider a more complex view in which the play’s accommodation with modernity does not conveniently neutralize its entanglement with violence against black subjects and bodies. And the widespread tendency of critics to identify with Hamlet, epitomized in [George] Hazlitt’s famous embrace of the Danish prince, ‘It is we who are Hamlet’, would demand renewed interrogation: ‘In what sense, exactly’ Smith asks, ‘do critics share in the racial consciousness and debate that Hamlet exemplifies?’  (Smith 2022, 124, 120)



Productions that cast consciously, can be put to work in the service of such questions and unlock the affective meanings behind tropes of blackness and the implications for racial identity in performance then and now. Smith’s theory that readers of Shakespeare read with, what he calls, ‘racial blind spots’ goes some way towards explaining the persistent attachment to ‘colour blind’ casting. If Shakespeare is always read, studied, and taught without conscious attention to racial thinking, then it is likely that directors won’t consider casting the play with race conscious intentions.

The Young Vic’s 2021 production of the play starring Cush Jumbo, a Black British woman, did not consciously account for her racial or her gender identity. But why not? For one thing, some actors of colour just want to play the part without objectifying their racial identities or carrying the weight of an entire race. That is fair enough. But as we learn from Thompson’s collection, ‘despite the fact that the rubric of “colour blind” suggests that the practice makes colour and/or race invisible, the spectre of racism will not let race be forgotten or erased’ (Thompson 2006, 8). This is true of Shakespeare, where race is felt even in plays that appear not to be explicitly about racialized identities. Jumbo’s portrayal was largely well-received because she is a fantastic actor but also because, I would argue, it was perceived that she did not impose her identities upon the Danish Prince. The Evening Standard reviewer even goes so far as to say that her ‘fine performance is completely lacking in vanity’, which, to my mind, reads as code for: she played it colour and gender blind (Curtis 2021). Describing the criticisms, or as she calls it, ‘defensiveness’ towards her being cast in the role, Jumbo remarked in a podcast with David Tennant that she wasn’t doing it because it is a statement, ‘I’m just Cush and I want to play Hamlet and that’s it’ (Jumbo 2020).

How then do theatre companies address the challenges of casting, particularly in a moment when there is an increasingly loud (albeit) minority of racist backlash against casting Black or minority ethnic actors in any role that has historically been written as or is presumed to have been white only?2 Harvey Young argues that neutral casting practices are fundamentally ‘anchored in the belief that talented actors can play any role and, more specifically, can quickly convince spectators to overlook whatever gaps exist between themselves and the characters whom they play’ (Young 2013, 56). This belief depends, again, on universality. But as Thompson observes when commenting on the negative reception of multiracial casting in a 1963 production of Antony and Cleopatra, ‘although Shakespeare is often described as having created “universal” plays with “timeless” themes, the universality and timelessness of the Bard’s works are often tested when actors of color are involved’ (Thompson 2006, 2). Since Black and minority ethnic actors have been playing Shakespeare, there has been no dearth in racist responses, but there is something newly troubling and insidious about the kinds of outbursts that have occurred in the last three years, in particular, when theatre companies (or television and film companies) cast with racial consciousness, an attempt to address the imbalance while also addressing the problems of representation more broadly.

Shakespeare’s Globe has been staging plays with racially diverse actors in them for years (though sporadically)—through neutral casting—while there has been the odd racialized review, such as Peter J. Smith’s criticism of Patrice Naiambana’s West African accent in a 2005 production of Pericles, race neutrality also characterized most responses (Smith 2005). But in 2022 when the theatre advertised its new production of Julius Caesar with a Black woman pictured on the poster, attacks were levied against the theatre for being ‘woke’. As the production was about to open, an audience member wearing a t-shirt with the phrase ‘All Lives Matter’ printed boldly tried to make himself prominent in the auditorium where actor and audience are equally lit; moreover, the Globe continued to be bombarded via email and social media with racist threats for several days afterward.

In another example, early in 2022, the Royal Shakespeare Company advertised a spectacular new production of Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing. The play, directed by Roy Alexander Weise, would be staged in an Afrofuturistic setting, an artistic movement that explores Black history and culture through science fiction. The posters showcased the beauty of Blackness as well as the costumes with actors Michael Balogun (who eventually withdrew from the production ‘due to unforeseen circumstances’) (Masso 2022) and Akiya Henry in the lead roles of Benedick and Beatrice, photographed stunningly. Acting Artistic Director Erica Whyman was horrified by the outcry from some members of the general public who were extremely racist on their social media channels. In a targeted response, she observed in an interview with the BBC that the ‘disgraceful’ reaction only arose from ‘a minority’ of people (Whyman 2022). What the RSC failed to address was the structural racism at the heart of the incident that meant the actors were let down while the audiences were reassured. The theatre was quick to assert that not everyone out there behaves so disgracefully, always assured that racism is rare, reflecting the attitude that views racism as an extreme behaviour rather than a set of structural disadvantages. This integrationalist idealism of society still pervades the British theatre industry.

What is striking in both examples is the race consciousness at the heart of these casting decisions. The insertion of Black and minority ethnic actors into Shakespeare productions was not well received in the early twentieth century, but an integrationalist ideology enabled ‘colour blind’ casting to flourish, becoming the ‘fairest’ way to cast Shakespeare in both senses of the word. The insertion of Black characters, Black histories and culture into Shakespeare’s texts, however, disrupts the universalist paradigm and interferes with the very notion that Shakespeare is, in Arthur L. Little Jr’s words, ‘white property’ (Little 2021).

Since the resurgence of Black Lives Matter in 2020, some arts and entertainment venues and production companies have attempted to address the imbalance in representation as well as suggest ownership of the classical canon is no longer pre-determined. We’ve witnessed this move in the diversity of actors and artists employed but also in the stories, culture, and histories of these artists. It has generated an intensive reckoning with the whitewashing of British and American histories that ‘colour blind’ casting simply reinforces. Performance studies scholars have long problematized the implicit consequences of such casting practices: coercing audience members to make unconscious judgements about history and about the place of race and racism in it when they are expected to overlook race. For example, Lisa M. Anderson asks a vital question: ‘What exactly does it mean for race not to matter?’ She continues:


Invariably, a world in which race does not matter is a world in which race, and its signifier skin color, do not mean anything. Such a world would have no meanings attached to differences in skin color, and it would not have a history in which race was a central category.

Obviously, in the US cultural context, differences in skin color, signifying differences in ‘race’, have been profoundly significant in our history. From the earliest encounters with ‘Indians’, to the transformation of indentured servitude to chattel slavery based upon race, to the exclusion Acts and Japanese internment of the 1940s, race has been a central category.  (Anderson 2006, 90)



What does it mean for largely white audiences of Shakespearean theatres to ignore this ‘cultural context’? The Canadian actor Omari Newton sees it as damaging and asks a similar question, noting how theatre has trained audiences to be race neutral when he attended a performance of the Broadway revival of Arthur Miller’s All My Sons, originally produced in 1947. Newton objects to the production’s negligence in exploring the racial politics of the late 1940s: ‘[I]nexplicably, and I mean that in the most literal sense of the word’, he argues, ‘we learn that one of Keller’s (the wealthy protagonist who harbours a secret about his past) neighbours, a white man, is married to a Black woman. They even have a beautiful mixed race child.’ But this fact was not acknowledged by the production; as a result, the audience were forced to accept that the play ‘takes place in a fictional, idyllic America where racism never existed. Slavery? Never happened. The Civil War and its far reaching ramifications? Non existent, I guess’ (Newton 2019). Without race consciousness undergirding casting choices, dangerous erasures take place. The repetition of such erasures produces collective amnesia about the subjugation of racialized minorities and is partly to blame for the backlash against the resurgence of race consciousness not just in theatre but in social discourse. We see this in the recent debates about the number of global majority actors in roles on television and film, such as in the HBO series, House of the Dragon. The ‘diversity-driven’ choices to cast Black actors were defended on the basis of ‘identity-conscious casting’, which ‘makes space for and embraces how actors and artists can bring their whole identities or even parts of their identities to a character’ (Speaks 2022).

When it comes to Shakespeare, that beacon of white culture and history, the question theatres have to respond to is how to cast actors in Shakespearean roles today that don’t ‘passively dehumanize’ them, as Newton argues ‘colour blind’ casting does, and that also does not obliterate the true history of people of colour in even Shakespeare’s own moment. Scholars such as Imtiaz Habib and Oneyka Nubia have provided ample evidence of the Black presence in Early Modern England, in London, in Southwark even, where Shakespeare worked (Habib 2008; Nubia 2019). Smith neatly summarizes how ‘the textual encoding of blackness set in relief the moment in early modern history when the presence of blackness, in the form and person of Africans, entered the lives of white Europeans—whether through trade, travel and exploration, immigration, and, perhaps most widely through readings of various texts and the staged encounters of theatrical representation’ (Smith 2022, 1). Furthermore, Smith adds:


Transported enslaved Africans, black household servants, royal musicians, weavers, porters, mariners, and other laborers among the varied professions populate the historical and literary archives; imported goods and fashionable items rehearse the black presence in the residual cultural traces of their foreign affiliations.  (Smith 2022, 1)



To what extent can this history be acknowledged by race consciousness? It means reading the plays, as theatre directors, producers, and actors, without the ‘racial blind spots’ Smith warns against. It also means theatre companies and the artists they employ need to explore when and why race neutrality retains its currency and value. Its persistence in major Shakespeare producing houses feels similar to what Peter Erickson and Kim F. Hall have characterized as the white academy’s neglect of race consciousness as an ‘act of refusal … due to a pathological averseness to thinking about race … ’ (Erikson and Hall 2016, 2). The major Shakespeare companies are run by white artists who can opt in and out of race consciousness. I would suggest therefore, the theatre industry’s inability to address race consciousness appropriately also shows a ‘pathological averseness to thinking about race’.

One by-product of race conscious casting would be a de-emphasis on the sense of ownership or entitlement white audiences feel consciously or unconsciously towards Shakespeare, his canon and the legacy of both. Neutral casting does not force white audiences to confront their biases in the same way that race conscious casting does, and the backlash to race conscious productions has demonstrated the increased level of discomfort in such confrontations, as we have seen. Theatres boards are uncomfortable, often, with audience discomfort. They do not want to be seen as ‘political’; while this assumes that casting consciously is a political act, in the heat of the culture wars, it unavoidably is. Traditionally, it has been in the financial interest of theatres to remain race neutral. Yet, as Thompson noted, race and racism are difficult to avoid in these texts, which makes it harder for actors of colour when they are cast in ways that force them to censor their bodies. Hence, boards of trustees and theatre leaders need to find ways to be resilient to racist backlash and demonstrate confidence in their programming and creative decisions.

Thinking carefully about race before, during and after the casting process, recognizing whiteness is also a racial category and acknowledging that unconscious biases are known to reproduce stereotypes are all crucial prerequisites to directing Shakespeare in the twenty-first century. In a survey of Black and Minority Ethnic actors, Jami Rogers found that during the auditioning process across the theatre industry 79% of respondents felt they had been asked to audition for a role that potentially stereotyped their ethnicity (Rogers 2021). Stereotypes make people laugh and racist humour is alive and well.

What Premodern Critical Race Studies has demonstrated over the last three decades is that race is not just a ‘topic’ or something that can be merely observable through phenotype, but rather it is a set of conditions encompassing a broader set of definitions that takes into account lineage, kinship, blood, religion, culture, and language; it is a context in which the plays of Shakespeare move and flex. This fact automatically opens up Shakespeare’s non ‘race plays’ to a range of meanings that account for the complex histories of their production and their potentially more heterogeneous reception than previously believed. I’d like to close with an example. Much Ado About Nothing is invested in kinship and class and its genre is fuelled by racist humour. The language of the play is laden with racist slurs used repeatedly to comment on female beauty and virtue, while, what Cord Whitaker has called ‘Black metaphors’ abound, particularly in relation to female shame (Whitaker 2019). When Hero is accused of infidelity, her father Leonato responds in such a way as to illustrate the misogynoir at the root of the Elizabethan rhetoric of beauty:


     O, she is fallen

Into a pit of ink that the wide sea

Hath drops too few to wash her clean again,

And salt too little which may season give

To her foul-tainted flesh.  (4.1.138–42)



While, later on, Leonato asks Claudio if he is still determined to marry his ‘brother’s daughter’, who is actually Hero that Claudio thinks is dead. Claudio responds with ‘I’ll hold my mind were she an Ethiope’ (5.4.38). These lines force us to consider the ways in which scholars and directors alike have overlooked not just the fact of Shakespeare’s ‘racial interests’ (Smith 2022, 2) here, but also the effects of such lines on actors cast race-blindly and on the collective consciousness of the audiences. Many productions will cut such references, but even such seemingly necessary cuts reveal further the investment in neutrality that Shakespearean theatre seems incapable of letting go.

In a recent production of Much Ado About Nothing in a major UK theatre, the director was constrained to work within the Artistic Director’s vision for an ‘ensemble’ cast that would perform two plays in repertory. Ensemble casting has its advantages, but is a relic of colour blind casting models; it relies fundamentally upon neutral casting and therefore is categorically an ill-informed strategy towards racial equality or inclusive and attentive casting towards all bodies. The ensemble cast of Much Ado was unfortunately not terribly diverse, only two actors, in fact, were Black and only one other hailed from an ethnically diverse background. A Black female actor was given the role of Margaret, the servant who has an affair with Borachio and is the reason Hero’s virtue comes under question, while the part of Don John, the villainous ‘bastard’ who plots against Hero and Claudio was played by the only Black male actor in the cast. This seemed like a benign choice in an otherwise well received and stellar production, hilarious in places and wonderfully directed; the casting of these two characters, however, showcased the theatre’s inability to be consistent in its aim to cast race consciously or with inclusive intentions by forming an ensemble cast that would limit the choices for identity-conscious casting for directors. The stereotypes replicated, therefore, were problematic, though for the most part, remained invisible to theatre critics and to the largely white audiences. But not to the actors or global majority scholars and audience members who saw it. If Much Ado itself had been read without ‘racial blind spots’ by the casting team, there might have been the freedom on the part of the director to make different choices. Race consciousness begins with reading, then production conceptualization before you even begin casting. This alertness to the play’s racial dynamics would then ripple out across the production process and might reveal a world in which actors experience a sense of belonging in a predominantly white classical theatre industry as they formulate their characters and their careers as Shakespearean actors.
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1 See Carla Della Gatta’s ‘Casting Shakespeare Today’ (Chapter 29 in this volume), in which she outlines ‘strategies for casting’.

2 See Mary Rambaran-Olm’s parody of the backlash against casting black actors in Amazon’s Rings of Power (Rambaran-Olm 2022).


Chapter 7

Shakespeare and Race

The Oral Histories

Carla Della Gatta

With Adjoa Andoh, Lileana Blain-Cruz, Carl Cofield, Ako Dachs, Noma Dumezweni, Raúl Esparza, Chukwudi Iwuji, Iqbal Khan, Jani Lauzon, John Leguizamo, Natsuko Ohama, Bill Rauch, Whitney White, and Sherri Young

From May 2021 through January 2022, I spoke with fourteen artists about their experience with Shakespeare. What began as a commission for practitioner interviews became an oral history project. I researched and prepared specific questions for each person, though many topics reappeared across the conversations. Some of the artists have worked with each other and some not at all. They are actors, directors, producers, and playwrights working in media ranging from stage to television to film.

It became immediately clear that a conversation about Shakespeare always involves a conversation about something much more intense: our relationship to the world in all its complexities. It also became clear that any conversation about race invariably will bring forth conversations about colourism, antiBlackness, economic inequities, colonization, media depictions, linguistic bias, immigrant experiences, generational differences, and the very terminology of identity categories. But these conversations also contained a desire to articulate shared experiences, commonalities, and the possibilities for doing so from the stage.

Each interview was conducted over Zoom and most ran a little more than an hour, though they ranged from forty-five minutes to well over two hours. I emailed each artist sample questions ahead of our conversation; they were simply to lay the groundwork for possible topics. In fact, we jumped all over in our dialogue, and I did not rein in seeming tangents, for they often evidence what is most important to the speaker. With the artists’ permission, I recorded from my phone only the audio of our conversation. All of the artists are accustomed to being interviewed, but the knowledge that a video is being recorded often produces less candid conversation. The audio recordings were merely to ease my note-taking and, per my promise to each of them, the recordings have since been destroyed.

I was unable to use a transcription service, as even the costliest ones advertise that they do not work as well for speakers ‘with accents’. Everyone has an accent, but transcription services in English contain a bias towards pronunciation that does not favour most of the artists. I had the painful task of listening to my own voice on the recordings, and I removed myself immediately. I then transcribed 115,000 words of which 30,000 appear in the pages of this handbook (and another 12,000 words appear as ‘Outtakes’ online at www.oup.co.uk/companion/OHSR).

I told each artist from the outset that I would be placing their history in conversation with the others’ histories. Not one person hesitated or questioned this mode of scholarship, for theatre is a conversation and making theatre is working with others. As the interviews continued over nine months, I realized truly how much these artists were in dialogue with each other. As the interviews progressed, I mentioned others who had made similar statements on the same subject, and this exposed relationships of which I was both aware and unaware. For example, I knew that Lileana Blain-Cruz had directed Henry IV, Part 1 in the same year that Carl Cofield directed Henry IV, Part 2 at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival, but I did not know of their efforts to coordinate and collaborate on a shared vision for their casting choices. I was surprised and delighted to learn that Bill Rauch directed Raúl Esparza in a show for Cornerstone Theater Company over twenty years ago, a memory each shared with immediate joy. I had recently watched John Leguizamo and Chukwudi Iwuji in When They See Us, but they never met on set. And I could feel the friendship between Adjoa Andoh and Noma Dumezweni even before they each mentioned it.

Our communication did not end after the interview. I sent each artist a transcript of what I had curated and they were permitted to change, edit, and delete as they saw fit. These are their oral histories, not my interviews. I divided the conversations as they appear here, in shorter essays and sub-sections; these shorter essays weave together to form one large dialogue. I re-listened and re-read, and I asked for clarification in order to ensure that their narratives are being told as they wish. With many of the artists, our conversations have continued since that time, and I have met several of them in person. I will meet more, I am sure, in the years to come.

What I failed to consider was how moved I would be by this project; it changed me in a profound way, and I express my gratitude here for the honesty and laughter that we shared. Despite the years I have spent devoted to the theatre as the ‘both/and’ of a scholar and a practitioner, I had never taken on a project that demanded me to share of myself so explicitly, a style of scholarship from which I tend to refrain. I too am in this dialogue, though apropos of my writing style and scholarly focus of centring artists rather than myself, my name appears just once in the record that remains. The people who appear by name and are celebrated throughout are the collaborators and the mentors who helped to shape the artists.

I selected the artists based on their expertise in making Shakespeare. What they revealed to me and what is reflected here goes beyond that to their giftedness and sincerity, both of which are key to their art-making. Each artist gave me their time, expressed their ideas and feelings freely and eloquently, and entrusted me to select what was most pertinent, most poignant, from our dialogue. What follows are the personal histories of artists who have given much to the craft of Shakespeare. Woven throughout is the narrative of how and why people make art, including a commitment to engaging with a storyteller who wrote over 400 years ago from a position that is outside our time and conception of the world.

Theatre is a collaborative practice, and to make theatre is to be in dialogue with others, and with oneself; any oral histories project with Shakespeare is a dialogue always.

All quotations from Shakespeare’s plays are noted with the corresponding line numbers in Gary Taylor, John Jowett, Terri Bourus, and Gabriel Egan, eds, The New Oxford Shakespeare: Modern Critical Edition (2016).

What Was Your First Experience with Shakespeare?

AKO DACHS I saw Derek Jacobi in Much Ado About Nothing at the RSC in 1982, and that is what made me want to do Shakespeare.

ADJOA ANDOH The first Shakespeare play that I remember seeing was at the local theatre in Bristol. I went with my best friend from primary school; I was eight, she was seven. We went to see The Tempest. There was a comedy series on British TV in the 1960s and 1970s called Dad’s Army and one of the lead characters was a bank manager named Captain Mainwaring. And Captain Mainwaring (Arthur Lowe) was playing Prospero!—that’s all I needed to know. I was excited that I was going to see Lowe, who was a great classical actor, actually. I remember the sense of magic and awe and wonder.

JANI LAUZON My foster father was a lover of Shakespeare, so in his high school drama program, in which I was a student, we explored a lot of Shakespeare.

I had access to it as a performer and also the academic aspects of it through my English class. While I understand it is good to sit down and figure out what the heck you’re saying, it’s not until you actually put the images into your body that the words truly have resonance.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO I think it was Romeo and Juliet in college, and I thought I did a great job, but who knows? I think it was my freshman or sophomore year. I was Romeo. We did it for class and I spent weeks working on it, paraphrasing it, and doing all these techniques to get into the language and to get beyond the language. I ended up loving it, really, really loving it.

LILEANA BLAIN-CRUZ There’s a sentimental memory, and then there’s the gradual move into professional practice. I always loved reading as a kid; it was my way of escaping. My dad had this big, massive, red Shakespeare book—the old language version—and we would sit and he would read it with me. I didn’t realize how formative an experience it was, but I loved it because I kind of understood what was going on, and was simultaneously deeply and delightfully confounded. Hah!

Then, I remember I was in high school and, of course, English classes were my favourite ones. We eventually studied Shakespeare and I thought: I want to do the Hamlet monologue instead of writing an essay; I’m just gonna perform ‘To Be or Not To Be’ in front of the class in purple lipstick and black velvet. I had no idea that this exploration of embodying language was slowly guiding me into a life in the theatre. (When she laughs, it turns to musicality) Then I went to Princeton for undergrad and I kind of fell into theatre, because those folks looked like they were having fun. I had tried to audition and failed miserably and I thought, ‘I guess I should take an acting class’. And there, I realized that I had way more fun watching other people, and designing the room. And a professor asked, ‘Have you thought about directing?’

RAÚL ESPARZA There was a class on writing I took in the fifth grade. I used to love to write. And I wanted to make a story about an actress who went crazy, and the teacher recommended that the role the actress would play would be Lady Macbeth. I went to the librarian and asked for Macbeth. I thought I was talking about something really obscure; I’d never heard of Shakespeare. I said to the librarian, ‘You’ve probably never heard of this play’, and she gave me the play, and she also gave me Tales from Shakespeare by Charles Lamb, which I have a nineteenth-century edition of here, at home.

I got through that play, and then after I finished it, that same librarian gave me a book of his plays, which was published in 1911. The gift that that librarian gave me; I wish I could remember her name. It was gigantic.

CHUKWUDI IWUJI I was twelve when I moved to boarding school in England. Back then, you were either the cool kids playing sports or you were the weird kids doing drama. The curriculum wasn’t structured to allow you time to do both. It’s very different now; they realize the value of a fully rounded education. So, I played sports; I didn’t really do much acting at all until I went to college in the States.

IQBAL KHAN I got to know Shakespeare when I was very, very young. And the first Shakespeare play that I ever heard and tried to do was Macbeth. My brothers and I read scenes that we found most exciting; I played Lady Macbeth in our excerpted version.

I would get lots of audio recordings by ‘the greats’: Laurence Olivier, John Gielgud, Paul Scofield. Paul Scofield was the one—something in his sounding of the words, his uncentring of sense, beyond the concrete and realistic. He tickled away at the back of my brain, both luminous and numinous. In a more formal capacity, at school, I was lucky with the first English teacher who taught us Shakespeare. He was a Liverpudlian Marxist called Mr. Reader! He had a very heavy Scouse dialect—muscular and musical. And he read Macbeth and Jane Eyre out loud, way beyond the confines of the class walls … and for him, all was born of the radical and the revolution. Everything was subversion and dangerous politics.

BILL RAUCH Shakespeare was a constant thread in my life. In seventh grade, I was living in Connecticut, and we were bused to see the now famous Yale Rep production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream directed by Alvin Epstein in 1975. That production really changed my life. We were reading it in school at the same time. I was so excited by the production; I came back and, you’ll see this as a thread throughout my life, I translated and updated the language to contemporary English because I wanted my peers in seventh grade to understand it better. The next year I directed that year’s seventh grade class in my version, along with a local woman who was a professional director, and we kind of co-directed it. That was obviously an early experience in terms of adapting Shakespeare. Later, one of the most significant projects I did in college was a production of Romeo and Juliet.

NOMA DUMEZWENI I didn’t like Shakespeare in high school because it was in English class. I realized as I got older that plays are meant to be played; that’s why they’re called plays. And it is the thing to get it out of your head and into your body. That’s what I love about the language.

CARL COFIELD I was in conservatory at University of Miami, and first year you’re learning about your instrument and which things that you need to develop, second year is more about working on material that’s closer to you—so angry young men, angsty teenagers—and third year is a pivot when you start working in heightened text. That’s a word I use nowadays but back when I was in school it was called classical text, when you start to use European standards as the model. My professor, Mel Shrawder, said, ‘You know, Carl, now we’re going to move into the Greeks and Shakespeare.’ And I very candidly said, ‘You know what, I’m not really interested in that because Shakespeare has left me alone thus far and I’m going to leave Shakespeare alone, and we’re good.’ So to me, I didn’t envision that being a part of my life in the theatre, and I really asked him, ‘Listen, do you really think that this young Black man from Miami is ever going to do Hamlet?’

And so luckily Mel Shrawder said, ‘No Carl, I do see a world where you could be Marc Antony. I see it.’ And, not in the dirty car salesman way, he sold me when he articulated his beliefs. I thought, wow, you really see that? And that’s sort of empowering when you’re a young person, that’s pretty amazing, that he would envision me like that. So armed with that confidence from a professor, I was able to go into it.

WHITNEY WHITE I was obsessed with the voice. I wanted to be an opera singer. At Northwestern, I had a wonderful vocal teacher, Melissa Foster. I later got into the Musical Theatre program and kept the Political Science major too. By the time I got to Brown University (for graduate school), I had been on a couple of TV shows and I had done a show in New York and a bunch of regional shows. But I was hitting a wall. I would audition for Shakespeare, but often I was told, ‘You’re not quite right for that.’ Even in the musical theatre world, I was often told, ‘Your voice is too rock and roll. It’s too “legit”.’ And then my teachers became very supportive of me directing. And that really changed my life, and it changed my relationship to myself, and as art-maker.

SHERRI YOUNG One of the reasons why I wanted to do Shakespeare was because I was really resentful of Shakespeare. I was resentful that everyone lauded him as one of the most brilliant playwrights. I resented that he was white, and that a person of colour didn’t have this praise. The resentment stemmed from being excluded. With me, anything that I don’t get, I want to dive in and be a part of it—understand it. When I started African-American Shakespeare Company, that was part of the dive-in process to say, ‘we could do this, or we can do that’, and we did. But it wasn’t until I got L. Peter Callender to be our Artistic Director that I really understood what a great Shakespeare play can be.

NATSUKO OHAMA I had no relationship to Shakespeare in high school. We had to read it. I hated it. I couldn’t understand it. I mean I could understand it, but I thought this has no validity to me.

I left university and ran away to New York. I was a country kid. I heard about this free performance in this Central Park place, and I went to it. And, providence. It was providence. It was 1974, and it was Pericles, and I didn’t understand it. But I remember seeing Randy Kim as Pericles. I thought, ‘Oh my god’, I was looking at this, ‘I think that guy is Oriental’. So my first initial Shakespeare experience was seeing an Asian guy play the lead in Shakespeare in the Park. Joe Papp’s vision was unbelievable. I thought, this is interesting, I guess because I saw an Asian lead who had a blonde wife and a blonde daughter. That was my first experience with Shakespeare.

I didn’t have another Shakespeare experience until Tina Packer started Shakespeare & Company. That was the summer of 1978, the first show we did—I’m a founding member and permanent faculty—and they just threw everybody in. I think I was a fairy in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. So, it grew on me.


CHAPTER 8

Shakespeare, Race, and Adaptation

Joyce Green MacDonald

Thomas Dartmouth Rice’s Otello, the blackface minstrel-show Shakespeare written by the white American antebellum entertainer best known for popularizing the character Jim Crow, ends with its Desdemona rising from the dead. ‘Oh, look there!’, the onstage chorus sings; ‘See her rise and ope her eyes. Otello’s once more got his wife’ (Lhamon 2003, 383).

Modern readers may well find themselves yearning for the possibility of an even marginally less emotionally brutal ending as they experience Shakespeare’s tragedy. Rice’s play certainly undoes the shock and grief of its original; indeed, the climax of Desdemona coming back to life goes beyond such a relatively modest goal to negate the idea that Shakespeare’s story could contain tragic potential at all. Otello enthusiastically draws on the resources of raucous contemporary popular entertainments to achieve its evisceration of Shakespeare. The lead character is a former slave on a plantation in the US South who has married a white woman and—in a departure from Shakespeare—had a child with her. We can tell that the child is the product of a racially mixed union, because one side of its face is black and the other white. When Rice’s Desdemona, the mother of this two-faced child, is murdered but then miraculously revived, the assembled company breaks into a celebratory song set to the traditional folk tune ‘Old Dan Tucker’.1

First performed about 1833, Rice’s Otello points to class as an important domain in American encounters with Shakespeare, with its reliance on farcical action, on well-loved popular songs like ‘Ol’ Dan Tucker’ and ‘Yankee Doodle’, and on new slang—‘Iago, who began dis spice?’, Otello demands when he breaks up Cassio’s drunken street brawl (Lhamon 2003, 369). But as attractive as its music and tone must have been, it also, and crucially, relied on race to sell itself to its audience. The very spelling of Rice’s hero’s name is meant to caricature the sound of black American speech for Rice’s white audience members. The invention of Othello and Desdemona’s child brings the problem of miscegenation and its social consequences onstage, only to rob interracial sex of the shame and anxiety it generated, as I will discuss later in this chapter. Race, I will be arguing here, is instrumental to the ways in which Shakespeare was made legible for consumption by American audiences haunted by slavery and the social world it made. Both Shakespeare and the ugly realities of slave culture were pervasive, and in the hands of burlesquers like Rice, Shakespeare could become an ideal tool for approaching questions about race that otherwise might have been too difficult to acknowledge. Not content merely to deny the desperate tragedy that Shakespeare found in his materials, Otello promises to devote endless revisionary energy to making sure that the tragic potential generated by racism remains safely defused. If the audience approves, the play concludes, Othello and Desdemona’s triumphal union will be endlessly repeated: ‘And, if all right tomorrow night, / We’ll have this wedding over’ (Lhamon 2003, 383).

Eric Lott (2003) has described how white appropriation of black slang and onstage attempts to reproduce black physicality through dance and movement demonstrated a complex attraction to blackness at the same time that it seemed to mock and deride it. Blackface minstrelsy tamed and contained blackness by relegating it to the status of a tool for making native-born working class whites’ claims to social and economic authority in the face of new pressures wrought by immigration and the competition of free black labourers in Jacksonian America. Burlesque blackface Shakespeares were also an important manifestation of how centrally notions of racial identity and difference could operate in the repackaging of British high culture into a similar kind of tool for asserting a kind of (white) American national populism’s superiority to older English models. A minstrel song simply called ‘Hamlet’ wildly blurs high and low, British and American, black and white, as it negotiates cultural presence on a transatlantic stage:


Oh! ‘tis consummation

Devoutly to be wished

To end your heart-ache by a sleep,

When likely to be dish’d.

Shuffle off your mortal coil,

Do just so,

Wheel about, and turn about,

And jump Jim Crow.

Oh! I’ve seen the guilty creatures

A sitting at the play,

That struck so to the soul, they did

Their malefactions say.

Shuffle off your mortal coil,

And do just so,

Show ‘em that the play’s the thing,

And jump Jim Crow.  (Christy’s Nigga Songster c. 1853, 214)



Americanized notions of a white observing self and a black performing other would recross the Atlantic, as British performers like Charles Mathews took black racial impersonations back to England: racial performance drew its energies from both ends of a transatlantic circuit. But even more insistently, Otello tells us how deeply ideas about race could work independently of class and national competition to shape Shakespearean adaptation. Native Manhattanite Thomas Rice is supposed to have learned to jump Jim Crow in 1830 on a trip to Louisville, inspired by watching a black street performer there. The following year, Nat Turner’s slave rebellion sent terror through Virginia for much of the month of August, followed by a period of violent anti-abolitionist riots in the north and the Ohio Valley, and the growth of explicitly pro-slavery southern nationalism through the rest of the decade. Otello and other early minstrel show Shakespeares took the stage during a period of racist reaction. American notions of black identity made American notions of citizenship, nationhood, and class status visible in burlesque performance, and so we might be justified in saying that at least in these early appearances, race was the hinge on which Shakespearean adaptation turned.

While blackface minstrelsy offers a fascinating set of case studies for any discussion of Shakespeare, race, and adaptation, it is certainly not the only raw material available for such a project. Focusing solely on whites’ blackface Shakespeares undercuts the role that Shakespeare may have played in black actors’ own self-making as performers and impresarios. It ignores important institutional histories of casting and producing Shakespeare that become visible when we take our eyes away from what white companies, theatres, and audiences were doing. And it ignores the experiences of black authors, audiences, and actors as they encountered and remade Shakespeare. All of these topics will be addressed in this chapter, but beginning with a look at minstrelized blackface Shakespeares will help isolate and detail the issues at play in racially conscious reconstructions of his texts and his cultural presence.

‘Adaptation’, Linda Hutcheon famously tells us, ‘is repetition, but repetition without replication’ (Hutcheon and O’Flynn 2006, 7). Repeating Shakespeare without reproducing him exactly, as the minstrel versions I sketch out above did, freed him to be used for selected new purposes, and to lend his gravity to those new purposes, however broadly comedic or marked by hidden anxieties they may have been. Adaptation points to the existence of a kind of relationship between the adaptor and the original text, to ways in which the original has been processed, judged, and absorbed before being transformed. We know just how popular Shakespeare was in eighteenth-century America, with a professional production of Richard III taking place in New York in 1750, but even this early Shakespearean repetition was not interested in strict replication. The version of the play performed was Colley Cibber’s 1700 adaptation that substitutes parts of 3 Henry VI for the original first act, omits Queen Margaret entirely, and—most sensationally—brings the murders of the two young princes onstage. By one scholar’s count, Cibber’s Richard III was reprinted 29 times before 1800 (Kalson 1968), suggesting the degree to which this remade Shakespeare reached readers as well as theatregoers and helped to alter public ideas of what ‘Shakespeare’ really meant.

This adaptation of the Shakespearean text and rearticulation of the meanings that could be taken away from it also appears in the theatrical practice of performing scenes or even speeches from the plays. Mining Shakespeare for opportunities for star turns of speech and gesture further remade the plays for public consumption, reimagining something like Richard III as the occasion for oratorical and gestural display rather than as the opportunity to follow a story neatly unfolding from beginning to end. Indeed, in bringing so much of 3 Henry VI into his Richard III, Colley Cibber had already recognized that far from being a self-contained narrative that was fully comprehensible in itself, the latter play needed alteration in order to make sense for audience members who may not have been able to understand how a villain like Richard could come to be. Was it only a short conceptual step from providing backstory and making explicit what had only been strongly implied, as Cibber’s Richard III does, to further rearranging the play so as to focus on the moments that can make it so thrilling in live performance? We can see such dissection and abstraction of theatrical high points from their full dramatic context, as well as what were perceived to be the racial limitations of such work, in what we know about the Shakespearean experiences of New York’s African Theatre as they began their work in the early 1820s.

Although the African Theatre is best known as an early example of black Atlantic Shakespearean performance, I hope by focusing here on their work as adapters to outline some of the issues created by the operations of their self-authorized racial identity in the process of ‘repetition … without replication’. More than a decade before Ira Aldridge would become the first black actor to play Othello in England, the African Theatre’s James Hewlett was active in New York, and played Richard III for them on 24 September 1821. The story of how the African Company’s Manhattan Shakespeare performances were eventually suppressed is a primal scene in the history of the connections between race, adaptation, and Shakespeare that were forged in the United States, and between the USA and Britain. Company founder William Brown began by creating the African Grove, an entertainment space in lower Manhattan that, while pitched towards the city’s growing community of free blacks, attracted working-class whites and new immigrants as well. Brown opened a venue he called the ‘American Theatre’ in 1821, and his resident company of black actors—the first in US history—played before racially integrated audiences, at first apparently with some success. But Brown’s company soon fell afoul of the city’s increasingly tense racial climate, as black and white New Yorkers struggled to navigate tensions rising from the difficulty of defining freedom and citizenship in the new multiracial metropolis (White 2002). His intention to create an ‘American Theatre’ that included his black actors and patrons in the category of ‘American’ could not be fulfilled in a New York whose politics were increasingly roiled by anti-abolition sentiment (in 1817, the state legislature had voted to set 4 July 1827 for the full abolition of slavery in New York) and by a more generalized contempt of black people. The African Company Shakespeares of the early 1820s can be seen as part of a new solidarity and self-determination among the city’s communities of free and enslaved blacks, which might indeed help explain why it was thought necessary to use police power to contain and disrupt their performance. Their Richard III aroused increasingly aggressive heckling and disruption from white audience members influenced by nativist propaganda. These hecklers’ willingness to put their reactionary racial politics into mob action at the theatre neatly played into the hands of Brown’s well-connected white theatrical rival Stephen Price, who eyed the success of the American Company with some alarm. (Brown offered even lower ticket prices than Price—known in the city’s theatrical circles as Stephen ‘Half-Price’—did at his Park Theatre.) Before they could proceed with their plans to stage Romeo and Juliet, Brown’s actors were arrested during a performance, imprisoned, and released only after agreeing to stop playing Shakespeare (McAllister 2003, 79–207). Mordecai Noah, editor of the city’s National Advocate newspaper, used the playbill for Brown’s Richard III to imply that black people playing Shakespeare was no mere harmless public entertainment put on for the enjoyment of black and white New Yorkers alike, but could in fact signal the beginnings of the racial erasure of New York’s native-born white citizens. Was free black Manhattanites’ current ability to ‘assemble in groups’ and ‘have balls and quadrille parties’ the first step towards a dystopian future in which they would try to ‘solicit a seat in the [state] assembly’ or even mobilize to ‘outvote the whites’ (quoted in McAllister 2003, 135)?

At our distance, Noah’s warnings that black Shakespeare was the harbinger of possible full black control of civil society seem ridiculous. However, his conviction that state authority is properly white, and that free subaltern cultural expression bears within it the power to undo the racial foundations of public order, should be taken seriously. Despite nativist trumpeting of the superiority and independence of true American culture, the African Company’s adaptations and reproductions of Shakespeare—the British titan—were experienced as indications of intolerable social upheaval. Like the franchise or the right to organize politically, Shakespeare properly belonged to white people. The workingmen’s solidarity marshalled to oppose the economic consequences of New York’s changing demographics was formed in whiteness as well as in class consciousness. In popular entertainments of the 1820s and 1830s aimed at satirizing the African Company in particular, and the idea of equal black participation in the public sphere more generally, white observers heaped ridicule on black actors’ physicality and delivery of Shakespeare’s lines. Staging their cultural incompetence as a comic spectacle perhaps blunted the underlying seriousness of the assertion that William Brown’s actors were fundamentally incapable even of repeating, much less of coherently reproducing, any aspect of Shakespeare’s text. Inviting audiences to laugh at black Shakespeareans was a way of soothing the kind of racial anxiety over eventual black domination that Mordecai Noah stoked: if successful engagement with Shakespeare was a measure of civic fitness, white people clearly had nothing to fear.

As noted above, critics like Eric Lott and W.T. Lhamon, Jr. have pointed to the envy and pleasure white caricatures of black performance could contain. In a complex example of how white adaptation could simultaneously work to dismiss black Shakespeare, thereby containing the possibility that it signalled dangerous social dislocation, and to acknowledge its potency and allure as raw creative material for white appropriation, we might consider the results of Charles Mathews’ 1822 observation of a black American Shakespearean who he implies was James Hewlett. Mathews’ successful career as a performer in England had been built on his ability as an impressionist. Since 1817, he had created a series of one-man shows in which he would narrate a story while imitating the accents, bearings, and sometimes even clothing of a whole range of characters, foreign and domestic, complete with songs and dances. With Coleridge and Hazlitt among his admirers, he was considered to be not just a gifted mimic but an artist capable of offering great insight into human and national character. Looking for more human types to explore, Mathews began his first tour of America in 1822. At first, he was disappointed by how many of the accents and colloquialisms he heard in Baltimore, Philadelphia, Boston, and New York were the same he could have heard back in London. But what wasn’t available to him at home was the sound and styles of black American speech, which he seems to have found fascinating (Lindfors 2011, 47–51). ‘I shall be rich in black fun’, he wrote in a letter to his scriptwriter James Smith. ‘I have studied their broken English carefully. It is pronounced the real thing, even by the Yankees’ (quoted in Lindfors 2011, 50). For Mathews, (white) ‘Yankees’ and not black people themselves are the most critical and discerning judges of his efforts at reproducing black speech and style. That is, his popular English performances of blackness conjured it as the product of white imagination and white desire.

Tracy C. Davis has offered a fascinating discussion of the ways in which Mathews could have performed race in A Trip to America, the show he and Smith developed in London after his US tour (Davis 2011). Examining a range of visual and theatrical evidence, she believes that his performance of the show’s four black characters did not necessarily entirely turn on blackface but also called on his skill in manipulating ‘sonic cues of music and syntax, visual cues of deportment and dance, and narrative cues in [his] character sketches’ (Davis 2011, 189). The experience of ‘black fun’ that the show’s invocation of American character types wanted to create for its English audiences thus depended not only on Mathews’ physical virtuosity but also and crucially on those audiences’ own capacity for seeing blackness’ visage in their minds.

But at least one account of Mathews’ 1822 trip abroad demonstrates a cruder operation of white audiences’ imagination of black people doing Shakespeare. In New York, Mathews took the opportunity of attending what sounds like a performance of the African Company, where he saw James Hewlett perform. The account of this visit names the actor ‘Mr. Caesar Alcibiades Hannibal Hewlett’, whom he claimed was also known as ‘the Kentucky Roscius’, the grandiose classical associations of the name designed to mock his true lowly station. When this tragedian came downstage to declaim one of Hamlet’s soliloquies—’To be or not to be, dat is him question, whether him nobler in de mind to suffer or lift up him arms against one sea of hubble bubble and by opossum (oppose’em) end em’—the unruly black audience burst out ‘into one general cry of “opossum, opossum, opossum” ’. The bemused Mathews asked what this might mean, and was informed that ‘Opossum up a Gum Tree’, was the national air, or sort of ‘God save the King’ of the negroes, and that being reminded of it by Hamlet’s pronunciation of ‘oppose’em’, there was no doubt but that they would have it sung’ (Lindfors 2011, 56). The Kentucky Roscius obliged the rowdy crowd by singing what would become a popular minstrel show hit.

This anecdote is clearly designed to mock Hewlett’s ability and the unfitness of his black audience, but it has to cheat to do so. It is hard to imagine that even an unlettered audience could hear someone say ‘oppose’em’ and think they were actually saying ‘opossum’. The cognate of ‘oppose’em’ and ‘opossum’ is visual, not aural, and smacks of the kind of punning Mathews’ and Smith’s scripts were known for. More, Bernth Lindfors says that there is no way Mathews could have heard Hewlett—or indeed any actor from the African Company—when he was in Manhattan in 1822 because the troupe had already closed its operations there and at least temporarily relocated to the state capital of Albany, largely due to disruption by white audience members. The whole ‘Opossum up a Gum Tree’ anecdote seems like a fabulation designed to amuse Mathews’ English audience (his impressions of English actors in their Shakespearean roles was a popular part of his act), a joke that works by casually confirming the racial prejudices they might already have harboured. Mathews apparently shared these prejudices. Describing a service he attended at a black church in Boston during his American tour, he wrote his wife that ‘The pranks that are played in the “n—r meetings”, as they are called, are beyond belief—yelling, screeching, and groaning, resembling a fox-chase much more than a place of worship’ (quoted in Lindfors 2011, 50). We don’t know who exactly called these services ‘n—r meetings’ any more than we can be absolutely sure that Mathews saw James Hewlett—whose name he changed for comic effect—perform in New York, but what I would argue is clear from these remarks is that Mathews is performing a racialized refusal of the possibility of adaptation. Taking black people’s incapacity for proper public expression for granted, he illustrates it through mockery of their speech and of their intellectual comprehension, as they put their ‘broken’ Shakespeare and minstrel show tunes on the same aesthetic level. Shakespeare, he suggests, may be grist for his own imitative mill, but is inaccessible to black Americans.

Rice’s Otello, with which I began, and the mashup of Hamlet and ‘Opossum Up a Gum Tree’ that Charles Mathews says he saw in New York, mark two poles on the circuit along which Shakespeare, ideas about race, and the possibilities of adaptation circulated in the early nineteenth-century transatlantic. As he turned his ethnographer’s eye on black Americans, Mathews saw them as potential parties to performance, including Shakespearean performance; but he also understood performance to have a moral valence. His understanding of who black Americans were did not permit him to imagine them having the moral consciousness necessary to gain the insight into the human condition that successful impersonation demanded. The ‘yelling, screeching, and groaning’ he claimed to have experienced at the church service that black Bostonians allowed him to enter stands as a kind of prolegomenon to his possibly embellished description of his evening at the ‘N—rs (or negroes) theatre’. His description of both occasions place him among an audience of near-brutes, an amused spectator to their lack of refinement and their poor taste. Hamlet itself disappears into the aesthetic miasma generated by black actor’s and black audience’s inability to keep track of Shakespeare, and it is easy to see Mathews’ firm and firmly racialized doubt of black people’s abilities to comprehend and reproduce the role or the poetry. His own theatrical work focused on his powers of mimicry and included impressions of other actors in their Shakespearean roles, but here he seems to doubt that these imitative gifts are distributed equally to all performers. While he would successfully imitate black characters back in his British performances—and again, Davis believes that in some cases he may have done so through his physicality only, without the help of blackface makeup—black actors could not understand or respect Shakespeare well enough to perform him in the first place, much less to adapt him to their own purposes.

Notions of blackness also shaped Thomas Rice’s Otello, but in a distinctively American way unavailable to Mathews’ sensibilities. Rice’s development of the Jim Crow character was based in mimicry, like Mathews’ work, and I have pointed to ways in which critics have argued that blackface’s racial mimicry made it a useful tool for comically subverting class hierarchies. Using blackface to represent Shakespeare brought some of that subversive energy onstage at an historical moment when America was struggling to assert its own identity against the cultural sway of Europe: blacking up Shakespeare brought him, and the cultural authority that British and European culture more broadly was held to possess over American invention, down several pegs. But racial impersonation carried weight of its own outside such struggles for national primacy, perhaps especially in American cities where numbers of free blacks could compete in the labour markets with native-born whites and new immigrants, creating challenges to white economic security where none had existed before. Despite its origins in mimicry and not necessarily in racial animus, and despite the usefulness it had as an expression of white working-class solidarity, the rise and development of urban blackface performance after the 1830s should also be seen as a reactionary denial of black movement towards full civic standing. That blackface was about white racial dominance as well as about class is suggested by some of the new plot details of Rice’s Otello. In Rice, the Moor is a freed slave the Duke calls on to lead Venice’s defence against a group of rebellious galley slaves who are planning to attack. While Rice’s Brabantio objects to his daughter’s marriage to Otello, he himself believes that the ones who really oppose it are other black people:


Black folks from sheer vexation

Will grumble at me a few;

And call dis ’malgamation

Well, I don’t care damn if they do.

If I hab no objection,

What de debil’s dat to dem?

You can’t help your complexion;

Nature made you as well as dem.  (Lhamon 2003, 357)



‘[M]algamation’ is ‘amalgamation’, the nineteenth-century term for interracial sex, especially sex that resulted in the birth of mixed-race children. Just as slaves are attacking Venice, other black people are attacking Otello’s marriage to the white Desdemona; he declares his solidarity with Venice not by killing its enemies but by marrying one of its daughters. In contrast, the identification that Shakespeare’s Othello feels with Venice is what drives him to suicide, as he finally imagines himself to be the same kind of foreign enemy he has slaughtered before in Venice’s name. When Rice minstrelizes Othello and Desdemona’s marriage, he negates the isolation and vulnerability that mark their relation in Shakespeare. Turning their marriage into a sign of his Moor’s loyalty to white people and his disdain for black ones burlesques its original place at the centre of a heart-wrenching romantic tragedy, doing Shakespearean adaptation’s job of thoroughly spoofing the cultural gravity of its initiating text. But its comic denial that interracial sex could be the ground of tragedy also marks Otello as the product of a slave society, where interracial sex—in the form of the rape of enslaved women and all the distorted, destructive familial and social consequences it entailed—was the violent, degrading open secret at its heart. Otello’s reproduction of Othello and Desdemona’s marriage as a curative example of ‘amalgamation’ attempts to lance that secret wound and relieve it of the pain and shame it caused. Indeed, Rice may be obliquely denying that the sexual domain of racial conflict in antebellum society was a real subject at all, as he turns it into nothing more than a silly, painless joke: Desdemona’s baby with the bi-coloured face.

American blackface minstrelsy’s use of Shakespeare demonstrates a special kind of adaptation that re-racializes its original texts in ways that recognize and mediate racial and other social tensions. Another way of describing this layered performative mediation might be to say that race was a universal solvent, a master key that allowed nineteenth-century adapters of Shakespeare to recognize and manage the conflicts of the moment and assure audiences that everything was going to be alright. Together, the work that adapters did on Shakespearean texts, their awareness of the shifting demographics of urban America, and their understanding of how blackness figured in the developing country, marks an extraordinary intervention in white racial self-making. White people needed black people (or ‘Indians’, as we can see in the many ‘vanishing American’ melodramas of the period) in order to produce themselves onstage for their own contemplation. Thomas Rice copying the way that the black man in Louisville danced, or theatre star Edwin Forrest using the time he spent in New Orleans with a Choctaw friend to inform his performance in the title role of Metamora; or, The Last of the Wampanoags, beginning in 1829 (Hughes 2018), are examples of the racial impersonation that underlay minstrelized Shakespeares. Whites copying (or imagining) the speech, gesture, and demeanour of nonwhites, using them as a kind of creative raw material for producing a stable socially central self, is itself a kind of racial adaptation, one beginning in Shakespeare’s own time as white acting companies figured out how to play the ‘Turks’, ‘Moors’, and ‘Indians’ coming to inhabit their playwrights’ new work. The racial impersonations and caricatures I have outlined above demonstrate ways of managing the messiness and doubt and fear of encounter through performance, and that these comic turns were served on the icon of Shakespeare admits these impersonations, however implausible, into popular consideration.

The low aim of much racialized Shakespearean adaptation seems significant to me. Plays like Otello spoke across class barriers to a newly expanded white male electorate that benefitted from and basked in the reflected glory of a Jacksonian politics that asserted the power of a strong executive and refused the power-sharing of legislative processes that were experienced as challenges to the leader’s authority.2 The burlesques’ simplified view of racial struggle—Otello doesn’t want to fight white people as his black brethren do; he wants to intermarry with them—speaks to a kind of fantasy achievement of white authority without resistance or violence, as Otello’s identification with white rule offers an early example of how US Shakespeare adaptations could promulgate and naturalize racial hierarchies. Shakespeare’s role in performing white supremacy remains visible across time and media, as we can see in the 1929 short film The Framing of the Shrew. There can be little doubt that this film, with its all-black cast, is informed by The Taming of the Shrew, although it does not entirely repeat its story. In it, henpecked husband Privacy Robson is completely dominated by his shrewish wife Clarry, and seeks marital advice from his friend, private detective Florian Slappey, who encourages him to manipulate her into treating him more respectfully. Threatening to divorce her and demanding alimony are ineffectual, but what finally breaks Clarry’s will is Privacy’s refusing to eat her cooking. After a comic mix-up in the dark allows Privacy to claim he drove off an intruder in order to protect her, the impressed Clarry agrees to let Privacy sleep all day while she continues to work as a laundress to support them, and to pay him three dollars a week.

The Framing of the Shrew’s screenplay is based on white southern author Octavus Roy Cohen’s short stories about the black community in Birmingham, Alabama. Popular enough in their own day to be published in The Saturday Evening Post, Cohen’s ‘Darktown Birmingham’ stories traded on racial stereotypes: bombastic and/or fractured English, social pretension, male laziness and duplicity, black women’s aggression and hostility. That the film’s screenplay is by Alfred A. Cohn, who was nominated for an Oscar in 1929 for his work on The Jazz Singer, further suggests that white ideas of blackness—not black people themselves—was its real subject, given the new mass impact of the blackface performance traditions broadcast by that film’s star Al Jolson. The way that The Framing of the Shrew lays its minstrelized characterizations over a work with a Shakespearean title and a rethought shrew framework recalls the work that Thomas Rice’s Otello does with Othello, although the kind of undoing of the Shakespearean original Framing does is not quite the same. Rice used blackface minstrelsy to evacuate Othello of its tragic contents, while the film uses an evolved kind of blackface tradition to heighten and affirm Petruchio’s triumph over its Kate figure; Edward Thompson, the actor playing Privacy Robson, even seems to be wearing some kind of dark makeup on his face to make him look blacker. Framing’s assertions of black men’s deficient masculinity (Privacy is so incompetent he can’t even manage to deliver the clothes his wife cleans to their proper owners) and black women’s deficient femininity (Clarry works outside the home and treats her husband with contempt) end up supporting the Shakespeare play’s portrait of rigidly defined gender roles. That is to say that the patriarchal convictions of Shakespeare’s Shrew are reconstituted within the racism of Cohen’s characterizations, so that racism and the short’s jolly misogyny work together to naturalize reactionary formations of social order.

The title of at least one other all-black film based on Cohen’s works, the 1929 short The Melancholy Dame, also invokes Shakespeare. These two fascinating works reproduce their notions of black popular culture inside a Shakespearean frame, and invite us to follow along, although The Melancholy Dame seems less securely connected to its Shakespearean original than The Framing of the Shrew.3 (In the second short, the married woman of the title gets angry when she discovers that her husband, the proprietor of a successful dancehall, used to be married to his new star showgirl.) By giving films that trade on stereotypical notions of black culture and black people these broken Shakespearean titles, their producers might well have been participating in a tradition of burlesquing blackness through association with artefacts of high culture that had deep roots in American theatrical history. But enshrining that kind of racial debasement is not the only kind of social labour these blackened film adaptations accomplished. Although both films were written, produced, and directed by white men, both also gave opportunities to black actors. Some members of the casts of both films were alumni of the Lafayette Players, the first black stock acting company, which had performed across the country from its founding in 1915 to about 1928. Evelyn Preer, who played both Clarry Robson and Jonquil Williams, the aggrieved wife in The Melancholy Dame, appeared in nine movies by pioneering black filmmaker Oscar Micheaux, including Within Our Gates (Chapman 2012, 20–22). Preer and Charles Olden (Florian Slappey in both films) had been members of Chicago’s Ethiopian Art Players, which in 1923 staged a play by a black American on Broadway for the first time. Willis Richardson’s one-act The Chip-Woman’s Fortune played in repertory with the company’s circus-themed Comedy of Errors, with Olden playing the two Dromios (Anderson 1992). After working in vaudeville, Spencer Williams, who played the pompous lawyer Robson and Slappey consult in Framing, acted in and directed several so-called ‘race films’ designed for black audiences, until about 1940 (‘Spencer Williams’ 2008). Such actors’ pass-throughs in the Shakespeare-adjacent shorts I discuss here survive alongside the careers they were able to build in black productions and black institutions, for black audiences. I see their engagements with Shakespearean adaptation in the 1920s as a continuation of the beginnings of Shakespeare performances in historically black American colleges a decade and a half earlier: in both cases, black performance resignifies actors’ bodies, validating them as vehicles capable of communicating Shakespearean meanings.4 The process of building black cultural institutions designed to normalize the sight of black people and the presence of black cultures in Shakespearean productions continues with such contemporary companies as London’s Talawa Theatre, the African-American Shakespeare Company of San Francisco, and the Classical Theatre of Harlem.

The performances of black actors in Shakespearean adaptation can pose significant challenges to the regime of white-authored replications of black bodies, gestures, and habits of speech that we see in blackface. Admittedly, it can be difficult to see and hear black actors’ work in films like The Framing of the Shrew as anything but a mere recirculation of racist tropes, although I believe that seeing their work as only that deprives them of the recognition they deserve. The black dancers in the opening dancehall scene of Melancholy Dame swing in joyous motion before us, regardless of the broken English the main characters were given to speak and the ridiculous stories that were designed to contain them. We can observe another kind of joyous motion in the work black authors perform as adapters of Shakespeare, as they more completely reframe the terms under which blackness can be understood for new audiences and new readers. The adaptation I discuss in the last part of this chapter also uses race—the resources of black physicalities, cultural traditions, political contexts—in its adaptation of Shakespeare, but, unlike the examples I have already discussed, speaks to and from within a boldly reformulated notion of the blackness that drove the durable presence of blackface burlesques.

In 2019, the Public Broadcasting Station’s Great Performances series featured a performance of the Much Ado About Nothing that had originally been staged earlier that summer by the Public Theatre at Central Park’s Delacorte Theatre. Directed by Kenny Leon and starring Margaret Odette and Jeremie Cooper as Hero and Claudio and Danielle Brooks and Grantham Coleman as Beatrice and Benedick, this all-black Much Ado was set in the mythical town of Aragon, Georgia and framed by war. To be sure, war offers a half-frame for the Shakespearean original, as its giddy complications unfold in the wake of the men’s return from an unspecified conflict somewhere outside Messina. But the expanded war in Leon’s adaptation—written in at the end of the play as well as merely prefacing the misprisions that drive it—functions to make the resolutions of its two love stories feel graver and more precious. As Leon remarked in a PBS publicity video for the production, the play reminded him that ‘we are fighting for values in America now, more than anything’ (Leon 2019).

Although Leon’s Much Ado was staged in 2019, it is set in 2020, a presidential election year.5 Its American setting is emphasized from the beginning by a tall flagpole bearing a US flag and its politics by the ‘Stacey Abrams 2020’ banner affixed to the side of Claudio’s large exurban home.6 The play opens with a reflective Beatrice entering onto the balcony to sing the opening bars of Marvin Gaye’s ‘What’s Going On’. Below, her cousin Hero and her companions listen, ultimately joining in with ‘America the Beautiful’. The women sing together in counterpoint, embrace each other with smiles and laughter, and only then does the action begin. The musical addition sets Gaye’s anguished question in hopeful relation to Katherine Lee Bates’ affirmation that America’s beauty lies in the deeds of ‘heroes’ … ‘Who more than self their country love, / And mercy more than life’. In a political era that finds it necessary to assert that ‘Black Lives Matter’ in the face of continued police brutality and increased racist violence against black people, and during a presidential administration that had ramped up and mobilized such violence and hate for its own ends, love—for family, for self, for community, for special individuals—achieves new significance. From the opening of his production, Leon summoned a specific new weight for the sharp wordplay and happy ending we expect, even crave, from Shakespearean romantic comedy. His bittersweet paratext suits Benedick and Beatrice particularly well; they are older, but not much emotionally wiser, than Claudio and Hero, unable to get past the pain of whatever drove them apart and admit the truth of the feelings they still harbour for each other. Benedick and other soldiers make their first entry marching with placards reading ‘Hate Is Not a Family Value’; ‘Now More Than Ever We Must Love’; ‘Restore Democracy Now’; ‘I Am A Person’. Love, and lovers, matter to the civic as well as to the emotional life of Leon’s Aragon.

Kenny Leon’s 2019 Much Ado was a product of his long embedment in theatrical institutions and of his commitment to dramatizing black stories. A current trustee of the Public Theatre, he spent ten years as the artistic director of Atlanta’s Alliance Theatre (one of the few black artists to hold such a position in a major American regional theatre) and in 2002 co-founded that city’s True Colors Theatre Company, dedicated to foregrounding the work of black dramatists in particular as part of its wider commitment to staging classic American works. At True Colors, in New York, and across the country he has directed half of August Wilson’s Century Cycle including the Tony Award-winning 2010 revival of Fences, as well as George C. Wolfe’s The Colored Museum, Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun, Langston Hughes’ Black Nativity, ntozake shange’s for colored girls who have considered suicide when the rainbow is not enuf, Charles Fuller’s A Soldier’s Play, and Lonne Elder III’s Ceremonies in Dark Old Men. Though he has also staged works by white playwrights, directed opera (Margaret Garner), and put on musicals for stage and television (Elton John and Tim Rice’s Aida was developed at the Alliance Theatre), Leon has apparently directed only one Shakespeare play.

Leon’s reframed Much Ado opens with modern music, one of the ‘sonic cues’ that Tracy C. Davis argues can activate audiences’ racial thinking. The lyrics of ‘What’s Going On’ and ‘America the Beautiful’ inform each other, and, intertwined, inform the audience that Gaye’s anguish and hope and Bates’ pride and determination tell different parts of the same American story. These sonic cues extended to the sound of Leon’s actors as they handled Shakespeare’s dialogue. While the play cut some dialogue, it didn’t alter what was left, and the actors spoke in their own American accents. Thinking about the 2019 Much Ado’s transformed sound must also include the sound of Danielle Brooks’ singing voice, which is rich and emotive enough to have let her record her own vocals in a 2021 biographical film based on the life of Mahalia Jackson (also directed by Kenny Leon). Remarking on the sonic power of black female vocals to disrupt the white social compact erected around contemporary American country music, sociologist Tressie McMillan Cottom observed simply, ‘Black women sound Black’ (Cottom 2021). Refusing fake British accents and speaking Shakespeare in their own ways instead of in the language and cadences imposed on the idea of blackness by white adapters in the past, Brooks and the other actors appropriated him for the multiracial and multilingual modern audience the Public Theatre is designed to serve.

The sounds of Leon’s Much Ado, including Jason Webb’s contemporary resettings of ‘Sigh No More’ and ‘Pardon Goddess of the Night’, created the soundtrack for its black actors’ presence and motion onstage. I have written elsewhere of how fugitive and spectral the presence of black female characters in particular can be onstage in Shakespeare, at the same time as their symbolic value can shape what we see and hear. For Leon to bring black women onstage and have them initiate the action in his Much Ado performs a double kind of racial adaptation. First, his production put black women in the centre of a genre, romantic comedy, from which they have been largely absent, in Shakespeare’s time and in much of our own. Eager to play a romantic lead, Brooks noted that Leon’s production was ‘the first time that I’ve … seen a Beatrice be dark-skinned, plus-sized, with natural hair’ (Public Theatre 2019). Casting black actors also inflects the family dynamics that drive so much of early modern romantic comedy. Making the family of a black Leonato the focus of the genre’s conviction that a love story properly tends as much towards patriarchal families’ continuation as it does towards a happy ending for the pairs of lovers warmly but firmly contradicts such blackface burlesques as Otello and The Framing of the Shrew when they make black love stories either invisible or ridiculous.

The production builds to the effervescent climax of the fifth act, when the revealed Hero slaps Claudio for shaming her before taking him in her arms, and the whole company joins in a triumphant celebratory wedding dance. All this joy abruptly halts when sirens, flashing lights, and an officer’s orders break up the celebration: the war has resumed, and the young men have to go. The ending that Leon adds to Shakespeare’s Much Ado fully frames the play’s achievement of romantic love with the existence of all the forces—here, material as well as merely personal—ranged against it. When the siren sounds and the lovers part, ending the play’s process of discovery, forgiveness, and celebration, a second musical intervention announces the characters’ enlightened understanding of what is at stake in their fight. Together, they sing the beginning of ‘Lift Ev’ry Voice’ by James Weldon Johnson and his brother John. Known as the Negro National Anthem, ‘Lift Ev’ry Voice’ here declares that the people of Aragon stand in solidarity as family, friends, lovers, and community, a community that is specifically black at the same time it is American. Brooks’ Beatrice, now pained at the possibility of losing the man she regained only moments before, supports them with the opening bars of ‘What’s Going On’, and the lights go down.

In 1822, Charles Mathews’ anonymous friend at the theatre supposedly told him that ‘Opossum Up a Gum Tree’ was like the ‘ “God save the King” of the negroes’, as Mathews described how the song capped off a ludicrous evening of black Shakespeare. A minstrel tune popular among white frontiersmen as early as the late 1810s, it’s unlikely that ‘Gum Tree’ was by or even really for black people; rather, it had been interjected into a popular performance style and gradually invested with the racial signs and sounds of what would become blackface performance in its role as the entertainment agent of white supremacy. Those signs and sounds would dictate the limits of the possible relationships between race, adaptation, and Shakespeare, even as black American Shakespeareans began investigating the potential of working with Shakespeare for themselves.

Writing this chapter 200 years after Mathews’ trip to America, I end this discussion by lingering over Leon’s use of the anthem that ‘negroes’ wrote and disseminated for themselves, inside their own institutions, as a hymn to their own nation. Remaking existing notions of citizenship, nationality, and community so they could speak for the circumstances of black life, the Johnson brothers expressed a powerful counterargument against the reign of Jim Crow and the regime of state violence for which he became the happy mascot. Kenny Leon’s Much Ado is only one contemporary work that continues that counterargument, launching itself from inside Shakespeare to suggest adaptation’s potential to make us actively reimagine, and not inevitably reinforce, the rules and definitions of race.
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1 ‘Old Dan Tucker’ is a square-dance fiddle tune first published by Daniel Emmett, founder of the first blackface minstrel troupe the Virginia Minstrels, in 1843, although it was probably in existence before then. The Library of Congress links to a recording of the song at https://www.loc.gov/item/afcreed000225/.

2 Here, I am much indebted to the essays in the cluster ‘Race, Politics, and Culture in the Age of Jacksonian “Democracy” ’ (2019).

3 The Melancholy Dame is catalogued on the website The Black Film Archive (https://blackfilmarchive.com/Melancholy-Dame).

4 Black American actor Keith Hamilton Cobb’s 2019 play American Moor explores the difficulties of accomplishing this resignification within the structures of white-controlled theatre.

5 As I revised this chapter, I had the chance to read Vanessa Corredera’s contribution to this volume, which also discusses Leon’s Much Ado. Her characterization of the production’s ‘Afrofuturistic potential’ seems apt to me; it stages a possible joyfully liberated black future, but roots that possibility in the challenges of the present.

6 Stacey Abrams is the black female former minority leader of the Georgia state House of Representatives who ran unsuccessfully for governor of Georgia in hard-fought elections in 2018 and 2022 against white Republican incumbent Brian Kemp that were both marked by credible charges of Republican suppression of black Democratic votes.
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Chapter 9

The Oral Histories

Identity

Carla Della Gatta

With Adjoa Andoh, Lileana Blain-Cruz, Carl Cofield, Ako Dachs, Noma Dumezweni, Raúl Esparza, Chukwudi Iwuji, Iqbal Khan, Jani Lauzon, John Leguizamo, Natsuko Ohama, Bill Rauch, Whitney White, and Sherri Young

I asked each of the artists about how they identify, how others identify them, and about the very language we use to discuss identity—which differs across countries and generations. These conversations revealed the complexity of identity cannot be reduced to any one factor including race—and that gender, sexuality, socioeconomic status, immigration patterns, and more, are intricately tied to any conversation about race. Identity involves multiple histories—political, economic, familial, personal, etc., extending through time to one’s recent personal history. As many of the artists note, the language for identity has changed during their lifetimes, and this both informs and reflects their own self-identification. The artists reveal the insufficiency of language to capture one’s identity and the ongoing struggle this produces professionally and onstage.

How Do You Identify?

NATSUKO OHAMA I identify as Canadian. I’m a Japanese Canadian living and working in the United States. I whimsically used to call myself a Can-nip, versus a Canuck or a Ca-Chink. But we don’t use those terms anymore. But when I was a kid, I used to call myself that. So yes, I’m a Japanese Canadian woman. That’s how I identify.

IQBAL KHAN British Pakistani is how I am most often described. I’m okay with that. That’s fine. It is obviously reductive, as all these things are. But it’s a starting place, because for me the balance of those things is always unstable. It’s ever-shifting. I am happy to be introduced in that way, and then unpack it and have others unpack what they are with their multiple identities and influences.

SHERRI YOUNG I identified myself as Black, and then it became African American. When I was much, much younger, we were Negroes (at least that is what my grandparents would say). Then all of a sudden, Negroes became derogatory because it was too much like the n-word. Then Black came to have a negative connotation. So, I’m confused. While I am of African descent, if you go to Africa—I’ve heard other people say—they will look at you like you’re not really from here. You’re from another culture and place, we share the same bloodline, but really we have a different history and identity.

AKO DACHS I am Japanese. I was born and raised in Japan.

BILL RAUCH I am a cisgender, gay white man.

CHUKWUDI IWUJI He/him/his. Heterosexual Black African.

RAÚL ESPARZA For most of my life, if you had asked me, I would have said I was Cuban. I would always say, ‘Oh, the Americans … ’ and then as I got older, I began to say ‘the Anglos’. I think of myself as Cuban-American, but if somebody asks me where I’m from, I say I’m Cuban. Except I’m not really from Cuba, because I was born in the States. But ‘Cuban’ is the first thing that comes out.

LILEANA BLAIN-CRUZ I mean, I’m mixed, ultimately. I claim the Caribbean as my heritage. My mom is from Haiti, and my dad is from Puerto Rico. So some people would call me Afro-Latina. I would also call myself Black, I’m also American. I would call myself Haiti-Rican-American as a kid, trying to mean I rep everybody, hah! Lately, it’s been fun to ruminate on how the language of identity has shifted and changed over time.

CARL COFIELD First and foremost, I see myself as a Black man in America. I remember being keenly aware of that fact at an early age, that you are a Black man. And from an early age, I was always categorized as the Other. I had to navigate a landscape that was hostile to the Other so my idea of race is something that has been enforced on me, but it is something that I wear proudly. As a Black man of a certain age, and all of the connotations that come with that, I think, from an early age I was exposed to the beauty of the race. Well, let me say this, my understanding of Blackness in America includes the highs and lows of that, the beauty and the sorrow. I would definitely say that race has been put on me as a Black man in America.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO I identify as Colombian-Puerto Rican, or Colon-boriqua. Then we were Hispanic, but ‘Hispanic’ sounds like we belong to Spain, and that still has a colonial stink to it. I mean I’m 25% Native American and 5% Black. I started to hate Hispanic and now I respond to Latin. Then came Latinx, which I love because I felt it sounds modern, it sounds political, it sounds inclusive. It sounds like a new generation—Latin-xers.

JANI LAUZON In Canada we have three distinct Indigenous identities: First Nations, Métis, and Inuit. My mother was Finnish and my father was French-Métis, which means that he was both Indigenous and French. So, I am mixed, I am Métis, which is a culture unto itself.

NOMA DUMEZWENI My parents are South African, and their language is Zulu and Kosa. I was born in Swaziland, and my sister was born in Botswana, then we lived in Kenya and Uganda before we arrived just before my eighth birthday in England. I was the eight-year-old African kid who arrived with an accent and then grew up in Ipswich and Suffolk.

ADJOA ANDOH I Identify as a human being. I identify as the daughter of a Ghanaian father and an English white mother whose tradition is rural labouring classes. They were labourers, my mom’s family, on both sides, until my grandfather ran away from the land to sea and became the chief engineer at QE2. I identify as married, mother of three, grandmother to one, sister, bisexual, church-goer, but really, my identity is the history that I have travelled through but it’s not necessarily anything to do with me and my unique soul.

WHITNEY WHITE I am an African American woman. That is how I choose to identify and that is also how I present; I was raised in America. The heritage of my family on my father’s side is Jamaican and my mother’s family has their roots in Louisiana and Indiana. I do believe that we are the product of the societies in which we are reared and raised. And I was raised in the Midwest, in Chicago.

ADJOA ANDOH I think because of where I grew up, at the time that I grew up, a time where I wasn’t allowed in certain people’s houses—because ‘we can’t have that coloured girl in here, what would the neighbours say?’ all that sort of stuff—I had to learn to run, and I had to learn to punch people hard. I had to learn all that survival stuff but I was also a little kid who wanted to lie in a field and gaze up at the grass waving and the bees buzzing and the vapour trail blooming in the sky. I grew up picking blackberries and walking through nature and building tree-houses by streams and doing all that stuff that is about kids being in wonder.

You have that tension the whole time, the one that says the world is a miracle, and the one that says the world is unfair, or the one that makes you question, ‘Why would somebody treat me like that, just because of something they think about me that has nothing to do with who I am?’ It was that sense of wanting to be included, and being seen for yourself and the value of who you are as a human being, not for whatever societal prejudices and judgments exist in the world—that longing has always been really powerful for me.

CHUKWUDI IWUJI All my life, I had been interacting with everyone. Then I got to the States for undergrad and grad school, but I went back to London and then I moved back to the States in 2012. It wasn’t until then, and also to my own detriment I think, when I started living and acting in New York, that it started making sense to me why there has to be an African American society, why there is a conversation I didn’t feel I needed to have because I grew up in Nigeria, a country that we the Blacks own, why it can’t be like that, why people were amazed when I arrived in New York and they saw my resumé of so much Shakespeare, but not with a Black company but with Royal Shakespeare Company and The National, that they would ask, ‘How did you do it? How did you do it? Because we can’t here in the United States.’

NOMA DUMEZWENI In the past, the thinking was ‘I am Black, and the world favours white people’. You didn’t articulate it that way, it just festered, because it was just the world, and you have to get on with your life. For me, there’s a pre-George Floyd world and a post-George Floyd world. It’s been a year and a half, and wow. I say this, talking to Black and African American female actor friends, specifically, it is a sense of you don’t have to make people feel comfortable anymore. And that year, those months, post his death, were extraordinary, because we’re in the pandemic. The language I didn’t have before was absolutely made clear. The feeling was, we have to question everything now and not be quiet. And that’s in every space and way—creatively, gender-wise, colour-wise. We’ve got to be the artists we want to be.

Only in these last few years am I enjoying my body. I am enjoying my body as a Black woman, specifically, because this is the body I have been given and the body in which I have witnessed the world, and the world has witnessed me that way.

Terminology for Identity

ADJOA ANDOH I think ‘racially Black’ is freighted in a different way in America than it is here because of the British imperial history and colonization. Britain did slavery on a global scale, but generally offshored their slaves elsewhere. America had its slavery in-country and so race relations are freighted differently. The term ‘Black’ is particularly specific in the period in which I was growing up. Now we would probably say ‘of colour’, which is a much more internationally recognizable thing. Black now tends to have an African heritage attached to it. But I think what we were doing, particularly in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, was a really strong antiracist, anti-fascist pushback.

All these terms we now use are part of a racist capitalist imperialistic stratifying of nations that didn’t ever exist. These terms and slurs were raised as part of the exploitation of bodies for profit. At some point I have to ask, who put these terms in place? I want to use language for information. When I say ‘mixed race’ or ‘mixed ethnic heritage’, I’m acknowledging the fact that my mother is of English, Irish, Huguenot, and Romani traveller heritage that we would call ‘white’ in the context of the UK today, and my father is a Fanti man from Cape Coast, Ghana, West Africa. So swing it however you want to swing it. In Ghana, I would be a Ghanaian, and I would be of the Fanti tribe. But at the same time, in Ghana people will say ‘Bruni’ which means white person or foreigner. I mean, if you’re born and bred in Ghana, and you meet me, then to you I’m English.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO I’m very interested in what we call ourselves because we were not counted in Censuses for years. They didn’t have any scientific names for us, but they had a lot of nasty nicknames for us … they had greasers, beaners, wetbacks, spics. They had all these really juicy terms for us, but not a classification. They didn’t separate us, unless we were dark or had a Spanish accent, or didn’t speak English, and then we would be ostracized or not allowed to fight. In the First World War, there were 120,000 of us that fought. But they didn’t really count us back then as Hispanic so you have to count names. When you go to Latin countries, the majority of the people are Indigenous and part Black. I mean there’s mixtures, and they are wild and beautiful.

LILEANA BLAIN-CRUZ I think being mixed is being a living collision. There’s a kind of empathy for everyone in the betwixt and between space. There’s a clear understanding of our common feeling of being an outsider.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO Our identity is very important to me because I think identity gives you power. It helps us collectively collect our power and focus it, and then fight for what we need. But now I’ve reached the point where I’m okay with it all. Hispanic, Latinx, I’m okay with it all. Just make sure that you’re counting us and that you’re getting our opinions and then you’re including us. That’s all I care about.

RAÚL ESPARZA The concept of being Latino in the United States has always felt slightly imposed because we’re so many different cultures and different histories. This idea of making a homogenous group out of us is uncomfortable, and has always felt uncomfortable to me. Even the concept of Latinx. It’s comfortable for someone who is trying to be sensitive to gender, coming from an Anglo perspective, but it feels weird to me because our language is gendered. So I don’t know what to do with it. We can’t help it, unless we go back and rewrite the way Spanish works. It’s gendered, and so, it feels like it comes from the outside.

JANI LAUZON I want to be really honest with you, I don’t use the word race. Primarily because if we look at the dictionary definition of race, it is based more on physical attributes. This is where I find that we really get in trouble in terms of how we look at race and inclusion. I think it is an extension of how we can exclude. Whereas ethnicity, which I know it’s a complicated word unto itself, allows us an opportunity to look at, for some of us like me, the variety of cultures that we are connected to.

I say this too because from my perspective white has become an ideology. I think this is where we get ourselves in trouble. Because if we’re actually looking at ethnicity, then we have to understand that cross-ethical, cross-ethnicity casting is necessary, especially for Shakespeare.

BILL RAUCH It’s interesting because my own family—I have children who are mixed race and of mixed ethnicity, and even just describing my own family, the language has shifted over time. I know language will continue to shift, because that’s what language does. But I do think that race, which we treat as such an important categorization of human beings, is yet so inadequate, artificial, and problematic in so many ways. And then I feel like ethnicity is almost more straightforward in terms of where you or your ancestors literally come from, in terms of a place of origin. I almost trust ethnicity as a way to categorize people more than race. Although I think they’re both really slippery and it is especially problematic when it is other people identifying you instead of self-identification. I’m always going to be more comfortable with how people choose to self-identify, and what does that language say about them and their politics and their understanding of family and of community? That’s the most important thing to me.

RAÚL ESPARZA Growing up in Miami with mostly Cuban friends, with Cuban parents, Cuban food, everything, in exile. A couple of things happened. One—I didn’t realize that there was sort of an Anglo Miami that we were not privy to, because our world felt so powerful, it was all we knew as kids growing up down there. And everybody spoke Spanish, and everybody’s background was the same, and it wasn’t until I left that I realized, oh wait a minute, this isn’t really the way that the United States works.

We went to California when I was a teenager and lived in the Bay Area for a year and a half, my mind just blew open because there were people from other countries and cultures. The positive side of it, certainly, was I didn’t know that there was anything ‘less than’ about being Latin or Cuban. And so, I never experienced any sense of discrimination or Otherness whatsoever when I was young.

When I got to Chicago, I began working there professionally as an actor. It was the first time I met people, Hispanics, who had been made to feel ashamed of their culture and their language. That surprised the hell out of me, because for us it was like, ‘yeah, I’m Cuban, I’m better than you’. There’s an arrogance in that. So to not see that arrogance in other Hispanics was confusing to me in my early twenties. All of that led to a strange situation for me where I didn’t think there would be any problem with others seeing me as a Latin actor, because it’s what I knew and what I did and I spoke Spanish.

CHUKWUDI IWUJI I grew up in Nigeria until I was ten, born and raised there. I’m Igbo. Then my parents joined the United Nations and we moved to Ethiopia. Then race started to be a weird thing, from Ethiopians. They used the word ‘Ghana’ to mean slave. And Ethiopians are predominantly light-skinned and see themselves as descendants of Sheba. They would call me, and people like me, ‘Ghana’, not saying it in a mean way, but ultimately it is. It is the equivalent of using the n—word. That was my introduction to race. When I arrived in England at age twelve, I was already interacting with people from all over the world. So race, in the American context, didn’t really hit home for me as a topic until I went to undergrad at Yale.

So that was weird, it coming from other Africans. But I wouldn’t say it was a trauma. I went to an international school and most of my interactions weren’t with other Ethiopians. It was with a very international, expatriate diplomatic core of people from all over the world. I can say that going to boarding school in England, at Caterham School in Surrey, there were probably periods when I was the only Black kid in my class. I was one of the few. Race was really weird, but a lot of my friends were expats, whether they were Sri Lankan, Indian, British, who had lived in Zambia, Zimbabwe, etc., and we were a group. And the white kids I met were lovely, there was no issue. I guess I had lucked out in my journey, I went to the right school. I even became Head Boy (school president)—the first Black one.

Perceiving Identity

NATSUKO OHAMA I auditioned for a director who thought I was Irish because of my name. My name is Japanese. He was really surprised to see me when I walked into the room, I could tell, because he just thought I was going to be Irish.

CARL COFIELD Because I am from Miami, people have assumed that I am also Latino and Caribbean. Miami is that true cultural gumbo, right? You have people from all over the world, all over the Caribbean, in particular.

JANI LAUZON I get everything from Peruvian to Italian, I get everything. I get ‘What are you?’ I’m a human being. That’s what I am, but I don’t present as a full-blood Indigenous person either.

RAÚL ESPARZA I auditioned for the film, Havana, the film that starred Robert Redford and Lena Olin, while I was in my first professional show at the Coconut Grove Playhouse in Miami, Luis Santeiro’s Mixed Blessings, a spin on Tartuffe that was about a Cuban family. That was the first time I got the hint, that according to Hollywood, I was not Latin enough. I was eighteen. It began to be placed on me that I just ‘didn’t look Cuban enough’, and I ‘didn’t sound Cuban enough’. And they meant a number of things. My skin colour wasn’t right. They weren’t necessarily even thinking Cuban, they were thinking Mexican, because that’s what Hollywood knows. We have a very big problem still to deal with in terms of how the Latin experience is represented in Hollywood. And on stage as well.

CARLA DELLA GATTA (We have a short conversation about West Side Story and Hamilton. I ask if it is disappointing for your identity and cultural heritage not to always be visually legible because it doesn’t align with a homogenous idea of a heterogenous group of people.)

RAÚL ESPARZA Of course it’s disappointing. Because I have not used half of myself, professionally. Luckily my success became the thing that ended the conversation; it no longer was an issue. I didn’t have to change my name. Because for the longest time people would say ‘look, it’s your name that’s keeping you back’. I can’t say how many meetings I would get where they would say, he should change his name, when he walks in the room, he just doesn’t look like what we expect. You say Raúl Esparza, and here comes this white guy. But the two things are not related.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO Obviously I get Mexican, which is great. I love it. I get Filipino sometimes, especially when I get darker. I look much more ethnic than when I am lighter.

Once I got to play an Italian, in Carlito’s Way … no, two times, with Luigi in Super Mario Bros. I got to play Miguel Piñero’s son on Miami Vice in 1987; I think we were Colombian, but Miguel Piñero was Puerto Rican and one of my idols for writing. He was a genius. He brought vernacular to the Broadway stage like vulgarity, cursing. That hadn’t happened on stage. He started that.

ADJOA ANDOH People sometimes think I am mixed race, of South Asian and African heritage. I think that’s the Romani ancestry in there. My eyebrows go back to that Romani heritage.

When I was a kid, we were called ‘coloured’. And if you were of mixed heritage, you were ‘half-caste’. So over the years, we ditched those terms. I remember one of my cousins who moved from Ghana to America to study saying he didn’t even know he was Black until he came to America. In Ghana, he said, I am of my tribe, and I am of my region.

WHITNEY WHITE I am a dark-presenting African American woman. The topic and interrogation of colourism and presentation are often present in my work.

CHUKWUDI IWUJI I sort of realized things, even though I was sheltered from it. When I think back, I realize there were little statements. I had to give a lot of speeches and public talks when I was younger, and when I was in high school, a governor on the Board of Governors said, ‘Oh my God, your English is so good’. It’s only retrospectively that I thought, well why wouldn’t it be? It’s that institutionalized old racial tension that exists in Europe. I think that in general in Europe, and certainly in England, as big as the racial tension is, the tension that is equal if not greater is class tension. It helped that my parents were diplomats, it helped that I went to Eton, it helped that I was school president, but in many ways, I was of the right class, if not necessarily of the right colour. Class is big, and in the States, you see that effort to create that class structure within the Ivy Leagues.


CHAPTER 10

Monstrous Indigeneity and the Discourse of Race in Shakespeare’s England

Scott Manning Stevens

Indigenous Perspectives

My hope in writing this chapter, as an Indigenous scholar, is to engage other scholars of early modern literature in reflection on the intersections of early modern studies and critical Indigenous studies. Like critical race theory, which attends to the socially constructed underpinnings of racism, critical Indigenous studies acknowledges the impact of such concepts as race while also using Indigenous ways of knowing to challenge the hegemony of Western epistemology. Typical of critical Indigenous studies is a turn to the authority of collective knowledge from our communities and based in our own epistemes. Indigenous peoples were made racially Other by European notions of physiognomy and culture even as the perpetuation of settler colonialism continues to support the hierarchical structures that deny Indigenous legitimacy politically and intellectually. This chapter looks back to the early modern period and the rise of European global imperialism as the instantiation of notions of white supremacy and delegitimization of Indigenous knowledge and sovereignty. The period looms large in the histories of Indigenous peoples throughout the Western hemisphere and beyond, but I cannot possibly synthesize the corpus of scholarship that precedes me on the topic of the invasion of the Americas and the cultural exchanges and collisions that followed.1 There are countless works of published research devoted to this topic from the perspectives of history, anthropology, literature, and the visual arts. But I do ask that readers of this chapter consider how much of that body of scholarship, or the archive from which it was drawn, derives from an Indigenous perspective or source. Imagine entire libraries devoted to the early modern histories of the Americas without a single Indigenous author and you come close to understanding the predicament of Indigenous scholars interested in this historic period—not that such authors do not exist in the archive, but that they are most often unread or ignored.

When the Native American and Indigenous Studies Association was founded in 2007 following an exploratory conference to consider the need and desirability of establishing an academic organization focused uniquely on the interdisciplinary fields of Native American and Indigenous studies, there were likely few in the audience, other than myself, asking how this might intersect, if at all, with early modern English literature. Indigenous scholars from across the United States, Canada, and Oceania formally incorporated this association in 2009 and have met annually since that time to share our scholarship and address issues facing Indigenous communities and scholars within the academy. As a Native scholar trained in early modern literary studies, I was aware of the rich archive of materials from that period which chronicle and interpret the cataclysmic encounter between Europe and the peoples of the Americas, Africa, and beyond following the so-called Age of Discovery. My studies had immersed me in the literatures composed of the travel narratives, geographies, missionary accounts, and promotional materials foundational to the beginnings of European global imperialism.

Any thoughts of this material’s relationship to a field such as Shakespeare studies was largely limited to The Tempest, and there only tangentially. Beginning in the 1980s New Historicist scholars such as Francis Barker and Peter Hulme had reinvigorated the debate around The Tempest’s presumed relationship to the nascent discourses of colonization and imperialism, a move that generated resentment in some scholarly quarters, that portrayed these New Historicist interpretations as reductive and highly prejudicial.2 Alden and Virginia Vaughan have outlined the long arch of interpretations and associations of the play vis-à-vis the Americas and shown the shifting political and intellectual contexts that have affected the interpretation of the play over the centuries (1991, 1999).3

These debates may be of peripheral interest to Indigenous scholars or general audiences and thus are not likely central to their thinking on the period. Still, before we advance in considering these possible intersections, we need first to define our terms, as it were, and understand the particular valence of the word ‘Indigenous’ as it stands today within academic discourse. There have been notable developments regarding the presence in the academy of Native American and other Indigenous scholars over the last several decades that help explain the fact that a chapter on the intersection of critical Indigenous studies with Shakespeare studies exists in a collection such as this. I will attempt to orient readers unfamiliar with such matters outside of early modern English literary studies in a brief description of the growth of critical Indigenous studies, along with the political resurgence of Indigenous activism in the USA and abroad. This will by necessity require painting the past in broad strokes in order to render later, more contemporary movements, legible. In the United States it is an acknowledged truth that the majority of Americans are woefully ignorant about the histories of the Native nations of this country. In terms of formal education, very little about Native America is taught in public schools beyond the fourth grade (Shear et al. 2015). What is taught is considerably mollified to suit the ‘Master Narrative’ of this country. That preferred narrative is one emphasizing liberty, opportunity, and progress for which the history of the first nations of this continent stands largely as an obstacle. Indigenous people are frequently treated monolithically as ‘the Indians’ and even more emphatically as part of the United States’ distant past. The usual subjects for the education of young children are Pocahontas, Squanto, the First Thanksgiving, and Sacagawea—all of which have passed into a sort of national mythology.

Contemporary pronouncements arguing the need for teaching a fuller version of US history have been pilloried by conservative elements in public discourse. The term ‘critical race studies’ is used with contempt by the right, as though that field of inquiry itself were an affront to patriotism. For many scholars of Native American history, the centuries-long triumphalist settler narrative at the heart of the American Master Narrative requires a necessary corrective. We have come to the point where ignoring the legacies of genocide, dispossession, and forced assimilation is no longer tenable—especially for Native Americans living in the United States. The same can be said about other Indigenous peoples living in what we can distinguish as settler colonial nation-states; this would include Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and much of Oceania in the Anglophone world, as well as Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay in Latin America. Other examples we could cite are the Ainu and Ryukyuan peoples of Japan, and the Sámi people of northern Scandinavia.

The very term settler colonial has only recently become a widely accepted concept when discussing the variable forms of colonialism that developed over the centuries. Beginning in the 1990s, a variety of scholars including Patrick Wolfe, Daiva Stasiulis, Nira Yuval-Davis, and others began distinguishing between colonialisms by attending to the different dynamics at play in the two main forms of that imperialist intervention, those being extractive colonialism and settler colonialism (Eckstrom and Jacobs 2015). While huge portions of the world fell under the yoke of European colonial rule during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, there exist significant differences in the lasting impacts of their respective kinds of colonial structure. Those nations in Africa and Asia ruled as European colonies for their resources and labour make up what has been termed extractive colonies; other areas such as huge portions of the Americas and Oceania were desired primarily for land on which to settle European emigrants. These regions, though exploited for natural resources as well, were mostly valued for their territory. The modern nation-states that would arise by throwing off the shackles of extractive colonialism, such as we saw in much of Africa and Asia following the Second World War, would move into a period of postcolonialism, fraught as it was with the enduring legacies of colonial rule, with its specific traumas and depravations. But for the nation-states that would achieve independence from their self-styled ‘mother countries’, such as those in the Americas or Oceania, these were demographically dominated by settler populations and the remaining Indigenous populations would remain in their subaltern position. Australian scholar Patrick Wolfe described the settler colonial phenomenon he formulated as the ‘logic of elimination’, whereby the settler state sought to exterminate and replace the original inhabitants of the land, with Indigenous survivors existing in an on-going colonial condition (2006, 387).

When scholars of critical Indigenous studies today use the term Indigenous, with a capital ‘I’, it is meant more as a political assertion than as a mere adjective that might be interchanged with synonyms such as aboriginal or native. Indigenous in this context is a proper noun referring to those nations who continue to endure under the rule of settler colonial nation-states, wherever they may be located. Indigenous nations, who once made up 100% of the population of their traditional territories, today most often comprise less than 10% of the general populations of the settler nations in which we now live.4 Even given the tremendous geographic and cultural diversity of these various Indigenous nations, they share a common bond of experience under the policies of hegemonic settler colonial nation-states. All have suffered genocidal reductions of their populations and the dispossession of their territories. Most have also been forced to assimilate to the cultural norms of their colonizers through educational policies aimed at eliminating Indigenous languages, customs, and religions—in short, Indigenous identity. It is for this reason the United Nations formed its Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues in the year 2000 and in 2007 issued its United Nations Resolution on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples—a non-binding resolution originally rejected outright by the governments of only four member states: Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United States (Lightfoot 2016).

Our Colonized World

Having thus defined my terms and positionality, I now return to the subject of Shakespeare studies and its possible intersections with critical Indigenous studies as they have developed to date. The most obvious intersection for scholars of Indigenous studies is that the early modern period in which Shakespeare lived and wrote is also the period to which we trace the inception of European global imperialism. Western historiography has long celebrated this period as the ‘Age of Discovery’; a period of advances in European navigation and exploration. The names of Henry the Navigator, Columbus, Vasco da Gama, Pedro Álvares Cabral, Magellan, Vespucci, Drake, Cartier, and others became central figures in the era that brought Europeans into contact with hitherto unknown peoples and expanded European geographic knowledge. It also marks a cataclysm for the Indigenous peoples of the Americas at a scale we may never fully appreciate.5 Along with the material goods of the Americas, Europeans wanted to see the exotic people who lived there and if they could not go to the New World, the natives could be brought to them. The first Indigenous captives who were brought back were the only proof that Columbus and his men had of the success of their voyage; one can imagine the crowds in Lisbon that came to the ships to marvel at the ‘Indians’. From that point on, various explorers would attempt to convince, coerce, or kidnap Natives with the sole purpose of bringing them back to be displayed in Europe. Their general objective seems to have been for propaganda and fundraising. They were brought before kings and merchants, and with the aid of supposed interpreters they told of immense and wondrous riches and the like—but for the most part they were on display. The Age of Discovery would soon give way to the Conquest of the Americas and the beginnings of European imperialism on a global scale. Indigenous Americans would be among colonized peoples of the early modern era.

By the end of the sixteenth century Spain’s empire included vast territories in the Americas, both North and South, with colonies in Africa and the Philippines, along with the various European regions under its control as well. While celebrated as a Golden Age by the Spanish, the same period represents the destruction of the Aztec and Incan empires and the loss of much of their respective cultural achievements, along with the deprivation of countless Indigenous polities through war, enslavement, and disease. The same period which would afford a flourishing of high culture in Spain would also see the publication of Las Casas’ A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies (1552) and the instantiation of the so-called Black Legend. To read European history from an Indigenous perspective would require a profound reorientation to the historical imaginary of Europeans but also for their settler descendants in the Americas and elsewhere.

Besides this shift in focus regarding the significance of these historical epochs, as defined by European historiography, there is a growing awareness among Indigenous peoples of aspects of the imperialist thinking and legislation that have long been obscure but are now becoming more central to our understanding of the longue durée of the early modern period’s impact on Indigenous peoples down to this day. In recent decades scholars and activists alike have begun to attend to a series of papal bulls issued in the fifteenth century, originally to settle a variety of disputes between the kingdoms of Spain and Portugal, regarding their respective claims to territories along the West African coast.6 The original bulls were pronounced in the 1480s before contact with the Americas, but with that epoch-making development the papacy weighed in on respective claims in the Western Hemisphere. Pope Alexander VI proclaimed the pre-emptive right to sovereignty over territories discovered by representatives of a Christian prince. Even in lands that were already inhabited, the Native population possessed no inherent rights of title to the land if they were not already Christians or civilized. This was to be the legal justification for the establishment of colonies overseas. Though this may seem an obscure doctrine to us today, we should recognize that it was used to justify any variety of imperial conquests in the Americas and elsewhere. Because this so-called Doctrine of Discovery developed before the rupture between the papacy and later Protestant polities, it was held to carry over to Protestant princes as well. This notion paved the way for Great Britain to invoke the doctrine as it built its colonial empire and, perhaps even more surprising, it remains the basis for United States Federal Indian Law (Miller et al. 2010).7

The notion of ‘civilized’ societies is culturally determined and in the early modern period Christianity was virtually a required element of being civilized. Non-Christians were denominated heathens (itself a term relating to uncultivated fields) and the uncivilized were savages (wild, undomesticated). These were terms necessary to justify one group’s hegemony over another. As Homi Bhabha notes, such categories were used ‘to construe the colonized as a population of degenerate types on the basis of racial origin, in order to justify conquest and establish systems of administration and instruction’ (1990, 75). The colonized need not be portrayed as physically monstrous in order to be demonized by explorers in the reports of their societies. French chronicler of their short-lived colony in Brazil, Andre Thévet described the Brazilians as ‘living like beasts, just as nature had produced them, eating roots, going naked, a people cruel and inhuman’ (Brandon 1986, 42). His compatriot, Villeagnon, found the same Natives ‘so different from us and so distant in all proper behavior and humanity that one would think they had fallen among beasts with human faces’ (Brandon 1986, 42). Thus, Natives could be described as either monstrous in behaviour or in their physical traits, both options served to undermine their original occupation of the land.

If a people were not Christians and also deemed uncivilized, they were poised for dispossession under the logic of the Doctrine of Discovery, but one could justify even more extreme actions if one dehumanized the Native inhabitants with claims that they were monstrous. Perhaps such aboriginal inhabitants of a territory are made monstrous in the literatures of exploration and conquest because of their innate connection to the lands coveted by would-be colonists and settlers. As a people ‘in the way’, how much easier to remove them if they were deemed subhuman or monstrous? Settler colonial policies seem to require Indigeneity to be monstrous. As we think about the potential of critical Indigenous studies to work across axes of affiliation, approaching Indigeneity in relationship to structures of power and coloniality in but also well beyond the Americas, it can help us to now further nuance the history and conceptual surround of the term ‘indigenous’. While the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) indexes the first printed use of ‘indigenous’ in 1646 to describe Native Americans, while distinguishing them from enslaved Africans in the Americas, the term itself can be found even earlier in a 1632 printed reference to inhabitants of England, notably, in reference to extremely poor farmers and labourers stubbornly inhabiting an area of land next to precious mineral waters in Yorkshire, impeding the development of a distinctly ‘English spaw’ or spa to rival those of Germany and France (Stanhope 1632).8 Though a typical chronological error one might find in the OED, it is striking that the definitive guide to the English language misses the earlier printed word used to describe English peasants. In this earlier text, we see a settler colonial logic in miniature operative within England, where the politics of occupied land, natural resources, and cultural identity are quite visibly at stake.9 We ought to recognize how the term indigenous is used to denote an inferior (elemental?) type of people rooted to the land and in the way of commercial gain.

Gods and Monsters


Caliban: ‘Hast thou not dropped from heaven?’ … ‘I’ll show thee every fertile inch o’ th’ island, / And I will kiss thy foot. I prithee, be my god.’ (The Tempest, II: ii. 135 and 146–147)

 

Stephano: ‘O brave monster! Lead the way.’  (The Tempest, II: ii.186)



As an Indigenous person, reading Shakespeare’s Tempest as an encounter narrative is cringeworthy. Here is yet another depiction of Europeans meeting a Native person and figuring him as a monster, while we have the Native mistake a low-born comic European figure for a god. Worse yet, the Native is at the same time drunk on newly introduced liquor and offering up valuable information about his own country. Shakespeare complicates the scene with the fact that Caliban is already the bonded slave of another European recently arrived on his island, Prospero—an educated aristocrat, to whom he has earlier explained how to survive on the island. Within the scope of Act two, scene two, we hear Trinculo’s cynical consideration of how he might profit by taking Caliban back to Europe and putting him on display: ‘When they will not give a doit to relieve a lame beggar, they will lay out ten to see a dead Indian’ (II: ii. 31–33). In one scene Shakespeare rehearses what have become stock scenes of New World encounters while mentioning in passing the display of Native American bodies, alive or dead, in European cities—another disturbing dimension of Europe’s invasion of the Americas.

Where historians might debate the accuracy of accounts in which Europeans are mistaken for divine figures, that notion has become a staple in what passes as general knowledge about the period. The Natives with whom Columbus interacts live an almost prelapsarian existence free from knowledge of warfare or religion. And just as importantly these Natives, we are told, presume the Europeans to be gods: ‘Come and see the men who have come from heaven; bring them food and drink’ (Fernandez-Armesto 1992, 55). I have noted elsewhere the strangeness of the persistence of this myth; given that Columbus had only been in contact with these speakers of a radically different language for two days, how is he able to translate what is being said? I hold this to be an example of what I call a ‘linguistic fantasy’ and yet such fantasies persist in popular notions of history (Stevens 2001). Columbus does not describe the people he actually encounters as monstrous, but he does report that savage and monstrous Natives live nearby. The unseen cannibalistic Caribs enter the lore of his ‘discovery’ narrative and will become the necessary foil to Columbus’s guileless and hospitable Natives. Cannibalism haunts the New World as a dreaded spectre from the very beginning of the Encounter.10

Such presumptions of the divine status of Europeans play an even more potent role in the mytho-history surrounding the Conquest of Mexico. During the period immediately following the cataclysmic fall of Tenochtitlan to combined Spanish and Indigenous forces led by Hernando Cortés in 1521, there are no extant reports of Cortés having been mistaken for a god—nor does Cortés mention this in his letters reporting his victory to his sovereigns in Spain. It is not until 1552 that we find the Cortés-as-god element of the conquest mentioned as a historical fact. We can credit the chronicler López de Gómara, one-time chaplain and secretary to Cortés, with first recording this myth of the conqueror’s divinity. The fall of the Aztec Empire likewise carries with it the notion that because Cortés was mistaken for a god that this fatal error contributed to the conquest of Tenochtitlan by a mere handful of Spaniards and their Native allies. Reports of the hideous idols of the Mexicans and their reputed bloodlust were then used by the same chroniclers to justify the destruction of an entire civilization. Even Tzvetan Todorov, in his landmark semiotic study The Conquest of America, though written from a position of sympathy towards Indigenous Mexicans, still accepted the notion that the Aztec Empire was doomed because of the culture’s rigid dependence on signs—one of which was the mistaking of Cortés for a god (Todorov 1984).

Historian Camilla Townsend’s recent study Fifth Sun: A New History of the Aztecs has done a tremendous job at debunking much of what we think we know about the Aztec Empire (Townsend 2019). For too long we have accepted that this was a bloodthirsty culture addicted to human sacrifice. It has left many with the impression that the Aztecs got what they deserved, thus accepting the reports of the Spanish conquerors. Townsend pushes beyond the ancient stereotype regarding that complex society in an attempt to better understand its fall to European invaders and the greater significance of that event. This she does by relying principally on Indigenous authored texts about Nahua history and society. In the twentieth century several Mexican scholars began to plumb the rich archives of Mexico for more balanced accounts of the Conquest—this meant learning the Nahua language and translating their version of events. Among the first to do this were the scholars Miguel León-Portilla and Angel Maria Garibay in their work known in English as The Broken Spears: The Aztec Account of the Conquest of Mexico (1962). A number of important studies followed that have likewise challenged early modern Spanish accounts and later histories that repeated the basic Spanish position in a variety of European languages. Noteworthy among those scholars writing in English are works of Inga Clenndinnen (1991), James Lockhart (1993), and Barbara Mundy (2015), all of whom take a largely sympathetic look at Nahua society under the Aztec Empire. Where Townsend’s work marks a significant shift is that she relies on Nahua language archives composed by Indigenous authors in the period following the Conquest, but not written under the watchful eyes of church officials or colonial rulers. Most of the aforementioned scholarly works rely on interculturally composed accounts of the Nahua world. This meant that colonial attitudes either prevailed or in some way influenced the Native accounts being written under their surveillance. Townsend has identified many texts written by Indigenous authors for Indigenous readers; these go a long way towards fleshing out Nahua society and undermining the colonial stereotypes which distort our knowledge of their culture. Such studies will hopefully correct our inherited notions of a bloodthirsty culture overthrown by a man they mistook for a god.

The Literature of the Encounter is, as I have discussed in other writings, vast and heterodox, and no formulation of the condition and meaning of the alien Other is without its rival (Stevens 2003). It did not require the discovery of physical monsters in order to create them in the narratives of travellers to exotic lands. The fascination for such accounts comes into play in Shakespeare’s Othello, when the title character, himself a physical sign of the Other, explains how Desdemona came to love him. He claims it was his account to her ‘greedy ear’ ‘of the Cannibals that do each other eat/ The Anthropophagi, and men whose heads/ Do grow beneath their shoulders’ (I. iii. 143–145). When true monsters could not be found it was the figure of the cannibal that stood in for monstrous Indigeneity. As a sign, cannibals are the most insidious because their outward bodies are not physically monstrous: rather it is their inhuman customs that make them savages. Peter Martyr, who stresses the Edenic nature of the natives who first welcomed Columbus, always opposes them to the monstrous Caribs. When on Columbus’s second voyage the sailors claimed to have captured several Caribs and brought them back to Madrid, Peter Martyr went to ‘examine’ them and he writes, ‘There is no man able to behold them, but he should feel his bowels grate with a certain horror, so infernal and repugnant an aspect nature and their own cruel characters have lent them’ (1577, 1.6.31). Martyr points out no physical deformities in his account; rather it is his knowledge that he is looking at the body of a cannibal that causes his visceral reaction.

Scholars have often gone to lengths to prove Caliban is indeed meant to be monstrous, citing the epithets used by characters in the play to describe his physical appearance: monster, mooncalf, man-monster, filth, deformed, or a thing of darkness as ‘proof’ of his actual monstrosity. One eighteenth-century scholar noted that Setebos was the name of a demon worshipped in Patagonia, first mentioned in Richard Eden’s 1555 translation of the Decades by Peter Martyr.11 Surely the son of a witch and demon must be monstrous indeed. Likewise, his name, as an anagram for cannibal, rendered him monstrous even if he possessed a fine physique. Alden Vaughan, in reviewing various traditions of portraying Caliban on stage, notes that he has gone from a monstrous figure in the eighteenth century to a sort of post-Darwinian ‘Missing Link’ in the nineteenth century. In reviewing well-known performances of the play in the twentieth century, Vaughan makes clear how the pendulum swings between a colonized Native Caliban (either as an Indigenous North American or a Black islander) and a more monstrous one depending on popular political discourse and the desire for novelty (1999, 75). In one notable performance mounted by the Folger Shakespeare Theatre in 1990, Black actor Ralphael Nash with his ‘magnificent physique’ displayed no monstrous features, thus rendering comments about his horrible appearance a sign of the other characters’ racism which could not see beyond his phenotypic differences (1991, 198). This last notion speaks most to me, wherein European characters cannot see beauty in dark skin or other physical traits interpreted as markers of racial difference.

In Bernadette Bucher’s Icon and Conquest, a classic study of the illustrations found in the de Brys’ thirty-volume opus, Great Voyages (1590–1634), she points to what she refers to as the ‘problem of monstrosity’. This she describes as the habit of rendering Indigenous cultural differences in appearance such as nakedness, tattooing, different hair styles, body enhancements such as nose rings and weighted earlobe plugs, as monstrous and grotesque. The absence of clothing or use of body modifications are all cultural and not physiological, but Europeans report and depict them as monstrous attributes (Bucher 1981, 76). Bucher cites Montaigne’s observation, ‘We call contrary to Nature what comes about contrary to custom; nothing whatsoever exists which is not in accordance with her’ (Essays. 2:30, quoted in Bucher 1981, 76). Native appearance is exaggerated, even when merely cosmetic, to mark their savagery and distance from the norms of European civilization. A very similar logic underpins English notions of Irish savagery. Few would confute that the Irish are the original inhabitants of that land, but the English consistently invoke a pervasive lack of the markers of civilization amongst them. They are labelled savage simply for resisting English invasions of their territory. The English writer Barnaby Rich published a pamphlet defending the severity of English actions against the Irish rebels, in which he claimed that they ‘preferred to live like beasts, void of law and all good order’, that they were ‘more uncivil, more uncleanly, more barbarous, and more brutish in their custom and demeanor than people in any part of the world that is known’ (quoted in Canny 1973, 588). Equally enduring, the paradigm of the European explorer-as-god would continue right up to the reports of Capt. Cook’s deification in Hawaii. He would of course suffer the consequences of that encounter, but the myth persisted, be it ever so contentious (Obeyesekere 1992).

Moving the Compass

Lest we imagine these habits of thought concerning the monstrosity of Indigenous peoples are more typical of an Iberian mindset, I would like to reorient our attention to one of the earliest stages of British imperialism. For so long we have been trained to locate our initial investigations of Europe’s encounter with, and eventual conquest of, the New World in the Caribbean. Generations of scholars have produced invaluable studies of the Colombian epoch beginning in 1492 and extending to the subjugation of the Aztec and Inca Empires, including the conquest of countless other Indigenous polities along the way, but many of the Native peoples living in Canada and the United States find that story a foreign one; not only because of the vast distances involved, but also the differing colonial legacies that we have endured in our various ways. For those of us who grew up as Indigenous people living east of the Mississippi and far north of the Gulf of Mexico, the Spanish and Portuguese colonial empires seemed a world away. More familiar, and yet still different, was the conquest of the middle and far West of North America by the young settler nations of the United States and Canada during the nineteenth century (Fuller 1991).

For Indigenous peoples of the Northeast, our earliest conflicts with colonial powers, like those to the south dealing with the Spanish, also started in the distant past of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. By the outbreak of the American Revolution, many Indigenous nations on the eastern seaboard of North America had been subdued and dispossessed after decades of disease and warfare. Our histories involved a different encounter with Europe, though one that shared tragic similarities with the Native nations of the whole western hemisphere. And though the French, Dutch, and even Swedes would play a part in the lives of our various nations, it would be the English who eventually came to dominate the eastern portion of North America with colonies stretching from the Caribbean to Hudson’s Bay. Therefore, I wish to look to the Arctic as one of the earliest loci of conflict, the region of England’s first recorded encounters with the Native peoples of North America.

In the literature chronicling the encounters with and conquests of the Indigenous peoples of the Americas, the English were self-consciously belated. New World accounts by their Spanish and Portuguese rivals had been circulating in Europe for eighty-five years before the English would produce a widely distributed printed account of their own exploits during the first decades of exploration and conquest. Tellingly, this first popular English account was neither a triumphant story of conquest nor even one of the more nuanced reports of the tentative English colonial enterprise that would finally take hold in Jamestown in 1607; it instead came from the merchant adventurer Dionyse Settle’s 1577 account of Martin Frobisher’s second voyage in search of the Northwest Passage. Between 1576 and 1578 the English would send three increasingly larger expeditions to the arctic shores of Greenland and Baffin Island under the leadership of Frobisher; what began as a search for a new trade route to China ended in a failed search for gold.

Yet for all its difficulties and the lawsuits that followed, the Frobisher voyages were still a watershed for the English. They demonstrated a determination and perseverance in the face of great hardship that would be presented by the English as hallmarks of their national character. As David Quinn noted in his edition of Settle’s A true reporte of the last voyage … by Capteine Frobisher, ‘it was the first piece of [English] American exploration literature to be translated and circulated widely in European countries’ (Quinn 1979, 207).12 Dionyse Settle and his contemporaries, George Best and Thomas Ellis, would each publish accounts of their experiences on one of the three of Frobisher’s voyages, and with the publication of such activities in the exploration of the New World continental Europeans would become aware of England’s entry into the transatlantic colonial enterprise. These accounts would also figure prominently in Richard Hakluyt’s monumental 1589 anthology heralding British exploration and expansion, The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques, and Discoveries of the English Nation. Published in what one scholar called the ‘afterglow of the victory over the Armada’, Hakluyt’s work would take its place among such nationalistic Elizabethan compendia and epics as William Camden’s Britannia (1586), Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles (1587), and Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queene (1590, 1596).13

Unlike those above-mentioned works of history and poetry, Hakluyt’s text made a signal claim: that is, that the authority of his anthology stems from the numerous eyewitness accounts he collected.14 Therein lies their autoptic quality—that term being derived from autopsia in neo-Latin, from the Greek, meaning literally ‘seeing with one’s own eyes’. Examples of autoptic authority in historiography are traceable back to Herodotus with his claims to have seen the wonders of Egypt, which he described with his own eyes. Though the first edition of The Principal Navigations famously included spurious materials taken from Mandeville’s Travels, the second edition (released in stages between 1598–1600) quietly dropped most of these in favour of more reliably firsthand narratives. Scholar Robert Appelbaum sees this move on Hakluyt’s part to be evidence of, in Weberian terms, ‘disenchantment’ [Entzauberung]—a mode of discourse moving ever further away from the fantastic and mystical (Appelbaum 1998). Though I am for the most part in accord with this observation, I wish to place more pressure on the notion of the autoptic narrative in the early modern period—particularly as it relates to the ‘New World’ contact and conquest accounts of this epoch. In a reading of Jose de Acosta’s Natural and Moral History of the Indies, Anthony Pagden claims that Acosta’s approach to the interpretation of life in the New World is evidence of an autoptic imagination: one which accepts the authority of the eye, that is one’s experience, over the hermeneutic and exegetical interpretations of the external world derived from canonical texts (Pagden 1993, 55).15 This in turn allows Acosta, as someone who has actually lived in the Indies, to claim authority over his own historiographic endeavour (even as, I should note, he dismissed Native accounts of their own history). What I wish to examine are those instances where we see the autoptic imagination authorizing the early modern discourse of ethnographic speculation and elevating that speculation to the level of axiomatic truths.

Taking Frobisher’s explorations in search of the Northwest Passage as a starting point, with the attendant visual representations of these voyages and the first-hand narratives portraying the interactions between the Inuit and the English, I examine one of the earliest recorded instances in English in which the appropriation of the human body and its subsequent display can be shown to serve England’s nascent imperial aspirations. It is at this moment in Elizabethan history that we can securely say that the body of the New World Native was in fact collected and studied (Pagden 1993, 51–87).16 What began as hostage taking was soon transformed beyond an initial cultural clash into the subjection of the Native body to the objectifying practice of displaying the ethnic Other—with attention to notions of the monstrous. To examine how this occurred in those early days of contact, I focus on the accounts of Dionyse Settle, Thomas Ellis, and George Best, as published by themselves and reprinted by Hakluyt in England, and by others on the Continent. In doing so, I demonstrate how the practice of collecting Indigenous bodies, in the literal and representational sense, becomes a forerunner of ethnological collecting and the pseudo-science of race. The English and others would later use this racialization of cultural difference as justification for their domination and exploitation of Indigenous peoples.

Arctic Others

Even before Frobisher’s arctic voyages, the far north of Europe was largely a terra incognita of its own. Hakluyt’s interest in English navigation was not restricted to extra-European territories only. We see in his writings concerning the Muscovy Company, founded in 1555 to explore a Northeast Passage to China and establish trade with Russia via a northern sea route, that English merchant adventurers encountered a nomadic people in the extreme north of the Scandinavian Peninsula. These people are sometimes referred to as Finnar and at other times Laplanders. This region on the northern margins of Europe was known folklorically for the supposed presence of Lapland witches. We get a passing reference to that notion in Shakespeare’s Comedy of Errors, where Antipholus of Syracuse is so confused by peoples’ behaviour towards him that he concludes that ‘Lapland sorcerers inhabit here’ (IV, iii, 11). The Laplanders to whom he refers are doubtless the Sámi people, native to that region, and who remain in those lands to this day though under rule of Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia. The Sámi are currently the only Europeans represented in the Native American and Indigenous Studies Association. Unlike other ethnic minorities living in the various nations of Europe, the Sámi represent an Indigenous people who have been subjected to dominance by settlers moving into their territory and attempting to assimilate them through various state apparatuses such as religious missions, state-run education, and forced resettlement (Eriksen et al. 2019).

For centuries the Sámi resisted adopting Christianity and practised their ancient shamanistic religion. This in turn earned them a reputation for being witches, devil worshipers, and heathens. In one passage of his account of Arctic exploration, Hakluyt refers to the Sámi as Laplanders who ‘have no religion at all but live as bruite and heathenish people, without God in the worlde … The whole nation is utterly unlearned, having not so much as the use of any Alphabet, or letter among them. For practise of witchcraft and sorcerie they passe all nations in the worlde.’ In a later section he refers to another Arctic people of Siberia, the Samoyed, as being a people who ‘have taken their beginning from the Tartar kinde’.. In this case we see, upon first glance, an all-too-familiar alignment of Indigenous peoples with cannibals:


The Samoit hath his name (as the Russe saith) of eating himselfe: as if in times past, they lived as ye Cannibals, eating one another. Which they make more probable, because at this time they eate all kind of raw flesh, whatsoever it be, even the very carion that lieth in the ditch. But as the Samoits themselves will say, they were called Samoie, that is, “of themselves,” as though they were Indigenae, or people bred upon that very soyle, that never changed their seate from one place to another, as most nations have done. They are subject at this time to the Emperour of Russia.  (1927–8, vol. 1, 245)



Importantly, the postulate of being ‘indigenous’ is here attributed to the Samoyed themselves, who insist on a counter-narrative to colonial dehumanization: ‘Samoit’ is not derived, the Samoyed explain, from the alleged practice of eating ‘of themselves’, ‘as the Russe sayeth’, but of being ‘of themselves’, of establishing a communal identity in relationship to land and language over time. Yet by stressing that the Samoyed identify ‘as though they were Indigenae’, and by finding the myth of cannibalism more ‘probable’ than narrative offered by them, Hakluyt undermines the Samoyed as historians of their own culture.17 Likewise, Hakluyt then disavows any kind of learning among the Sámi, reporting that they are ‘utterly unlearned, having not so much as the use of any Alphabet, or letter among them’, and cites ‘the opinion that they were first termed Lappes of their briefe and short speech’, speaks a long tradition of erasing Indigenous forms of knowledge and expression by a fetishism of the written over the spoken, with devastating consequences for the Sámi and Samoyed among other Indigenous peoples today, who have long been denied a right to their own history and culture. It is noteworthy that the Sámi and Samoyed living in a remote region of Europe were so little known or understood in the early modern period. One can only imagine how the Arctic-dwelling Inuit would be seen when English ships began to explore the northwest Atlantic.

In 1576, the Elizabethan privateer Martin Frobisher and his business partner Michael Lok convinced English investors, from City financiers to members of Queen Elizabeth I’s government, to back their proposed exploration of the Arctic Northwest in an attempt to locate a sea passage to the riches of Asia.18 The English lethargy in matters of exploration was for some a stain on their international reputation—for others, it was a missed opportunity to exploit the wealth of the New World, or else establish direct English trade routes with China. John Cabot’s 1497 voyage to Newfoundland, though a point of pride, did not produce the anticipated results, and his disappearance along with his crew in 1498 led to understandable caution in England for such ventures in the following decades. Nevertheless, Cabot’s voyage established a route to Newfoundland and publicized the rich cod fishing off its shores—which meant that even without heavy royal subsidies the western Atlantic would remain attractive to fishermen thereafter and prove vital in the practical experience gained by English sailors plying the northern Atlantic (Marcus 1981, 170–173).19 But Spain and Portugal on the other hand progressed from one dramatic triumph to another, thereby increasing their prestige and material wealth many times over. With the coming of the Protestant Reformation a new sectarian element was added to the mix of international competition and hostilities.

Amidst these concerns, Frobisher and Lok were granted two ships and financial backing for Frobisher’s first trip to what would prove to be Canada’s extreme northeast coast in 1576. The enterprise was not auspicious: by the time the two main ships reached what we now know to be the southern coast of Greenland (though mistakenly referred to by Frobisher’s party as Friesland), one of them, the ship Michael, became separated in a storm and abandoned the project for home after running into large ice fields. This same storm also caused the loss of a pinnace and its crew, leaving the sole ship the Gabriel, commanded by Frobisher, to carry on alone.

Some two weeks later Frobisher’s team arrived at present-day Baffin Island, where they encountered the Inuit for the first time, and with whom they traded in what were at first peaceful exchanges. Christopher Hall’s journal, printed first in Hakluyt’s text, notes his initial impression: ‘They bee like to Tartars, with long blacke haire, broad faces, and flatte noses, and tawnie in colour, wearing Seale skinnes, and so doe the women, not differing in the fashion, but the women are marked in the face with blewe streekes downe the cheekes, and round about the eyes’ (in Hakluyt 1927–28, vol. 5, 136). In this initial encounter Hall supplies the reader with a brief lexicon of some parts of the body and clothes. But within a matter of days, five Englishmen went among the locals; disobeying Frobisher’s orders, they were not seen or heard from again. In his famous narrative of these events, also reprinted in Hakluyt’s The Principle Navigations, George Best, based on his observation of Inuit diet, speculates with reference to the monstrous, that the men were probably killed and even more likely eaten, saying: ‘considering also their ravenous and bloody disposition in eating any kind of raw flesh or carrion howsoever stinking, it is to bee thought that they had slaine and devoured our men’ (Best in Hakluyt 1927–28, vol. 5, 217). This sentiment is expanded on by Settle, who writes in his narrative, ‘What knowledge they have of God, or what Idoll they adore, we have no perfect intelligence, I thinke them rather Anthropophagi, or devourers of mans flesh then otherwise: for that there is no flesh or fish which they find dead (smell it never so filthily) but they will eate it, as they finde it without any other dressing. A loathsome thing, either to the beholders or hearers’ (in Hakluyt 1927–28, vol. V, 151). This presumption of cannibalism will be all too familiar to readers of early contact narratives—the Other quickly transforms from simple country folk to inhuman monsters at the first signs of conflict. Indeed, Tzvetan Todorov has noted in his Morals of History that representations of cannibalism were among the most common identifying features in the early modern iconography of the New World (1995, 104–105).20

Frobisher, in response to the loss of his men, immediately conceives of a plan to kidnap a local man in retribution. One might assume that he would be used as leverage in negotiations with the locals presumed to have captured the five Englishmen, but Best’s narrative is by no means clear on this point, as he notes that Frobisher is ‘desirous to bring home some token from thence of his being there’ (Collinson 1867, vol. 38, 74). The Inuit are thus transformed into tokens of English possession—a habit of collecting exotic peoples that began with Columbus and continued throughout the period of contact and conquest. A man was enticed with objects of trade to approach the English boat, where he was captured and brought on board—kayak and all. Best writes that this prisoner, ‘when he found himself in captivity, for very choler and disdain, bit his tongue in twain within his mouth’ (Collinson 1867, vol. 38, 74). This spectacular act of refusal might call to mind Hieronimo in Thomas Kyd’s c. 1592 play The Spanish Tragedy, when that character bites out his own tongue on stage rather than confess falsely under torture. One cannot help wondering whether the Inuk captive was familiar with the practice of capturing Natives to be used as interpreters or informants; by rendering himself mute he pre-empts his utility. We are informed that he did not die from his wounds but was instead brought to England. The narrative of this episode concludes tellingly, with Best reporting ‘Now with this new prey (which was a sufficient witness of the Captain’s far and tedious travel towards the unknown parts of the world, as did well appear by this strange Infidel, whose like was never seen, read, nor heard of before, and whose language was neither known nor understood of any) the said Captain Frobisher returned homeward’ (Collinson 1867, vol. 38, 74).

Once in England, the nameless Inuk captive was taken to London with his kayak to be displayed as possible proof that perhaps, though the mission had not succeeded in its intended purpose, their captive’s Asiatic appearance indicated they were not far from their goal. Throughout the surviving accounts by George Best, Christopher Hall, and Michael Lok the man is described variously as a man of Cathay, a Tartar, and Tartar Indian (in Hakluyt 1927–28, vol. V, 136).21 His presence was the only assurance nervous investors had of Frobisher’s voyage. Like so many other Natives brought by force or otherwise to Europe this man did not last long—he was dead within three weeks’ time. Among the records of the expenses associated with Frobisher’s first voyage, we learn that after the Inuk’s death the man was ‘opened by a surgeon and embalmed’ in order that his corpse might be returned to his home. Why this plan to return him is not carried out we do not know—it appears as a minor notation after a ledger entry. Instead, we do know he was buried in St. Olav’s Church in London.

Still, loath to give up their specimen, Lok and Frobisher’s company ordered a death mask be cast before the man was buried, and saw to it that the Flemish painter Cornelius Ketel, then active in England, painted eight pictures of the man. Five of the paintings were to be portraits, three larger and two miniatures, with the remaining three paintings to be full-length depictions of the man respectively portrayed in his native Inuit dress, in English costume. The final image captured the Inuk naked.22 The notion of depicting this anonymous man nude underscores the licence taken by the autoptic imagination: the painting implicitly claims that the viewer has the right to see beneath the surface and judge with one’s own eye, even if the image one is looking at is itself a representation. That captive Inuk who bit out his own tongue would doubtless have resisted such an exhibition. We might also see in Ketel’s now lost paintings the beginnings of a type of ethnographic collecting and display to become all too familiar in support of the racist ethnographic pseudo-science of the nineteenth century. The last three decades have seen a number of important studies by historians and literary scholars dealing with the kidnapping and enslavement of various indigenous peoples.23 But I am interested in this episode as a moment where the human body is transformed from person to proof. The captive’s actual presence, his historicity as it were, is not as important as a generalized figure of the Native, which is a figure we often encounter in early modern illustration. To greater effect, and even greater importance, he is a reminder of the fact of his real existence in history; the Inuk is a specific captive, even if he is robbed of biography and agency—the difference here is that between the symbol and the sample.

There is one surviving watercolour apparently drawn from life by the Flemish artist Lucas de Heere. Like the best of John White’s famous watercolours, de Heere stresses natural representation over the sensational. The artist portrays the Inuk in traditional clothes holding a kayak paddle and bow and arrow (see Figure 10.1).



[image: image]

Figure 10.1 Lucas de Heere, ‘Homme sauvage … par M. Furbisher’, Théâtre De Tous Les Peuples Et Nations De La Terre, 1576. Provided by Ghent University Library.



He stands in a hastily sketched landscape with a kayaking scene and a European-style caravel in the distance—perhaps a rendering of his capture. The captive becomes not an informant, translator, or guide but instead an emblem of the exotic and, in that way, an advertisement. The Inuk’s body and his Asiatic features, as perceived by the English, are for the backers of the Company of Cathay evidence of the proximity of their venture to its stated goal—contact with China. The value inherent in this captive is metonymic; he represents the Orient. The Inuit are not themselves the object of ethnographic investigation at this point, which will come later, rather, they function within a mercantile discourse as indicators of imminent commercial success.

Frobisher’s backer must have found his assertion that he was on the verge of discovering a passage to China convincing enough because they supported another voyage in the spring of 1577. On this voyage, Best claims they attempted to find the five missing Englishmen from the previous year. To do that they found it necessary to capture another native man in order to get information from him or use him to barter for the return of Frobisher’s men should they still be alive. Tackling him on the shore violently and breaking two of his ribs, Frobisher’s sailors doomed this man to a premature death from his festering internal injuries.

A variety of interactions with the local Inuit are reported in the surviving narratives and they paint a picture of mutual distrust and hostility. The captured man’s community wanted him returned and were prepared to fight the English to get him back. The worst of their skirmishes is depicted in one of John White’s watercolours as the fight at Bloody Point. Best reports of the natives, ‘when they found themselves mortally wounded, being ignorant what mercy meaneth, with deadly fury they cast themselves from off the rocks into the sea, lest perhaps their enemies should receive glory or prey of their dead carcasses: for they supposed us likely to be cannibals, or eaters of man’s flesh’ (Collinson 1867, 142). Turn-about being fair play, how quickly we see the presumption of one’s worst fears ascribed to the Other. After a fierce fight the Inuit retreated, having lost six of their men. Found hiding among the rocks were two women: one elderly and the other a young woman with an infant son who had been wounded in the fight. Settle’s version of events tells us that sailors found the elderly woman so repulsive that she was taken to be a devil or a witch—and just to make sure, she was stripped of her clothes to see if she had cloven feet ‘and [because] of her ugly hue and deformity we let her go’ (in Hakluyt 1927–28, vol. V, 145). The young woman with her injured child was taken aboard ship, ostensibly to tend to the child but ultimately as a captive. These Indigenous captives, being supposed devils or cannibals, were at the same time transformed into symbols of Britain’s expanding colonial reach. These western Arctic regions would eventually become parts of the British Dominion of Canada, while Greenland would fall under Danish rule—the descendants of those early captives still living with the legacy of early modern colonialism.

Conclusions

At the beginning of the eighteenth century when Jonathan Swift parodies travel narratives, by then a familiar literary genre, in his satire Gulliver’s Travels, he has Gulliver explain his reticence in not giving the locations of the lands he has visited nor having claimed them for England:


To say the truth, I had conceived a few scruples with relation to the distributive justice of princes upon those occasions. For instance, a crew of pirates are driven by a storm they know not whither; at length a boy discovers land from the topmast; they go on shore to rob and plunder, they see a harmless people, are entertained with kindness; they give the country a new name; they take formal possession of it for their king; they set up a rotten plank, or a stone, for a memorial; they murder two or three dozen of the natives, bring away a couple more, by force, for a sample; return home, and get their pardon. Here commences a new dominion acquired with a title by divine right. Ships are sent with the first opportunity; the natives driven out or destroyed; their princes tortured to discover their gold; a free license given to all acts of inhumanity and lust, the earth reeking with the blood of its inhabitants: and this execrable crew of butchers, employed in so pious an expedition, is a modern colony, sent to convert and civilize an idolatrous and barbarous people!  (Gulliver’s Travels, Part IV, chap. XII, p. 248)



Clearly the imperial paradigm of discovery, encounter, and conquest had become stock-in-trade by Swift’s day and the fate of Indigenous peoples seemed a foregone conclusion. Whenever I read or teach this passage I am struck by the complete anonymity of the Natives. Though Swift’s sympathies lie with them, they remain a blank, supernumeraries in an essentially European drama. A consideration of colonized nations during the period should help reconsider the stakes of colonial rule. To be sure, the wealth of England, France, the Netherlands, Portugal, and Spain was deeply imbricated in the exploitation of colonized labour and resources, as well as a guiding factor in the dispossession and genocide perpetrated in the colonized world. But beyond these harsh economic and demographic realities that same colonial rule has fed and fostered the lasting legacies of racism and white supremacist thinking down to this day.

This exercise in considering the position of Indigenous peoples when they were first formulated as such by early modern colonialism and ethnography is written in hope that a more nuanced consideration of race and ethnicity will be brought to bear on early modern literary studies. Shakespeare is only one literary figure, though a towering one, from this period and there remains much work to be done. As more Indigenous scholars enter the academy, we should hope that more intersections will be found and ultimately a better understanding of these longstanding colonial legacies will come to the fore. I feel fortunate to be able to point my students to the work of Indigenous scholars who share an interest in these early modern intersections: Cherokee scholar Jace Weaver’s The Red Atlantic (2014) expands our sense of the role played by Native Americans in the creation of the early modern Atlantic world, while Kanaka Maoli scholar Lehua Yim (2020) brings her critical acumen to the study of early Hawaiian versions of Shakespeare, just as Abenaki scholar Lisa Brooks (2008) demonstrates how eighteenth-century Indigenous activists used writing to resist colonial dispossession. For too long the figure of the New World Native has stood spectre-like in considerations of the period, as though our only impact might be to appear like Banquo’s bloodied ghost at the feast. By researching the motivations that have moved European settlers in the Americas and elsewhere and the legacy of their actions, we may discover aspects of early modern literature that have long laid dormant or overlooked.
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1 Two major US historic commemorations would occasion reflection on early European contacts with the Americas, first, the United States’ Bicentennial in 1976 which saw the publications of the two-volume First Images of America: The Impact of the New World on the Old (Chiappelli et al. 1976)—in which Stephen Greenblatt’s ‘Learning to Curse’ first appeared and soon after, the five-volume New American World: A Documentary History of North America to 1612 (Quinn et al. 1979); later the period around the Quincentennial of Columbus’s first voyage would produce a variety of critical reappraisals of that epoch in world history by a variety of historians and literary scholars, largely free of the triumphalist cant that marked the scholarship of 1892, but all by non-Indigenous authors. Such studies include Axtell 1992; Fuller 1995; Grafton 1992; Greenblatt 1991; Pagden 1993; Stannard 1992.

2 See Barker and Hulme 1985; Brown 1985; Greenblatt 1990; Hall 1996; and Orgel 1985. For an example of a contrary perspective see Pechter 1987.

3 See also Hulme and Sherman 2000.

4 These numbers vary by nations, e.g. Argentina 1.49%, USA 2%, Australia 3.3%, Canada 4.9%, Uruguay 2.4%; while in Chile it is 12.8% and New Zealand it is closer to 16.5%.

5 See Lewis and Maslin 2018. In this work the authors propose the use of the so-called Orbis Spike, a hemispheric drop in CO2 levels attributed to the massive mortality of natives of the Americas due to European diseases and invasion, in which as much as 90% of the native population died off.

6 See Miller 2015. Other important studies to consider are Seed 1996 and Greer 2018.

7 In fact, the eleventh session of the United Nations Permanent Forum on0 Indigenous Issues was devoted to the topic of the Doctrine of Discovery during its 2012 session.

8 I am indebted to Carla Mazzio for pointing me to this reference.

9 ‘Here is a stain’, writes the author, Michael Stanhope, introducing these people, ‘which time I hope [will] wash away, for it is a shame it hath so long continued. Those who neighbour nearest to these waters, are an indigenous poore people, not able to step out of the roade of their laborious calling, being plaine husbandmen and cottagers, and therefore it cannot be expected they should accommodate [tourists or visitors to the spa] in their many usefull concernments wherein they are most grossely defective’ (1632, 26). ‘Indigenous’ here indicates a stubborn affiliation with desired land, a condition of impoverishment or comparative lack of resources, and a national ‘shame’ and ‘stain’, willed to be ‘washed away’ by time. It seems uncoincidental that Stanhope’s request that ‘some one might be deputed by authority to mannage these waters’ (1632, 27) and surrounding land was asked in a text dedicated to Sir Thomas Wentworth, President of the Counsel of the North at York who had also served as the Lord Deputy of the Kingdom of Ireland.

10 While the cannibal supplied the Spanish with their first New World monster, scholar Robert Schwaller has argued that the ‘language of monstrosity’ contributed to Spanish formulations of racial categories such as indios, mestizos, mulatos, and negro. See Schwaller 2018.

11 English editor Richard Farmer noted this connection to Eden’s Decades in 1778 Johnson-Steevens edition of The Tempest. See Frey 1979.

12 Peter C. Mancall notes that the publication of accounts concerning the Frobisher voyages in the 1570s coincide with the earliest stages of Hakluyt’s project to collect and publish the accounts of English navigational history and exploration (2007). This is the most complete study of Richard Hakluyt to date.

13 See Jack Beeching’s Introduction to Voyages and Discoveries: The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques, and Discoveries of the English Nation (1972, 20).

14 We might consider the editions of John Foxe’s Actes and Monuments (1563, 1570, 1583) to fall into the autoptic category as well. But Foxe’s text hovers between the medieval martyrologies and early modern eyewitness testimonials. What is telling about the ever-expanding editions of Foxe’s compendium is that it shares with Hakluyt the desire to produce an encyclopedic Protestant nationalist account of England’s place in the early modern world.

15 See also de Acosta 2002.

16 To date the most exhaustive historical survey of indigenous peoples of North America in England, from the sixteenth through late eighteenth centuries, is Alden T. Vaughan’s Transatlantic Encounters: American Indians in Britain, 1500—1776 (2006). Vaughan records not only Indian captives but diplomatic and other visits as well. One aspect that most of these people had in common, whether captive or free, was that they were often a spectacle for the English. Many were displayed as such, while others fed Europeans’ appetite for exoticism. The most thorough study devoted to the Inuit in Europe is David Beers Quinn and William C. Sturtevant’s ‘This New Prey: Eskimos in Europe in 1567, 1576, and 1577’ (1987).

17 In many Indigenous languages the endonym referring to one’s own nation is some version of ‘the original people’, such as the term Onkwehonwe in Kanien’kéha (aka Mohawk).

18 For the history of Frobisher’s life and involvement in the search for the Northwest passage see McDermott 2001, especially 95–256.

19 For a discussion of the much-overlooked wealth of the Newfoundland cod fisheries in the early modern period, see Fuller 1991.

20 A considerable amount of scholarship exists on the subject of cannibalism as it relates to the early encounters with the New World. See Hulme 1986; Lestringant 1997; and Pagden 1982.

21 Best and Ellis also use the terms Cathay and Tatar (the archaic terms for China and east Asia) to indicate not only a similarity of phenotype but also geographical proximity to Asia, which they presume the Inuk’s features indicate.

22 Stephen Greenblatt has noted what he calls the ‘representational machine’ in which the Inuk is caught and goes on to speculate that the paintings of the variously clothed man demonstrate representational strategies that could either emphasize or deny cultural difference, whereas the picture of the man naked might represent either European curiosity or a desire to see some universal or essential physical characteristic otherwise obscured (1991, 112, and 184, n. 56).

23 See Magnaghi 1998; Olexer 1982; and most recently, Reséndez 2016. On the use of captured Natives as translators, see Greenblatt 1991, 86–118. See also my ‘Mother Tongues and Native Voices: Linguistic Fantasies in the Age of the Encounter’ (2001).


CHAPTER 11

Shakespeare, Race, and Queer Studies

Mario DiGangi

This chapter aims to assess and promote scholarship on the intersection of race and queer sexuality in Shakespeare’s plays.1 I begin with a genealogy of the productive work that has been done at the intersection of these critical approaches. Intersectional scholarship on race and queer sexuality in Shakespeare emerged in the 1990s but began to gather significant momentum around 2008–09, with a modest critical mass of work accumulating after 2016. In examining the emergence and development of this scholarship over the last thirty years, my primary goal is not to present a narrative of progress but to describe methodologies, archives, and theoretical frameworks that have fruitfully illuminated, and might continue to illuminate, Shakespeare’s texts and culture. Restricted to Shakespearean scholarship, this critical genealogy does not address work on other early modern authors (including non-Anglophone ones), let alone broader developments in critical race and queer studies. As such, it largely bypasses those ‘critical genealogies for the investigation of normalization and difference’ that have not significantly informed Shakespeare scholarship to date, such as women of colour feminism, queer of colour critique, and queer diaspora studies (Eng 2005, 7).

One constant in the following discussion will be the presence of Othello. Since the early 1990s, scholars have found in Othello’s depiction of interracial male-male and male-female bonds rich material for intersectional analysis of race, gender, and sexuality. Although early influential essays by Karen Newman (1987) and Michael Neill (1989) did not address queer sexuality, they anticipated and enabled queer readings through their accounts of the ‘monstrousness’ and ‘hideousness’ of interracial coupling in Othello.2 The sustained focus on the transgressive intimacies and fantasies that shape the sexual landscape of Othello has yielded innovative work on early modern race and sexuality. At the same time, the focus on Othello has deflected attention from other early modern texts, both Shakespearean and non-Shakespearean, that might offer alternative perspectives—including, crucially, less fatalistic ones—on the intersection of racial and sexual meanings in the period. Despite my conviction that we have much to learn by engaging texts beyond Othello, I conclude my critical genealogy with a reading of Othello in order to demonstrate that contemporary intersectional theory can still provide new insights even into the most familiar (and frequently taught) Shakespearean text ‘about’ race and sexuality.

* * *

A significant body of lesbian/gay Shakespeare scholarship first emerged in the early 1990s, a few years before the appearance of a similar concentration of scholarship on race. In writing their groundbreaking monographs, Bruce Smith (1991), Gregory Bredbeck (1991), Valerie Traub (1992), and Jonathan Goldberg (1992) developed the insights found in Michel Foucault’s account of the historical genesis of the concept of sexuality in History of Sexuality: An Introduction (trans. 1978); in Alan Bray’s research into early modern understandings of male same-sex intimacy in Homosexuality in Renaissance England (1982); in Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s antihomophobic account of male homosocial desire in Between Men (1985); and in a decade of work on gender identity, sexual ideology, and cross-dressing in feminist Shakespeare criticism. When these monographs were published, what Peter Erickson has called the ‘second phase’ of early modern race scholarship (1994–1997), which centred race ‘as a major organizing category for the period as a whole’, had not yet arrived, and race was largely absent from the feminist Shakespeare scholarship with which these four authors engaged (1998, 33). Hence it is not surprising that race is a relatively minor concern in these studies. Traub briefly addresses race when she observes that Othello’s ‘inability to maintain trust in Desdemona is directly related to his inability to trust his own racial identity and self-worth’ (1992, 35–36). Goldberg produces a more sustained account of sexualized race in his analysis of the European attribution of cross-dressing and sodomy to New World natives as a justification for colonial violence (Goldberg 1992). Although not attached to a reading of Shakespeare, Goldberg’s analysis of the racialization of sodomy provides the first full statement of an important theme that continued to resonate throughout the next decade of Shakespeare scholarship.

The representation of foreigners as sodomites is central to essays on Othello by Arthur Little (1993) and Patricia Parker (1994) that elucidate the intertwined discourses of racial and sexual monstrosity. In ‘The Primal Scene of Racism in Othello’, Little argues that the continually imagined but never staged scene of sexual intercourse between Othello and Desdemona functions ‘as the sexual site and sight of the play’s racial anxieties’, which are exacerbated by the association of interracial sex with ‘other culturally horrifying scenes of sexuality, especially bestiality and homosexuality’ (1993, 306). According to Little, in Iago’s account of Cassio’s dream, the culturally transgressive scene of sexual intimacy between Othello and Desdemona is displaced by the adulterous (but racially ‘proper’) intimacy of Cassio and Desdemona, which is itself displaced by the sexual interaction between Cassio and Iago. Little proposes that Othello’s response to Iago’s tale—‘O monstrous! Monstrous!’—conveys disgust towards an imagined scene of adultery presented in the ‘horrific’ guise of homosexuality (1993, 318). Although he anachronistically uses the language of ‘homosexuality’, Little powerfully demonstrates the early modern link between male-male sex and interracial male-female sex as manifestations of transgressive ‘sodomy’. Methodologically, Little also demonstrates how important fantasy can be as a conceptual resource for scholars of race and sexuality. Even as Othello offers an imagined ‘primal scene’ of interracial male-female sex, the fungible, associative, and displaceable qualities of fantasy can also evoke same-sex possibilities, such as those shadowed in Cassio’s dream. In Shakespeare Jungle Fever (2000), Little extended his approach to account for ideologies of race and sexuality in the broader context of colonialism and empire (including a reading of Antony’s queerness in Antony and Cleopatra).

Published in the groundbreaking anthology Women, ‘Race’ and Writing in the Early Modern Period (1994), Patricia Parker’s essay on ‘Fantasies of ‘Race’ and ‘Gender’’ connects the imperative to discover and expose the ‘monstrous’ in Othello with European colonial efforts to generate knowledge of foreign bodies and territories. Juxtaposing an account of monstrous female homoeroticism from Leo Africanus’s Geographical History of Africa with an account of sexually ‘abominable’ French women from Ambroise Paré’s Of Monsters and Marvels, Parker demonstrates how same-sex desire might queerly traverse racial and national boundaries (1994, 85). Parker observes the parallel language of ‘discovery’ used by anatomical treatises describing clitoral eroticism and by travel narratives describing ‘barbarous’ lands, (1994, 87); similarly, Othello pries into the ‘sexual secrets’ of a lady’s chamber/body and the ‘origins of an outsider Moor’ (Parker 1994, 91). The queerness of these fantasies of gender and race manifests in the ‘extraordinary series of exchanges and divisions in which Desdemona and Othello cross and occupy each side’ of the divide between the domestic and the exotic: Desdemona is blackened by sexual promiscuity; Othello the Moor [more] is associated with ‘uncontrollable female excess’ (Parker 1994, 95–96). Moreover, the coupling of Iago and Othello adds fantasies of monstrous homoeroticism to the play’s ‘fantasies of heterosexual miscegenation’ (Parker 1994, 99). Parker’s essay is particularly important for demonstrating how ‘monstrous’ excess might signify in the intersecting realms of gender, sexuality, and race.

Important as the essays by Little and Parker are, in stressing the early modern condemnation of interracial and queer sexuality they risk underplaying how dominant ideologies might be questioned, unsettled, or resisted by literary representations. In his essay on the discourse of sodomy in Othello, Robert Matz opens up more room for dissonance. Comparing marriage and male friendship as institutions that valorized affectionate intimacy, Matz identifies the ‘overlayings of desire’ through which Iago, who seeks Othello’s love, is displaced by Cassio (Othello’s new lieutenant), who is displaced by Desdemona (Othello’s new wife), who then befriends Cassio in order to restore him to Othello’s favour (1999, 65). Iago finally displaces Desdemona in the ‘marriage ceremony’ that concludes the temptation scene (Matz 1999, 264). Unlike Little, Matz identifies as ‘sodomy’ both the inappropriate intimacy between Iago and Othello and the disorder within Othello’s marriage: not only Desdemona’s purported adultery, but the perception that she disobeys and controls her husband (1999, 267). A vice that the English commonly attributed to foreign cultures (Italy, Turkey, Africa), sodomy might also describe the ‘unnatural’ sexual relationship between black Othello and white Desdemona (Matz 1999, 270; Traub 1999, 446). Nonetheless, by making ‘the foreign familiar’, in part through the blurring of ‘foreign’ sodomy with virtuous ‘English’ friendship, the play solicits desires ‘it can never fully control’ (Matz 1999, 272). This crucial qualification differentiates Matz’s approach from Little’s and Parker’s, in which ‘the violence of projection’ appears to leave little room for resistance to dominant narratives of female or African monstrousness (Parker 1994, 100). Instead, Matz suggests that the discourse of sodomy might fail to exhaust or contain the queer desires that circulate through the play.

Whereas Matz credits the discourse of sodomy for making intelligible the displacements and circulations of sexual desire, Madhavi Menon in Wanton Words finds sexuality in Othello ‘unspeakable’ and ‘marked by a lack of proper signification’ (Menon 2004, 113). According to Menon’s rhetorical analysis, Iago deploys a discourse of blackness as a ‘substitutive idiom’ for an excessive, proliferating sexuality that ‘cannot be properly registered in language’ because, unlike skin colour, it is ‘nonvisual’ and ‘nonrepresentative’ (2004, 111). Despite recording how sexuality is, in fact, registered in language through terms such as ‘super-subtle Venetian’, ‘villainous whore’, and ‘monstrous birth’, Menon advances the questionable distinction between a speakable (outward and public) race and an unspeakable (inward and secretive) sexuality. More nuanced is her argument that Iago is wrong to believe that a discourse of race can manifest and stabilize sexual desire, since racial definitions in Othello are as ‘fluid’ as sexual ones (Menon 2004, 114). Just as Matz posits the limited reach of the discourse of sodomy, Menon concludes that Iago’s attempt to regulate sexuality through the discourse of race ultimately founders on the slipperiness of signification.

In The Renaissance of Lesbianism in Early Modern England (2002), Valerie Traub, like Parker in the essay described above, examines how early modern anatomical and travel texts symmetrically expose the existence of the clitoris and of perverse foreigners, namely, ‘tribades’ or women who have sex with other women. According to Traub, in the course of the seventeenth century the ‘abuse’ of the clitoris commonly attributed to foreign women comes to be attributed to English women, signifying ‘gender relations gone awry’ (2002, 20). Like Matz and Parker, Traub demonstrates how the strange can queerly collapse into the familiar. Applying her analysis of racialized lesbianism to the bond between Titania and her Indian votress in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Traub offers a corrective to readings that too easily romanticize their love as an instance of female solidarity in opposition to the ‘patriarchal structures’ of Oberon’s kingdom (2002, 69). Like a European colonizer, Titania considers her servant’s son a valuable commodity that can be appropriated and transported from the ‘exoticized Indian shore’ (Traub 2002, 68–69). Accounting for racial difference thus exposes the existence of hierarchical structures between women that are as potent as those undergirding patriarchal social organization (DiGangi 2011, 76–84).

If Traub brings a welcome explicitness about specific body parts and sexual acts to her account of eroticism between women, James Bromley, in an essay cheekily titled ‘Rimming the Renaissance’ (2013), deploys a similar frankness in the service of an argument about the ‘queer’ (i.e., non-gendered, non-identitarian) sexual practice of anilingus. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, he argues, Thisbe’s kissing the ‘hole’ in the wall separating her from Pyramus associates anilingus with ‘rude’ social status and the breakdown of ‘civility’, symbolized by the boundary-defining wall (Bromley 2013, 175). Titania’s desire for the ass-headed Bottom, moreover, evokes both anality and bestiality. Bromley finds allusions to anilingus as well in Taming of the Shrew, when Petruccio imagines putting his ‘tongue’ in Katherine’s ‘tail’, and in Henry V, when Pistol gives the vulgar fico [fig] hand gesture to Fluellen’s ‘dirty maw’ (2013, 177–178). Bromley connects the ‘queer boundary-blurring effects’ of these episodes to the breaking down of ‘ethnic and national divisions’ in the English importation of foreign narratives about anilingus, such as the supposed Spanish origin of the fico gesture and a bizarre story recounting how Frederick Barbarossa of Milan punished rebellious subjects by making them use their teeth to snatch figs tied to a mule’s ass (2013, 174–175). As a ‘nonpenetrative, nongenital practice’ that is ‘not organized around subjectivity’, gender difference, or sustainable racial and national othering, anilingus can be considered a queer sexual act (Bromley 2013, 179).

With Ian Smith’s ‘The Queer Moor’ we return to sodomy and Othello. Whereas Bromley touts the analytical value of anilingus as a non-identitarian sexual practice, Smith’s account of Othello as a ‘queer Moor’—the bearer of the ‘corporal, differential signs’ of sodomy and blackness (2009, 193)—seems to fix both sexual and racial alterity firmly onto Othello’s identity. Nonetheless, Smith demonstrates that when European travel writers attempt to fix the ‘convention of the male husband and female wife’ onto the same-sex and queer sexual arrangements that they encountered in Africa and Turkey, they ‘find the limiting terms of their man-wife system grossly inadequate to account for the plural sexualities available’ in the inn or seraglio (2009, 197). Moreover, the disgust that Europeans expressed towards the supposed prevalence of non-reproductive Turkish sodomy actually conveyed ‘a troubled recognition of a very troubling military problem’: the Turkish success at capturing European Christian boys, who were then circumcised, converted, and (allegedly) ‘trained up in the various stages of sodomy’ (Arvas 2020 and Arvas’s chapter in this volume; Smith 2009, 198;). For Smith, Iago’s anxiety that Othello in cuckolding him sodomitically ‘leapt into his seat’ reflects the anxious European sexualization of the Ottomans’ superior military might. The non-reproductive sterility of Turkish sodomy, represented by travel writers as evidently inferior to the Christian ideal of reproductive married love, is therefore compensated for by the Turkish ability to ‘reproduce’ boys through sheer force. Smith’s queer approach to Othello differs significantly from Little’s or Parker’s in stressing how European attributions of non-reproductive sodomy to non-Europeans might actually reflect an anxious sense of their own cultural limitations and vulnerabilities.

Urvashi Chakravarty’s essay on ‘queer natalities’ in The Tempest (2019) further contributes to an understanding of the early modern geopolitics of sexual reproduction. Particularly noteworthy is Chakravarty’s critical engagement with a key text in queer theory, Lee Edelman’s No Future (2004). Chakravarty complicates Edelman’s paradigm of heterosexual reproductive futurity by factoring in the racialized struggle for sovereignty between Prospero and Caliban. When Prospero prevents Caliban from raping Miranda, she argues, he thwarts Caliban’s ‘fantasy of racialized generation’, in which his huge brood of ‘Calibans’ would violently overthrow Prospero (Chakravarty 2019, 63). The queer absence of Caliban’s offspring, Chakravarty suggests, ‘paradoxically divulges the racialized assumptions underwriting and subtending the figure of the Child’ (2019, 60). Moreover, the imagined future of ‘cloned, monstrous’ Calibans ‘queers natality’ both by ‘replacing normative natality with an aberrant twin’ and also in ‘representing an instance of abnormal, disturbing fecundity’, which was often attributed to black people (Chakravarty 2019, 75 n.14; Morgan 1997, 171, 184–185). If, in Edelman’s paradigm, the Child ‘secures the future’, then, Chakravarty claims, ‘that child—and that future—must always … register as white’ (2019, 75 n.16).

I conclude this survey with Melissa Sanchez, who has produced the most sustained body of work on race and contemporary queer of colour theory in Shakespeare.3 In Queer Faith, Sanchez ‘challenges the imagination of a single, universalized queer subject’ by exploring the ‘long history in which race and sexuality are mutually constituted’ (2019a, 5). Through an analysis of Shakespeare’s Sonnets, she argues that ‘to be monogamous—whether in classical friendship, premodern sworn brotherhood, or modern coupledom—is to aspire to the privilege that comes with a distinctly racialized sexual respectability’ (Sanchez 2019a, 70–71). In short, ‘monogamy and respectability’—including the eroticized male-male friendship aspired to by the speaker of the Sonnets—are ‘fair’/white; ‘promiscuity and ignominy’, attributed to the black woman of the Sonnets, are ‘dark’/black (Sanchez 2019a, 71). To support this argument, Sanchez draws upon queer of colour theorists such as David Eng, Jose Muñoz, Roderick Ferguson, Amber Musser, Cheryl Harris, Jennifer Nash, Sharon Holland, and others because their work ‘affords a nuanced conceptual framework and vocabulary’ for discussing conventionally ‘unrespectable’ (and often racialized) sexual pleasures and practices (2019a, 104).4

Although queer of colour scholarship focuses on contemporary (largely US) racial and sexual formations, it can help attune Shakespeareans to the racialization of sexuality at the early moment of enslavement and colonialism in which Shakespeare was writing, even as Shakespeare’s plays can illuminate the longer history and often surprising forms that racialized sex might take. In the remainder of this chapter, I use Sharon Holland’s Erotic Life of Racism (2012) to analyse the racialization of (male-male) sexuality in Othello. I find Holland’s approach productive because it aims to ‘open up the interstitial and charged space between critical race theory and queer theory’ by ‘open[ing] up the erotic to a scene of racist hailing’ (2012, 8, 3).5 By racist hailing, Holland refers to a quotidian racism that ‘requires one to participate in a project of belonging’, in the double sense that ‘real’ or biological race instantiates belonging at the level of blood or family, and that imposed or chosen identifications with a racial community involve ‘fictitious and fantastic’ acts of identification with others (2012, 3–4). Eroticized racism—the charged feelings, dependencies, and intimacies that can ‘happen to whiteness in close proximity to blackness’—is one form that racist hailing might take (Holland 2012, 9). In what follows, I argue that Iago stunningly illustrates the working of what Holland calls an eroticized ‘psychic life of racism’ by using racist language to inflame Othello with a desire to discover Iago’s secret thoughts, a process that involves both psychic identification and heightened intimacy between a black male body and a white male body (2011, 7). Holland’s framing of racism as a ‘project of belonging’ allows us to understand Iago’s seduction of Othello in the ‘temptation scene’ (3.3) as an enactment of erotic intimacy charged by racist energies (2011, 3).

Pursuing this line of thinking evokes the problematic history of psychoanalytic readings that have attributed a paranoid homosexuality to Iago, a history to which I do not intend to contribute (Crewe 2021). Rather, I argue that Iago strategically deploys racism to ‘hail’ and draw Othello into a homoerotic bond of friendship, love, and trust. Thus Othello and Iago enter into an interracial bond no less erotically charged than that between Othello and Desdemona. Iago provokes Othello’s desire for such intimacy, I show, by representing his own thoughts as a sovereign possession that he might either chastely withhold from or wantonly bestow upon Othello. By manipulating Othello’s compulsion to know his thoughts, howsoever foul they might be, Iago offers him intimacy at the terrible price of reintroducing and reinforcing the racist attitudes that Othello has already encountered in Venice.

Perhaps surprisingly, ‘think’ and ‘thought’ appear more times in Othello than in any other play of Shakespeare’s, including Hamlet.6 In Othello, the repetition of ‘think’ and its variants heightens the intensity of the temptation scene (3.3), in which Iago offers Othello the revelation of his private thoughts as both the mechanism of and the reward for erotic intimacy. Initiating his plan, Iago nonchalantly tells Othello that he had inquired about Cassio’s previous acquaintance with Desdemona only ‘for a satisfaction of [his] thought, / No further harm’ (3.3.99–100). Completing Iago’s verse line—a harbinger of their growing closeness—Othello takes the bait: ‘Why of thy thought, Iago?’ (3.3.100). Although Iago pretends to be motivated not by passion (the desire to inflict ‘harm’) but by reason (the wish to understand Cassio’s role in Othello’s courtship), the stated desire to ‘satisfy’ his thought will soon activate the impassioned sexual connotations of that word. In The Winter’s Tale, another play about a violently jealous husband, the double meaning of ‘satisfy’ allows Leontes to take Camillo’s innocent use of the word as evidence of Hermione’s adulterous sexual fulfilment. As ‘the agent of satisfaction’s impossibility’ (Hirschfeld 2012, 119), Iago continually provokes even as he thwarts Othello’s desire to satisfy his own thought—to know what his subordinate is thinking:


Othello:   What dost thou think?

Iago: Think, my lord?

Othello: ‘Think, my lord’? By heaven, thou echo’st me, As if there were some monster in thy thought Too hideous to be shown.  (3.3.107–111)



The shuttling of ‘think’ between Othello and Iago suggests a sympathetic connection of mirrored thoughts. Iago echoes Othello’s ‘think’; Othello echoes Iago even more fully in repeating ‘Think, my lord?’ verbatim. Since an echo implies a subordinate relationship to its source, Iago’s echoing of his master is apt: hence the respectful addition, ‘my lord’. For Othello to say, ‘Think, my lord?’ to Iago, however, indicates the initial success of Iago’s strategy, which has begun to unsettle the quotidian relationship of general to ensign through a heightened, impassioned, intimacy.

Attempting to discover the reason for his ensign’s strange evasions, Othello uses spatialized metaphors for thought that allow him imaginatively to penetrate Iago’s interior. Reading from Iago’s face the content of his mind, Othello observes that he ‘contract[ed] and purse[d]’ his ‘brow together’,


  As if thou then hadst shut up in thy brain

  Some horrible conceit. If thou dost love me,

Show me thy thought.

Iago: My lord, you know I love you.

Othello: I think thou dost;  (3.3.116–121)



Having already suspected a ‘hideous’ monster hiding in Iago’s thought (3.3.111), Othello now reads in Iago’s brow evidence of a monstrous thought ‘shut up’ in his brain. As a privileged intimate might penetrate the increasingly private spaces of a palace, Othello moves deeper into Iago’s interior until blocked by the ‘shut’ door of his mind’s inner chamber. This image evokes something of the eroticism that Bruce Smith (1991) finds in Shakespeare’s Sonnets 48 and 52. In Sonnet 48, the speaker holds the fair friend within the ‘gentle closure’ of his breast. The speaker in Sonnet 52 compares himself to the rich man whose ‘blessed key’ provides access to his ‘sweet up-locked treasure’, which Smith reads as an allusion to sexual penetration (Smith 1991, 255). Othello will return to the image of the locked door as a sign of his exclusion from sexual knowledge when he accuses Emilia of acting as a ‘closet, lock, and key of villainous secrets’ (4.2.22). Othello does not possess the key to Iago’s mental closet: it lies in Iago’s will whether or not to unlock whatever ‘horrible conceit’ or ‘villainous secrets’ lie within. Othello’s plea, ‘Show me thy thought’, materializes Iago’s thought as an object that can provide ‘ocular proof’—not, as the handkerchief will later do, of a wife’s false love, but of a servant’s true love (Walker 2022, 222–223). Whereas Patricia Parker has shown how Iago unfolds to Othello the ‘domestic secrets’ of his sexually transgressive wife, I am suggesting that in exposing Desdemona Iago pretends to unlock the secrets of his own heart.

Before fully unlocking his heart, however, Iago draws Othello into greater intimacy by using racist signifiers to erode the social distinction that separates them. Responding to Othello’s demand to reveal his ‘thinkings’ (3.3.135), Iago echoes language used earlier in the play to describe Othello’s racial difference:


Though I am bound to every act of duty,

I am not bound to that all slaves are free to—

Utter my thoughts? Why, say they are vile and false—

As where’s that palace whereinto foul things

Sometimes intrude not?—who has that breast so pure

Where no uncleanly apprehensions

Keeps leets and law-days, and in sessions sit

With meditations lawful?  (3.3.138–145)



Claiming that social subordination does not vitiate self-sovereignty, Iago reminds Othello both of Othello’s racial difference—Iago, unlike Othello, has never been a slave—and of his comparable experience as another man’s subordinate. Although early modern slavery was not an exclusively racialized institution, ‘the fictions of slavery and those of race’ became ‘coarticulated and coextensive’ in this period (Chakravarty 2022, 215 n.10), and Othello’s earlier account of his enslavement might in fact allude to the enslavement of black Africans in Spain and Portugal (Weissbourd 2013, 530). Matthieu Chapman, moreover, argues that the form taken by Atlantic slavery was symptomatic of the perception of black Africans as ‘outside the ontology of the human’: only they ‘were gathered from their homeland and deported to a new world to serve as slaves with no regard or consideration given to their humanity’ (2017, 17). Finally, ‘instead of referring to a subset of a population that was legitimately subject to enslavement as a result of crimes or war’, the word ‘slave’ by the seventeenth century ‘applied to entire populations identified using the notion of race and its heritability’ (Morgan 2021, 67). Early moderns, then, might have apprehended how Iago’s reference to slavery would remind Othello of a degrading bondage connected to his African identity. When characterizing his own vile thoughts, Iago directly evokes the racist terms of Brabantio, who had threatened the ‘foul’ ‘[b]ondslave’ Othello with the ‘law’ and judicial ‘session’ (1.2.62, 73, 86, 99). Finally, Othello might hear in Iago’s disgusted account of his ‘vile’, ‘uncleanly’, and ‘false’ thoughts an echo of Brabantio’s disgusted characterization of Othello, respectively, as ‘damned’ (1.2.63), ‘sooty’ (1.2.70), and proficient at ‘practices of cunning hell’ (1.3.103).

In a kind of perverse mirroring of Othello’s own analytical techniques, Iago charges with racist affect his account of the filthy thoughts hidden within his body. As Madhavi Menon argues, not only does Iago ‘designate race as the primary external marker of the self, but he also designates it as the primary route by which to approach an interior essence’ (2004, 113). Through the image of a palace into which ‘foul things’ intrude, Iago appropriates the architectural metaphor from Othello’s earlier representation of Iago’s thought as ‘shut up’ in his brain. Iago leaves vague which ‘foul things’ might enter a palace. Is he prompting Othello to imagine the unwelcome entry of poor, uncouth, or foreign visitors, as Brabantio has come to regard Othello himself: a ‘foul’ thief and sooty ‘thing’ who has abused the hospitality of his civilized Venetian home (1.2.71)? Or might ‘foul things’ refer more literally to the human waste and odours that are ‘shut up’ into privies so that the palace’s living spaces can be kept clear of offence? Ben Saunders has argued that Iago represents Othello’s blackness ‘as abjectly filthy’ through imagery of dirt and faeces. Although Saunders reads Iago’s speech above as ‘an incitement to paranoia and stringent self-monitoring’ (2004, 167), it is also an incitement for Othello to identify with his servant Iago through the universal condition of human impurity (‘who has that breast so clean?’)—a universal condition that Othello will soon particularize racially through the disgust he feels at his own ‘begrimed and black’ face (3.3.389–390).

Iago’s architectural metaphor of the breast as a law court both extends Othello’s architectural metaphor of the brain as closet and sows doubts about the contents of his heart that ratchet up Othello’s determination to access the truth he withholds. If the heart is a law court, then the ‘uncleanly apprehensions’ within it seem to stand for the ‘corrupt but established judges’ who sit alongside uncorrupted judges, where ‘sit’ has a ‘strangely disturbing and uncanny quality, suggesting comfort, power, and authority’ (Strier and McAdams 2017, 112). In addition to suggesting the physical intimacy of men in a confined space, the image has the disturbing and uncanny effect of provoking Othello to a more intrusive examination of Iago’s heart, which might contain ‘uncleanly apprehensions’ as well as ‘meditations lawful’. How deeply must Othello delve into Iago’s interior in order to distinguish thoughts that are lawful from those that are unlawful? How intimately does he have to know Iago in order to discern if Iago is using the ‘worst of words’ to express the ‘worst of thoughts’, or if he is offering a less precise correspondence between what he thinks and what he says (3.3.136-7)?

Pricked by this doubt, Othello accuses Iago of conspiring against his ‘friend’ by making Othello’s ‘ear’ a ‘stranger to [Iago’s] thoughts’ (3.3.146–148). The charge of conspiracy is odd, as it takes two to conspire: etymologically, conspire means to ‘breathe together’. With whom is Iago conspiring against Othello? Othello might be picking up on Iago’s comparison of unclean thoughts to corrupt judges who conspire to manipulate the law. But it’s more likely that as his desperation to establish a clarifying intimacy with Iago escalates, Othello rather incoherently imagines Iago making Othello’s ear into a ‘stranger’ with whom Iago then conspires by withholding crucial knowledge from him. By elevating Iago from servant to friend—the antithesis of a conspiratorial ‘stranger’—Othello implicitly charges Iago with the ethical duty of sharing his secret thoughts. The sharing of secrets is a familiar trope in male friendship discourse; Montaigne writes, ‘the secret I have sworn to reveal to no other man I can impart without perjury to the one who is not another man: he is myself’ (quoted in Freccero 1994, 79). Evoking the valorized intimacy of friendship, Othello, in effect, asks Iago to demonstrate his love by penetrating his ear (Bloom 2007, 115–116). That this request immediately follows Iago’s attempt to enhance his intimacy with Othello through racial and racist signifiers suggests the erotic life of racism at work in the intercourse of Iago’s mouth (or breath) with Othello’s ear.

Closing in on his prey, Iago casts Othello’s importunity as a form of seduction that he must resist in order to persevere his ‘manhood’, ‘honesty’, and ‘wisdom’ (3.3.157). It’s a commonplace that ‘honest’ in early modern English primarily refers to chastity when applied to women, and to trustworthiness when applied to men. When Othello questions the honesty of Cassio’s dealings with Desdemona, however, ‘honest’ undoubtedly means both ‘trustworthy’ and ‘chaste’ (3.3.104). Iago’s refusal to jeopardize his ‘honesty’ by revealing his foul thoughts must be understood, then, as a refusal of the eroticized friendship Othello has proffered him. To remain honest and to demonstrate the temperance characteristic of ‘manhood’ requires keeping his mouth closed and his thoughts enclosed within his body; to open his mouth and deliver those thoughts to Othello’s familiar ear would make him dishonest, unchaste, wanton (Stallybrass 1986). As Iago later grutches, he was a ‘wretched fool’ to make his ‘honesty a vice’ (3.3.377–378): to make, in other words, his honesty (truthfulness) dishonest (sexually vicious or unchaste) by opening it up to Othello’s demand.

Instead of lingering on this unchaste intimacy’s sodomitical implications, which have been compellingly explored by Robert Matz and Ian Smith, I want to concentrate on Iago’s mobilization of the valorized discourses of friendship and Petrarchan desire to complete his entrapment of Othello. In a moment of visceral consummation that precedes the more ritualistic, much-noted ‘marriage’ that closes the scene, Iago imagines himself anatomized by Othello, his bosom opened up and penetrated by Othello’s hand. When Othello insists that he will ‘know’ Iago’s thoughts, Iago categorically refuses his demand: ‘You cannot, if my heart were in your hand, / Nor shall not, whilst ’tis in my custody’ (3.3.166–167). Michael Neill glosses this line with reference to the ‘symbolic language of public executions in which the hearts of traitors were displayed to the crowd by the executioner’ (3.3.166 n.), a gesture that indicated the sovereign’s godlike power to discover his subjects’ most private thoughts (Maus 1995, 120). Reversing the meaning of that symbolic gesture, Iago asserts that only his explicit consent could give Othello the access to his heart that he seeks. In one sense, Iago is making Othello accountable for his offer of friendship, which implies a relationship of equals who must freely consent to share their bodies, affection, resources, thoughts, and secrets. What at first appears to be Iago’s refusal of intimacy (‘you cannot … / Nor shall not’) thus becomes intelligible as an offer of intimacy on more egalitarian terms. The contents of Iago’s heart will remain in his ‘custody’ until he consents to release them to Othello. That sharing one’s heart evokes a familiar Petrarchan convention is no accident. In Shakespeare’s Sonnet 22 the speaker claims that his heart lives in his friend’s breast, just as the friend’s heart lives in his breast (lines 6–7). No sooner has Iago asserted his sovereign ownership of his heart than he willingly surrenders it to Othello, finally discovering to him the ‘foul thoughts’ of ‘jealousy’ and ‘cuckold[ry]’ that have resided therein (3.3.168, 170). Iago’s offered intimacy, his sharing of his heart with his friend, seals his assurance that Othello will belong to him just as much as he has insisted that, through duty as well as love, he is Othello’s ‘own for ever’ (3.3.479). ‘I am bound to thee for ever’, Othello vows (3.3.216).

The racist signifiers—‘foul’ and ‘slave’—that Iago had previously deployed to level Othello’s social superiority now give way to a fully articulated racist discourse. Revealing the ‘monster’ in his thought to be jealousy—both his own clear-eyed ‘jealousy’ (i.e., vigilance) and the impassioned ‘green-eyed monster’ that will cannibalistically devour Othello from within (3.3.151, 169)—Iago turns the knife of racism by stressing Othello’s alienation from the ‘super-subtle’ norms of Venetian civilization (1.3.349). Reminding Othello that Desdemona had rejected more ‘natural’ suitors of ‘her own clime, complexion, and degree’, Iago blames such wilfulness on ‘thoughts unnatural’ (3.3.234, 237). Desdemona’s unnatural desire for a black African both demonizes Othello and suggests that Desdemona, like Iago, harbours monstrous thoughts that are hidden from Othello’s penetrating gaze. It is as if the deformed, cannibalistic monsters of Othello’s travel narratives, which had conveyed to Desdemona an enchanting if frightening cultural and geographical exoticism, have been introjected into or taken possession of Othello’s body, evincing his irrevocable exclusion from the sophisticated ‘country disposition’ shared by Iago and Desdemona as native Venetians: a subtleness which knows how to hide the monstrous foulness that visibly marks Othello’s racial otherness (3.3.204). Once alone, Othello identifies his ‘black’ complexion and his soldierly deficiencies in polite ‘conversation’ as plausible reasons for Desdemona’s ‘natural’ attraction to the courtly, white, Florentine Cassio (3.3.266–267). In short, by sharing his foul (racist) thoughts with Othello and suggesting that Desdemona hides foul (racist) thoughts of her own, Iago accomplishes the ‘quotidian and intimate action’ of ‘belonging to one another’ that constitutes erotic racism (2012, 32).

* * *

To conclude, I want to suggest some possible future directions for the conjoined study of race and queer sexuality in Shakespeare. As I have shown, much of the scholarship to date stresses cultural condemnations and prohibitions of racial/sexual mixing. Instead of focusing on disciplinary norms, however, what if we brought to our readings a greater attentiveness to the presence of positive affects, such as the ‘pleasurable mixing’ that Carol Mejia LaPerle (2019) finds in Ben Jonson’s Masque of Blackness? To look for pleasure in early modern texts is not to ignore the presence of racist or anti-queer ideologies, but to recognize that raced and sexed subjects might exert an enlivening erotic, social, or political agency that could temporarily defuse or confound those ideologies. We see such resistance to racist ideology at work in Othello’s public declaration of the joyous consonance of his heart with Desdemona’s (2.1.216–217)—an affirmation of ‘pleasurable mixing’ between people of difference races—and in his private insistence to Iago that Desdemona ‘had eyes and chose me’ (3.3.192). As Ari Friedlander has remarked of Eve Sedgwick’s practice of ‘reparative reading’, an important motive of queer scholarship is to find pleasure even in canonical texts that express or have been used to bolster dominant ideologies (2016, 4). In Black Trans Feminism, moreover, Marquis Bey powerfully theorizes the radical agency of a ‘joyous disposition’ towards abolishing the violent ‘organizing logics’ of race and gender (2022, 8, 14). How might we bring Sedgwick’s reparative reading strategies or Bey’s joyous abolitionist disposition to our reading of race, gender, and sexual logics in Shakespearean texts?

Much of the scholarship I have examined treats a small set of Shakespeare plays, constellated around Othello. Critical race scholars have been arguing for some time that since all bodies are raced, we need to pay greater attention to the meanings that Shakespeare’s culture attributed to various racial, ethnic, religious, and national identities, including (a range of) white and English ones. We can expand analysis of raced queerness and queered race in Shakespearean drama beyond African/black characters as well as beyond the small set of plays generally recognized as being ‘about’ race. What might we learn, for instance, from reading the relationship between Hamlet and Horatio through the lens of the racialized (white), privileged monogamy that Melissa Sanchez (2019a) has attributed to the classical friendship tradition (Bartels 2016)? Or, to take a broader approach, how might racial and ethnic differences factor into the homoerotic appeal of boys in comedies like As You Like It, where banished Rosalind identifies as the raped Trojan shepherd-boy Ganymede (Arvas 2020); or The Merry Wives of Windsor, where the Welsh parson Evans engages in a sexually inflected Latin language lesson with a local boy, and where two youths disguised as female fairies marry the French Dr. Caius and the seemingly asexual English Slender (Chess 2018; Landreth 2004; Pittenger 1991); or Twelfth Night, where Viola, shipwrecked in Illyria, a historical tributary of the Ottoman Empire, presents herself to Orsino as a eunuch (Arvas 2019; Wofford 2016)?

Finally, Shakespeare scholarship has much to gain from engaging with the work of feminist and queer of colour scholars. As we saw, Foucault’s History of Sexuality greatly influenced lesbian/gay/queer Shakespeare studies in the early 1990s. Roderick Ferguson reminds us, however, that Foucault’s influence has had the effect of occluding ‘critical sexual formations that preceded queer studies’ such as ‘women of color feminism, an interrogation that theorized sexuality as a constitutive component of racial and class formations’ (2005, 85). Although engaging with more recent studies such as Holland’s The Erotic Life of Racism might seem the more productive course, important older texts in the black feminist tradition such as Hortense Spillers’ ‘Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe’ (1987) and Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark (1992) can also offer alternative theoretical formulations for queer Shakespeare scholarship. For instance, whereas Foucault posits that through new ‘procedures of power’ a modern ‘analytics of sexuality’ came to replace an early modern ‘symbolics of blood’—in which blood referenced ‘law, death, transgression, the symbolic, and sovereignty’ (1978, 148)—Spillers proposes a crucial distinction within early modernity between the bodies of free whites (which, in Foucault’s schema, would express the discursive or iconographic values of ‘blood’) and the flesh of enslaved black Africans. ‘[B]efore the body, there is the flesh’, Spillers writes, defining the latter as ‘that zero degree of social conceptualization that does not escape concealment under the brush of discourse, or the reflexes of iconography’ (1987, 67). Is Spillers’ distinction between white body and black flesh transportable in any form to the discriminations that characterize the queer interracial relations between Tamora and Aaron, Antony and Cleopatra, Lorenzo and Jessica, or Desdemona and Othello? How might Spillers’ concept of enslaved flesh as ‘ungendered’ illuminate Shakespeare’s depiction of Caliban (1987, 68)? For Toni Morrison, ‘blood’ signifies not as the historical mechanism of power before nineteenth-century ‘sexuality’, but as a symptom of racialized sexual fetishization in American literature: ‘black blood, white blood, the purity of blood; the purity of white female sexuality, the pollution of African blood and sex’ (1992, 68). How might the racial co-presence of blood as sign of kinship/alliance/status (Foucault) and as sign of sexual fetish (Morrison) inform both male-female and same-sex relations in Shakespeare’s plays? Although bringing critics like Spillers and Morrison to bear on early modern English texts requires careful navigation of different historical, national, and political contexts, it offers just one of many potentially fruitful paths for an invigorated queer intersectional analysis of Shakespeare.

Suggested Reading

Arvas, Abdulhamit. 2020. ‘Leander in the Ottoman Mediterranean: The Homoerotics of Abduction in the Global Renaissance’. English Literary Renaissance 51(1): pp. 31–62.

Chakravarty, Urvashi. 2019. ‘“I Had Peopled Else”: Shakespeare’s Queer Natalities and the Reproduction of Race’. In Queering Childhood in Early Modern English Drama and Culture, edited by Jennifer Higginbotham and Mark Albert Johnston, pp. 57–78. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Ferguson, Roderick A. 2003. Aberrations in Black: Toward a Queer of Color Critique. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

Sanchez, Melissa E. 2021. ‘Was Sexuality Racialized for Shakespeare? Antony and Cleopatra’. In The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare and Race, edited by Ayanna Thompson, pp. 123–138. Cambridge: Cambridge UP.

Smith, Ian. 2009. ‘The Queer Moor: Bodies, Borders, and Barbary Inns’. In A Companion to the Global Renaissance: English and Culture in the Age of Expansion, edited by Jyotsna G. Singh, pp. 190–204. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell.

Works Cited

Arvas, Abdulhamit. 2019. ‘Early Modern Eunuchs and the Transing of Gender and Race’. The Journal for Early Modern Culture Studies 19(4): pp. 116–136.

Arvas, Abdulhamit. 2020. ‘Leander in the Ottoman Mediterranean: The Homoerotics of Abduction in the Global Renaissance’. English Literary Renaissance 51(1): pp. 31–62.

Bartels, Emily C. 2016. ‘Identifying “The Dane”: Gender and Race in Hamlet’. The Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Embodiment: Gender, Sexuality, and Race, edited by Valerie Traub, pp. 197–210. Oxford: Oxford UP.

Bey, Marquis. 2022. Black Trans Feminism. Durham, NC: Duke UP.

Bray, Alan. 1982. Homosexuality in Renaissance England. London: Gay Men’s Press.

Bloom, Gina. 2007. Voice in Motion: Staging Gender, Shaping Sound in Early Modern England. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Bredbeck, Gregory W. 1991. Sodomy and Interpretation: Marlowe to Milton. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP.

Brody, Jennifer DeVere, and Dwight A. McBride, eds. 2000. ‘Plum Nelly: New Essays in Black Queer Studies’. Callaloo 23(1): pp. 290–312.

Brody, Jennifer DeVere, and Dwight A. McBride. 2000.‘Plum Nelly: New Essays in Black Queer Studies: Introduction’. Callaloo 23(1): pp. 285–288.

Bromley, James M. 2013. ‘Rimming the Renaissance’. In Sex Before Sex: Figuring the Act in Early Modern England, edited by James M. Bromley and Will Stockton, pp. 171–194. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

Chakravarty, Urvashi. 2019. ‘“I Had Peopled Else”: Shakespeare’s Queer Natalities and the Reproduction of Race’. In Queering Childhood in Early Modern English Drama and Culture, edited by Jennifer Higginbotham and Mark Albert Johnston, pp. 57–78. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Chakravarty, Urvashi. 2022. Fictions of Consent: Slavery, Servitude, and Free Service in Early Modern England. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Chapman, Matthieu. 2017. Anti-Black Racism in Early Modern English Drama: The Other ‘Other’. New York: Routledge.

Chess, Simone. 2018. ‘Asexuality, Queer Chastity, and Adolescence in Early Modern Literature’. In Queering Childhood in Early Modern English Drama and Culture, edited by Jennifer Higginbotham and Mark Albert Johnston, pp. 31–55. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Cobb, Michael, et al. 2005. ‘What’s Queer about Queer Studies Now?’. Social Text 23(3–4): pp. 84–85.

Crewe, Jonathan. 2021. ‘Queer Iago: A Brief History’. Shakespeare Survey 71: pp. 267–275.

DiGangi, Mario. 2011. Sexual Types: Embodiment, Agency, and Dramatic Character from Shakespeare to Shirley. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Edelman, Lee. 2004. No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive. Durham, NC: Duke UP.

Eng, David L., Judith Halberstam, and José Esteban Muñoz. 2005. ‘Introduction: What’s Queer about Queer Studies Now?’. Social Text 23(3–4): pp. 1–17.

Erickson, Peter. 1998. ‘The Moment of Race in Renaissance Studies’. Shakespeare Studies 26: pp. 27–36.

Ferguson, Roderick A. 2005. ‘Of Our Normative Strivings: African American Studies and the Histories of Sexuality’. Social Text 23(3–4): pp. 85–100.

Foucault, Michel. 1978. The History of Sexuality, vol. 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley. New York: Random House.

Freccero, Carla. 1994. ‘Cannibalism, Homophobia, Women: Montaigne’s ‘Des cannibales’ and ’De l’amitié’’. In Women, ‘Race’ and Writing in the Early Modern Period, edited by Margo Hendricks and Patricia Parker, pp. 73–83. New York: Routledge.

Friedlander, Ari. 2016. ‘Introduction: Desiring History and Historicizing Desire’. The Journal for Early Modern Cultural Studies 16(2): pp. 1–20.

Goldberg, Jonathan. 1992. Sodometries: Renaissance Texts, Modern Sexualities. Stanford, CA: Stanford UP.

Hall, Kim F. 1995. Things of Darkness: Economies of Race and Gender in Early Modern England. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP.

Hall, Kim F., ed. 2007. Othello, the Moor of Venice: Texts and Contexts. New York: Bedford-St. Martin’s.

Holland, Sharon Patricia. 2012. The Erotic Life of Racism. Durham, NC: Duke UP.

Johnson, E. Patrick, and Mae G. Henderson, eds. 2005. Black Queer Studies: A Critical Anthology. Durham, NC: Duke UP.

LaPerle, Carol Mejia. 2019. ‘Race and Affect: Pleasurable Mixing in Ben Jonson’s The Masque of Blackness’. The Ben Jonson Journal 26(1): pp. 1–20.

Landreth, David. 2004. ‘Once More into the Preech: The Merry Wives’ English Pedagogy’. Shakespeare Quarterly 55(4): pp. 420–449.

Little, Jr., Arthur L. 1993. ‘“An Essence that’s Not Seen”: The Primal Scene of Racism in Othello’. Shakespeare Quarterly 44(3): pp. 304–324.

Little, Arthur L., Jr. 2000. Shakespeare Jungle Fever: National-Imperial Re-Visions of Race, Rape, and Sacrifice. Stanford, CA: Stanford UP.

Matz, Robert. 1999. ‘Slander, Renaissance Discourses of Sodomy, and Othello’. ELH 66(2): pp. 261–276.

Maus, Katherine Eisaman. 1995. Inwardness and Theater in the English Renaissance, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Menon, Madhavi. 2004. Wanton Words: Rhetoric and Sexuality in English Renaissance Drama. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Menon, Madhavi, ed. 2011. Shakesqueer: A Queer Companion to the Complete Works of Shakespeare. Durham, NC: Duke UP.

Morgan, Jennifer L. 1997. ‘“Some Could Suckle over Their Shoulder”: Male Travelers, Female Bodies, and the Gendering of Racial Ideology, 1500–1770’. The William and Mary Quarterly 54(1): pp. 167–192.

Morgan, Jennifer L. 2021. Reckoning with Slavery: Gender, Kinship, and Capitalism in the Early Black Atlantic. Durham, NC: Duke UP.

Morrison, Toni. 1992. Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination. Harvard, MA: Harvard UP.

Neill, Michael. 1989. ‘Unproper Beds: Race, Adultery, and the Hideous in Othello’. Shakespeare Quarterly 40(4): pp. 383–412.

Newman, Karen. 1987. ‘“And Wash the Ethiope White”: Femininity and the Monstrous in Othello’. In Shakespeare Reproduced: The Text in History and Ideology, edited by Jean E. Howard and Marion F. O’Connor, pp. 141–162. New York: Methuen.

Parker, Patricia. 1994. ‘Fantasies of “Race” and “Gender”: Africa, Othello, and Bringing to Light’. In Women, ‘Race’ and Writing in the Early Modern Period, edited by Margo Hendricks and Patricia Parker, pp. 84–100. New York: Routledge.

Pittenger, Elizabeth. 1991. ‘Dispatch Quickly: The Mechanical Reproduction of Pages’. Shakespeare Quarterly 42(4): pp. 389–408.

Sanchez, Melissa E. 2019a. Queer Faith: Reading Promiscuity and Race in the Secular Love Tradition. New York: New York UP.

Sanchez, Melissa E. 2019b. Shakespeare and Queer Theory. London: Bloomsbury.

Saunders, Ben. 2004. ‘Iago’s Clyster: Purgation, Anality, and the Civilizing Process’. Shakespeare Quarterly 55(2): pp. 148–176.

Sedgwick, Eve Kosofky. 1985. Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire. New York: Columbia UP.

Smith, Bruce R. 1991. Homosexual Desire in Shakespeare’s England: A Cultural Poetics. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Smith, Ian. 2009. ‘The Queer Moor: Bodies, Borders, and Barbary Inns’. In A Companion to the Global Renaissance: English and Culture in the Age of Expansion, edited by Jyotsna G. Singh, pp. 190–204. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell.

Spillers, Hortense J. 1987. ‘Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book’. Diacritics 17(2): pp. 64–81.

Stallybrass, Peter. 1986. ‘Patriarchal Territories: The Body Enclosed’. In Rewriting the Renaissance: The Discourses of Sexual Difference in Early Modern Europe, edited by Margaret W. Ferguson, Maureen Quilligan, and Nancy J. Vickers, pp. 123–142. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Strier, Richard, and Richard H. McAdams. 2017. ‘Cold-Blooded and High-Minded Murder: The “Case” of Othello’. In Fatal Fictions: Crime and Investigation in Law and Literature, edited by Alison L. LaCroix, Richard H. McAdams, and Martha C. Nussbaum, pp. 111–138. Oxford: Oxford UP.

Traub, Valerie. 1992. Desire and Anxiety: Circulations of Sexuality in Shakespearean Drama. New York: Routledge.

Traub, Valerie. 1999. ‘Sex Without Issue: Sodomy, Reproduction, and Signification in Shakespeare’s Sonnets’. In Shakespeare’s Sonnets: Critical Essays, edited by James Schiffer, pp. 431–453. New York: Garland Publications.

Traub, Valerie. 2002. The Renaissance of Lesbianism in Early Modern England. Cambridge: Cambridge UP.

Walker, Karen. 2022. ‘“Palpable to Thinking”: Othello and Gross Conceits’. English Literary Renaissance 52(2): pp. 204–228.

Weissbourd, Emily. 2013. ‘“I Have Done the State Some Service”: Reading Slavery in Othello through Juan Latino’. Comparative Drama 47(4): pp. 529–551.

Wofford, Susanne L. 2016. ‘Against Our Own Ignorance’. In Shakespeare in Our Time: A Shakespeare Association of America Collection, edited by Dympna Callaghan and Suzanne Gossett, pp. 159–167. London: Bloomsbury.



1 This chapter has benefitted from generous readings by Patricia Akhimie, Miles Grier, and Melissa Sanchez.

2 I do not discuss important work on race/sexuality such as Newman (1987), Neill (1989), and Hall (1995) mainly because for reasons of space I am restricting the definition of ‘queer’ scholarship to that which addresses the homoerotic or sodomitical. In her edition of Othello (2007), Hall discusses homoeroticism in relation to military life (1995, 298–299).

3 In addition to her book Queer Faith, discussed below, Sanchez in Shakespeare and Queer Theory discusses racism in conjunction with sodomy/homoeroticism in The Merchant of Venice and Othello (Sanchez 2019b).

4 In addition to the scholars cited by Sanchez, influential queer of colour studies include the Callaloo ‘Plum Nelly’ special issue (Brody and McBride 2000), E. Patrick Johnson and Mae Henderson’s anthology Black Queer Studies (2005), and Social Text’s ‘What’s Queer about Queer Studies Now?’ (Cobb et al. 2005).

5 Perhaps surprisingly, Holland’s is one of only two essays in the anthology Shakesqueer to touch on race, the other being Daniel Boyarin’s essay on—unsurprisingly—Othello (Menon 2011).

6 ‘Think’ appears 72 times in Othello and 52 times in Hamlet; ‘thought’ appears 32 times in Othello, 31 times in The Winter’s Tale, and 28 times in Hamlet.


Chapter 12

Shakespeare, Race, and Disability

Othello and the Wheeling Strangers of Here and Everywhere

Amrita Dhar

Wheeling Stranger

For the last several years, whenever I have read Roderigo’s words about Othello—Roderigo, when he describes the general to Brabantio as a ‘wheeling stranger/ of here and everywhere’ (Othello 1.1.137–38)—I have found myself thinking (for I have rather a literal imagination) of a man in a wheelchair, and a man who is ‘not from these parts’, wherever ‘here’ or ‘these parts’ may be.1 He is not at all a nowhere man; he is simply an elsewhere man. Even if you couldn’t tell from how he looks or dresses or what his mannerisms are (although anyone who looks carefully knows right away), you could tell as soon as he spoke. The wheelchair is not a state-of-the-art power-wheelchair, and steering it takes practice and a kind of strength. (Who knows what his past was, this man.) Getting anywhere in the chair effectively and punctually depends on one’s knowing the paths and ramps and byways that will admit a wheelchair in the first place. Because it takes time and planning for the man to get to places on the wheelchair, he seems to be out and about a lot, organizing his route, resting, or taking a break when he needs to, getting something to eat before the next step in his human-powered journey, checking (and making) his maps. He has knowledge of people and temperaments and places—going about in all kinds of places (and in all kinds of weather) in a chair will do that to you. He knows how to talk to strangers, learns quickly the idiolects and manners of a given place, has a gifted ability to get along with people, shows up for apparently inconsequential things such as the after-school cricket match among the boys and girls of the neighbourhood (the children say that he can hold a bat, that he has a surprisingly wicked drive on the off-side), and can sometimes be found just sitting there, looking at the sunset, before he goes home. Wherever ‘home’ might be. Life has taught him to be at home in the world, but he has a particular home where his beloved is. He is a wheeling stranger, a familiar stranger, of here and everywhere.

I am writing this chapter in a moment of remarkable human movement across the globe; our time of the twenty-first century is one of unprecedented human mobility across the world, a mobility activated by centuries-old forces such as colonial resource-extraction and planet abuse, Europe’s long and committed slave trade, and continuous profiteering war (itself a legacy of imperialism). These are forces that in the last decade alone have caused fifty million people to be forcibly displaced.2 At a time when one in every 88 people on earth has been violently displaced or forced to flee, whatever illusions of earth-wide geographical stability we might still harbour as a basic reality for human inhabitants of our planet must be confronted by the actuality of strangers everywhere, by the familiarity of strangers, and by the fact of strangeness itself being familiar. The story of Othello that I want to tell here is situated in the multiple realities between (and including) that of the wheeling stranger I mentioned in the previous paragraph, and the fifty million people, tens of millions of them children, who find themselves (growing up as familiar) strangers, whether in lands distant from their homes or in lands that used to be home or in lands they wish they could call home.3

For this chapter in a volume on Shakespeare and race, I think through Shakespeare’s Othello of persons situated at thresholds and borders and wakes, persons of outsider and im/migrant status, and persons who are, because of their migrancy (and migrancy’s attendant in-between-ness and home-less-ness), located at profoundly vulnerable intersections of race-making and disability-making.4 I offer a reading of Othello as a migrant, as an immigrant, as a non-white immigrant, as a non-white immigrant in a world where power is overwhelmingly raced white, as a non-white immigrant who attempts an intimate integration (for he and Desdemona marry) with that privileged class of power, and as a non-white immigrant whose very migrancy across unequal conditions of geography, culture, commerce, age, and war effectively disable him in his present setting.5 I use the word ‘disable’ here not to evoke disability as the ‘master trope of human disqualification’, such that various oppressions (of, say, race, or gender, or nationality) become ‘like’ disability (Mitchell and Snyder 2000, 3).6 Instead, I use the word ‘disable’ in its peculiar and literal sense of dis-able or ‘make less able’/‘render not able’—because it is the matter of multiple social systems working together to render persons incapable and silent and bewildered and vocabulary-less and resort-less that is at the heart of my inquiry. I want to draw attention to the multitudinous ways in which systemic disqualifications can be and are piled on persons of Othello’s migration/racial/disability/veteran background on an everyday basis (whether in a sixteenth-century Venetian or twenty-first-century North American context), to underscore how such disqualifications powerfully disenfranchise persons and simultaneously make it harder for the persons affected to even name, let alone address, multiple disenfranchisements. And I want to emphasize the very real danger of (further) bodily and cognitive harm in which such affected persons are placed precisely through inhabiting the perilous intersections of stacked disenfranchisements.7 In agreement with scholars such as Sonya Freeman Loftis, Michael Bérubé, and Sami Schalk, I hold that disability is a much broader social, historical, and cultural phenomenon than can be addressed through characterological or tropological analyses.8 Disability exists as a matter of climate, mood, setting, epistemology, and environment. And in Shakespeare’s Othello, as I demonstrate, all these valences of disability are in circulation.

I simultaneously recognize Othello’s status as an epileptic martial general in early modern Europe, and therefore, as a disabled man—a disabled Moor—who is placed in a setting that asks of him a constant and ‘compulsory able-bodiedness’ (McRuer 2006). But I am far less concerned with a medical/diagnostic/bio-certified version of Othello’s illness or disability (questions such as whether or not Othello, in his early modern moment, can be called ‘really’ epileptic, or ‘what does “epilepsy” mean at this time and place, anyway,’ or ‘is epilepsy a disability?’)9 than I am in understanding the intermeshed and mutually reinforcing forces of colonialism, enslavement, violence, racism, and discriminatory discourse that serve to disadvantage, debilitate, and harm Othello in the Venice he immigrates to and lives and works in, and so too in the ‘outposts’ of Venice, such as Cyprus, in which he finds himself at the behest of the Venetian leadership.10 I submit that just as nothing solidifies race so well as race-making or race-ism, nothing so firmly cements disability as disability-making or the imposition of barriers that restrict access.11 Geraldine Heng usefully defines race-making as a process of strategic essentialism for purposes of establishing hierarchy (Heng 2018, 1–14). She thus demonstrates that race is at least as socio-religiously constructed as bio-politically construed.12 Following the work of disability studies scholars such as Tobin Siebers, Jay Dolmage, and Jasbir Puar, I submit that so is disability-making a matter of tactical design and deliberate stacking of (systemic) barriers that inhibit particular demographics’ or persons’ access to complete personhood, communal belonging, and viable options for informed choice or self-governing.13

This chapter, therefore, examines through Shakespeare’s Othello the inter-informing and mutually reinforcing forces of race, migrancy, and disability. Ayanna Thompson’s scholarship—together with many others’—names and answers the question ‘Did the Concept of Race Exist for Shakespeare and His Contemporaries?’ firmly in the affirmative (Thompson 2021).14 Elizabeth Bearden’s scholarship—together with several others’—similarly answers the question ‘Did the concept of disability exist for Shakespeare and his contemporaries?’ in the affirmative—‘Before Normal, There Was Natural’ (Bearden 2017).15 Scholarship such as Marianne Novy’s answers the question ‘Did the concept of outsiders exist for Shakespeare and his contemporaries?’ again in the affirmative (Novy 2013). And scholarship such as Ruben Espinosa’s answers the question ‘Did the concept of immigrants exist for Shakespeare and his contemporaries?’ emphatically in the affirmative.16 Building on these strands of scholarly work, I consider, on the one hand, the affordances of race-making as disability-making, (and therefore of outsider-ness and refugee-ness towards disability-making, and displaced-ness and lost-ness towards disability-making). On the other, I consider perceptions of bodily or cognitive difference as the structural building blocks of what constitutes ‘race’—and thence, of what constitutes a fit (a ‘justified’ or ‘natural’) subject of captivity, enslavement, indenturement, forced labour, over-rule, compulsory assimilation (where possible), genocide (where not), and colonialism.17

At the close of this introductory section of my chapter, I want to mark as well that the story of Othello, which presents to us a cast of characters enmeshed in powerful cultural preconceptions that dehumanize outsiders (whether of geography or temperament or physical/cognitive ability or enforced social codes), has become, in our world, a significant source text for (re)circulating the very clichés that its characters suffer to the point of tragedy from.18 I cannot therefore give more critical oxygen to this play while unquestioningly accepting its purported ‘greatness’ or ‘place in the canon’ or momentous ‘status’ in world literary or theatrical tradition.19 My work with this text is conditional, almost transactional—I work in it to access a story that is part of our common repertoire, and to then use its own considerable weight to leverage us away from harmful discourse. Mine is not a source study. My concern is not with how many Venetian people Shakespeare might have known, how many Moors he might have seen, how many Venetian Moors who were also martial generals he knew of, how many epileptic Venetian Moors who were martial generals he had come across, or, of how many ‘haply … black’ (3.3.280) persons once ‘sold to slavery’ (1.3.140) and delivered to ‘redemption thence’ (1.3.140) he was aware of in his historical moment of England’s incipient entrance into large-scale empire and planet-level plunder. Even without making claims for the historical person—or the avid reader—that Shakespeare was, I allow that Shakespeare was an attentive and alert citizen and observer, well aware of the texts, bodies, ideas, and even ‘wonders’ that were in circulation around him.20 I do not question, for instance, that Shakespeare knew of the African delegation of seventeen men who in late 1600 came to London, to the court of Elizabeth I, to negotiate an alliance with the English against the Spanish.21 I also do not question that Shakespeare knew the social and political climate responsible for the creation of the Draft Proclamation proposing to expel ‘Negars and Blackamoores’ from London in 1601.22 My reading of Othello—emerging from a junction of twenty-first-century realities in im/migration, first-versus-third-world restrictions of mobility and access, continuing anti-BIPOC racism at multiple levels of our global present, persistent settler-colonialism, systemic ableism, and heteronormative patriarchy—asserts that the work of Shakespeare today has to be in service of the anticolonial and the just and the reparative. Thus, I come to Shakespeare’s play through postcolonial studies, migration studies, disability studies, and critical race studies. I find Othellos in unexpected places. I read creative and critical afterlives of the play. Finally, I dare to imagine a future in which the audacious experiment in love and hope and tenderness and belonging that Othello and Desdemona enter into finds continuity instead of violent termination, dialogue over extinction, courage in place of regret.

Familiar Stranger

Othello is a familiar stranger in Shakespeare studies and performance. He has been for centuries. At the time of Othello’s writing, ‘seamean went back and forth carrying merchandise and tales’ about places that were relatively new to Europeans (Jones 1965, vii). Depictions and uses of Othello’s figure have ranged widely: from Richard Burbage’s prosthetically-coloured, blacked-up English depiction of a Venetian Moor on the seventeenth-century London stage,23 to Ira Aldridge’s nineteenth-century Black portrayals in England and the United States (Aldridge was the first Black actor, and the first person of colour, to play Othello on any major stage),24 to Baishnab Charan Auddy’s Bengali-in-person-but-English-in-speech interpretation in 1848 Calcutta (at the height of the Nabajagaran or the Bengal Renaissance, Auddy’s is possibly only the second portrayal of Othello by a non-white person on any major stage; Thakur 2020),25 to the US singer, actor, and civil rights advocate Paul Robeson’s representation in the early to mid twentieth century in London and on Broadway in an electric moment of North American history,26 to John Kani’s landmark South African performance at the Market Theatre in Johannesburg in 1987, seven years before the end of apartheid in 1994,27 to cinema-director Vishal Bhardwaj’s critically-acclaimed exploration of caste in contemporary India in the 2006 film Omkara,28 among many other instances of adoption, approximation, and appropriation.29 Consistently, Othello has remained, and has been played as, the story of an outsider, of a person who is in a place and yet not quite of it because not ‘originally’ from it, of a transplanted person whose roots and soil are never permitted to fully belong to him.

Stuart Hall, in the autobiography that gives this section of my chapter its name, reflects on his birth as a colonized subject in Jamaica and his subsequent travels to Jamaica’s main colonizer, England: ‘[M]uch of my life can be understood as unlearning the norms in which I had been born and brought up’ (2017, 3). He observes, ‘I felt like a sort of internal exile’ (2017, 57). If Othello were Stuart Hall—that is, if he had managed to advance further along (or even complete) a process of unlearning violent colonialism in his journey from being ‘sold to slavery’ (1.3.140) from his ‘boyish days’ (1.3.134) to various ‘disastrous chances’ (1.3.136) of his ‘youth’ (1.3.160) and had lived to tell a fuller tale—he might have said, as Hall did, that a ‘long, continuing process of disidentification has shaped my life’ (Hall 2017, 3). Of course, Othello is not born a colonized subject; he is born in a moment before empire is solidified in the manner we most readily recognize today, and a moment, therefore, whose violence we cannot take full measure of. And Othello does not leave his place of birth or first belonging because he has a prestigious scholarship to study at a premier university in the land of the colonizer (as Hall did, and lived to write about). He is, instead, forcibly and traumatizingly removed, bought and sold as property, travels in places where he is himself an agent of colonialism and violence, and seems ultimately to have his very imagination colonized by what others around him perceive as other, as unassailably different, as strange and stranger. Even a mature disidentification is not permitted to Othello; he simply does not live long enough.

If Othello were Frantz Fanon, the philosopher who moved from the Caribbean to Europe to North America to Africa—and in France, struggled to understand his Black body’s racially-stereotyped interpolation into his colonizer’s land and discourse—he might have written, as Fanon did, of the profound discombobulation inherent in the experience of knowing oneself as one thing and being perceived as something else.30 He might have said, when confronted with an everyday symbolic disassemblement under colonial scrutiny: ‘the Other fixes me with his gaze, his gestures and attitude, the same way you fix a preparation with a dye. I lose my temper, demand an explanation … Nothing doing. I explode’ (Fanon 1952, 89).31 As it turns out, a kind of explosion is permitted to Othello. There is a story about Othello in Venice long before he enters Venice. And there is a risk both in Othello’s refusal to enter that story about him and his acquiescence to do so.

If Othello were Aimé Césaire, the Martinique-born author of the Caribbean play Une Tempête, he might have attempted to speak/sing his own freedom word/song, even as Césaire’s Caliban does with ‘Uhuru’.32 Having a language fully his own might have given Othello leave to imagine a reality where he is fully loved by the person who tells him that he is, and in which he could have believed her. Even if her language were not his most primal language, he should have had, in his own tongue, some access to a means of imagining himself complete, communitied, held, paired, loved. Unlike even Shakespeare’s Caliban—let alone Césaire’s Caliban—however, Othello appears to have been uprooted so utterly that he cannot articulate, perhaps does not know, that the language he is left with truly is yet another means of colonizing his mind, and therefore in fact the gift of the curse.33 For what are Othello’s words ‘Down, strumpet!’ to Desdemona but curses to both himself and to where he is best loved?

I could go on. If Othello were George Lamming, the Barbadian writer who travelled to England, he would have known of himself as inhabiting a kind of constant neo-colonialism, banishment, and separation.34 If Othello were Roberto Fernández Retamar, the Cuban writer who travelled to the USA and theorized about the peculiar colonialism of Latin America, he might have read Christopher Columbus’s Diario de Navegación and known for himself the fear and the fiction of ‘the caniba’ (1989, 6). If Othello were John Kani (and John Kani has been Othello, in the theatre), he might have registered how colonialism works on the ground: ‘They make us feel aliens in our own land of birth by taking away our citizenship’ (Battersby and New York Times News Service 1987).35 If Othello were Safiya Sinclair, the twenty-first-century Jamaican-born-and-raised poet and now US-based author of Cannibal (2016), he might have written his own ‘Notes on the State of Venice’.36 If Othello were Tonderai Munyevu, the contemporary Zimbabwean-born British-based dramatist and author of The Moors (itself a play on the stories of Othello and Titus Andronicus; 2020) and the forthcoming Red Dragon (a play around the purported performance of Hamlet off the coast of Sierra Leone in 1607), he might have said, remembering a childhood moment both half-forgotten and intensely remembered: ‘[O]ne of the things that happens when you are a migrant, is that you are stuck at the point at which you left’ (Munyevu 2023).37

Of course, Othello is none of these people—he is, instead, part of the literary inheritance and imaginative landscape that all these thinkers, writers, poets, scholars, and artists have had to work through (and against) in order to find expression and survival. My exercise in transposition of stories and realities is not a thought-experiment in circular logic. I am not proposing, whimsically, some sort of ‘wouldn’t it be nice if Othello and its damaging racist and ableist and misogynistic legacies didn’t exist; wouldn’t it be great if we lived in a non-racist and non-ableist and non-misogynistic world, and therefore didn’t have to have all these people undergo the struggles that they did’. I cannot, while paying attention to the world I live in, propose lazy hypotheticals. I take the current presence of Shakespeare’s Othello—and its centuries-old legacy in various parts of the world—seriously. I name the remarkable writers and thinkers that I do because, I contend, their stories of transposition should recall to us Othello’s account of ‘the story of my life/ From year to year’ (1.3.131–132)—his displacement, migration, isolation, effort, and alienation (1.1.132–147).38 Further: they should allow us to imagine possible instances of what could have been Othello’s future, had he world enough and time.39

Little of This Great World

To the Duke and Senators of Venice that fateful night of being sent away to service in Cyprus immediately after his marriage to Desdemona, Othello mentions a peculiar martial past that is his personal history. If not unusual for persons of Othello’s background, such a past is unusual for, and therefore remarkable to, persons of the Duke and Senators’ background.40 Thus Othello:


[S]ince these arms of mine had seven years’ pith,

Till now some nine moons wasted, they have used

Their dearest action in the tented field;

And little of this great world can I speak

More than pertains to feats of broils and battle [ … ]  (1.3.85–89)



A few minutes/lines later in the play, Othello mentions again his history of having been conscripted as a child soldier. He was ‘sold to slavery’ after ‘being taken by the insolent foe’ (1.3.139–140). ‘[E]ven from my boyish days’ (1.3.134), therefore, he has been in the midst of ‘moving accidents by flood and field’ (1.3.137) and ‘i’th’imminent deadly breach’ (1.3.138). Out of necessity, and necessary movement, he has seen ‘antres vast and deserts idle,/ Rough quarries, rocks, and hills whose heads touch heaven’ (1.3.141–143). And he has seen strangeness itself: ‘Cannibals that each other eat,/ The Anthropophagi, and men whose heads/ Do grow beneath their shoulders.’ (1.3.145–147). Colonialism’s great genius is its ability to draft into the colonial enterprise the very subjects it colonizes.41 Himself accused of witchcraft (1.3.62–66), Othello reports his having seen/known a strange and just-possibly-bewitched world—but implies to his present Venetian audience his own safety/distance from it. Having been a creature of war since he was seven, says Othello, he can speak ‘little of this great world’ outside what ‘pertains to feats of broils and battle’.

There is a detail here that even Othello moves quickly past: that he was but a boy, that he was little in a great world, when he was taken from home (wherever that might have been) and brought into battlefields to be then thrust into a long line of battles for survival. If Othello, as he says, can tell little of this great world outside what pertains to the strange human legacies of battles and broils, it is so because he has come of age in settings of violence, privation, and war. In Toni Morrison and Rokia Traoré’s Desdemona, Morrison, who is both a towering poet of possibilities and one of the most attentive readers of Shakespeare in all our centuries of reading him, uses this insight to write of Othello’s boyhood. Her Othello tells her Desdemona (and thus tells us): ‘As an orphan child a root woman adopted me as her son and sheltered me from slavers. [ … ] She taught me some of her science. How to breathe when there is no air.’ But soon, the child is captured by slavers—and ‘[i]t was a happy day for me to be sold into an army where food was regular and clothes respectable. [ … ] I pointed my childish anger with a daring completely strange to me.’ But this strangeness, we are told, soon becomes familiar, even a kind of reflex. ‘I was happy, breathless and hungry for more violent encounters. Only as a soldier could I excel and turn the loneliness inside into exhilaration.’ (Morrison and Traoré 2012, 31).42 As a young person, Morrison and Traoré’s Othello—and his predecessor, Shakespeare’s Othello—has nowhere to take his energy, his youth, his growth, and his longing for community and belonging except the battlefield.

Morrison also writes about the Anthropophagi—but in her telling, through her Othello, that encounter of/with strangeness becomes a place of learning, refuge, and mutuality. Her Othello tells a well-varnished tale to his beloved listener. In one of his travels, Morrison’s Othello finds himself:


where the islanders have no heads and their faces are settled in their chests. Once, desperate for food and water, I was cast upon their shores. Although they laughed at my deformity, at the hilarity of my own head rising awkwardly and vulnerably above my shoulders, they were generous. They fed me and tended to my needs. All human attributes were theirs except for one: they could not sing for they had no throats. When I sang for them the songs the root woman had taught me, they crowded about. Tears rolled down to their waists as they wept their pleasure. It was difficult to sail away, so awed was I by their civilization.  (Morrison and Traoré 2012, 33)



Just like that, Morrison’s Othello indicates that he did sail away, that it is possible to sail away, that one should be able to leave a people alone, no matter the admiration, curiosity, or regard. Desdemona, some four centuries after Othello (and Tempest and Merchant of Venice and Midsummer Night’s Dream and much more), thus stages a moment of non-coloniality—with an indication that it really could have been as simple as that, as simple as leaving, as fundamental as living and letting live, as elementary as saying goodbye, even to men whose heads do grow beneath their shoulders. To us, who now live in a world created by the express non-sailing-away of Philip Amadas and Arthur Barlowe (among so, so many others), even the suggestion offered by Morrison’s Othello can feel like strangeness itself.43 Yet this moment in Morrison and Traoré’s play allows us to think about what might have been another history of our past, our planet, and our prospects.44

To read Morrison today is also to be struck by her flipped attribution of ‘deformity’ to those whose heads do grow above their shoulders. (The islanders whose faces are settled in their chests laugh at the human Othello, noting the hilarity of his head rising awkwardly and vulnerably above his shoulders.) But here, too, just like that, we are made aware of the mechanism of disability-making. It is possible—it has been possible, Morrison’s Othello narrates—for the islanders to meet the non-normative Othello on his own terms: to feed him, to let him speak and sing as is natural to him, and to accommodate the head that grew above his shoulders. It is possible to not make disability out of difference. It is possible for encounter—even encounter with a minority (such as one Othello among many islanders) or encounter with a more vulnerable entity (such as Othello with his head hazardously above his shoulders among the islanders with their faces safely in their chests)—to not disable. Disability-making is a choice. It is possible to not make that choice.

Desdemona also gives us a moment of deep and terrible male bonding between Othello and Iago—it is Toni Morrison’s answer to actor Hugh Quarshie’s pointed question about the credibility of Othello’s ‘transformation from a man of reason, sound judgement and nobility of mind into an emotionally incontinent, insecure, homicidal obsessive in the space of a single scene, Act 3 Scene 3’ (Quarshie 2016).45 Indeed, it is Morrison’s answer to the question that so many readers of Othello have: why does Othello, in that scene (and beyond) believe Iago? If Othello, as Shakespeare tells us, has seen little of this great world more than pertains to feats of broils and battle, Morrison gives us the memory and narrative and tale of a particular feat of broil and battle that is shared history between the general Othello and his ensign Iago. Othello narrates:


Aroused by bloodletting, Iago and I entered a stable searching for food or drink. What we found were two women cowering. After a first glance, they never looked at us again. They lowered their eyes and whimpered. They were old, so old. Fingers gnarled by years of brutal work; teeth random and softly withering flesh. No matter. We took turns slaking the thirst of our loins rather than our throats. I don’t know how long it lasted. Our groans and their soft crying drape my memory of passing time. Once sated, we heard a noise behind us coming from a heap of hay. We turned to see a child, a boy, staring wild-eyed at a scene that must have seemed to him a grotesque dream. Except for the women’s whimpering, silence fell.  (Morrison and Traoré 2012, 37–38)



Morrison’s Desdemona knows that ‘My husband knew Iago was lying, manipulating, sabotaging. So why did he act on obvious deceit? Brotherhood.’ (Morrison and Traoré 2012, 37–38). Just like that, there is no out for Morrison’s Othello, no excuse that Othello ‘loved not wisely but too well’ (5.2.354), no posturing of the protagonist’s good intention gone awry through bad-faith interventions of a deceiving other. In Desdemona, both Desdemona and Othello know what Othello does and why. The brotherhood of the rape, and the profound male entitlement and misogyny it is founded on, holds greater sway than love, belonging, even life.46 And, in the nestled narrative within narrative within narrative (Othello’s narration of the story of the rape within the story that is Desdemona, and Desdemona within/beyond the story that is Othello), peeps another story that is told through Morrison’s untelling. Desdemona’s Othello continues:


There was a look between us. [After having seen the boy in the heap of hay.] Before our decision to do more harm our eyes met, Iago’s and mine, in an exchange of secrecy. [ … ] The look between us was not to acknowledge shame, but mutual pleasure. Pleasure in the degradation we had caused; more pleasure in leaving a witness to it. We were not only refusing to kill our own memory, but insisting on its life in another.  (Morrison and Traoré 2012, 38)



To hear Othello through Morrison is to wonder about where, and how, another boy, perhaps of seven years’ pith, was made the witness of what.

The Seamark of His Utmost Sail

’I have another weapon in this chamber,’ (5.2.261) says Othello, ever resourceful about his weapons and their strategic placements. It is perhaps a childhood habit—‘this little arm, and this good sword’ (5.2.271). It is also many years later, and the end of the play. ‘It is a sword of Spain, the ice-brook’s temper—’ (5.2.262). Othello has killed Desdemona—and is beginning to realize what he has done. He has long known enough to realize that ‘when I love thee [Desdemona] not,/ Chaos is come again’ (3.3.99–100). And this that he has now done is bound to be a harbinger of much more than chaos. In the presence of the dead bodies of Desdemona and Emilia, and already haunted by them, Othello addresses Gratiano, the Venetian gentleman newly arrived in Cyprus and obliged by circumstance to confront Othello’s terrible actions and wild regret:


  Behold, I have a weapon;

A better never did itself sustain

Upon a soldier’s thigh. I have seen the day

That, with this little arm and this good sword,

I have made my way through more impediments

Than twenty times your stop. But oh, vain boast!

Who can control his fate? ’Tis not so now.

Be not afraid, though you do see me weaponed;

Here is my journey’s end, here is my butt,

And very seamark of my utmost sail.

Do you go back dismayed? ’Tis a lost fear;

Man but a rush against Othello’s breast

And he retires. Where should Othello go?

Now, how dost thou look now? O ill-starred wench!

Pale as thy smock! When we shall meet at compt,

This look of thine will hurl my soul from heaven,

And fiends will snatch at it. Cold, cold, my girl?

Even like thy chastity. O cursèd, cursèd slave!

Whip me, ye devils,

From the possession of this heavenly sight!

Blow me about in winds! Roast me in sulfur!

Wash me in steep-down gulfs of liquid fire!

O Desdemon! Dead, Desdemon! Dead! Oh! Oh!  (5.2.268–290)



Othello says that he is at his journey’s end. The sea rises in his words as he speaks, threatening to engulf him. However weaponed he may be, ‘Man but a rush against Othello’s breast’, he says, speaking of himself by name as he only does when struggling to sound the final reaches of his self, ‘[a]nd he retires’ (5.2.279–280).47 There is no fight left in him. A blade of grass will fell him. For—and this is the key question—‘Where should Othello go’ (5.2.280) in the absence of home itself? Where can he go, having destroyed his place of greatest belonging?

A short story by the sixteenth-century Italian writer Giovanni Battista Giraldi (better known by his classical pseudonym, Cinthio) provided Shakespeare with the material that he reworked to make Othello. But Cinthio’s ‘Capitano Moro’ (in his book Gli Hecatommithi, published to popular reception in 1565) remains unnamed throughout the telling of Cinthio’s story about ‘The Unfaithfulness of Husbands and of Wives’ (Giraldi 1565).48 I have therefore always wondered where that name came from: Othello. Writing in the twenty-first century, and reporting on some of this century’s most profoundly unequal travels, Lizzie Dearden records: ‘A teenage boy from Somalia says he wanted to be called Ali after his friend who was pushed into the sea alongside other passengers’ (2015). I wonder: as with Ali, the teenage boy of Dearden’s mention, was Othello the name of a friend who had been pushed overboard in a long-ago passage of the boys’ youth?49 Did Othello arrive? Is Othello the friend who now walks in his friend’s sleep?50

‘The refugee’s heart often grows/ an outer layer. An assimilation./ It cocoons the organ. Those unable to grow the extra skin/ die within the first six months in a host country’ (Shire 2022, 21). Othello had survived, and lived past, those first six months and more. Then, he had come to love—and in loving and being loved, found belonging and a place to be. If Desdemona had declared, in front of her father and the Duke and the Senators of Venice, ‘[t]hat I did love the Moor to live with him’ (1.3.250), so did Othello know his place as that which is, simply, (by) Desdemona’s side. Now that she is beside him but dead, and dead by his own hand, there is to him an unbearable loveliness about the sight of her (‘this heavenly sight’) that he wishes to be violently removed from—as though his present emotional pain may only be endurable in appalling physical agony. But there can be no absolution or relief even in such punishment; Othello knows there cannot. If Othello were Lear, he might have asked of Desdemona, knowing fully the unbearable answer, ‘Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life/ And thou no breath at all?’ (King Lear, 5.3.305–306).51

But Othello has a different question, an entirely real, rational, and urgent question. Even at this moment, so close to the seemingly inevitable end of the play, Othello asks: ‘Will you [Cassio], I pray, demand that demi-devil [Iago]/ Why he [Iago] hath thus ensnared my soul and body?’ (5.2.309–310). This is no idle prayer. There is nothing rhetorical about Othello’s ask, nothing to signify a foregone conclusion in his mind even as he makes his demand. What Othello asks now, we the viewers and readers of the play have been asking throughout the last five acts of it—even those of us that know the answer. (It would, in any case, be useful for us all to have the answer out in the open.) Othello’s question is posed from the cusp of the very bourn whence no traveller, not even one as widely journeyed as Othello, returns. It is, as far as such a thing is possible, a life-and-death question for Othello—and one to which he wants an answer, however problematic or disturbing that answer may be. A great deal hangs on at least the presence or even the premise of an answer. As though some indication of a shadow of a genuine motive on Iago’s part may even now be invited, engaged with, argued with.

Yet Iago, who has talked and talked and unstoppably talked his poison all over the play, now announces his shutting up, and shuts himself up, after telling Othello one last time what to do. ‘Demand me nothing. What you know, you know./ From this time forth I never will speak word’ (5.2.311–312). And he keeps his word. It is here, when confronted with a final stonewalling and Iago’s declared refusal to engage in any form of dialogue, that Othello reaches his point of no return. After the rage and grief of ‘O Desdemon! Dead, Desdemon! Dead! Oh! Oh!’, Othello, who finally knows that he was beloved, succumbs to what feels like a profound, age-long weariness. ‘That’s he that was Othello. Here I am’ (5.2.292; emphases mine). The temporal tenses cord and discord. Identity hangs in the balance, then falls. Othello uses on himself the weapon that, strangely, no one around him has disarmed him of—if, that is, they beheld when Othello had announced, ‘Behold, I have a weapon.’ Pleading a state of being ‘[p]erplexed in the extreme’ (5.2.356), Othello at last asks for his story to be told of him as he is, ‘nothing extenuate[d]’ (5.2.352), before stabbing himself. It is the end of a long journey.

In my telling of Othello’s story, however, I have to bear in mind that he and I share a world and a journey still, even unto the twenty-first century. Our sharing of a world is the function of a process composed in equal parts of what seems inevitable and what seems unlikely. ‘[N]o history can really be moved past; no future, no matter how liberatory, really leaves anything behind’ (Price 2021, 260).52 I suspect that Othello and I have come all this way because somewhere, in our several-yet-together journeys, across our separate and shared centuries, there has been and still is the possibility of another end/many other ends. Somewhere past the afterlife that Morrison gives us, therefore, and in a world that looks very much like our own, I offer that the familiar stranger in his human-powered wheelchair goes home after the sun has set, as the sky deepens into silky black night. Home is where his beloved is. She, too, has just returned home. Life together is a bestowing and a reception of ‘graceful acts,/ Those thousand decencies that daily flow’ from mutual ‘words and actions mixed with love and sweet compliance’ (Milton 2005, Book VIII, 11.600–603). After dinner, they put out the living room light together. The dark sheltering night stretches in front of them like a dream. ‘All’s well now, sweeting;/ Come away to bed’ (2.3.230–231).
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1 All citations from Othello are from Kim F. Hall, ed., Othello (Shakespeare 2007).

2 ‘At least 89.3 million people around the world have been forced to flee their homes. Among them are nearly 27.1 million refugees, around half of whom are under the age of 18.’ See the graph and text in United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, ‘Figures at a Glance’, https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html.

3 See, for instance, Jacobus 2022; Trilling 2018; Vega 2023; and Zamora 2022.

4 For three specific contemporary evocations of this intersection, see King 2019; Pickens 2019; Sharpe 2016. See also Shaw 2019.

5 For accounts of other such lives, see Habib 2008 and Otele 2020. Note also the useful pressure on the word ‘state’ that Urvashi Chakravarty applies when thinking about ‘The Renaissance of Race and the Future of Early Modern Race Studies’ (2019).

6 See also Siebers 2008, especially the ‘Introduction’, 1–33, and Erevelles 2015.

7 My understanding of intersectionality is indebted to Crenshaw 1989 and Cooper 2015.

8 Sonya Freeman Loftis helpfully spells out a problem inherent within merely characterological or tropological analyses of disability: ‘[E]arly modern studies that focus on literary character may unintentionally parallel the medical model of disability. By regarding disability as an individual difference that resides within each separate individual character (rather than as a broader social phenomenon that affects readers, audience members, and performers), many of these readings foreground disability as an individual condition that one character/figure has as opposed to regarding disability as a social phenomenon that brings certain people together into a disability community’ (2021, 4). See also Bérubé 2016 on how disability works in texts outside literary character, and Sami Schalk, on how ‘disability functions as an ideology, epistemology, and system of oppression in addition to an identity and lived experience’ (2022, 8). For comparable suggestions/frameworks/analyses in poetry and poetics, see Davidson 2012.

9 And although it is a pertinent question as to whether or not we should even trust what the text tells us of Othello’s epilepsy—because it is Iago, the teller of lies, who tells the play’s audience of Othello’s ‘epilepsy’ (4.1.47)—that too is not my central concern here. My exploration centres the multiple disenfranchisements that Othello socially and politically finds himself in through his perceived race, bodily ability, migration status, ambition, travels, non-belonging, and veteran status.

10 See Jasbir Puar’s theorization of ‘debility’ in The Right to Maim: Debility, Capacity, Disability (2017).

11 For a discussion of the parallels between race-making (racism) and disability-making (ableism), see Dhar 2023.

12 In a related discussion: see also the bio-political construction of a ‘socio-sexual identity’ and the intersections of that sexual/social identity with disability in Friedlander 2022.

13 See especially Siebers’s question: ‘What work is disability doing, without being remarked as such, in matters of sex, gender, class, nationality, and race? Why does the presence of disability make it easier to discriminate against other minority identities? In which other ways does disability inflect minority identity and vice versa?’ (2008, 6). See also Dolmage 2018, especially ‘Island’, pp. 8–50, and Puar 2017.

14 See especially Thompson’s introduction to her edited volume, The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare and Race (2021, 1–16). See also ground-setting work such as: Habib 2002; Hall 1995; Loomba 2002; Loomba and Burton 2007; and Britton 2014, together with more recent scholarship such as Chakravarty 2022, Ndiaye 2022, and Singh 2019.

15 In contemporary disability studies, especially in the Global North, there is still a notion that the concept of disability as we understand it in the twenty-first century only began to come into currency in the nineteenth century. For instance, see Lennard Davis’s highly influential work Enforcing Normalcy: Disability, Deafness, and the Body (1995). However, scholars in early modern disability studies agree that the concept of disability was robustly in currency in premodern periods. See, for instance, Chess 2020; Hobgood and Wood 2018; Row-Heyveld 2018; and Williams 2021.

16 See Espinosa and Ruiter 2014, especially Imtiaz Habib’s essay ‘The Black Alien in Othello: Beyond the European Immigrant’ (Espinosa and Ruiter 2014, 135–158); Espinosa 2021; and Espinosa 2016. See also Das et al. 2021, and Smith et al. 2018.

17 See especially Akhimie 2018; Bearden 2019; and Loomba 2002. Similarly, see the discussion of Europeans’ perception of Amerindians as ‘natural slaves’ in Hall 2017a, 66. Stefanie Hunt-Kennedy notes that: Africans ‘entered the English imagination as deformed and monstrous beings in need of containment and control at a cultural moment coinciding with colonization and expansion of the slave trade’ (2020, 14). See also the unpacking of early encounters between Europe and North America in Madeline Sayet’s gorgeously introspective play Where We Belong (2022); and the essays by Holly Dugan, Elisa Oh, and Scott Manning Stevens in this volume.

18 See especially Kim F. Hall’s ‘Introduction’ to her edition of Othello (Shakespeare 2007, 1–31).

19 Many of us have our reasons for reading and resisting Othello in equal parts. Twenty-first-century US poet Fred Moten explains his: ‘that Othello is a moor of Venice means that the problem of the color line, which W.E.B. Du Bois locates in the twentieth century at its outset, is a problem of the centuries, whether we are talking about the seventeenth, twentieth, or twenty-first. And it’s not so much that Shakespeare has given an early articulation of the Negro Problem; it’s that, instead, he has given Negroes a problem. There’s some shit we have to deal with in the wake of this play, a toxic atmosphere with which we must contend … [B]lack folks are enjoined to take responsibility for white fantasy and solve a problem not of their own making’ (Moten 2019). See also Keith Hamilton Cobb’s deeply intelligent and self-reflexive theatrical journey in American Moor (2020), in the introduction to which Kim F. Hall writes, ‘Black love of Shakespeare is a site of profound struggle and Othello its most vexed subject’ (2020, ix); and Indigenous US playwright and actor Madeline Sayet’s comment on Shakespeare at large, ‘I might love him [Shakespeare] but I didn’t choose him’ (2022, 50).

20 See Das and Homan 2015. See also the possibilities and range of armchair travel and encounter as facilitated by collections such as by Richard Hakluyt (1589).

21 See, for instance, the portrait Abd el-Ouahed ben Messaoud ben Mohammed Anoun, Moorish Ambassador to Queen Elizabeth I (1600), https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/portrait-of-the-moorish-ambassador-to-queen-elizabeth-i

22 See the ‘Draft proclamation on the expulsion of ‘Negroes and Blackamoors’ (1601). See also Dadabhoy 2021.

23 Othello was first performed by Shakespeare’s company, the King’s Men (formerly the Chamberlain’s Men) in 1604. For analyses of prosthetic blackness adopted for the stage in Shakespeare’s day, see Ndiaye 2022.

24 See Lolita Chakrabarti’s Red Velvet (2012) for a brilliantly-imagined theatrical take on an episode of Aldridge’s remarkable life and work.

25 What came to be called the Bengali Nabajagaran [in literal translation, new awakening] or Bengal Renaissance of the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries was a time of remarkable cultural vitality in the subcontinent, producing landmarks in literature, theatre, and the arts.

26 Among other distinctions, the Theatre Guild production of Shakespeare’s Othello starring Robeson from October 1943 to June 1944 became—and remains—the longest-running Shakespeare play on Broadway, with 296 performances. ‘Under the direction of Margaret Webster, Robeson became the first African American to be cast as Othello in a major production in the United States, and the first Black actor to perform the role since Ira Aldridge in the 19th century.’ (‘Paul Robeson’s Othello’).

27 Many years later, John Kani wrote about his explanation, in 1987, to the white police officers who charged him with breaking the South African Immorality Act of the Apartheid Era by staging ‘all the love and kissing scenes’ in the play. ‘You see sir’, said Kani, ‘when this play was done in England by the great Laurence Olivier and the actress Maggie Smith, they could not show their love for each other, as every time they held each other tight and kissed, Olivier left the black makeup on his face and hands on Desdemona’s white face and costume. I do not have that problem’ (Kani 2016). https://literature.britishcouncil.org/assets/Uploads/06.-shakespeare-lives-south-africa-john-kani-digital-download.pdf

28 See the discussion of caste in Omkara in Dhar 2020.

29 Other Black actors who have played Othello include James Earl Jones, Earle Hyman, Roscoe Lee Browne, William Marshall, Morgan Freeman, Keith David, Eammon Walker, Harry J. Lennix, Laurence Fishburne, Adrian Lester, Chiwetel Ejiofor, Keith Hamilton Cobb, and Hugh Quarshie. Some of these actors have discussed the experience of playing Othello. See, for instance, Thompson 2009; Sellars and Thompson 2023; Lester 2021; Quarshie 2016; Cobb 2020; and Cobb et al. 2023.

30 Djanet Sears similarly writes: ‘As a young actor, I soon realized that a majority of the roles that I would be offered did not portray me in the way I saw myself, my family, or my friends, in life’ (1997, 13). See Sears’s magnificent afterlife of Othello in Harlem Duet (1997).

31 See also Ato Quayson’s assertion that: ‘the colonial racial ideology distorts the schema of the black body. The distortions are entailed in the saturation of the social sphere with negative stereotypes of blackness (‘Look mama, a negro’) as being synonymous with lying, excessive sexuality, violence, and overall backwardness’ (2021, 66).

32 ‘Appelle-moi X. Ca vaudra mieux. Comme qui dirait l’homme sans nom. Plus exactement, l’homme dont on a volé le nom. Tu parles d’histoire. Eh bien ça, cest de l’histoire, et fameuse! Chaque fois que tu m’appelleras, ça me rappellera le fait fondamental, que tu m’as tout volé et jusqu’à mon identité! Uhuru!’ (Césaire 1969, 28) See also Césaire’s essay Discourse on Colonialism (1972) and his autobiographical poem Cahier d’un retour au pays natal (2017, 92): ‘Partir. [ … ] je/ serais un homme-juif/ un homme cafre/ un homme-hindou-de-Calcutta/ un homme-de-Harlem-qui-ne-vote-pas.’

33 ‘You taught me language, and my profit on’t/ Is, I know how to curse’ (The Tempest [Shakespeare 2011], 1.2.364–365). See also the discussion of the use of a/any colonial language in Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature (1986).

34 ‘The English themselves were not aware of the role they played in the formation of these black strangers. [ … ] [T]he tactical withdrawal the British now so proudly call decolonisation simply made way for a new colonial orchestration’ (Lamming 2002). See also In the Castle of My Skin (Lamming 1953) and The Pleasures of Exile (Lamming 1960).

35 See also Kani’s play on a veteran actor engaged in a preparation of King Lear in Kunene and the King (Kani 2021).

36 See ‘Notes on the State of Virginia’ I–V, and the volume’s several Shakespeare epigraphs (2016, 1, 29, 31, 42, 45, 46, 53, 5, 770).

37 See also Actor One in Munyevu’s play, The Moors: ‘We are immigrants just like them. I came to England when I was twelve with my mother’ (2020, 65).

38 This is not to give the historical person and playwright William Shakespeare any undue credit in this matter. To him, credit is warranted only in that ‘he walked his streets and saw them, and tried not to lie about what he saw.’ (Baldwin 2010, 68–69).

39 I mark also the title of Kim F. Hall’s 2016 lecture, ‘Othello was My Grandfather’—in which Hall poignantly claims an inheritance from Othello. If Othello were his ‘granddaughter’ Kim F. Hall, he would know enough about Desdemona, and about himself, to perhaps have granddaughters. See also the incisive relationality of Ian Smith’s ‘We Are Othello’, in his Black Shakespeare: Reading and Misreading Race (2022, 156–181).

40 It is no matter that Othello is not Venetian enough to serve on the Senate of Venice—Shakespeare’s text gives us no indication that anyone on the Venetian Senate is either an immigrant or not white—for Othello is certainly Venetian enough to fight and die for Venice. As the Duke tells Othello the moment Othello walks into the room: ‘we must straight employ you/ Against the general enemy Ottoman’ (1.3.50–51).

41 For an analysis of how colonialist discourse forms itself and forms subjects subscribing to that discourse, see Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 1979).

42 In Desdemona, the text of the play is by Morrison, while the lyrics of the songs are by Traoré.

43 Amadas and Barlowe, in Hakluyt; https://docsouth.unc.edu/nc/barlowe/barlowe.html

44 See the possible worlds imaginings in Sarpong 2021.

45 ‘I had seen many fine actors take on the role [of Othello] but never quite been convinced of his transformation from a man of reason, sound judgement and nobility of mind into an emotionally incontinent, insecure, homicidal obsessive in the space of a single scene, Act 3 Scene 3. And doubts about the character’s coherence led to the suspicion that Shakespeare was really just elaborating on the Elizabethan stage convention which held that “Moors” posed a menace to ‘mores’, social, sexual, moral and aesthetic. [ … ] Does the “willing suspension of disbelief” really mean that I should accept that a play written over 400 years ago by a white Englishman for another white Englishman in blackface make-up is an authoritative and credible profile of a genuine black man?’ (Quarshie 2016).

46 See Stephan Wolfert: ‘It’s that camaraderie. Iago says in his speech that he served with Othello at Cyprus, Rhodes, and other grounds. They’ve been in combat together [ … ]. He trusts him enough to where when that combat buddy says, “You know your younger wife who’s the daughter of your best friend, are you sure she’s faithful?” All he does is ask the question. Boom, veterans get it. [ … ] Two veterans, both Vietnam, had never met each other before, and didn’t serve together; different times, different branches even. And we’re working on Othello. They had zero experience with Shakespeare, never read it, never heard it, nothing. And we’re working on that scene of Othello/Iago, where Iago’s asking about Desdemona, and with each time through without giving them any of the background. Just say, read it, what do you get? What don’t you get? We go back and forth and they’re reading it several times, and eventually the one who’s playing Othello, he says, “Wait a minute, is he asking about my wife?” I said, “Yeah, yeah he is.” “And saying that she might be cheating on me?” I said, “Yeah,” and he goes, “And we served in combat together?” Yeah, you guys … “Oh, the bitch is dead.” ’ (Wolfert 2017).

47 There are only three other instances of Othello calling himself Othello in the play—they all occur in moments of Othello’s severely heightened, and even threatened, sense of self. In the ‘temptation scene’, 3.3, Othello says to Iago: ‘Othello’s occupation’s gone’ (3.3.374). In a subsequent scene, Othello says to Desdemona, ‘I took you for that cunning whore of Venice/ That married with Othello’ (4.2.93–94). Finally, later in this scene, 5.2, Othello refers to himself already in the past tense: ‘That’s he that was Othello. Here I am’ (5.2.292).

48 In Cinthio’s story, ‘Disdemona’ is the only character that he names.

49 See also another devastating story of non-arrival in Philip 2008.

50 For this formulation, I am indebted to Kamau Brathwaite’s ‘Dream Haiti’ (Brathwaite 2007, 155–202).

51 The citation from King Lear is from the edition by Virginia Mason Vaughan and Alden T. Vaughan. See Shakespeare 1997.

52 See also Kafer 2013.


Shakespeare, Race, and Trans Studies

The following contributions by Alexa Alice Joubin and Abdulhamit Arvas examine how racial and gender practices often inform and intersect with each other in their work on early modern drama including Shakespeare, performance, and adaptation studies. Far from being fixed identities on bureaucratic forms and categorization operations, race and gender are in fact social practices that evolve over time and in different social spaces. In particular, Joubin shows that trans studies—with its critical tools to understand gender variance and atypical bodies—solidifies critical race studies’ orientation towards recognizing and supporting minority life experiences. Critical race methods can also help trans studies address its often-unacknowledged whiteness. Likewise, Arvas argues that critical race studies offers insights to realize the hierarchical organizations of humans to create and maintain certain modes of governmentality. Both trans and racial practices are inseparable components of real-life experience and embodiment. The study of embodied beings and identities, therefore, has much to gain by bringing the two realms to bear on each other. Joubin and Arvas apply performance studies methods—critical tools that are designed to capture transformative cultural practices on stage and on screen—to critical race and trans studies. Both of them recognize that the personal is both political and pedagogical. After mapping out some tenets of their current work on early modern trans, race, and Shakespeare studies, they conclude with pedagogical implications of putting race and trans studies in conversation. Taken as a whole, Joubin’s and Arvas’ modularized chapters are designed as hypertexts with internal linkage. Rather than reading the pieces one after another and from the beginning to the end, as one would with conventional chapters, readers are invited to toggle between corresponding sections within the two companion pieces.



Chapter 13

Trans Studies at the Crossroad

From Racialized Invisibility to Gendered Legibility

Alexa Alice Joubin

In 1976, singer Joni Mitchell traversed race and gender by performing blackface acts and declaring that they are a “Black man trapped in a white woman’s body.” In 1998, Mitchell told New York Times that they were “the only Black man at the [Halloween] party” (Strauss). In what ways are similar claims complicated by pandemic-era hate crimes, such as the police murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis in 2020 and the mistreatment of, and protests against, Darren Merager who identified as a woman in a Korean spa in Los Angeles in 2021? Racism and transmisogyny deny people’s access to public spaces, and public performance has been seen as a way to reclaim inclusive social spaces, even though it is a winding path.

Why did Isobel Thom’s nonbinary performance of Joan of Arc in Ilinca Radulian’s I, Joan at the London Globe, 2022, reignite bitter debates about individuals’ right to self-determination and about who counts as ‘trans’ (Marshall 2022)? If the historical Joan does not identify as a white cisgender woman, does the legend undermine feminist causes?

How does Hawaiian playwright Kepano Stephen Richter come to write his Latinx-inflected East Side Story which features a Black Romeo and a Mexican Julia who comes out as a trans woman at the masked ball (in production at the time of writing)?

Does Belinda Sullivan’s ‘doubled drag’ performance of Falstaff as the Witch of Brentford in the 2013 African-American Shakespeare Company production of Merry Wives of Windsor (dir. Becky Kemper) diminish ‘the impact of what would otherwise seem to be … transphobic violence’ (Kemp 2019, 276)? Why are such performances, similar to cisgender interpretations of Viola in Twelfth Night, typically received as pragmatic and temporary gender nonconformity to score personal gains in patriarchal worlds rather than as transgender expressions (Craig 2013)?

Actors’ offstage racial identities add nuance to the picture. How does British-Indian (Insight) actor Shubham Saraf’s trans performance of Ophelia, against Michelle Terry’s cross-cast white Hamlet, traverse gender and racial lines in Federay Holmes and Elle While’s ‘post gender’ production of Hamlet at the Globe in 2018? Similarly, how does British-Ugandan actress Sheila Atim’s trans masculine performance of Cesario in Adam Smethurst’s film Twelfth Night (2018) complicate class aspirations and embodiment of genders?

How do racialized imaginaries queer gender practices in the Taiwanese film adaptation, As We Like It (2021), which features an all-female East Asian cast including a Franco-Taiwanese lead and two trans actresses? How do gender-based exclusions help racial prejudices ‘perform’ discriminative acts through the trans feminine white Desdemona and blackface Othello, both of which are performed by an adult boy actor, in the period drama Stage Beauty (2004)?

What do trans-inclusive and antiracist campaigns have in common beyond their cognate agendas of social justice? Race and trans studies are fields of study borne out of necessity, the necessity to understand the world, and the necessity for all to live a liveable life. Joan of Arc is compelled to put on men’s clothes not only to lead an army but also to be themselves which should not require further justification (Heyam 2022). Transness is not a zero-sum game, and Thom’s interpretation of Joan does not infringe women’s rights.

Similar questions of racial and gendered otherness loom large in my personal life as an immigrant and as a woman of colour with imposter syndrome seeking refuge from politics that cause personal harm. However, I had shunned these issues as research questions even though, or perhaps because, they are too close to home. It is fair to say that I had been in transit and on the road. This sense of transitivity and marginalization has shaped and energized the kind of work I do.

My chapter outlines the promise and perils of racial and trans invisibility and visibility, the notion of performativity, the productive relationships between trans and performance and adaptation studies, how I learned not to turn foreign shores into home turf and lose my edge in the comfort zone, and how I both passed through and sustained transitory spaces in my writing and pedagogy.

Epistemic Invisibility

What one sees correlates to how one sees, and whether one is truly seen by having one’s presence properly acknowledged hinges on whether the society actively tackles epistemic invisibility of minorities. Growing up in Taiwan as someone belonging to the dominant ethnic group and speaking the dominant local languages, I did not have a marked, or remarkable, identity until I immigrated to the USA. I did not pass through and could not pass by. I became noticeable, racialized, and gendered. I became a stranger even to myself. As Sara Ahmed writes, one is estranged in the epistemological impasse—the collision of cognitive differences in the articulation of belonging (1999, 330; 2017, 43–44). Sailing ‘to unpath’d waters, undream’d shores’ (4.4.566–567), as The Winter’s Tale’s Camillo puts it, I had been looking for a place to call home. I never feel quite at home in any department. I have received a number of labels, and I have called myself a few at different points in time. Depending on the context, I have been seen as a Shakespearean who works across time periods and cultures, as someone who is expected to represent minority communities in some form, and as a digital humanities educator who brings critical race and gender studies to bear on each other. Along the way, I realized that there are critical advantages to taking up a position on the periphery, to being ‘the visibly non-white and audibly foreigner-sounding person in the room’ (Dhar 2023, 161). In some cases, the notion of home is overrated, because it stifles critical conversations that are needed. Conversely, I have also carefully avoided the ‘Oppression Olympics’ (Martínez 1998, 5) of ‘centering [only] the [most] marginalized’ experiences (Táíwò 2022, 70–71; Daniels 2022) in the classroom and in my research.

The presence of people like me has been rendered invisible or hyper visible due to tokenism, the politics of prioritizing better-known ‘minorities’, and epistemic exclusion (Settles et al. 2019). At a conference, despite my sitting in the front row with the only other woman of colour, the speaker on stage stated that ‘there is no woman of color in this room. Let that sink in.’ I felt erased and rejected. The irony here, as Angela Davis and Neferti Tadiar theorize, women of colour is a category created to enable ‘political coalition of diverse, particular histories of struggle—Native American, Chicana/o, African American, Hawaiian, Asian American, as well as immigrant Third World women struggles’. We need to deploy the category with ethics of care even as we combat notions of ‘intrinsic and exchangeable identities within dominant cultural representations’ of women of colour (3). At another in-person public event, I was the only non-white speaker on a three-person roundtable where the speakers’ names and photos were projected on the large screens. I was scheduled to speak last. Once the speaker before me finished their remarks, however, I was forgotten and passed over. Eventually, several audiences had to intervene to correct the oversight. When covering this high-profile event, journalists omitted my name from the list of panellists and failed to comment on the incident. Both illegibility and undesirable legibility are harmful and politically restraining.

It has been a challenge to make my presence and scholarship legible against institutionalized forms of epistemic invisibility, but my positionality has made me more self-conscious when entering other people’s headspace, bringing respect and metacritical distance in my analyses to works produced in global cultural spaces.

It is even more challenging to do so in the time of hate in which we live, because students and readers often bring my racial and gender identities to bear on the scholarship I produce, creating superficially positive and sometimes negative associations. A female scholar of Asian descent, for instance, may be expected to write about race in a particular way. While Abdulhamit Arvas maintains that most scholars in critical fields of embodied identities ‘have personal investments’, and while we both recognize that the personal is political, I caution against the tendency to disproportionately place the epistemological and pedagogical burden on racial and gender minorities. The ways in which one is labelled by the society impacts how one’s identities are made to ‘perform’ in various contexts.

Multidisciplinary Work: Burden and Promise

One solution to hate and divisive politics is multidisciplinary work that creates bridges between different ways of thinking, because hate is a product of artificially created social silos. Tools from various disciplines help us catch things that may otherwise fall through the cracks between established fields.

The disciplinary silos impose an uneven burden of multidisciplinarity on scholars working in marginalized fields. Those who work in marginalized fields are more often compelled to explain their work’s relevance to more dominant fields. This is a form of ghettoization caused by institutionalized racism that disciplines one’s identity and research output. Due to the current structure of academia and hierarchies of cultural prestige, editors rarely require footnotes on Aristotle but tend to demand extensive and potentially distracting explanations of non-white and non-Western subjects. Some publications relegate non-white knowledge to an ancillary position, serving as a footnote to white critical theory. The white Euro-American norms have pre-determined what is worthy of scholarly interest.

This phenomenon of national profiling comes from the assumption that performances in the United Kingdom and the United States are normative and aesthetically universal, whereas global performances bear only location-specific meanings. According to this view, the aesthetic meanings of such performances are either indecipherable or uninteresting. As Rey Chow observes, despite ‘the current facade of welcoming non-Western “others” into putatively … cross-cultural exchanges’, there is still ‘a continual tendency to … ghettoize non-Western cultures … by way of ethnic, national labels’ (2000, 3).

This problem is a symptom of power-knowledge structures. When the production and dissemination of knowledge favours and supports Anglo-Eurocentrism, it creates disciplinary silos that obscure long, global histories. They render non-Western knowledge less relevant. This institutionalized bias has put the burden of multidisciplinarity on minorities. In order to communicate the importance of their work, some scholars adopt a comparative approach and write about how the Global South is relevant to theories and histories of whiteness. To overcome the epistemic invisibility of certain subjects of study, or ‘the epistemic function and the mechanisms for cultivating ignorance’, we need to develop what Nancy Tuana calls ‘liberatory epistemology’. This method takes into account the manufactured ignorance that emerges ‘from the systematic experiential differences among social groups’ (Tuana 2019, 132).

While interdisciplinarity often involves the transfer or fusion of methods between disciplines, multidisciplinary projects are situated at the crossroads of disciplines either because the subject matter is itself multidisciplinary in nature or it can best be understood through multiple perspectives. I have learned to work with, rather than work out of, the gap between disciplines, because, in some cases, disciplinary boundaries are erected and patrolled by gatekeepers who need them to validate their own authority.

To counter these dominant assumptions driven by the aforementioned power-knowledge structure, I adopt a rhizomatic approach to intercultural and transhistorical performances that capture both the divergence and convergence of cultures (Deleuze and Guattari 2004, 7, 16, 25). ‘Divergence’ from racial and gender norms is often accompanied by convergences or a mélange of motifs and dramaturgy. A rhizomatic network of knowledge captures multiplicity more effectively through non-hierarchical entry and exit points in data sets and the interpretations of culture. It re-evaluates the perceived lack of connections between ‘what may otherwise seem to be isolated instances of artistic expression’ (Joubin 2023, 227).

This approach also enables parallel examination of cognate cultural phenomena, such as cross-gender casting and race-making, across extended periods of time and locations. It helps us overcome the limitations of localized cases through scale jumping. Neil Smith uses the term scale jumping to describe social movements that escape the ‘traps of localism, particularism, and parochialism’ by expanding their geographic reach and by turning local campaigns into global movements (1992, 57–79). As Ambereen Dadabhoy observes, our gaze is often ‘implicated in [our] own racial, gendered, and classed positions’ (2020, 230). Maintaining global perspectives can break down binarism and enhance our cognitive bandwidth. Details we learn about global patterns in the longue durée in comparative performance historiography are more valuable than the perceived singularity of any given event, The intersection between race and trans studies is one such example. As the next section shows, there are overlaps between gendering and race-making practices—processes through which embodied identities are produced and contested.

Race-Making and Trans Practices

Since race-making is a technology of representation that structures social norms, films that feature casts of the same race can be read as ‘race films’ or films about race, just as films starring cisgender actors should be read through a trans lens to uncover cisgender sexism and tacit transness in their characters. Hung-i Chen and Muni Wei’s film As We Like It (2021) uses Franco-Taiwanese mixed race actress Camile Chalons’ cross-gender and bilingual performance of Celia and two openly trans actresses’ ‘backpassing’ acts to queer the gender territories of As You Like It.1 Boasting an all-female cast with cross-gender roles as a talk-back to ‘the patriarchy who would not allow female actors on stage’ (closing credits), As We Like It is set in a futuristic Internet-free neighbourhood in Taipei, where courier delivery of hand-written love letters is the norm and where somatic bonding through palmistry, instead of online dating, reigns supreme. The film does away with such binary gender accessories as moustaches or wigs. It presents characters of all genders—played by actors identifying as women—matter-of-factly without apology or additional justification. The film does not change the names or genders of the characters in Shakespeare.

In counselling the lovelorn Rosalind who presents themselves as Roosevelt, Celia fashions herself into an authority on courtship by frequently playing up her French cultural background and Taiwanese heritage. Camile Chalons’ facility with the French language is deployed as a technology of race-making to construct ‘Western’ authority, while her lighter skin tone contributes to the form of androgyny that is celebrated in the film. In this context, Chalons’ use of French and skin-whitening makeup is mapped onto an unarticulated but positive notion of Whiteness. The presence of mixed race actors questions the imposition of ‘traditional monoracial categories’ and counter the ‘enforcement of monoracial norms’ (Daniel et al. 2014, 6). The race-making processes in the film thus construct, assign, and perform select racial categories.

The sisterly affection between Celia and Rosalind-as-Roosevelt informs and extends beyond their joint project to test Orlando’s true character. Several scenes hint at romantic interests between Celia and Roosevelt, Roosevelt and Orlando, and Celia and Oliver. The arrangement is a nod to the fact that while, on the page, Rosalind seems to be the only cross-gender role (as Ganymede in the Forest of Arden), on the early modern stage, Celia’s role as well as Rosalind’s Ganymede as a doubled drag both involve cross-gender enactment by boy actors.

There is one potentially anti-trans caveat. Presenting themselves as a palmist named Roosevelt, Rosalind opens a palm reading salon in Arden, an Internet-free district. When Orlando follows Roosevelt’s flyers advertising their service and arrives at the salon, he produces a photo of Rosalind and asks for Roosevelt’s advice on how to win her heart. As the session progresses, Orlando becomes distracted and begins to remark on the similarity between Roosevelt and Rosalind in several categories ranging from their hair texture to body odour. The scene concludes with Orlando catching on to the supposed imperfection of Rosalind’s cross-gender act, which is a toxic filmic trope of outing trans characters against their will. It is here the Franco-Taiwanese Celia comes to Rosalind’s rescue.

The intersection of race and trans studies is also palpable in Richard Eyre’s Othello-inspired period drama film Stage Beauty (2004), in which the seventeenth-century star, an adult boy actor, Ned Kynaston, takes on the role of Desdemona in stylized stage performances before transitioning to playing Othello in blackface later in his career as dictated by the conventions of the period. When playing exclusively female roles onstage, he presents as feminine offstage as well. After King Charles II bans men from performing female roles, Kynaston is bereft of his self-worth and is rejected by his male lover. Kynaston takes up the role of Othello as part of his journey to binary, heterosexual masculinity. In its imagination of historical theatre practices, the film makes a tacit connection between femininity and Desdemona’s whiteness, and between masculinity and what Kynaston imagines to be Moorish mannerisms. Kynaston is proverbially baptized as a cisgender man when he performs the act of killing Desdemona onstage. In playing Desdemona, Kynaston associates ‘dying beautifully’ with fragile, white femininity, projecting ideal womanhood on his trans embodiment of the role. He deploys shifting social practices of race and gender to fashion a series of self-images in each stage of his career and private life, revealing that racialized practices are profoundly constituted by exclusionary gendered narratives. Race and gender are closely intertwined in the multiply-determined identities of Kynaston, Desdemona, and Othello.

Modern performances of the early modern in As We Like It and in Stage Beauty demonstrate that, far from being fixed identities on bureaucratic forms and categorization operations, race and gender are social practices that evolve over time, in the presence of each other, and in different social spaces. Naturalistic acting and acoustic strategies in the former film attempt to make cross-gender enactment ‘invisible’ and transparent, while heavy stylization of stage presentations of Desdemona and Othello in the latter film draw attention to the gendering and race-making practices themselves, making cross-gender roles legible and the primary theme of its narrative.

Performativity, Race, and Trans Studies

Distinct from conventional understanding of performance as an artistic form, performativity—how language tacitly or overtly conditions social actions—permeates all narratives. Characters and readers behave in particular manners to fit in or decolonize social norms. Socially structured reciprocal, and reiterative speech acts and nonverbal communication are key components of our cultural life. By drawing attention to embodied performativity, I am challenging anti-corporeality (a distaste for bodily ideas, Stam 2005, 6) and the privileging of formally printed texts over such ephemera as live performance, film screenings, and publicity photos. In his study of the literary prejudice against film, Robert Stam describes logophilia—giving pre-eminence to written words over visual signs—as class prejudice (7). Ella Shohat has similarly called for a move beyond ‘an iconophobia rooted in the adoration of the word, and beyond a logophobia rooted in the fetishism of the image’ (2004, 43). In its capacity to both resist and celebrate the artificiality of racial and gender norms, performance is a useful tool to deconstruct naturalized, default positions on these social practices.

Since the performativity of language enacts both tacit and overt transness, I define trans performance capaciously to include not only testimonial memoirs and works by trans-identified actors that address diverse gender experiences but also, significantly, trans-adjacent productions that depict tacit transness but without characters who explicitly identify as trans. As important as it is to celebrate trans self-representation, there are key benefits to expanding the scope of trans literature through the notion of performativity, one of them being the exposure of the partiality of all gendered positions. One of the preconceptions is cisgender sexism, the belief that cisgender people’s lives are more natural and legitimate than those of trans people (Serano 10). We can de-centre cis-sexism that has been passed on as a default position in literary criticism by re-reading works that were previously mislabelled as non-trans.

Performance and adaptation studies are useful lenses to examine, simultaneously, racial and trans practices, because of the sociality—or communal characteristics—of race and gender. Performance in general can also peel back layers of assumption about sartorial and social meanings of race and gender. The performance space is a transitory space through which actors and characters traverse. Drawing on C. Riley Snorton’s Black on Both Sides: A Racial History of Trans Identity, my trans methodologies promote an understanding of race and trans ‘in transitive relation’ (since these categories overlap in their referentiality to embodied difference (2017, 6). Trans, in this context, is an umbrella term as well as a verb, ‘the expression of an action that requires a direct object to complete its sense of meaning’ (Snorton 2017, 6). The performing arts are conducive to this understanding of transness as an action that is conducted in relation to a direct object, as in transing gender and transing history.

My theory of performativity hinges on two tenets: (1) that gender as social practices—mannerism, sartorial choices, grooming habits, uses of voice—evolve over time and in different social spaces; and (2) that these practices are constituted, and sometimes undermined, by performative speech acts, by words that delineate ever-moving social boundaries and interpersonal relationships. Building upon these premises, my performativity theory is informed by trans perspectives. I deploy it here to interpret dramatic actions that represent tacit transness even if the characters or actors do not use our contemporary vocabulary of ‘identifying as trans’.

The performing arts are an important tool for tackling monoracial assumptions and cis-sexism, given their power of embodied representation, as seen in As We Like It and Stage Beauty. Both cis and trans practices can be performative in this context, which puts dominant and minoritized social groups on equal footing. In Stage Beauty, Restoration-era rehearsals and performances of Othello make up a large portion of the film about fluid gender and racial practices. This film shows that there is affinity between adaptation studies and trans studies, because both reject the notion of purity and both involve culturally transformative practices. Adaptations transform narratives into new forms of artistic expression. Both fields investigate the consistent rewritings of artistic and embodied experiences.

Trans studies offers parallel tools to accomplish the same task to denaturalize ‘originary’ concepts in the field of gender studies. Over the past decade, trans studies has broken down not only notions of prescriptive normativity in body image and social behaviours, but also traditional hierarchies of binary genders, or the supposedly ‘natural’ and typical male and female bodies. The hierarchies, as we have seen, are not natural but merely naturalized by cisgender history.

Seen through a trans studies perspective, Kynaston’s blackface Othello is ‘transitive’, because it is part of his transition from what some characters see as ‘deviant’ to conformist roles. The stage space is also transitive for Kynaston, because he constructs new identities for his characters and himself there. His performance of violent Black masculinity depends upon the projected vulnerability of white femininity, previously presented by him through the role of Desdemona. In the end, Kynaston’s appropriations of racial and gender roles expand existing social structures for discussing race and gender.

The notion of performance can be a double-edged sword, for, after all, detractors often accuse trans people of ‘performing’ to ‘pass’ as someone else to deceive the society and to gain access to the ‘wrong’ restroom. Nonetheless, trans performances can serve socially reparative purposes through characterization and representation. Moreover, performance illustrates how seemingly contradictory notions can be true at the same time. It destabilizes the idea of singularity and the perceived absolutism of signifiers such as gender.

The notion of social performance becomes, in works such as Stage Beauty, a negating trait of trans life and racial minorities. As a trans character played by a cis-actor, Kynaston reinscribes the sexed body into the social-constructivist discourse about gender. As a white actor playing a Black character, Kynaston follows Restoration-era conventions to trans Othello’s race in his blackface performance. Just as he routes imaginations of ideal femininity through Desdemona’s fragile whiteness in earlier scenes, towards the end of the film Kynaston structures toxic masculinity through his blackface Othello. Race becomes a prosthesis and a heuristic device in Kynaston’s gender practices.

As useful as performance may be in deconstructing all sorts of binaries, racial minorities and trans artists should not be expected to shoulder the burden of deconstructing the gender binary or racialized norms. Trans practices and ‘diversity casting’ should not be instrumentalized to service more dominant communities. Scholarship should serve the marginalized communities. For instance, in queer scholarship that uses the notion of performativity, trans individuals are sometimes written over and rendered invisible. As a result, Jay Prosser raises objections to Judith Butler’s use of trans sufferings merely as a metaphor for her theory of gender performativity (1998, 45–47).

Pedagogy: Inclusive Vocabulary

Since our students come from different backgrounds, our students are themselves multidisciplinary, which calls for multidisciplinary pedagogical methods. We can practise critical race-oriented trans studies and trans-inclusive race studies in the classroom by exploring such questions as: How might the meanings of Shakespeare’s plays change if we consider them as trans performances rather than cis-centric stories requiring suspension of disbelief about cross-gender roles? What if the body of a Black trans character and an actor’s somatic presence exist on a continuum rather than in a binary relationship of ‘substitution’? How do racism and transmisogyny draw on each other’s oppressive regimes and ideologies? How does race-making—the production and dissemination of racial categories in life and the arts—enforce representational practices of gender? Why has the enactment of race-making and gender practices been historically predicated upon substitutions (as in substituting an actor in drag with the character being depicted)?

Racial and trans experiences and perspectives can be productively incorporated into a socially inclusive classroom. Global perspectives can help us tackle the pervasive whiteness and cis-sexism by deconstructing the binary logic of a Black-white and masculine-feminine order and by attending to such ‘between and betwixt’ characters (King John 4.2.77-78) as Aaron and Tamora’s baby in Titus Andronicus, the child of Launcelot Gobbo and an unnamed ‘Moorish’ woman in The Merchant of Venice, the changeling in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Cleopatra, Viola, and others who can be read as trans or mixed race. False binaries naturalize some concepts as monolithic and fixed.

One caveat in the teaching of minoritized experiences is some students’ assumption that critical race and trans studies are only relevant to nonbinary students of colour. In some cases, students are hindered by the idea that only those who embody particular identities are entitled to speak up or care about minority issues. Olúfémi O Táíwò has cautioned against the tendency to only listen to the ‘lived experience’ of oppression and not take action against injustice (2022, 70), and Judith Butler has similarly argued that ‘no one needs to represent all Black experience in order to track, expose and oppose systemic racism’ (Gleeson 2021). All forms of knowledge of transness and race are useful in allyship and our collective pursuit of social justice, including knowledge that is derived from one’s embodied experiences as well as knowledge that emerges from thinking through a trans lens and being adjacent to transness and racialized otherness (see McRuer and Johnson on disability studies, 2014, 141). Cultivating a sense of belonging is critically important, but personally embodying all of the identities and practices is not a prerequisite to opposing racism and transmisogyny.

The first step towards building an inclusive classroom is an inclusive vocabulary. It is important to examine implicit biases that structure the language about race and gender so that language ceases to function as a proxy for discrimination. While there is nothing inherently immoral with seeing the world through one’s cisgender situatedness, it is problematic when one perspective becomes the only legitimate way to know the world or a set of normalized prejudices (e.g., white cis-sexism) that organize social life. I would like to offer an overview of terminology and a reflection on the practice of content warning.

While recognizing the validity of binary trans practices, I have avoided such directional terms as ‘male-to-female (MTF)’ or ‘female-to-male (FTM)’. Now considered offensive and reductive, these terms single trans characters and individuals out. As Susan Stryker writes, those labels ‘make about as much sense as calling someone a heterosexual-to-gay man’ (2008, 11). More productive are such umbrella terms as trans masculinity and trans femininity to describe masculine and feminine expressions with the understanding that individuals who use those terms in self descriptions may not always identify fully as binary male or female in all contexts. While imperfect, these terms do move us beyond the traditional idea of ‘cross-dressers’ teetering the stage for pity or laughs.

Similarly problematic is the concept of crossdressing. Beyond consciously self-identified usage, the word crossdressing is a misnomer in most contexts, because it is informed by the cis-sexist idea of sartorial camouflage. It suggests that trans bodies are inauthentic. Crossdressing is a convenient fiction about compartmentalized, binary genders. It is not an effective tool to analyse a work such as Twelfth Night, because it is a directional label that privileges some gender practices over others.

In the same vein, the categories of ‘preferred’ pronouns and names are not affirming, because they erroneously emphasize preferences over lived realities by suggesting gender expressions are a ‘lifestyle’ with choices. One’s names and pronouns are not a preference but rather a fact.

Further, such phrases as ‘homophobia’ or ‘transphobia’ should be replaced by the more accurate terms: anti-gay and anti-trans. Using the—phobia suffix outside clinical contexts reflects able-bodied biases and medicalizes bigotry (Rothman 2012). The —phobia suffix implies a pathological fear certified by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). Individuals who discriminate against gay or trans people do so not out of pathological fear but rather hate.

Pedagogy: Ethics of Care

It is equally important to use words and acronyms intently, with precision, and with care. Sometimes, BAME (‘Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic’ in the UK) and BIPOC (‘Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour’ in the USA), instead of ‘Black’, are used to discuss Black issues when someone feels uncomfortable naming Blackness. Defaulting to a supposedly inclusive acronym about people of colour in general is a form of euphemism at best and racist erasure at worst. My aforementioned experience at the conference may be a result of this type of usage, since the speaker used ‘women of color’ to refer exclusively to Black women rather than to the general population of non-white women.

In social and journalistic contexts, those acronyms are sometimes perceived to lessen the discomfort of the dominant group under the pretence of inclusiveness, similar to how the acronym LGBTQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer) is tossed around in discussions of cis-homosexuality that exclude the ‘T’ on the list. When an umbrella term such as LGBTQ conflates gender identity with sexual orientation, speakers who use the acronym often render the ‘T’ (trans community) silent and invisible. In these cases, the speaker does not mean what they say when they use the acronym. They empty out the words and turn them into a harmful social ritual of ‘inclusion’.

Beyond language, we can reexamine some practices that are assumed to be inclusive. It can be counterproductive to ask participants in a room to share their personal pronouns publicly, because having readily available, fixed, and comfortable pronouns is itself a privileged position. Some people are not ready to share their pronouns, while others do not wish to be forced into public confessions. Still others may change their pronouns depending on context or over time. When implemented unilaterally as a one-size-fits-all imposition, this gesture of inclusion risks becoming empty rituals.

Similarly, while it is important to centre racial minorities’ voices, there is a fine line between respectful deferral and tokenism. Some students may not wish to draw attention to a particular part of their life experiences. Other students’ cultural background and immigration and minority status may not be readily visible, such as mixed race backgrounds of multiracial individuals (Parker et al. 2015).

These gestures of inclusion may not be inclusive in some contexts due to some individuals’ need to avoid tokenistic racial and gender visibility.

One strategy to prevent the emptying out of these supposedly inclusive social rituals about race and gender is the ethics of care, which is informed by the assumption that all characters and readers need care and give care to each other. Literary criticism can and should be a process of care. One may become aware of a character’s need for caring, and proceed to meet that need which has been identified (Tronto 1998, 16–17). As students bring their personal experiences to bear on the discussion of fictional and dramatic situations, the same ethics of care can ensure openness and inclusiveness. Instructors can thus become intellectually equipped and emotionally ready to support students with different needs. Education is only reparative when it is designed from the ground up to be truly inclusive, rather than being a mindless replica of evolving political correctness.

Pedagogy: Harmful Visibility

Another notion that has been habitually regarded as inclusive is the idea of visibility for minoritized communities, especially trans people of colour. Trans visibility is not always empowering or desirable. On one hand, trans visibility remains important to some people in the community, as evidenced by the International Transgender Day of Visibility created by Rachel Crandall-Crocker in 2009. It was meant to counterbalance the more sombre Transgender Day of Remembrance which honours trans homicide victims. On the other hand, some individuals do need the stability afforded by binary gender practices that align with predominant notions of normativity. The stability enables greater access to resources. The sense of safety is very valuable. In these cases, increased visibility can be harmful. Therefore, it is useful to keep in mind that emphasizing visibility can be liberating for one group of individuals while causing distress to another.

A trans-inclusive notion of performativity, informed by the aforementioned ethics of care, can correct some of the biases that have been baked into the language in circulation. The problems caused by the aforementioned cis-sexism are twofold. First, it enforces undesirable visibility by legitimizing the notion of dramaturgical substitution of one fixed identity for another equally fixed identity. Second, text-centric scholarship tends to regard gender practices as more fixed, which reflects the bias that printed text is also fixed. Performance dislodges these unexamined assumptions that text alone encompasses everything the words connote.

Pedagogy: Rethinking Content Warning

Last, but not least, content warning can be restructured in these new contexts. Some commonly listed warnings may attend only to certain groups’ comfort. Misgendering acts (using the wrong pronouns, deadnaming a person, or calling someone by their birth name after they have changed their name) are not typically considered traumatizing or triggering by Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) training programs and content warnings. Outside of trans studies courses, transmisogyny is rarely considered ‘triggering’. Course content warnings, if used, should critique institutionalized cis-sexism which has led to the assignment of cisgender status to all characters. This bias makes it seem natural for cis artists and scholars (including those who are heterosexual and homosexual) to claim and exercise authority, while silencing a range of social practices that go under the label of trans.

In literary studies, more often than not, such warnings are based on characters’ explicit actions or language. The themes considered traumatizing often reflect the concerns of mainstream minorities if not those of the majority community. We can use theories of performativity to guide students to pay attention to characters’ intentions that may or may not have been explicitly stated, and develop a more inclusive list of potentially triggering themes.

Take Titus Andronicus, for example. Dominating a typical list of triggering themes are violence and sexual assault, focusing on the rape of Lavinia. While the centring of Lavinia’s plight comes with good reasons and could be used to promote social justice in the context of the #MeToo movement, it would be problematic to leave out antiBlackness and infanticide. When warnings focus on Lavinia and gloss over the white Nurse’s deriding comments about the yet unnamed Black baby as she urges Aaron to kill the ‘joyless, dismal, black, and sorrowful issue … as loathsome as a toad’ (4.2.69–70), they send a message that prioritizes the comfort of cisgender white women in the classroom. Further, towards the end of the tragedy, Lucius coerces Aaron the Moor to confess to his crimes ‘of murders, rapes, and massacres’ (5.1.64) by threatening to hang him and his baby son (’Hang him on this tree, / And by his side his fruit of bastardy’ 5.1.47–48). Content warnings that ignore these incidents contribute to the myths, identified by Celia R. Daileader, about black male rapacity and the constant need to shield white women from inter-racial contamination (2005, 8–9).

Conclusion

We can expand students’ horizon by examining unspoken assumptions about racial identities and by identifying tacit transness. It is socially and aesthetically important to create and study works led by trans artists which have testimonial, educational value, but it is equally meaningful to reinterpret works that have been labelled otherwise. In particular, highlighting tacit transness is an important step to decolonize testimonial transness which has been instrumentalized for the benefit of cisgender communities in the form of ‘inspiration porn’ (Young 2014).

For example, how do gendered encodings inform Banquo’s and Macbeth’s loaded question to the witches: “You should be woman, / And yet your beards forbid me to interpret that you are so” (1.3.40-41) and “what are you” (43)? A trans-inclusive perspective enhances our understanding of Shakespeare’s plays, as well as characters who go through various forms of transformation, such as Viola (as pageboy Cesario for most of the dramatic action in Twelfth Night), Falstaff (as the Witch of Brentford to escape Ford’s house in The Merry Wives of Windsor), Rosalind venturing into the woods as Ganymede in As You Like It (note that Celia, Phoebe, and Audrey were also played by boy actors in Shakespeare’s time), and Imogen (as the boy Fidele in Cymbeline). Cesario tells an inquisitive Duke Orsino that he is ‘all the daughters of [his] father’s house, / And all the brothers too’ (2.4.117-118). The trans lens opens up such moments for diverse interpretations beyond literal-mindedness. These characters have transformative experiences, move between demarcated social spaces, or break free of social impositions.

In a similar vein, trans methods help us refocus our attention on ‘invisible’ racial identities, just as critical race studies enrich trans studies by drawing attention to non-white gender formations such as hijra, two-spirit, Polynesian fa’afafine, and the all-male Kabuki and the all-female Takarazuka theatres’ cross-gender practices. Such works as the aforementioned As We Like It have not been studied or taught as part of the emerging canon of trans cinema and of ‘race works’ due to the tendency to gravitate towards explicitly trans narratives and the assumption that only the work of actors of colour in Anglo-American contexts are worthy of analysis. As David Sterling Brown (2021) and others have pointed out, studying Shakespeare and race should involve an investigation of the construction of normativities, such as whiteness, rather than simply identifying representations of blackness in a typical ‘race play’ such as Othello.

Sexism often racializes gender expressions, and racist attitudes appropriate gender stereotypes. In scrutinizing marked and unmarked, visible and invisible, and remarkable and commonplace identity practices, critical race and trans studies reveal that most claims of political neutrality or historical objectivity are nothing more than an illusion based on willing acceptance of presumptions.
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CHAPTER 14

Racialized Genders on the Shakespearean Stage

Abdulhamit Arvas

I consider both race and trans, as well as sexuality and class, as inevitable and inseparable components of embodiment. This approach challenges us to assess each category solely as a matter of analytics. As scholars, we inevitably construct and rely on analytical separations and distinct disciplinary methods to be able to attend to our object of analysis fully and carefully. Yet, in real-life experience and embodiment, separations are not clear-cut. One’s embodiment is mostly a messy site of conflated markers of gender, race, sexuality, and class, all of which might be active and legible simultaneously depending on the time and place. Often, when we focus intensely on one specific aspect of embodiment in our scholarly work, especially in our historical explorations, our trained eyes might naturally miss some, otherwise obvious, connections and relations that our primary object of analysis encompasses. So, accepting such messiness of identities and historical opacities, a sustained intersectional lens, in this case thinking together race and trans, might provide us a fuller historical picture in exploring such critical questions—be it in our research or teaching. In what follows I discuss my work addressing such intersections by, first, mapping the past, present and future directions in early modern gender, sexuality, and race studies, subsequently reframing Shakespearean drama in a cross-cultural and intersectional framework, and finally proposing some pedagogical insights.

In fact, the connection between gender and race has already been established in early modern studies. As early as the 1990s, early modern feminist scholars of race such as Dympna Callaghan (2000), Kim F. Hall (1995), Margo Hendricks and Patricia Parker (1994), Ania Loomba (1989), Jyotsna Singh (1996), among others, framed early modern gender within a racialized matrix, showing how misogyny and racism, gender and racial transgression were mutually utilized for producing and sustaining oppressive models and regimes. Likewise, early modern sexuality and queer studies scholars including Mario DiGangi (1997), Will Fisher (2006), Carla Fraccero (2006), Jeffrey Masten (1997), Melissa Sanchez (2011), and Valerie Traub (2002) have managed to explore queer desire in relation to gender embodiment, when the focus of mainstream queer studies was still on analytical separation of sexuality from gender. Yet, race as an inevitable component of queer embodiment is yet to be fully and incessantly attended in Shakespeare studies. Exceptionally, from the early 2000s, Arthur Little Jr’s Shakespeare Jungle Fever (2000) analyses Shakespeare’s queer representations from a critical race perspective [this work has often been perceived as ‘race’ work not ‘queer’, which is telling about the somewhat strict categorizations in the field]. Jonathan Goldberg’s Sodometries (2010) brought to the fore colonial encounters in shaping sodomitical discourses in early modern England—a work categorized not as race but queer work. More recent edited collections and individual articles have successfully and deliberately bridged gender, sexual, and racial difference. Urvashi Chakravarty has explored early modern homonationalism with a focus on black servants (2016). Recent edited collections by Ania Loomba and Melissa Sanchez (2016), and Valerie Traub (2016) skilfully weave together work on race, gender, and sexuality among many intersections. Such exciting collaborations offer a model pushing against scholarly compartmentalization while generating creative and political alliances in exploring the past fully to question and deliberate on our present-day issues.

Yet, the early modern studies on sexuality and race mostly lacked a sustained consideration of gender beyond a cis-centric, male/female binarism [to my knowledge Simon Chess’s 2016 monograph has been the only book that approached Shakespearean cross-dressing from a trans-queer perspective]. Early modern trans studies, therefore, ‘is arriving somewhat late to the party’, as put by Simone Chess, Colby Gordon, and Will Fisher, the editors of the first special journal issue that explored early modern literature from trans analytics (2019, 2). The early modern period, as they suggested, was ‘an era that was populated by female husbands, trafficked boy actors, spontaneously transitioning saints, genderfluid angels, the invaginated Jesus, Ethiopian eunuchs, Amazonian warriors, gender renegados, menstruating Jewish men, and hermaphroditic prodigies’ (2019, 11). And all these figures collapse gender, sexual, and racial difference in multilayered forms.

Building on, and in dialogue with such important work that race, sexuality, and gender scholars have done, my work on early modern trans studies proposes (1) to examine gender in variance rather than binaries and cis-centric assumptions; (2) to consider gender variance as interlinked with race, sexuality, religion, and class as related to the embodiment; and (3) to think such differentials and structures projected on the embodiment in a global, cross-cultural context. My initial work in historical trans studies emerged out of my work on the template of the racialized beautiful boy of early modern English and Ottoman literary and cultural productions as a component of the homoerotic imperial imagination. During my research and writing for this project of contrapuntal queer historiography, the boy emerged as a distinct and unstable gender category within an eroticized imperial hierarchy that imprisoned certain boys—racially marked, subservient boys—in the boy category permanently. While I traced specifically how male homoeroticism operated within the imperial management of this hierarchy, I started to realize a multiplication of genders in a wide spectrum that separated the Christian boy from the Muslim one, the circumcised from the uncircumcised, the white from the Black or brown, the native from the foreign, and the free boy from the slave boy. Such focus on specificities on boys revealed gender and race as co-constitutively imbricated in the eroticization of the subject. This, as a result, generated my essays on early modern trans studies which bridge sexual, racial, and gender embodiment via the figures of the eunuch, the androgynous dancer, and gender-troubling innkeepers.

The Co-Production of Gender and Racial Difference: A Global History

A focus on gender variance in early modern English literary and cultural representations reveals that people considered having different genders and bodily morphologies outside the normative gender dichotomy (i.e., the androgynous, the cross-dresser, the tribade, the sodomite) were often interlinked with such locations as the Mediterranean, Africa, or the ‘newly discovered’ Americas. Taking into serious consideration the relationship between gender variance and foreignness, gender difference and racial difference in early modernity, I turn to the Ottoman Mediterranean as an actively operative cross-cultural site to trace various figurations of gender-nonconforming types. Interestingly, the stronger implementation of the binaristic gender structure in England coincides with England’s engagement with cross-cultural trade and diplomatic relations with the Ottoman Empire. Following the investments of the Turkish Company in the 1580s, travellers, diplomats, and merchants generated a rich flow of not only goods but also discourses from the Ottoman Mediterranean to England. In the English imagination, the Mediterranean was frequently represented as a space of crossings and turnings—be it gender, racial, religious, or otherwise—especially in the rich repertoire of Turk plays as well as travelogues, medical texts, religious treatises, and maps. I ask: To what extent do these representations reflect gender variance, lived experiences, and material realities in this geography? The Ottoman Empire, a multicultural Empire whose lands extended to Asia, Africa, and Europe, was built on slavery that was managed and articulated through the hierarchization of peoples, through racialization. How were certain groups of populations gendered differently than others? And how did this racialized gendering impact English imagination?

Within this geopolitical and historical context, I have traced two exemplary figures in my recent work: the eunuch and the androgynous dancer. The eunuch began to appear on the English stage in increasing numbers after the 1580s. The eunuch as an established theatrical figure and an exotic subject, I proposed, was often linked to Islam and the Ottoman Mediterranean. In turn, within the Ottoman context, eunuchs were racially marked and distinguished as either black or white. This racialization was a crucial component of the depictions of eunuchs in Ottoman treatises, which reveal an emerging race-making process that constitutes blackness as inextricably interlinked with non-normative gender. As Black feminist and trans scholars have shown, a focus on Black bodies and histories offers an alternative, corrective genealogy of gender and trans history. Hortense Spiller (2003) argues that the dehumanizing conditions of slavery made heteronormative gender privileges inaccessible for ungendered Black people; C. Riley Snorton (2017) shows how trans and Blackness each find expression and regulation in the other in terms of racialized gender denigration. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s examination of the multi-layered legal marginalization of Black women in the USA offered intersectionality as a nuanced term to which to attend carefully (Crenshaw 1989). My specific focus on the black eunuch shows that, put in opposition to often ‘passing’ white eunuchs, the black eunuch emerged as the fixed, uniformed embodiment of the eunuch in both Ottoman and English cultures (Arvas 2019). Hence, we see the systematic separation of white and black bodies, and the conflation of blackness and eunuchism with fusions of racial and gender ideologies. Then, I realized, in this context, the intersection of blackness and eunuchism, in Crenshaw’s terms, in the eyes of law makers and enforcements in the case of a black Ottoman judge and professor, Mulla Ali, who was, although not a eunuch, called by a common eunuch name, Sünbül (Hyacinth), and was linked with eunuchs as a species by the Ottoman men of law and by European diplomats, travellers, and writers.

Like eunuchs, the androgynous dancer köçek, as a distinct gender, was racialized in the Ottoman Empire and European writing as I discuss in a chapter in Trans Historical: Gender Plurality Before the Modern, edited by Greta LaFleur, Masha Raskolnikov, and Anna Klosowska (Arvas 2021). Köçek dancers, assigned male at birth, were taken up at the young age of seven or eight by dancing companies and trained to perform for an exclusively male audience in an attire associated with femininity. Köçeks appeared as public performers, servers in coffeehouses, participants in royal processions, and sexual partners in taverns in the Ottoman Empire between the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries. Scholars have long read köçek dancers as crossdressing male performers and as substitutions for women in a gender-segregated social structure, which assumes the binary to be a universal, ahistorical category by assigning them to one side of the gender binary and thus erasing their gender ambiguity. However, with their malleable, androgynous embodiments and ability to evoke an array of performative gendered qualities, köçek dancers did not imitate women; nor did they temporarily travel to the other end of gender spectrum in their performances, but freely danced in-between with their own styles and gender presentations while intentionally obscuring their assigned gender. These dancers, transitioning from boyhood to an androgynous expression and performance, often had two names even in their daily, non-performance lives—one masculine, one feminine. In fact, even women dancers at times themselves imitated köçeks, performed as köçek in their performances, and used köçek-specific costumes and dances. Moreover, köçek dancers were mostly from non-Muslim communities of the empire such as Greek, Armenian, Jewish, and Roma communities. In an eroticized hierarchical matrix, the representation of these dancers shows that the production of genders intersects with imperial status; that is, gender status in this period was not marked by biological difference only but also by a composite of age, appearance, class, racial, and religious difference. In turn, European travelogues depict these dancers as both gender nonconforming and monstrously sodomitical from a dichotomous and anti-sexual point of view, bridging sodomy with religious/racial difference and gender non-binary with monstrosity.

A genealogy of these two examples—the eunuch and the androgynous dancer—registers in its historical baggage intricate entanglements between imperial violence and desire in the production, objectification, and consumption of these gender-nonbinary figures in early modernity. In bridging English and Ottoman contexts contrapuntally, I call for tracing intersections of gender, sexuality, religion, and racial difference in global contacts. This method disrupts the Eurocentric, single-national linguistic and historical frame by showing the ways that non-European practices and perspectives undergirded European representations. This comparative approach also offers a genealogy of how the co-production of race and gender was already a global phenomenon. This ultimately traces a connected history of gender and racial difference that speaks to, and sometimes reemerges in the present-day issues and oppressions—racial, gender, and sexual—be it in the USA, Europe, the Middle East, Asia, or Africa.

Drama and Performance: What Is Othello’s Gender?

I propose that the early modern Mediterranean framework with its multidirectional travels is historically more fitting than the modern European binaristic epistemologies in contextualizing gender, race, and sexuality as they appear in dramatic productions of the period. The engagements and interchanges between the so-called East and West force us to see cultures not in isolation but in mutual re-formations. Sahar Amer (2008) remarkably shows, for instance, emergent discourses of medieval lesbianism in French were influenced and shaped by Arabic stories and representations. Likewise, Traub (2002) had proposed that lesbianism in England was formulated and articulated under the influence of travelogues about the Ottoman Empire. More recently, Leah DeVun (2021) has compellingly evinced how medical discourses on gender variance from Islamicate sources shaped those in Europe from the thirteenth century onwards. Within such global contexts, then, early modern Ottoman representations may offer us new lenses to approach English representations of genders, race, and sexuality in more developed nuances and historical specificities.

Let’s revisit the eunuch on the English stage. In Ben Jonson’s Volpone, for instance, we see such exoticized figures as Castrone the eunuch, Androgyno the hermaphrodite, and Nano the dwarf as outlandish members of Volpone’s household. They are called Volpone’s bastards whom ‘he begot on beggars, / Gipsies, and Jews, and black-moors’ (1.5.43). This formulation presents these gender non-conforming figures as racially othered. The hermaphrodite was, in fact, often associated with Muslim and Jewish breeding, and depicted among the monstrous races of Asia and Africa. The pairing of the eunuch with the hermaphrodite and dwarf suggests that Volpone’s household may have been meant to evoke the Turkish court. This seems even more likely when we consider that Jonson’s Epicoene reports that the Turkish Sultan lives with his eunuchs, mutes, and boy-pages in his court. Aligning with this, Volpone’s Mediterranean world is thus a space of interracial couplings that generate mutable bodies of different shapes and genders—women, eunuchs, hermaphrodites, mutes and dwarves. So too does Shakespeare deploy the eunuch to signify gender inversion, ambiguity, or feminization often in association with the Mediterranean world in several plays including All’s Well That Ends Well, Twelfth Night, Cymbeline, Henry VI Part II, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Titus Andronicus, Love Labor’s Lost, Coriolanus, and Two Noble Kinsmen. In Antony and Cleopatra, for instance, eunuchs appear on the stage as embodiments of gendered and racial otherness in Cleopatra’s oriental court. The ambiguously gendered eunuch also figures as a queer object of sexual desire and curiosity as evident in Cleopatra’s titillating question whether ‘eunuchs ha[ve] affection’ to which Mardian replies, ‘Yet have I fierce affections’ about ‘What Venus did with Mars’ (1.5.12; 17–18). As a racialized figure whose gender-queer embodiment on stage challenges the gender-binary, Mardian also inverts the normative structure of sexual positioning (penetrative/receptive) by imagining Venus as the active subject who ‘did with’ Mars.

Considering these staged eunuchs in the above-mentioned Mediterranean context, one can ask, to what extent Othello’s sexualization aligns with the exotic eunuch who is often marked by castration and blackness. Since Ian Smith’s fabulous essay, ‘Queer Moor’ (2009), that contextualizes Othello’s queerness in relation to Leo Africanus’s gender-troubling hoteliers in Fez, I cannot help but think about Othello in relation to these non-binary hoteliers. In Leo’s 1526 Libro de la Cosmographia [sic] et Geographia de Affrica [Description of Africa], the inn keepers of Fez are a distinct group of gender non-confirming hoteliers who shave their beards, dress and act in a feminine manner, and go to bed with men. Considering Leo’s account of Africa as one of Shakespeare’s sources for Othello, Smith points at Othello’s lodging at the ‘Sagittary’, which ‘would have referred to a sign outside the inn with its emblematic figure of Sagittarius, the centaur, the half-man, half-horse known in classical art and literature’ (2009, 191). It is therefore a site of bestial sodomy where racialized queerness circulates. Yet, as I discuss elsewhere, gender trouble is also a component of such racialized queerness since Leo’s hoteliers are depicted not only as sexual perverts but as gender non-conforming. Within the framework of such gender variance, I query: what is Othello’s gender?

Indeed, I have recently asked: ‘was Othello a eunuch?’ after seeing one of the most recent Othello appropriations, Othello in the Seraglio: The Tragedy of Sümbül the Black Eunuch (2015). This ‘coffee-house opera’, conceived and composed by Mehmet Ali Sanlikol (2015), projects Shakespeare’s Othello onto a story of a seventeenth-century black Ottoman eunuch by bringing to proximity Shakespeare’s Turk play with an Ottoman story, his black Moor with an Ottoman black eunuch, not only by blending Italian, Turkish, English musical traditions in a celebratory fashion, but also by pointing at commonalities in racial slavery both in the Ottoman Empire and Europe. The production presents Sümbül/Hyacinth (Othello) as a black eunuch from Africa who purchases and marries the pregnant Italian concubine Suzan (Desdemona). Their relationship sparks the jealousy of Sümbül’s aid and a former Italian slave Mustafa (Iago). Mustafa convinces Sümbül of Suzan’s alleged adultery with Venetian Roger (Cassio) whose manhood (in contrast to Sümbül’s castrated body] ‘has ripened to perfection’, and whose beauty attracts men and women in streets. Eventually, Sümbül’s jealousy leads him to kill Suzan. In appropriating Othello this way for the American audience, the production puts negotiations of gender, sexuality, and race, that is eunuchism and blackness, within the early modern history of slavery in the Ottoman Mediterranean.

Using Othello as a means to address slavery and the way black eunuchs were deemed to be at the bottom of the hierarchical Ottoman society, Othello in the Seraglio offers cross-cultural exchanges that do not necessarily conclude with comfort or peace of mind. And thus, it invites us to consider transregional connections in producing race and racism alongside gender binary. Othello’s militaristic power blended with perceived castration bridges Othello and the powerful yet marginalized black Ottoman eunuchs in highlighting the impossible love or penetrative sex between a black eunuch and a white woman. Thinking with this Ottoman story, a queer-trans-race analytic can broaden our approach to see how exactly Othello’s black body is gendered within the racialized gender spectrum of the period. Like black African boys enslaved and made eunuchs, Othello was also ‘sold to slavery’. And like the eunuch’s ‘deformed’ genitalia, Othello’s circumcised penis, as Daniel Boyarin puts it, becomes a site of difference where ‘sex(uality), religion, and race’ intersect in the play (2011, 258). I add gender as an inevitable component to this mix of intersections.

Pedagogy

Shakespeare, and early modern literature in general, with historical alterity, sometimes offer a challenge to contemporary norms and identities that might be on display in our classrooms. Modern sexual and gender identifications signified by each letter in LGBTQI + did not exist in their current forms during the early modern period. Furthermore, modern identities today are also not clear-cut; they cannot be essentialized and universalized for every single individual; that is, what we think we know about modern sexual and gender subjects often depends on certain assumptions and generalizations in a given time and place. Yet, each student’s ideas, background, identifications might be operative in their meaning making processes regarding historically distant texts. What might students, and particularly those students who identify as Black, Muslim, or queer, feel about the denigration of Othello’s blackness, about Tamburlaine burning The Quran on stage, or the tragic death of Edward II with its implied anal penetration in Marlowe’s plays? How comfortable would a student identifying as Jewish or trans be reading The Roaring Girl with its depiction of Mary Frith, the criminalized gender-crossing subject of the city comedy, or The Merchant of Venice with its demonization of Shylock?

As a person who is not from an Anglo-American background, nor a native English speaker, yet specializing in English, I oftentimes asked myself similar questions. My racial, linguistic, sexual, and religious differences have triggered my intellectual curiosity towards these critical issues. Feminist, postcolonial, queer, and critical race scholars have taught us that the personal is political, and that our personal backgrounds, our sexual, racial, gender identities might be assets in producing knowledge. As academics, our personal and professional lives and interests are widely intertwined. Thus, I say, the personal is pedagogical, too. My personal and intellectual passage between cultures—between Kurdish and Turkish, Turkish and American—enabled me to recalibrate my thinking, visioning my materials from cross-disciplinary, comparative perspectives. So, I do not refrain from narrating my personal journeys and using my background as a model for students, especially the marginalized, to use their own backgrounds, experiences, and identities in creating knowledge, or as Alexa Alice Joubin remarks on her own experience in this volume, to claim ‘critical advantages to taking up a position on the periphery’.

Indeed, most scholars in such critical fields as race, sexuality, gender, and class have personal investments since these fields of inquiry often intersect with present-day debates and social justice issues. So, any classroom dealing with such issues has the potential to put the past into dialogue with the present as an effort to denaturalize present-day norms and oppressions. Of course, these issues are also deeply interconnected to identity and belonging. On the one hand, identities can be empowering, on the other hand they can be easily destabilized when put in a historical context. Hence comes the messiness. Examinations of liminal subjectivities, ambiguities, and instabilities in early modern texts, I believe, allow students to question critically their current assumptions. Relatedly, I find it important to bring into proximity different cultural contexts in class, encouraging students to think critically beyond geographical, national, and temporal boundaries without losing sight of historical and cultural specificities. Exploring Shakespearean sexualities, say, which are often located in Mediterranean settings, within the larger context of Mediterranean practices and discourses (slavery, captivity, conversions, abductions, etc.) would highlight global dynamics operating in the formulation and circulation of discourses of gender, sexuality, and race on the English stage.

Studying and teaching early modern literature including Shakespeare is a form of translating past into present. Considering trans, race, and sexuality in a period of translations, travels, and exchanges, and drawing on trans philologies as framed by Joseph Gamble (2019) and Marjorie Rubright (2019), I find it rewarding to teach early modern texts by paying specific attention to details on page such as pronouns and shifts in gender significations across periods. Currently, I am working on the abovementioned Cosmographia [sic] et Geographia de Affrica [Description of Africa] by Leo Africanus (Al-Hasan Al-Wazzan) which, upon its first Italian edition in 1550, became a bestseller in Europe with translations into multiple languages including French, Latin, Dutch, English, Spanish, and German. In the passage on the innkeepers of Fez, Leo remarks that each gender non-confirming hotelier ‘keeps a man in the manner of a husband’ [‘ciascaduno de quisti maladicti Hosti tene uno homo al modo del Marito’ (1526, 147r). My translation.] Since the book’s completion, striking changes have been made in gendering the innkeepers and their partners in various translations—changing the use of ‘husband’ to ‘male concubine’, ‘wife’, ‘prostitute’, and ‘boy’. Each translation offers a discursive transition from one language to another, from one cultural context to another while they all appropriate and distort the original and reorient its reader in accordance with their own ideological terms.

Or, as an additional example, early modern Arabic, Persian and Ottoman poetry often choose androgynous boys as ideal objects of love; and sometimes the gender-neutral nature of the Turkish and Persian language renders irrelevant the sex of the beloved in poetry. What I call the gender-queer feature of this tradition offers itself to not only queer but trans readings and historical analysis of the changes taking place in this literary tradition from the nineteenth century onwards with the increasing interactions with European modernity. The nineteenth-century Orientalist Edward Lane (1842) remarked that in his translations of Arabic poetry to English, he silently changed masculine pronouns to the feminine in reference to the beloved; so too did the English Orientalist translator of Ottoman poetry E.J.W. Gibb changed the pronoun ‘he/him’ to ‘she/her’ in reference to the male object of love in Turkish poems in translations (Gibb 1902–1908). Indeed, as late as the early twenty-first century, Walter Andrews and Mehmet Kalpakli, as they have confessed regarding their translations of Ottoman poems to English, translated the gender of the beloved as she even when the beloved of poems was clearly a he or gender-ambiguous (2005, 19). These are all instances of historical and critical erasure in straightening the gender and sexual dynamics of the past. Paying attention to such changes enables students to realize the processes by which gender and sexual binaries are constructed and how literary texts and translations contribute to reinforcing such constructions on a global level.

Furthermore, maintaining an intersectional mode in tracing gender variance is important. What do representations of racially othered figures such as the Jewish man, Black man, the Muslim, Turk, circumcised man, the eunuch, or the Amazonian demonstrate in terms of both racial and religious difference and gender variance? Is Othello, for example, the same gender as Iago? Why and how does Captain Ward of Robert Daborne’s A Christian Turned Turk (1612) change in terms of his masculine virility and sexuality after he converts to Islam and gets circumcised? Does Viola’s desire to transform into a eunuch signify her desire to transition into a new distinct gender that is not a man or boy? And, as Joubin suggests in this volume, ‘how might the meanings of Shakespeare’s plays, and early modern drama in general, change if we consider them as trans performances rather than cis-centric stories requiring suspension of disbelief about cross-gender roles?’

Besides tracing gender-troubling or trans-like figurations in plays such as Twelfth Night, Galatea, and The Roaring Girl, it is also important to trace how cis-genders are constructed in any given play. I borrow this point from early modern race scholars such as Hall, Little Jr., and Smith who have taught us that studying race in Shakespeare does not mean simply or merely studying blackness but examining the production and idealization of whiteness in the process of constructing and enforcing white supremacy. Therefore, a pedagogic investigation of any play might pave new paths for students to trace processes historically and critically, in which whiteness, gender binary, patriarchal oppression, and heteronormativity are built, in order to denaturalize what are perceived as ahistorical, universal, inevitable, and essential norms today. This is precisely one of the most rewarding aspects of studying literature and historically distant periods such as early modernity; that is, they offer us alternative routes that were available but not taken in the past: we didn’t have to end up where we are today.
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CHAPTER 15

Shakespeare and Mixed Race

Kyle Grady

Racial mixing between European figures and those marked by African difference appears repeatedly in Shakespeare’s plays. Antony of Antony and Cleopatra laments that he has ‘Forborne the getting of a lawful race’ (3.13.107), an oblique reference to the illegitimate mixed race children he has fathered with Cleopatra. The ‘Moor’, Aaron, engineer of much of the violence in Titus Andronicus, conceives a mixed race child with the Gothic Tamora, his co-conspirator and lover. After their child is born, Aaron reveals that another mixed race child was recently born in the area to his countryman, Muliteus. Merchant of Venice’s Lancelot is also likely father of a mixed race child, a revelation made by Lorenzo, who criticizes the clown for his ‘getting up of the Negro’s belly’ (3.5.32). These examples envision mixed race people born at virtually every level of society: to monarchs, politicians, and servants. In some cases, they locate mixed race populations emerging over a millennium before the early modern period, leaving revelations like Lorenzo’s outmoded in a site like early modern Venice. Such references sketch a considerably long history for what scholars term mixedness. Moreover, they demonstrate that early modern English people could imagine mixed race identity as a historically long-standing, even quotidian, formulation.

That said, even if early modern English people could envision mixedness occurring far before their own moment and with some regularity, their engagement with the topic generally fails to reflect this capacity. In each of the above examples, overt mixedness is rendered aberrant. The figures marked as mixed are also routinely framed as offspring—often especially young offspring—as though mixedness remains perpetually in its inaugural generation. In sum, these examples suggest that mixedness could conceivably be anywhere, but individually, they give the impression that racial mixing is irregular—the penchant of a select few wayward couples, generally articulated in digressive admissions or accusations. In Shakespeare’s plays, mixedness is at once quotidian and unusual. It is referenced frequently enough to propose dramatic worlds in which more racial mixing undoubtedly occurs, even proliferates. Yet the various instances of mixedness we are offered in Shakespeare’s plays fail to directly address such demographic likelihoods, tacitly suggesting that each example raised is something of an isolated occurrence.

Mixedness does not appear to have been envisioned through long histories in either early modern English drama or culture, but that does not mean it evades sustained engagement. As I explore in this chapter, Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus makes much of procreative racial mixing, repeatedly depicting it as a novel and foreboding matter. Such exaggerated renderings remain the most representative examples in scholarly discourse. But early modern routines of exceptionalizing racial mixing tend to distort more accurate understandings of how mixedness often factored in the period. Early modern English people could also readily downplay mixedness, at times eliding it entirely. This concomitant capacity to deemphasize mixedness indicates growing nuance with the topic, a familiarity that enabled early modern English people to instrumentalize representations of mixedness in line with the exigencies of developing antiBlackness. As I argue, Titus’s sensationalized renderings are undergirded by a far more modulated approach to mixedness. To better demonstrate the extent to which early modern English people could also elide questions of mixedness and racial ambiguity, this chapter concludes by turning to George Peele’s The Battle of Alcazar, the first known appearance of the figure of the Moor on the Elizabethan stage. As I argue, the play’s otherwise unequivocally Black villain, Muly Mahamet, might more accurately be categorized as a mixed race figure.

Racial Mixing in the Elizabethan Record

The propensity to treat mixedness as exceptional is reflected in the Elizabethan record. George Best’s often-cited 1578 claim of encountering an interracial couple and their mixed race child is perhaps the most visible archival account of racial mixing from the period. Best recounts seeing ‘an Ethiopian as blacke as a cole broughte into Englande’ who took ‘a faire Englishe woman to wife’ (1584, 29). His observation that their son was dark-skinned leads Best to surmise that ‘this blacknesse proceedeth rather of some naturall infection of that man, whiche was so strong, that neyther the nature of the clime, neyther the good complexion of the mother concurring, coulde any thing alter’ (1584, 29). For Best, this ‘infection’ is biblical in origin, resulting from the disobedience of Noah’s ‘wicked sonne Cham’, who ‘used company with his wife’ against divine interdiction in an attempt to have ‘the first child borne after the flood’ to ‘inherit and possesse all the dominion of the earth’ (1584, 31). According to Best, Cham’s son Chus was cursed to be ‘so blacke and lothsome, that it might remaine a spectacle of disobedience to all the world. And of this blacke and cursed Chus came al these blacke Moores which are in Africa’ (1584, 30).

Best’s inclination to exceptionalize this couple and their child eschews the kind of information that might otherwise ground mixedness in more accurate social or historical context. As Kim F. Hall argues, ‘Best’s anecdotal evidence that the blackness of this Ethiopian man is due … to an “infection” is less important for its evidence that there was racial intermarriage in England than for its articulation of the cultural anxieties … brought out by the presence of blacks’ (1995, 11). We might build on Hall’s apt observation by considering the ways in which Best’s account works to distort our historical understanding of mixedness. Outside of noting that the couple is wed and that their relationship is procreative, the narrative provides little by way of information about their lives in Elizabethan society. In favour of that which would have been evidently factual about the couple, Best privileges the speculative and supernatural. His postulations figure the couple and their child as representatives of a primeval Christian curse. This singular instance of mixedness is not only freighted with proto-biological conjecture and biblical significance. It is also framed through a moralism that inherently debases the couple. As Sujata Iyengar notes, ‘Best’s account links black skin to polluted and polluting “sexual transgression”, implicitly associating the Ethiopian father in England and his “faire” wife with the sexual disobedience of Cham and his spouse in the Ark’ (2005, 9). While Best’s narrative certainly provides insight into the shape early modern English antiBlack racism could take, particularly in addressing an interracial relationship between a Black man and white woman, it withholds far more than it relays about the diurnal realities of racial mixing in early modern England. Regardless of Best’s general indifference to the real-life couple, this anecdote remains, in the estimation of Imtiaz Habib, the ‘best-known’ historical account ‘of black people in Elizabethan London’ (2020, 101). As such, it is also the best-known record of mixedness from the period.

That said, mixedness in early modern England was far more common than this singular example might suggest. It also appears to have been far more commonly downplayed. For example, as Habib’s work demonstrates, a cluster of mixed race births are recorded at St. Andrew’s Parish in the county of Devon during the Elizabethan period. Such births are overwhelmingly attributed to Black women, and, in Habib’s estimation, likely women treated more like possessions than people. Habib documents three of these records as such:


Helene, d[aughter] of Cristian the negro s[er]vant to Richerd Sheere, the supposed father binge Cuthbert Holaman’ on 2 May 1593; ‘Cristien, d[aughter] of Mary, a negro of John Whites and the supposed d[aughter] of John Kinge, a Dutchman’ on 17 November 1594; ‘Fortunatus, s[on] of a negro of Thomas Kegwins the supposed father being a Portugall’ on 24 December 1594.  (2020, 200)



Here, a relatively considerable amount of mixedness is the consequence of multiple illegitimate and likely exploitative relationships. Addressing the repeated use of equivocal language to identify the children’s paternity, Habib contends that ‘the naming of Portuguese, French, and Dutch men as the possible perpetrators offered a measure of protection to the women’s English captors, who could by that rhetorical deflection appear to be more humane’ (2020, 200–201).

Citing these and a handful of similar baptismal records against the relative paucity of sanctioned interracial marriages from Devonshire, Habib concludes that ‘benevolent cross-racial unions are a rarity at this time’ (2020, 202). Indeed, there are key historical issues altogether lost when viewing the period predominantly through Best’s anecdote, most immediately the racialized and gendered violence inherent to England’s developing practices of enslavement. Best’s anecdote also forwards the often-noted English fixation with interracial relationships featuring Black men and white women, an enduring preoccupation that persists into our own moment, concealing the long history of often-coercive, inversely gendered interracial relationships. Given that the records identified by Habib are not nearly as central to our scholarly discourse as is Best’s narrative, it is worth considering the endurance of English cultural practices meant to protect the reputations of white men.

Inasmuch as these practices involved obfuscation and deemphasis, we might also consider how they necessarily extend to render many of the resultant mixed race progeny as unexceptional in the period. Indeed, as far as we can tell, the children noted in the baptismal records are spared the sensational speculation surrounding the inversely gendered interracial relationship encountered by Best. As such, mixedness appears to have proliferated in early modern England in ways that could generally evade extensive scrutiny or interest. Such records not only suggest that early modern England was likely home to more mixed race people than our archival understanding currently reflects. Taken alongside Best’s narrative, they also demonstrate that while some instances of mixedness could be foregrounded, overanalysed, and situated as profoundly and dangerously consequential, many other instances could be treated as quotidian, going largely unremarked upon, if they were marked at all.

Making Much of Mixedness

As already noted, Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus exceptionalizes mixedness, rendering it far more meaningful than might otherwise be reasonable. The early tragedy stands out among Shakespeare’s other plays for its relatively comprehensive engagement with the topic. Where Merchant relegates racial mixing to the margins, Titus brings interracial desire to the stage. Early in the play, Aaron claims that Tamora, recently made Empress of Rome, is ‘fettered in amorous chains, / And faster bound to Aaron’s charming eyes / Than is Prometheus tied to Caucasus’ (2.1.15–17) The sexual nature of their relationship is made clearer in the subsequent forest scene, during which Tamora seeks out Aaron for a tryst, proposing that the pair follow the example of Dido and Aeneas ‘curtained with a counsel-keeping cave’ (2.3.24). In the moment, Aaron is more concerned with putting into motion revenge against the Romans, responding to Tamora’s advances by maintaining that ‘though Venus govern [her] desires, / Saturn is dominator over [his]’ (2.3.30–31). But two acts later, Tamora gives birth to the couple’s child, demonstrating that their relationship is not only sexual but also procreative. While Aaron and Tamora’s infant is certainly not the only explicitly mixed race character to be referenced in Shakespeare’s plays, it is the only one known to have been rendered onstage.

Unlike other representations of mixedness in Shakespeare’s plays, Titus employs racial mixing as something of a plot device. Most immediately, it is used to amplify—and at times stand in for—the issue of infidelity. In this, mixedness is made to take on a significance it otherwise does not have. Irrespective of issues of racial difference, Tamora’s extramarital affair directly threatens Rome’s status and stability, a point articulated by Tamora’s nurse, who describes the illegitimate child as ‘Our Empress’ shame and stately Rome’s disgrace’ (4.2.60). The affair also puts the Gothic retinue’s place in Rome in jeopardy, leading the Nurse to exclaim, when delivering news of the birth, ‘we are all undone’ (4.2.55). But in Titus, these consequences hinge on the issue of racial difference. It is the child’s Blackness—the result not just of an extramarital affair but specifically an interracial, extramarital affair—that motivates the Nurse’s laments. The Nurse emphasizes the child’s racial difference far more than she expounds upon the general problem of adultery. Aaron’s initial questions about the child, whom the nurse first hides, prompt a series of descriptors that intertwine African difference with disgrace. The Nurse’s opening claim that she holds in her arms ‘A devil’ (4.2.64) gives way to her assessment that the child is ‘A joyless, dismal, black, and sorrowful issue’ (4.2.66). The term ‘issue’ serves here to identify the child as well as the problem the child’s existence has caused, both of which the Nurse marks as ‘black’. The child’s Blackness is made to signal and stand-in for the otherwise primary problem of infidelity and illegitimacy. As the nurse more concretely explains, the ‘babe [is] as loathsome as a toad / Amongst the fair-faced breeders of our clime’ (4.2.67–68). Here, as in Best’s narrative, the term ‘loathsome’ is employed to disparage phenotypic blackness along moralistic lines.

The nurse’s antiBlack formulation also makes more plain the situational problem Titus utilizes racial mixing to foment: the child is clearly not the result of an intra-racial relationship between ‘fair-faced’ people, and thus he is certainly not Saturninus and Tamora’s legitimate offspring. But the notion that skin colour alone serves as an adequate arbiter of the child’s legitimacy feels somewhat contrived. Consider, for example, that Tamora is already suspected of adulterous behaviour far before the birth scene, a suspicion that on its own could have wrought the consequences the Nurse fears, regardless of the child’s racial appearance. As Lavinia tells Tamora when she encounters the Gothic queen with Aaron during the forest scene, ‘‘Tis thought you have a goodly gift in horning’ (2.3.67). According to Lavinia, Tamora’s penchant for infidelity is both known and envisioned to be considerable. Yet concerns about Tamora’s faithfulness or lack thereof conveniently appear to have little bearing during her pregnancy, at least until her child is born with darker skin. Interracialism, of course, is far from the only grounds for suspecting or confirming adultery. But in the world of Titus, it is figured as the key basis. As Aaron is heard lamenting to his child,


Had nature lent thee but thy mother’s look,

Villain, thou mightst have been an emperor.

But where the bull and cow are both milk-white

They never do beget a coal-black calf.  (5.1.29–32)



As Emily Weissbourd accurately notes in this volume when considering the correlation made here between the child’s phenotype and social status, ‘There’s a curious slippage in these lines between illegitimacy and racialized difference’. In Aaron’s conception, if the child appeared the offspring of parents who were ‘both milk-white’, he could very well be in line for the emperorship, reiterating the play’s tacit suggestion that an endogamous affair on the part of Tamora would have obviated questions of illegitimacy. Here, racial mixing is not only employed to invigorate the recurrent early modern trope of cuckoldry. It again serves as something of a proxy for issues of infidelity and illegitimacy. Such foregrounding ladens mixedness with additional consequence, rendering it far more meaningful than is otherwise tenable.

In many ways, these series of amplifications are unsurprising. As scholars of early modern critical race studies continue to demonstrate, literary work from the period routinely exploits racial Blackness to signify and redouble pejorative associations from the moralistic to the aesthetic. And as Carol Mejia-LaPerle notes, racial mixing ‘is a lightning rod that ignites some of the worst language of dehumanization in descriptions of racial difference’ (2021, 83). Titus establishes these routines almost immediately after we learn of Aaron and Tamora’s relationship in the forest scene. There, Lavinia and Bassianus employ racist diatribe to castigate the villainous pair. In these formulations, Aaron’s African difference—like his child’s—is drawn into homology with disgrace and disgust. As Bassianus asserts to Tamora, ‘Believe me, Queen, your swart Cimmerian / Doth make your honour of his body’s hue, / Spotted, detested, and abominable’ (2.3.72–74), disparaging Tamora’s integrity through derisive descriptions of Aaron’s skin colour. Lavinia offers a formulation with similar effect, scornfully proposing that Tamora be left to ‘joy her raven-coloured love’ (2.3.83). The repeated censure of interracialism here is particularly foreboding as a prelude to the tragedy’s mixed race birth, bolstering subsequent suggestions that Aaron and Tamora’s child signifies far more than standard sexual or marital transgression.

The play’s inclination to make much of mixedness is perhaps nowhere better represented than in Lavinia’s initial observation concerning Tamora’s suspected adultery. Upon first encountering Aaron and Tamora in the forest scene, she asserts:


Under your patience, gentle Empress,

’Tis thought you have a goodly gift in horning

And to be doubted that your Moor and you

Are singled forth to try experiments.  (2.3.66–69)



Couched in the censure of adultery is notably idiosyncratic terminology for describing sex, adulterous or otherwise. According to the OED, the term ‘experiment’ in early modern England, like today, referred to ‘An action or operation undertaken in order to discover something unknown’. While the word ‘experiments’ is often glossed in editions of Titus as a reference to cuckolding, extramarital sex is far from a new or untested practice. The term also appears to have connoted something of the mystical for Shakespeare, whose Owen Glendower in 1 Henry IV claims that no man can ‘hold [him] pace in deep experiments’ (3.1.47), after insisting that at his birth ‘the front of heaven was full of fiery shapes, / The goats ran from the mountains, and the herds / Were strangely clamorous to the frighted fields’ (3.1.36–38). Moreover, as Jennifer Park explores in this volume, the word also speaks to developing early modern scientific thought, increasingly a means of constructing and hierarchizing differences among human beings. By employing the term to contextualize racial mixing, Lavinia frames interracial sex as something novel and aberrant. Moreover, the locution prompts us to see the subsequent birth as a consequential if not potentially calamitous event. These attributes are further endorsed by the phrase ‘singled forth’, which not only describes the pair’s absconding from the broader group, but also emphasizes the singular nature of their behaviour. In Lavinia’s conception, not only do Aaron and Tamora engage in an untested practice, but the result of that practice is also unknown. Mixed race identity is framed here as an entirely new and hitherto undiscovered formulation.

We might consider again how mixedness functions in Best’s narrative. The singular instance of Black and white racial mixing he encounters occasions broad scale proto-biological speculation, situating one mixed race child as the conceptual key to understanding the origins of ‘al these blacke Moores which are in Africa’. Moreover, Best’s speculation is both moralizing and foreboding. He not only aligns racial Blackness as ‘a spectacle of disobedience to all the world’, but also deems Black skin the result of ‘some naturall infection’ that endures the English climate and overwhelms the ‘good complexion’ of a ‘faire Englishe’ woman. Best’s leveraging of mixedness offers something of a forerunner to Titus’s approach. The villainous couple’s relationship is not only framed as representative of their moral depravity. The play also emphasizes that such a relationship is inherently consequential. Their child—like the child in Best’s anecdote—is described as both black and ‘loathsome’, a foreboding reproduction of a ‘coal black’ father. While the tragedy eschews Biblical exegesis, it follows its suggestion that the child is the result of an ‘experiment’ by offering him as a ‘spectacle of disobedience’. In Titus’s tumultuous final scene—amid a coup led by Lucius Andronicus, who not only kills the emperor Saturninus but also marches into Rome at the head of a Gothic army—Marcus Andronicus appeals to the bewildered Roman people by way of Aaron and Tamora’s son. As Lucius’s explanations for his violent seizure of power begin to falter, Marcus interjects, saying,


Now it is my turn to speak. Behold the child.

Of this was Tamora deliverèd,

The issue of an irreligious Moor,

Chief architect and plotter of these woes.  (5.3.118–121)



The imperative ‘behold’ quite literally makes the child a spectacle, one meant to signal both the wickedness of his parents as well as the political upheaval of the Roman state.

In addition to this emphatic presentation of a mixed race child, the play also engages the issue of racial passing in ways that further present mixedness as an urgent concern. During the birth scene, and in response to the crisis precipitated by the dark skin of Tamora’s child, Aaron tells of another local interracial couple and mixed race birth. As Aaron explains his plan to Chiron and Demetrius after killing the Nurse,


And now be it known to you my full intent.

Not far, one Muliteus my countryman,

His wife but yesternight was brought to bed.

His child is like to her, fair as you are.  (4.2.150–153)



Notice here the use of an emphatic ‘now’ to draw attention to this second mixed race child, a marker not unlike Marcus Andronicus’s analogous locution in advance of asking us to ‘behold’ Aaron and Tamora’s son. Aaron’s revelation immediately appears to double down on the notion of racial mixing as something of an ‘experiment’ prone to unknown outcomes. Francesca T. Royster, in a key examination of racial representation in Titus, outlines how this moment may have registered as deeply concerning for an early modern English audience, arguing that ‘Most disturbing of all for the Elizabethans … might well have been the hidden black presence within the child’ (2000, 452). As Royster continues, the moment drives home the fear that ‘not only can black characters invade, persuade, impregnate the white female populace; they can also pass’ (2000, 452–453). Aaron’s plans for this second mixed race child capitalize on the child’s ability to pass in ways likely seen as profoundly consequential. As he instructs Chiron and Demetrius,


Go pack with [Muliteus], and give the mother gold,

And tell them both the circumstance of all,

And how by this their child shall be advanced

And be receivèd for the Emperor’s heir,

And substituted in the place of mine,

To calm this tempest whirling in the court;

And let the Emperor dandle him for his own.  (4.2.154–160)



The notion that a mixed race child cannot only pass but also convincingly be ‘receivèd for the Emperor’s heir’, so much so that an unwitting Saturninus would ‘dandle’ Muletius’ child ‘for his own’, marks mixedness as a dire political threat.

It is important to reiterate that Best’s anecdote renders mixedness exceptional and gravely consequential contemporaneous with instances of racial mixing in Elizabethan England that are increasingly being treated as far less remarkable. Even while Titus freights Aaron and Tamora’s mixed race child with considerable significance—marking racial mixing as novel and employing the child to signal everything from moral depravity to political collapse—such depictions belie the tragedy’s almost casual familiarity with the topic. There is an obvious disjuncture between the play’s suggestion that racial mixing is untested and its relatively comprehensive rendering. Aaron’s succinct observation regarding intergenerational phenotypic transference among intra-racial relationships demonstrates a strikingly pragmatic understanding of race on the part of the early modern English. His claim that white parents ‘never do beget’ a black child is delivered as anything but conjectural. The Nurse affirms Aaron’s understanding when demeaning his and Tamora’s child as a clear aberration among ‘fair-faced breeders’, employing descriptors that specifically reference intra-racial reproduction. Such observations are delivered with the almost self-evident certainty of truism, working in concert with the play’s representation of racial mixing as a site of phenotypic variation in ways that suggest relatively considerable familiarity with mixedness. As Royster notes concerning the play’s representation of racial passing, ‘the white Moor in Act 5 of Titus Andronicus reveals the growing sophistication of English views of [racial mixing]’ (2000, 452). While Titus presents mixedness as novel, noteworthy, and consequential, going so far as to align its two overtly mixed race children with the potential and eventual collapse of the Roman state, such a mode of representation is accompanied by a much more practical sense of the topic. Given the laconic, almost perfunctory approach to mixedness taken in the Plymouth baptismal records, mixedness also appears to have been treated far more regularly as unexceptional.

Binarism Out of Ambiguity

Mixedness also appears to have been an attribute that the early modern English could readily disregard. To find what might be considered the first Black and mixed race character on the early modern English stage, as well as the first figure whose mixedness is altogether elided, we can look to the inaugural appearance of the ‘Moor’ in Elizabethan drama. George Peele’s The Battle of Alcazar is perhaps best known for its racial binarism. The drama, loosely based on the 1578 Battle of Ksar el-Kebir, stages the conflict between two warring factions vying for the Moroccan crown. The play takes a decidedly moralistic approach to the conflict, rendering one leader villainous and the other heroic. This moralistic split is explicitly racialized. The villainous Muly Mahamet, who we are told is ‘Black in his look and bloody in his deeds’ (1.prol.16), garners the racialized descriptors ‘Moor’ and ‘Negro’.1 Conversely, Muly Mahamet’s uncle, the heroic Abdelmelec, evades racial description almost entirely. Indeed, despite being a relative of the play’s villain and having a claim to the Moroccan crown, Abdelmelec is not even directly referred to as ‘Moor’ in the play.

As scholars have noted, much of Peele’s entwined racial and moral binarism draws from his source text, John Polemon’s The Second Part of the Book of Battailes, Fought in our Age. As Polemon’s account describes the warring uncle and nephew:


Abdelmelec … was of a meane stature, of a fine proportion of bodie, with brode shoulders, white face, but intermixed with red, which did gallantlie garnish his chéekes, a blacke beard thicke, and curled, great eies and graie. In summe, he was a verie proper man, and verie comelie in all his actions and iestures, and verie strong. (Polemon 1587, Y2v)

But as touching his nephew Muly Hamet, he was younger then Abdelmelec, being about xxix. or xxx. yéeres of age: of stature meane, of bodie weake, of coulour so blacke, that he was accompted of many for a Negro or black Moore. He was of a peruerse nature, he would neuer speak the trueth, he did all things subtelly and deceitfully.  (Polemon 1587, Y3)



Here racial phenotype provides a schema for moral bearing. Abdelmelec’s ‘white face’ is itself a precondition for his rosy cheeks, a purported physical attribute deemed inherently gallant. This description of phenotypic whiteness gives way to a summary of Abdelmelec as ‘a verie proper man’. Muly Mahamet invites contrasting description. His black ‘coulour’ introduces his perversity and inability to ‘speak the truth’. Where the totality of Abdelmelec’s actions are ‘comelie’, the entirety of Muly Mahalmet’s are undertaken with subtlety and deceit. As Ambereen Dadabhoy observes, by employing Blackness to ‘perform outsized symbolic work’ that incriminates Muly Mahamet, and by ‘literally whitening Abdelmelec’ and presenting him as ‘the embodiment of a Renaissance Christian prince’, Polemon’s account is engaged in the process of racial construction (2021, 36–37).

Muly Mahamet’s racial identity is in some ways unmistakably being consolidated in Polemon’s account. While earlier in the narrative Muly Mahamet is simply termed a ‘Negro’—a locution the text attributes to Abdelmelec, who purportedly fears his ‘kingdome’ will be given ‘to the Negro’ by an interloping Portuguese king—the text also gestures to a racial ambiguity that undercuts such clarity. As the account’s concluding description specifies, Muly Mahamet was ‘of coulour so blacke, that he was accompted of many for a Negro or black Moore’. The qualifying phrase ‘accompted of many’ bespeaks an uncertain ethnic, cultural, or racial identity, denoting a set of assumptions as opposed to a clear certainty. That the estimation that Muly Mahamet is a ‘Negro or black Moore’ is not even a shared one—that ‘many’ but not all make such a determination—renders the figure’s racial designations that much less a settled matter. In addition to demonstrating that, at least in Polemon’s account, phenotype is not necessarily grounds for determining racial identity, the phrasing suggests alternative racial backgrounds that remain unnamed. The first known English account of The Battle of Ksar el-Kebir provides some possible insight into this equivocation. According to the unattributed source A Dolorous discourse, of a most terrible and bloudy battel, fought in Barbarie, the fowrth day of August, last past. 1578, Muly Mahamet (referred to in the text as Mulla Sheriffa) was the product of an interracial relationship. As the report explains, ‘the cruel king Mulla Abdula: amongst manye other, taking to his wife a bond woman, that was a Blacke Negro, had by her a sonne, called Mulla Sheriffa: who for that he was of his Mothers complection’. In this description, the figure Muly Mahamet might more accurately be categorized as mixed. And while a term such as mixed race was not available to someone like Polemon, it is notable that his Book of Battles hedges in ascribing to Muly Mahamet clear belonging in the category ‘Black Moor’.

At least in the early modern English record, the first known ‘Moor’ figure to appear on the Elizabethan stage was mixed race. While it is not clear that A Dolorous Discourse served as a source text for Alcazar, it is notable that mixedness is not the attribute that survives Muly Mahamet’s various English treatments. Where Polemon waffles on the question of Muly Mahamet’s ethnoracial designation, Peele’s drama disregards such ambiguity. The play’s chorus presents Muly Mahamet as ‘the barbarous Moor, / The negro Muly Hamet’ (1.Prol.6–7). Given Peele’s rendering, scholars have rightly analysed the villainous figure as one whose Blackness represents an opposing pole in a racially binaristic formula. As Ania Loomba observes, Alcazar ‘splits Moors into black and white, treacherous and upright’ (2009, 74). And indeed, Abdelmelec’s distance even from ‘Moorish’ characterisation in the play renders this binary that much more stark. The intertwined racial and moral—to say nothing of aesthetic—divisions engendered by pejorative renderings of Blackness is one of Alcazar’s key dramatic legacies. As Eldred Jones, in some of the earliest work on representations of Africans in early modern English drama argues, Muly Mahamet ‘is the type of cruel Moor who is usually portrayed, as he is here, as black’ (1965, 49). As Jones points out, the figure ‘headed a line of black Moors on the stage’ (1965, 49). That a tradition of such stark binarism, grounded in denigratory and essentializing depictions of racial Blackness and African difference, finds its archival roots in what we would now consider racial ambiguity and mixedness not only shows the constructed—albeit deeply consequential—nature of race. It also demonstrates how readily issues of mixedness can be overlooked and elided, particularly in service of the development and perpetuation of antiBlack ideologies.

Of course, a key dramatic figure in that line of Moors inaugurated by Muly Mahamet is Titus’s Aaron. Scholars have long cited Peele as a possible contributor to Shakespeare’s early tragedy. The villainous Aaron is, like Muly Mahamet, ‘bloody in his deeds’, an attribute he aligns with his blackness. As Aaron explains in an aside after tricking a desperate Titus into cutting off his own hand to save two of his sons, ‘Let fools do good, and fair men call for grace: / Aaron will have his soul black like his face’ (3.1.203–204). The racial discourse carried over between the plays appears to extend beyond the staging of a ‘Moorish’ villain. For example, Aaron offers something of a take on the vision offered in Polemon’s account of rosy cheeks on a white face being a sign of gallantry in response to Chiron and Demetrius co-signing Tamora’s order to kill the child. Chiron’s reaction to the shame and punishment that threatens to befall his mother—his ‘blush[ing] to think upon this ignomy’ (4.2.114)—invites a rebuke from Aaron that works through the notions of race, beauty, and morality that are employed to characterize a figure like Abdelmelec. As Aaron asserts, ‘Why, there’s the privilege your beauty bears. / Fie, treacherous hue, that will betray with blushing / The close enacts and counsels of thy heart’ (4.2.115–117). Aaron’s observation follows his well-known defence of dark skin, which, he argues, is ‘better than another hue / In that it scorns to bear another hue’ (98–99). Aaron’s criticism of blushing cheeks reaffirms Polemon’s dichotomous descriptions of Abdelmelec and Muly Mahamet. In Aaron’s formulation, Chiron’s fair complexion is still a sign of ‘beauty’, as well as a trait inherently aligned with honesty. Black skin, in Aaron’s conception, does not ‘betray with blushing / The close enacts and counsels of th[e] heart’, a quality that makes it that much easier for a purportedly dark skinned figure like Muly Mahamet to do ‘all things subtelly and deceitfully’.

As already stated, Alcazar’s binarism is predicated on racial ambiguity. Peele sidesteps uncertainty regarding Muly Mahamet’s ethno-racial designation to render the first Blackamoor villain. While it might be argued that Peele—and early modern English people more broadly—simply could not comprehend such irresolution, Titus’s relatively nuanced rendering of mixedness suggests otherwise. Instead, we might consider how issues of racial ambiguity withheld in Alcazar are emphasized in Titus. The very notion that Muly Mahamet might be ‘accompted’ as a member of various racial groups in some sense finds dramatic articulation in Titus’s staging of a mixed race child who passes, one who can be ‘receivèd’ as white despite being part Moor. Additionally, Alcazar’s hasty marking of Muly Mahamet as a Black Moor is in some ways a process rendered more deliberate in Titus. Aaron and Tamora’s child is repeatedly marked as Black, despite the play’s concomitant summation of the child as mixed race. As Aaron is overheard saying when trying to calm his child, ‘Peace, tawny slave, half me and half thy dame’ (5.1.27). This more matter-of-fact designation of the child is immediately preceded by the term ‘tawny’, a descriptor that attenuates phenotypic blackness. Titus’s deployment of both essentializing and more modulated approaches to depict the child demonstrates that, on the early modern English stage, the complexities of mixedness could be obviated in favour of racial binarism or engaged with relative nuance.

Routine Elisions

Keeping in mind that Peele sets aside the uncertainty regarding Muly Mahamet’s racial identity engenders key questions concerning the ethno-racial backgrounds of ‘Moorish’ characters who succeed Alcazar’s villain. Certainly, a text like Titus—which raises the issue of racial ambiguity sidestepped by Alcazar in large part through its explicit engagement with mixedness—only further animates such questions. In a compelling analysis that reframes Titus’s Goths as representative of early modern English notions of the Spanish, Noémie Ndiaye explores how the Spanish black legend associated Spaniards with Africanness and Blackness, in part through deprecatory visions of the Spanish as racially mixed. Along with providing a historical basis for what is often deemed the inexplicable presence of Aaron the ‘Moor’ among the Gothic retinue, Ndiaye’s analysis demonstrates how even the phenotypically white Tamora is associated with racial Blackness. As Ndiaye explains, ‘easily read as ‘esta mora’—literally, ‘that Moorish woman’ in Spanish—the Gothic queen’s name already overbrims with Moorishness, even if that Moorishness is not physically visible’ (2016, 63). Ndiaye also notes the ‘Hebraic name of the Blackamoor, Aaron’ as further demonstration of the ‘instability of race within the Spanish identity evoked on stage by the Gothic clique’ (2016, 63–64). Such insights further demonstrate the ways in which the tragedy troubles the very divides between Black and white it constructs.

While we often place Aaron on one side of that binary, Titus’s inconsistent approach to clear racial divisions might warrant some pause. For example, Aaron’s dark skin is repeatedly emphasized in Titus, but, as the treatment of his ‘black and loathsome’ mixed child demonstrates, such phenotypic descriptors do not preclude a mixed background. We tend to overdetermine the Blackness of Aaron and Tamora’s child when analysing Aaron’s repeated assertions of affinity with the infant. But perhaps such assertions of sameness—Aaron’s categorization of the child as ‘this myself, / The figure and the picture of my youth’ upon whose face Aaron’s ‘seal’ is ‘stamped’ (4.2.106–107; 4.2.126)—gesture to a shared, less-than-endogamous background. Perhaps Aaron, like his child and like Muly Mahamet, is reflexively deemed a ‘Moor’ despite being mixed.

That said, if Aaron could more accurately be described as mixed race, there is little to suggest that this aspect of his identity would have been foregrounded. As noted in this chapter’s introduction, the figures explicitly marked as mixed in Shakespeare’s plays are overwhelmingly young. Mixedness routinely fails to mature in early modern English drama, a trend that perhaps offers some insight into the period’s inability to readily offer a sustained history for the topic. Despite how repeatedly we are prompted to ‘behold’ Aaron and Tamora’s child particularly because of his mixedness, the play also persistently essentializes that child as Black. Such an inclination portends a future in which the child’s mixedness—once the conveniently instrumentalizable subject of exaggerated interest—may become an unimportant, unbelievable, or forgotten aspect of his identity. Then again, the play also leaves uncertain whether the child lives beyond the tragedy’s conclusion, suggesting that mixedness rarely outlives its utility in reasserting binary notions of Black and white. Such effacing futures gesture towards processes of racial construction increasingly reliant on nuance but intent on schematic hierarchy—processes in which mixedness is understood with a pragmatism that bespeaks deep familiarity, but which concomitantly erode the viability of such distinctions.

Suggested Reading

Daileader, Celia R. 2005. Racism, Misogyny, and the Othello Myth: Inter-Racial Couples from Shakespeare to Spike Lee. Cambridge: Cambridge UP.

Habib, Imtiaz. 2020. Black Lives in the English Archives, 1500–1677. New York: Routledge.

Hall, Kim F. ‘Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? Colonization and Miscegenation in The Merchant of Venice’. Renaissance Drama 23: pp. 87–111.

Ndiaye, Noémie. 2016. ‘Aaron’s Roots: Spaniards, Englishmen, and Blackamoors in Titus Andronicus’. Early Theater 19(2): pp. 59–80.

Royster, Francesca T. 2000. ‘White-Limed Walls: Whiteness and Gothic Extremism in Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus’. Shakespeare Quarterly 51(4): pp. 423–455.

Works Cited

Best, George. 1584. A True Discourse of the late voyages of discoverie, for the finding of a passage to Cathaya by the Northweast, under the conduct of Martin Frobisher … London: Henry Bynnyman.

Dadabhoy, Ambereen. 2021. ‘Barbarian Moors: Documenting Racial Formation in Early Modern England’. In The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare and Race, edited by Ayanna Thompson, pp. 30–46. Cambridge: Cambridge UP.

A Dolorous discourse, of a most terrible and bloudy battel, fought in Barbarie, the fowrth day of August, last past. 1578. London: John Charlewood and Thomas Man.

Habib, Imtiaz. 2020. Black Lives in the English Archives, 1500–1677. New York: Routledge.

Hall, Kim F. 1995. Things of Darkness: Economies of Race and Gender in Early Modern England. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP.

Iyengar, Sujata. 2005. Shades of Difference: Mythologies of Skin Color in Early Modern England. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Jones, Eldred. 1965. Othello’s Countrymen: The African in English Renaissance Drama. Oxford: Oxford UP.

LaPerle, Carole Mejia. 2021. ‘Race in Shakespeare’s Tragedies’. In The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare and Race, edited by Ayanna Thompson, pp. 77–92. Cambridge: Cambridge UP.

Loomba, Ania. 2009. Shakespeare, Race, and Colonialism. Oxford: Oxford UP.

Ndiaye, Noémie. 2016. ‘Aaron’s Roots: Spaniards, Englishmen, and Blackamoors in Titus Andronicus’. Early Theater 19(2): pp. 59–80.

Peele, George. 2005. The Battle of Alcazar. In The Stukeley Plays, edited by Charles Edelman, pp. 59–128. Manchester: Manchester UP.

Polemon, John. 1587. The Second Part of the Booke of Battailes, fought in our age. London: Thomas East.

Royster, Francesca T. 2000. ‘White-Limed Walls: Whiteness and Gothic Extremism in Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus’. Shakespeare Quarterly 51(4): pp. 432–455.

Shakespeare, William. 2008. The Comical History of the Merchant of Venice, or Otherwise Called the Jew of Venice. In The Norton Shakespeare, edited by Stephen Greenblatt et al., pp.1111–1176. New York: W.W. Norton.

Shakespeare, William, 2008. The History of Henry the Fourth 1 Henry IV. In The Norton Shakespeare, edited by Stephen Greenblatt et al., pp. 1177–1254. New York: W.W. Norton.

Shakespeare, William, 2008. Titus Andronicus. In The Norton Shakespeare, edited by Stephen Greenblatt et al., pp. 399–464. New York: W.W. Norton.

Shakespeare, William, 2008. The Tragedy of Antony and Cleopatra. In The Norton Shakespeare, edited by Stephen Greenblatt et al., pp. 2633–2722. New York: W.W. Norton.

Smith, Ian. 2022. ‘Blind Spots: The Confessions of a Shakespeare Scholar’. Shakespeare Association of America Plenary Panel: Fifty Years of Early Modern Critical Race Studies, 8 April. Jacksonville, Florida.



1 In his 2022 Shakespeare Association of America plenary talk ‘Blind Spots: The Confessions of a Shakespeare Scholar’, Ian Smith demonstrates that the mythological Pyrrhus, known for violently avenging the death of his father, is envisioned as Black in Shakespeare’s Hamlet. As Smith argues, Hamlet’s linking racial Blackness to brutality participates in a dramatic paradigm established by Alcazar’s rendering of Muly Mahamet (Smith 2022).


Chapter 16

‘Give me conquer’d Egypt’

Re-Orienting Egypt in Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra

Ambereen Dadabhoy

The image of ‘conquer’d Egypt’, that Cleopatra begs for after her armies have been defeated by Octavius Caesar in Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra (1607), positions the geography as a passive, humble receptacles of Rome’s might and imperial triumph. While Cleopatra’s use of Egypt here, refers to the land and its people, her language also traffics in metonymy wherein Egypt is a cognate for the dethroned queen, a slippage of geography into person and vice versa. Cleopatra’s reference to Egypt performs important culture work, signalling her representation of space as experienced through military conquest, personal disaster, and defeat. Geography, then, is not solely land and sea—topography—free of ideological meanings, rather in this case it is human geography, space as experienced through domination and humiliation, which confirms the cultural superiority of the conqueror. Understanding the social, performative, constructed, and experienced forms and functions of geography is necessary in apprehending the imperial logics of the play. Antony and Cleopatra has traditionally been classified as a Roman play because of the historical events and characters that it dramatizes. Despite this Roman genealogy, Antony and Cleopatra’s dual setting of Egypt and Rome, geographically locates its action squarely in the Eastern Mediterranean. Like Shakespeare’s other Eastern Mediterranean plays, The Merchant of Venice (1596) and Othello (1603), Antony and Cleopatra’s ideological aims reveal its interest in consolidating power and legitimacy through encounters with forms of cultural and racial difference.1 The play’s imperial telos, the legitimacy of Rome as a world empire secured through its conquest of Egypt, demands engagement with and suppression of forms of social and cultural Otherness—a popular theme on the early modern English stage. Antony and Cleopatra aligns with the early modern English taste for what I call, the staged Mediterranean, a sub-genre of early modern English drama that depicts the rewards and dangers offered by encounters and exchanges in this geography. By fixing on the Roman history of Antony and Cleopatra as the primary interpretive frame, Shakespearean scholars, critics, and students have limited the multiple registers of signification operating in the play. Locating Antony and Cleopatra within its Eastern Mediterranean milieu allows for a more capacious understanding of the geography that Shakespeare depicts in his play and the cultural and political desires and anxieties animating its action. The geographies that the play traverses—Egypt and Rome—are socially constructed to advance the forms of otherness the play seeks to promote. Race is one important node or category of difference in the play and one that is naturalized under the aegis of geography and foreignness from both the Rome of the play and the London of Shakespeare’s audience. Racial Otherness as we find it in Antony and Cleopatra is both somatic (embodied) and cultural. The fears race elicits are tethered to the spaces and places where Otherness seems to reside.

The intimacies between race, geography, and culture become more explicit in Antony and Cleopatra when the play is reoriented beyond the traditional classificatory schemas of Shakespearean drama and more closely tethered to its Eastern Mediterranean locale. Analysing the play through the frame of the staged Mediterranean underscores the importance of geography to the construction of embodied difference in the period. As human and social geographers have argued, geography is social space, experienced through forms of access and prohibition, inclusion and exclusion: it is the spatial manifestation of power (Cresswell 2004; Rose 1993). Furthermore, as geographers of race have shown, space is racialized: ‘spatialities are regarded as constituting and/or reinforcing aspects of the social’ (Delaney 2002, 7). In the context of English expansionist drama of the period, geography was the literal ground of imperial ambitions and conquest, and at the same time, it was space already occupied by people who had their own customs and traditions and whose physical appearance might be or was different from that of the English and other Europeans seeking to inhabit that space. The staged Mediterranean, as I call it, deals primarily with the cultural, racial, and religious Otherness of the Mediterranean Sea, a fluid locale that annexes Europe to Africa to Asia. As such, the Mediterranean is a “contact zone” par excellence that promotes exchange between people of different cultural, linguistic, and confessional traditions (Pratt 2008, 8). Staged Mediterranean plays demonstrate the allure of these encounters and frequently serve to reinforce the cultural supremacy of England, Europe, and Christianity through moments of cultural contact (Dadabhoy 2022, 6–9). Staged Mediterranean plays often deal with the topic of conversion and the dangers posed by a false conversion. The topos of religious conversion is alluded to in other acts of transformation like the perils of ‘going native’. These plays frequently emphasize such temptation via the promise of seduction by the Other, who is always constructed through racial or religious alterity from Englishness or Europeanness. These plays also present the fantasy of triumph over the Other, a symbolic victory that helps domesticate or contain the dangerous and exotic energies of the Other. The staged Mediterranean frequently traffics in Orientalism, wherein the Other is both exoticized, eroticized, and demonized based on stereotypes of the opulent and luxuriant East. Moreover, it is an Orientalist genre because of both the constructed nature of this imagined geography and because of the citationality inherent in the plays that fall into this category (Said 1978, 20). Thus, the staged Mediterranean trades in binary oppositions, even as it problematizes them with the possibilities of ‘turning’ and returning, an explicit trope reflecting the constructed and artificial nature of the binaries it seeks to concretize. The staged Mediterranean is a troped contact zone: it harnesses the fears and anxieties associated with a literal geography, but it turns them into metaphors, topoi, images, and symbols that can then be strategically deployed to support European cultural superiority and hegemony.

While the Egypt of Antony and Cleopatra aligns with Shakespeare’s classical sources, its geography is also a location of contemporary early modern Mediterranean encounters. Egypt operates as a racialized contact zone, where cultural Otherness is made legible through its customs and in its fabrication as the exotic-erotic East. Shakespeare’s elastic construction of Egypt accesses familiar stereotypes about the Eastern Mediterranean of his own time even as it reports on the classical past. Egypt, then, is a palimpsest, layered with temporal and imperial significations that allude to its classical as well as contemporary history. Indeed, I contend that the imperial anxieties mobilized by Shakespeare corroborate the anxieties of Europeans facing an ascendant Ottoman Empire in the Eastern Mediterranean and parts of Europe. Consequently, this study reorients the representation of Egypt in Antony and Cleopatra around contemporary political and cultural events of the early modern period. By shifting the critical focus to the Islamicate culture of this geography, I argue for the consideration of an alternate Ottoman context to the play’s imperial designs.

Islamicate Egypt

Egypt came under the purview of Islamicate regimes in 641 CE, when Arab Muslims began to spread Islam beyond the Arabian Peninsula and build their polities through the Maghreb (North Africa) and eventually into Europe via the Iberian peninsula. Within the trajectory of translatio imperii, roughly understood as the westward movement of classical empires, Egypt’s position is both ambivalent and symbolic. Alexander the Great and Augustus interpreted their success at empire through their acquisition of Egypt, yet as Brian Curran details, ‘during the period that followed [the collapse of the Western Roman Empire] Western interest in Egypt entered a period of relative eclipse’ (2007, 1). Islamicate Egypt occupies this period of European disinterest. The Muslim rule over this geography might account for the waning of Egypt’s importance within European discourses and may have fostered different forms of imperial relations to the locale (Curran 2007). While I lack the space to fully examine that millennia of history (and the many different Islamicate cultures that claimed Egypt over that period), Muslim Egypt has critical interpretive value to the context of Antony and Cleopatra. The play’s ideological concerns rest on the clash of empires, which most critics continue to read in the Orientalist register via geography—by pitting East against West—rather than through other interpretive modes that emphasize the sedimented and layered heritage of Egypt, which has contributed much to the development of the idea of ‘the West’ and Europe (Vasunia 2001). The erasure of Islamicate Egypt is further actualized by scholarly yoking of England to Rome, which positions the English as the heirs to Rome’s imperial glory. Indeed, the critical focus on that dubious claim further elides the other real empire that made an equally, dare I say more, legitimate claim to that same inheritance (Gilles 1994).

When Sultan Mehmet II conquered Constantinople in 1453, he claimed the imperial seat of the Eastern Roman Empire, effectively seizing control of that geography and its affective and symbolic imperial heritage for the Ottomans. In this section I uncover Egypt’s strategic and symbolic associations with imperial dominance and how the erasure of Islamicate regimes within analysis of early modern empires has limited the interpretive resonances and possibilities of Egypt in the period and in Shakespeare’s play. For the conquering Arab Muslims, Egypt functioned as a geography through which they could articulate and exhibit their religious and imperial legitimacy. Islam charts its theological, patriarchal genealogy through Ismael, son of Abraham, thus, aligning with the monotheistic traditions of Judaism and Christianity. Given the importance of Egypt within those religious histories, it is unsurprising that the Arabs set their sights on Egypt for their conquests, and that the overdetermined symbolism of Egypt supported their claims of being the final recipients of the monotheistic god’s message and favour should they manage to gain control of it (Karsh 2013; Mikhail 2014, 2–3). Islamic dominion over Egypt, which stretched from the Middle Ages until French campaigns in the Mediterranean under Napoleon, covered a millennia of Muslim control, settlement, and cultural refashioning and hybridity. Muslim Egypt was neither static nor monolithic. During that time, the Muslim regimes that governed Egypt were polyphonous in culture, custom, and religious practice.

Ottoman imperial strategy and iconography mobilized Islamic and European traditions, customs, and ideological conventions. Coming sharply to the attention of Western Europe in 1453, Mehmet II’s successful siege and conquest of Constantinople, was a world-shattering and world-making event. As Jerry Brotton indicates, ‘the fall of Constantinople to the Turkish Ottoman forces signalled a decisive shift in international political power and confirmed the Ottomans as the most powerful empire that Europe had seen since the days of the Roman Empire’ (2003, 45). The loss of ‘the thousand year old Byzantine Empire’, to a non-Christian and Central Asian imperial force sharply reminded European powers of their own vulnerability; indeed, for some ‘the fall of Constantinople has been seen as a catastrophe for Christianity’, and it severed ‘one of the last connections between the world of classical Rome and fifteenth-century Italy’ (Brotton 2003, 45). The Ottoman sultans, in the meantime, initiated a program of imperial iconography to translate the legitimacy of their empire to their European and Asian counterparts (Kafadar 1995; Şahin 2013). Brotton’s detailed work on the shared Mediterranean identity that the Ottomans harnessed uncovers the ideological foundations undergirding Ottoman claims to the classical heritage:


While directing the siege of Constantinople, Mehmed [sic] employed several Italian humanists who ‘read to the Sultan daily from ancient historians such as Laertius, Herodotus, Livy and Quintus Curtius and from chronicles of the popes and Lombard kings’. Mehmed and his predecessors had spent decades conquering much of the territory of the classical Graeco-Roman world to which 15th-century Italian humanism look for much of its inspiration. It is therefore hardly surprising that the cultured Mehmed should share similar cultural and historical influences and aspirations, and that his imperial achievements were ‘in no way inferior to those of Alexander the Macedonian’ (Alexander the Great), as one of Mehmed’s Greek chroniclers told him. Another admiring scholar, George of Trebizond, wrote to Mehmed telling him, ‘no one doubts that you are emperor of the Romans. Whoever holds by right the center of the empire is emperor and the center of the empire is Constantinople.  (2003, 50)



Brotton’s account of Mehmet emphasizes the astute, deliberate, and familiar imperial foundation upon which the Ottomans erected their imperial conquests and also iconography.

One example of this iconography is Mehmet II’s portrait painted by Gentile Bellini while the artist was ‘loaned’ to the sultan by the Doge of Venice in 1479 (Rodini 2017). The painting shows the sultan in three-quarter profile, his gleaming white turban as symbolic as the three crowns on either side of the arch containing his figure: the one signalling his religious identity, the other to the kingdoms he commands. The arch or gate framing the sultan may also allude to the magnificent palace, Topkapı Sarayı that he was building at the time of this sitting, its architectural elements and decorative motifs reminiscent of the many gates of the palace (Rodini 2017). The lower left corner of the image contains the inscription, ‘Victor Orbis’, announcing Mehmet’s position as a conqueror of the world (Wolkoff 2018). Such strategic use of iconography was not unidirectional. The Italians, too, sought to locate the Ottomans within the classical geography over which they now had dominion. Brotton relates that Lorenzo de’ Medici


commissioned the Florentine artist Bertolodo di Giovanni to make a portrait medal of Mehmed. The front of the medal shows Mehmed’s profile, while the back depicts Mehmed in triumph, riding a chariot that contains personifications of the vanquished territories in Europe and Asia now under his control. Like other portrait medals made for Mehmed, this medal draws on classical Graeco-Roman themes and motifs that Lorenzo de’ Medici obviously believed would be recognizable to Mehmed. This was a flattering art commission, designed to celebrate the achievements of a rival, but one who shared a common artistic and intellectual heritage.  (2003, 52-53)



These examples of the imperial styling of Mehmet and his noble contemporaries reveal that the Ottomans were conversant with the visual grammar of European representations of power. Moreover, the fluid conditions of the Eastern Mediterranean facilitated various kinds of cultural exchanges that created a shared and hybrid social world wherein political adversaries communicated through the common idiom of empire.

Ottoman control of Egypt follows this pattern of imperial legitimacy, but it is two pronged because of Egypt’s important classical associations and its geopolitical status as a gateway for possession of the Islamic caliphate. The Ottomans sought to locate their empire within an established history, trajectory, and itinerary of classical Mediterranean regimes. Not only were Troy and Rome especially important for how they positioned themselves within the heritage of the lands they conquered, but also the symbolic position of Alexander the Great offered them still another genealogy to which they could lay claim.2 Egypt, the geography that materialized Alexander’s status as a world conqueror and established his reputation as a soldier-scholar, with the great libraries established in Alexandria and its tradition of learning, stood for the Ottomans as a much desired jewel in their imperial crown (Cipa 2017, 5–9). Moreover, the conquest of Egypt and the resulting defeat of its rival Sunni Mamluk regime brought into Ottoman control Syria, Palestine, and the holy cities of Islam, Mecca and Medina (Cipa 2017, 6). Even though many early modern European and English writers firmly sutured the ‘Turk’, to Islam, Muslim identity was far from monolithic and the Ottomans had not yet consolidated their empire around their status as leaders of ‘the Islamic world’ or caliphs. All of that changed, however, with the conquest of Egypt and the political incorporation of the holy cities into their dominions because this victory secured Ottoman ascendency within Islamic imperial history.

The Ottomans acquired Egypt under the rule of Sultan Selim I, whose accomplishments went beyond this territorial expansion to include the successful implementation of a bureaucratic administrative system that would appropriately serve the needs of the growing empire. Furthermore, like other early modern Eurasian rulers Selim began a project of self-fashioning promulgated by the honorifics that accompanied his name in official documents (Cipa 2017, 11). Chief among these were the epithets, ‘Master of the Auspicious Conjunction’, and ‘Shadow of God’ (Cipa 2017, 11). While the latter ‘carried legitimate weight within Islamdom’, by virtue of Selim’s never having been defeated in battle and his victories against the Safavids and Mamluks, the former ‘highlighted his military charisma and articulated a claim to the universal sovereignty of a world conqueror. In addition, he transcended the regional limitations of an Ottoman dynastic claim as a source of legitimacy for sovereignty’ (Cipa 2017, 12). Like his grandfather, Mehmet II, Selim astutely crafted an imperial persona that affirmed the power and glory of his empire through discursive modes that were legible to and easily apprehended by his Eurasian counterparts. In the early modern period, however, the glory of earlier Ottoman rulers was overshadowed by the spectacular rule of Selim’s son, Süleyman (1520–1566), called the Magnificent in the West. Süleyman’s reputation rested on his brilliant military conquests most of which were in Europe—such as Belgrade, Mohacs, Rhodes—and his two failed sieges of Vienna (Finkel 2007). He was similarly known for the splendor of his court, like the elaborate and ostentatious entertainments staged for the circumcision ceremonies of his sons in 1530, which showcased the hybrid Eurasian character of his empire and displayed the material wealth at sultan’s absolute command (Şahin 2018).

Süleyman’s Mediterranean and European campaigns are of particular import because they rendered the Ottomans hyper-visible to Western regimes, even to England so small and so far away, on the frontier of the Mediterranean and Europe. Indeed, the encyclopaedic entry on the reign of Süleyman in Richard Knolles’s The Generall Historie of the Turkes (1603), which purports to catalogue the rise of the House of Osman and the causes of the dynasty’s greatness, is the longest one in the volume, attesting to the unparalleled interest he commanded in English observers. In English drama, Thomas Kyd’s Soliman and Perseda (1599), depicts Süleyman’s victorious siege of Rhodes, but reimagines his character as one who, despite his chivalric and courtly persona, is a cruel, rapacious, and blood-thirsty despot. The play intervenes in the historical triumph of the sultan’s successful conquest of the island by denying him the real object of his desire, the beautiful, fair, Christian woman, Perseda, and in making her the cause of his death. Thus, Soliman and Perseda reverses the ambit of Ottoman imperial expansion through the register of erotic competition, rendering the empire’s power inadequate for the task of European conquest. In fact, references in early modern drama to ‘the Grand Turk’, were commonplace, a trope almost always meant to ambivalently convey the power, wealth, and tyranny of the ‘Turk’ and the ideological differences between the ‘Turkish’ yoke and the benevolent rule of European, Christian princes.3 The ubiquity of the Ottoman presence on the early modern stage signals the popularity of this culture, its customs, and mores, and the eager English curiousity for material that engaged with the Ottoman Empire and its dominant presence in the Eastern Mediterranean.

Shakespeare’s own corpus demonstrates the familiarity and popularity of the ‘Turk’, in early modern discourses while also highlighting the keen interest the Ottoman Empire elicited in English audiences. Across the genres of his dramatic works, the word ‘Turk’, appears seventeen times in twelve different plays, from single mentions in comedies like As You Like It, ‘Why, she defies me, Like Turk to Christian. (4.3.54–55), to All’s Well That Ends Well, ‘An they were sons of mine, / I’d have them whipped; or I would send them to the / Turk, to make eunuchs of’ (2.3.94–96) to multiple allusions in Othello ‘Nay, it is true, or else I am a Turk;’ and,


And say besides, that in Aleppo once,

Where a malignant and a turbaned Turk

Beat a Venetian and traduced the state,

I took by the throat the circumcisèd dog,

And smote him, thus.  (5.2.368–372)



These references evince the alterity, exoticism, and cruelty fabricated in and attributed to that identity. Moreover, such referentiality—the tidy legibility of the trope—exposes the recognizable contours of the discursive ‘Turk’ and by extension the Ottoman Empire to the elite literary class and to the common theatre-going public.4 Shakespeare’s repeated mobilization of Ottoman identity reveals his dramatic interest in the power the empire wielded, particularly in the Eastern Mediterranean; furthermore, the ambivalence of his usage suggests that Ottoman identity functioned as more than simply an Orientalist Other. The Ottoman Empire, its polity, and policies, became a model against and through which the English could articulate their own nascent imperial anxieties and projections (MacLean 2007). Ottoman dominion over the Eastern Mediterranean was frequently translated onto the English stage, either through plot or through allusion. Consequently, its deliberate occlusion in most critical examinations as a referent for Antony and Cleopatra, a play that eagerly deliberates on the various permutations of empire is quite striking.

The Specter of Ottoman Egypt in Antony and Cleopatra

Not all of the scholarship on Antony and Cleopatra erases the Ottoman presence within this geography and its polysemous significations. Patricia Parker’s ‘Barbers, Infidels, and Renegades: Antony and Cleopatra’, offers a comprehensive reading of classical and Ottoman topoi harnessed by the play (Parker 2006). Using both classical Roman and contemporary English associations of barber, barbering, and Barbary with their real and symbolic connections to cutting, masculinity, and castration, Parker uncovers the presence of Ottoman imperial praxis and its attendant threat within the ostensibly classical geography of Antony and Cleopatra:


Shakespeare’s ‘Roman’ play and the lines on the ‘barbering’ of Antony reflect the influence of this Roman tradition [ … ] frequently cited in English antitheatrical treatises. What needs to be added is the ‘infidel’ inflection this classical and Roman representation of alleged Eastern practices was given in early modern texts, where barbering of various kinds was increasingly associated with Barbary and the Ottoman Turk, or the new Islamic rulers of both Egypt and the East.  (2006, 57)



Parker deftly excavates the imbricated histories and cultures informing the play’s construction of imperial jockeying in the Mediterranean. Following Parker’s example, I highlight the possible meanings behind Octavius’ beardless status in the play emphasized by Antony’s repeated references to him as ‘boy’.5 If, as Parker contends, Antony is barbered by Egypt and Cleopatra—signalling his emasculated status—then Octavius, smooth-cheeked boy that the text gestures at, faces another sexual danger in Egypt, sodomy and the illicit sexual desires of Muslim men. Early modern English accounts of the Islamicate East often focused with lurid interest on the broad array of sex acts allegedly licensed by Islam.6 Accusations of sodomy were often weaponized against Muslim rulers, paradoxically deployed to indicate both hypermasculinity and emasculation. In the early modern period, tales circulated about the Sultan Mehmet II’s love for a beautiful Greek boy, which, when recapitulated for Engish audiences in prose fiction such as William Painter’s Palace of Pleasure (1566) rehearsed Mehmet’s cruelty, while casually transforming the same sex desire into a heterosexual tale of sexist and patriarchal cruelty. While we might be tempted to read Octavius’s boyishness as a sign of his military genius, his political acumen, or his inability to comprehend the mature love and desire between Antony and Cleopatra, we can also read his status as a warning, of the perceived threat of venturing in the Eastern Mediterranean, which include the loss of bodily integrity and the dangerous sexuality (Arvas 2021). The epithet also offers a curious commentary on the hypermasculine structure of Octavius’s court. Its singularly masculine ethos directs all forms of desire towards other men, creating a homosocial world that disrupts Rome’s compulsory heteronormativity, making Octavius’s resemble ‘inverted’, Egypt, and by extension and allusion, the geographies of the Ottoman Empire.7

Cleopatra’s character offers another instance for more capacious interpretive practices, particularly in relation to gender and Ottoman imperial history and praxis. Critical discussions of Cleopatra focus on the luxury and sensuality of her court and self-presentation, which reinforce her ‘Eastern’ or Orientalist construction as a femme fatale. Her danger is emphasized through the emasculating power she wields in her relationship with Antony, which encodes forms of imperial and existential annihilation because she threatens to erode Rome and Romanness. Antony’s submission to Cleopatra’s power—‘Let Rome in Tiber melt, and the wide arch / Of the ranged empire fall! Here is my space’—poses a political threat, deeming his emotional connection to and desire for Cleopatra as inherently disloyal to his Roman imperial obligations (1.1.35–36). Indeed, the play repays him for this betrayal of Rome through sustained forms of emasculation and impotence, ‘Authority melts from me. [ … ] I am Antony yet’ (3.13.90–93). Connecting this loss of power to the operations of race, specifically Cleopatra’s blackness, Kim F. Hall argues that such moments embody the fear of dissolution into the other:


the light/dark binarism, here acted out at the division of Egypt and Rome is continually on the verge of dissolution. More than a wishing away of worldly cares or a sign of Egyptian dispersal of symbols of order and measurement, the metaphors of excess bespeak an anxiety striking directly at the heart of Europe’s primal fear: loss of identity in measureless expansion  (1995, 157).



A similar anxiety is instantiated in the period by the Ottoman threat of imperial expansion and cultural assimilation because of their practice of enfolding—through conversion—the populations that came under their domain into their polity.

Cleopatra’s racial ambiguity and the ambivalence that attends to Shakespeare’s construction of her somatic difference facilitate a fluid embodiment that mirrors the inchoate racial formation taking place in the Mediterranean and which was a principle feature of staged Mediterranean plays.8 Shakespeare’s text pointedly racializes Cleopatra as non-white and non-European, when, for example, Philo remarks that ‘our general’ has fallen prey to the lures of a ‘tawny front[ed]’ ‘gypsy’ (1.1.1.6–10).9 Indeed, Cleopatra promotes her racial difference especially since her exoticism—vis-à-vis Rome—further bespeaks her desirability. She rejects the notion that her dark skin renders her an unfavourable object for Antony’s love, ‘Think on me, / That am with Phoebus’ amorous pinches black [ … ] I was / A morsel for a monarch’ (1.5.27–31). Contrary to the evidence of the text, however, many critics maintain that because the historical Cleopatra was Greek and therefore could not have been black, Shakespeare’s character must also have been white (MacDonald 2002, 21–44). This insistence exhibits an affective investment in whiteness and Euro-centric historicism. It preserves the construction of Western Europe and its classical heritage severed from an African inheritance, replicating—through scholarship—the mythological narrative rehearsed by Virgil in the story of Dido and Aeneas (Bernal 1987; Haley 2014). Thus, even as Cleopatra is raced as non-white through Shakespeare’s description of her physical body and by the play’s suturing of her to the East, its luxury, licentiousness, decadence, and sexuality, the white supremacist cultural need to preserve her somatic fairness continues to harness her power in the service of Western empires. The white desire to deracinate Shakespeare’s Cleopatra, to render white what he explicitly constructs as non-white, is both an intervention into the canon and an invention of whiteness. Examining the play through the lens of the staged Mediterranean exposes the foundational dramatic qualities that these intellectual manoeuvres—which are invested in whiteness—obscure: the requisite mixing and mingling of people through sexual and cultural exchanges which this geography fosters and encourages, which yields multi-racial, hybrid, and multicultural identities. Cleopatra’s Egyptian identification marks her as Other and the technology of the stage requires that this marking be visible, which is more easily accomplished through embodied signs of difference, which we call race.

Adopting and adapting Shakespeare’s textual clues on Cleopatra’s racial Otherness, I propose situating Cleopatra in an Ottoman imperial context. In doing so, I do not intend to undermine Cleopatra’s black-brown raced identity, but rather to consider how Eastern and Muslim women, particularly those who seek to wield imperial power, are demonized by early modern European writers. By positioning Cleopatra as a symbol of Ottoman women’s power and agency, I add another layer to her overdetermined identity and underscore the multiple registers of signification of this figure by suggesting alternate or alternative sources for this highly Othered woman. After his second defeat at the hands of the Roman military, Antony rebukes Cleopatra, calling her a ‘triple-turned whore!’ (4.3.13). In the context of the staged Mediterranean ‘turning’ holds particular and specific importance: that of ‘turning Turk’, a common descriptor in the period for all forms of betrayal (Parker 2006, 60; Vitkus 1997, 146). Usually a term applied to men, this instance and another in Othello, ‘she can turn, and turn, and yet go on, / And turn again’, however, signal misogynistic suspicions of women’s fidelity, their susceptibility to change, and the consequent dangers they pose to men and their honour (4.1.2–4). Both of these moments occur in staged Mediterranean plays whose overarching frame is one of imperial contest and conquest in this shifting, unstable, politically and sexually fraught and freighted geography. In Othello the ‘Turk’ is at hand, but dispelled by a providential tempest, and made to rise in Othello’s colonized subjectivity (Dadabhoy 2014). In Antony and Cleopatra the proximity of the ‘Turk’, is far more phantasmic, appearing, as I have been arguing, in allusive and elusive relation through geography and character.

While the spectral Ottoman presence haunts much of the play, it can specifically and spatially be located in Cleopatra’s court. The highly ritualized domestic-political space she inhabits is reminiscent of the sultan’s imperial harem, a site of sexual licence in the early modern European imaginary, but one of dynastic futurity and political power within the Ottoman Empire (Peirce 1993). In the play, Cleopatra’s harem is populated by exotic figures usually associated with the East: soothsayers, eunuchs, and highly obsequious, sycophantic attendants. While these are figures common to the play’s classical setting, they simultaneously exhibit cultural alignments with English discourses about the Ottoman Emipire. Even though such affinities have been obscured by ‘the critical tradition that has encouraged readers and audiences to disregard connections between Shakespeare’s place names and their geographical referents, inquiry into the links between [E]astern cultures and early modern England, [ … ] has gained a sense of appropriateness and immediacy’ and exposes ‘concern over literature’s role in the process of colonization’ (Relihan 1997, 80–81). Indeed, looking for those ‘links’ not only reveals how literature may have been complicit in imperial domination, but also how interpretive practices have been essential in circumscribing meaning and hindering interpretive possibilities. Thus, the prodigies that populate Cleopatra’s harem, like her mutes and eunuchs point to the many cultures that populated the Mediterranean, including the Ottomans. Indeed, the figure of the eunuch is frequently associated with the ‘Turk,’ especially with the act of ‘turning Turk’ in early modern discourses. Compounding the betrayal inherent in the term, was the common misconception that conversion to Islam required men to be castrated, a conflation of that practice with circumcision (which was a bodily sign of Islamic religious affiliation).10 Nonetheless, the Ottomans did employ eunuchs in their imperial administration, a practice that drew considerable European attention because of its apparent cultural alterity and Otherness. Both Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq and Ottaviano Bon, European ambassadors to the Ottoman Empire, commented on the race-based labour that enslaved eunuchs performed in the imperial harem, with white eunuchs attending to the sultan’s needs and black eunuchs guarding the women’s quarters (Hathaway 2012; Arvas 2019; Bon 1996). The prominent use of eunuchs in Cleopatra’s court—as companions and potential agents of Egypt’s sexual degeneracy—operate in similar ways to anti-Ottoman polemic, which frequently located the empire’s perceived moral failings in its sexual and gendered mores and norms.

Cleopatra’s political power is suggestive of that employed by the most famous Ottoman woman (concubine-turned-empress) of the early modern period: Roxelana or Hürrem Sultan. Demonized by many early modern European writers including Knolles and Fulke Greville, in his play Mustafa (1609), Hürrem embodied the dangerous and seductive power of a woman who actively sought her own emancipation and desired to influence Ottoman imperial policy and succession. In the introduction to her volume on this larger-than-life Ottoman empress, Galina Yermolenko posits that ‘the impact of this Asian Queen on the Western imagination is comparable only to that of Cleopatra’, highlighting the extraordinary power and interest Hürrem commanded (2016, 1). Hürrem drew the attention of European writers because she seemed to accomplish the impossible: exert political and erotic power over the absolute ruler of much of the world, Sultan Süleyman. A favourite concubine, Hürrem, according to European sources, ingeniously schemed to win not only her freedom, but also a legal marriage to the sultan. The marriage was shocking because by that point, the Ottoman sultans had stopped the practice of dynastic marriage, choosing instead to sire multiple children with multiple concubines in order to ensure the futurity of the empire (Peirce 1993). In breaking from that practice Süleyman seemed to violate an imperial taboo and reveal an inappropriate weakness. Süleyman articulated his devotion to Hürrem in lyric ‘my intimate companion, my one and all, / Sovereign of all beauties, my Sultan’ that mirrors the power that Shakespeare imbues to Cleopatra’s mastery over Antony: mastery over one who should be master (Quoted in Yermolenko, 5). Such intimacy fostered intense anxiety among European observers and Ottoman elites, especially because Hürrem bore Süleyman a succession of children, disregarding the usual protocol of ‘one-concubine one-son’ (Yermolenko 2016, 7).

As Süleyman’s wife, Hürrem fundamentally altered Ottoman domestic imperial policy. Her revolutionary actions rendered her suspicious and made her an easy target for those who would seek to hold someone other than the sultan responsible for his actions, like the removal and execution of his grand vizier and trusted confidant, Ibrahim pasha and the installation of her son-in-law Rüstem as the new vizier. As Yermolenko stresses, ‘for the first time in Ottoman history, a former concubine was able to wield so much power due to her unique position within the dynasty’ (2016, 8). Such power, however, did not come without cost, Hürrem was often represented in both European and Ottoman discourses as a witch, a schemer, and seen to possess a devious control over Süleyman. Her demonization was only magnified after he ordered the murder of his first-born, Mustafa, the son of another concubine, Mahidevran. Busbecq blames Hürrem for the homicide: ‘Even [Süleyman’s] bitterest critics can find nothing more serious to allege against him than his undue submission to his wife and its result in his somewhat precipitate action in putting Mustapha [sic] to death, which is generally imputed to her employment of love potions and incantations’ (2012, 65). Hysterically condemned by European writers and observers, Hürrem’s scheming was constructed as wholly appropriate to her gender and served as a warning about women’s power and (mis)rule.

In many ways, the framing of Cleopatra by Philo, ‘Nay, but this dotage of our General’s / O’erflows the measure’, and Enobarbus, ‘The barge she sat in, like a burnished throne;’ and ‘Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale / Her infinite variety’, serves the same discursive function as European texts about Hürrem (1.1.1–2; 2.2.198; 2.2.242–243). They offer a hermeneutic through which to understand and control Cleopatra, a sensual frame that seeks to bind both her identity and her power. Philo’s speech at the beginning of the play instructs the audience and makes Cleopatra legible through a sexist and Orientalist episteme that demonizes her subjectivity through her difference. The political motives of characters, like Enobarbus in his Cydnus speech and Octavius in his proposed exhibition of the captive queen, seek to represent Cleopatra through familiar, recognizable discourses even as Shakespeare’s text by and large fosters a certain kind of representational ambivalence, particularly through Cleopatra’s insistence on her agency in controlling her image. In the symbolic contest between Rome and Egypt, Cleopatra wins against Octavius. Her victory is secured through her gender and through his devaluation of women’s power. Hürrem also wins. Even though European discourses attempted to reduce her to the image of a ruthless opportunist who used and hid behind her sexuality and gender, she was never repudiated by Süleyman. Indeed, she is buried in the giant mosque complex of the Süleymaniye Camii (mosque) in Istanbul, her mausoleum as grand and ornate as that of her husband’s. Both Cleopatra and Hürrem articulate their political power and agency through their gender identity. Demonizing narratives and damaging representations that seek to control them on that basis falter, because these women harness their Otherness, to disrupt and overturn the confining, hegemonic, and patriarchal narratives that attempt to bind them.

Analyzing Antony and Cleopatra alongside an Ottoman subtext underscores the early modern imperial urgency and resonance of the play. Even if we restrict the play to its classical milieu, imperial anxiety, and fear of the Eastern Other continue to dominate the play’s action. Egypt is a pivotal geography for Rome to secure its Eastern front and imperial legacy. Expanding our study of the play to consider the moment of its production, reveals that Egypt remains vital not simply for nascent English imperial ambitions, but also for re-placing and plotting the real empires operating in the Mediterranean back into that geography. The Ottomans were an extremely important Eurasian empire, conquerors and then heirs of both the Roman Empire and the Islamic Caliphate. Their imperial reality and praxis disrupt the tidy divisions between East and West articulated by the Orientalist binary that frames critical approaches to this play and in early modern English literary studies more broadly. The Ottomans are a third term—a hybrid, multiracial, and multicultural empire whose cultural mingling, borrowing, and real imperial power is discursively neutralized via aggressive mechanisms of denial and through rehearsals of radical alterity. The repetition of narratives of Ottoman difference and the so-called decline of the empire in the sixteenth century—it would continue to exert tremendous cultural and political power well into the eighteenth century—generates the ideological and discursive power of more “appropriate” Western, Christian modes and models of empire for the English to emulate. These narratives also betray an anxiety about Europe’s own colonization by a non-Christian and discursively-constructed non-European, and non-white racialized regime. By cordoning off Ottoman power, Orientalist epistemologies create a false Mediterranean geography. Shakespeare, however, was writing in the staged Mediterranean genre, a geography where the Ottoman Empire was close at hand, yet whose power could be obscured and elided by the play’s classical frame. Investigating Antony and Cleopatra as a staged Mediterranean play exposes the multiple imperial circuits Roman, Egyptian, and Ottoman that Shakespeare explores and exploits for what might be England’s emerging empire. The play settles on Rome, because the historical narrative mandates that outcome, but like the larger-than-life Cleopatra who will not remain dead, the Islamicate societies at the centre of the early modern Muslim Mediterranean will not remain on the Orientalist margins.
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1 For more on encounters with racial and religious difference and cultural alterity in The Merchant of Venice, Othello, and Antony and Cleopatra, see chapters by M. Lindsay Kaplan, Emily Weissbourd, and Debapriya Sarkar in this volume.

2 See Ng 2006.

3 See Dimmock 2017; Raber 2001; Wann 1915.

4 The ‘Turk’ is also a figure that appears in sermons; thereby fostering further familiarity for the domestic audience. See Dimmock 2017.

5 Out of the six occurrences of ‘boy’ in the play, five are applied to Octavian and one is Cleopatra’s famous line, ‘Some squeaking Cleopatra boy my greatness / I’ the posture of a whore’ (5.2).

6 Medieval and early modern knowledge of Islam was that the religion ‘was essentially built upon a foundation of sexual license which was plainly contrary to the natural and divine law’ (Daniel 1962, 152). Therefore, in historical documents and travelogues of the period the charge of sodomy in Islamicate societies became a recurring motif. Writing about ‘Moorish’ customs in his seminal History of Africa, Leo Africanus notes that ‘for the horrible vice of sodomy, whereunto the greatest part of the citizens were so notoriously addicted, that they could scarce see any young stripling, who escaped their lust’ (Loomba and Burton 2007, 155). Nicolay writes that the renegades of Algiers are ‘given all to whoredom, sodometry, theft, and all other most detestable vices, living only of rovings and pillaging at the seas and the island, being about them: and with their practical art bring daily to Algiers a number of poor Christians, which they sell unto the Moores, and other merchants of Barbary for slaves’ (Loomba and Burton, 2007, 115). William Lithgow claims that the Turks ‘are extremely inclined to all sorts of lascivious luxury, and generally addicted, besides all their sensual and incestuous lusts, unto sodomy, which they account as a dainty to digest all their other libidinous pleasures’ (Loomba and Burton 2007, 219). The accusation of sodomy is almost always coupled with other deviant Islamic character traits; thus, sodomy could mean sex between men, or it could stand in for general Islamic lewdness and degeneracy.

7 I use ‘inverted’ to refer to those representations that disrupt or challenge heteropatriarchal norms. Additionally, Herodotus uses it to describe Egyptian gender norms and early modern scholars repeatedly use it in reference to Egypt. See Archer 2001; Gilles 1994.

8 For more on Cleopatra’s racialization see Iyengar 2005; Loomba 2002; MacDonald 2002.

9 Iyengar, in Shades of Difference, excavates the legal meaning of ‘gypsy’, for Shakespeare’s early modern English audience (Iyengar 2005). Similarly, Carol Mejia LaPerle, signals the forms of illicit and criminal alignments around Shakespeare’s Cleopatra and the representations of Roma in early modern London (LaPerle 2017).

10 Castration and circumcision were often conflated in many early modern English plays; see Howard 1994 and Daniel 1962 for a historical account of the practice.


CHAPTER 17

Coordinating Racisms in The Merchant of Venice

M. Lindsay Kaplan

It is not accidental that Shakespeare’s only sustained representation of Jews also includes a multiplicity of racial discourses across various groups. The Merchant of Venice reflects a genealogy of theological racial formation that begins with early and medieval Christian constructions of Jews as cursed with perpetual enslavement, a racist status subsequently employed to imagine and rationalize the inherent inferiority of Africans and Muslims. Premodern Christian texts also formulate powerful antiBlack, anti-Jewish, and anti-Muslim foundational myths that contribute to racial formation by positioning white Christians as superior to damned infidels. These discourses correlate negative associations of Blackness with sin and the demonic, creating an inferior status, not only for ‘Ethiopians’, but also for Jews and Muslims. A close consideration of The Merchant of Venice’s representations of the Prince of Morocco, the ‘negro … Moor’ woman, Shylock, and Jessica, viewed in the context of other contemporary cultural discourses, reveals the persistence of earlier Christian racial forms. An awareness of the shared histories of these interconnected identities helps us better understand the ideologies shaping contemporary intolerance and offers opportunities for more effective coalition-building in twenty-first-century challenges to systemic racism.

While we understand racism in America today primarily in terms of a skin colour hierarchy that privileges whiteness over darker skin tones, we are aware of other forms, such as anti-Muslim, anti-Jewish, and anti-immigrant racism, in which colour may play a role, but does not appear to provide the primary organizing rationale. In these three cases, religious and national identities serve to racialize groups, with colour ideology operating as a reinforcing sign where applicable. Nevertheless, the logic of white supremacism shapes these racisms as well, in its assumption that the only authentic citizens are Anglo Saxon Christians born in the United States. Thus, even white-presenting Jews and Muslims do not qualify as white Americans, and anti-immigrant hatred focuses on non-white people, including Christians. While a CRT approach focusing on whiteness affords an effective lens for most contemporary forms of racism, by ignoring the role theology plays in the history of racism, it fails to explain the racialization of religious identities or demonstrate how the divine is mobilized in the valorization of whiteness. An analysis of some early discourses of Christianity, a religion that profoundly influenced and continues to influence the West, clarifies the logic organizing and degrading apparently disparate identities.1 These early forms, like contemporary racism, advance ideologies that create, naturalize, and systematize hierarchy in order to subordinate one group of humans to another.

Early and Medieval Christian Racial Discourses

Christianity teaches that humans equally exist in a state of hereditary sin from which God’s mercy can redeem them; however, some Christian authors construct additional relative hierarchies of sinners. One early racial system based on degrees of sin emerges in the writings of Origen of Alexandria, an influential third-century Christian authority. In his First Principles, he proposes that God has created a hierarchy of people in the world in which their behaviour determines their status and location. A people’s greater sinful action results in their correspondingly lower status, a punishment manifesting itself in the harm inflicted by their own wicked customs and their harsh geographical location (den Dulk 2020, 172). The mark of inferiority appears less in physical appearance than in subhuman and animalistic behaviour. This model of inferior status resulting as punishment for sin also occurs in the works of Augustine, another early Christian authority. He explains that God subjects the Jews to slavery as punishment for the crucifixion of Jesus, drawing on biblical stories to develop his hierarchy. He interprets the Genesis story of Noah cursing the offspring of Ham with enslavement as an allegory for the punishment inflicted on the Jews and their offspring for the alleged murder of Jesus. Their crime adds a level of subordination to that resulting from original sin; this, along with the Jews’ rejection of salvation offered by Jesus, places them and all their subsequent generations in a position of permanent inferiority relative to Christians. Although not constituting chattel enslavement, this condition nevertheless racializes Jewish sin by imagining it as punishing all Jews with essential hereditary inferiority (Kaplan 2019). While Kim Coles argues elsewhere in this volume that the racialization of religious identity only emerges in early modernity with recourse to the discourse of humoral melancholy, I contend that doctrinal views of conversion to the contrary, early and medieval Christian discourses construct an essentialized racist identity as long as Jews remain Jews;2 furthermore, this model of permanent sinful subordination shapes racist theological constructions disparaging Blacks and Muslims even prior to early modernity.

Theological ideas about Jewish inferiority influenced the development of other forms of social hierarchy. Augustine later re-interprets the biblical story of Ham to explain that sin brings into the world the domination of one human over another. In the Genesis creation story, God grants humans dominion over animals; however, according to Augustine a human who commits a sin effectively reduces him or herself to the level of an animal. This creates inferior and superior humans within a divine order, justifying and naturalizing hierarchies of free and enslaved, or higher and lower classes (Kaplan 2019, 104–106). Origen already provided a model of sinful bestiality as the racializing mark of inferior peoples (den Dulk 2020, 176–177). Medieval Christian authors used animals to degrade Jews, reading Psalm 21 as an allegory for the crucifixion in which various animals, especially dogs, represent Jewish persecutors (Marrow 1977). Additionally, medieval texts cited the narratives of Cain and Ham in the context of Noah’s curse to account for the servile status of serfs. Authors also used comparisons with animals to demonstrate the inherent inferiority of the lower class (Freedman 1999, 86–104, 139–143). Ascribing bestial qualities to a human group, such as to peasants within a society, or to a ‘barbarous’ people outside a society, uses animal status to racialize human inferiority.3

Additionally, Augustine’s formulation of Jewish servitude combined with other early Christian discourses in developing the racializing concept of sinful, permanent aliens. This idea takes shape in a tradition of arguments against the Jews, which explain that after the crucifixion, God punished them with exile, reducing them to perpetual, subordinated strangers no matter where they lived (Kaplan 2019, 28–31). Jewish sin resulted in their loss of political autonomy and expulsion from their land, rendering not only the original supposed perpetrators, but also subsequent generations of Jews permanent aliens at the mercy of their host countries. Augustine, among others, interprets the Genesis example of Cain, whose murder of his brother Abel resulted in his punishment with exile, as predicting the plight of the Jews, not only at the time of Jesus’s death, but to the present moment. Here again, the Jews’ sin brings on another subordinating punishment of unfreedom, racializing them as permanent, subordinated outsiders, a concept that resonates with and influences subsequent attitudes towards other types of strangers.

Christian authors reinterpreted allegorical readings of Cain, Ham, and Ishmael used as proof of Jewish sin and servitude to justify the inferior status of Muslims and Africans as also resulting from sin (Kaplan 2019). In his Letter to the Galatians, Paul reinterprets the Genesis story of Abraham to identify Isaac, his son by the ‘free’ woman Sarah, with the followers of Jesus, and Ishmael, the son of the enslaved woman Hagar as the Jews who reject Jesus. However, Christian authors also associate Ishmael and his offspring as the inhabitants of the Arabian Peninsula, and later as Saracens, a Christian term for Muslims. In explaining this name, Christian authors fabricate the explanation that because the descendants of Hagar seek to hide their enslaved status, Muslims call themselves Saracens in an attempt to pass themselves off as the child of Sarah. Even though Islam emerged several centuries after the death of Jesus, medieval Christian images and texts employed the example of Hagar to designate both Jews and Muslims, designating the latter along with the former as enemies of the faith cursed with servitude as a result of the crucifixion. Late medieval and early modern Christian authors also cited the stories of Cain and Ham to explain and justify the blackness and enslavement of African as a racializing punishment incurred through sinful behaviour (Kaplan 2019).

The Christian association of Blackness with sin and the devil provides a visual sign of inferiority. Again, authors cite and interpret biblical texts to support their claims. Many explanations of the significance of Blackness focus on the Song of Songs, a book in the Hebrew Bible that features a female narrator who describes herself as ‘Black and beautiful’ (1:5). In his commentary on the text, Origen identifies this Black beauty as an Ethiopian (African) who represents the gentile, or non-Jewish members of the Christian Church. He interprets her Blackness as a sign of low-born status, as well as marking her with the dark colour of sin. However, he argues that her penance and faith render her more beautiful and superior to the Jews who have rejected Jesus. While Origen seems to create a positive space for Blackness here, it nevertheless remains a sign of sin, since only repentance confers beauty. He cites a later verse, Song of Songs 8.5, that describes her as being whitened (Origen 1957, 106)4; in asserting that repentance and faith have transformed her Blackness into whiteness, her lowly status to an elevated one, and her sin into salvation, he organizes ugliness, inferiority and sin under the sign of Blackness.5 Having repeatedly contrasted the Black beauty with the Jews, Origen’s elevation of the now whitened Christian Church implicitly ascribes Blackness to Jewish sin. Other Christian commentaries on the Song of Songs identify the Black Beauty with the Jews, again designating Blackness as the colour of sin (Courtès 2010, 202–205).

Given this powerful association, Blackness often functions as the colour of the devil and his demons. The Epistle of Barnabas, a second-century, strongly anti-Jewish text, refers to the Devil as ‘the Black One’, warning Christians to avoid the example of the Jews who followed him into idolatry (Ehrman 2003, 3, 6–7, 23, 81). The Christian linking of the Devil with the Jews also appears in the New Testament, giving rise to widespread associations, including that of a Jewish Antichrist, the Devil’s human embodiment (Trachtenberg 1993). Christian texts and images more commonly ascribe Blackness to the Devil in representations of Ethiopians as his offspring or as demons (Courtès 2010, 205–207; Mayerson 1978; Strickland 2003, 79–86). After the advent of Islam, Christian religious and literary texts also described Muslims, in particular the Prophet Muhammad, as the ‘first-born of Satan’ and as Antichrist (Daniel 1960, 185). Medieval texts and visual images both portrayed Muslims with dark skin and devilish features. Other subordinating signs of the devil such as bestial features appear in depictions of both Jews and Muslims, demonstrating the infidel allegiance with the demonic (Strickland 2003, 165–182).

An analysis of two illuminations from a twelfth-century English manuscript illustrates how racial theological ideas converge in the representation of Jews, Muslims, Black Africans, bestiality, and devils. The Winchester Psalter contains the book of Psalms, as well as images in which Christian artists impose new meaning on this text of Hebrew Scripture. These illuminations portray episodes in the life and death of Jesus understood as predicted in the Hebrew Bible or represented Christian Scripture. The depiction of the betrayal and arrest of Jesus (see Figure 17.1, top) and the whipping of Jesus before Pilate (see Figure 17.1, bottom), anticipates the subsequent crime of the crucifixion in portraying the racializing sin of Jewish violence against Jesus.6 This inherent evil inferiority manifests itself in the artist’s derogatory portrayal of Judas, shown kissing Jesus, and in the threatening mob arresting him, employing grotesque features (Mellinkoff 1993, 121–126, 147–159, 211–212; Strickland 2003, 61–78, 108–155). These traits include the fangs of the arrester to the right of Jesus and the red-headed man to the left of the lamp in the top image, as well as two figures shown in profile in the bottom image, one behind Pilate (seated with a crown), the other on the far right side. Many of the Jews have wild, pointy locks of hair on their heads and beards, distorted noses, and open, grimacing mouths. While Christian Scripture identifies Pilate as a Roman governor, this image portrays him as a Jew, with similarly distorted features.7 Next to his head, a small, brown-winged animal appears to whisper into his ear, suggesting his order to beat Jesus results from demonic influence. These representations participate in a long, pervasive tradition of relating Jews to the devil; a comparison of these portrayals with images of devils in the same manuscript reveal the extent to which the artist employs demonic features to depict Jews (Strickland 2003, 77–78).



[image: image]

Figure 17.1 Upper Register: The betrayal and arrest of Jesus. Lower Register: The scourging of Jesus. © The British Library Board, Cotton MS Nero C IV fol. 21r.



The Winchester artist employs bestial features, one of the subordinating signs we have already considered, to depict devils enticing Jesus to sin in a scene from the New Testament (Luke 4:1–13, Matthew 4: 1–11, Mark 1:13). The psalter’s representation shows three consecutive scenes of temptation on one page (see Figure 17.2), using green and brown to colour the skin of the three devils.8 In contrast to Jesus’s neatly groomed beard and symmetrical physiognomy, the devils appear with distorted features, including wild beards, gaping mouths, and large noses, similar to those of the Jews. Additionally, the artist pictures them with animalistic features, such as fangs, claws, scales, wings, fur, tails, and horns. As Debra Strickland explains, ‘the most striking and consistent feature of demons in medieval art is their combination of animal and human physical forms to create a bestial perversion of God’s image’ (2003, 65). Demonic bestiality fuses two racializing strategies, the evil and the subhuman, into a powerful degrading force. In representing Jews as both demonic and bestial, the artist reinforces their inherent inferiority.



[image: image]

Figure 17.2 The three temptations of Jesus. © The British Library Board, Cotton MS Nero C IV fol. 18r.



However, the attacker on the left of Jesus, while sharing with the demons and Jews an oddly shaped nose, differs in his representation with darker skin and tightly curled hair, traits usually used in the portrayal of Black Africans. While this figure certainly resonates with the negative association of Ethiopians and devils, the artist of this psalter has not chosen to represent devils as Black people. Furthermore, this attacker wears a white knotted headband around his head; this is a tortil, a headdress used to denote Muslim figures in medieval Christian images (Strickland 2003, 161, 174, 177, 181). Medieval associations of Muslims, not only with the Middle East but also with Africa, probably account for the representation of this person as Black.9 The pictorial context of Jewish antagonism to Jesus, and thus broadly to all Christians, accounts for the inclusion of a Muslim here, coordinated with Jews as enemies to the faith.10 The representation of an African Muslim in this hostile anti-Jewish context, actually contributes a new strand to the tradition of antiBlack views. These depictions begin to appear in the twelfth century, the period just after the first Crusade (1095) and at the beginning of the second (1145), when anti-Muslim feelings intensify. Jews, represented in the New Testament as early antagonists of Christianity, provide the organizing idea of this enmity, creating an intersectional racializing association of sin, demons, and bestiality with Jews, Muslims, and Black Africans. A consideration of racializing concepts in The Merchant of Venice and contemporary discourses shows the continued circulation of these Christian ideas in early modern England.

Medieval Christian Continuities in Early Modern Racial Discourses

Early and medieval Christian associations of Jews with the devil derive from Jesus’s own description of the Jews as ‘slave[s] of sin’ and offspring of the devil in the New Testament (John 8: 34, 44). This connection continues in early modern discourses, such as John Dove’s commentary on Song of Songs: ‘Black by sin which dwells in her. Let us therefore consider first the original and propagation of sin … The First author of sin is the Devil. Christ said to the Jews, You are of your father the Devil, and the lusts of your fathers you will do, he has been a murderer from the beginning’ (Dove 1613, 31).11 Dove rehearses the correlation of Blackness and sin, deriving both from its origin, the devil, from whom the murderous Jews derive their own lineage. The Merchant of Venice consistently aligns sin and the demonic with infidel characters, the Prince of Morocco and, more frequently, Shylock. When Shylock turns to the Bible for evidence to support his taking interest, Antonio doesn’t simply disagree with his interpretation, but characterizes it as devilish:


The devil can cite Scripture for his purpose.

An evil soul producing holy witness

Is like a villain with a smiling cheek,

A goodly apple rotten at the heart:

O, what a goodly outside falsehood hath!  (1.3.89–93)12



Jews actively pervert the sense of Scripture, like the Devil, citing God’s word to cover up their sinful intentions. Other characters see Shylock and other Jews as embodying the devil. For example, Launcelot finds Shylock’s devilishness as more daunting than following the advice of the Devil himself. ‘The Jew my master … is a kind of devil; [but], to run away from the Jew, I should be ruled by the fiend, who … is the devil himself. Certainly the Jew is the very devil incarnation … The fiend gives the more friendly counsel’ (2.2.15–21). While he would surely be sinning to follow the commandment of ‘the devil himself’ and leave Shylock, Launcelot decides that remaining with the Jew would be worse. The long-standing association of Antichrist, the human ‘incarnation’ of the devil, with the Jews, here suggests that they are somehow worse than the actual devil.

The theological association of devilishness with animals and racial inferiority also appears in the play’s numerous references to Shylock as a subhuman creature. The medieval characterization of Jesus’s Jewish tormenters as dogs also appears in John Smyth’s early modern commentary on Psalm 22 (1603), the same text used in the earlier accounts: ‘thus all the powers of darkness now rage against me [Jesus], (the dog the lion the unicorn …) the Jews, the devil (which is the ramping & roaring lion) … Let the Jews (the dogs) crucify and kill me, let the Devil and his angels (the lion, the unicorns) tempt and terrify me: … but yet father save me, & by me thy whole Church from perishing’ (161–162, images 84–85). The bestial nature of the devil and the Jews manifest themselves in their violence against Jesus, as pictured in the Winchester images. Shylock makes the first mention of this degrading connection: ‘You call me misbeliever, cut-throat dog, / And spit upon my Jewish gabardine’ (1.3.102–103), repeating this Christian accusation numerous times (1.3. 109, 112, 119; 3.3.6–7). Salanio later refers to him as ‘the dog Jew’ (2.8.14), while Gratiano addresses the Jew as a ‘damn’d, inexecrable dog!’, suggesting that his spirit is less human than ‘currish’ (4.1.128, 133). Shylock, ‘A creature, that did bear the shape of man’ (3.2.273) only appears to be human, but lacks the soul that distinguishes people from animals. Christians accuse Shylock of being a dog because he is a Jew, a misbeliever who rejects and menaces members of the true faith, just like Jesus’s original Jewish attackers. Gratiano charges him as being damned, lacking a fully human soul that could be redeemed. While the play is at pains to align Christianity with mercy, the racialization of the Jew into an evil animal places Shylock beyond salvation reserved for true humans, Christians.13

Salario and Salanio extend the ascription of devilishness to Jews other than Shylock, while also introducing blackness as a sign of male Jewish identity. Jewish blackness may derive from the early Christian ascription of Blackness to the devil that also persists in early modern assertions, such as Pierre Viret’s statement that since ‘the Devil is … called the Prince of darkness, it is good reason that he should have a livery … and that it should be black’ (Viret 1583, fii r). Livery is the ‘clothing or other uniform which serves as a distinguishing characteristic’; here the followers of the devil wear Black, his distinguishing colour (OED Online). Salanio identifies Shylock as a ‘devil … [who] comes in the likeness of a Jew’ (3.1.15–16) and accuses him of behaving like a devil in condemning Jessica’s departure and theft (3.1.25). When Tubal, another Jew, approaches Shylock, Salanio quips: ‘Here comes another of the tribe: a third cannot be matched, unless the devil himself turn Jew’ (3.1.58–59). He both equates Jews and devils while also suggesting the former are worse than the latter`. The early Christian designation of Blackness as the colour of sin also influences early modern descriptions of Jewish men. Sebastian Münster notes that ‘Jews have a peculiar colour of face, … black and uncomely, and not white as other men’, reaffirming the long-standing derogation of blackness as the colour of ugliness, and normalizing whiteness as the colour of men (Münster 1655, 2). He explains that this unattractive, Black appearance results from the Jews’ sin: ‘not one amongst a thousand is found in the Nation [of Jews], who is of a comely countenance, … because you no longer are God’s inheritance, and beloved people, but rather you are an abomination in his eyes. Wherefore he hath left you, so that you go wandering up and down … and have no certain dwelling in any place’ (1655, 6–7). However, this appearance applies only to Jewish men, as Jewish women are ‘more beautiful than the men, and are not so easily known (1655, 8). Similarly, Salario posits a physical difference between the Jewish father and his daughter: ‘There is more difference between thy flesh and hers than between jet and ivory; more between your bloods than there is between red wine and Rhenish’ (3.1.29–31). Salario uses dark and light colours to argue for distinct differences between Shylock’s flesh and blood and those of his daughter Jessica. While he does not explicitly describe them as having black and white skin, dark or light blood, respectively, he does associate Shylock’s difference with dark colours of physical features. Shylock’s likeness to or equation with the devil in this same scene encourages readers to imagine his body, both externally and internally, as darkened by sin.

The play also affirms and explores the relationship between Blackness, the devil, and blood in its representation of the Prince of Morocco. While Christian allegorical interpretations of the Song of Songs sometimes interpreted Blackness as resulting from exposure to the sun as well as a sign of sin, George Best rejects climatological explanations. He focuses solely on Scripture, reinterpreting the punishment of Ham’s sin to account for the complexion of Ethiopians. Best explains that the Devil induced Ham to sin by disobeying his father’s commandment not to have sex on the ark during the flood: ‘for the which wicked and detestable fact, … God would a son should be born, whose name was Chus, who not only itself, but all his posterity after him, should be so black & loathsome, that it might remain a spectacle of disobedience to all the World. And of this black & cursed Chus came all these black Moors which are in Africa … Thus you see, that the cause of the Ethiopian’s blackness is the curse & infection of blood, & not the distemperature of the climate’ (1578, 30–32). Here, Ham’s sin results in punishment of his offspring with a curse of Blackness infecting the blood. Black bodies bear not only the colour of sin, but also the appearance of the devil. Reginald Scot offers the stereotypical description of an ‘ugly devil having horns on his head, fire in his mouth and a tail in his breech, eyes like a basin, fangs like a dog, claws like a bear, a skin like a N—’ (1584, 152–153). As in medieval portrayals, the devil’s appearance includes Black skin and bestial features. Morocco’s arrival on stage comes just after the scene in which Antonio likens Shylock to the devil. Portia prepares our view of the prince in the binaries of black and white, evil and good, established in earlier Christian texts: ‘if he have the condition of a saint and the complexion of a devil, I had rather he should shrive me than wive me’ (1.2.94–96). This statement assumes we know the colour of the devil and that it will match the skin of this North African prince. While Portia imagines the possibility of a Black saint, nevertheless, and again, virtue does not recuperate Blackness. Just as Christian discourses consistently essentialize Blackness as sin, Portia affirms that dark skin disqualifies any suitor for her hand, regardless of his godliness.

The Moroccan prince appears to have eavesdropped on this conversation, as his opening lines voice his expectation to be judged negatively due to his skin colour. ‘Mislike me not for my complexion, / The shadow’d livery of the burnish’d sun, / To whom I am a neighbour and near bred’ (2.1.1–3). Even as he anticipates antiBlack prejudice, Morocco shifts the discourse away from Christian meanings and supplies a more value-neutral climatological explanation. He insists that his darkness does not render him lesser than an ultra-white northerner: ‘Bring me the fairest creature northward born, / Where Phoebus’ fire scarce thaws the icicles, / And let us make incision for your love, / To prove whose blood is reddest, his or mine’ (2.1.4–7). He suggests the superiority of his blood would appear in its more intense redness, an indicator of his exceptional valour. ‘By this scimitar / That slew the Sophy and a Persian prince / That won three fields of Sultan Solyman, / I would outstare the sternest eyes that look,/ Outbrave the heart most daring on the earth, / … To win thee, lady’ (2.1.24–28, 31). An established mark of Muslim identity, Morocco’s scimitar firmly locates him within the early modern Islamicate context, so persuasively set out in Ambereen Dadabhoy’s analysis of Antony and Cleopatra in this volume (Strickland 2003, 177, 181, 184). In presenting himself as a victorious adversary against both Savafid and Ottoman dynasties, the Prince’s speech may allude to contemporary Moroccan aspirations to establish a Saʿdī caliphate (Cory 2013). Even as he attempts to demonstrate his worth as a Black Muslim, Morocco considers the option of changing his hue (Cory 2013, 11), again, a transformation that early and medieval Christian discourses imagined as possible (Hahn 2001, 13–15). However, in contemplating this alteration, Morocco implicitly subscribes to the denigrating logic of Portia’s value system, which is reinforced onstage through his physical presentation. As the stage directions note, Morocco appears as ‘a tawny Moor all in white’, the contrast between his dark skin and light clothing ensnare him in the values-laden colour binary in which saintly, aspirational Blackness can never equal whiteness.

The play reinforces white, Christian supremacy through a class discourse that links ‘gentle’ or aristocratic/noble status with ‘fairness’ a conflation of beauty and whiteness. As noted in Origen’s commentary on Song of Songs, the Jews claim noble heritage in descending from the biblical patriarchs, in contrast to the gentile early adherents of Christianity. However, Christian Scripture challenges the notion of gentile inferiority to Jews by claiming that the followers of Jesus, regardless of their heredity, represent the true lineage of Abraham (Galatians 4:22–31). We can trace the impulse to construct Christians as superior to Jews through changes in the word ‘gentile’. While the original Latin, gentilis, merely indicates a people, early and medieval Christian authors increasingly use the term not only to signify Christians in contrast to Jews, but also to indicate noble status. This reflects the religious doctrine that posits the spiritual hierarchy of Christians over infidels, Jews as well as Muslims (Kaplan 2019, 192). The play reflects these traditions in aligning the term ‘gentle’ with white, Christian superiority. When Shylock offers to lend money on ‘Christian’ terms, that is, without charging interest, Antonio responds: ‘Hie thee, gentle Jew./ The Hebrew will turn Christian: he grows kind’ (1.3.169–170). He reads Shylock’s willingness to follow Christian practice as a preliminary step in conversion. Here, noble behaviour characterizes Christians; while kind connotes niceness, it also suggests similarity. In appearing to become more like Antonio, that is, Christian and socially superior, Shylock improves his status. While Bassanio questions Shylock’s sincerity here, ‘I like not fair terms and a villain’s mind’ (3.1.71), he nevertheless associates ‘fair’ or admirable behaviour with aristocratic Christianity. Since ‘fair’ also carries the sense of whiteness, Bassanio reinforces the privileged superior status of white Christianity.

The play also applies the terms fair and gentle to Portia, here highlighting her whiteness, beauty and superior status, secured by her Christianity. Bassanio offers the first description of Portia in the play, describing her as ‘fair and, fairer than that word/ Of wondrous virtues’, whose eyes send ‘fair speechless messages’ (1.1.161–163). Here, he emphasizes through repetition her colour and attractive appearance while connecting it with her ‘virtue’, understood in religious terms in the period (OED Online). The theological hierarchy implied in the terms ‘fair’ and ‘gentle’ resonate in Portia’s conversations with the Prince of Morocco. Although he is a prince of higher status than Portia, in addressing her as ‘fair Portia’ and his ‘gentle queen’, he suggests she is his white, Christian superior. She responds to his offer to change his hue by cruelly punning on the term ‘fair’: ‘Yourself, renowned prince, then stood as fair / As any comer I have look’d on yet / For my affection’ (2.1.17–21). Portia signals to the audience that Morocco, a Black man, cannot appear white, or handsome, in her eyes. She conveys the underlying Christian logic that racializes Morocco and precludes her consideration of him as a suitor: ‘A gentle riddance. Draw the curtains, go. / Let all of his complexion choose me so’ (2.7.78–79). Here Portia rejoices at her welcomed delivery from the prospect of marrying Morocco, that is, she understands Christian providence as protecting her from all men with dark skin. Here theology reinforces a hierarchy based on religion, colour, and class.

Given the association of the terms gentle and fair with white Christians, why does the play apply to them Jessica? Gratiano insists she is ‘a gentle and no Jew’ and Lorenzo agrees that she is ‘wise, fair and true’ (2.6.51, 57). Just as Antonio also imagines Shylock as capable of ‘gentle’ behaviour through conversion to Christianity, these others might perceive Jessica’s ‘gentle’ status as resulting from her decision to ‘become a Christian and [Lorenzo’s] loving wife’ (2.3.20).14 Furthermore, Salario suggests Jessica’s relative whiteness to Shylock in using a dark/light binary to contrast her flesh and blood to his. However, not all comparisons between Jessica and her father work to distinguish their differences in a theological hierarchy. Even as Lorenzo re-affirms Jessica’s whiteness through repetitions of the word ‘fair’, ‘I know the hand: in faith, ’tis a fair hand; / And whiter than the paper it writ on / Is the fair hand that writ’ (2.4.12–14), he also calls her status into question.


If e’er the Jew her father come to heaven,

It will be for his gentle daughter’s sake:

And never dare misfortune cross her foot,

Unless she do it under this excuse,

That she is issue to a faithless Jew.  (2.4.33–37)



While Jessica’s status as a Christian might help Shylock secure salvation, his infidelity might just as easily undermine her favoured position. The term ‘misfortune’ recalls the pagan goddess Fortuna and her wheel whose turning can transform the superior sitting at the top to an inferior cast below. As the play increasingly dehumanizes and racializes Shylock as devilish, bestial, and cruel, it expands the meaning of ‘gentle’ to define human status, relegating infidel others to a subhuman category. By Act Four, the Duke describes Shylock as ‘an inhuman wretch / Uncapable of pity, void and empty / From any dram of mercy’ (4.1.4–6). After declaring Shylock’s inability to behave as a human, the Duke impossibly insists that the Jew be influenced by ‘human gentleness and love’ and give a ‘gentle answer’ in order to spare Antonio’s life. In defining humanity as belonging only to Christians, the Duke has disqualified Jews from the human race.15

The Duke’s description of Shylock’s ‘strange apparent cruelty’ (4.1. 21) defines his behaviour as foreign or alien, evoking the idea of Jews as permanent, subordinated outsiders, wherever they live (‘strange’, OED).16 The early Christian formulation of subordinating Jewish statelessness appears in numerous early modern accounts of contemporary Jews. Samuel Purchas evokes earlier associations of Jews with Cain, the crucifixion, and servitude in representing the Jews’ permanent status as aliens. ‘When they … crucified the Lord, … then came the wrath of God on them … And ever since, … have lived (if such slavery and baseness be a life) like Cain, wandering over the World, branded with Shame and Scorn …, so that they are strangers where they dwell’ (1625, 67). Here again, sin results in a punishment that racializes the Jews with an inherent inferiority to all the earth’s inhabitants. The discourse of foreignness circulates throughout the play, attaching to the religious and national differences of Portia’s suitors, the ‘strangers’, including Morocco, whom she mocks and rejects (1.2.91–92). This includes Portia’s second suitor, Aragon, whose anxious preoccupation with honour (2.9.19–52) registers what Emily Weissbourd delineates in this volume as early modern England’s view of the Spanish ‘as obsessed with purity of descent and as themselves impure … the miscegenated descendants of Jews and Moors’ (273). However, the play repeatedly applies the term to inherently alien Jews like Shylock, ‘the stranger cur’ (1.3.109) whom Venetian law protects:


The duke cannot deny the course of law:

For the commodity that strangers have

With us in Venice, if it be denied,

Will much impeach the justice of his state;

Since that the trade and profit of the city

Consisteth of all nations.  (3.3.26–31)



The economic interests of the state depend on international trade, thus requiring the Duke to protect the rights of non-Venetians and Venetians alike. However, this protection under law is more apparent than real. Portia nullifies Shylock’s legal rights precisely through his status as alien. Even while claiming that Venetian statutes permit the fulfilment of Shylock’s bond (4.1.173–174), she relies on the ‘strange nature’ of his suit (4.1.172) to disqualify it on the basis of his status as a Jew and non-Venetian. The first law she cites threatens the confiscation of his property should he ‘shed / One drop of Christian blood’; here the discriminatory decree offers a higher level of protection to members of the true faith while putting Shylock’s life into jeopardy (4.1.325–327). The second discriminates against Shylock’s alien status, rendering him again liable to loss of property and life, ‘If it be proved against an alien / That by direct or indirect attempts / He seek the life of any citizen’ (4.1.344–346). Taken together, these laws victimize Shylock, a Jew whose alien status results not from his birth in a foreign country, but in his divinely imposed perpetual exile. In effect, Portia uses and justifies the status imposed upon Jews as punishment for their alleged role in the crucifixion of Jesus as a means of punishing Shylock’s threat to spill Christian blood again.

Shylock’s status as alien also implicates Jessica, just as his infidelity threatens to undermine her position and identity as a Christian. While Gratiano initially declares her ‘a gentle and no Jew’, he subsequently degrades her as Lorenzo’s ‘infidel’, calling into question the success of her conversion (3.2.216). In this scene, none of the characters of rank acknowledge Jessica, and Gratiano must prompt Portia’s servant, Nerissa to ‘cheer yon stranger; bid her welcome’ (3.2.235). The coupling of ‘stranger’ with ‘infidel’ suggests a persisting alien inferiority resulting from her Jewishness. In fact, early modern English law rests precisely in this intersection of non-citizen and non-Christian, deriving its definition of alien non-citizens from Scripture. As the eminent early modern jurist Edward Coke explains: ‘Every alien is either a friend … or an enemy … All infidels are in law … perpetual enemies (for the law presumes not that they will be converted, that being … a remote possibility) for between them as with the devils, whose subjects they be, and the Christian, there is perpetual hostility … 2 Cor. 6:15’ (1680, 443). Implicitly addressing both Jews and Muslims, Coke rejects the possibility of their conversion, associating them with the demonic and permanently excluding them from membership in the Christian English nation.

While Jessica attempts to align herself with Venetian Christians by distancing herself from her foreign father and ‘his countrymen’ (3.2.283), her ties both to Shylock and the Moor woman reinforce her inherent inferior difference. Just as Lorenzo conjectured that Shylock’s infidelity might harm his daughter, Launcelot similarly insists that her Jewish parentage precludes her salvation: ‘Yes, truly; for, look you, the sins of the father are to be laid upon the children: therefore, I promise ye, I fear you … for truly I think you are damned’ (3.5.1–2, 4). Here the racial status of hereditary Jewish inferiority overrides Christian doctrine that assures salvation to all members of the faith; the sin of her Jewish forefathers continues to threaten Jessica with damnation, in spite of her conversion. Dismissing Jessica’s insistence that her husband has secured her Christian status and salvation, Launcelot offers an economic objection. As Jessica summarizes for Lorenzo: ‘He tells me flatly, there is no mercy for me in heaven, because I am a Jew’s daughter: and he says, you are no good member of the commonwealth, for in converting Jews to Christians, you raise the price of pork’ (3.5.23–26). Lorenzo counters by charging Launcelot with having impregnated a Black woman: ‘I shall answer that better to the commonwealth than you can the getting up of the negro’s belly: the Moor is with child by you, Launcelot’ (3.5.27–29). The logic connecting Jessica with the Black, possibly Muslim woman, identifies both as infidel outsiders who pose a threat to the Christian citizens of Venice. We can find a similar rationale expressed in several early modern discourses justifying the deportation of Black people from England, alleging that their numbers pose economic threats to native Christians. One proposed order of expulsion expresses the Queen’s discontent at hearing that a ‘great number of Negroes and blackamoors … are carried into this realm’ and concern for the welfare of ‘her own natural subjects, greatly distressed in these hard times of dearth’ (quoted in Weissbourd 2015, 5). The author cites food shortages to explain the competition over scarce resources, alleging ‘the great annoyance of her own liege that which co[vet?] the relief which these people consume, as also for that the most of them are infidels having no understanding of Christ or his Gospel’ (quoted in Weissbourd 2015, 5). These ‘blackamoors’ deserve ejection from England not only because they eat the food that should by right sustain the Queen’s native born subjects, but also because they are infidels. The play creates an equivalence between the negro Moor and Jessica in presenting both as alien infidels denied the rights and status of the Christian members of the commonwealth. Here, colour and religious identity intersect to produce an inescapable racialized inferiority.17

An analysis of The Merchant of Venice through the lens of persisting Christian racializing discourses reveals the extent to which they connect Jews, Muslims, and Africans in shared concepts of sinful inferiority. Even as these associations continue to circulate in early modern texts, changing historical forces, especially the rise in the Atlantic trade in enslaved peoples, alter the subsequent conditions of and thus attitudes towards Jews, Muslims, and Africans. Additionally, the development of distinct geographical racial classifications within the discourses of ethnographic and biological pseudo-science occludes earlier religious views that provide the foundation of ‘scientific’ race (Keel 2018). The erasure of these links deprives us of a fuller historical understanding of how racism functions today. While shifting definitions have differentially impacted how and the extent to which discrimination is systematized and enforced today, an awareness of the interconnected history of subordinating discourses may help us form better alliances between and across groups, whether racialized on the basis of colour, faith, or Native status, to continue the ongoing contemporary fight against racism.
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1 I concentrate on Christianity here because of its influence on the works of Shakespeare, but other religions articulate racist ideologies as well.

2 And even afterward, as Emily Weissbourd notes in her discussion in this volume of the Iberian fantasy that Jewish and Muslim racial inferiority persisted as a degrading element in the blood of converts to Christianity (see also Kaplan 2019, 9–10; Yerushalmi 1982). As I demonstrate, ‘the claim that conversion enables Jews to transform their status from negative to positive suppresses the fact that a convert is no longer a Jew, but a Christian: the condition of a Jew remains a degraded one. Even if some Jews could escape their inherent inferiority through conversion, God’s curse nevertheless rendered all Jews, as long as they remained Jews, subordinate to all Christians. Hence conversion actually preserves a racist status for Jews rather than providing an escape in leaving intact the view that understood Jews, qua Jews, as cursed with a hereditary enslavement that rendered them permanently inferior to Christians’ (Kaplan 2019, 10).

3 Susannah Heschel explains that ‘Much of racist discourse is an effort to reassert the binary between the human and the animal, by equating the despised group with the animal, while denying the animality of the human’ (2015, 16).

4 In the Septuagint, or Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible on which Origen relied, the verse alters the original Hebrew text by adding that the Black Beauty of the first book is now ‘whitened’.

5 In ascribing sinful Blackness to Ethiopians, Origen racializes them relative to white Christians. Given Origen’s views of Ethiopians expressed in his other writings, we should not be surprised by this reversal (den Dulk 2020, 184–185, 189, 193; Johnson 2006, 172–175).

6 All four Gospels in the New Testament describe these events: Matt 26:47-68, Mark 14:43-65, 15:15, Luke 22:47-54, 63-4, and John 18: 3-13, 19:1.

7 Art historians explain that increasingly anti-Jewish attitudes in the medieval period result in the transformation of hostile non-Jewish figures from the New Testament into Jews (Blumenkranz 1966, 96–104; Hourihane 2009).

8 In addition to black, these were common colours used to depict devils (Strickland 2003, 75, 83).

9 For example, Peter of Cluny’s twelfth-century Against the Sect of the Saracens expresses the widely held view that Africans had converted to Islam: ‘The Mohammedan madness, which took its beginning among the Ishmaelite Arabs, corrupted the Persians, Medes, Syrians, Armenians, Ethiopians, Indians, and the rest of the kingdoms of the East, and almost the whole of Asia itself … Thereafter … it subjected Egypt, Libya, and all of Africa to the impious religion …’ Note the odd placement of Ethiopia in the east (Peter the Venerable 2016, 66–67).

10 As Jeremy Cohen argues: ‘As the only religious minority the Latin West knew and tolerated during the early Middle Ages, the Jews invariably presented Christendom with a paradigm for the evaluation and classification of the Muslim ‘other’, a springboard for formulating a deliberate response to him and his faith. As a result there arose in Christendom an array of multidimensional associations between the two faiths and their followers’ (1999, 161, 158–165).

11 I have modernized the spelling of all quotations of early modern primary sources.

12 All quotations are from Shakespeare and Kaplan 2002.

13 While The Merchant of Venice does not associate Black or Muslim characters with animals, Othello repeats the wide-spread early modern bestialization and racialization of Africans.

14 Jessica’s status as a woman and a convert may explain her description in terms reserved for Christians in the play (Kaplan, 2007; Metzger 1998).

15 For a related exploration of the equation of humanity with Christianity in the early modern context, see Shell 1991. See Bovilsky 2010 for a discussion of ‘gentle’ in the play.

16 This is the first definition given in the OED.

17 This continues in the representation of Jessica in Act 5, which presents her relationship with Lorenzo in the context of tragic affairs between exogamous couples.


CHAPTER 18

Shakespeare, Race, and Spain

Emily Weissbourd

Imagine a map of the settings featured in all of Shakespeare’s plays, with a pin dropped into each location. Unsurprisingly, the densest cluster of pins would be found in the United Kingdom, with other pins scattered throughout Europe and the Mediterranean, extending from Denmark in the North to Egypt in the South. Spain, however, would remain largely untouched. A single pin at the border of Spain and France would mark the closest Shakespeare comes to a Spanish setting: Navarre, now a region of Spain, in Shakespeare’s time an independent kingdom, albeit one alternately claimed by Spain and France.1 Nonetheless, Spain is the only country singled out in this Oxford handbook for its own entry. Why might that be?

One answer to this question lies in Spain’s complicated status as a touchstone for working through multiple (and often contradictory) ideologies of race in Shakespeare’s plays. Readers and writers in England, and later in the United States, have turned to Spain to represent both race and racism since the early modern period. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Spain increasingly became the racialized ‘other’ against which England defined itself (Fuchs 2009; Griffin 2009). Sixteenth-century propaganda characterized Spaniards not only as a threat to England, but as a distinctively racialized foil. Early modern anti-Spanish propaganda characterizes Spaniards as a ‘mongrel generation’, the miscegenated descendants of Jews and Moors (Daunce 1590, 36). Given this context, references to Spain in Shakespeare’s plays often evoke anxieties about race and specifically racial mixing. Conversely, references to racial difference often emerge in tandem with references to Spain.

Scholarly discussions of Shakespeare, race, and Spain have most often focused on The Merchant of Venice and Othello, and to a lesser extent Titus Andronicus. This chapter begins by re-visiting those discussions, arguing that a focus on Spain’s notorious pure blood statutes has overshadowed these plays’ engagements with racialized slavery. The second half of the chapter turns to two plays set in Spanish imperial territories, Love’s Labour’s Lost and Much Ado About Nothing. Because both plays are comedies and neither explicitly stages Jewish or Moorish characters, their engagements with questions of race have remained under-explored in scholarship. Nonetheless, as I argue here, these plays’ engagements with the threat of miscegenation—and particularly their anxious fixation on white women’s chastity—offers crucial insights into the development of racial ideologies in early modern England.

Why Spain?

The emergence of Spain as a site of racialized difference in early modern England has most often been attributed to two discrete but overlapping phenomena. The first of these is the racialization of religious difference within Spain itself. In 1492, in the so-called ‘reconquest’, Catholic monarchs Isabel and Ferdinand subjected the final Muslim caliphate in Iberia to Catholic rule, officially ending centuries of shared Catholic and Muslim rule in the Iberian Peninsula. In the same year, the Catholic Monarchs demanded that the country’s Jewish population convert to Christianity or face expulsion. Forced conversion of Muslims followed shortly thereafter. (Although converts from Judaism were allowed to remain, eventually converted Muslims—termed moriscos—would be expelled, between 1609 and 1614.) Prior to the sixteenth century, Jews, Muslims, and Christians all lived in the territory we now call Spain. (England, by comparison, expelled its Jewish population in 1290.) Following this wave of conversions and expulsions, over the course of the sixteenth century a series of ‘pure blood statutes’ were instituted at universities, religious communities, and military orders across Spain, which required applicants to demonstrate that they did not have Jewish or Muslim ancestors. Although these measures were putatively intended to root out those practising Judaism and Islam in secret, they instead had the effect of racializing religious identity by defining the status of ‘pure’ Christians not by religious practice but rather by ancestry or ‘blood’. Ironically, one effect of these statutes was to cast a ‘stain’ of impurity on all of Spain, leading other nations to characterize all Spaniards as potentially impure.

The second and related phenomenon is the rise in the sixteenth century of what has been called the ‘Black Legend’ of Spanish cruelty. The ‘Black Legend’ is in part a justifiable response to the atrocities committed by Spanish conquistadors as they brutally invaded and subjugated territories in Latin America and the Caribbean. Protestant propagandists, however, instrumentalized this valid critique as part of a larger effort not to de-legitimize violent conquest, but rather to argue that English and Dutch imperialists would be less cruel than their Spanish counterparts, and thus should take Spain’s place in the so-called ‘New World’. They based this argument on the claim that Spaniards were crueller and more blood-thirsty by nature than other Europeans. In characterizing Spaniards as ‘naturally’ different, this propaganda also drew on theories of pure and impure blood, at times attributing Spanish cruelty to the presumed stain of Jewish and Moorish ancestry. Taken together, these two phenomena give us a vision of Spain that is both more racialized and more racist than other European countries, particularly England. The Spanish are criticized for their cruelty to those who are different from them while simultaneously being represented as themselves essentially different from other Europeans.

Representations of Spaniards as racialized were not limited to anti-Spanish propaganda texts. They were also widely disseminated on the early modern stage. Jewish characters are at times connected with Spain, such as the protagonist of Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta, who cackles over his wealth in Spanish, ‘Hermoso placer de los dineros’ (2.1.41); plays set in Spain, such as Lust’s Dominion and All’s Lost by Lust, dramatize conflicts between Christian Spaniards and racialized Moors, with the latter often played in blackface. As these plays’ titles suggest, such conflicts do not occur exclusively on the battlefield; rather, Spanish Moors are also represented as a sexual threat to white women, and thus implicitly to ‘pure’ bloodlines.

Intersecting representations of race and Spanish-ness are slippery and mobile. On the early modern English stage, Spain becomes, in Ambereen Dadabhoy’s succinct formulation elsewhere in this volume, a ‘troped contact zone’, which ‘harnesses the fears and anxieties associated with a literal geography, but … turns them into metaphors, images and symbols’ (240). Spaniards appear simultaneously as obsessed with purity of descent and as themselves impure; the Moor is both the outsider who must be banished to ensure Spain’s safety and a part of Spanish history and bloodlines; the characterization of Spain as black is both allegorical and pseudo-biological. As we well know, such slipperiness is typical of racial ideologies, not only in the early modern period but wherever they appear. Because Spain has so often served as a key site onto which shifting English anxieties about race have been projected, attending to references to Spain can help us to understand the geopolitics of racial difference in Shakespeare’s plays.

Shakespeareans, Race, and Spain: Purity of Blood and Religion

When scholars focus on the intersections of Shakespeare, Spain, and race they most often turn to questions of racialized religious identity or ‘impure blood’. To that end, critics have focused on references to Spain in two of Shakespeare’s most famous so-called ‘race plays’—Othello and The Merchant of Venice. They have done so to contend that Othello, Shylock, and Jessica present a threat to Christian Europe because of their Muslim or Jewish ‘blood’ or ancestry, which implicitly frames these religions as embodied characteristics rather than as beliefs or practices.

The clearest reference to Spain in The Merchant of Venice is Portia’s second suitor, the prince of Aragon. The first of Portia’s suitors is the prince of Morocco, described as a ‘tawny Moor’. Morocco’s Blackness marks him as an unacceptable match for Portia; on his departure, she remarks ‘Let all of his complexion choose me so’ (2.7.80).2 Aragon arrives next, and despite boasting of his titles and ‘clear honor’ (2.9.41) he too is quickly dispatched. The last and successful suitor is the Venetian Bassanio, who makes up for his lack of wealth and titles with his purity of descent; as he puts it, his only wealth ‘ran in [his] veins’ (3.2.262). The juxtaposition of Bassanio with Morocco and Aragon thus makes him appear to be a more suitable match for Portia than he otherwise might. He is a mere gentleman (in comparison to two princes) and he is not only poor but in debt; nonetheless, the value of his native Venetian ancestry is raised by comparison to the suspiciously foreign Aragon and Morocco. Taken together, the three suitors thus appear on a continuum from most to least foreign, and darkest to lightest. Spain (as represented by the prince of Aragon) occupies the middle spot on this continuum: not as clearly ‘othered’ as Morocco, but still suspiciously foreign. Although Aragon’s role is a relatively small one, it emphasizes the play’s preoccupation with policing the boundaries of Christian Venice. Spain’s status as a locus for anxieties about impure blood is central to this dynamic.

The Merchant of Venice also tacitly evokes Spain as it repeatedly raises concerns about whether Jessica’s Jewish blood precludes her assimilation into Christian Venice. Jessica proclaims that although she is a child of her father’s ‘blood’ she is not one of his ‘manners’ (2.3.16–17). The clown Launcelot, by contrast, contends that biology is indeed destiny: Jessica cannot enter heaven as the daughter of the Jew, and her only ‘bastard hope’ is that her mother committed adultery and Shylock is not in fact her father (3.5.5 and passim). These references may echo the logic of Spain’s pure blood statutes (Adelman 2008, 78; Metzger 1998; Shapiro 1997). Another minor character, Shylock’s Jewish companion Tubal, also provides a link to Spain. The biblical Tubal is described in early modern histories as the progenitor of Spain, once again linking Spain with Jewish ancestry or ‘blood’ (Griffin 2009, 157). Although the play is set in Italy, Portia has often been read as a stand-in for Queen Elizabeth I of England: both are fair wealthy virgins entertaining suitors from home and from abroad, and both step into the traditionally male sphere of the law. Despite the play’s Venetian setting, this vantage point allows us to see how the play may speak to anxieties about English identity and fears of foreign contamination. Within this context, references to Spain sound a subtle but pervasive note of warning about the perils of impure blood.

Othello’s references to Spain are less immediately apparent to the twenty-first-century reader. To understand how the play speaks to anxieties about Spain, we must first unpack the significance of the name Iago. Iago is a variation on the Spanish name Santiago. This Spanish name pays tribute to the patron saint of Spain, Santiago Matamoros, or Saint James the Moor-killer (Everett 2000; Griffin 2009, 168–206). In other words, the play’s villain, who obsessively plots the ruin of the Moor Othello, is given the name of Spain’s patron saint, whose sobriquet refers to his triumph over Moors in battle. Roderigo, Desdemona’s hapless would-be suitor, is also given a Spanish name: that of Rodrigo el Cid Campeador, the legendary Spanish hero, subject of the twelfth-century epic poem El cantar del mio Cid. This reading gives Iago a clear motive for his relentless campaign to destroy Othello. He becomes a quasi-inquisitorial Spanish figure intent on ferreting out and exposing the weaknesses of the racialized Moor.

Othello’s references to Spain have also been used to intervene in the vexed debate about the meaning of the term ‘Moor’ as applied to the play’s protagonist. In early modern England, ‘Moor’ could refer to a Muslim, a person from North Africa, a Black person, and occasionally even a non-white foreigner from the East or West Indies. (Bartels 2009; Dadabhoy 2021). When critics discuss Othello’s Spanish connections, they often do so to argue that we should understand Othello’s status as a Moor in the context of religion, reading the play’s protagonist as a morisco, or a Spanish Muslim who converted to Christianity. In other words, as we have seen in critical studies of The Merchant of Venice, attending to Spain when reading Othello has led scholars to focus on racialized religious difference. Othello’s failure to assimilate into Venetian society becomes a symptom of his inability to truly convert to Christianity from Islam, implying that his religion is not a matter of faith but rather of ancestry.

Such readings have enriched our understanding of both plays. For example, focusing on Spanish discourses of purity of blood can help us to see why Jessica’s relationship with Lorenzo in Merchant is so frequently framed by anxious humour at her expense. Similarly, reading Othello as a ‘drama of conversion’, as Daniel Vitkus does, exposes connections between fears about sexual infidelity and religious conversion in the period (1997, 145). These readings also, though, only speak to one strand of the complex web of racial dynamics at work in Othello. Spain’s status as a site of racialized otherness in the early period is not secured only by racialized religious difference and fears of Spaniards’ ‘impure blood’. The Iberian Peninsula was also the first part of Europe to traffic in enslaved Black Africans. As the next section outlines, turning to Spain can also help us to understand how an emergent discourse of racialized slavery informs Shakespeare’s plays.

Spain, Slavery, and AntiBlack Racism

Slavery has a long history in Spain and Portugal, and indeed throughout the Mediterranean. In the Iberian Peninsula, Christians enslaved Muslims and vice versa throughout the so-called reconquista; enslaved people were also brought into Iberia via trade routes from Eastern Europe, North Africa, and the Ottoman Empire. In the mid fifteenth century, however, Iberian slavery underwent a fundamental shift. Portuguese mariners reached the western coast of Africa by sea and began capturing Black Africans and selling them in Portugal. The first permanent slave trading post was established off the coast of what is now Mauritania in 1448. Enslaved Africans were brought into Lisbon and sold throughout Spain and Portugal, shifting the demographics of Iberia’s enslaved population. For example, historian Debra Blumenthal has documented the shift in the slave trade in fifteenth-century Valencia, noting that ‘the [enslaved people] directly captured in warfare were outnumbered by shiploads of sub-Saharan Africans and Canary Islanders sent by Portuguese and Italian traders based in clearinghouses along the Atlantic coast’ (2009, 267). The number of enslaved Black people in Spain increased over the sixteenth century, and enslaved Black people became a noticeable part of Spanish society. One traveller’s account of sixteenth-century Seville even compares the city to a chessboard with an equal number of black and white pieces (Sweet 1997, 164). A growing connection between Blackness and enslavement also appears in early modern Spanish literature and culture, with the word ‘negro’ or ‘black’ often appearing as a synonym for slave, and a large corpus of poems and plays depicting enslaved Black figures. Representations of enslaved Black Africans are not a recurring theme in early modern drama in England as they are in Spain but taking the Iberian context into account brings connections between Blackness and enslavement in early modern English plays—including Shakespeare’s—into sharper focus.

In Shakespeare’s England, by contrast, there was no established and legally sanctioned slave trade. Nonetheless, as work by Imtiaz M. Habib, Kim F. Hall, and Gustav Ungerer has shown, there were Black Africans in early modern England, many of whom arrived via the Iberian slave trade (Habib 2008; Hall 1995; Ungerer 2008). And although slavery was not legal in England, it was not precisely illegal either. Rather, the practice remained largely uncodified. There are records of English merchants returning from Andalucia with enslaved African attendants, of Portuguese ‘New Christians’ who fled to London to escape the Inquisition and brought enslaved Africans with them, and of English aristocrats with ties to imperial ventures with Afro-diasporic peoples living and working in their homes. Imtiaz Habib describes ‘an incremental if surreptitious influx of black people into England over the duration of [Elizabeth’s] reign and beyond. Illicitly seized, secretly traded, the passage to or arrival in England uncertainly recorded if at all, and [their] status unrecognized by law …’ (2008, 70). Habib persuasively argues that enslaved Afro-diasporic peoples were brought into England and in many cases continued to be enslaved there. The absence of laws to regulate slavery in early modern England does not mean that it was non-existent, but rather that it left fewer archival traces. Further, as the examples above suggest, many of those enslaved in early modern England arrived via the Afro-Iberian slave trade and thus were associated with Spain.

With this history in mind, we can consider how Othello’s references to Spain inform the play’s engagement with Blackness and slavery. Although Othello is not, of course, enslaved, he does inform the audience that he arrived in Venice via slavery, recounting being ‘taken by the insolent foe / And sold to slavery’ (1.3.26–37). When Desdemona’s father Brabantio learns of her marriage to Othello, he issues a warning to his ‘brothers of the state’: ‘For if such actions may have passage free / Bond-slaves and pagans shall our statesmen be’ (1.2.98, 101–102). Brabantio’s first association with Othello here is slavery, followed by a reference to religious difference. Interestingly, though, he does not mark that difference as Islamic; rather, he compares Othello to a ‘pagan’, a term that refers primarily to those practising neither Christianity, nor Islam, nor Judaism. In doing so, he places Othello more clearly in the context of Sub-Saharan Africa than with North Africa or Islamic Spain. The history of racialized slavery may also inform our understanding of the play’s fixation on Othello’s acts of service to white Christian Venice. Othello begins the play by gesturing to his ‘services … done the signiory’ (1.2.18) and reminds the audience in his final speech that he has ‘done the state some service, and they know’t’ (5.2.344); even his marriage to Desdemona is framed as his response to her desire for him, rather than vice versa. If we read Othello’s difference as primarily or exclusively Islamic, we lose sight of the ways that the play carves out a limited space for its Black (and formerly enslaved) protagonist that is predicated on his utility, then stages the devastating consequences of his attempt to step outside the space he is allotted.

Shakespeare’s other famous Moor, Aaron of Titus Andronicus, also reflects the influence Afro-Iberian slave trade on representations of race in early modern England. Titus Andronicus is set in ancient Rome and lacks the explicit references to Spain that we find in The Merchant of Venice and Othello. Nonetheless, it too is haunted by ‘Spanish spirits’. David Goldstein persuasively argues that Iberian ‘narratives of New World conquest’ inform the play’s structure and particularly its gruesome staging of cannibalism (2009, 111). More recently, Noémie Ndiaye has suggested that we add to Goldstein’s framework ‘an account of encounters between Spaniards and enslaved Afro-Diasporic people of Sub-Saharan descent’ (2020, 162). In fact, the primary source text for the character of Aaron is a novella by Bandello about a Black Moor who is enslaved in Spain. The play also subtly refers to Spain in representing Tamora and her children as Goths; when anti-Spanish propaganda denigrates the ‘mongrel generation’ of Spaniards, it describes them not only as descendants of Moors and Jews but also of Goths or Visigoths, who ruled parts of Spain in the sixth and seventh centuries.

Aaron’s social position in Titus, like the legal status of slavery in early modern England, is never explicitly articulated. He enters Rome with the Goths, but the play never explains his relationship to them. Is he a servant, enslaved, a friend, or advisor? The play presents his private status as Tamora’s lover as an open secret but otherwise offers no specifics. Aaron is, though, labelled a ‘swart Cimmerian’, a term Ndiaye persuasively links to the Spanish word cimarrón, a term designating runaway slaves in the Americas (2020, 162). In his first speech in the play, Aaron announces his intention to use Tamora for his own social ascent: ‘Away with slavish weeds and servile thoughts! / I will be bright, and shine in pearl and gold / To wait upon this new-made empress. / To wait, said I?—to wanton with this queen …’ (1.1.517–520) The word ‘slavish’ need not refer to chattel slavery; it appears multiple times in Shakespeare’s plays as a general insult denoting servility and baseness. In the context of this speech, though, it forms a part of a specific fantasy of social mobility. Aaron imagines himself shedding ‘slavish weeds’ then tries out the idea of waiting upon Tamora before rejecting it for a formulation that implies parity rather than service: not ‘wait upon’ but ‘wanton with’. Aaron again invokes slavery when talking about the child he has with Tamora. He calls the child ‘tawny slave’ and ‘thick lipped slave’, linking the term with racializing descriptions of the body, and describes him as a ‘black slave … enfranchised from his mother’s womb’.

Aaron also describes a causal link between his child’s colour and his social condition:


‘Peace, tawny slave, half me and half thy dam!

Did not thy hue bewray whose brat thou art,

Had nature lent thee but thy mother’s look,

Villain, thou mightst have been an emperor:

But where the bull and cow are both milk-white,

They never do beget a coal-black calf …  (5.1.27–32)



On the surface, these lines refer to the specific circumstances surrounding the child’s birth: because Tamora is married to the white Roman emperor Saturninus, a white child could have been passed off as his son and heir as a black child could not. They also, though, refer to Aaron’s child as a dark-skinned ‘slave’ and draw on animalizing language to describe his conception (’the bull and the cow’). More importantly, Aaron here articulates the limits of inclusion in Rome as a matter of colour. There’s a curious slippage in these lines between illegitimacy and racialized difference. As Kyle Grady discusses in his essay in this volume, ‘racial mixing … serves as something of a proxy for issues of infidelity and illegitimacy’ (228). Chiron and Demetrius’ primary concern is not that their mother has given birth to a mixed-race child, but rather the child’s Blackness will make it impossible to conceal Tamora’s cuckoldry of Saturninus. At the same time, the birth of this mixed-race child prompts a profound shift in allegiances: no longer insider (i.e. Roman) vs barbarian outsider (i.e. the Goths and Aaron), but Black vs white.3

Aaron’s shift from allegiance to enmity vis-à-vis the Goths is initially resolved within the scene itself. He regains Chiron and Demetrius’s support by offering to swap his child with the son of one of his ‘countrymen’ whose wife has just given birth to a white baby. In offering this white Moorish child, Aaron again presents whiteness as the baseline for inclusion in Rome. In this moment, it seems all that is required is a white baby—or a baby that can pass as white. Under the pressure of the demand for whiteness, all other aspects of the child’s origin—his Moorish father, mother of unexplained origin, the fact that he is neither Tamora nor Saturninus’ child—cease to matter. And although Aaron reconciles with Chiron and Demetrius and plans to take his child to the Goths for safety, the shift to allegiances along a black-white binary is reinforced by the play’s ending. Lucius, Titus’s son, has also gone to the Goths for aid, and they have thrown their support behind him. The white alliance of Lucius and the Goths regains control of Rome, and Aaron is captured and condemned to a slow death.

In other words, we might read Titus as charting a strategic shift in anxieties about cultural and racial difference and assimilation. The play begins by situating the Goths as the prime enemy to Rome. As Francesca Royster has persuasively argued, this difference too is racialized, with the play repeatedly emphasizing the Goth’s hyper-whiteness (Royster 2000). By the play’s ending, the Goths and Romans have joined forces, and Aaron’s presumed villainy is placed at the centre. This reading is reinforced by Aaron’s hyperbolic ‘confession’ of a series of near-cartoonish nefarious deeds (including, but not limited to, digging up corpses and propping them on doorsteps). Tellingly, Aaron positions himself in this confession as the point of origin for all the carnage wrought by the Goths; he becomes the planner, if not the executor, of every act of violence. Representing Aaron as the architect of the play’s violence works in part to downplay the Goths’ cruelty in the moment when Rome enters an alliance with them. The inclusion of one previously marginalized group is enabled by the demonization of another. The promise of Aaron’s spectacular torture offers the fantasy of restoring order and enacting justice in the wake of a grotesque pile-on of catastrophes, beginning with human sacrifice and ending with cannibalism. Aaron becomes a scapegoat that allows the play to present resolution in the form of a white Roman-Gothic triumph over the Black Moor.

Of course, any fantasy of order and resolution in Titus is shot through with irony. Rome, as Titus himself reminds us, is ‘a wilderness of tigers’ (3.1.54), and it is hard to imagine an attentive playgoer leaving the theatre with the feeling that good has unequivocally triumphed over evil. Neither, though, would I go so far as to say that the play is sympathetic to Aaron nor that it critiques his scapegoating (and thereby implicitly critiques white supremacy). Rather, his punishment offers a convenient substitution for a frank reckoning with the play’s litany of atrocities. Othello ends, famously, with the desire to hide his body: ‘The object poisons sight. Let it be hid’; Aaron’s body, by contrast, is put on display. Despite this difference, both plays use representations of Black bodies to enact a cover up.

My reading thus far has failed to account for an important fact: Aaron’s is not the only body put on display at the play’s ending. The play’s closing lines address Tamora: ‘As for that ravenous tiger, Tamora, / No funeral rite, nor man in mourning weed/ … throw her forth to beasts and birds of prey. Her life was beastly and devoid of pity / And being dead, let birds on her take pity’ (5.3.194, 97–99). Tamora’s fertile and sexually available body threatens the fantasy of purity and must be cast from the city walls. Even Lavinia, the ‘spring … stained with mud’ must be killed to banish the spectre of miscegenation from Rome. Marcus offers to teach the Romans to knit ‘these broken limbs again into one body’ (5.3.71), but this rebirth of Rome is notably motherless and entirely without women. Rather than sexual reproduction, the play gives us a violent male union as described by Lucius:


I am the turned forth, be it known to you

That have preserved her [i.e. Rome’s] welfare in my blood,

And from her bosom took the enemy’s point,

Sheathing the steel in my adventurous body.  (5.3.108–111)



Lucius describes himself as embodying a feminized Rome and subjecting his own body to penetration by the ‘enemy’s point’. In doing so, he presents a Roman-Gothic union that is untainted not only by Black-white miscegenation, but also by any form of sexual reproduction. We might, then, read the ending of Titus Andronicus as a fantasy of male unity bound by whiteness and marked by the expulsion of both a Black and a female body.

In the next and final section, I turn in more detail to the vexed status of sexual reproduction in mediating anxieties about Spanish impurity in Shakespeare’s plays. As we shall see, two of Shakespeare’s comedies displace anxiety about contamination from Spain’s growing empire onto fears about Spaniards as a threat to female chastity.

Spain, Empire, and Miscegenation

The plays I have discussed thus far are, as we have seen, loosely connected to Spain by way of characters, allusions, and recurring themes. The two plays I address in this section, by contrast—Much Ado About Nothing and Love’s Labour’s Lost—bring us quite literally into Spanish territory. In Shakespeare’s time, both Sicily and Navarre were independent kingdoms occupied by the Spanish Empire. Indeed, both plays draw our attention to the kingdoms’ status as occupied territories. In Much Ado About Nothing, the plot is set in motion when the Prince of Aragon, Don Pedro, visits Leonato’s house after a successful military campaign, and the play’s villain is his nefarious brother, Don John the Bastard, whose name evokes the famous Spanish prince Don Juan of Austria, the illegitimate son of Charles V who led the European army in the battle of Lepanto. Spain’s presence is mocked in Love Labour’s Lost via the figure of Don Armado, a braggart soldier. These three are the only characters in all of Shakespeare’s plays to bear the Spanish honorific ‘Don’. Nonetheless, these plays’ connections with Spain—especially in the context of race—remain under-explored. In part, this is because they are not included in the list of Shakespeare’s so-called ‘race plays’ (Antony and Cleopatra, Othello, The Tempest, Titus Andronicus, and The Merchant of Venice). Their engagements with questions of race do not map onto more easily recognizable categories of Jewishness and Moorishness. Both plays do, however, turn to questions of inherited identity, particularly in the context of female sexuality and anxieties about women’s impurity. These dynamics are a key component of early modern—and indeed present-day—racial dynamics. More specifically, both plays use comic tropes of romantic misadventures to mediate anxieties about the potential contamination of Spanish imperial control.

Love’s Labour’s Lost offers Shakespeare’s most clearly parodic representation of Spain in the figure of the braggart soldier Don Armado. Don Armado is in many ways a peripheral figure. The play’s central focus is the romantic misadventures of the king of Navarre, who hatches a plan with his courtier friends to scorn the company of women for three years to focus on learning, turning his court into ‘a little academe’ (1.1.13). This project is immediately interrupted by the arrival of the princess of France and her ladies-in-waiting, who are there to negotiate a territory dispute. The king immediately falls in love with the princess and his courtiers with her ladies in waiting, and the play follows them as they wrestle with abandoning their vow of celibacy and contemplation, and their bumbling attempts at courtship. A parallel storyline follows Don Armado’s romantic pursuit of the maid Jaquenetta.

Although Don Armado is a secondary character, the play draws attention to him in its opening scene. The king of Navarre describes him as ‘… a refined traveler of Spain / A man in all the world’s new fashion planted / That hath a mint of phrases in his brain …’ who loves to tell stories about ‘the worth of many a knight / from tawny Spain’ (1.1.163–165, 173). Don Armado considers himself a friend and advisor to the king, but the king only keeps him around to laugh at him, because he ‘love[s] to hear him lie’ (1.1.175). On the surface, linking this figure with anxieties about Spain’s imperial might seem counter-intuitive: Don Armado is a pretentious buffoon in a subservient position in the court. He describes himself as a great knight, but makes excuses to avoid having to prove himself, and ends the play needing to put away his sword and become a farmer to support the dairy maid Jaquenetta, whom he has impregnated. Spain as embodied by Don Armado imagines itself to be a threat but is in fact a joke. Nonetheless, as Patricia Akhimie reminds us, such jokes should not be dismissed lightly: ‘… racist humor builds community, bringing some people together at the expense of others … Playing a key role in the production and maintenance of racist attitudes, racist humor is serious business’ (2021, 516).

The setting’s proximity to ‘tawny Spain’ also enables a series of references to Blackness and racialized religious difference. A stage direction calls for a dance to be accompanied with ‘blackmoors with music’, a reminder of Spain’s status as a site of racialized slavery in the period. One of the Princess of France’s ladies-in-waiting, Rosaline, is repeatedly mocked for her dark complexion, compared to an ‘Ethiope’ and to ‘chimney sweepers’ (4.3.262, 264); Don Armado is referred to in passing as a ‘Jew’ (3.1.133). In the printed edition of the play, the king of Navarre is given the archetypally Spanish name ‘Ferdinand’. These glancing references float through the play without cohering into a particular racial ideology. Instead, they create an environment suffused with anxious humour about race, and particularly racial mixing via marriage and reproduction.

Love’s Labour’s Lost, like many of Shakespeare’s comedies, is also filled with anxious jokes about sexual infidelity. Even the song that closes the play sounds a note of warning about the cuckoo bird who ‘mocks married men’ (5.2.898). Because cuckoos leave their eggs to be raised in other birds’ nests, they are a common symbol for infidelity—or, more specifically, for the husband deceived by his wife into raising another man’s child. The play is unusual among Shakespeare’s comedies, however, in failing to end with marriage. Instead, the Princess of France and her ladies demand that their suitors complete at least part of their vow by withdrawing from the world for a year before committing to marriage. The proliferation of racializing jokes in the play alongside references to cuckoldry lead the play away from marriage and reproduction, perhaps in part because of anxieties about the Spanish empire’s potential to dilute the imagined purity of local bloodlines. Indeed, the only non-deferred union in the play is between Don Armado and Jaquenetta, who is pregnant with his child. Don Armado is a joke in the play, but he may also function as a warning about the perils of Spanish occupation. While the play’s aristocrats defer their nuptials, Don Armado’s child ‘brags in [Jaquenetta]’s belly already’ (5.2.677).

The threat posed by a single child with a Spanish father may seem minimal, especially when that father is as ludicrous and apparently harmless a Spaniard as Don Armado. Historically, however, the consequences of Spanish imperial rule in Navarre (and many other parts of Europe) were very real. By the time Shakespeare wrote Love’s Labour’s Lost, most of Navarre’s territory was under the control of the Spanish Empire; only a small part of it (which seems to be the region represented in the play) remained independent. Shakespeare does not only use Don Armado to diminish Spain’s force as a military threat, he also uses him to shift the site of conflict: from the battleground to the bedroom, and from national borders to bloodlines.

A similar displacement drives the plot of Much Ado About Nothing, a play that begins by emphasizing Spanish imperial control before shifting its focus to romantic entanglements. The play makes its connection to Spain evident in its opening line: ‘I learn in this letter that Don Pedro of Aragon comes this very night to Messina’ (1.1.1–2); three lines later, we are informed that the prince is returning from a successful military campaign or ‘action’ (1.1.5–6). Shakespeare may have borrowed the prince’s name from one of his source texts, Bandello’s Novella XXII, which is set in the thirteenth century when King Pedro of Aragon took control of Sicily, although the play as a whole alludes to later events and figures. As Camille Wells Slights has noted, this opening scene also makes a point of contrasting the Spanish Dons with characters labelled as Italian, using the Italian honorific Signior in references to Leonato and Benedick and labelling Claudio a ‘young Florentine’ with an uncle in Messina (2004, 109).

The most loaded allusion to Spain lies in Shakespeare’s creation of an illegitimate brother for the Prince of Aragon with the name Don John. There is a famous historical ‘Don John the bastard’: the illegitimate son of King Charles V of Spain. In evoking this figure, Shakespeare conjures up fears of Spanish imperial control of England. After his victory at Lepanto, Don John was made Governor of the Low Countries, where Protestants revolting against Spanish rule were unofficially supported by the English. The Low Countries figure in anti-Spanish propaganda as a warning for what could happen to England should Spain gain a foothold there. Beyond this general history, Don John also hatched a plan to bring Spanish troops to Scotland. While there, he planned to wed Mary Queen of Scots and declare himself king of England. Obviously, this did not come to pass; his troops mutinied while on route, and he died of a fever before he was able to make a second attempt. References to this failed scheme appear in sixteenth-century English texts, including anti-Spanish propaganda. The prince thus serves not only as a figure of Spanish tyranny, but of attempts to subordinate England via marriage and the mixing of Spanish and English bloodlines.

Of course, Shakespeare’s Don John is not a direct representation of the historical personage. Nonetheless, his presence both signals and activates a chain of associations with Spain as a threat to borders and bloodlines alike. Other passing references serve as reminders of the play’s Spanish context. Count Claudio is described as ‘civil as an orange, and something of that jealous complexion’ (2.1.294). The joke here relies on a pun, civil for Seville, a city famous for its oranges. It also subtly hints at notions of racializing difference by relating Seville oranges to complexion, a word that refers to both temperament and colour in the early modern period. In the same scene, Benedick chides Claudio by referencing an episode in the famous Spanish picaresque novel Lazarillo de Tormes: ‘Ho, now you strike like the blind man. ‘Twas the boy that stole your meat, and you’ll beat the post’ (2.1.198–200). The specific analogy unequivocally gestures to the popular novel, which presents a damning satirical portrait of Spain. Shakespeare’s only use of the Spanish term palabras (words) appears in one of the clown Dogberry’s speeches (3.5.17). Don John’s attendant, Borachio, bears a Spanish name, an early modern English approximation of the Spanish borracho or drunk. Subtle references to Spain and Spanishness appear at unexpected moments throughout the play.

These gestures to Spain intersect with discourses of race when the noblewoman Hero is falsely accused of violating her chastity. Claudio spurns Hero at the altar because he has been duped into believing she has taken another lover before her marriage. Don John’s henchman, Borachio, convinces Hero’s lady-in-waiting Margaret to dress in her mistress’ clothes and allow Borachio to address her as Hero. Don John brings Claudio to witness ‘Hero’s’ infidelity and he is immediately convinced. The stain on Hero’s honour is thus planned and executed by two Spaniards. The deception also sits at the intersection of sexual and class transgression, as Margaret plays the role of lady rather than maid. Although the play itself does not highlight this, the episode also signals a potentially tainted sexual mixing of Spanish and Italian blood. The most overt violation of taboo (the sexual relationship outside of marriage) is thus shadowed by anxieties about class and racialized national identity.

Such fraught intersections also emerge when Claudio denounces Hero at their wedding. He begins by admonishing Leonato: ‘Give not this rotten orange to your friend / She’s but the sign and semblance of her honor’ (4.1.32–33). The use of ‘rotten orange’ rather than the generic (and far more common) term ‘rotten fruit’ here echoes the earlier characterization of Claudio as civil (Seville) as an orange and links her purported rottenness to Spain. Hero’s presumed licentiousness is also described in the language of blood: Claudio says she is ‘intemperate in [her] blood’ (41.59), and Leonato briefly turns on his own child, asking ‘could she here deny / The story that is printed in her blood?’ (4.1.122–123) Claudio’s dig at Hero’s ‘intemperate … blood’ aligns less with notions of racialized identity than with early modern humoral theories of medicine, which associate lust with blood (as one of the four humours). Humoral theory, however, as Kimberly Ann Coles argues in this volume, is increasingly deployed in defence of racial hierarchy in the early modern period, and indeed as the scene continues the metaphor of blood comes to signify something much closer to race. For Leonato, Hero’s blood becomes both the bearer of her sin and a sign that his own line of descent is corrupted. He imagines his only recourse is to renounce her ‘foul tainted flesh’ (4.1.143), much as Titus Andronicus murders Lavinia to cleanse his family’s honour and bloodlines. Crucially, Hero is also represented as blackened by her transgression, ‘fall’n into a pit of ink’ (4.1.140).

This scene touches on a range of tropes and images that we find in early modern racial discourse: Hero’s no-longer-virginal body is linked with impurity, tainted blood, darkness, and even with Spain. Because Hero is a white and Christian character, the racializing imagery that surrounds her shaming is less immediately apparent. Nonetheless, tracing how vocabularies of race recur in this scene is crucial to our understanding of race in Shakespeare’s plays. More specifically, it enables us to see how Hero is redeemed by her whiteness. As Leonato angrily consigns Hero to death, a friar intervenes to argue for her innocence: ‘… I have mark’d / A thousand blushing apparitions / To start into her face, a thousand innocent shames / In angel whiteness beat away those blushes …’ (4.1.157–161; italics mine). If we read the description of Hero as blackened by sin in the context of race, we can also see, as Kim F. Hall and Sujata Iyengar have noted, how her innocence is racialized as ‘angel whiteness’ (Hall 1998; Iyengar 2005, 123–130). Her whiteness is reinforced via contrast at the end of the play, when Claudio promises to marry Hero’s ‘cousin’ (really Hero herself) even if she were ‘an Ethiope’ (5.4.37). As the rules of comedy demand, Claudio receives his happy ending: the spectre of a blackened Hero is banished, and the ‘angel white’ Hero is reborn to be his wife.

Spain, particularly as embodied by Don John, is reduced by the play’s ending from threatening imperial power to plot device. The spectre of impurity is raised by a Spanish plot and then banished to the sidelines as the Italians celebrate appropriately local marriages: Beatrice with Benedick and Hero with Claudio. Tellingly, none of the play’s Spanish characters are paired off by the end. There is no attempt to repair the damage to Margaret’s reputation by marrying her to Borachio (as is typical in early modern comedies), and Don John (unlike his historical namesake) is never represented in the context of sexual desire. Further, Benedick calls attention to Don Pedro’s singleness at the play’s close: ‘Prince, thou art sad; get thee a wife, get thee a wife’ (5.4.123). Don Pedro remains a benevolent ruler throughout the play; he is not a figure of Spanish villainy as Don John is. Even so (and despite the fact that he is briefly romantically linked with both Hero and Beatrice) the play makes a point of his continued singleness at its end.

Both Much Ado About Nothing and Love’s Labour’s Lost overtly manage anxieties about Spanish imperial might by dismissing them. Don Armado is a fool; Don John is an evident villain whose plots are quickly foiled. Under the surface, however, both plays brim with anxieties about Spanish threats to native women—and through them to ‘pure’ native bloodlines. Such fears do not map as clearly onto present-day racial categories as representations of the Jew or the Moor do, but they are nonetheless crucial to our understanding of how representations of race inform Shakespeare’s plays. Indeed, in charting how miscegenated Spaniards are presented as a threat to female purity we can see the growing force of whiteness in early modern England.

Conclusion

This chapter has been something of a whirlwind tour through a tangled web of racializing references to Spain in Shakespeare’s plays. I began with the observation that representations of race are by nature slippery, mobile, and contradictory; in this survey, I have tried to trace some recurring tropes while still holding onto the inherent complexity of racial discourses. Holding on to complexity is particularly important when we consider Shakespeare, race, and Spain. This is so because for too long references to Spain have been reduced to a single narrative: of racialized religious difference and impure blood. If we assume fears of Spanish impurity only emerge in the context of Jewishness and Moorishness, we may miss how fears of miscegenation stemming from Spanish imperial control flicker under the surface of Much Ado About Nothing and Love’s Labour’s Lost, to give just one example.

Perhaps more importantly, reducing references to Spain to a single narrative can become a way to exonerate Shakespeare from charges of racism, particularly in readings of Othello. For some critics, if Othello is a Spanish Moor, then his Blackness becomes a sort of visual metaphor: it represents his racialized Islamic ancestry but should not be read in the context of modern notions of race that are often expressed in terms of colour. The desire to separate Shakespeare from so-called ‘modern’ notions of race, however, should be viewed with caution. As Kim F. Hall writes, ‘to say that Othello was not meant to be conceived of as “black” is to liberate the reader from considering that history in reading, viewing, or performing the play and to liberate Shakespeare from possible charges of racism’ (2005, 358). If, however, we engage not only with Spain’s Jewish and Islamic past but also its involvement in the early years of racialized slavery a clearer picture emerges. Older models of racialized religious difference inform emergent discourses naturalizing the enslavement of Afro-diasporic peoples; white women’s bodies become symbols of cultural (im)purity; and an English identity that increasingly defines itself in terms of whiteness emerges in contrast to ‘tawny Spain’.
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1 You can find such a map online on ‘No Sweat Shakespeare’.

2 For a more detailed engagement with the racialization of Morocco and race in The Merchant of Venice, see M. Lindsay Kaplan’s chapter in this volume, ‘Coordinating Racisms in The Merchant of Venice’.

3 Although I focus here on the implications of the child’s Blackness, Kyle Grady’s chapter in this volume offers an important reminder that scholars (myself included) have often overlooked important aspects of the play by collapsing the child’s mixed-race status into a Black-white binary. See Kyle Grady, ‘Shakespeare and Mixed Race’.


Chapter 19

Melancholy Nature

Religion and Bad Faith in Shakespeare

Kimberly Anne Coles

In her marvellous chapter on Shakespeare’s The Comedy of Errors, Patricia Akhimie notes that previous critics have largely ‘ignored race’ as a category of investigation in the play ‘since [it] does not explicitly stage those practices, institutions, and events commonly associated with race: colour difference, encounter, conquest, colonization, or conversion’ (2018, 84). But the play does stage such practices, as Bernadette Andrea has argued, for just a moment—but it is a moment worth exploring both for what it reveals about early modern servitude and what it reveals about the construction of race in early modern England (2017, 92–93).1 The appearance of Nell in The Comedy of Errors affords a glimpse of one of the few examples of Black people in domestic service represented in early modern English drama.


DROMIO OF SYRACUSE: Marry, sir, She’s the kitchen wench, and all grease;

and I know not what use to put her to but to make a

lamp of her, and run from her by her own light …

ANTIPHOLUS OF SYRACUSE: What complexion is she of?

DROMIO OF SYRACUSE: Swart like my shoe, but her face nothing like so clean

kept. For why? She sweats; a man may go overshoes

in the grime of it.

(The Comedy of Errors 3.2.94–104)2



Antipholus wants to know Nell’s temperament, but Dromio takes ‘complexion’ to mean skin colour and declares her ‘swart’. That this is not an assessment of her hygiene is indicated by subsequent conversation in which Nell’s body becomes a map of lands to be conquered. The ‘countries’ discovered in her parts—Ireland, America, the Indies—yield treasure to the adventurer, and Nell herself is depicted as a thing to be boarded. The ‘rubies, carbuncles, sapphires’ allude both to the pustules of Nell’s nose and to the ‘rich aspect’ that ‘the hot breath of Spain’ (3.2.139) has panted over in the expectation of New World endeavour.

B.K. Adams has explored a different topography of desire in Edmund Spenser’s Sonnet 15 of his Amoretti:


For loe my loue doth in her selfe containe

all this worlds riches that may farre be found,

if Saphyres, loe her eies be Saphyres plaine,

if Rubies, loe hir lips be Rubies sound:

If Pearles, hir teeth be pearles both pure and round;

if Yuorie, her forhead yuory weene;

if Gold her locks are finest gold on ground;

if silver, her faire hands are siluer sheene,

But that which fairest is, but few behold,

her mind adornd with vertues manifold.  (1999, 395)



As Adams observes, ‘the speaker enumerates the [physical] attributes of his beloved [by] tying her … beauty to objects of great economic value indicative of a nearly unachievable whiteness’ (2021, 33).3 This is a very different evaluation than Dromio’s tally of Nell’s physical features. For one thing, the treasures are local: the beloved of the Amoretti retains an embarrassment of riches that render foreign pillage unnecessary. And while the commodification of the female body is evident in both catalogues of female features, the materials that analogize one are made available for pleasure and the other for plunder. The imaginative setting of The Comedy of Errors is Ephesus, a trading hub in ancient times, which situates Nell within a nexus of trade. But her participation in any English economy is explicitly rejected: when exploring the ‘countries’ that can be discovered in her (3.2.117), Antipholus asks, ‘Where England?’ and Dromio replies that he ‘looked for … chalky cliffs, but … could find no whiteness in [her face]’ (3.2.128–130). England is declared nowhere evident in Nell’s form—as the index of England is whiteness.

Whiteness is constructed throughout the early modern period through the production of racialized Black people.4 The character of Nell provides a compressed example of how this racialization occurs within the larger context of imperialism, colonialism, and enslavement.5 But the means by which England becomes both ‘white’ and ‘Christian’ was a racial fiction that purged English Protestantism of Catholics and other Christians who were not regarded as properly part of the nation-state. The creation of white Protestant Christianity depended upon repudiating the conversion and Christian faith of those over whose labour or land the English state wanted possession. This strategy of racialization made conversion to Christianity impossible for certain groups of colonial subjects. The fiction simultaneously marked these people as available for English exploitation: black melancholy rendered them pagan by nature (Britton and Coles 2021, 6–9).6 The strategy turned people into objects against whom the colonial project could be directed. But it also produced whiteness as a requisite condition for Christianity. Shakespeare provides a particularly stark dramatic inscription of this cultural ideology in two plays that will be the subject of my exploration here: The Merchant of Venice and Othello. The recognition of Christian status for certain English subjects, I argue, changed under the pressures of colonial endeavour—and Shakespeare is implicated in the racist strategies that effect this change.

A long tradition from the medieval period through the early modern marked irreligion and atheism with the humour of black melancholy.7 What is specific to this period is that, in a racial fiction that targeted colonial subjects, the humoral disorder became both ineradicable and heritable. The specific strategy of racialization that I am tracking here marked certain groups of people for expulsion from the Christian communion. This melancholy marking moves to the surface of the skin with the legal codification of chattel slavery. But strategies of race are developed in response to both the agenda at hand and the particular targets. In order to clear Irish land with the objective to plant Englishmen there, the English history of Ireland not only had to be revised, but the religion of its people had to be refused. As English commercial and colonial impulses change, so too do strategies that govern the production of race.

Nell highlights a problem of proximity for English colonial activity in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that informs its strategies. The excavation of cemetery populations in London from the late medieval and early modern periods indicates that England, or at least London, was not, in fact, a white landscape at this time. Bioarchaeological techniques have recorded evidence of people with Black ancestry and dual heritage, some of whom had inhabited England for generations and others since early childhood. This research indicates that at least a third of the population from the mid fourteenth to sixteenth centuries did not have white European ancestry (Redfern and Hefner 2021, 73). Skeletal morphology, as well as written sources from the late medieval period, ‘suggest that the majority of people with Black African ancestry in Europe were enslaved, [and] even if they had been freed or were born free, continued to be marginalized’ (Redfern and Hefner 2019, 101). The painstaking research of Imtiaz Habib has brought to light the number of Black people buried in the archival records of early modern England (Habib 2008).8 Many of these people would have been low-level or domestic labourers. All of this research into population diversity suggests that London playwrights and poets would have encountered a world very different to the whitewashed one that is portrayed in their works. But the contrast in the two depictions of female commodification above permits us to perceive the different value placed upon female bodies in early modern literary culture—and more importantly for my purposes, the immediate association of the black body with conquest and colonization. Such contrasts demonstrate the way that a fictional white world was constructed in the English cultural imaginary.

The people of African or Asian ancestry recovered in English churchyards ‘were not distinguished by funerary treatment’ (Redfern and Hefner 2021, 74). Which is to say, that they were buried as Christians.9 But the status of non-white Europeans as Christians changes with colonial endeavour. Nell’s erasure from the English landscape is one index of how this is effected. Even if she is relocated to Ephesus in the play, her service seems firmly situated in London—and her expulsion from an English circulation of both trade and desire is no accident. English colonial activity was largely directed against people who were too much the same: those who were ostensibly citizens of the realm—Irish, Welsh, Scottish—or members of the same faith—Irish Catholics, Spanish Catholics, converted Africans or people of African descent. Proximity poses problems for colonial adventure: the extermination or enslavement of a people becomes impossible to justify if they are acknowledged Christians. The English strategy of racialization relied upon scrubbing the record—rendering fellow Christians either invisible or permanently obdurate to Christian faith.

Not every colonial subject marked with the ‘cloudy melancholy’ (2.2.33)10 that Aaron registers in Titus Andronicus has black skin. Kim F. Hall has shown how politically marginalized peoples in early modern England are marked by blackness (Hall 1995). Other critics have also argued that the creation of a white English identity was premised upon the exclusion of other white members of nation or religion in order to purify a white patriarchal social order (see also Brown 2023).11 There is a prelude to the colonial violence of the transatlantic world. But the institution of chattel slavery moves black melancholy to the surface of the skin. Chattel slavery galvanizes a long history that articulates a relationship between black melancholy and wrong religion. Texts of medieval and early modern Europe commonly described religious outsiders, minorities, and foreigners in terms of colour. This theory of bad humours becomes the premise for perpetual servitude: in the justification of slavery, surface markings of the skin start to be read an index of bad faith and black skin the condition that guarantees permanent, and heritable, pagan status.

Obviously, this ran counter to Pauline notions of the universal availability of Christianity. But Shakespeare’s Othello shows an early staging of the idea. Jane Degenhardt has argued that the play ‘explicitly links conversion to embodiment by positing a conjunction between inner faith and outer difference’ (2010, 49), contradicting notions of Christian universalism. But Othello’s exile from Christian communion also extends to his offspring: his body is characterized by its ability to reproduce irreligion. As Lara Bovilsky observes, Brabantio insists that his particular family circumstance is a political catastrophe, that Othello’s inclusion in his family line by marriage will result in the permanent corruption of government (2008, 47). ‘For if such actions may have passage free’, Brabantio claims, ‘Bond-slaves and pagans shall our statesmen be’ (Othello, 1.2.98–99).12 Heredity usually guaranteed the superior concoction of noble blood. Othello claims that his ‘life and being’ are derived from ‘men of royal siege’ (1.2.21–22), and while he also says that he has not ‘promulgate[d]’ this information, his social connections—his friendship with Cassio, his marriage to Desdemona—and his military status are consistent with a man of rank. But in the case of Othello, his lineage assures the descent of black melancholy and the inherited heathenism that attends it. Brabantio’s particular vision of the decline of the state with corruption of noble blood shows us two premises of early modern English racialization at large in Othello: the first is that Othello’s baptism, affirmed by Iago, has no effect upon his pagan status.13 The second is that, like noble blood, this is a status that he will pass to his children in the form of a humoral disposition.

In The Merchant of Venice, while religion is still racialized, we see a very different construction. Jessica can convert. Even her father is forced into conversion—although his religion remains suspect. The Jewish body is also marked in Merchant of Venice by the black melancholy of bad faith, as M. Lindsay Kaplan has observed. But Shylock and Jessica are contrasted in terms ‘that clearly denote racial difference in both skin colour and blood’:


‘There is more difference between thy flesh and hers, than between jet and ivory, more between your bloods, than there is between red wine and Rhenish’ (3.1.34–36). A number of critics have not attended to the parallelism of this statement: as Shylock is to Jessica, so jet is to ivory, so red wine is to white wine  (Kaplan 2007, 20).



As Kaplan points out, Jessica’s whiteness is constantly affirmed throughout the play, and both precedes and predicts the success of her conversion. When Lorenzo receives her letter, he declares the hand that wrote the letter ‘whiter than the paper it writ on’ (2.4.13) (Ibid.).14 But Kaplan notices something else (indicated by the title of her piece): that these constructions of racialized religious identity are medieval constructions and differ from early modern instantiations.15 Medievalists have accounted for a long history that ties blackness to bad faith in a white European Christian tradition.16 But they have also exposed instabilities in the medieval model that turn intractable in the early modern period. Geraldine Heng has shown, in an influential reading of the King of Tars, that the romance, ‘as a medieval artifact, supposes the normativity of whiteness, and of the white racial body, as the guarantor of normalcy, aesthetic and moral virtue, European Christian identity, and full membership in the human community’ (2003, 231-32). But Heng also observes that the spectacle of conversion in the romance underscores the presence of a ‘theory that an essence resides within Christianity that has the power to trump ordinary human biology’ (2003, 229). Which is to say, that it is an index of the fundamental distinction I am making between medieval and early modern readings of the body in relation to religious identity. In the medieval context, Christianity has the power to transform (Heng 2003, 229). While whiteness is the colour of salvation, and conversion is signalled by metamorphosis to whiteness, the racial imaginary nonetheless indicates that conversion is possible.17

Jessica’s whiteness marks her as a potentially convertible Christian subject in this late medieval economy of racialization. As Heng observes, ‘the white racial body [is] the guarantor’, the cultural signifier, of situation within the European Christian communion. This signification has no recourse to actual bodies—Jews in Europe are forced to wear badges or other identifying clothing precisely because they are otherwise indistinguishable from other white Europeans.18 But the cultural fantasy of whiteness as a means of access to power, property, and privilege is legible in these moments.19 Visible too is the negotiation of this access through a fantasy of the body—one that imagines religious identity to proceed from humoral order or disorder. It is the way that bodies are read that alters under the stress of English colonialism: where conversion is possible in a European Catholic context—if the body is humorally prepared for it—it becomes impossible in an English Protestant context for those colonial subjects marked by melancholy humour. In the ‘difference’ noted between Shylock and Jessica, ‘jet and ivory’, Shylock is still blackened—marked by the error of his ways. But his child—from his flesh—is literally prepared to convert. Othello, however, cannot—and nor can his progeny. In the English colonial discourse where certain people are marked as constitutionally unable to convert, Othello is ahead of its time.20

I have been insisting on a later seventeenth-century development of this discourse of racialization when the bodily disorder of black melancholy comes to be marked on the skin. That this moment coincides with chattel slavery in the early English colonies is evident in the legislation that codifies the practice. Early English slave codes wrote the pagan nature of African and Indigenous peoples—whether enslaved or not—into law (Goetz 2012).21 But Othello allows us to perceive the foundation of that body of law—the ideology that underwrote the codification of people as property, and that understood those people as obdurate by nature. In studying the migration of racial formation from Catholic to Protestant theology, Dennis Britton has similarly observed that it was the inability to convert that distinguished the Protestant influence upon the race concept (2014, 28–31). Even so, Britton allows that conversion of the non-believer was not entirely impossible within English Protestant theology: ‘even as they sought to conjoin race and religion in the construction of English Protestant Christianity, English theologians never asserted that it was impossible for non-Europeans and those without Christian parents to become Christians’ (Britton 2014, 114). But while the discourses of theology and science make contact, they do not always cohere—and early modern science is the discourse through which theological difference is defined and essentialized. The developments that rendered religion a hereditary fact relied upon the cultural discourses of medical theory and natural philosophy and claimed faith as a feature of the blood and not of belief or conversion.22 A range of discourses are used in the service of early modern racialization, but science had then, as it does now, the artifice of authority and reference to the ‘real’. It provided solid foundation to early English slave codes that declared ‘all those without Christian ancestry or “parentage” ’, slaves (Brewer 2013, 33). In the wake of the 1682 Virginia statute that defined people in this way, other slave codes exploited the history of aligning black melancholy and bad religion. But the legally determined alignment of dark skin and permanent bad faith begins here. Prior to this moment, converted Africans or Indigenous people could be sold ‘for noe longer time then the English or other christians are to serve’ (quoted in Brewer 2013, 34). After it, as slave economies throughout the region progressively borrowed these terms, they had no legal status as Christians in the English colonies.

The different circumstances under which conversion is made possible or impossible in The Merchant of Venice and Othello charts the migration of the race concept from the medieval to the early modern context. But they also reveal the different attitude towards two racialized groups in early modern England—differences that are grounded in proximity. As Heng exfoliates, English treatment of the Jews in the thirteenth century was exemplary of the segregation, surveillance, exploitation, and violence that characterizes a ‘racial state’ (2019, 10). Heng also observes that ‘[i]n encounters between human populations and communities productive of race, it’s of the utmost importance to note that religion—the magisterial discourse of the European Middle Ages, as science is the magisterial discourse of the modern era—can function socioculturally and biopolitically to racialize a human group: subjecting peoples of a detested faith to a political hermeneutics of theology that can biologize, define, and essentialize an entire community as fundamentally, and absolutely different’ (Heng 2019, 12). In the early modern era, science and religion become inextricably entwined in order to render those whose faith was the same religiously suspect. But Jews were no longer a significant presence in the nation-state: there is every indication that their expulsion in 1290 led to a diminished physical presence (if a no less diminished imaginative one). The research on population diversity, however, archival and forensic, indicates a concentration of people of Black and Asian descent in London.

In an open letter to the Mayor of London in 1596, Elizabeth I complains about ‘divers blackmoores brought into this realme, of which kinde of people there are allready here to manie’ (Dasent 1902, 16, my emphasis). Kim Hall has used this notation in the Acts of the Privy Council of England to argue that it is precisely the situation of Black people in London that accounts for the different treatment of Jews and ‘Moors’ in relation to conversion and mixed-marriage in The Merchant of Venice (Hall 1992). That Black people are present in England, Hall reasons, and consuming resources at a time of scarcity, provokes a reaction to expel them dramatically as well as physically. But Hall also argues (citing a 1601 warrant) that ‘the religion (or lack of religion) of the Moors’ makes them a ‘logical group to cut off from state resources because they have “no understanding of Christ or his Gospel” ’ (1992, 91). The characterization in the draft warrant, however, of ‘most’ Black people in London as ‘infidels’ is clearly false. Burial rites confirm a non-white European Christian population that already resided in the city. While the religious status of the newly arrived people that the warrant specifically targets is unclear, the identification of ‘blackmoores’ generally as infidels is significant in reference to a Black Christian population that lived there (Hughes and Larkin 1964–69, 3: 221).23

A similar strategy operates in Othello to render all Black people infidels regardless of their actual religious identity. Othello’s religion is treated as suspect in spite of his conversion. This is, importantly, not simply a suspicion conveyed by certain characters (Iago, Brabantio), but one conveyed by the terms of the play. Othello has no faith. He is given every reason to believe in his wife, and little proof to counter that belief. He allows ‘trifles light as air’ to overturn all other evidence of Desdemona’s love. Iago’s prediction that he will transpose these ‘trifles’ for ‘holy writ’ (3.3.325–327) is apt, for it is precisely the ‘faith, hope and loue’ (I Cor. 13:13, Geneva Bible) that Paul recommends as an earthly guide that Othello refuses. He ignores the evidence of his wife’s fidelity in favour of unbelievable claims. Which is to say that, in the terms of the play, he is literally an unbeliever. He has the opportunity to believe in the love of those around him—Desdemona and Cassio—and forfeits it in favour of the ‘poison’ (3.3.328) that Iago offers. He has the remedy of faith and community—the Christian term is charity—available to him, but he does not use it to counter Iago’s claims. The cautionary tale of the play seems to be that the faith of the unbeliever cannot offer requisite support or reliably test truth claims. But Othello’s inclination to wrong religion also seems secured by nature: he has the offer of Christian communion, he simply rejects it. In spite of conversion, his nature itself seems obstinate to reform.

Othello is an index of an early alignment of ‘Christian’ and ‘white’, ‘pagan’ and ‘Black’—an alignment that will increase under the pressure of New World contexts and early English slave practices. In a cultural and legal negotiation to turn people into property, those people are written off—but so too are any people, enslaved or free, who are characterized as part of the same racial group. Race is produced across many cultural discourses that serve to affirm and reinforce each other. The racial fiction of inherited religion (or its absence) relied upon the transactions between flesh and soul, and the correspondence between the colour of the flesh and condition of the soul. If black melancholy produced the insanity of atheism, those with dark skin expressed the melancholy that made their alienation from God visible. Bodies were read in a way that affirmed the nature that legitimated their permanent servitude. But those Africans who were not impressed in the early colonies of England were rendered indifferently in terms of faith: the language of the early English slave codes consistently aligned the English and other white Europeans with the term ‘Christian’ while Africans and Indigenous peoples are affirmed both non-Christians and enslaved. Brabantio’s racist vision of a future line of pagan statesmen modelled in Othello’s image similarly imagines Othello as pagan and enslaved when he is evidently Christian, noble, and free. But Brabantio’s imagination is underwritten by the terms of the play itself.

The play implies a natural defect that informs Othello’s religious apprehension: Othello cannot see the truth, and yet, enveloped in white descriptors, Desdemona appears as Truth herself. Othello’s obstructed vision points to the perception of a mind clouded by excess of black melancholy. Othello, it is implied, cannot even ‘see through a glasse darkely’ (I Cor. 13:12, Geneva Bible): with no salvific light to see by, his vision is entirely occluded. The insinuation of the play, particularly in the context of a medical theory that understood black melancholy as impairing the rational instrument—and therefore the function of the rational soul—is that Othello’s soul might actually be ‘begrimed and black / As [his] own face’ (3.3.390–391). Urvashi Chakravarty argues that Othello’s religion is a somatic fact, indicated by his (suggested) circumcision, that cannot be altered by baptism (2018, 145).24 His self-mutilation at the end of the play, ‘the act of … cutting through flesh’, she observes, ‘evokes the image—or in this case the memory—of circumcision’ (Chakravarty 2018, 146). Redeeming himself as a defender of the Christian state, a number of critics have argued, means self-annihilation: removing himself as a foreign body and religious intruder. The act guarantees that Othello will be permanently reprobate, having cursed, as Brabantio did not, ‘his better angel from his side’ (5.2.206). Othello finds damnation, not redemption. His perversion of Christian love—murdering his wife in their conjugal bed in an act construed as a ‘sacrifice’ (5.2.65)—is indicated by his persistent perversion of Christian rites. He invokes a ‘sacred vow’ (3.3.464) on the hilt of a sword, and swears a ‘capable and wide revenge’ (3.3.462) on the symbol of a cross. His suggestion of charity in refusing to kill his wife’s ‘unprepared spirit’ (5.2.31) is refuted by the murder that he commits. But the corruption of Christian rites that Othello enacts throughout the play serves to remind us that he is not a true believer.

That Jessica is not of Shylock’s flesh indicates her potential for Christian belief. She is a model of the cultural negotiation that is taking place at this time to render whiteness visible. Launcelot alludes to notions of inherited religion in claiming that Jessica ‘may partly hope that [her] father got [her] not, that [she is] not the Jew’s daughter’ (3.5.8–9). But rather than being ‘damned’ by her heritage, ‘both by father and mother’, Jessica counters that she is ‘saved by my husband. He hath made me a Christian’ (3.5.12). Such salvation is not possible in the religious world of Othello, or in the context of the cultural ideology that produced it. The 1662 Virginia statute sought to codify a legal standard to govern the production of mixed-race children. The law proscribed English ‘Christian[s]’ against ‘ffornication with a negro man or woman’; the category of ‘negro’ is again aligned with non-Christian here, whether ‘slave or ffree’ (quoted in Goetz 2012, 79). But more importantly, as Jennifer Morgan underscores, the ‘Virginia act […] defined all children born of the bodies of black women as slaves, even if their fathers were free and white’ (2004, 72). Given the programs to produce more slaves through the rape of women that the English presumed to own, the descent of Christianity through the paternal line was redirected by law. But Shakespeare dramatized the notions of natural obstinance and inherited heathenism upon which these laws are based nearly sixty years earlier.

On all colonial subjects, the melancholy mark of irreligion is the signature that allows the English to pursue their violent goals. ‘[C]olonial settlers rarely turned first to Africa to fulfil their needs for labor’ (Morgan 2004, 73) and the Irish labourers whom they pressed into service were also marked as religiously suspect. That the English government did not regard the Irish as Christian is made clear in Henry Cromwell’s programs for sexually servicing English soldiers in Jamaica: when addressing the rape of Irish women with John Thurloe, the Secretary of State, he writes that ‘although we must use force in takeing them up’ it is justified in ‘beinge so much for their own good, and likely to be of … great advantage to the publique’ (Birch 1742, 4:23). Cromwell’s correspondence shows him imagining Irish bodies becoming English. The notion of Irish women as ‘laborers and breeders easily transferred … onto the more debased and despised bodies of enslaved Africans’ (Mogan 2004, 76). But of course, the crucial distinction is the racial fiction that heathenism might be bred out of the Irish. Cromwell allows for the recuperation of Catholics, even if the manner lies in mixing with English blood. Such assumptions inform the terms of bondage: whereas the Irish might, by force, breed ‘Christians’ there were no such fantasies about black bodies. Black Africans were permanently unfree because imagined as permanently resistant to Christian faith. This negotiation of identifying populations of people for English exploitation reveals black melancholy rising to the level of surface markings. But the history also exposes (yet again) the inextricable tie between economic agendas and the racialization of peoples. As Africans become the dominant labour pool in the farming of stolen land in the New World, their permanent servitude is secured through a fiction of bad faith legible in the skin. In creating people as categories of property and instruments of labour, religion becomes the chief instrument of racialization.

The character of Nell is immediately perceived as property for plunder. By contrast, Jessica has her own objects of value that she trades for the category of whiteness. As Hall observes, her faith with her future husband is purchased by the same terms as her fairness: with gold ducats (1992, 103). As Jessica prepares to flee her father’s home, she throws some of his treasure out her window to Lorenzo, and ‘gild[s]’ herself with the rest (2.6.50). Like the beloved of Spenser’s sonnet, Jessica’s ‘fair[ness]’ is achieved through the exchange of things of value. Lorenzo declares her


  wise, if I can judge of her,

And fair she is, if that mine eyes be true,

And true she is, as she hath proved herself;

And therefore, like herself, wise, fair, and true,

Shall she be placèd in my constant soul.  (2.6.54–58)



But if her conversion comes at a price, Jessica is nonetheless pronounced ‘wise, fair, and true’. Her elevation in rank and religion is made explicit in her whiteness. She has ‘proved herself’ to be ‘a gent[i]le and no Jew’ (2.6.52). If Nell’s only value is as a colonial subject, Jessica’s evaluation as a potential Christian shows the extent to which colonial activities changed the recognition of Christian status in early modern England.

Jessica’s conversion shows melancholy nature to be a fixed state only for some. Her transformation—from ‘jet to ivory’, from Jew to Christian—is possible in a cultural context in which Jews are not, as they once were, an exploitable population. In the early modern England for which Shakespeare wrote, Christian faith—or the lack of it—invests someone with value as property, and with their nature as property. Jessica’s wealth is seized, and she is herself a commodity; but Nell is an instrument. The construction of white Christian racial identity in England was produced by a negotiation of, in Valerie Forman’s formulation, what kind ‘of people could be property and what kind of property people could be’ (Forman 2019, 306). Shakespeare does more than record the notions of human being that governed this negotiation. He produces them.
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1 Patricia Parker also alludes to Nell’s Blackness in noticing that ‘[t]his “wench” ’ is “ ‘swart” ’ like the Bride in the biblical Song of Songs’ (1987, 17).

2 The Comedy of Errors (Shakespeare 2017). All citations are drawn from this edition.

3 See also Hall 1998, 64–85.

4 Whether or not to capitalize the term ‘white’ in order to draw attention to white Europeans as a racialized group produced in relation to access to power and property is an issue that is still under discussion. Ibram K. Kendi capitalizes both ‘White’ and ‘Black’ in his book, Stamped from the Beginning, in order to underscore the constructed nature of both races. But if the logic of W.E.B. Du Bois is applied—that ‘eight million Americans are entitled to a capital letter’—then it might just as well be reasoned that the outsized power of white people over history needs to be actively diminished.

5 In her brilliant chapter in this volume, Emily Weissbourd notes a much greater traffic in the dramatic representation of Black Africans in Spain, and ‘A growing connection between Blackness and enslavement [that] appears in early modern Spanish literature and culture, with the word “negro” or Black often appearing as a synonym for slave, and a large corpus of poems and plays depicting enslaved Black figures’. Spain does not have the same context as early modern England, but a similar operation to what I am describing here might be unfolding concurrently in Spain.

6 See also Coles 2022.

7 See, in particular, Gowland 2006. See also Heng 2018; Kaplan 2013 and 2018. Justin Shaw also works on the overlaps and intersections of race and melancholy in early modern England, although his focus falls more on the sadness that melancholy produces than the derangement (in early modern terms) of atheism (Shaw 2020).

8 See also Jones 1971.

9 While some of these excavation sites are emergency burial grounds arranged during plague (such as those in East and West Smithfield) enough people of non-European descent were buried in designated grave rows and church cemeteries to support the claim.

10 Titus Andronicus (Shakespeare 1995). All citations are drawn from this edition.

11 See Hendricks and Parker 1994, 1–2.

12 Othello (Shakespeare 1997; 2016). All citations are drawn from this edition.

13 Iago claims that ‘were’t to renounce his baptism, / All seals and symbols of redeemed sin’ (2.3.338–339), Othello would always yield to Desdemona out of love.

14 The Merchant of Venice (Shakespeare 2002); all citations are from this edition. B.K. Adams also reads this moment in the play as an index of Jessica’s ‘conversion to Christianity and upper-caste fairness’, or her successful integration into the White patriarchal social order (2021, 36).

15 In her wonderful chapter in this volume, Kaplan also exfoliates the continuities between Medieval and early modern racial discourses. There are certainly many, as she observes, and many that contribute to the racial/racist formation of white supremacy. The distinction in our observations lies in the concentration on somatic conditions and early modern pseudo-scientific discourse.

16 See Akbari 2009, particularly chapter 4; Boyarin 2009; Cohen 2001, and 2013; Friedman 1981; Heng 2018 and 2019; Kaplan 2013 and 2018; Kim 2015 and 2019; Kruger 2006; Lampert-Weissig 2010, particularly 73–107; Lomuto 2019; Resnick 2012; and Whitaker 2019.

17 Cord Whitaker has offered a different assessment of the episode, noticing the fact that the ‘sultan … is already white at the moment of conversion’, having become white when the priest bestows his name in preparation for baptism (2019, 23).

18 While a number critics have noted this fact see, in particular, Heng 2019, 1–29.

19 See Harris 1993, in particular, 1715–1744.

20 Ambereen Dadabhoy reminds us of the extent to which Shakespeare’s eastern Mediterranean plays, such as The Merchant of Venice and Othello, ‘reveal [his] interest in consolidating power and legitimacy through encounters with forms of cultural and racial difference’ in her chapter in this volume.

21 See also Coles 2022, chapter 5.

22 The physical mechanics that ground this pseudo-science cannot be fully exfoliated here. But the exposition of the logic is fully rendered in Coles, Bad Humor—and, indeed, is the substance of the book (Coles 2022).

23 Emily Weissbourd has argued that this warrant, found among Robert Cecil’s papers and probably drafted in 1601, was one of a collection of warrants that allowed for the seizing of Black people from their owners as compensation to the slaver Caspar van Senden for his role in the release of 89 English prisoners from Spain (Weissbourd 2015). Presumably these people were newly arrived, and not part of the population that forensic anthropology techniques indicate had inhabited England for generations. But the capture of all Black people with the compass of the terms and relations that construct certain people as property to be seized is instructive here: people are racialized in order to make them transferable goods—which renders all such people possibly transferable.

24 Ambereen Dadabhoy has also argued for the unconvertible nature of Othello, signalled through his Blackness—she further argues that ideas of the black body that is obdurate to Christian faith transfer to America’s first Black president, Barack Obama (Dadabhoy 2014).


CHAPTER 20

Shakespeare, Race, and Movement

Elisa Oh

The witches in William Shakespeare’s Macbeth provide a useful point of entry into a kinetic ecology of early modern English race-thinking at the turn of the seventeenth century. Ayanna Thompson has demonstrated how the ‘weyward-ness’ of this play’s multiple hauntings, feigned identities, and ‘rhetoric of blood and staining’ infuse American racial rhetoric through allusion, performance, and adaptations (Newstok and Thompson 2010, 3–10). I turn this interest towards discourses of early modern racial formation that the play engages in its historical context. This chapter focuses on the patterns of physical movement scripted for the witches’ actions on and off stage, as these kinetic paradigms comprise a somatic method for rendering certain bodies different, unnatural, and worthy of fear and hatred. Though transient and ever dynamic, physical motion can create and maintain a human alterity that is subject to change as a result of repeatedly traced trajectories that carry culturally specific meanings. These kinetic patterns are one of many strategies a society may use to define and naturalize a hierarchy of human difference through the body. Other critical interpretations of the witches in this play and of early modern witchcraft more generally have read them as sources of belief inversion, patriarchal containment, feminist subversive space for women, gendered and representational queerness, a combination of popular lore and sceptics’ ‘discoveries’, flattery of James I’s interest in demonology, and a sensationalist stage spectacle (Callaghan et al. 1994; Clark 1980; Guy-Bray 2020; Orgel 2002; Purkiss 1996; Stallybrass 1982). My reading suggests that the witches’ ‘choreographies’ of travel, dancing religious rituals, and satanic service weave them into other early modern discourses of racialized difference: the geohumoralism of foreign climates and consumption, religious conversion, and perpetual, enslaved servitude.

In Macbeth, three choreographies construct the witches as somatically and spiritually different from other humans: (1) the choreography of ‘strange’ foreign travel encompasses the witches’ interventions in James VI and I’s Stuart dynasty as well as English maritime trade with their colonial consumption of African and Asian bodies; (2) the choreography of their circle dancing comprises religious rituals of satanic conversion in grotesque parodies of Catholic sacramental liturgies; and (3) the choreography of a subordinate subject’s service to a master entraps the witches and Macbeth himself with hubris and damnation. Taken together, these kinetic analyses of the Macbeth witches’ movements at the turn of the seventeenth century reveal a discourse of racialization that opportunistically merges with pre-existing modes of naturalizing identity and status distinctions between groups of people.

Kinetic Analysis and Early Modern Discourses of Race

Rebecca Straple-Sovers asserts that, for literary scholars, ‘[k]inesic analysis foregrounds the bodily movements performed by characters within literary works and considers how they function as a system of expression and meaning-making’ (2021, 27). Kinesic analysis asks ‘[w]hat might one learn about cultural attitudes toward bodies, movement, gender, behaviour, and norms examining portrayals of the dance?’ (2021, 27). To these categories I would add racialized identity, ethnicity, belongingness, and strangeness or foreignness. That is, the Macbeth witches’ patterns of physical movement, both performed and verbally described, are an integral part of how the audience receives evidence of who they are, and their movements constitute a sign system that is at once practical in terms of providing stage directions and symbolic in terms of referencing other kinetic codes in early modern English culture such as colonial trade routes, popular dances, church rituals, and servants’ cycles of fetching things for their social superiors.

By ‘choreography’, I mean spontaneous, intentional, taught, or coerced patterns of repeated bodily movement that create and perpetuate ideologies of human identity. As I use it, a ‘choreography’ is a specific instance of a kinetic discourse or web of related ideas constructed in language and, in this case, movement, which echoes the word’s Latin root in discurerre, ‘to run to and fro’. Therefore, I use the term ‘choreography’ to capture the concept of sequential, temporally regulated physical movements performed in social contexts. Typically used to mean the written notation of dance, the word derives from Greek khoreia, or ‘dancing in unison’, which is the performance function of the khoros or chorus in Greek drama (OED ‘discourse’, ‘choreography’). Evoking the group of dancers who dance in unison and sing their collective commentary on the action of Greek dramas, choreography points to the communal ways humans construct meaning, value, and stratified differences through the proper ‘steps’, tempos, gestures, and paradigms for moving the body in relation to others. When individuals perform a pattern of movements recognized by others, they become materially in-corporated into their society’s dominant discourses. In this way, ‘choreography’ can comprise a productive critical term for the kinetic and somatically material aspects of ideology.

I build my argument on Louis Althusser’s assertion that ‘[i]deology has a material existence’, and a crucial part of its materiality is the repeated physical movements individuals trace in society to create and perpetuate their beliefs: in other words, ‘ideology exist[s] in a material ideological apparatus, [and] prescrib[es] material practices governed by a material ritual, which practices exist in the material actions of a subject acting in all consciousness according to his belief’ (2001, 112). Althusser paraphrases Blaise Pascal to illustrate his claim that ideology is always manifested first in embodied material practices: ‘Kneel down, move your lips in prayer, and you will believe’ (2001, 114). This analysis is furthered by Karen and Barbara Fields’ contention that ‘[w]itchcraft and racecraft are imagined, acted upon, and re-imagined, the action and imagining inextricably intertwined’ (2012, 19). The cyclical alternation between imagination and action—coming up with a fiction of difference and then acting on it—as well as the mutually constitutive properties of embodied material practice and ideology informs my analysis of literary ‘choreographies’. Equally, I rely on Kimberlé Ann Crenshaw’s brilliant and widely applicable theory of intersectionality, which shows us that there are frequently multiple axes along which social marginalization and biased assumptions of alterity can flow for any individual, but particularly for Black women (Crenshaw 1989). Accordingly, repeated patterns of physical movement contribute to early modern race-making by revealing the many intersecting ideological vectors along which one can be defined as less than fully human, such as race, gender, class, foreignness, humoral makeup, salvation or damnation, and perpetual servitude.

Geraldine Heng reminds us that the collectively agreed upon markers of race are renegotiated in every historical time period when she posits that ‘race’ is ‘a repeating tendency … to demarcate human beings through differences among humans that are selectively essentialized as absolute and fundamental, in order to distribute positions and powers differentially to human groups’ (2018, 3). So if specific kinetic patterns traced by the body are read as essentialized, absolute worthiness of privilege or subordination, those same patterns will not necessarily be meaningful for rank or identity formation in other times and places. Kim F. Hall and Peter Erickson assert ‘that race, as an ideology that organizes human difference and power, is always protean and sticky, attaching to a range of ideologies, narratives, and vocabularies in ways both familiar and strange’ (2016, 12).1 Early modern English racial formations could therefore rely on marks and features visible on the outside of the body and also construct essentialized racial difference based on physical movement and invisible inner qualities such as humoral balance and religious conversion.

Working with these tenets of race-making, I explore how patterns of repeated physical movement or ‘choreographies’ comprise one of the cultural vocabularies to which the early modern ideology of racialization has adhered. Patricia Akhimie has demonstrated that early modern discourses of cultivation hold out false promises of upward mobility, because some subordinate subjects are somatically marked and therefore understood to be uncultivatable (Akhimie 2018). While Macbeth and Lady Macbeth are desperately pursuing upward mobility in their society, the witches are not. Rather, they conduct themselves with the opposite of civility through their movements, which instead confer identity and power in an inverse hierarchy where they do not serve a Christian God or king but an alternate master, Satan. Their motions of travel, dance, ritual, and service embody disturbing, essentialized forms of somatic and spiritual difference and show just how mutable, negotiable, and arbitrary constructions of racial alterity can be.

‘Posters of the sea and land’: Travel and Witches’ Physical and Geographical Alterity

A route is a pattern and entity that merits study as much as a static location on a map. To become a clearly defined concept, a route must be recursively created and maintained by repeated human travel along the same path. Like the trajectory of a dance choreography that moves a body across a room or a stage, the trajectory of a travel route draws a traceable pattern that carries meaning despite each individual traveller’s transience. In 1994 the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) established the Slave Route Project to increase worldwide awareness and commemoration of the historical causes and the social, cultural, and economic effects of African enslavement in the Atlantic world, Indian Ocean, and Middle East. Most World Heritage Sites are static geographical locations, but UNESCO expands the conceptual category of ‘site’ by designating these routes as a collectively momentous event in human history. They have been created by layered, intentional, and involuntary migration over the same paths, both over land and sea. From the early medieval period, the English formed discourses of cultural and racialized difference through the movement of travel: retracing routes to and from the Mediterranean, the Middle East, Africa, and the Americas created English identities as traders entitled to profit from exotic commodity consumption; religious crusaders entitled to the righteous conquest of the Holy Land; colonists entitled to ‘plant’ in new territories; and, especially after John Hawkins’ 1562 voyage, human traffickers entitled to exploit others in the transatlantic slave trade. Repeated physical, linguistic, and conceptual dis-currere, ‘running to and fro’, over these travel routes asserted English international roles as claimers, consumers, and owners.

In Macbeth, the witches’ geographical ‘choreography’ defines their disturbing otherness through their travel and the routes that they trace. Their conversation reveals that they retrace certain land and maritime routes with supernatural ease and malicious purpose. Like other ‘choreographies’ of ideology, travel is always dynamic, but those pathways become coherent, socially significant codes when human bodies perform those motions iteratively. To their early modern audiences, these witches’ choreography of travel communicates their diabolical inhumanity in their ability to transcend the laws of nature, in their vengeful desire to harm an innocent Englishman, and in their consumption of foreign animals, ingredients, human bodies.


FIRST WITCH

A sailor’s wife had chestnuts in her lap

And munched and munched and munched. ‘Give me’, quoth I.’

Aroint thee, witch’, the rump-fed runnion cries.

Her husband’s to Aleppo gone, master o’ th’ Tiger;

But in a sieve I’ll thither sail,

And, like a rat without a tail,I’ll do, I’ll do, and I’ll do.  (1.3.4–10)2



In a typical scenario of taking revenge for denied charity that was replayed in many contemporary witchcraft trials, the First Witch uses unnatural powers of maritime travel in a sieve to go all the way from Scotland across the Mediterranean to interfere with the ungrateful woman’s husband’s voyage to Aleppo, Syria. Sailing unlikely distances over water in a chronically leaky vessel with a self-produced wind is a kind of movement that is triply impossible without supernatural assistance; in fact, it is kinetic proof of a damning pact with the devil.

The witches’ supposed control over the weather can either speed or thwart safe travel by sea. The Second and Third Witches offer to ‘give thee a wind’, and the First witch claims to command all the other winds and ‘the very ports they blow’(1.3.11, 15). Further impeding English maritime travel, the First Witch’s description of how she might torment the sailor illustrates the domestic pain she has the power to cause with his delays:


I’ll drain him dry as hay.

Sleep shall neither night nor day

Hang upon his penthouse lid.

He shall live a man forbid.Weary sev’nnights, nine times nine,

Shall he dwindle, peak, and pine.

Though his bark cannot be lost,

Yet it shall be tempest-tossed.  (1.3.18–25)



Though she cannot kill the man, she can still cause him insomnia, fear, illness, and a ‘tempest-tossed’ ship all the way home. The First Witch’s travel interferes with English exploration and trade with Aleppo, and it keeps an innocent Englishman ‘drained’, cursed (’forbid’), and separated from his wife. Emblematic of the travel disruption she desires, the witch displays ‘a pilot’s thumb,/Wracked as homeward he did come’(1.3.28–29). This anecdote refigures events in James I’s life that were attributed to witches’ maleficia aimed at English maritime routes of political significance.

After his 1589 North Sea voyage to pick up his fiancée, Anna of Denmark, was much delayed by winter storms, James came to believe that witches had conspired to keep him from marrying her and begetting an heir to establish his dynasty. The other ships had good winds, but his did not. The pamphlet The News from Scotland purported to reveal the cause of the king’s travel delay. After being subjected to torture, Agnes Tompson ‘confessed’ that she and other witches had taken a ‘christened cat’, ‘conveyed [it] into the midst of the sea by all these witches sailing in their riddles or sieves’, and used it to cause a great ‘tempest’ that destroyed a boat arriving with gifts for the new queen. She also deposed that ‘the said christened cat was the cause that the King’s Majesty’s ship at his coming forth of Denmark, had a contrary wind to the rest of his ships then being in his company’ (Newes from Scotland 1591). James was pleased to establish this heroic narrative in which he prevailed over the evil plot against him and his posterity. The flattering pamphlet credited his ultimately successful travel to his strong religious virtue: ‘the said witch declared, that his Majesty had never come safely from the sea, if his faith had not prevailed above their intentions’.

The witches in Macbeth name and define themselves through their supernaturally fast international travel, which renders them intrinsically different from all other humans. The witches convene to gloat about the past travel to Syria while waiting to encounter Macbeth for the first time, having anticipated his future location and beaten him to it.


ALL [dancing in a circle] The Weïrd Sisters, hand in hand,

Posters of the sea and land,

Thus do go about, about,

Thrice to thine and thrice to mine

And thrice again, to make up nine.

Peace, the charm’s wound up.  (1.3.32–37, my emphasis)



Similarly, the reported confessions in the News from Scotland use specific geographical movement patterns to explain their identities as witches: for example, Agnes Tompson’s ‘confession’ asserts that ‘a great many other witches, to the number of two hundred … all they together went by sea each one in a riddle or sieve … to the Kirk of North Berwick in Lothian, and that after they had landed, took hands on the land and danced this reel or short dance, singing all with one voice’ (my emphasis). This strange mode of travel indicates their kinetic alterity, and a group of 200 depicts a community identity of satanic traitors conspiring against the king. The telling of this ‘truth’ reinforces the significance of these witches’ route by retracing it narratively. This anecdote thus renders the ‘path’ itself more clearly well-trodden and keeps its meaning in circulation. The words with which the Macbeth witches name themselves, ‘Posters of the land and sea’, echo the repeated use of the words ‘land’ and ‘sea’ in this source text as it describes profoundly unnatural witch movements of travel and dance.

The choreography of witches’ travel introduces foreign alterity and potential change to their racialized identity in body and mind. It is worth looking at a longer quotation to register the density of foreign places, people, animals, and objects that they reference in the cauldron scene:


THIRD WITCH

Scale of dragon, tooth of wolf,

Witch’s mummy, maw and gulf

Of the ravined salt-sea shark,

Root of hemlock digged i’ th’ dark,

Liver of blaspheming Jew,

Gall of goat and slips of yew

Slivered in the moon’s eclipse,

Nose of Turk and Tartar’s lips,

Finger of birth-strangled babe

Ditch-delivered by a drab,

Make the gruel thick and slab.

Add thereto a tiger’s chaudron

For th’ ingredience of our cauldron …

SECOND WITCH

Cool it with a baboon’s blood.

Then the charm is firm and good.  (4.1.22–34, 37–38)



Adding to the witches’ earlier conversation about sailing to Aleppo, this incantation layers six more references to overseas travel outside of Europe. The rapid mention of the ‘witch’s mummy’, ‘Jew’, ‘Turk’, ‘Tartar’ takes the audience’s imagination across the Mediterranean into Egypt, Palestine, Turkey, and beyond, into central Asia. Each of the human ‘ingredients’ are racialized by their religious and ethnic difference from Englishness as well as by their contextual mixing among animal bodies. The fragmentation of these foreign human bodies reduces them to consumable ingredients in this Scottish cauldron. Consumption does not need to be limited to ingestion, as in the early modern practice of swallowing medicines concocted with mummified human remains. In fact, the witches’ casual inclusion of foreign human body parts in their production of their apparitions and prophesies should make us more critically attentive to English moral acceptance of exploiting foreign bodies in an era when they were avidly expanding the transatlantic slave trade.3 Engaging in the racecraft cycle of imagination and action described by Barbara and Karen Fields, the stage witches name the imagined foreign bodies and reduce them to subhuman commodities by using them in a recipe (Fields 2012). In addition, the witches’ movements to throw the stage properties representing the tiger entrails and baboon’s blood into the cauldron indicate either that the witches themselves have travelled as far as China, India, and Africa to acquire these colonial commodities, or they have acquired these ingredients themselves by travelling the trade routes that trace in and out of these regions, far to the south and east of England.

Scholars of early modern English racial constructions have documented how a vibrant discourse of humoralism posited that climate, humidity, water, topography, and food materially altered human somatic attributes as well as regional personality, strengths, and weaknesses (Feerick 2010; Floyd-Wilson 2003; Loomba and Burton 2007; Shahani 2020). So the witches’ travel and consumption of foreign bodies and commodities connects them to sources of racialized change in humours, temperament, and ‘blood’. From their first encounter with Macbeth, the witches are associated with non-native ways of knowing things. As soon as the witches deliver their first prophecy to Macbeth, he demands to be told where the information came from, ‘Say from whence/You owe this strange intelligence?’(1.3.75–76) His term ‘strange’ allows resonances of étrange, foreign, unnatural, and uncanny to coexist. Their moving bodies are the sites of humoral, racialized, and epistemic mixing.

‘Round about the cauldron go’: Dancing Satanic Rituals of Conversion

The witches’ circle dancing in Macbeth constitutes another kinetic paradigm of alterity: a religious ritual that enacts their apostasy. This performed representation of witches provided its viewers with a classic kinetic script for racing the witches as spiritually other through their physical movements. As is typical for Shakespeare, detailed stage directions are embedded in the words spoken by these characters, who describe their own performed patterns of movement as they show the theatre audience what it looks like to be eternally damned. By literally in-corporating dancing rituals that parody and invert Christian liturgies, the witches enact and embody the transformed identity of their demonic conversion.

Renouncing one set of religious beliefs for another was a powerful formula for undoing and reformulating an individual’s identity in early modern England. Often invisible on the surface of the body, religious conversion still functioned as a tool for race-making by establishing essentialized human differences to justify a hierarchy of status and power. Since English witches were persecuted for shifting their religious allegiance from God and Christ to Satan, it is valuable to consider Daniel Vitkus’s assertion that, for early modern English Protestants, different types of conversion were conflated: ‘According to Protestant ideology, the Devil, the Pope, and the Turk all desired to “convert” good Protestant souls to a state of damnation’ (2003, 77). Dennis Britton ‘argues that the Church of England’s baptismal theology transformed Christians and “infidels” into distinctive races’ and demonstrates that literary works like premodern romance and drama ‘reproduce, revise, and extend the Church of England’s theological arguments concerning race and religious identity’ (2014, 4, 11). The witches in Macbeth do not perform a typical Continental witches’ ‘sabbat’, or profane gathering to dance, feast, engage in illicit sex, and pledge their faith to Satan,4 but they do reprise key choreographies of a Catholic mass and turn it into a performance of spiritual otherness: (1) a group of believers congregate regularly to renew their faith through physically enacted, precisely choreographed rituals; (2) a small group of priest-like leaders initiate, direct, and participate in the ritual, which contains prescribed, sequential, symbolic actions; and (3) the ritual performed around a round vessel effects a transformative blood sacrifice that overrides death.

The first part of their kinetic pattern of ritual apostasy is the movement to gather to participate in prescribed ceremonies with others who share their beliefs. The witches’ regular convening to tell about the evil acts they have committed and perform synchronized chants and motions to effect a stronger connection between mortal and immortal realms comprises a recognizable and traceable choreography of worship. Despite their mysterious origins, the witches open the play by discussing, ‘When shall we three meet again?’(1.1.1). They mention the conditions and time of their next meeting as well as the location and company, ‘Where the place?/Upon the heath./There to meet with Macbeth’ (1.1.6–7). By the time they meet Macbeth, it is their second meeting as coven or congregation, and, similarly, they indicate that they are obeying set temporal preconditions for their meeting to conjure the apparitions: ‘[t]hrice the brinded cat hath mewed./Thrice, and once the hedgepig whined./Harpier cries, ‘’Tis time, ‘tis time!’(4.1.1–3). In fact, their constant re-meeting matches the English Protestant audience’s experience of gathering repeatedly at set times at church to engage in a standardized ‘dance’ of communal liturgy.

As priest-like officiants, the witches perform repetitive circle dances, both clockwise and counterclockwise, and recite the configurations of their movements around a cauldron. The cauldron’s position on a stage, the choreography of several leaders tending it with synchronized words and actions before a large theatre ‘congregation’ on three sides of their performance recalls the Christian baptismal font and the Eucharistic chalice. Protestant liturgies detailed in the 1549, 1552, and 1559 versions of the Book of Common Prayer retain some elements of the Catholic mass but also subtract the ritual movements, such as the elevation of the Host, which were used to indicate the production of the miracle or ‘magic’ of transubstantiation. After Elizabeth I re-established the Book of Common Prayer’s rituals as the nationwide religious practice in 1559, English people enacted this Protestant ideology through their embodied worship choreographies on a weekly basis for the next half century, by which time the Catholic mass had become widely associated with sinful superstition and idolatry.

However, performing allusions to papist belief through the choreography of witches’ dances in demonology texts and popular drama at the turn of the seventeenth century still proved to have cultural power. Reginald Scot makes the explicit connection between witchcraft and Catholicism: his virulent rejection of Catholicism informs his ‘debunking’ of witchcraft practices that he associates with performative tricks and social scapegoating. Similarly, the demonology tracts that assume the truth of witches’ demonic transactions and powers, such as George Gifford’s A Dialogue Concerning Witches and Witchcraft (1593); James I’s Daemonologie (1597); and Thomas Cooper’s The Mystery of Witch-craft (1617), represent witches’ terpsichorean patterns as mass-like rituals that place them in an inverted universal spiritual hierarchy among the ranks of the damned.5 Immediately before they accost Macbeth and Banquo, the witches perform this circling ritual: ‘The Weird Sisters, hand in hand … Thus do go about, about,/Thrice to thine, and thrice to mine,/And thrice again, to make up nine./Peace! The charm’s wound up’ (1.3.32, 34–37).

The triple repetition of the three steps in each direction serves more than one symbolic purpose: the numerological reference to three for an early modern Christian always indicated the Trinity, but the fact that the dance-like choreography features three steps or turns in each direction—‘to thine … to mine’—unsettles the positive allusion. Turning to the right signalled virtue, while turning to the left signified sinister, sinful, and malicious intent. Robert Mullally cites late medieval moralists’ condemnation of left-hand movement in the circular carole dance: they refer to the Gospel of Matthew’s statement that in the Last Judgment the damned will be placed on the left side of God (2011, 47–50).6 The witches’ satanic ritual choreography therefore ‘unwinds’ or reverses any proper right hand movement towards the divine. In this way, the witches use their moving bodies to indicate their spiritual turning away from God and Christ. Their kinetic ceremony of manic circling materially expresses their departure from Protestant Christian beliefs in the spiritual ‘turning’ of their satanic conversion, a word that has the Latin root vertere, to turn, embedded in it.

By circling a cauldron in ritual dances, the Macbeth witches conflate and demonize two Catholic sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist, as a cluster of ‘officiants’ move around a vessel that evokes a font or a chalice in its round shape. Catholic ceremonies use prescribed bodily movement through space and specific gestures in concert with the words of the liturgy to effect identity transformation through baptism and the Eucharist. English Protestant theology opposed the premise of actual miracles occurring, such as the ‘true presence’ of Christ’s body and blood in the Eucharist, and, accordingly, pared away elaborate ceremonies from the liturgy to indicate that shift (Britton 2014, 35– 58).7 The witches’ repetitive, rhythmic movements in the cauldron scene enact that ritual kinetic excess to embody an idolatrous identity.


FIRST WITCH

Round about the cauldron go;

In the poisoned entrails throw.

Toad, that under cold stone

Days and nights has thirty-one

Sweltered venom sleeping got,

Boil thou first i’ th’ charmèd pot.

ALL

Double, double toil and trouble;

Fire burn, and cauldron bubble.

SECOND WITCH

Fillet of a fenny snake

In the cauldron boil and bake.

Eye of newt and toe of frog,

Wool of bat and tongue of dog,

Adder’s fork and blindworm’s sting,

Lizard’s leg and howlet’s wing,

For a charm of powerful trouble,

Like a hell-broth boil and bubble.  (4.1.4–19)



The chant directs the witches to perform a monstrous liturgical choreography organized by sequence, chant, direction, and gesture in order to call up the prophesying apparitions. Their movements echo and distort the gathering around a circular font that would have produced transformational ‘magic’ in a Catholic mass, but would look profane to a Protestant viewer.8

The enthusiastically complex ritual the witches dance around their cauldron creates and maintains their spiritual alterity from a virtuous, sober, and undemonstrative Protestant identity. The Sarum Rite was one of several regional Catholic liturgies in use at the time of the English Reformation and provides a common example of the ecclesiastical practice that the English Reformation inherited and selectively revised. It minutely prescribes the worship leaders’ words and sequential movements in relation to each other, the congregation, and the church architecture. There are so many choreographed patterns or figures that the officiants had to perform in the liturgy that, like a dance manual, the Sarum Missal includes diagrams depicting how each person should end up standing after progressing to the next stage of the ceremony. For example, Holy Saturday before Easter includes three diagrams to guide the proper positions of the many ‘actors’ in relation to the altar, the paschal candle, and here the baptismal font:


     Candle-bearer.  Candle-bearer.

    Cross-bearer.        Thurifer.

 Holy Oil.              Chrism.

Boy with Book.             Candle for Font.

 Sub-Deacon.      FONT.   Deacon.

            Officiant.

           Five Deacons.

           Bishop (If present).  (Pearson 1868, 167)



Similar to the diagram of the Catholic ritual blessing positions around the ‘FONT’, the witches’ circle dance around their cauldron creates their own demonic version of this sacramental ceremony. With the movements of their bodies, they can express the renunciation of their baptism, Christian identity, and access to salvation, whether Catholic or Protestant.

This ideology of physically enacted rituals having the power to undo one’s religious identity also surfaces in early modern demonology. Thomas Cooper, for instance, describes the words and actions witches used to transform themselves into servants of the devil. He claims that Satan ‘enioynes them [his ‘Proselite’] another ceremonie: Namely, to compasse about the Fount diuers times, there solemnely to Renounce the Trinitie, especially their saluation by Iesus Christ, and in token thereof to disclaime their Baptisme’ (1617, 91). This ritual with the body produces the spiritual change in the inductee. Cooper further clarifies the imagined effects of this repeated circling of the font by providing a third-person omniscient narrator’s report of Satan’s intentions: beyond getting her to ‘[r]enounce her Baptisme … he entends to harden her heart the more, by this blasphemous disclaiming of the Seale of her saluation, and so to bind her more firme vnto him’ (1617, 115). The choreography of sinister circling not only intensifies a witch’s resistance to Christian belief but also cements her allegiance to Satan after her ‘conversion’.

The repeated motions of the ‘officiants’ in this cauldron scene also evoke the Eucharistic chalice, adding to the witches’ repertoire of profane choreographies. To English Protestants, the Catholic mass comprised a cannibalistic blood sacrifice recreating Christ’s death by transforming the bread and wine into the true presence of his body and blood for the priest and congregation to consume.9 A mass includes the priest’s gesture of putting a particle of the bread, as the body of Christ, into the chalice, so the witches mimic this ritual gesture. They put pieces of dismembered bodies and inhuman blood—baboon and later sow’s blood—into the cauldron with an obscene amount of repetition.10 The witches repeat that single ritual action of putting a particle of the consecrated bread into the wine by gesturing twenty-four times to throw in pieces of sixteen animals, five people, two plants, and one unidentified ‘poisoned entrails’. In addition to the sight of female bodies presiding over a version of the Eucharistic celebration, the overdetermined parody of the mass’s ritual movements adds another layer of grotesque excess to the revolting quality of the ingredients themselves. Comparing this cauldron scene to a familiar-yet-strange religious ritual reveals the racializing phenomenon that once-familiar bodies can move in soul-disfiguring patterns and, in this way, transform themselves into apostates who are outside the domain of English Christian salvation.

‘[T]h’equivocation of the fiend’: Satan’s Untrustworthy Choreography of Service

The early modern kinetic discourse of servitude imagines a material, embodied pattern traced by the subject who is a servant: the subordinate runs in repeated loops to fetch and carry for a stationary master who remains still in the sovereign centre of this ‘dance’ of power relations. Continually retracing this choreography of service work creates and maintains the servant’s identity as naturally lower on the social hierarchy through the repetitive labour performed for the appropriate master, and the master’s masters, right up the Great Chain of Being to God. This kinetic paradigm unjustly naturalizes both the master’s superiority and the servant’s perpetual inferiority and labour.11 Furthermore, this choreography of service buttresses ideologies like divine right kingship and natural slavery, two belief systems available in the early seventeenth century for justifying unequal distribution of power and privilege. Early modern English culture also had popular and legal structures for racing—that is, establishing the insuperable difference of—the bodies of mostly poor, old women as so deviant that they deserved imprisonment, torture, and execution as witches. Much attention has been paid to the searches for so-called ‘witch’s marks’ or ‘teats’, which apparently indicated sites of suckling a familiar with blood.12 This somatic difference demonized accused women categorically, or in Heng’s terms, selectively essentialized a human difference as absolute and fundamental. I propose that the kinetic discourse of witches’ servitude to an inappropriate master comprises another material, somatic practice that a racialist ideology construed as proof of witches’ natural inferiority.

Early modern demonology at the turn of the seventeenth century suspected that Satan enslaved witches by pretending to serve them first. He purportedly sent seductively obedient subordinate spirits to trace those iterated looping ‘dance steps’ of flattering servitude to execute the victim’s commands and fetch objects, prophesies, or spectacles. The subordinate spirits’ assigned choreography of servitude then seems to confirm the would-be witch’s elevated identity status as a true ‘master’. However, once the witch accepts these repeated services and goes looking for more, Satan entraps the witch into performing the servant’s part in the kinetic pattern of service: to receive more supernatural powers, the new witch must become the one who comes when Satan calls, does his bidding, and submits to serving him for eternity. In Macbeth, Satan’s agents, the witches, recruit a victim—Macbeth—into this choreography of servitude, cheat him with a transient illusion of power, and ensure his fate of defeat and damnation.

James’s Daemonologie (1597) is clear from the first sentence of its Preface to the Reader that he understands witches’ identity through a discourse of slavery. He claims he is moved to write this treatise because of the proliferation of ‘these detestable slaues of the Deuill, the Witches or enchaunters’ (1597, 2). In dialogue form, the text explains how witches become the ‘slaues to the Devil’ by having a particular trick played on them: ‘[Satan] oblices himself in some trifles to them, that he may on the other part obteine the fruition of their body & soule, which is the onlie thing he huntes for’ (James VI and I 1597, 9). The ‘trifles’ Satan obliges himself to do in this process of seduction are deceitful acts of service that give the potential witch a false sense of mastery over spiritual minions. James comments that scholars are particularly susceptible to this kind of hubris; after having some initial success in conjuring spirits, they ‘blindlie glorie of themselves, as if they had by their quicknes of ingine, made a conquest of Plutoes dominion, and were become Emperours over the Stygian habitacle. Where, in the meane time (miserable wretches) they are become in verie deede, bond-slaues to their mortall enemie’ (1597, 10–11). Those ‘verie deede[s]’ are the actions of service that transform a person into the ‘bond slave’ of the devil. Cooper also maps this pattern of satanic entrapment through feigned acts of service: ‘Satan offers himselfe vnto this Nouice, as a Slaue and Vassaile, seeming to be commanded by him, whom he now labours to enthrall for euer, And therein notably gulling the ambitious spirit with this conceited Emperie’ (1617, 11).

In this same pattern of seduction by service, the witches let Macbeth think he is the ruler of a huge ‘conceited Emperie’, because they come to him and offer to serve him like good, helpful servants bearing news of his unexpected promotion to Thane of Cawdor. Their choreography of service ‘gulls’ his ambitious spirit so that the prediction of his becoming king is easy for him to believe and then act upon, that familiar cycle of racecraft. Macbeth believes in the witches’ essentialized inferior positionality in his society, and, therefore, their service to him seems normal and appropriate, given his ‘natural’ male nobility. He can only understand their identity as people who derive meaning from kinetically doing their duty to serve those naturally ranked above them; it does not cross his mind that they might already have another master to serve and that they might be acting under his commands to trick Macbeth into serving Satan with them.

Banquo, however, understands and resists this deceitful pattern from the start; as soon as he and Macbeth have heard the first prophecies and instantly seen the title of Cawdor come to Macbeth, Banquo cautions Macbeth that ‘oftentimes to win us to our harm/The instruments of darkness tell us truths,/Win us with honest trifles, to betray’s/In deepest consequence’(1.3.123–126). His term ‘trifles’ echoes James’s Daemonologie term for what Satan concedes to tempt and catch new enslaved servants. Recognizing the witches as ‘instruments of darkness’, Banquo apprehends that they are not free and that they are not coming to serve him and Macbeth of their own volition or goodwill; rather, a greater entity of ‘darkness’—which Banquo later names ‘the devil’(1.3.107)—already enslaves and instrumentalizes the witches for his own purposes of undermining the state, causing chaos, and recruiting new souls into damning bargains. The witches are already locked into this choreography of service to Satan when Macbeth and Banquo meet them; the witches constantly signal that they are at the beck and call of other spirits in an inverse hierarchy of demonic service:


FIRST WITCH

I come, Grimalkin!

SECOND WITCH

Paddock calls.

THIRD WITCH

Anon.  (1.1.8–10)



Macbeth shows he has been ‘hooked’ by the witches’ initial prophecies and steps into the role of ever-moving subordinate server rather than the stationary master when he sets out to seek the witches: he wants additional prophecies from them to cement his raced identity as a true king with the divine right to pass on that status to his blood descendants. If the right prophesy shows his future bloodline on the throne, he can confirm that he is intrinsically a race apart, above all others in society and worthy of everyone’s service. After seeing Banquo’s ghost and receiving the assassins’ news that Fleance escaped, he announces, ‘I will tomorrow—/And betimes I will—to the Weird Sisters./More shall they speak, for now I am bent to know/By the worst means the worst’(3.4.133–136). Once there, Macbeth’s fatal hubris repeatedly misreads the apparitions as the witches’ servants, and, therefore, as naturally willing to come and ‘fetch’ prophecies when he commands the witches to make them appear. The witches correct him to specify that the apparitions are ‘our masters’, but Macbeth insists, ‘Call ‘em. let me see ‘em’(4.1.63). Throughout the encounter, Macbeth disregards the witches’ warnings that the apparition spirits ‘will not be commanded’(4.1.75). At first, and deceptively like efficient servants, the apparitions do come to Macbeth with desirable prophecies of his safety from all men born of women and sovereignty until ‘Great Birnham Wood to high Dunsinane Hill/Shall come against him’(4.1.93–94). However, this pattern of initial satanic service inevitably reveals itself to be a trap, and the springing of the trap always features the prideful victim getting overwhelmed and defeated by the forces of evil whom he trusted to serve him. Accordingly, when Macbeth commands the spirits to bring him a fourth prophecy of his future legacy, he is overwhelmed with the ‘Horrible sight!’ (4.1.122) of all the kings that will descend from Banquo, in a line that ‘stretch[es] out to th’ crack of doom’ (4.1.117). The approaching spirits do not obey him but just keep coming to annihilate his imagined raced identity as the progenitor of a hereditary monarchy.

The fourth apparition’s performance of relentlessly advancing ranks of insubordinate spirits foreshadows the defeat Macbeth will suffer at the end of the play. Echoes of this downfall repeat around him as failures and reversals of the choreography of ‘proper’ service. For instance, early on Lady Macbeth imperiously summons evil spirits to help her plot and execute the regicide, calling, ‘Come, you spirits/that tend on mortal thoughts … Come … you murdering ministers … Come, thick night’ (1.5.36–37, 43, 44, 46). However, the doctor later reports of her sleepwalking that ‘she is troubled with thick-coming fancies/That keep her from her rest’ (5.3.40–41), characterizing her mental illness as an experience of being overrun and overwhelmed by too many such hellish spirits or imagined ‘fancies’, who just keep coming like the line of kings did for Macbeth. As he faces a siege by Malcolm’s forces, Macbeth’s retainers desert him to join the advancing army. Macbeth must call his personal servant three times before Seyton appears on stage, and the repeated sound of this servant’s name, which is a homophone for ‘Satan’, shows the audience that Macbeth’s human and otherworldly servants are no longer tracing the choreography of service for him. When Macbeth hears the report from the Messenger that ‘[t]he wood began to move’(5.5.35), Macbeth reflexively calls the man ‘Liar and slave!’(5.5.35) in a futile attempt to re-establish the ‘proper’ hierarchy of subordinate fetching servants and spirits over whom he, the master, retains full control. However, he discovers that the witches’ and apparitions’ choreography of service to him were only a cruel trick that successfully entrapped him.

Like the witches’ relentless show of kings and Lady Macbeth’s fatal ‘thick-coming fancies’, the waves of English and Scottish forces disguised as Birnham Wood march on Dunsinane and violently overthrow and behead Macbeth. Macbeth does not make an explicit pact with the devil, but his fortunes parallel the rise and fall of a witch or magician like Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, who is tempted to bargain away his soul in exchange for the temporary service of supernatural beings. Macbeth’s parting words as he fights Macduff, ‘damned be him that first cries, “Hold, enough!” ’ (5.8.34) claim that damnation is at stake in this fight and recalls the way that Faustus gets swarmed, outnumbered, and overpowered by demons, who pull apart his body and carry his soul away to hell as payment for brief access to magical power. Malcolm celebrates Macbeth’s defeat and dismemberment in terms of a political triumph over a ‘tyrant’, but his downfall has a distinct similarity in choreography to witches and sorcerers who are led into sin by deceptively obsequious service and consequently seized away to become enslaved servants in Satan’s inverse spiritual hierarchy.

Conclusion

Through physically traced choreographies of travel, ritual, and service, Macbeth engages in racecraft—scripting actions for imagined natural hierarchies of human difference. Kinetic repetition defines this cumulative process of constructing the witches’ and Macbeth’s raced identities. Movement patterns establish and maintain the witches’ intersectional alterity as foreign, humorally other, and intentionally damned. The witches’ travel to Africa and Asia, left-hand circling, and profane rituals undoing Protestant baptism and Eucharistic beliefs comprise choreographies that early modern English audiences understood as intrinsically suspect, sinister, and worthy of punishment in life and in the afterlife. Despite his attempts to strongarm the witches’ and apparitions’ choreography of service to create his own higher status identity, Macbeth fails to confirm his aspirational raced position as a king whose right to rule passes through his bloodline. A kinetic analysis of the witches’ retraced routes and rituals in this play highlights a key material strategy for signalling that these bodies are set apart from the dominant ideology of domestic, feminine Englishness, white Protestant virtue, and salvation. Early modern English racialism can be seen, felt, and ‘proven’ through the body’s social choreographies. The language and construction of early modern race is infectious, mutable, and mobile; it will cling to a wide variety of media, human somatic experience, and social structures that justify the unequal distribution of privilege. Witchcraft is one of those domains within which race-making flourishes: the imagined geographical transgressions, dances, and satanic ceremonies and service convey racialist identities viscerally and nonverbally through movement. These kinetic strategies for constructing racialized difference, both somatic and spiritual, reveal identity to be arbitrary, negotiable, often hypocritical, and always changing in order to keep the powerful in power.
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1 Resonating with this definition, Geraldine Heng claims that ‘race has no singular or stable referent’ and ‘is a structural relationship for the articulation and management of human differences, rather than a substantive content’ (2018, 262).

2 All citations from Macbeth are from David Bevington, The Complete Works of Shakespeare (2009).

3 Louise Christine Noble connects early modern medical cannibalism and our own present-day use of marginalized and racialized bodies for our knowledge, health, and pleasure in Medicinal Cannibalism in Early Modern English Literature and Culture (2011).

4 Though this type of gathering was more prominent in Continental accounts of witchcraft, James Sharpe shows that early modern English culture had a popular knowledge of the sabbat’s main elements (2013). Shakespeare’s witches’ inclusion of a finger from an unbaptized ‘birth-strangled babe’ (4.1.30) corresponds to accounts of cooking down dead babies to make an ointment that enables witches to fly to the sabbat meetings. See also Ginzburg 1983.

5 For example, Cooper commands his readers to ‘[l]ooke vpon Poperie the nurse of Witch-craft’ (1617, 120).

6 Similarly, the inherent perversity embodied by left-turning circles appears in Ben Jonson’s The Masque of Queens (1609), where he describes the movements of the antimasque’s dancing witches: ‘with a strange and sudden music they fell into a magical dance full of preposterous change and gesticulation, but most applying to their property, who at their meetings do all things contrary to the custom of men, dancing back to back and hip to hip, their hands joined, and making their circles backward, to the left hand, with strange fantastic motions of their heads and bodies’ (1969, 327–332).

7 For example, the Protestant liturgy in the Book of Common Prayer removed the Catholic ritual of minor exorcism from the baptism ceremony and reduced the number of times the child is dipped in the water from three to one.

8 The witches’ obsessively repetitive circling in their rituals is not unique to Macbeth. Thomas Middleton’s The Witch also features ‘A charm song about a vessel. ALL: Round, around, around, about, about, All ill come running in, all good keep out.’ For an overview of the evidence of Middleton’s authorial hand in Macbeth, see Taylor 2014.

9 Medieval and early modern anti-Semitic libels often featured Jews intentionally desecrating the Host in some way, ritual child murders, and acts of blood drinking (Heng 2018, 81– 95).

10 In Middleton’s The Witch the witches use ‘the blood of a bat’ (5.2.67) and ‘three ounces of the red-haired girl/I killed last midnight’ (5.2.55–56).

11 For an analysis of early modern marks of service and racialized unfree labour in English law, households, schoolrooms, and plays, see Chakravarty 2022.

12 See Purkiss on witches’ ‘teats’ (1996, 130–131, 134–139). Purkiss notes that the ‘misogynist trope of woman-as-other is characteristic of elite responses to the witch’ (1996, 138). Also highly attuned to class and racialized ‘marking’ of the body, Akhimie demonstrates how early modern masters’ discipline dehumanized servants by bruising their bodies and thus creating ‘somatic signs (a racialized system of identification)’ (2018, 98).


Chapter 21

The Oral Histories

On Corporeality

Carla Della Gatta

With Adjoa Andoh, Lileana Blain-Cruz, Carl Cofield, Ako Dachs, Noma Dumezweni, Raúl Esparza, Chukwudi Iwuji, Iqbal Khan, Jani Lauzon, John Leguizamo, Natsuko Ohama, Whitney White, and Sherri Young

The space and origin of where language is located in the body has as much to do with actor training as it does with identity. The artists had much to say about the location of sound, and how varied experiences in the conservatory or classroom were in dialogue with their own corporeal knowledge and experience. Shakespeare’s poetry is a music on its own, and the path to embodying those sounds is both destination and practice for work with other playwrights.

Music and Rhythm

CARL COFIELD I came up during the golden age of hip hop. I’m talking 1983–84, listening to Run DMC, Afrika Bambaataa, and the stalwarts who really went on to pave the way, like Boogey Down Productions and Public Enemy. The bands who were really conscientious, who were doing the things that really make people lean into Shakespeare. Meaning, playing on words, playing on puns, using wit, using rhetorical devices to tell stories. So that had a profound influence on how I approached my craft.

LILEANA BLAIN-CRUZ It’s not just hip hop specifically; I think music has a way of making productions accessible because it lands us in a place in time. When I think about contemporary Black music, there is an interesting and fun play with language which is what I associate with the populism of Shakespeare. He had fun, and he had playfulness with language. When I think about how an audience can feel a sense of contemporariness, it’s usually through the music that we’re surrounded by, and that for me is really interesting. When I think about Henry IV, and I think about this young kid, I think about how he brings that visceral energy with him—and that’s usually through bass heavy club music.

CARL COFIELD When I started looking at soliloquies and antiquated language, it was a little off-putting. But I’ll never forget the moment the light bulb turned on for me. We started working through Hamlet, and I thought this is like the Public Enemy song, ‘Black Steel in the Hour of Chaos’. How he’s crafting this compelling speech; I was armed with that.

RAÚL ESPARZA I think one of the reasons that a lot of musical theatre actors are particularly good at classical plays, or should be, is because there is a series of skills that we have to cultivate on stage doing musical performances that classical plays demand. And that is, the language controls you. You have to be very clear with heightened language, and you also work on the breath. You have to have long, long phrases when you’re singing, or not, or very short phrases. But the breath controls it. So you can look at language in a Shakespeare play, and say I can say this paragraph without taking a breath, that’s a good skill to have. Or I can find the musicality or the rhythm of what’s implied here, go faster or extend the word, why not? I think a lot of the problem with American acting, and I don’t think we are particularly good at Shakespeare, and I include myself in that, is that we are terrified of language somehow. We are terrified of playing with sounds of words. And the very best of the English actors that I love will take a word, and rip it apart, consonants to vowels. Maggie Smith did Lettice and Lovage when I was in college. She took the word ‘mere’ and stretched it into six syllables.

We don’t do that, and it’s a very musical way of thinking about language. That the sound can be wherever you like it to be. Mark Rylance does it constantly. He just takes a word and pulls it apart, shortens it, and you think, that’s what is meant. We have a fear of that. We want to get it right, and be very clear about it. That is also naturalism. We are very interested in natural behaviour. There is a heightened quality to these plays that insists on not naturalism.

IQBAL KHAN I love music. You could take music lessons at our school when I was growing up if you could afford to, but we couldn’t. So, I would sing, I would imitate opera singers, or Bob Dylan, or whoever it was I was into at the time. What was extraordinary about the initial experiences of culture my elder brother was sharing with us was its scope—from classical music to Pink Floyd, from Bob Dylan to Charley Pride! We always had a love of and ownership of language and literature, while at the same time, we were being exposed to completely different universes of music. My brother could talk just as lyrically, and with the same vocabulary, about math as he would about music or literature, and that was exactly how I talked about all of these things. It was the hunt after the beautiful, the power of the imagination.

When it came to Shakespeare, and music in theatre, it felt like we’re always hunting for the total artwork. The great joy of encountering the work in the theatre is that it’s not realistic, it’s not naturalistic. It’s a poetic art form. You can use symbols in completely different ways; the semiotics of that experience are completely different than those that we often engage with in television or film. I know there are different forms of art, but I really love the potential for making much richer meanings in those darkened rooms of theatres. I need to hear music and words, and as I said, I love opera. That is key to how I think about everything.

JANI LAUZON I think the beautiful thing about being a musician, and also an actor, is that when I’m singing with a band, I’m telling a story with a song, and when I’m acting, I’m singing the rhythm of the character. The beautiful thing about being a multidisciplinary artist is that you can look at the perspective of creating or performing the material from a multitude of different ways that you embody the work. And I’m very thankful for this amazing instrument that I have. Years ago, I worked with an Elder. His name was Sam Osawamick. He had the gift of sight, and I went to him originally because I was not healthy in my body and I was asking him for some medicines to help me get strong again. I asked him, ‘How do you diagnose people?’ He said, ‘Your body is sort of like a book. So, I just go in and I read the book. And your body tells me what’s inside, by reading the book.’

I took that idea and I have used it for years in terms of how I look at myself as a theatre artist. This beautiful instrument I have is a book and this book contains many, many, many, many, many stories. I have stories of generational ancestry, I have muscle memory from my own life, I have muscle memory from other lives, potentially I have this DNA that contains all the stories of my ancestors, whether I know who they are or not.

RAÚL ESPARZA It’s strange, particularly for first-generation. Our parents held onto their pasts so intensely. Their memories became our memories. And that storytelling aspect of who we used to be, where we used to live, the obsessive recall of streets you’ve walked down, places you’ve been; it’s a homesickness, a lovesickness, a constant longing. I feel it, for a place I’ve never been. It’s in my memory and my body.

JANI LAUZON And so this incredible book I have is an extraordinary resource for me. I may not understand why there’s a particular passage in a Shakespeare play that I resonate with more than others, but I’ve learned not to question it. If there is something that my body resonates with, then I must assume that there is an experience that I carry in this/my book that has a meaning to that, and whether I’m able to intellectualize the meaning or not is not important to me. I just need to know that there is some connective tissue and I run with that. I have a pretty wide, incredible connection to a resource that is way larger than I am.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO For Romeo + Juliet (Figure 21.1), I studied flamenco to get the posture that Baz wanted me to get, and I did all that work and then worked on the language, to make it mine, to make it my own. I love language, I love writing. Dancing is such a huge part of my growing up and my culture. All of it is storytelling.
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Figure 21.1 John Leguizamo as Tybalt in William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet, directed by Baz Luhrmann, film still (1996).



SHERRI YOUNG I was actually an extremely good dancer when I was younger. There’s this flow that goes through me, and I really understand the music and the tempo. Some dancers don’t flow—they don’t tell the story with their body and their eyes and their hands—and that’s something you can’t teach. When I started physically developing, I was getting discouraged from going into that field, and that’s when I turned to acting. At the age of twelve or thirteen, I started acting as an outlet instead. I’m very glad about that because dancers have a shorter professional life.

JANI LAUZON When I was in grade two, my mother recognized that I had that similar kind of energy to her, and wasn’t quite sure what to do with me. So, she put me into a Saturday morning creative movement class, and I had an epiphany. I don’t even remember the teacher’s name, but she had this little portable record player and she put on music. Then she had us improvise and I remember that we had to be chickens hatching out of an egg. She put on classical music and we had to peck our way out of the eggshell and then improvise what it was to be able to come out of this shell. I remember pecking my way out thinking, this is awesome! Because the realization that I could tell a story with my body without any words was not only profound for me, but I got to experience what it was like to come out of confinement to freedom. It changed my life. It probably wasn’t until high school where I determined what kind of training I wanted to start with and where I wanted to go. But I knew early on, that storytelling was really an important part of who I was and what I wanted to do in my life.

AKO DACHS I was a good dancer when I was in kindergarten. I made my professional debut at about age ten or twelve. I was a child actor, and I played some lead roles. Actors should learn movement in any form. For me, it’s ballet. I started ballet when I was four or five, and then I changed to Japanese kabuki dancing style. I also learned tap and Martha Graham movement. Anything in your body movement is connected to your emotion, freeing up the voice, and manifestation of the character. If you play a king or queen or prince, you have to have a certain posture. In kabuki too: if you’re a warrior, you have to have a strong core to make the sound from there. And if you play a female role, you have to have your shoulders down. That is a technique you learn from dancing.

JANI LAUZON Iambic pentameter is very much like one of the rhythms that we have for one of our dances. One of the ways that I was able to engage some of my Indigenous students at the Center for Indigenous Theatre in finding a way into Shakespeare was to bring up the drum and have them dance in a way that they understand the rhythm. We were not looking at it so much as just iambic pentameter but as a round dance beat, or what we call our double beat. This allows them a doorway into the rhythm of the text that they can understand and can embody. That helps someone to better understand the rhythm of the language and the power of that rhythm.

RAÚL ESPARZA Watching a Spanish film with subtitles, my brain starts to go bonkers and I find that I suddenly don’t understand Spanish. I have to force myself not to look at them, to turn them off, if I am in a room with people who need them. We did Cymbeline in 2015 for Shakespeare in the Park, and there was a Spanish translation on the sides of the Delacorte. I found it violently distracting. I kept turning to see them, and read them, and thinking that’s not right. That’s not right.

The translation that did move me immensely and felt like the play to me was the translation into American Sign Language. The gestures were so moving; the way the whole funeral sequence was being spoken in sign language was breathtaking. The gestures felt like the equivalent of the words we were saying, rather than the Spanish which had distracted me. I’m sure the Spanish was great, but I should not, as an actor, have been aware of it.

NATSUKO OHAMA Right now I’m working on this twenty-seven-page monologue. It’s great writing. I have been working on it for a month now, and I only have ten pages down. It’s painstaking, and not only because of my aged years. I could have learned a Shakespeare play, an entire play, in that amount of time, but it takes longer because of the rhythm. Kristin [Linklater] used to talk about Shakespeare being ‘four hundred years younger’. The language has more vitality, more blood, more juice, so you can hold on to it. It’s like when we were all younger. When you’re doing Beckett, for example, the rhythm is ‘I am. Let’s wait. We go.’ It’s like the life is drained out of it in a way. But with Shakespeare’s plays, they have hooks, iambic pentameter and rhyme, and it’s just going to go into the body easier.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO I’ve got a vocal warm up that I do before I do fights and yelling; there’s a lot of yelling in film and stage. I do so many one-man shows and so many voices that if I don’t warm up, I don’t have as much power, and I lose my voice. But Shakespeare, you have to do more vocal exercises and articulation exercises. And because some of the phrasing is longer than the normal … when I’m regular acting, I don’t have to worry about phrasing; it happens naturally, it all falls into place. But in Shakespeare, I have to worry about my breath, to make sure that my line is through and the thought is through, because it’s long. You have to pay a lot more attention. I also have to worry about my accent because my accent either calls attention to itself or calls attention away from what I’m saying; it is an interesting thing when that starts to happen.

Languages and Accents

CHUKWUDI IWUJI I grew up speaking English. This is going to sound so ironic. The closest I’ve been to acting in another language is when I’ve had to speak my native tongue, because I’m not very good at it. I go to my dad and I take some notes, because it’s all in my head, and I understand it perfectly. But I never speak it, and literally your mouth needs to change to speak it, and so my pronunciation is all over the place. But whenever I do that, I am slightly out of my body.

RAÚL ESPARZA I think that one of the things that I notice when I sing in Spanish, and I can’t be a good judge of this, is that I feel more grounded. I feel quite free. It is somehow more in my body. My voice teacher tells me that I place things perfectly without thinking about it when I sing in Spanish, everything is in the right place in my mouth, and I articulate in the correct ways. Something about my support just falls into place. Probably this has something to do with learning Spanish first, and then English later.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO When I started performing in Spanish, I realized, wow. I spent the majority of my life in my mind, dreaming, speaking, loving, fighting in English, and I don’t do it in Spanish; it doesn’t come to me as easy. Spanish, to me, it becomes sort of like learning a song: you have to learn the lyrics, you have to learn the melody. And that takes a lot more effort to just be there than acting in English. In Bloodline, I just am. In Carlito’s Way, I just am. I work on sounding a little more ‘street’, but it just flows out of me, like a miracle, like I’m possessed.

But in Spanish, I have to really concentrate. It’s almost like Shakespeare. I have to really concentrate, to really focus, to really practise. It also influences my acting in English, because I realized, oh wow, I can put that kind of effort into my acting, that I normally didn’t in English. I think it influences both. I thought, ‘What if I did that?’ And I think it will extend my longevity. It helps me to play roles that are further away from myself. But in Spanish, I have to get a coach. Because my accent is also all over the place—it’s Puerto Rican, Colombian, gringo—so sometimes I overcompensate and get too Colombian that it sounds cartoonish.

CHUKWUDI IWUJI I shudder to think what my accent was in 2004 when I did Suzan-Lori Parks’s Topdog/Underdog in Dublin. Again, I think that was easier to do because Booth’s speech is in that rhythm. She writes with this rhythm, and sometimes those very vernacular sounds are actually easier to access. What I found is the hardest thing with American accents is doing the Standard American, where I am not playing a street guy or from the South or anything specific; that is what they call ‘Standard’. That’s a lot harder for me than doing extreme dialects. A lot of the American accent is rhythm more than sound; you have to adjust the sound. Whatever flaws I had with the sounds and my vowels, you could definitely hide them with the rhythm of the text.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO Spanish is my mother tongue, but I got here when I was three. My parents did speak in Spanish, but I answered in English back to them. They were always trying to make me just speak Spanish in the house, but I refused. Now, I totally regret it. But now whenever I am with Latin people, I try to talk to them in Spanish to force myself, and my mom and I only talk to each other in Spanish. I tried talking to my kids in Spanish, but I wasn’t really good at it. I felt like I was a different person. And then they started getting annoyed with me.

RAÚL ESPARZA I don’t remember learning English, but I know that I did. My mom tells the story about living in Ft. Lauderdale when I was little: we had a rule that I had to speak Spanish inside the house and English outside the house, so I could learn it. She said the neighbour said to me when I was playing on the lawn, ‘Speak some Spanish’ and I said ‘No, I can only speak English outside’. I was very literal about the whole thing.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO I realized doing Spanish movies that I learned acting in my acting classes all in English. I never practised the Method in Spanish, never practised Meisner technique in Spanish. I didn’t do repetition exercises in Spanish. So acting in Spanish was really alien in so many ways. When I do these movies, sometimes after twenty-four hours of speaking Spanish, I need to shut it off and say, ‘I’m sorry I need to stop talking Spanish for a minute because my brain is overloaded’. I can be witty and have wordplay in Spanish; I just don’t have jokes. I don’t have that. That’s all in English.

AKO DACHS I have performed Shakespeare in Japanese here in the United States, but not in Japan. I was not cast in the older Japanese Shakespeare companies. At the time, Shakespeare wasn’t as common in production in Japan. Then Yukio Ninagawa started to direct Shakespeare plays. Only the big companies produced.

When I played the Soothsayer in the OSF Julius Caesar the lines were primarily in English. But Amanda Denhert (the director) put me in Caesar’s dream scene, and the Soothsayer came up speaking Artemidorus’ line, ‘Caesar, beware of Brutus’ (II.iii.i) in Japanese. I used a 100-year-old translation by Shōyō Tsubouchi. [She recites a passage.] He wrote in old Japanese verse lines, and it’s beautiful and has a rhythm. It’s not iambic. We don’t have iambic. It’s more like a declaration in a way, a declaration speech.

NOMA DUMEZWENI I spoke another language in two different roles. There was one at the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) that Anthony Sher directed in 2005 where I had to speak Shona because I was playing Grace Mugabe, wife of Robert Mugabe, and that was a play called Breakfast with Mugabe. I had to do a bit of Shona, and luckily, I have a lovely friend whose sister-in-law is from Zimbabwe, who I met and she kind of spoke me through the lines I had to say. And it just became this phonetic thing. You’ve just got to hear the language. The other production was in 2013 for Henry V (Figure 21.2) at the Noël Coward Theatre, playing Alice, Princess Kate’s nurse [she also played Mistress Quickly]. We had such fun. But that French is so hard.
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Figure 21.2 Noma Dumezweni in Henry V at the Noël Coward Theatre (2013), directed by Michael Grandage. Photo by Johan Persson. Courtesy of Michael Grandage Company.



JANI LAUZON Early on, back in 1991, I did a show called Son of Ayash, which was in the Cree language, for Native Earth Performing Arts. That was a pretty incredible experience. And then in terms of accent, I did a production of The Collected Works of Billy the Kid for Alberta Theatre Projects in 1997 and worked really hard on my Spanish accent. But other than that, it’s been primarily in English. I don’t speak any of my other languages. My father spoke French though he never taught us, and I don’t know Michif (Métis language) to any degree or Finnish on my mom’s side.

NATSUKO OHAMA I have had to speak in languages that I don’t know, and I’ve had to phonetically learn them. It’s awful. I feel like a charlatan.

And I certainly had to, and I have done, a so-called ‘Asian accent’ in English. It’s a moral-political issue to pretend to be a person who doesn’t speak English, the way that you speak it. And I will say that I have done it, and I don’t mind doing it, but I think there’s a larger thing about how that affects the culture and young people. But I didn’t come to that understanding until after I had done it.

How I was taught was I grew up with people who had Plains accents. So, I don’t see it as a denigration. When I’m doing a Japanese-American play, playing a woman of a period of time during the war, for example, I can hear the way my aunts and my mother speak. It’s a rhythm thing, not a pronunciation thing too much. I just see that as part of a representation of that particular world. But it is a big question.

RAÚL ESPARZA I sing in Spanish, I have acted in Spanish, my first language is Spanish, but a Spanish accent? No.

ADJOA ANDOH When I moved to London in the 1980s, the predominant Black narrative was West Indian, not African. I have members of my family who are from the West Indies by marriage. I had to actively work on those accents to make myself employable as an actor because people weren’t telling West African stories. I also learned South African and East African accents. I learned every accent that pertained to someone who looks like me in order to work. I speak French and German, and a bit of Italian; I studied Latin in school. My daughter is a Spanish and French teacher. I have another daughter who speaks Hebrew and is learning Biblical Greek. Interestingly, the language I don’t speak is Fanti, a legacy of my father being ‘the only one’ all through my childhood in the Cotswolds.

CARL COFIELD I had to learn accents in conservatory as part of the training. Learning accents did give me agency in choosing dynamics that I thought would allow me to be seen as myself. I learned classical Southern, Nigerian, Jamaican … the Global Majority dialects. And we had German.

Fun fact: I was born in Germany. But how many times have I been cast as a German? Side note: my first audition in New York—I think I’m a big-shot New York actor, I have an agent—and they said, ‘You’re going in for a German terrorist’. I thought, you’ve got to be kidding me.

Sounding Shakespeare

NOMA DUMEZWENI I grew up in a place called Suffolk, and then I came to London. In my head I knew that was going to be an interesting sound in its own way. By the time I got to London and was auditioning for drama schools, there was a conscious effort to clean up my vowels, to clean up my sound, and I know that this voice was a voice that was honed to fit into a space of performance and accessibility. Whereas now, you can say, ‘Hold on to your accent, please hold on to that part of your character, that part of your history’. Because that’s important.
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Figure 21.3 Chukwudi Iwuji as Henry VI in Henry VI Part 1 at the Royal Shakespeare Company (2006). Photo by Ellie Kurttz © RSC. Courtesy of the Royal Shakespeare Company.



CHUKWUDI IWUJI I remember one of the first lessons that I had when I went to the RSC and I had just came back from graduate school in the States, I was to do a voice session with Cicely Berry. I bought a CD of Alex Jennings doing the Sonnets, and I was trying to sound like that. Cicely Berry threw it across the room and said, never, ever, ever use anyone else’s voice. So, when people hired me to play Edgar, or Enobarbus, or when I was in Tamburlaine, people are looking for my voice, my natural voice. It’s more so in TV and film that I have had to work on my American accent (Figure 21.3).

That’s why it’s important to use your voice. I think when people have been forced not to use their voices and to sound like this weird Mid Atlantic, that’s going to take you away. But that’s on you, that’s on the schools that trained you like that. It’s not on Shakespeare.

SHERRI YOUNG They wanted us to get Standard American down as just a basic. There was no British dialect class and our teachers were really excellent in that area. However, I do remember that there was an emphasis on Shakespeare and yet there wasn’t a lot of training on it at the time.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO I took speech class in college, and I had a very militant acting teacher who said my accent was really horrible. It was her mission in life to get rid of all my street and all my New York sound. She tried, but you know, I still love hearing those sounds, and when I hear it in Latin people, I love it. My accent has changed over time because of all that training. I don’t talk like I used to; I don’t talk like that anymore. That’s history. It’s gone. I can get it back, but it’s not like I do it all the time. A lot of my friends who didn’t go through my training still sound like that, even though they’re my age, or their accents are even thicker.

RAÚL ESPARZA I’ve always felt that Stephen Sondheim and Shakespeare are on par as writers because of language play. Because Shakespeare and Sondheim and writers such as Woolf, Chekhov, and Hemingway (in some cases)—and Stoppard, Kundera, and Borges—but particularly Steve and Shakespeare, in a dramatic context, they are able to put down in words the thing that you do not think can be said in that interplay between a word’s meaning and suggestions. Particularly, that sense of wordplay, that sense of language feels protean in their use of words; they ping and reverberate and are delicious and surprise the speaker and take on meanings other than what that character intends. I don’t know how Sondheim does it but that reminds me very much of Shakespeare.

The playfulness of that, and the rhythm, and then also the ability to name the thing that you think, I’ve experienced that but I didn’t know you could name it without breaking it. Shakespeare’s Berowne has that moment, ‘For when would you, my lord, or you, or you, / Have found the ground of study’s excellence / Without the beauty of a woman’s face?’ (IV.iii.D4–D6). And he names so beautifully, this idea that love is something that you can’t grasp. It breaks the second you try to name it, and we have to experience it, we have to experience it and not talk about it. Steve does the same thing. In a show like Company for instance, Bobby sings the song ‘Marry Me A Little’. It’s a song about someone trying to name love. Bobby and Berowne are similarly intelligent men, making deals with themselves. And in both cases, they’re wrong.

NATSUKO OHAMA I think the thing that separates people more than their status or class, or race, seems to be language. There’s a kind of an unconscious defining of the way in which people speak, including their education, whatever that is, in the southern accent, Northern accent, Latin accent, Asian accent. And there’s a big thing about changing people’s accent reduction. I always go to the work of Louis Colaianni, who is a great authority on this, as far as I’m concerned. The intelligibility is the main thing.

There’s a kind of like a Standard American / Standard British prejudice, which I think is eroding slightly. But that’s where you want to see the heart and soul, because people speak the way that they think and feel, and it comes out especially when they’re being truthful.

CHUKWUDI IWUJI Earlier on, my American accent was terrible and I could not get anything that required me to be an American. We joke about that, but that really does affect that question you’re asking me, because when I did Antony and Cleopatra in 2013, which was a joint venture with Tarell (Alvin McCraney) and the RSC, they really wanted my voice. If anything, I did a little bit of a Nigerian taint to it. The next big job I did after that was to play Edgar in King Lear in the Park in 2014. And they weren’t looking for me to sound American. Talking to a lot of African American actors, they feel they’re constantly being told to lose that side of them in order to speak in a certain way to do classical work.

WHITNEY WHITE I directed a production of Othello at Trinity Rep in 2018. The actor playing Othello was of Caribbean descent. We got a really problematic review saying that Othello spoke in a ‘Jamaican-y accent’. The actor Jude Sandy was an impeccable Othello. Gorgeous. Having bias coded in the press was fascinating. I wonder what and why that critic was so triggered by the actor’s performance and why an actor of colour bringing their own heritage to Shakespeare’s world is still so challenging to them?

AKO DACHS I was not asked to do RP (Received Pronunciation) when I performed in Shakespeare. At OSF, they like to do Shakespeare productions in American-English, without fake British pronunciation. I have learned RP. I love to hear the beautiful RP sound, a crisp, articulate sound. It’s like music to me. I love to hear Gielgud, Jacobi, and McKellen, speaking the language so beautifully, and I admire them. I wish I could do it extremely well. Maybe in my next life I will study those masters of English verse from an early age. It’s powerful.

I learned RP, with my Japanese accent. Every production in the United States had a voice and accent teacher—they pointed out that as a Japanese speaker my ears really weren’t trained to hear the subtle differences between certain sounds, like the famous ‘R’ and ‘L’ confusion.

NATSUKO OHAMA I learned RP because you have to learn it. You almost have to know it in order to do Shaw. It’s very hard to do Shaw without it, although we do, and I think we should, but it’s hard because it’s so in there. As a teacher, we learned it and we learned the IPA (International Phonetic Alphabet) and all that kind of stuff. I make it very clear when I’m working with students what the realities of that are, and also how I feel about it, and how I think they should feel it in terms of respecting themselves.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO I learned RP a little bit, but not much, because that was not my main focus. I guess like musicians—a pianist, you’re a jazz musician or you’re classically trained—I mean they all influence each other, but at some point, you’ve got to choose. If you want to be great, you have to specialize. I chose to be much more vernacular and much more contemporary. So that’s my focus. I did Shakespeare in college. I’ve worked on monologues, and I go back to them every now and then just because it does make you a better articulator, if you play senators, it makes you a better orator. I keep up my Shakespeare. [John then recites the first ten lines from Richard III, ‘Now is the winter of our discontent / Made glorious summer by this son of York’ without missing a beat. (I.i.1–2)]

CHUKWUDI IWUJI Whenever I work with young actors I say, give RP the middle finger. My natural accent is what I’ve been lucky enough to use in theatre work. I had to do the RP thing for the RSC and now my voice is, you can hear, is this weird—I’ve been in the States so long—it’s this weird Mid Atlantic thing. So when I’m working with Shakespeare, in which you should be as close to your natural voice as possible, my natural voice does incorporate a lot of RP, but my Nigerian thing comes out as a hodgepodge. That’s my natural voice for Shakespeare.

CARL COFIELD I went to a classical conservatory, so yes, we studied RP and lots of the Mid Atlantic reporting voice, where they want to flatten out any regionalism in your speaking. When I came to undergraduate conservatory training, I was a kid, and I did what they would say were things my instrument needed to do. It sounds crazy now, ‘smooth out’. I was from the South, so I had diphthongs in my speech, and I do have a propensity to pronounce things certain ways.

Would I choose to use it or not? Who knows? Where I give them credit is for when we got into that third year where we started working with heightened texts. They said, ‘We want to find what works best for you’. We’re going to prescribe which dialects we want you to work on, but then you are going to choose one from where you think you will be cast.

ADJOA ANDOH I am on the panel for auditions at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA). People have to come and do their two classical monologues and their one contemporary, and a song. Quite often you’ll see auditionees from all over the world and hear the richness of their accents, and then they get to their Shakespeare pieces, and suddenly, they’re doing a stereotypical RP. And (a), it breaks my heart as I wonder do they not think their voice is good enough; (b) Shakespeare did not speak in RP; and (c) RP neutralizes emotion. And Shakespeare wrote on a heartbeat, which is all emotion. RP is the language of administration and colonization, because if you can say in a terribly neutral accent, ‘Yes, we will be taking your family at four. And you need to leave the building by ten’, by removing all the emotion, you can control the nation. But Shakespeare is full of emotion. In 1992, for the BBC World Service, we did a Trinidadian version of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and it just sang. Because when you apply the music and richness of an accent to Shakespeare, it flies.

WHITNEY WHITE The question of training is a huge one. In the technical training that I received, I learned how to dissect language, make the sounds, make the shapes. But I understand why many feel that being trained to speak in Standard American is problematic to those who feel that it erases who they are and where they are from. Yes, in theory this type of speech can help you get through a fifty-line verse and have the linguistic stamina to do a full production. So the question is: how can the training account for methods of the past and still embrace who we are and what students need now?

Because of the years spent in training it still takes a lot for me when I’m rehearsing to mentally keep making myself sound like myself without going to this weird Standard American. Is there a way to do this training without complete erasure? Or is the erasure necessary so that then you can come back to yourself? It is a huge question.

RAÚL ESPARZA I studied at New York University, at the Tisch School of the Arts. We certainly had speech classes. When you first start with all that, it’s RP, and you try to sound neutral. We called it Mid Atlantic on our end. We played around with that. I joked because I remember classes where nobody could speak like a human for days afterwards. I remember the liquid ‘u’s, until I finally said, ‘Screw this’.

WHITNEY WHITE I think what I have landed on is that we do need training to be able to do this because unless you’re entrenched in Shakespeare from age zero, it’s just not natural to stand up and be breathing perfectly and speak for fifty lines. I remember when I first learned how to do it, I would fall out on the floor. And now I can do it and go sing twenty songs. Did I necessarily need some of the erasure that was associated with that? That’s the question I have. How do we do the training? How do we do the work and also keep looking at the world we live in, so that people can engage? I have watched colleagues with strong Southern accents really struggle in the training. How do we say ‘yes/and?’ Is there another way? That’s something that’s on my mind right now. What is the training going to look like?


Chapter 22

Dispossessed and Unaccommodated

Race and Animality in King Lear

Holly Dugan

At a key moment in King Lear, an unnamed servant tries to intervene in Regan and Cornwall’s gruesome torture of Gloucester at his home in Kent. The servant’s role in the play is wholly defined by this act of resistance. In answering Gloucester’s appeal for help, he risks his life and his master’s ire. It is a character-defining moment. In this exchange, the audience learns that he is Cornwall’s servant, not Gloucester’s:


cornwall: … Upon these eyes of thine I’ll set my foot.

gloucester: He that will think to live till he be old, Give me some help!—O cruel! O you gods!

regan: One side will mock another—th’other too.

cornwall: If you see vengeance—

servant: Hold your hand, my lord.

I have served you ever since I was a child,

But better service have I never done you

Than now to bid you hold.  (3.7.86)



The servant emphasizes their shared history and defines his intervention through social bonds of service. Both Regan and Cornwall immediately react to his claim by redefining him as unworthy of such human privileges. Whereas Regan calls the servant a dog (3.7.74) and peasant (3.7.79), Cornwall claims possession of him as property, querying ‘my villaine’ (3.7.77), a term that defines the servant as both feudal property (a villein) and as a foe (a villain).1 Later, he describes the servant as a “slave” (3.7.95)

Regan’s and Cornwall’s diction functions as slurs and drama, revealing how categories of identity are interpellated into the play’s staging of violence as tragedy. Simon Palfrey and Tiffany Stern analyse this linguistic exchange as fuelling the scene’s physical dynamics, mirroring and amplifying its staging of force (2007, 246).2 The scene’s short lines ‘help [to] orchestrate something of the heady, escalating, and improvisatory rage of suddenly unbridled cruelty …’ (Palfrey and Stern 2007, 246). Palfrey and Stern’s metaphor of an “unbridled” cruelty suggests one way scholars have analysed animality and its relationship to the play’s staging of increased violence. But Regan and Cornwall also deploy animality to fortify power, coding the servant as both a ditch dog and a villein, peasant and slave in order to obliterate his intervention into the play’s politics at the very moment that his autonomy as a character comes into view.

I am interested in the doubled logic they deploy to check the servant’s resistance. Their desire to align him with dispossesed people and with actual animals brings into view the play’s overlapping investments in race and animality in its scripting of tragedy. The scene provides a useful starting point to consider a shared politics emerging from premodern critical race studies and critical animal studies. Building on both Debapriya Sarkar’s argument in this volume about the spatial logic of early modern racecraft and Jennifer Park’s argument about the ‘site-specific’ dimensions of its violence (388), I argue that the servant’s intervention provides Shakespeare with an opportunity to reveal Cornwall and Regan’s violence for what it is: an exercise of power that extends beyond death to justify its political terrain. As Edward Rocklin argues: ‘having sought to reduce the living servant to a dog, [Cornwall] continues to treat him as a subhuman creature, fit only to decay in a pile of manure until nothing is left and nothing will mark his heroic act or brutal death’ (2008, 310). The unnamed servant reveals not only how race and animality are enmeshed with one another in the play’s political imagination, but also how the epithets that Regan and Cornwall use shape critical arguments about the play’s staging of tragedy. The servant’s rebellion and the violence it unleashes extends beyond his death, and the end point of his story line maps an overlapping political terrain between the nonhuman and the enslaved. Neither, Regan and Cornwall slurs suggest, are ‘grievable lives’, especially as imagined through Shakespearean tragedy (Butler 2016).

Political Animals

In her review of Laurie Shannon’s The Accommodated Animal and Andreas Höfele’s Stage, Stake, and Scaffold, Karen Edwards argues that ‘animals are the new Other’ (2014, 242). Describing the powerful impact of both books on the field of Shakespeare studies, Edwards traces how the suffering of animals became integral to understanding both early modern politics and performance. Her syntax isolates a key divide linked to this particular moment, which has since widened. It is not the human/animal divide examined in the books, though it is linked to it. Rather, it is the human/nonhuman divide in critical analyses of otherness and social power. There are good reasons to be wary of collapsing the experience of humans with animals; such a collapse is often used to justify the denial of legal rights and basic rights to all humans (Bailey 2020; Dugan 2019). The term ‘animal’ has been weaponized against Black and Brown people and against Indigenous peoples. It has also been used as an epithet to describe women, children, disabled people, poor people, foreigners, and immigrants (Jackson 2020; Wynter 2003). The role of animals in policing underscores that these tensions are more than semantic; they are brutal and physical (Royster 2005; Bartolovich, 2020)

Recent work in critical race theory and critical disability studies has focused on the intersections between subaltern studies and animal studies, exploring the political affordances that emerge when one engages with the fact that people and animals are oppressed within the same systems of power (Bennett 2020; Jackson 2020; Lundblad 2020; Taylor 2016). Such arguments may produce a strongly negative affective response, one which Michael Lundblad terms as ‘disanimality’, a ‘disruptive affect, a feeling of discomfort, a site for critique, but also an opportunity for critical disability, animality, and human-animal studies to come together in more productive ways’ (Lundblad 2020). It risks reproducing a logic of ‘kinds’ and categories that are constitutive with racist systems of colonialism and capitalism (Nixon 2013). Both people and animals have been forced to labour in similar systems of racial capital (Bennett 2020), both have been harmed by systems of science (Kelley 2014), and both deserve liberation from these systems of oppression (Taylor 2016).

Shakespeareans have also called for shared analyses between premodern critical race studies and premodern ecocriticism. In ‘Becoming Undisciplined’, Shakespearean scholars Debapriya Sarkar, Hillary Eklund, Ayanna Thompson, and Jennifer Park argue for an intersectional approach to Shakespeare studies and social justice, particularly for research that seeks to trouble the category of the human (2021). Emphasizing the important connections between ecocriticism and critical race studies in other fields, especially those centred in twentieth- and twenty-first-century literary studies, these scholars renew the call for coordinated efforts to understand the shared terrain of these two fields. Whereas early modern ecocriticism has documented how the lively, creaturely, and botanical worlds of the Renaissance included far more actors than what we would recognize as human (Lupton 2000; Nardizzi 2019; Yates 2018), premodern critical race studies has shown how legal, social, and political effects of slavery and colonialism police the boundaries of the human (Chapman 2017; Erickson and Hall 2016; Hall 1995; Hendricks 2019; Thompson 2021). These two fields have remained silo-ed from one another in their approaches. Sarkar, Thompson, Eklund and Park argue that, in centring non-human life, early modern ecocriticism has perhaps too quickly sidestepped the ways in which ethical justice also requires attention to the domains of the human, especially in terms of race.

As Henry Turner noted in 2018, it is worth querying why—at least at the level of our field’s willingness to privilege some arguments over others—‘it has come to pass that the creaturely life of sheep, oranges, and yeast seem more significant than the life of Caliban, say the lives of slaves [sic] and persons of color?’ (2018, 481). Turner’s query isolates a particular moment in early modern studies; its landscape has shifted since then, thanks in large part to the activism and labour of scholars in the Medievalist of Color collective and the ShakeRace communities. Yet his question is still relevant, particularly at the intersection of race and animality in early modern performance studies, as Matthieu Champan’s research on antiBlackness in early modern drama and Noémie Ndiaye’s work on racializing ‘scripts’ of blackness demonstrates (Chapman 2017; Ndiaye 2021) as well as work on gender and animality (Gordon, 2019) and disability and animality (Gottlieb 2018). A doubled framework can help us to understand the servant’s intervention in this moment of the play and the violence that unfolds because of it.

As Jeanette Dillon argues, the servant’s intervention is ‘astonishing’ (Dillon 2007, 109). Part of this astonishment stems from his betrayal of his master, which unleashes Cornwall and Regan’s fury, even though their torture of Gloucester violates social norms (Moretti 2016). The servant’s filial intervention, like Cordelia and Kent’s actions earlier in the play (Chakravarty 2020), responds to Regan and Cornwall’s violence by reasserting sociality; it is an attempt to remind his master of their shared bond through an appeal to reason, kinship, and history.

It fails, intensifying the scene’s violence. The torture and blinding of Gloucester, and the removal of his remaining eye, is integral to the play’s staging of tragedy. Indeed, even Regan muses later in the play that it would have been better to kill Gloucester since the mere sight of him turns all who witness his degradation against them. Yet their violence also enacts great harm on the unnamed servant, whose role in the play is not generally framed as integral to the plot that follows or the play’s tragic arc. Dismissed as a ‘dog’ and a ‘slave’, his body is left to rot on a ‘dunghill’ along with the other base “beggars who are in the poorest thing superfluous,” i.e. people in the play whose lives are defined by men in power to be “as cheap as beasts” ’ (2.2.456).

Regan’s ‘canine invective’ and Cornwall’s feudalism builds on the play’s broader investment in human and animal structures of power (Alkemeyer 2020; Boehrer 2002; Höfele 2011; Raber 2013; Shannon 2013). Their insults—‘dog’ and ‘slave’—work together to define and justify their treatment of the servant’s body. Though each term invokes a different vector of power, both function as coordinates, defining the servant as superfluous and justifying their treatment of him. Though linked to this treatment, their approach to Gloucester is different, positioning him as part of the spectacle of the play and its tragic arc. Gloucester likens their torture to the baiting of bears in blood sport (’I am tied to the stake and must stay the course’, 3.7.53). Mocking his blindness, Regan draws upon bestial associations of smell with animality, commanding the remaining servants to ‘thrust him out at gates and let him smell/ his way to Dover’ (3.7.92–93). Her comment emphasizes the play’s offensive and sustained connection between disability and animality (Gottlieb 2018; Mendelson 2020) and between performances of disability and theatrical entertainment (Williams 2021).

Animality, as a metaphor, is integral to the play’s tragic arc, defining some characters as mournable and others as disposable. Edgar’s disguises as both Tom o’ Bedlam and an itinerant guide perform social precarity and disability as part of dramatic entertainment. While disguised as an itinerant guide, Edgar, like the unnamed servant, is called a ‘peasant ’‘slave’, and ‘dunghill’ (4.6.229, 232, 239). While disguised as Tom, a ‘Bedlam beggar,’ Edgar provokes Lear’s meditation on the basest nature of man, concluding that Tom is ‘the thing itself’: an ‘unaccommodated man is no more but a poor, bare, forked animal …’ (3.4.105). Edgar, as Tom, claims that he survives by eating ‘cowdung for salads’ and swallows ‘the old rat and the ditch-dog; drinks the green mantle of the standing pool; who is whipped from tithing to tithing and stocked, punished and imprisoned’ (3.4.125–130). Though it is an invented disguise, Edgar’s imagery draws attention to shared experiences of both people and animals, whipped and starved alike.

Like the ditch-dogs casually referenced by Edgar during his performance as Poor Tom, Cornwall’s nameless servant and his demise signal a wider map of power than the one the play stages (Höfele 2011). I analyse that map here, connecting it to foundational work in both premodern critical race studies (Chakravarty 2022; Hendricks 2019; Minor and Thompson 2013; Royster 2005) and critical animal studies (Boehrer 2002; Fudge 2012; Höfele 2011; Raber 2013; Shannon 2013). The two key words of my title—dispossessed and unaccommodated—define how the tragedy inherent in King Lear draws upon precarity as a metaphor and as a performance trope. But they also signal the disparate problems of historicism as methodology in these two ‘critical’ fields, specifically how the key terms of ‘animal’ and ‘race’ have—and have not—triggered fierce scholarly debate about anachronism (Erickson and Hall 2016; Shannon 2013). Both fields define social transformation as key to their method and both must grapple with what Robert Reid-Pharr describes as ‘archives of flesh’ and the kinds of evidence they contain (Reid-Pharr 2016, 10–11). Such evidence is overwhelming in its focus on the economic systems that defined enslaved people and animals as chattel (often in the same ledgers) as well as in its absences about the experiences of enslaved people or animals as subjects (Fudge 2018; Fuentes 2016).

King Lear doesn’t challenge these absences: its metaphors of slavery and animality work to bolster humanist, universal ideals about tragedy and art. Even in this moment when the servant comes into playgoers’ view, the narrative focuses audience attention on Gloucester, following him to the ‘cliffs’ of Dover where he is cared for by his son and reunited with his king. Yet if we linger with the body of the unnamed servant, cast unto a ‘dunghill’ and left to fester along with the ‘old rat and ditch dogs’ heaped together with men like Tom o’ Bedlam (3.4.138), we might glimpse a shared terrain that defines a different kind of tragedy, one attentive to human structures of oppression and the slow violence they engender to humans and animals alike (Nixon 2013; Sarkar et al. 2021).

Critical Differences: Historicizing Animals and Race

In The Accommodated Animal, Laurie Shannon brilliantly articulates the problem of ‘the animal’ as discursively connected to seventeenth-century ideas of ontological being. Beginning with Descartes and his formulation of subjectivity as rooted in thought—‘I think, therefore I am’ (Descartes 1998)—Shannon traces how the Cartesian split between mind and body transformed debates about beasts and machines into a singular, striking dichotomy: a human/animal divide (S2013, 2). As Shannon argues: ‘Descartes’s indelible formula tied the pair in a lasting knot of adverse definition’ (2013, 2), noting how our ‘habits of phrase still treat humans and animals as if they had sprung up on different planets by different laws instead of having evolved together in one cosmos’ (2013, 2). Animals, Shannon argues, reveal a horizon of possibility. Shannon’s point is about polity. Pushing against anthropological and symbolic frameworks of animals, which argue, pace Levi-Strauss, that ‘animals are good to think [with]’, Shannon asks instead ‘what it has been possible to think about animals’ (2013, 6). Drawing on Donna Haraway’s insistence that animals are not ‘an alibi for other themes’ or ‘surrogates for theory’, Shannon seeks instead to explore animal thresholds of possibility that existed before Cartesian cogito locked the animal/human divide into place, including ‘setting animals within the reach of politics’ (2013, 3).

Her methodology is historicist, tracing now-obsolete terms to describe creaturely life. Noting the striking infrequency of the term ‘animal’ both in early modern texts generally and in Shakespeare’s texts specifically, Shannon begins by emphasizing ‘how critical that fact must be to any history of our thinking “about” animals’ (2013, 7). One of the biggest impacts of Shannon’s argument has been the large lexicon of terms that now shape early modern critical animal studies. As she argues: ‘Between 1500 and 1800, we see the displacement of “animal’s” closest cousin, “beast” and a meteoric rise in usage for “animal”, their charted courses crossing in about 1675’ (Shannon 2013, 7). The ‘rarity of the term contrasts with the ubiquity of those we conventionally shepherd into the enclosure of “animals” in Shakespearean material and early modern texts generally’ (Shannon 2013, 7).

Animal is thus an anachronistic category in premodern thought: it never appears in the English Great Bible, the Geneva Bible, or the King James Bible and it appears only eight times in Shakespeare’s oeuvre (Shannon 2013, 1). Shakespeare much prefers the terms ‘beast’ or ‘creature’ (Shannon 2013, 9). Yet this anachronism has not proved the obstacle to early modern animal studies. Perhaps this is because, when framed against what follows with both Cartesian divides and Darwinian theories of evolution, the early modern period seems to have a more expansive notion of what constitutes creaturely life, especially when race is occluded from view.

Shakespeare’s works have been key to unpacking both metaphors of race and metaphors of animality. Shannon argues that Shakespeare rarely ‘deviates’ from his expansive, zoographic of creaturely life, invoking the term ‘animal’ only eight times (2009). These eight instances, however, are important, raising ‘the question of the human’ (Shannon 2009, 477). They also reveal how language shapes the category’s emerging political dimensions. Two instances involve ‘persons failing a (gender-vexed and class-inflected) human standard’ (2009, 476). Three more animals appear in As You Like It, which depictions ‘tyranny’ as economic and filial oppression (2009, 476). In its very first lines, Orlando complains to his servant that his life is as cheap as beasts. He has ‘but poor a thousand crowns’, and thou his brother has been charged to ‘breed him well’ he has not, referencing dunghills upon which animals feed:


… [he] stays me here at home unkept—for all you that keeping for a gentleman of my birth, that differs not from the stalling of an ox? His horses are bred better … But I, his brother, gain nothing under him but growth, for the which his animals on his dunghills are as much bound to him as I …  (1.1.5–13)



Orlando’s complaint is primarily economic; the editors of the Oxford edition note that the legacy is twice the sum of Adam’s life savings (2.3.38). His outrage over this fiscal treatment works to sever a filial bond. The play references animals two more times, both in Jacques’ meditation on suffering, as he ponders the animals killed in the forest of Arden for his sustenance (2.1.39). Yet it is Shakespeare’s last three invocations of the term animal that Shannon argues sharply defines the category of the human. One involves Graziano’s quoting of Pythagoras’s theory of transmigration of souls to Shylock in The Merchant of Venice, specifically the migration of animal souls into human bodies. Another involves Hamlet’s performance of madness for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern in that eponymous play. And the last one is Lear’s meditation on the ‘unaccommodated man’, who is no more than a ‘poor, bare, forked animal’.

Shannon’s argument about the language of animality is important. I return to it here at length because it shows not only how terminology raises ‘questions’ about the status of the human but also how it can police its boundaries. Each of these instances demonstrates how the term animal emerges as a category of social meaning. Yet King Lear also shows how animality emerges as an invective wielded against people. Cornwall’s servant self-identifies as a loyal, but he is called a ‘dog’ while alive and a ‘slave’ in death. As Francesca Royster argues, these insults work together through a racializing discourse of labour (2005, 120). This connection of enslavement with animality instrumentalizes both canine traits and training, even as it demonstrates a logic of insult that reveals a sinister biopolitical higherarchy. “Animal” emerged as a lexicographical category within this hierarchy. To understand King Lear’s ‘poor, bare, forked’ animal, we also need to grapple with Regan and Cornwall’s invectives: dog and slave.

Keyword: ‘Dog’

King Lear is a play with a ‘shocking amount of dog imagery’ (2020, 161). Yet the term appears frequently to describe humans(Gottlieb 2018; Mendelson 2020). Functioning mostly as metaphors for debilitation, the dogs of King Lear become symbolic of human dimensions of tragedy; dogs, as animals, are not worthy of such mourning or the subject of tragedy. In calling the servant a dog at the start of the scene, for example, Regan creates a structure of violence that invokes and justifies their treatment of him at its end.

As Richard Strier argues, tragedies ‘involve representation of one or more humans suffering—this is true, whatever theory of tragedy one holds’ (2020, 63). What is unique about King Lear, Strier argues, is the play’s emphasis on ‘ordinary suffering—or to put it more sharply, ordinary physical or social suffering’ (2020, 63). In the play this kind of suffering—of being poor, hungry, hurt, or isolated—marks one as precarious, of having a life ‘as cheap as beasts’. Lear’s metaphor is important, focusing tragic pity on human characters who are deemed worthy of mourning. Precarity is of course not unique to humans (’Judith Butler’, n.d.), however, it is often staged as such in Shakespearean tragedy. Craig Dionne, for instance, argues that the play is a ‘sympathy machine’, aimed at eliciting compassion for ‘those who represent a traditional hierarchy, symbols of age-old practices of feudal production’(2016, 136). Gloucester and Lear’s experience of physical abjection is designed to be a painful spectacle. Yet it also contains potential for a more radical politics, especially when linked to critical theories attentive to social justice (Gottlieb 2018).

Animals were once integral to ancient tragedies, sacrificed to the gods in order to atone or petition for human needs (Thumiger 2014). Such violence defined them as valuable, even as it deployed them as props. Animals functioned differently in early modern English plays, yet they were deployed to create similar theatrical effects. Both Andreas Höfele and Philip Armstrong note that there are few ‘animal’ parts in Shakespeare’s plays: Crab’s dog in Two Gentlemen of Verona, Cleopatra’s asp in Antony and Cleopatra, and the bear that chases and kills Antigonus in A Winter’s Tale (Armstrong 2019, 69; Höfele 2011, 32). I add to their list Slender’s dog in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, who curiously only appears during their performance of Pyramus and Thisbe. Of these, Cleopatra’s asp is the only animal staged in Shakespeare’s tragedies (Armstrong 2016). Rather, animality is invoked as a metaphor in order to provoke tragic feeling.

Animals, however, were scripted in contemporaries’ plays and they certainly laboured in early modern London’s entertainment networks. As Michael Dobson has argued, dogs were ‘highly prized in all kinds of Renaissance drama’, and he tracks the tremendous expenditures spent in order to have them appear in public, private and university performances (2000, 116). Bears, horses, monkeys, and dogs were used in bloodsport performances in Southwark’s baiting arenas (Fudge 2016; Höfele 2011; Raber 2013). Animals, especially dogs, were featured in improvisational performances, especially those associated with clowning (Dugan 2013; Pearson 2008). Richard Tarleton, for example, routinely performed with his dog (Pearson 2008, 92). Dogs were also sometimes brought onstage in public plays. In Every Woman in Her Humour (1609), attributed to Lewis Machin, and performed by the Children of the King’s Revels at Whitefriars, the character Gaeticia takes lodgings at a tavern and brings her dog with her (Allde and Archer 1609). Martin Wiggins and Catherine Richardson hypothesize a dog was likely on stage, tied to a post (Wiggins and Richardson 2016, entry 1532). Andy Kesson analyses the role of dogs in two other early modern plays: Jonson’s Every Man Out of His Humour (1599) and Dekker, Ford, and Rowley’s The Witch of Edmonton (1621) (Kesson 2019).

Animals on stage raise questions about the very nature of performance as a domain of human exceptionalism. Karen Raber and Monica Mattfeld argue that ‘to suggest that animals are capable of acting, of doing more than simply obeying and cues or past training, raises a host of subtle expectations and assumptions both about how we define animals, either in distinction to or in relation to humans and about what “performance” entails’ (2017, 1). The labour of acting is defined as a human skill. But precisely what animals are doing on stage is hard to describe. Crab’s scenes in Two Gentlemen of Verona open up what Bruce Boehrer describes as a ‘theatrical black hole’ (2002, 160). Whatever Crab the dog is doing on stage in Two Gentlemen of Verona, Boerhrer argues that it ‘simply isn’t acting’ (2002, 164). Andy Kesson emphasizes, however, that not performing is itself a skill: ‘the performing dog has been taught not to perform. Rather than not acting, then, the dog is performing a role of a dog without a role’ (2019, 92).

Dogs are integral to historicist arguments about animality in the Renaissance. Dogs’ positionality as a beloved and faithful pet is, many critics have shown, a modern phenomenon (Alkemeyer 2020; Jenner 1997; Raber 2011), just as it is also a racialized one and one linked to the global north (Bartolovich 2020). Breed was important, as certain kinds of dogs were instrumentalized as pets, labour, and guards (Garber 1996; MacInnes 2003) even as the species, as a whole, was mostly seen as vermin (Raber 2011) or vectors of disease (Cole 2020; Mendelson 2020), especially in urban realms (MacInnes 2020, 80). As Ian MacInnes has shown, a quick glance at the 1561 Agas map alone emphasizes how prevalent dogs were in early modern London, most of which were concentrated in the kennels of Southwark’s baiting arenas. Dog carcasses are also written into urban space: as the name Houndsditch suggests, the area of East London near Bishopsgate was once defined by its mud pits, filled with animal carcasses (especially dogs). John Stowe, for instance, mentions ‘much filth (conveyed forth of the Citie) especially dead dogs, were there laid or cast’ (Stowe 1633, sig. M1v). The ‘old rat and ditch dogs’ swallowed up by men like Tom o’ Bedlam (3.4.138) were more than just metaphorical references designed to inspire disgust; they were a material component of London’s—and Shakespeare’s—animal networks. Though Houndsditch was paved by the 1590s, other ditches in the city functioned in the same way, circumscribing London with ditches of filth filled with human and animal waste (Dugan 2010).

Dogs were also linked to ‘false friends and flatterers’ (Spurgeon 1935, 194–199) and racialized others (Chakravarty 2016; Royster 2005). As Bryan Alkemeyer argues, Shakespeare’s canine references are usually invectives, denigrating characters as a racializing trope of ethnic and religious difference especially in plays with Black, Muslim, and Jewish characters (Alkemeyer 2020, 37) or as a misogynistic trope of women’s desire through jokes about laps and smell, as Ian MacInnes and Melissa Sanchez have shown (MacInnes 2003; Sanchez 2012).

Early modern London’s entertainment culture thus staged human animal divides by blurring them, drawing on both human and animal skills in performance. For instance, to perform the ‘Black dog of Newgate’ Henslowe commissioned a costume made out of lamb’s skin (Henslowe 2002, 119) and fabric (Henslowe 2002, 224, fol. 120), suggesting how the same strategies used to perform the illusion of race on early modern London’s stages may also have been used to perform the illusion of animality (Smith 2013).

As early as 1598, Philip Henslowe lists a costume for a ‘black dogge’ in his inventory (Dobson 2000, 118). Henslowe’s diary also contains records of his payment of 12 shillings a yard to make a ‘suit’ for ‘two parts of the black dogge’ in February 1602, likely for The Black Dog of Newgate, a lost play by Richard Hathaway, John Day, and Wentworth Smith performed by the Worcester’s Men at the Rose (‘Black Dog of Newgate, Parts 1 and 2’, n.d.). It was popular enough to warrant a sequel in 1603. Yet scholars don’t know to whom—or what—the title refers. The play focuses on Newgate prison, and its jailer, who was ‘possibly nicknamed’ the black dog. The play seems to draw upon ‘black dog’ legend of Newgate prison, in which a ‘rugged devilship Monsieur Shagge the Black Dog of Newgate’ haunts prisoners who try to escape (’Black Dog of Newgate, Parts 1 and 2’, n.d.). Fusing pet culture with classical legends of Cerberus, the black dogge of Newgate works as a policing force. Scholars also note that the play in 1603 was likely a comedy and thus probably focused on the jailer himself confusing human legacies with canine ones through performance.

Animal-made things were also integral to the practice of stagecraft. Animal blood and body parts formed the realistic gore that so whetted the appetite for blood in English playhouses (Fudge 2012; Höfele 2011; Munro 2013). These animal parts helped to create the illusion of humanity in early modern drama; their blood, heads, and skins functioning as corporeal stand-ins for the human body in pain, so much so that ‘animals’ are their own category in theatre historians Martin Wiggins and Catherine Richardson’s Catalogue of British Drama, 1533–1642 (Wiggins and Richardson 2016). Scholars have only just begun to grapple with the ways in which violence is embedded into early modern London’s performance cultures (Bailey 2013; Chapman 2017; Fudge 2012; Ndiaye 2021; Parker 2018).

These interventions build on the innovative work in critical race studies that situate the archive as a source and perpetuation of violence rather than just a neutral repository of history (Fuentes 2016, 7). The early modern mechanisms of property and power that transformed animals into commodities were part of economic structures that treated Black and indigenous people in much the same way (Morgan 2021). Imtiaz Habib’s archival research on Black lives in early modern archives demonstrates how English ideas about blackness are integral to, yet often rendered invisible within, bibliographic tools and archival catalogues, including those that comprise theatre history (Habib 2017). Black lives are encoded in these sources (Habib 2017).

As historian Marisa Fuentes argues, Habib’s methodology and rigour reorganizes scholarly approaches to these sources, ‘indexing a perceptible black archive’ of a ‘tangible’ and ‘identifiable community’ in early modern London (Black Lives Matter in the English Archives, 2021, 18:31). In doing so, she aligns Habib’s work with critical studies of archival power and form and debates about agency and resistance (Black Lives Matter in the English Archives, 2021, 19:42). Her own innovative approach to violence as ‘historical material’ focuses on its effects ‘on the body of the archive, the body in the archive and the material body’ (Fuentes 2016, 7). In her examinations of the conditions of labour in Bridgeton, Barbados, Fuentes notes how enslaved Black women navigated spaces overwhelmed with dung heaps, filled with human and animal waste, worked alongside animals, and were often compared to animals in economic records (2016, 19, 21, 22). These lives, she argues, were dispossessed of rights. To understand their histories requires that we engage not only with the official narratives of state-sanctioned violence housed in archives but also with the spatial, embodied, and physical terrain they once inhabited, including the unaccommodated animals left outside of official narratives of history or embedded in the very stuff of the archive.

Keyword: ‘Slave’

The violence of dispossession is visible in King Lear. The play stages torture as part of its plotting of tragedy. Cornwall and Regan torture both Gloucester and the unnamed servant like a dog, but only Gloucester’s fate is part of the play’s tragic arc. He is ultimately reunited with both his king (4.6.105–106) and his son (5.3.190–192). In contrast, the servant’s body is left to rot unburied in a heap of waste. Many critics have argued that King Lear is a play invested in nihilism (Jhougin 2002; Kott 1974). King Lear announces at its start that he desires an ‘unburdened crawl toward death’ (1.4:.40) and Kent proclaims at its end that ‘all is cheerless, dark and deadly’ (5.3.287). As Jennifer Hamilton argues, Lear’s desire is unusual and it requires accommodations: ‘for Lear’s ideal death to become or to be accommodated by the world, aspects of the world, if not the entire world itself, needs to be configured differently’ (2017, 33; see also Scherer 2006; Thompson 2009, 169). As Goneril argues: it is ‘his own blame; hath put himself from the rest,/ and must need taste his own folly’ (2.2.479–480).

These accommodations are provided for by Lear’s loyal servants. Urvashi Chakravarty analyses King Lear’s racialized service economy, analysing how servitude is configured as both fair and filial and raising questions about its antitheses. When Kent insults Goneril’s steward Oswald, he calls him: ‘a knave, beggar, coward, pander, and the son and heir of a mongrel bitch’, which Chakravarty emphasizes is a gendered insult rooted in race more than species (2020, 207). Kent hurls at least twenty different insults at Oswald, all but one of which are rooted in misogynistic, anti-poor, and ableist claims about being a disreputable human. Chakravarty does not analyse the scene with Cornwall’s servant, however she notes the play’s strong investment in whiteness: the term appears in its figural landscape a striking amount of times, more than any other play by Shakespeare (2020, 208). If Kent’s loyal service is configured as a ‘true blank’, fair and filial, Cornwall’s servant and Goneril’s steward Oswald are configured as a ‘dog’ and a ‘slave’, both slurs that define them outside of the boundaries of the human.

As he dies, Oswald begs Edgar to bury him and deliver his letter: ‘Slave, thou hast slain me. Villain take my purse./ If ever though wilt thrive, bury my body/ and give the letters which thou find’st about me to Edmund …’ (4.6.242–244). Though Edgar regards Oswald as a ‘serviceable villain, duteous to the vices of my mistress’(4.6.246–247), he heeds his request, announcing: ‘here in the sands/ I’ll rake thee up, the post unsanctified’ (4.6.268–289). Edgar’s syntax is odd and critics have tried to interpret what is meant by it. Does it signify a quick and hasty burial or something more sinister? Noting Edgar’s disgust, Simon Palfrey investigates Edgar’s ‘tumid discharge of wordplay’, querying whether it suggests that Edgar will desecrate the corpse. Such a ‘portrait of viciousness is unremitting’, but also ‘supererogatory’ for ‘who cares about the Steward’ (Palfrey 2014, 208)?

There are no stage directions in either the quarto or the folio edition of the play, but later editors add them: ‘Exit dragging the body’ (Shakespeare and Foakes 1997). Edmund’s decision to bury Oswald’s body, I argue, is part of the play’s larger necropolitics, staging sovereignty as ‘control over mortality’. If the end result of such a politics is, as Achille Mbembe argues, to ‘define life as the deployment and manifestation of power’, then the play shows who is and is not worth mourning, equating ‘peasant’, ‘villein’, ‘villain’, and ‘slave’ with the ditch dogs left unburied in the dungheaps that litter its apocalyptic landscape and the boundaries of the theatre district in early modern London (2019, 66; Shakespeare and Foakes 1997, 301, 302). Social precarity is performed by drawing on material, global networks of trade capable of treating people and animals as commodities. The play’s affective investment in precarity thus comes at a very high cost for those positioned as marginal in early modern London’s economic and social networks.

Keyword: ‘Dunghill’

Lear’s symbolic landscape reckons with the social structures of precarity in the play and the networks of consumerism that transformed animals into animal byproducts and littered London’s landscape. It is, as Debapriya Sarkar argues in this collection, a spatial coordinate of racecraft. During the storm, Lear imagines himself as a ‘slave’ to nature and her elements: ‘Here I stand your slave,/ a poor, infirm, weak and despised old man’ (3.2.19–20). Imagining nature in collusion with his daughters, Lear rages at the sky: ‘blow winds and crack your cheeks! Rage, blow!’ (3.2.1–2). Yet his loyal servant, Kent, who, disguised, shepherds him to safety, despite being banished by the King. Kent saves Lear from the material realities of precarity, maintaining his filial bond to the king despite his banishment. While Lear howls over Cordelia’s death, he also notes that he has killed her executioner: ‘Her voice was every soft,/Gentle and low, an excellent thin in a woman./ I killed the slave that was a-hanging thee’ (5.3.280). This sudden act of violence is confirmed by another (the captain in the quarto and a ‘gentleman’ in the Folio) (Shakespeare 1608, Sig. L2v, 1623, Sig ff3 r).

Defining her life against this unnamed character who he terms a ‘slave’, Lear then moves towards his famous articulation of grief, questioning why ‘a dog, a horse, a rat’ have life but Cordelia ‘no breath at all’ (5.3.305). Both iterations can seem idiosyncratic, non-sequiturs aligned with his growing madness. Indeed a few lines later he collapses into the sound of grief: ‘o, o, o, o’ (5.3,309) before dying on stage. But the metaphors invoked also reveal how the play accommodates Lear’s grief through linguistic acts of dispossession, invoking slaves and animals as metaphors of tragedy even as London’s entertainment networks treated some people and animals as superfluous waste. As Urvashi Chakravarty argues, notions about slavery in King Lear work precisely through these kinds of dichotomies, defining them against filial bonds: ‘early modern literary and cultural contexts conscript the logics of difference to construct, on the one hand, the white English family and on the other the conceptual scaffolding for the underpinning of the very family by the structures of not just service but slavery’ (2022, 3). As I have tried to show here, Cornwall’s servant reminds us that these structures also include animals, providing another tool to understand how tragedy has shaped our histories of power.

In the final scene, Albany demands that Kent ‘produce the bodies, be they alive or dead’ (5.3.229). Stage directions in the Folio and Quarto edition stipulate that Goneril and Regan’s bodies be brought on stage (Shakespeare 1608, sig L2v, 1623, sig ff2v), prefiguring the play’s ending scene of grief in which ‘Lear enters with Cordelia in his armes’ (Shakespeare 1608, Sig L2v, 1623, sig ff2v). R. Foakes, the editor of the Arden 3 edition, glosses Albany’s line by emphasizing that ‘Shakespeare wanted to have all three of Lear’s daughters on stage’ in order to ‘recall and contrast’ the play’s ending with its opening (1997, 382, n229). As many critics note, the play’s ending is overwhelming in its grief, as Lear is rendered animal-like himself, howling over the loss of Cordelia. Lear surveys all three daughters’ bodies but seems to mourn only one, fixated on her loss of life and its cosmic injustice: ‘Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life and thou no breath at all’ (5.3.104).

We might, however, turn our attention from the spectacle of Lear’s grief for Cordelia towards the other acts of mourning for those killed in the play, including Cornwall’s servant. Some versions of the play afford us an opportunity to do so. In the 1608 quarto version, there is a brief scene after the servant is killed and dumped offstage. It does not appear in the Folio edition and it is rarely staged. In it, the two other unnamed servants are alone on stage and they discuss how to interpret what they have witnessed. One argues that Cornwall’s actions are so wicked that, if he lives, it is a licence for wickedness: ‘I’ll never care what wickedness I do/If this man comes to good’ (3.7.98). The other agrees, noting that if Regan ‘lives long and in the end meet the old course of death, women will all turn monsters’ (3.7.99–100). They hatch a plan to follow the ‘old Earl’ and to ‘get the Bedlam to lead him’ as ‘his roguish madness allows itself to anything’ (3.7.102–104). They apply ‘flax and egg whites’ to ‘his bleeding face’ and pray that ‘heaven help him’ (3.7.105–106).

Their service is instrumental but it is potentially as important to Gloucester’s survival as Edgar’s. It is born not of filial kinship to their master but from their desire to wrangle meaning from the violence they’ve witnessed by those in power. It is rooted in their desire to see if a divine justice unfolds and they posit, like Lear, a world in which it does not. They consider acting in similar ways, transgressing bonds of class and embracing ‘wickedness’ should Cornwall survive.

Later, Albany, too, seeks to find meaning in Cornwall’s servant’s death, drawing on reports from a messenger who narrates the servant’s ‘thrilling’ remorse and his actions, especially how he turned his sword on ‘his great master’ and ‘fell’d him dead. Both suggest that the unnamed servant’s death contains political potential. The messenger does not report that the servant remains unburied on a dunghill in Kent. His life does not matter as a corporeal being. Rather the play focuses on the affective energy of entertainment it generates, including the feelings engendered by witnessing such spectacles of power rather than living with them.

Critical animal studies and premodern critical race studies, as methodologies, aim to attend to both aspects of power. The scholarship on display in a collection like this one demonstrates the tremendous power in connecting these two fields, both in terms of our understanding of the past and our methodological investments in the politics of today. I have tried here to sketch out just a few of the possibilities that emerge once we reengage with critical animal studies through a premodern critical race framework, including interrogating the historicist and ethical stakes embedded in our scholarly investments in the human/animal divide. To mourn Cornwall’s servant is to honour a willingness to intervene in moments of violence, to risk filial bonds in favour of justice, and to fight for a political future that is more equitable and just for both the unaccommodated and the dispossessed.
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1 ‘Villein’ is a feudal term that defines people not only as property but also as bonded to their master’s land (‘villein’, n., n.d.). Villein tenants were also required to assist their Lords in a hunt (Hatcher et al. 1970, 65). Weaponizing animality as a strategy of terror (Bartolovich 2020; Bennett 2020; Royster 2005; Thompson 2009), Cornwall rejects the servant’s claim to kinship in order to assert a more brutal version of servitude. As Imtiaz Habib has argued, sixteenth-century concepts of feudal villeinage were a key component of England’s confusion over the legality of slavery and the term appears in English court cases about indenture and servitude (2008, 55, 185).

2 The servant’s presence on stage also emphasizes the physicality of torture. The textual history of King Lear is challenging (Dillon 2007, 109). The Folio edition calls for multiple ‘servants’ to be on stage (Shakespeare 1623a, Sig. II2r), whereas the quarto edition stipulates that Gloucester is brought in ‘by two or three’ (Shakespeare 1608, sig Hr). In the 1608 quarto edition, Gloucester is ‘brought in by two or three servants’ (Shakespeare 1608, Sig Hr).


Chapter 23

‘Let fair humanity abhor the deed’

Shakespeare, Race, and Human Rights

Kirsten N. Mendoza

The root word ‘human’ appears approximately forty-seven times in twenty-two works from Shakespeare’s dramatic corpus and poetry.1 In these works, the term ‘human’ tends to denote two issues: (1) inclusion or exclusion from a particular group and (2) the treatment and behaviours that members of a specific community or general kind are expected to share and reciprocate towards one another. Writing more than 300 years before the Universal Declaration of Human Rights was codified in 1948, Shakespeare presented being human as inextricably bound to questions of belonging and to processes of exclusion as well as to the principles and ideologies that are expected to guide interactions among people. The Shakespearean corpus evinces, then, the role of literary artefacts in shaping social responses to acts of degradation and violence and in cultivating a sense of who is part of one’s kind and who deserves protection. Specifically, Lynn Hunt argues, it is the ability for literature to cultivate empathy for the injustices and violences sustained by others that has helped shift social ideals and has led towards advocacy for human rights.2 This chapter focuses on the role of Shakespearean works in moving audiences and readers to feel for another, to acknowledge a shared kinship—a shared humanity, and to realize that this shared likeness comes with a responsibility to respond to another’s pain. Bodily markers (particularly, white and fair) serve repeatedly in Shakespeare’s works to delineate who is and is not one’s kind. In this way, race-making in Shakespeare helped to make possible the expansion of protections and rights for some members of disenfranchised groups but through the exclusion of targeted populations whose shared human likeness is recognized as a threat to power and to the (limited) privileges others enjoy.

Against Her Will: Narratives and the Defence of Rights

The United Nations Sixty-Eighth General Assembly affirmed that ‘the right to self-determination [is] an integral element of human rights and fundamental freedoms’ (United Nations 2013). Freedom and self-determination are inextricably entwined, and consent is the artifactual means by which self-determination is protected.3 Rape, the carnal knowledge of a woman against her will, makes brutally clear the centrality of consent in protecting the human right of self-determination. It is the body, itself, that is at risk when consent is denied (Scarry 1990). But medieval rape laws traced to the first statute of Westminster conflated two crimes: rape and abduction. In doing so, the statutes reduced rape to the illicit seizure of men’s property. This collapse of rape and abduction into the same crime undermined the efficacy of a woman’s will as well as her self-determination and underscored her status as the possession of men. Ultimately, within this framework, it was not a woman’s volition that had value but her owner’s. The shift in the legal definition of rape to emphasize the crime as a felony dependent on a woman’s decision to withhold her consent gave (at least theoretical) primacy to a woman’s self-possession and right to determine the boundaries of her body. Treatises of the seventeenth century evince the legal confusion that arose when the wills of men’s property are given precedence.4 In particular, the question as to whether or not rape was a property crime of a man’s goods akin to theft continued to detract from the basic definition of rape as requiring the violation of a woman’s will as well as the recognition of a woman’s rights to self-determination. In a legal conundrum presented at the Inner Temple, Robert Fulwood counters the claims of an unnamed lawyer who argued that if a woman who is raped files an appeal under her own name and then marries, the appeal is gone since she no longer owns herself and is the property of her spouse. To the contrary, Fulwood defended that a single woman who experiences rape, files a claim under her name, and then marries is ultimately the same person but, more importantly, the person ‘to whom the wrong was done’ (Baker and Thorne 1990, 180–181). It was her human right to self-determination that was denied, and it remains her body regardless of her change in marriage status.

This example from the Inner Temple evinces how the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries witnessed the legal expansion of rights and protections for English women that recognized—to some degree—their right to determine the boundaries of their bodies (though the institution of marriage as well as sexism and class stereotypes will continue to silence rape survivors and detract from the force of rape allegations).5 Fulwood’s resounding argument that a woman who suffers rape is the person who had been wronged and not her father or husband affirms women’s self-possession, while underscoring the duty to which people in society are bound to ensure that she receives justice. Rhetorically, the phrase is loaded with affect that assumes to a certain degree that others will recognize rape as an egregious violation that harmed, specifically, the victim of the assault. While the unnamed lawyer’s responses suggest that this was not necessarily the case, the emotional nature of Fulwood’s declaration makes plain the role of affect in the legal expansion of protections and human rights. In a period in which women’s status as the property of men challenged the efficacy of an English woman’s will, Shakespeare’s narrative poem Lucrece (1594) refuses to subsume the violence Lucrece sustained under the damages to property experienced by her husband and father. And, although Lucrece’s rape was romanticized as the necessary trauma that birthed the first Roman Republic, Shakespeare dedicates a mere seven lines to the political revolt against the Tarquins led by Brutus. Indeed, while the poem calls critical attention to the ways that Lucrece—in life and in death—had been used for the pleasure and advantage of men, this work unabashedly stresses that readers remember this story belongs to Lucrece, as the title of the 1594 Quarto makes clear.

With 835 lines dedicated to representing Lucrece’s internal turmoil in the aftermath of trauma, Shakespeare’s narrative poem offers one of the first extensive reckonings with the internal anguish experienced by a rape survivor in English literature. The lines dedicated to Lucrece’s thoughts and emotions in the aftermath of rape challenge the early modern misogynist discourses that have been used to discredit women’s allegations of sexual violence. According to Galenic reproductive theories, conception proved that rape was actually consensual though women may lie and profess otherwise since conception was a sign of pleasure, and pleasure (horrifically, to some) indicated consent. In Thomas Edgar’s Lawes Resolution of Women’s Rights, he recounts how an alleged rape victim had lived seven years with her attacker and had borne him a child before escaping from him. In response to her suit, Parliament ‘demanded how she could now say that she neuer assented, hauing conceiued’ (1632, 400). Tarquin’s attack is depicted in the narrative poem as unequivocally nonconsensual as he takes away her ability to consent when he silences Lucrece with her own ‘white fleece’ (line 678). Yet, one of the reasons Lucrece considers taking her life is to protect Collatine’s honour. She fears that the ‘bastard graffe’ will grow and that Tarquin would come to boast that her husband is ‘doting father of his fruite’ (lines 1062, 1064). With the knowledge of the rape she endured, Lucrece’s desire to protect Collatine and fears of potential pregnancy challenge reductive and damaging early modern Galenic reproductive theories that equated conception with pleasure and bodily pleasure with consent.

The poem goes to lengths to make a case for Lucrece when it tackles the infamous Augustinian query: ‘Si adulterate, cur laudata; si pudica, cur occisa? If she was made an adulteress, why has she been praised; if she was chaste, why was she slain?’ (Augustine of Hippo 1957, 19) Augustine surmises that Lucretia’s chastisement of her body through suicide, which damns her soul, would only be justifiable if the esteemed Roman matron had inwardly consented and had sinned by committing adultery, an accusation that turns the rape Lucrece sustained into a consensual sexual encounter. Shakespeare’s Lucrece momentarily considers the Augustinian formulation of mind-body dualism. If she withheld her consent to sex and her soul remains pure, then suicide causes her ‘poor soul’s pollution’. However, as Katharine Eisaman Maus compellingly argues, Lucrece ultimately ‘thinks about her body in terms of metaphors: house, fortress, mansion, temple, tree bark … [and o]nce the house is sacked and battered, the inhabitant suffers, regardless of her guilt or innocence’ (1986, 70, 1156–1157). Lucrece conveys her deep despair after the rape that cannot accept the Augustinian separation of soul and body in which the soul takes precedence over the flesh. She understands herself through objectifying metaphors—like the ‘ivory wall’ (line 464)—in which worth lies in the ability to ward off invaders, in being impenetrable by no man but Collatine. In the narrative poem, the discourses of chastity, the lexicon available to women to find value in themselves, then, and not guilt for having consented leads to Lucrece’s suicide. At a time when rape statutes shifted to emphasize the importance of women’s wills and their (at least) theoretical right to self-possession, Lucrece participated in the recognition of the physical and emotional pain sustained by a survivor of rape and the justice she deserves. Ultimately, Shakespeare’s narrative poem takes seriously Fulwood’s resounding declaration that prioritizes the woman who experienced the assault (over her husband, father, or male guardian) as the ‘person to whom the wrong was done’.

An Ideal Victim: The Privilege of Deserving Justice

Lucrece is an example of how English literary, dramatic, and poetic works underscore the importance of upper-class fair women’s right to withhold their consent and the dangers of reducing such women’s worth to the property of men despite their precarious secondary status and disenfranchised position within patriarchal society. However, in order to underscore the importance of Lucrece’s status as the primary victim who was wronged and whose traumatic rape deserves justice, the poem relies on tropes that craft Lucrece as an ideal. In other words, readers of this work are made acutely aware that not all people possess the right to have their wills matter and not all who suffer the wrong of sexual violence receive retribution. Most disheartening, the narrative poem illustrates that not all who experience the trauma of rape are, themselves, perceived as deserving of justice. While Shakespeare’s work critiques the ties that link masculinity to the ability to violently dispossess someone of their property, his narrative poem nonetheless relies on colour symbolism tied to gradations of beauty, virtue, and innocence to underscore the enormity of Tarquin’s crime. The atrocity is not simply the act of rape but that Tarquin had violated Lucrece, specifically.

The Tarquins were represented and characterized as a family of tyrants who had enacted many illicit forms of domination. In this way, the rape of Lucrece became a significant example of a long line of abuses and acts of violence committed by the Tarquin family that justified their political dispossession and wholesale banishment from Rome. Lucius Tarquinius, the Argument to Shakespeare’s Lucrece begins, had killed his own father-in-law to seize authority that did not belong to him. Furthermore, Lucius ignored the custom to wait for the people’s suffrages—for their consent—and proclaimed himself ruler. In early modern political treatises, representations of tyranny entwined with sexual transgressions. A tyrant’s refusal to consider the wills of their subjects, their right to property, and their consent was figuratively represented as rape. In Jean Bodin’s Six Bookes of a Commonweale, for example, he distinguishes a monarch from a tyrant through their contrasting views on possession and sexual morality:


the one of them accounteth his owne goods to be the goods of his people; the other reckoneth not only the goods, but even the bodies of his subjects also to be his owne … the one of them favoureth the honour of modest matrons, and other mens wives; the other triumpheth in their shame and dishonour.  (1606, 212)



Unlike the monarch who respects the property of his subjects, the tyrant denies the most basic right of property in their persons. The political transgressions of a tyrant, therefore, are imagined to be derived from an internal depravity. For the early moderns, a ruler whose lusts and insatiable appetites control him does not deserve to govern others and is—ultimately—unfit to rule. The rape perpetrated by Sextus Tarquinius becomes the final atrocity that moves the patricians to rebel against all the Tarquins, and not just Sextus. Within this romanticized version of Lucrece’s violation and suicide yoked to the foundation of the first Roman Republic, then, is evinced a logic of race in which Sextus’s internal immorality, his intractable lusts are understood to be shared by other Tarquins as well, irrespective of who they are as individuals. All Tarquins bear the punishment for the crime perpetrated by Sextus. Familial ties lead others to assume moral depravity in all Tarquins, which justifies their banishment, dispossession, and the denial of their consent. In other words, consent—which is integral to human rights and crucial to the realization of freedom and self-sovereignty—is revealed to function in society less as a right than as a privilege that one can be arbitrarily denied.

It is not only Sextus or Lucius who is punished and dispossessed but also the Tarquin family who, unfortunately, find themselves related to him by mere happenstance. However, Lucrece emphasizes that it is not just those who—due to their sanguine connections with Sextus—are denied the privilege of having their wills matter. Significantly, Bodin describes the tyrant as someone who views ‘the bodies of his subjects to be his owne’ (italics mine). In other words, the problem could be interpreted as lying less in rape, itself, but who, in relation to Sextus, was raped. After all, the narrative poem calls critical attention to the language of martial masculinity that praises men’s defiance of the wills of another:


The Roman lord marcheth to Lucrece’ bed.

The locks between her chamber and his will,

Each one by him enforced, retires his ward.  (lines 301–303)



In this metaphor, Lucrece’s bed becomes a battlefield and Tarquin a soldier proving his courage and resolve. The locks are figured as enemy forces barring Tarquin from getting his will. Heroism on the battlefield comes from being relentless and pursuing until the enemy yields just as one by one the locks submit to his desire. With martial masculinity defined by non consensual domination, the crime, then, is not that Sextus had seized a woman and violated her against her will but that he had taken the property of his subject, friend, and kinsman. Tarquin reasons: ‘Had COLATINVS kild my sonne or sire,/ Or laine in ambush to betray my life … [then] this desire/ Might haue excuse’ (lines 232–233, 235). The crime of rape—in Tarquin’s eyes—can be justified. The narrative poem makes horrifically plain that Tarquin’s worldview has been shaped by the social acceptance of violent access to the goods of others and to women’s bodies; only under specific situations is such access denied and considered a crime. As David Sterling Brown has emphasized, an ideal white masculinity is figured alongside the potential for aggression (Brown, 2021). And, in Shakespeare’s Lucrece, masculine privilege is revealed to be tied to violent acquisition and to accessing the goods of others. Thus, a call to recognize human rights necessarily requires a limitation to that privilege.

But, it is not only male privilege that is curbed through the call to recognize the rights of women to defend their bodies from unwanted touch. The setting for Lucrece’s violation is none other than the ongoing siege of Ardea in which Roman soldiers—including Collatine, her husband—would plunder, loot, and ravish the Ardean civilians who had resisted them. Lucrece’s story and experience matter precisely because as a Roman matron she occupies a privileged position that exists through the dispossession, vulnerability, and disposability of others. In fact, it is the susceptibility of other women to the same violence she had experienced at the hands of Tarquin that makes her protected status possible in the first place. Her value as an impenetrable fortress, a precious jewel, exists because other bodies are common and expected to remain open to violation. A sense of her value as the person wronged—as the person who sustained violence and lives in the aftermath of trauma—is cultivated in the poem through tropes of innocence and colour symbolism that connect the responsibility of white men with the duty to protect white women.

The poem underscores Lucrece’s virtue and innocence largely through colour symbolism. It is the syllogism of white and fair as beautiful and chaste that the poem draws upon to emphasize the villainy of Tarquin and the extremity of Lucrece’s violation. The term ‘white’ appears fifteen times in the poem to describe her complexion, purity, and virtue. Whiter than white, her ‘snow-white dimpled chin’ (line 420), her ‘whiter chin [than] white fleece’ (line 472) matched with ‘Virtue’s white’ (line 65) is stained and polluted through Tarquin’s ‘black … deed’ (line 226). It was rape because the act was against her will. But, as stated above, not all wills matter equally. The poem makes a case for the value of her will because of the association of whiteness and virtue. As Kim F. Hall has argued, the construction of fair as beautiful and virtuous has helped to protect the threatened secondary status of white women in a patriarchal global early modernity (Hall 1995).6 The aura of respectability and of social privilege attached to whiteness, as Melissa E. Sanchez has argued, has led to the racialization of female innocence (2019, 20). Shakespeare, then, participates in the reification of an ideal victimhood, in which it is not just that a woman withheld her consent that makes rape happen but that others confirm she meets the correct requirements that endow her will with value.

The term ‘fair’—like white—is used in the poem to convey colour, virtue, purity, innocence, and beauty. But this term that yokes a lighter complexion with internal goodness also forges social bonds and expectations between the white, chaste Lucrece and the white men who champion her cause: ‘Let fair humanity abhor the deed/ that spots and stains love’s modest snow-white weed’ (lines 195–196). First, in order for a wrong to exist legally, people must come together to recognize that violation as such and as deserving of reparations and of justice. Since ‘fair humanity’ indicates that it is the virtuous who recognize the violence and stain of rape, the line reifies the association of being fair—of being white—with the ability to correctly identify the act as a wrong and to ‘abhor’ such inhumane deeds. What this line also conveys is the expectation for human beings to be linked to one another through their mutual acceptance of proper treatment of one another; hence ‘fair humanity’ recognizes the villainy of rape and resists it. But, in doing so, the line also participates in the construction of an imagined humanity as ‘white’.7

Virtuous, white men are called upon to defend virtuous, white women. The intertwined racialized discourse of whiteness as morality is here explicitly linked to legal and political action. The repetition of ‘fair’ insists on compatibility and, thus, gives credence to white masculine agency as the arbiter of justice for white womanhood. While Shakespeare’s narrative poem moves readers to consider the internal turmoil experienced in the aftermath of rape that makes clear the severity of sexual violence and its profound impact on the psychology of a rape survivor, it also relies heavily on the construction of Lucrece as an ideal victim, an upper-class, fair, beautiful, and chaste Roman matron, with whom readers could identify as deserving of justice. Lucrece occupies a privileged position that is only possible because not all bodies and persons’ wills matter equally. And, as the language of fairness ‘proves’, Lucrece is deserving of justice because of the moral significations attached to whiteness. The colour symbolism within the poem acknowledges the kinship of fairness that requires: (1) white men to recognize when violence is done upon their kind and (2) to respond to the call to action that comes from recognition. As the efficacy of fair English women’s consent was expanded, the early modern period also inaugurated England’s involvement in the slave trade—the systematic denial of consent to people who could not determine the boundaries of their bodies.

‘Were I Human’: The Limits of Human Rights Discourses

The recognition of a shared white humanity comes with the responsibility to advocate for the protections and privileges of one’s kind. In The Tempest, Prospero has captured his Italian enemies and has wreaked vengeance on their psychological state, causing the spirit Ariel to advise Prospero: ‘That if you now beheld them your affections/ Would become tender … Mine would, sir, were I human’. Prospero then affirms:


And mine shall.

Hast thou, which are but air, a touch, a feeling

Of their afflictions and shall not myself

One of their kind, that relish all as sharply

Passion as they, be kindlier moved than thou art?

Though with their high wrongs

I am struck to th’quick

Yet with my nobler reason against my fury

Do I take part. The rarer action is

In virtue than in vengeance; they being penitent,

The sole drift of my purpose doth extend

Not a frown further.  (5.1.17–32)



In this fascinating moment, wherein the foot becomes Prospero’s tutor, a servant guides his master. Ariel intimates that to be human means having the capacity to be moved and touched by the feelings of another dependent on a recognition of one’s kind. Although Prospero seems to agree with Ariel when he confirms the underlying expectation that one will be moved to ‘kindness’ towards one’s ‘kind’, his order to end the enchantment of his enemies does not come from an identification of mutual belonging. Although anger still rises in him when he remembers the treason of his Italian captives, Prospero ends the psychological torture because, he explains, the purpose of the enchantment has been fulfilled. Their contrition had been his foremost aim, and thus accomplished, he’s ready to forgive and reunite with his kinsmen. Prospero releases his fellow Italians from enchantments and restores to them their liberties. The Tempest, however, undermines Prospero’s purportedly rational and unbiased judgement. While Alonso, the father of Ferdinand, indeed speaks words of contrition of such severity that he expresses a desire to lie dead in the ocean bed, Alonso’s other confederates in the treasonous crime evince no such signs of self-reproach and abject humility. Instead, Sebastian and Antonio, like Caliban, respond with aggression. They will fight the aery apparitions, the fiends who plague them with the name of Prospero. Why do all the Italians (irrespective of whether or not they repent their past deeds) receive forgiveness and are restored their freedom while Caliban is not? What do we make of Prospero’s impulse to consign his affective terrain to a mere inclination that is ultimately ruled by superior reason, a faculty of the mind—that as it turns out—is predisposed towards his fellow Italians?

Like the narrative poem Lucrece, The Tempest reveals the coding of humanity as white and the lengths to which whiteness must be defended to maintain its privileged status. When Miranda defends Ferdinand—a stranger—from her father’s invectives, she argues: ‘There’s nothing ill can dwell in such a temple/ If the ill spirit have so fair a house,/ Good things will strive to dwell with’t’ (1.2 461–463). Here, Miranda attempts to protect Ferdinand from imprisonment (though he had—for the sake of his honour—just raised his sword against her father). This romantic platitude generally suggests that Ferdinand’s goodly form manifests an inner virtue. But Miranda is also careful to intimate that an attractive body may harbour a soul within it less than kind even though goodness and grace find ways to co-exist in his person. In other words, a ‘fair’ man can make mistakes and may have an ill spirit within him, but his errors and a less-than-kind spirit does not reduce him to being evil or a villain. Like her father’s predisposition to offer grace and forgiveness to the Italians but not to Caliban, Miranda’s chastisement of Caliban presents him as unable to access the privileges of whiteness. In a speech sometimes assigned to Prospero, she states: ‘But thy vile race,/ Though thou didst learn, had that in’t which good natures/Could not abide to be with’ (1.2.361–363). Miranda’s and her father’s self-described ‘good natures’ could not condescend to tolerate Caliban’s immutable depravity in their company. Her condemnation of Caliban is just as much a severance of mutual kinship and belonging as it is a statement of their perceived absolute difference. Unlike the Italians who are judged by their own actions—their particular dispositions and constitutions—Miranda’s contempt for Caliban’s race is figured as unchangeable, immutable, and indelible. Furthermore, her turn to race hearkens into the past towards his origin, his mother Sycorax, and into futurity. Humanity, again, is coded as ‘white’ and ‘race’ is constructed as other, which cultivates the invisibility of whiteness as a race in itself. The potential for growth, for a change of heart, to be judged on one’s sins and merits, to harbour two spirits rather than just a villainous one, to have the benefit of the doubt is a luxury and privilege given to Prospero and his kind of human, a privilege that Caliban is denied.

While Caliban is reduced to an immutable villainy that justifies his ostracization and subjugation, those designated as ‘fair’ have access to protections, to the ability to be judged according to their merits, and to receive forgiveness without having their past misdeeds define who they are, let alone some arbitrary external (or perceived internal) marker of difference or supposed shared lineage. In Titus, it is not only self-determination that is denied but even the dignity of a human being’s life, the right of a Black child to live. Unlike Titus and Tamora who are willing to murder their own children in order to uphold the status quo, Aaron desperately seeks to protect his son in a society so fully set against his survival. Aaron understands the vilification of blackness and the privileges of whiteness. After all, since Muly’s fair child without any connection to royalty can be so easily placed on the throne, the only thing preventing Aaron’s son from being an emperor is his dark complexion, a fact of the play that confirms the arbitrariness of race as a construct and the perceived associations of power with fair complexions. In a play that casts blackness as ontologically inferior, confirmed through social and political marginalization, his son’s white and royal mother is the only avenue available to endow the child with some value worthy of life. Though Aaron never seems to relinquish hope that his son’s white parentage will be acknowledged and respected, Titus consistently shows that the baby’s mixed blood does not matter. Every single European character depicted onstage who sees the baby only registers his resemblance to Aaron and expresses hostility towards the child. In contrast to late sixteenth-century Iberian culture that developed a racial episteme to ‘incorporate and make legible the ongoing hybridization of the imperial population’ through a ‘racial lexicon and a comprehensive and nuanced human chromatic palette’, Noémie Ndiaye explains that Lucius regards ‘the child with early modern English eyes’, ones that see mixture itself as black (2016, 67–68). Any drop of non-white blood makes that body expendable:


Say, wall-eyed slave, whither wouldst thou convey

This growing image of thy fiend-like face?

Why dost not speak? what, deaf? not a word?

A halter, soldiers! hang him on this tree.

And by his side his fruit of bastardy …

Too like the sire for ever being good.

First hang the child, that he may see it sprawl;

A sight to vex the father’s soul withal.

Get me a ladder.  (5.1.44–48, 50–53)



These horrific commands evince the disastrous logic of race. Lucius cannot perceive the baby as his own being, distinct from his father with his own contingent and unpredictable future. Rather than view the child as having the potential to harbour good and ill spirits at once, as a person who can be judged by his own actions, Lucius declares who the child will be based on an arbitrary meaning assigned to the child’s complexion. To Lucius, the character who eventually rules Rome, the Black baby is a growing threat who will one day become his father. As David Sterling Brown explains, Lucius ‘predetermines both [the Black child’s] future and domestic space, for Lucius has already ruled that the baseness of the child’s black nature cannot be nurtured out of him’ (2019, 125).8 In the 1623 Folio, Aaron becomes the symbol of villainy and the scapegoat who allows Goths and Romans to unite in whiteness through his vilification.9 Although both Aaron and Tamora plot a gory revenge on the Andronici and Rome, their child signifies evil to the Romans specifically because of his darker skin pigmentation inherited from his father.

According to the play’s logic of race, blackness is the sign of an inherited and immutable evil. Aaron’s son—unlike Muly’s fair child—through chance bears the indelible sign of an intrinsic villainy; for this reason Lucius threatens to deny the child not just freedom, self-determination, or self-possession, but the basic protection of his life (though later the child will be raised somehow in Rome). From Lucius’s perspective, the child’s worth lies only in his ability to cause Aaron pain. Unlike the swift retribution Lucius inflicts on Saturninus for the murder of his father, Lucius threatens to torture Aaron with the psychological pain of watching his child die. In doing so, Lucius actually recognizes humanness in Aaron by attributing a fatherly affection to him, which they both share. Just as Aaron declares his son to be ‘this myself … the picture of my youth’ (4.2.109–110), Lucius names his son after himself; and, throughout the play, the Roman’s son is referred to as young Lucius to distinguish him from his father. Titus then disturbingly reveals how recognition of a shared humanness may, in fact, lead not to the defense of rights and protections but to human rights violations in order to inflict maximum psychological trauma on a perceived enemy. Within Shakespeare’s corpus, the recognition of shared humanness is generally championed and dignified when it affirms white kinship and belonging. However, when those who bear external marks of difference have the audacity to claim value among fair humanity, their pleas are interpreted as threats and their shared humanness as the very means to cause them misery.

A Recognition of Shared Humanity

Advancements in human rights, James Dawes argues, have been made possible in part through the art of storytelling that evocatively depicts the pain, suffering, and inhumane treatment of others.10 Shakespeare’s works are part of the history of storytelling that has shaped how we make sense of ourselves and how we relate to someone else. The human rights potential of Shakespeare’s works lies in the possibility for audiences and readers, scholars and students, to respond to a call that may not have been meant for them. The Comedy of Errors, a rambunctious play based on the confusions and turmoil that result from mistaken identity, relies heavily on slapstick humour that resonates with the kind of interactions depicted in Monty Python and The Three Stooges. Most of the slaps land on Dromio of Ephesus and his identical twin Dromio of Syracuse who are beaten repeatedly on stage. Their witty and humorous retorts nonetheless make plain the constant physical and psychological abuse that they have experienced since birth. In taking up the mark of the bruise in The Comedy of Errors, Patricia Akhimie argues how the play evinces the logic of race in which an arbitrary bodily marker, perceived as indelible and inheritable, indiscriminately links a population together and is used to justify their oppression and violation (Akhimie 2016). When Antipholus of Ephesus likens Dromio of Ephesus to an ‘ass … sensible in nothing but blows’ (4.4.30–31), Dromio confirms:


I am an ass, indeed; you may

prove it by my long ears.—I have served him from

the hour of nativity to this instant, and have

nothing at his hands for my service but blows.

When I am cold, he heats me with beating; when I

am warm, he cools me with beating. I am waked

with it when I sleep, raised with it when I sit,

driven out of doors with it when I go from home,

welcomed home with it when I return.  (4.4.32–40)



In this poignant speech, Dromio uses submission—his confirmation that he is what Antipholus says he is—to voice the domestic abuse that has been terrorizing him all his life. The first edition of Michael Dalton’s vastly influential legal manual The Country Justice (1618) explains that although assault and battery disrupt the peace of the Realm, ‘yet some are allowed to have a natural, and some a civil power (or authority) over others, so that they may (in reasonable and moderate manner only) correct and chastise them for their offences, without any imputation of breach of the peace … so in such cases, the battery of the person of another, maketh no breach of the peace, but the manner of the battery only doth make the breach of the peace’ (1618, 204). Although masters in the early modern period were encouraged to use corporal punishment in moderation on their servants as a means to cultivate godly households, Dromio’s experience of abuse shows how the privilege afforded to masters that legalized battery opened their subjects to all kinds of degradations that denied their humanity. Even Dromio’s pun that the shape of his ears likens him to an ass serves as visual evidence that Antipholus of Ephesus has made good on his threat to ‘teach [Dromio’s] ears to list [him] with more heed’ (4.1.103). His long ears bear witness to the consequences of arbitrary constructs that have legally given Antipholus power over Dromio to access and change Dromio’s physical body, leaving permanent scars—external and internal. Antipholus’s authority and rights as a master to beat his servant requires the dispossession of his subordinates and their openness to abuse. Although Antipholus’s insult that likens Dromio to an ass relies on the understanding that Dromio is not an animal, Dromio’s response intimates that this recognition of his humanity demands treatment that would necessarily curtail Antipholus’s rights as a master.

The recognition of humanity, of being human, or of human-likeness is simply not enough. For as Shakespeare’s works have revealed, such a recognition can be and has been understood as a threat to those who enjoy power (or even a modicum of it) because it demands a response, one that would necessarily curtail the authority, rights, and pleasures of others, especially those who benefit from the privileges of whiteness. The mass genocide of over six million Jewish men, women, and children in the Holocaust and of over 226,000 Japanese civilians as a result of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki made terrifyingly clear the limits of being human and why human rights needed to be codified. But the fact that it took genocide in the twentieth century and the threat of nuclear weapons (in the rise of the Cold War) to inspire an international agreement on the freedoms and protections all human beings are entitled to, is itself indicative of the shortcomings of ‘universal’ rights. The brutality of colonial regimes and the systematic rapine and dispossession of millions of Black men, women, and children over the course of more than 400 years had already manifested the atrocities humans are capable of inflicting upon their fellows. Moreover, the travesty in human rights is that despite the signature of 192 members of the United Nations affirming those rights, there continued/s to be laws in those nations that enable social violence and terror against marginalized populations and especially Black and Native/Indigenous communities whose precarity, vulnerability, and dispossession have made the possession of rights possible for some. Perhaps then the hope that lies in Shakespeare’s works is that they reveal the complicity of social structures (such as the nation-state) in maintaining hierarchies of difference that validate the abuse of targeted populations. And, if the structures that endow us with protections are also complicit in perpetuating violence, it forces us to question our reliance and faith on the nation-state as the arbiter of rights. Shakespeare’s works take us back to personal interactions. When Dromio, Shylock, Aaron, Caliban, or Emilia voice their critiques of the status quo and of the abuses they endure, do we bid them be silent for our comfort, or do we recognize their humanity, our responsibility to respond, and our role in protecting their dignity as fellow human beings?
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1 ‘Human’ was counted in these variant spellings: humane, humaine, humanely, humanitie, humanity, and in humane.

2 For more on the role of literature in fostering a human rights agenda as well as its limitation, see Dawes 2009; Hunt 2007; Slaughter 2012; Szeghi 2018.

3 Urvashi Chakravarty reveals how consent in labor and service during the early modern period was a ‘ “fiction” … an act of imagining [… and a] deliberate mendacity, an attempt to authorize particular forms of servitude through categorical obfuscation’ (Chakravarty, 6). For more on the ways that fictions of consent intersect with the strategic deployment of race-thinking, see Chakravarty 2022.

4 See Fitzherbert 1618. Amy Greendstadt provides a comprehensive overview of legal manuals that discuss rape in the early modern period (Greenstadt 2006).

5 See Walker 1998. For a study of rape depositions, see Chaytor 1995.

6 On the role of early modern theatre in dignifying the consent of white women but at the cost of Black men and women, see Mendoza 2021.

7 Alexandra Schultheis Moore underscores the fundamental limitations of conceptualizing human rights as universal by underscoring how rights have been developed based on the liberal subject—’the agentic and accumulating, literate and legible, rational and bounded, white, heterosexual male subject—as the ideal of legal personhood’ (2016, 167).

8 David Sterling Brown also highlights that Aaron’s parental affection—his assumption of the role of both mother (nurturer) and father (protector) over his son are presented as ‘exemplary but also threatening, not only because he continues to be malicious, but because his imagined all-black household, or ‘cave’, does not involve whiteness (2019, 124).

9 Virginia Mason Vaughan states, ‘Aaron was not black because he was evil, but evil because he was black’ (2005, 49).

10 James Dawes also critiques the commodification of stories about trauma in human rights discourses and rightly reminds that such narratives could negatively impact those whose stories are told (Dawes 2009, 396).


Chapter 24

Shakespeare, Race, and Science

The Study of Nature and/as the Making of Race

Jennifer Park

During Shakespeare’s time, writers, thinkers, and makers meditated and expounded upon the explosive developments in the period’s inquiry into the natural world. This so-called Scientific Revolution spurred what Katharine Park and Lorraine Daston call a ‘particularly dynamic field of innovation in early modern Europe’, often referred to now by the modern term science (2003, 2). As with the Latin cognate scientia, which referred more broadly to ‘knowledge’, early modern English scientific endeavours, especially in natural philosophy and in natural history, sought to gain knowledge of the natural world. In doing so, English naturalists also sought to master it.

The challenges to English and European goals of mastery over nature were the same factors that fuelled the growth of scientific knowledge: the expansion in encounters and trade with other parts of the globe, which ‘flooded European markets with new commodities and naturalia, many of them previously unknown to learned Europeans’ (Park and Daston 2003, 14). In their attempts to understand and incorporate the “global” into their knowledge systems, early modern English and European thinkers positioned the new science into their writings and doings as masterful attempts to differentiate, categorize, and hierarchize minerals, vegetables, animals, and human beings, and to master them through experimental practices.

This chapter examines the profound interconnections between early constructions of race and early scientific endeavours—including related inquiries into food and medicine—to interrogate what it meant to pursue, consume, and master ‘knowledge’ in Shakespeare. At the heart of my inquiry is Julietta Singh’s call to interrogate ‘mastery’ towards the goal of unthinking it. As Singh notes, the word mastery ‘took hold during the period of early modernity’, signifying ‘someone who had bested an opponent or competitor, or someone who had achieved a level of competence at a particular skill to become a teacher of it’ (2018, 9). However, as postcolonial theory informs us, the ‘mastery of colonization reveals the tightly bound connections’ between the two meanings above: to beat and become master over someone, and to ‘reach a level of competence in which one becomes rightfully pedagogical’. In thinking about different meanings of mastery through colonization, we begin to see the ways in which what we might consider harmless forms of, say, intellectual mastery are connected to more explicitly violent forms of mastery: as Singh provocatively summarizes, ‘a colonial master understands his superiority over others by virtue of his ability to have conquered them materially and by his insistence on the supremacy of his practices and worldviews over theirs, which renders “legitimate” the forceful imposition of his worldviews’ (2018, 9). By exploring science and race together as they weave through Shakespeare’s plays, I argue that the pursuit of knowledge as scientific inquiry was foundational to the formation of English ideas about race and/as hierarchy and mastery, as evidenced in how negotiations with race play out in the scientific epistemologies and practices that Shakespeare engages in his works. This chapter weaves in and out of select Shakespeare plays, to connect various and varying threads of science and race as they shaped and were shaped by each other: from Lavinia’s accusation of Aaron’s and Tamora’s ‘experiments’ in Titus Andronicus to Othello’s famous demand for ‘ocular proof’, from the presumptions that underlie early modern European ‘philosophies’ and knowledge systems in Hamlet to the exploration of alternative authorities of natural knowledge in Antony and Cleopatra and The Tempest.

Terms and Considerations: A Note on Early Modern Science and Race

Before exploring the complex interactions of science and race in Shakespeare’s plays, I want to begin with both science and race as terms and concepts with contentious histories. What do we mean by early modern science? And what do we mean by early modern race? What was ‘science’ in Shakespeare’s time? And how do the nuances of our understanding of Shakespearean ‘science’ enable us to glimpse the deeply interconnected ways that early modern knowledge production and race-making developed hand-in-hand? My hope is that a deeper, if brief, consideration of the genealogy of these terms and the history of their uses in early modern studies can guide us to use and understand these terms responsibly and ethically in new and future scholarship.

Many historians of science have acknowledged the accusation of anachronism that has been pitted against using the term ‘science’ in reference to the premodern and early modern periods. Deborah Harkness, for example, dedicates an entire prefatory section, ‘A Note about “Science” ’, in The Jewel House: Elizabethan London and the Scientific Revolution, to provide context for her use of the ‘apparently anachronistic collective term science’ to describe more specifically ‘the varied Elizabethan interest in nature as it was expressed in London’ (2008, xv). Similarly, history of science pioneers Katharine Park and Lorraine Daston note in their introduction to The Cambridge History of Science that the range of practices and inquiries related to the study of nature and other innovative fields of knowledge production in early modern Europe is ‘usually (albeit anachronistically) subsumed under the portmanteau term “science” ’ (2003, 2).

The claims of anachronism that have been pitted against the term science for describing what we might now call premodern and early modern human inquiry into the natural world resonate with similar accusations of anachronism levied at both the concept of race and the study of it in premodern and early modern English and European literature, history, and culture. It is here that we might find some camaraderie between the articulations of the study of race and the study of science during Shakespeare’s time: both race and science are terms and concepts that scholars—those who work on these topics in the early modern period—have had to defend their engagements with. It is particularly in the case of premodern and early modern race that such accusations have attempted to stultify the study of power, control, and access that a responsible and deep examination of race-thinking and race-making reveals, both about the early modern period and the scholarship written about it. If the intended result has been to limit the scope of scholarly and intellectual inquiry of the histories of race, recent urgent work in premodern critical race studies has been at the forefront of overturning these outdated claims of anachronism, cogently demonstrating how the methods and terminologies of critical race study have long provided the language to articulate more fully and fulsomely how power, control, and access function, both in our studies of the past and about our studies of the past. After all, as Kim F. Hall articulated in her groundbreaking book Things of Darkness: Economies of Race and Gender in Early Modern England (1995), ‘one cannot make easy distinctions between racialized and race-neutral texts’ (261), and, as I hope to show, one cannot make easy distinctions between racialized and ‘race-neutral’ science or knowledge.

Margo Hendricks powerfully explains premodern critical race studies, or ‘PCRS’, as ‘actively pursu[ing] not only the study of race in the premodern, not only the way in which periods helped to define, demarcate, tear apart, and bring together the study of race in the premodern era, but the way that outcome, the way those studies can effect a transformation of the academy and its relationship to our world’ (2019). A deep critical examination of the connections between early modern science and early modern race contributes to unravelling the ways that the gatekeeping against purported ‘anachronistic’ terminology, with regard especially to race, propagates the very injustices and inequalities that both premodern and modern race-thinking and race-making continue to advance. As Patricia Akhimie poignantly expresses, ‘the antiracist political aims that underlie much of the work of early modern race studies are best served by the recognition that racial thinking endures, and that there is much continuity between early modern forms of racial difference and modern forms’, even as the ‘(multiple and contradictory) imagined causes and (multiple and contradictory) meanings of racial difference shift over time as the social functions of race change’ (2018, 10). I thus take my lead from scholars like Hendricks and Akhimie who have addressed these accusations and continue to do so; in so doing, my hope is to allow the full range of complexity that these terms and their histories invite in order to speak truth to the ways that power, control, and domination fundamentally crafted early modern notions of scientific endeavour and racial construction.

Because race is fundamentally a ‘structural relationship’ between ‘fluctuating ideas about human differences and [ … ] shifting power relations within a society’ (Akhimie 2018, 9), and deployed in order to ‘distribute positions and powers differentially to human groups’ (Heng 2018, 27), the disciplines under the umbrella of ‘science’ in the early modern period—most commonly natural history, natural philosophy, and experimental philosophy—were fundamental to early modern race-making in the following ways: the early modern sciences (1) constructed categories in the name of scientific observation; (2) produced theoretical interpretations of ‘natural’ superiority and inferiority among and between categories of living and non-living beings on the basis of science; and in doing so (3) established and reified differentials in power relations based on the idea that English supremacy was a scientific given. When we take seriously science and race as terms that enable us to articulate how the intellectual stakes of knowledge acquisition and knowledge production are intimately connected to the stakes of defining and regulating power, control, legitimacy, and authority in English and European history, we can begin to do the work of untangling the cultural histories of science from English and European claims to higher-level rationality and objectivity, often referred to in the early modern period as ‘Reason’. A deep inquiry into early modern science and early modern race, in powerful dialogue with contemporary advancements in how we understand science and race, can enable us to piece together a long and complex narrative about the ways that ideas about power, control, and legitimacy were constructed and how they functioned in Shakespeare’s time.

In thinking about science in Shakespeare’s time, then, it is important to begin not with science as a specific discipline of inquiry in the way we understand it today, but rather with claims to ‘science’ as a position—to articulate the positionality of science in Shakespeare’s time as explicitly English and European. When we consider the pursuit of scientific advancement—in what scholars have identified as most prominently the fields of natural history and natural philosophy—as a specific positionality, we can identify how English and European interest in expanding scientific or natural knowledge was itself a form of ‘European expansion’ and, as Klaus A. Vogel identifies, a means of constructing European ‘self-definition’ (2006, 836). English and European investment in growing their knowledge about the natural world was the primary impetus for exploring, conquering, and colonizing ‘new’ regions of the world. If ‘knowledge is power’, as the saying purportedly goes, it is a sentiment that aptly describes English and European perspectives about science and/as the colonizer’s calling to divide and conquer and the naturalist’s calling to categorize and master.

Referencing Peter Martyr’s accounts of what the English and Europeans called the ‘New World’, Vogel highlights the two primary goals of European voyaging as religion and natural knowledge: in Martyr’s words, ‘to convert the simple natives to our faith’, and ‘the investigation of nature in those lands’ (Peter Martyr, De orbo novo, 1.10, fol. 22r., quoted in Vogel 2006, 819). What is clear is how inextricably connected religion and science were to each other and to early manifestations of the structural and ideological differentiations that constructed race in the period. Not only did the Europeans use Christianity but also ‘the undisputed primacy of European natural knowledge’, as Vogel notes, ‘to legitimate their global regency in Africa, Asia, and America’ (2006, 820). Scientific progress and the pursuit of knowledge about the natural world were therefore inextricably linked to the power abuses and differentials that would undergird burgeoning ideas about race and racial difference in the period. For example, by the late sixteenth century, Giovanni Botero would publish a description of the world in which he would argue that the sciences, ‘born in Egypt and Judea, from whence they passed to Greece’ eventually came ‘to rest among us: [ … ] As if one might say, Europe was destined for this purpose by nature [ … ] to receive the riches of others and to conquer the sea across which it expands its dominion, in order to reign over Africa, Asia and America’ (Giovanni Botero, Le relationi universali di Giovanni Botero Benese, divise in quattro parte, Venice, 1597, 1–3, quoted in Vogel 2006, 838). It is thus crucial to emphasize that what we now call science was central to English and European interests in global expansion, and that the English/European investment in ‘discovering’ new knowledge about ‘nature’ was a primary impetus for finding, exploring, conquering, and colonizing new regions of the world.

In the sections that follow, I pose questions that centre particular scientific terminologies and epistemologies in early modern England that appear in a range of Shakespeare’s plays and how we might identify their foundational influence upon ideas about race in early modern England. I begin with what I group together as Scientific Terms and Natural Philosophies: Methods of Race-Making, to inquire into the elements of experiment (Titus Andronicus), of philosophy (Hamlet), and of proof (Othello) as common tenets of scientific ideology and approach in early modern England. I then turn to The Natural World and Global/Local Knowledges: Sites of Race-Making, a section that explores the specific subfields of ‘specimen logic’ (The Winter’s Tale and Titus Andronicus), globality (Antony and Cleopatra), and locality (The Tempest) as applications and manifestations of scientific methods and philosophies as they shape specific racial and racist logics.

Scientific Terms and Natural Philosophies: Methods of Race-Making

‘Experiment’: Titus Andronicus

In Act 2 of Titus Andronicus, upon catching Aaron and Tamora together in the woods, Lavinia, who is with Bassianus during this moment of encounter, uses the term experiment to refer to Aaron’s and Tamora’s rendezvous: ‘Under your patience, gentle empress, / ‘Tis thought you have a goodly gift in horning, / And to be doubted that your Moor and you / Are singled forth to try experiments [emphasis mine]’ (2.2.66–69, Arden 3). Lavinia’s curious use of the term experiment here in her and Bassianus’s confrontation of Aaron and Tamora quickly devolves into racist jabs about Aaron intended to provoke Tamora. Why would Lavinia choose the word experiment in this moment, and why the term to refer to Aaron’s and Tamora’s actions together?

I suggest that Lavinia’s evocation of experiment here speaks to the ideological threads that intimately connected science and race during Shakespeare’s time in early modern England. What Lavinia specifically articulates here is that idea of Tamora and Aaron ‘singled forth to try experiments’, and I want to argue that it is both the act of trying and experimenting that shape both the scientific and the racial stakes of this accusation. The experiment itself was defined as an act of trying; according to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), the definition of experiment is listed as ‘The action of trying anything, or putting it to proof; a test, trial’. Furthermore, and further specific to its meanings ‘in science’ according to the OED, an experiment is ‘An action or operation undertaken in order to discover something unknown, to test a hypothesis, or establish or illustrate some known truth’. I bring both of these meanings into play here to explore the stakes of describing both Aaron and Tamora, and the threat of miscegenation that they pose to Roman society, in the terms of experiment and experimentation. What experiments do Lavinia and Bassianus imagine Aaron and Tamora to be trying, or performing? What is being tried, put to the proof, tested? What, in the context of or through Aaron’s and Tamora’s experiments, is established or illustrated as some hitherto unknown truth? And, finally, what are the stakes of conceptualizing miscegenation as an experiment in the context of early modern science and race?

In a sense, it is in this very moment that Tamora and Aaron are being tried as they have been and continue to be throughout nearly the entirety of the play. Already marked as ‘outsiders’ to the Roman state, the ‘Queen of the Goths’ and ‘the Moor’ are tried, put to the proof, tested in myriad ways by their Roman counterparts—those who consider themselves ‘native’ to the Roman state. Lavinia actively participates in the testing of ‘outsiders’ in this moment in the woods, singling out Aaron and Tamora even as she describes the two of them as ‘singled forth’. As glosses have pointed out, Shakespeare plays with the verb ‘to single’ in its hunting sense, often paired with forth or out, as a nod to the hunt occurring simultaneously during this episode: ‘to separate (one deer, etc.) from the herd; to pick out and chase separately’. But what Lavinia expresses to Tamora more fully is that it is ‘to be doubted that your Moor and you / Are singled forth to try experiments’; the syntax is tricky and complex. Her knotty sentence is glossed in the Arden 3 only for ‘doubted’, here meaning ‘suspected’, and the reference to hunting for ‘singled’, while ‘experiments’ remains unglossed. The glosses thus clarify the hunting reference and the fact that Tamora and Aaron are suspected, ‘doubted’, for committing adultery, but what remains uninterpreted and unexplored is what Tamora and Aaron are suspected for: separating from the rest of the group to try experiments.

Considered in terms of the experiment, Aaron’s and Tamora’s rendezvous represents two specific threats for the early modern English. In the first, it is the threat of anticipating the (literal) product of Aaron’s and Tamora’s ‘experiments’ as the product of miscegenation. Though Lavinia throws the analogy of the experiment at Aaron and Tamora as a jab, compounded by the racist and antiBlack remarks about Aaron’s blackness that follow from both Bassianus and Lavinia herself, I argue that the ‘experiments’ that Lavinia intends and deploys as a verbal assault actually belie a deeper, Roman fear of what such experiments might mean and might produce. In the latter, the fear is manifested in the child that results from Aaron’s and Tamora’s union: the result of their ‘experiments’ is, as Francesca T. Royster has pointed out, an ‘illegitimate baby [that] appears as a kind of enhanced miscegenation’ of ‘ultrablack crossed with ultrawhite’, following Royster’s reading of the ways that both Tamora and Aaron are racialized as ‘extremes’ within the play (2000, 432). But furthermore, the child is, ‘because of his [racial] mixedness’, also ‘persistently essentialize[d] [ … ] as Black’; as Kyle Grady points out in his chapter on ‘Shakespeare and Mixed Race’, ‘mixedness rarely outlives its utility in reasserting binary notions of Black and white’. In a sense, as Grady suggests, ‘[m]ixed race identity is framed here as an entirely new and hitherto undiscovered formulation’, which perhaps serves as the play’s attempt to mitigate the threat of miscegenation: ‘mixedness’ is relegated only to the younger generation, ‘fail[ing] to mature in early modern English drama’ (236).

Moreover, I suggest another threat that Aaron’s and Tamora’s ‘experiment’ poses for the Romans and, by extension, the early modern English: the threat that Aaron and Tamora are capable of trying and performing experiments—that is to say, that they are and can be, themselves, experimenters. Reading the ‘experiment’ in Titus Andronicus enables us to locate in the Roman fear of miscegenation and outsider ‘infiltration’ the tensions about power and control that lie at the heart of the distinction between the experimenter and the experimentee. After all, English and European naturalists-cum-experimenters interpreted and used their observations of nature to construct ‘differences’ between and within species including among human groups, positioning themselves as arbiters of race and ‘racial difference’. The position of experimenter offered English and European natural philosophers the power to adjudicate hierarchical rankings and racial distinctions among not only plant and animal species but also human groups, mutually reinforcing and reinforced by ideas about an inherent English and European superiority and supremacy. When Lavinia voices the possibility that Aaron and Tamora could themselves be experimenters, this introduces the threat that they pose as agential within Roman society, despite how the play works to construct both as outcasts. Though ‘Aaron is black and, as an outsider, is barbarous in Roman eyes’, as Royster notes, and ‘Tamora is always a Goth [ … ] never absorbed into the body of Rome’ (2010, 433), the Roman politics of exclusion and inaccessibility loses some of its power when such ‘outsiders’ can become experimenters and, together, can create new ‘knowledge’ that has the potential to overturn the status quo. To acknowledge Aaron and Tamora as experimenters would mean granting them power as authorities of knowledge, themselves capable of trying and testing as knowledge producers rather than merely subjects of experimentation. If the end of an experiment was intended to bring about some new result that, in its existence, constituted ‘proof’ of some natural or scientific principle or phenomenon, and if the goals of scientific advancement were to produce new knowledge about the world, Tamora and Aaron collaboratively produce a child that is both literally and conceptually ‘new’ to the world of the play: a child that the play constructs as both multiracial and black, a potential member of a growing community of ‘outsiders’ to Rome, gestured to by Aaron’s ‘countryman’ Muliteus and his own multiracial family. Taken collectively, as experimenters and potential experimenters in a new knowledge community, Aaron, Tamora, and their child pose the very threat Lavinia inadvertently foretells: the threat of dismantling a white-exclusive, white-dominant, and white supremacist world view.

‘Philosophy’: Hamlet

The disruption that Aaron’s and Tamora’s experiments cause to the Roman and, by extension, English status quo reveals an underlying (natural) philosophy that governs the community’s perception of not only what constitutes natural knowledge, but more importantly who is granted the authority to determine what constitutes valid knowledge. I turn here to Hamlet to examine more closely the concept of such an underlying ‘philosophy’. In one of the most oft-quoted lines from the play, Hamlet remarks to Horatio that ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, / Than are dreamt of in your philosophy’ (1.5.187–188). What does Hamlet, and Shakespeare, mean here by ‘philosophy’, and what might it mean to have a particular philosophy?

Hamlet’s statement comes on the heels of having witnessed the play’s Ghost, an entity that Hamlet believes to be the spirit of his late father. In a play that hinges upon the soteriological stakes of who or what the Ghost truly is—whether a ‘spirit of health’ or ‘goblin damned’, as Hamlet expresses, with intents ‘wicked or charitable’ (1.4.44, 46)—and the impossibility of establishing any amount of true certainty, Hamlet’s remark to Horatio seems to ring particularly true. Perhaps there truly are ‘more things in heaven and earth’ than are dreamt of in one’s philosophy. But this particularly generative moment in Hamlet might allow us to unpack how a ‘philosophy’ can be formed from the biases that undergird a nation’s intellectual and ideological positionality, with ramifications for early modern science and its contributions to early modern racialization.

What we refer to as early modern science was perhaps most closely ‘the set of practices early moderns termed “natural philosophy” and “natural history” ’, as Debapriya Sarkar has articulated (2023, 5). I want to examine here the idea of a natural philosophy alongside the various meanings and uses of the term ‘philosophy’. The OED defines the concept of ‘philosophy’ specific to natural philosophy as ‘The branch of knowledge that deals with the principles governing the material universe and perception of physical phenomena; natural science, scientific knowledge’. In a more general sense, philosophy is defined as ‘[k]nowledge, learning, scholarship; a body of knowledge; spec. advanced knowledge or learning’, or, more broadly, ‘[a] particular system of ideas or beliefs relating to a general scheme of existence and the universe; a philosophical system or theory’; it is to the latter definition that the OED includes Hamlet’s famous remark to Horatio as one such example from early English texts. I would argue that, inasmuch as natural philosophy served as a particular branch of knowledge about the material universe and scientific knowledge, this natural philosophy as a branch of science was grounded in a larger English philosophical system of beliefs—a system and theory about the ‘general scheme of existence and the universe’ that at its roots were fundamentally shaped by ideas of race-thinking and race-making in the period.

The context that informs Hamlet’s remark—that, to paraphrase, much lies beyond Horatio’s understanding—is, of course, the appearance of the Ghost of the play in the image of Hamlet’s father. At this point, the spirit has already been the source of much confusion and fear among the night guards who were the first witnesses of its appearance. In this moment of his speaking, however, Hamlet has just come from having access to a private conversation with the Ghost; in other words, Hamlet makes this statement from the position of having greater knowledge, in and of this moment, than his accompanying peers. Just prior to Hamlet’s remark, which is spoken in response to Horatio, Horatio expresses his amazement at the night’s supernatural happenings: ‘Oh day and night, but this is wondrous strange’, Horatio comments. It is then that Hamlet smugly commands Horatio to ‘therefore as a stranger give it welcome’, following then with the famous comment that there are more things than one’s philosophy, one’s system of belief, may account for.

Hamlet’s is a curious statement to make, particularly in considering the ways that science and race are integrally connected through this concept of a prevailing philosophy. Placing himself in the position of greater knowledge, and thereby presuming his own greater capacity for understanding, Hamlet speaks to Horatio here not as a peer but as an expert who might explain to a layperson such things that lie beyond the layperson’s understanding, chiding Horatio for the limits in ‘your philosophy [emphasis mine]’. Rather than acknowledge that the experience is new for the both of them (as well as for the others in witness) and level the playing field, as it were, by noting that such things exist beyond, for example, ‘our philosophy’, Hamlet effectively aims to construct a divide between himself and the others, separating himself as a knowledgeable expert and placing Horatio and the others in a position of ignorance. Hamlet explicitly constructs this division to create categories of unequal status, based upon access to certain kinds of knowledge, and uses this moment to articulate and to position Horatio as a ‘stranger’, outside of the realm of knowledge that Hamlet presumes to inhabit. In other words, Hamlet, now an insider, adjudicates and polices levels of and access to knowledge and expertise for those he has demarcated in the category of the ‘stranger’.

‘What did it mean to be a stranger in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England?’ This is the question that Nandini Das, João Vicente Melo, Haig Smith, and Lauren Working invite early modern scholars to consider in their remarkable project on Keywords of Identity, Race, and Human Mobility in Early Modern England (2021, 9). The term stranger connects race and racialization with identity and belonging. The OED explicitly defines the term stranger as ‘One who belongs to another country, a foreigner; chiefly (now exclusively), one who resides in or comes to a country to which he is a foreigner; an alien’. As Das, Vicente Melo, Smith, and Working articulate, the categories of ‘stranger’ and ‘alien’ in England in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were not exclusively limited to ideas of ‘difference [ … ] marked through quasi-biological, physical features’, and the impossibility of being able to weaponize physical markers to effectively identify strangers and aliens raised among the English ‘anxieties about their influence and agency [emphasis mine]’ (2021, 11). It is this latter point that I want to emphasize here as crucial to race-making in early modern England; as we can now identify in the way that Hamlet polices the borders of knowledge-insiders like himself and the ‘stranger’, the English anxiety about the ‘influence and agency’ of those the English categorize as ‘strangers’ results in the desire and attempt to limit and control strangers’ agency. It is at this moment when Hamlet purportedly holds the upper hand in terms of his exclusive knowledge from the Ghost that he rhetorically transforms Horatio, and presumably the other listeners, into ‘strangers’ and defines their positionality by the limits of their, ‘your’, philosophy. In doing so, Hamlet frames his own philosophy, or system of belief, as one of exclusion, arbitrated by the insider in order to police differential access to knowledge and, therefore, power.

‘Proof’: Othello

Earlier I mentioned that Aaron’s and Tamora’s experiments in Titus Andronicus demonstrate precisely the threat of new ‘knowledge’ into Roman, and English, culture. This new knowledge manifests in Shakespeare’s play as a form of early modern race-making: the idea that racially-marked ‘outsiders’ will infiltrate the culture—outsiders, furthermore, who have the agency to ‘experiment’ and, therefore, be themselves arbiters and producers of knowledge and/as parents to a multiracial child. As a disruption to the status quo, the idea of Aaron and Tamora as experimenters overturns the kind of ‘philosophy’ that Hamlet adheres to precisely because it overturns the power differential that ‘insiders’ like Hamlet—and the Romans—would deprive ‘outsiders’ or ‘strangers’ of. Hamlet’s ‘insider’ philosophy is foundational to the racialist and racist presumptions of early modern European epistemological inquiry and knowledge acquisition.

The development of Anglo and Eurocentric knowledge systems and philosophies shape early modern perceptions of (1) who counts as a valid authority as well as (2) what constitutes valid knowledge. I suggest that we can see in the way that the concept of proof plays out in Shakespeare’s Othello the extension and consequences of Hamlet’s exclusionary ‘philosophy’ as it builds upon Lavinia’s evocation of Roman/English fear of the agency granted to ‘outsiders’ or ‘strangers’. Early modern critical race scholars have long examined the complex ways that race and racialization are constructed within Othello; it is to their groundbreaking work that I hope to offer how reading the racial and racist issues at play in Othello alongside the tenets of early modern science can show how epistemological concepts like ‘proof’ contributed to the construction and perpetration of racial formations.

The drama of Shakespeare’s Othello pivots on Othello’s ‘misreading’ of the significance of a handkerchief, a misreading of exactly the kind of ‘ocular proof’ he demands earlier from Iago. In his exchange with Iago, Othello asserts,


Villain, be sure thou prove my love a whore!

Be sure of it. Give me the ocular proof,

[ … ]

Make me to see ‘t, or at the least so prove it

That the probation bear no hinge nor loop

To hang a doubt on, or woe upon thy life! [emphases mine]  (3.3.411–419)



Through my emphases above, I have attempted to highlight the language of proof and certainty that Shakespeare uses to shape Othello’s insistence. Othello repeats twice each the imperative to ‘be sure’ and the demand to ‘prove’, and variations on ‘proof’ find their way in Othello’s speech four times in total: Othello’s imperative to Iago to ‘prove’, as well as ‘ocular proof’ and ‘probation’.

Proof and certainty in early modern England were particularly fraught concepts, grounded in a belief that there exists an absolute truth. The drama of determining proof played out in both what R.W. Serjeantson calls the ‘human sciences’, like the law, and in the natural and experimental sciences of the period. The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries witnessed what Serjeantson calls ‘more self-conscious theoretical reflection on how to discover and confirm the truths of nature than any period before or since’ (2006, 132). Moreover, the focus on truth and how to validate it manifested in ‘a huge range of practical strategies by which investigators of the natural world set about demonstrating their findings and convincing their audiences of their claims’ (Serjeantson 2006, 132).

Forms of ‘proof’ therefore gained particular significance in the period. In his Philosophical Lexicon (Lexicon philosophicum, 1613), Marburg philosopher Rudolph Goclenius notes that ‘to prove generally means: to make known the truth of something; to confirm a matter in whatever way’ (quoted in Serjeantson 2006, 138). This resonated with the increasing emphasis on scientific experiment among natural philosophers as evidence or ‘proof’ of truth, overturning the previous Aristotelian method taught in universities of proving knowledge via syllogisms. Experimental ‘reports’ replaced syllogistic arguments and took on what Serjeantson calls a ‘ “historical” or narrative form’, and their readers were subsequently called ‘virtual witnesses’ (2006, 157). Furthermore, as Serjeantson notes, these experimental reports would increasingly also appeal to ‘actual witnesses to a much greater extent’ (2006, 157). The OED notes that to witness is ‘said mainly of the eyes and ears’ in early use: specifically, ‘To be a witness, spectator, or auditor of (something of interest, importance, or special concern); to experience by personal (esp. ocular) observation; to be present as an observer at; to see with one’s own eyes’. We can see the beginnings of this idea in Othello. The growing emphasis on witnessing in science, both virtual (as readers) and actual, is particularly resonant when we consider Othello’s specific demand for ‘ocular’ proof.

At the same time, it is in the slipperiness of rhetorical ‘proof’ that we witness Iago’s whiteness work to transfer and manipulate both the burden and the legibility of proof, and to assume the power of proof’s arbiter, as Adrian Streete points out,. In sharp contrast to what would seem the clarity of ‘ocular proof’ that Othello demands, Iago instead ‘embodies the possibility of “some proof” (3.3.388) in language that never quite materializes’ (2020, 109). Crucially it is Iago’s ‘grammar’ which ‘like his whiteness, seems to others unremarkable or else “honest” ’: ‘both his language and his race allow him to operate, dangerously, on the causal cusp between “something nothing” ’ (l. 161) (Streete 2020, 112). In a sense Iago’s whiteness enables him to manoeuvre beyond the need for proof, whilst manipulating the very concept of proof to distribute power unequally. Subsequently, he wields this power, as Streete identifies, at the level of the grammatical ‘subjunctive’, the shadowy realm of the hypothetical in which ‘first cause and agent’ are blurred, proof is absent, and subsequently ‘[r]acialized fears of patriarchy’, among other concerns, are thus able to flourish (2020, 115).

It is thus in the slippery subjunctive ‘grammar of evil’ that Iago’s whiteness works to arbitrate notions of proof and truth (Streete 2020, 105), in contrast to the imperative form in the language of scientific experiments and recipes that suggested that actions could be aligned to textual instructions and could lead to provable ends. Proof and provability in Othello, while promising something akin to an experiment’s or a recipe’s ‘probatum est’—‘it is proven’, often written in the margins of a recipe to indicate that the end result has been proven, or attained—instead demonstrate how appeals to truth or certainty are, instead, a negotiation with, and subject to, the power that whiteness wields.

The Natural World and Global/Local Knowledges: Sites of Race-Making

‘Specimen Logic’: The Winter’s Tale and Titus Andronicus

The ‘ocular proof’ so irrevocably weaponized to render Othello (purportedly) unequipped to validate true knowledge is repurposed in The Winter’s Tale and again in Titus Andronicus. In a sense we might call the deployment of the ocular proof ‘test’ a method by which race-making happens in these plays. In The Winter’s Tale and Titus Andronicus I locate specific sites that build upon the construct of ‘proof’ in Othello to explore how the arbitration of knowledge and authority arises from invoking power differentials to justify or condone racial violence as well as to pardon those who commit it.

Othello has often been paired with The Winter’s Tale in scholarship in order to identify both Othello and Leontes as examples of, most commonly, jealous husbands with a fear of betrayal. But to pair the two characters exclusively in terms of jealousy and paranoia misses the fundamental issues of race-thinking and racism at play, particularly in the way that Shakespeare constructs their responses to some version of ‘ocular proof’. Though Othello and Leontes are both portrayed as mis-readers of proof or evidence, and though they jump to similar conclusions, the differences in their methodologies, the repercussions of their conclusions, and the way that the larger community ultimately evaluates them for their authority reveal the ways that principles of early modern science undergird racial thinking.

I begin with a surprisingly relevant moment in Titus Andronicus, the episode in which Marcus and Titus observe, debate, and kill a fly. The black fly enters a dinner scene, and when Marcus strikes at the fly to kill it, Titus sympathizes with it as a metaphorical or allegorical stand-in for ‘his own familial trauma’ (Brown 2020). But as David Sterling Brown has powerfully demonstrated, the fly episode quickly develops into a form of racial profiling, predicated on the ‘objectification of blackness’ (2018, 140) and deployed in order to justify antiBlack violence: Marcus tells Titus that he killed the fly ‘because the fly was black, like the Empress’s Moor’, which Titus then not only condones but escalates by striking at the already-dead fly as if to kill it again (Brown 2020).

The fly episode in Titus Andronicus is resonant with a moment in The Winter’s Tale, a moment in which Leontes imagines a form of ocular proof in the form of a spider in a cup. Leontes and interprets the (imaginary) spider as proof of a truth, extrapolating from this particular analogy what he is convinced is a larger ‘universal truth’ about his wife Hermione. Though Othello’s ‘ocular proof’ is a physical object that he sees—the handkerchief—and Leontes only imagines seeing the spider in the flesh, Shakespeare writes Leontes as following the same leaps of logic as Othello in interpreting the object visually: to the conclusion that his wife has been unfaithful to him. Moreover, Leontes’s methods of observation and interpretation echo those of Marcus and Titus, and it is through the context of the observation and description of species—especially insects—in natural history, that I draw out how the similarity of these moments reveals how early modern race-thinking is embedded in naturalistic inquiry.

When Leontes speaks to the ocular proof of the spider, it is a moment in which Leontes rants about the curse of knowledge: ‘Alack, for lesser knowledge! How accursed / In being so blest!’. The irony, of course, is that he is wrong about the knowledge that he is so certain he has. He proves himself to be a flawed observer and a flawed reader and evaluator of evidence, and this comes out most poignantly in the analogy he imagines about witnessing a spider in a cup of drink:


There may be in the cup

A spider steeped, and one may drink, depart,

And yet partake no venom, for his knowledge

Is not infected; but if one present

Th’ abhorred ingredient to his eye, make known

How he hath drunk, he cracks his gorge, his sides,

With violent hefts. I have drunk, and seen the spider.



In Leontes’s melodramatic analogy, the spider that Leontes imagines seeing serves as a kind of ‘ocular proof’, in Leontes’s interpretation—indeed Leontes concludes that he has ‘seen the spider’. This concluding remark is meant to reveals that the spider had been present all along in the cup of drink, hidden by the liquid until Leontes had drunk it, and the ‘ocular proof’ of the spider’s presence changes Leontes’s sense of the safety of his drink.

As art historian Janice Neri explains in her 2011 The Insect and the Image: Visualizing Nature in Early Modern Europe, 1500–1700, it was during this time that Europeans ‘turn[ed] their attention to insects and their life cycles as a new subject of study’ (xi). Neri describes European naturalists’ interest as stemming from what she calls ‘the strange, alien forms of insects and their unusual habits’ which ‘fascinated naturalists, collectors, artists, and the other practitioners who began to collect and display them in a variety of settings and media’ (2011, xi). As part of this new fascination with insects, images and image makers became an increasingly essential part of the already interdisciplinary study of the natural world in early modern England and Europe. Neri constructs and identifies a concept that she calls ‘specimen logic’ to describe the visual strategy whereby ‘image makers’ and other practitioners transformed insects into ‘both subjects and objects’, which allowed these practitioners to ‘construct themselves as the gatekeepers to a strange and fascinating world’ (2011, xi). In the sixteenth century, a commonplace approach to image-making in the study of nature was what Neri describes as a ‘visual technique of presenting an isolated object against a blank background’ (2011, xii), which constituted an approach of viewing the natural world as ‘a succession of isolated objects’ for individual study. This is precisely what Neri identifies as a kind of ‘specimen logic’, which ‘turns nature into object by decontextualizing select creatures and items—that is, by removing them from their habitats, environments, and settings’ (2011, xiii). This was a visual approach that, though not limited to insects, was very much shaped by certain species of insects, especially ‘those creatures and items that can be depicted or displayed as objects’, that, as Neri expresses, ‘[met] the criteria of specimen logic and were thus well suited to the broader impulse to visualize nature as a collection of objects’ (2011, xiii).

I want to argue here for the importance of thinking through the racial and racist implications of the ‘specimen logic’ that was at play in the methods of early modern science in ways that demonstrate a kind of ‘animacy hierarchy’ of human and nonhuman beings (Chen 2012, 24). Both Leontes’s analogy of the spider and Marcus’s and Titus’s interactions with the fly position the insect as a specimen for observation and from which to draw conclusions. But additionally, both examples position the specimen as dangerous or deviant and, as such, both ‘specimens’ are subordinate to, and at the mercy of, the white men who interpret them as well as determine their fate. The positioning of the spider and the fly as well as the parallel drawn between the fly and Aaron the Moor bring to mind the crucial intersections to be made between premodern critical race studies and critical animal studies, which Holly Dugan powerfully articulates in her chapter in this volume. Dugan notes how the term and concept of the ‘animal’ was long ‘weaponized against Black people, as well as against women, children, disabled people, poor people, foreigners, and immigrants’, but also how the very logic of ‘kinds’ and ‘categories’—and I suggest here also the concept of the specimen—was ‘constitutive with racist systems of colonialism and capitalism’ (341). As an example, Dugan demonstrates how King Lear ‘accommodates Lear’s grief through linguistic acts of dispossession, invoking slaves and animals as metaphors of tragedy even as London’s entertainment networks treated some people and animals as superfluous waste’, pointing to both an unnamed human character, whom Lear calls a ‘slave’, and his famous demand of why ‘a dog, a horse, a rat’ should still have breath and life when Cordelia no longer does (351). It is precisely the identification and exclusion of ‘disposable people and animals’, and their subsequent exterminability, that I identify working in similar ways to the ‘specimen logic’ of scientific observation and experimentation. After all, as Zakiyyah Iman Jackson has shown, scientific discourses long continue to shape and be shaped by constructions of race and racism, and ‘categories of “race” and “species” ’ continue to be ‘homologous such that antiblack and colonialist histories have informed the very forms scientific discourse can take’ (2020, 122).

‘Globality’: Site-Specificity in Antony and Cleopatra

The specimen logic that isolates insects as specimens for observation shifts to a different kind of logic in Antony and Cleopatra in which site-specificity for the insects matters. In a speech that sounds much like a spell, Cleopatra speaks a kind of curse upon herself to serve as a response to Antony’s questioning her love, calling upon:


The next Caesarion smite,

Till by degrees the memory of my womb,

Together with my brave Egyptians all,

By the discandying of this pelleted storm

Lie graveless till the flies and gnats of Nile

Have buried them for prey!  (3.13.166–171)



Here in Cleopatra’s image the flies and gnats are literally ‘of Nile’, a distinction that is significant precisely because of the associations the English attempted to construct about Egypt and about the qualities of the Nile as representative of Egypt. In his The Faerie Queene, for example, Edmund Spenser describes the Nile as leaving behind ‘Huge heapes of mudd’ when his ‘fattie waves’ and ‘fertile slime’ ebb, from which ‘breed / Ten thousand kindes of creatures’ (1.1. 21). The multiplicity of creatures the Nile was purported to breed included numbers of insects like the flies and gnats that become ‘of Nile’: they constitute, or simply are or become, an active part of the environment of the river itself.

Freely out of the confines of English and European imposed ‘specimen logic’, the insects depicted in Cleopatra’s speech gain a powerful and threatening valence in Shakespeare’s language, literally capable of burying the bodies of humans for their prey. One could argue that this image of insects in their natural Egyptian habitat, literally having the power to overturn human beings, only increased the appeal of ‘specimen logic’—of isolating individual insect specimens in the safety of the English naturalist’s workspace, lifeless and decontextualized from their natural and often foreign environments and fully under the English naturalist’s control. Cleopatra’s speech joins Spenser’s analogy to demonstrate how the inhabitants of the natural world, like insects, could be positioned through the English language to construct racial ideas—i.e., about an overpowering Egyptian fecundity and agency that extended beyond Egyptian people to Egyptian creatures and environs. As Debapriya Sarkar cogently points out in her chapter in this volume, the ‘naturalization of race demands the racialization of place, so that unruly and indeterminate foreign bodies can be constrained within the natural and political order of Europe’ (53). As example, Lepidus’s comment to Antony that ‘Your serpent of Egypt is bred now of your mud by the operation of your sun; so is your crocodile’ (2.7.25–26), as Sarkar argues, ‘actively construct[s] the “Roman perception” that links creaturely life to place’ (66). By similarly depicting the flies and gnats as beyond or exceeding human control in their connection to their environment, Shakespeare portrays them as part of mysterious and feared natural phenomena, racialized as ‘foreign’ and therefore as threatening, in sharp contrast to the insects that become ‘specimens’ and therefore subjects and objects of European scientific study.

In this particular case, contextualizing living creatures in their site-specificity—that is, specific to their regional and environmental context—is weaponized to serve as a method of racialization. I want to suggest that this kind of site-specific description, though not scientific description, contributes to constructing an idea of the natural world that frames that world beyond England as exotic and dangerous to be contrasted to the isolated specimens brought to England from abroad that are rendered impotent of their environmentally- or regionally-tied qualities. English and European science, in this way, is positioned as disarming potentially dangerous foreign species, isolating them, and then extracting both theoretical knowledge and practical ingredients from the collections naturalists have cultivated. The site-specificity of the flies and gnats in Cleopatra’s speech can thus safely remain a warning rather than a practical reality for the English: the Nile and ‘Egypt’ are reduced to the idea that their foreign qualities are site-specific at the same time that the danger of these qualities are abstracted into English descriptions of Egypt, safely contained and written about at a distance.

We can identify a similar phenomenon with the character of Cleopatra herself in Shakespeare’s play. During Shakespeare’s time, early modern medical compendia sometimes included Cleopatra’s name among the list of medical or scientific sources for various medicaments. ‘Cleopatra’ was the apparent pseudonym for a medical, scientific, as well as alchemical authority (or authorities) to whom was attributed a number of remedies and recipes since Antiquity, and references to a corresponding Book of Cleopatra demonstrate early modern belief in its existence as a volume that contained the medical and scientific knowledge gleaned by the figure of Cleopatra (Park 2016). Though the ‘Cleopatra’ named as an authority on various medical and scientific matters was not necessarily the Egyptian queen who comprised the basis for Shakespeare’s Cleopatra, the name ‘Cleopatra’ had become so synonymous with the ancient Queen of Egypt that particular kinds of recipes, for example for aphrodisiacs or cosmetics, were readily believed to have been authored by her (Park 2016).

What the tradition of ‘Cleopatra’ as a medical and scientific authority thus demonstrates is a figure most often aligned with an Egyptian queen who becomes, paradoxically, both inescapably bound with and extracted from the site-specificity of Egypt over the course of English and European history, depending on what the English or Europeans needed Cleopatra to represent. In this way, ‘Cleopatra’ is subjected to an extraction akin to the ‘specimen logic’ I explored above: not just that she was herself a specimen of study—though that could certainly be argued for how Shakespeare constructs her—but that additionally she becomes isolated from, ‘stripped’ of her environment, Egypt, and commodified in the form of a globalized or universalized figure sanctioned insofar as her scientific gifts to English and European knowledge still serve to benefit the English and the continent. Though the medical tradition of ‘Cleopatra’ derived from ancient Greek, Roman, and Arabic traditions, the circulation of her recipes as evidence of her ‘global’ ancient authority grants ‘Cleopatra’ a certain kind of universality that actually serves both to de-racialize her and also to commodify her racialization as best benefits the English.

In Shakespeare’s construction, Cleopatra continues to be written about in site-specific ways to render her exoticism ‘dangerous’ insofar as she can serve as a warning about Egypt from the safety of England. In other words, in English control, Cleopatra is sanctioned as useful for the sake of advancing English natural knowledge and scientific progress. In Shakespeare’s depiction, Cleopatra is literally called ‘Salt Cleopatra’, glossed as a reference to meat that was salted in order to preserve it as well as to make it more flavourful (Park 2016). It is a descriptor that serves to reduce Cleopatra to food, a literal consumable and, furthermore, a product of a recipe rather than its producer. Food—connected to medicine in the early modern period, and both to the natural history of flora and fauna and their virtues—long resonated with racialized fears of foreign influence and contamination in the early modern world and beyond: in the anxieties about the European diet in the Americas (Earle 2012), the accusations of cannibalism in the New World (Goldstein 2013; Shahani 2021), the labour of the colonized and the enslaved for the production of foodstuffs for the colonizers (Hall 1996; Shahani 2021). Much like how Aaron and Tamora as experimenters pose a threat to the Romans, here the purported experimenter and expert ‘Cleopatra’ is reduced to an ‘Egyptian dish’ to effectively strip her of her threat as a scientific authority, rendering her ‘safely’ consumable by the Romans and the English. The site-specific descriptor, ‘Egyptian’, is deployed as an attempt to place the Egyptian Queen in her environmental ‘context’, to render her threateningly foreign, and, by appending it to food, then to render her site-specificity as a means of dehumanizing her.

‘Locality’: Localized Experience in The Tempest

I close by turning to The Tempest, to examine the ways that Shakespeare explores a different form of site-specificity as a form of race-making that connects the threads of science and race that I have woven throughout this chapter. In The Tempest, I turn especially to the relationship between Prospero and Caliban and how the two can be seen to embody the two polarities of ‘experiment’ and ‘experience’ upon which the study of natural history hinged in early modern England. Shakespeare’s suggestion of experiment and experience in The Tempest is possible, importantly, because it takes place on an unnamed and unidentified island, but one that provides site-specificity in the details and intricacies of its own natural environment—in other words, an unfamiliar and unknown ‘clean slate’ upon which Shakespeare can build room for Prospero’s and Caliban’s acquisition of the natural knowledge of the island.

In the so-called English scientific revolution, one of the prevailing views about nature was summed up by scientific forerunner Francis Bacon’s theory that ‘the secrets of nature reveal themselves more readily under the vexations of art than when they go their own way [emphases mine]’ (1999, 130). Much of the English and European perspective about nature stemmed from the idea that the insights to be gleaned from nature were not always readily observable, and that nature had ‘secrets’ in store that required human intervention, and human force, to reveal them. In such a worldview, nature is already positioned as both subject and object of study by humanity, a humanity that was furthermore exclusively granted to the English and Europeans. The need to apply ‘vexations of art’ in order to coax out nature’s secrets manifested in the experiment as a newly defined concept in the seventeenth century that emphasized the particularity of experiences that were ‘localized in time and space’ (Ogilvie 2006, 20). But experience was itself a term and concept very much under debate by early modern naturalists at this time, a debate predicated on the contentions between ‘firsthand’ experience and ‘reported’ experience (Ogilvie 2006, 20). At stake in this fundamental divide was the value of the book-learning that was historically and traditionally held up in the universities in contrast to the newer models of experimental and experiential learning through naturalists’ own practices.

It may at first be tempting to read Prospero and Caliban as the traditional book-learned scholar and the experience-informed naturalist, respectively. And there are helpful insights we can identify from making this comparison, and certainly evidence from the text that can support these positions. Prospero makes note in recounting the narrative of his past life to Miranda that he ‘loved [his] books’ which he ‘prize[d] above [his] dukedom’ (1.2.198, 200). So, too, Caliban recognizes the centrality of Prospero’s books to his knowledge and power, reminding Stephano and Trinculo three times to ‘first seiz[e] his books’, ‘First to possess his books’, and ‘Burn but his books’, for ‘without them / He’s but a sot’ (3.2.98–104). In this way, Prospero seems to embody the mode of learning that privileged the writings of scholars of the past, gaining knowledge, and perhaps experience, through what has been reported previously. In contrast, as has often been noted in scholarship on the play, Caliban has a unique knowledge of the island, knowing ‘every fertile inch o’ th’ island’ (2.2.154), presumably by his own experience of having lived on the island all of his life. In a sense, Caliban’s is an incontrovertibly firsthand experience of the natural flora and fauna of the island.

According to historian of science Brian Ogilvie, naturalists’ practices of writing descriptions of natural history provides insight into what naturalists interpreted as ‘experience’. Privileging ‘description’, the form that naturalists’ writing would take as they ‘condensed their observations and experience’, Ogilvie notes that ‘experience’ takes on a number of forms, ‘from singular events to summaries of numerous observations made over a long period of time’ (2006, 21). Though Caliban does not write down his descriptions, Shakespeare certainly writes for Caliban detailed descriptions that demonstrate Caliban’s intimate knowledge of the island’s environment. Caliban articulates knowing, for example, where to find ‘the best springs’ when he offers up his services to Stephano, and where to find berries and fish and wood (2.2.166–167). He knows ‘where crabs grow’, where to find ‘pignuts’ and ‘a jay’s nest’, ‘clustering filberts’ and ‘Young scamels from the rock’, and ‘how to snare the nimble marmoset’ (2.2.173–178). As Ogilvie notes, effective description required a ‘good observer’ with ‘an educated eye and mastery of the discipline’s practices’ (2006, 21). I would argue that Caliban’s descriptions show him to be a good observer with an experienced eye, educated by Prospero, as we learn early on, only insofar as Prospero required Caliban’s natural knowledge to obtain food or provisions for survival in the early days of his arrival on the island. While such an examination might lead to speculation about whether or not Caliban could be considered a naturalist, I want to use this example to challenge the role of the English naturalist as the de facto position of natural knowledge, particularly in identifying the connections between the study of early modern science and the study of early modern race.

Though Prospero’s learning comes from his books, it is on the island that he begins to experiment, in a sense, with firsthand experience, practising his magic in order to learn—and extract—the ‘secrets’ of the island. More explicitly, Prospero turns to extracting Caliban for his firsthand experiences as a primary method for gaining knowledge of the island’s secrets. Prospero’s experimentation might be considered as the form of treating the island as his own enclosed experiment and laboratory. For Prospero’s experimental goals, it is absolutely essential that he prevent Caliban from ever having access to being an experimenter himself; certainly the idea of Caliban as experimenter directly follows in the vein of Aaron and Tamora as ‘dangerously’ threatening experimenters, and Shakespeare explicitly writes Caliban’s unfulfilled desire that ‘I had peopled else / This isle with Calibans’ (1.2.420–421) which gestures strongly to the implications of Aaron’s and Tamora’s multiracial child. Instead, Prospero contains Caliban within the confines of the island as Prospero’s laboratory, what in the seventeenth century had become what Pamela H. Smith calls a ‘disciplined space’ in which ‘art could “master” and “try” nature’ (2004, 295). It is worth returning here to Francis Bacon’s perspective, that ‘the secrets of nature reveal themselves more readily under the vexations of art than when they go their own way [emphases mine]’; to see how closely Bacon’s perspective aligns with that of Prospero, we need only look at Prospero’s treatment of both Caliban and Ariel as part of the natural world distinct from humanity, housing (in Prospero’s view) their own ‘secrets’ which they only reveal ‘readily’ to him when they are under the vexations of Prospero’s art.

When Prospero achieves his desired ends by the end of the play, he decides to ‘drown my book’ (5.1.66). Because this action stands in stark contrast to Prospero’s description of himself in his past life, ‘neglecting worldly ends, all dedicated / To closeness and the bettering of my mind’ through his books and, it seems, only his books (1.2.109–110), I suggest that Prospero’s action of drowning his book at the end can be read in light of Prospero’s development as an experimenter in the new English science, discarding the older tradition of book learning in the natural sciences and moving into what would increasingly flourish in the seventeenth century as firsthand experimentation, informed on one level by writings of past scholars, but defined by the experimenter’s own experiences with testing and vexing ‘nature’. In a sense, the end of the play marks Prospero’s island/laboratory ‘experiment’ successful, and in throwing away his books Prospero’s gesture marks the triumph of the new experimental science for the English and European colonizer.

If Prospero ends up as the successful master of experimental science, the questions remains where that leaves Caliban. By the play’s end, even if Caliban presumably remains on the island once Prospero has left, the last words Shakespeare writes about Caliban are in Prospero’s words and continue to place Caliban under Prospero’s mastery and the terms of ownership: ‘This thing of darkness I / Acknowledge mine’ (5.1.330–331). Caliban has in the course of Prospero’s inhabitation of the island been prevented social development and cultivation by Prospero (Akhimie 2018), and in the context of the new science in England this also includes being barred from access to becoming a naturalist and experimenter in his own right. Instead, with Prospero’s arrival on the island, Calibran becomes subject to, and an object for, Prospero’s experiments, much in the way we can identify with the specimen logic of The Winter’s Tale and Titus Andronicus.

In closing, I want to suggest the potential for alternative paradigms of science and natural knowledge through which we might read Caliban’s possibilities differently. In January 2022, Indigenous social work scholar Autumn A. Blackdeer posted a statement on social media stating that ‘Traditional indigenous knowledge is science’ (@DrBlackDeer 11 January 2022), additionally including the APA guide to citing Indigenous knowledge and inviting followers to ‘cite us accordingly’. The range of pushback that Blackdeer received for the post was telling in its Anglo- and Eurocentricity, challenging and refusing to concede to any part of Blackdeer’s claim. One such response took the form of questioning Blackdeer’s authority on Indigenous culture as well as science—‘Indigenous to where? Which culture? Which century? What branch of science? What aspect of science’ (@ErduranSibel 11 January 2022)—revealing its author’s Eurocentric positionality on what ‘counts’ as science. Another response aimed to position the concept of ‘science’ as a priori to Indigenous knowledge (‘Science is a method used to obtain knowledge, which is used to create indigenous [sic] technology’) followed by lamenting the ‘erosion’ of the ‘cultural universality of the scientific method’, which again uncritically assumes the Eurocentric idea of a ‘scientific method’ as a universal and authoritative tenet of science (@ShaunPKessler 11 January 2022).

It is against this backdrop of Anglo- and Eurocentric science positioned as ‘universal’ that scholars of early modern science and critical race must work together not only to develop alternative ways of reading Shakespeare and science but to open pathways for engaging other discourses and methodologies in newer readings. We might look to innovative examples like Katherine McKittrick’s 2021 Dear Science and Other Stories as guidance, to think through, for example, ‘how we come to know black life through asymmetrically connected knowledge systems,’ and how ‘science’ is ‘restless and uncomfortably situated and multifarious rather than definitive and downward-pressing’ (2021, 3). In the spirit of the goals of premodern critical race studies, such readings must make explicit the inherent whiteness, English and European, of both Shakespeare’s work and the science of Shakespeare’s time. Only then can possibilities open up for reconceiving the ways that knowledge-making in Shakespeare’s time was always already racialized, and for bringing a range of new liberatory methodologies beyond and intersecting with critical race studies—to include disability and queer/crip studies, critical Indigenous and Native studies, critical environmental justice studies—to bear upon the politics of power, access, and equity that the sciences in Shakespeare’s plays shape.
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CHAPTER 25

Race in Repertory

David McInnis

Whilst acknowledging the virtually unique power Shakespeare continues to wield today as ‘England’s national poet’, enabled in no small part by imperial expansion and the concomitant embedding of his work in pedagogical frameworks and curricula around the world, this chapter will approach the centrality of Shakespeare in studies of race obliquely, by examining race in relation to the work of Shakespeare’s contemporaries. One approach to doing this might entail supplementing and extending the recent trends in the study of race and Shakespeare. Scholarly interest in intersectionality (of race, sexuality, and gender in particular), which was a hallmark of much feminist criticism of the 1990s and 2000s (Callaghan 1999; Hall 1995; Hendricks and Parker 1994; MacDonald 2002), has been reinvigorated by Akhimie’s emphasis on class and conduct (2018) and by collections like Loomba and Sanchez’s (2016), in which the changes to the field in the intervening years are exemplified by such chapters as Coles’ feminist analysis of Elizabeth Carey’s Tragedy of Mariam in terms of early modern understandings of race. Studies of the materiality of race on the early modern stage (Blunt 2012; Smith 2013; Stevens 2013) have broadened to contemplate the diversity and intersectional identities of playgoers who witness racial representation on stage too (Karim-Cooper 2021). In what follows, though, I want to begin to explore how repertory studies (including an awareness of lost plays) can enrich our reading of race in the non-Shakespearean drama of the period, creating in turn the opportunity to extend those current trends to exciting new examples.

Race in Repertory: Surviving Plays

Besides Ndiaye’s focus on ‘baboonizing dances’ in the Queen of Bohemia’s Men’s repertory (2021, 145), scholarship on race and early modern drama tends not to make significant mention of the commercial context shaping theatrical engagements with race in early modern London. Put simply, repertory studies is ‘an approach to the study of drama that takes the acting company—rather than, say, the individual dramatist or play—as the subject of its enquiry’ and in which ‘the play itself is understood both as the company’s basic commodity and as one of many plays that together constituted its repertory’ (Rutter 2008, 352). Theatre historians who practise this mode of analysis are interested in why an early modern playing company acquired the plays it did, when it did, in response to its own stage successes and to the offerings of other companies performing in London (Beckerman 1962; Knutson 1991). Playhouses were sites of entertainment and ideology, but not necessarily historical accuracy; and whilst it is true that some playgoers could (like modern scholars) supplement a play’s representation of race with information available in contemporaneous travel accounts and other sources, it’s worth noting that (1) many would not or could not do this, and (2) just as a customer’s cognitive defences are lowered when advertisers use humour to sell a product, so too a playgoer may not necessarily be in the right frame of mind at the theatre to engage critically and rationally at all times. They were there first and foremost to see a play, and to that end the broader theatrical context of racial representation warrants more sustained attention. An underdeveloped early example of the benefits of such an approach (‘underdeveloped’ because not focusing on race specifically) is John Gillies’ reading of The Tempest alongside George Chapman’s ‘self-consciously Virginian’ Memorable Masque. When the two entertainments were played together at court in February 1613, Gillies argues, the ‘sheer novelty of their Virginian imagery’ would have been heightened and complemented by virtue of the performance context (1986, 673). His argument for reading The Tempest as a New World allegory thus depends on a theatrical intertext and the conditions of performance, not on whether any internal references in the play-text explicitly concern the New World.

In the case of Othello (1604), we might begin to reconstrue its relationship to other drama by noticing its slightly unexpected Shakespearean running partner: The Merry Wives of Windsor (1597). We know from the accounts of Edmund Tilney (1605), Master of the Revels, that Othello was performed (as ‘the Moor of Venis’) at the Banqueting House in Whitehall Palace on Hallowmas Day (1 November) in 1604, whilst ‘the Merry wiues of Winsor’ is listed as the next play performed (on Sunday 4 November). Then again in 1612–13 when the King’s Men were at court for the Christmas season, ‘The Moore of Venice’ was performed in a repertory that also included ‘Sir Iohn ffalstafe’ (either Merry Wives or 2 Henry IV) (Bodleian MS Rawlinson A 239, fol. 47v). Perhaps this pairing is entirely coincidental; both are fine plays, and old plays at that, so may have been selected for performance simply on the basis of their known quality. An alternative possibility, worth at least exploring, is the prospect that early modern playgoers on these occasions were implicitly conditioned to understand Othello through the lens of humoral comedy’s means of characterization. Merry Wives was Shakespeare’s response to the late 1590s vogue for humours-based comedy pioneered by George Chapman and Ben Jonson, and Jonson’s greatest example of this mode, Every Man Out of His Humour, had also been reprised at Whitehall on 8 January 1605, in the same season at court as Othello (it was followed by Jonson’s similarly titled but narratively unrelated Every Man In His Humour on Candlemas night). In the Induction of Every Man Out, Jonson theorized humoral comedy, with Asper offering to ‘give these ignorant well-spoken days / Some taste of their abuse of this word humour’, noting that it is actually when ‘one peculiar quality’ so possesses a man that it ‘doth draw / All his affects, his spirits, and his powers’ in one particular direction that this ‘may be truly said to be a humour’ (Induction 77–78, 91–97). Cordatus concurs, criticizing other playwrights’ tendency to trivialize humours on stage: ‘if an idiot / Have but an apish or fantastic strain, / It is his humour’ (Induction 113–115). For Jonson, the humours are physiological determinants of character and personality—Wiggins describes them in their Jonsonian form as ‘an obsession, a psychic imbalance comparable with Renaissance medicine’s conception of mental illness’ (2000, 74). Before Every Man Out (1599), Shakespeare’s experiments with humoral characterization (Merry Wives 1597) are slightly more naïve than they become after Jonson’s development of the style: the deeply rooted monomaniacal obsessions of Hamlet (1600) and the superficially amusing but ultimately desperate suffering of Malvolio (Twelfth Night 1601) point to a progression in Shakespeare’s humorally inflected characterization.

What of Othello, whose excessive jealousy has been read variously as a fatal flaw befitting a tragic hero and as an externalized green-eyed monster more appropriate to the realm of comedy than internalized psychology? Mary Floyd-Wilson has conjectured that Shakespeare, who performed in Jonson’s Every Man In (whose plot she summarizes as ‘a stereotypical portrait of marriage and unruly passions: the jealous husband and his innocent wife’), ‘retold’ Jonson’s plot ‘with a tragic and racialized twist’ (2003, 132). She proceeds to offer a compelling reading of Othello through geohumoralism and an engagement with the English temperament. My interest, by contrast, lies in how, interpreted through the lens of humoral comedy, Othello’s jealousy has some analogy with the obsessions and psychic imbalances of a Jonsonian caricature, and needs to be both humoured and purged. In a sense, Iago humours Othello—rather than shattering the patient’s fragile mind by abruptly disabusing him of the misperception of infidelity under which he labours, Iago works with it, enabling Othello, indulging him, fostering his suspicions. But of course Iago is also responsible for producing this imbalance, and his method—‘My Medicine workes’ (Shakespeare, 1623, sig.vvr)—serves to destroy rather than heal the patient. Othello is finally purged of his humour not through relief of his peculiar quality but through murdering the wronged woman he so jealously covets; an act which appropriates the underlying mechanism of comic resolution and turns it to startlingly tragic ends from which the protagonist cannot recover. Moreover, perhaps (like Hamlet) Othello can be seen as an attempt to develop the humoral model for more sophisticated purposes. John Frow examines how Hamlet’s inwardness emerges from two stock character types: the revenger and the melancholic. He discerns an oscillation between ‘generality and singularity’ via melancholy as individualized ‘psychosomatic schema’ yet simultaneously ‘stock figure’, and the ‘generically specific figure of the revenger’ who is simultaneously reworking ‘a set of cultural stereotypes’ (Frow 2014, 125)—in other words, Frow explains Shakespeare’s characterological achievement in terms of the emergence of individuality (with psychological depth and realism) from generic type. Othello famously never achieves Hamlet’s interiority, and lacks the opportunity to do so through soliloquy; he differs in terms of psychological development but resembles Shakespeare’s earlier experiment in character in the sense that the oscillation between individual and type (which plays out in terms of melancholic and revenger for Hamlet) becomes racialized: The Tragedie of Othello, the Moore of Venice. Seen thus, it may be possible to understand Othello as the tragedy of a character who had emerged, Hamlet-like—fully individuated as a complex person in the face of opposition from a society that barely disguises its reluctance to see him as anything more than a racial ‘type’ (the Moor)—but whose psycho-somatic degeneration can be instigated through language. The corrupting influence that infiltrates Othello’s mind and body is a metaphorical poison: Iago’s ingenious scheming, his pestiferous whisperings in Othello’s ear, which poisons Othello’s mind against Desdemona and manifests itself physically in Othello’s body, culminating in his seizure. It is a tragic obverse of humoral comedy that inverts the traditional trajectory: instead of psycho-somatic symptoms being purged through corrective words and actions, words and actions engender psycho-somatic symptoms that reduce a functioning individual to (in this case) a racist stereotype. It is a racial tragedy of humours.

To read Othello alongside humoral comedy is not to dismiss or disregard scholarship that historicizes race and racial constructions, or that examines the work of ideology and politics; but it offers an additional layer of considerations that stem from early performance conditions and the connections they suggest. Alternative links might be forged. Besides understanding Othello as a play about racial identity in the public sphere, in which Othello’s racial difference is the site both of his professional achievement and his personal destruction, we might use repertory studies as independent documentary evidence to complement David Sterling Brown’s recognition of the play’s formal links to the genre of domestic tragedy (2020, 4; see also Benson 2012 and Brown, forthcoming), as exemplified by Shakespeare and another’s Arden of Faversham (c. 1590), Ben Jonson and Thomas Dekker’s lost ‘Page of Plymouth’ (1599), and (contemporaneously with Othello) Thomas Heywood’s A Woman Killed with Kindness (1603). As Brown observes, in a marketplace where Shakespeare’s play competed with other domestic tragedies that feature only white protagonists, it is a significant point of differentiation that Othello focuses on ‘anti-Black racism’ as ‘what destroys this particular marriage’ (2020, 4); Othello complicates the already fraught domestic disasters of the genre by introducing the novelty of an interracial marriage, by maintaining the innocence of the wife accused of infidelity, and by making the jealous husband only superficially the pitiable hero (and more accurately the murdering villain). It complicates the heavy-handed moralizing of those other domestic tragedies though by providing a protagonist whose ostensibly righteous anger is fundamentally misplaced and the result of insidious manipulation by Iago. It harnesses domestic tragedy’s investment in the dire consequences of reputational damage, but shows how society’s judgmental eyes look differently upon a man of colour and the difference race makes to whether an individual is trusted and believed. (Here it may also be worth noting that Measure for Measure, a play that thematizes this question in relation to Isabella, was performed at Whitehall on 26 December 1604, in the same season as Othello and Merry Wives.)

There are also important precursors to Othello’s mixing of the public and private consequences of a high-profile interracial relationship, in the union of Aaron the Moor and Tamora, queen of the Goths, in Titus Andronicus (reprinted in 1611, implying a recent revival at the same time the King’s Men were also reviving Othello, known to have been performed in 1610 at the Globe and in Oxford, and in 1612–13 at court), and in the union of Eleazer the Moor and Eugenia, queen of Spain in The Spanish Moor’s Tragedy by Dekker, William Haughton, and John Day (1600; printed as Lust’s Dominion in 1657). (Incidentally, this latter play is a rare source of information about how white actors blackened their skin: Isabella tells her brother Philip and her lover Hortenzo to ‘put the Moors habits on, and paint your faces with the oil of hell’, TLN 3584–3585).

Othello is the locus classicus of the study of race in Shakespeare, and even when scholars acknowledge that it is as much a play about representations of whiteness as it is about blackness, that whiteness tends to receive attention precisely because it contrasts with the hyper-present blackness of the play. What if blackness is present in repertory, beyond the confines of a single play-text but within the shared environment of the London theatrical scene? Can whiteness become thematized and scrutinized by virtue of the implicitly available contrast across company lines? With its ostentatious investment in the fairness and blackness tropes of Petrarchan poetry that Kim F. Hall observes is always more than purely aesthetic, Romeo and Juliet is a play notable both for the absence of characters of colour yet deeply implicated in the creation and maintenance of racial anxieties and biases (Hall 1995). It uses the term ‘fair’ almost fifty times, including references to ‘fair Juliet’ and ‘fair Rosaline’ (5.2.24, 1.2.84), to ‘fair daughter’ and ‘fair niece’ (2.3.54; 1.2.69), and to ‘fair maid’ (2.2.61) (or ‘fair saint’ in the Folio text). Such fairness is both prized and explicitly valued in contradistinction to blackness, as in Romeo’s ‘These happy masks that kiss fair ladies’ brows, / Being black, put us in mind they hide the fair’ (1.2.228–229) or his


O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright.

It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night

Like a rich jewel in an Ethiop’s ear,

Beauty too rich for use, for earth too dear.

So shows a snowy dove trooping with crows …  (1.5.43–47).



Romeo and Juliet is usually dated 1595 but was evidently still in repertory for a number of years: John Marston’s 1598 satire of a playgoer who copies choice phrases into his commonplace book explicitly singles out ‘Juliat and Romio’ as a source for quotations (Marston 1598, l.39), implying a revival of Shakespeare’s play in 1597–98, probably at the Curtain playhouse (Knutson 1991, 62). Over at the Rose playhouse, George Chapman’s The Blind Beggar of Alexandria (a humoral comedy) had premiered on 12 February 1596 and was performed seventeen more times that year, and four more times in 1597. A riotous parody of Tamburlaine, it is not an obvious complement to Romeo and Juliet, but read together these plays reveal some potentially interesting common traits.

Chapman’s play thematizes identity and appearance very differently, riffing on the notion of love at first sight and parodying it as superficial. What’s in a name when the body belongs to a serial conman who prides himself on his ‘mad pranks’ (10.159)? We first encounter Duke Cleanthes (a shepherd’s son from Memphis, Egypt) in disguise as Irus, the titular blind beggar of Alexandria, as he hides in plain sight from Queen Aegiale of Egypt, who banished him unjustly after he refused her advances. As the blind beggar, he bides his time in anticipation of claiming the Egyptian crown for himself, but along the way indulges in ‘sports of love’ (1.124) by assuming further alter egos: the hot-headed Count Hermes (a Roman) and the old usurer Leon (replete with prosthetic nose), each of whom seduces a different woman and then—in a virtuoso act of identity performance and sexual depravity—cuckolds himself by mixing up which of his identities sleeps with which partner. Where Juliet posits a genuine and unchangeable identity regardless of social constructions (‘Romeo would, were he not Romeo called, / Retain that dear perfection which he owes / Without that title’, 2.2.45–47), the blind beggar routinely declares his changed identity: ‘Now am I Leon, the rich usurer’ (3.28). In scene 3 of Chapman’s play, as Leon, he brings on stage his alter ego Cleanthes’ sword as proof of Cleanthes’ recent presence, sets it by a statue, then pretends to have seen Cleanthes fleeing, causing ‘the nobles to pursue my shadow’ (as opposed to his ‘substance’, which ‘they shall never find’). ‘See how they fly from him whom they pursue’, he laughs after the misdirection (3.34–35, 50). In another scene, Antisthenes, a lord, is cheated of 4,000 pounds when Irus, Count Hermes, and Leon ‘all’ testify against him in court (entailing a costume change within four lines after Leon exits at 4.108 and Hermes enters at 4.112). But most damning is the failure of the ladies, Elimine and Samathis (lovers of ‘Hermes’ and ‘Leon’ respectively) to notice that the man they have an affair with is their regular partner in disguise. (The play leaves unanswered the question of how Cleanthes, who creates his alter egos primarily through distinctive sartorial choices, maintains the distinction when unclothed—but Elizabethan drama is filled with such bed tricks.)

As the usurer Leon, the protagonist seduces Elimine by lavishing his riches upon her, but he does so through that most quintessential conceit of Petrarchan discourse, the blazon:


Out of my treasury choose th[y] choice of gold,

Till thou find some matching thy hair in brightness;

But that will never be, so choose thou ever.

Out of my jewelry choose thy choice of diamonds,

Till thou find some as brightsome as thine eyes;

But that will never be, so choose thou ever.

Choose rubies out until thou match thy lips,

Pearl till thy teeth, and ivory till thy skin

Be match’d in whiteness, but that will never be …  (5.104–112)



Like Romeo and Juliet, the aesthetic (indeed, sexual) economy of The Blind Beggar of Alexandria is—even in moments of farce and parody—implicitly tied to the Petrarchan tropes that debase and devalue blackness. Elimine and Samathis are both described as having golden hair and fair faces. As modern readers of the play with no access to original performance choices, we can only infer that the Memphis-born Cleanthes (/Leon/Irus/Hermes) is unlikely to be white himself, but stranger things have happened (consider the whiteness of Shakespeare’s Cleopatra in contrast to her historical counterpart). The only character explicitly designated as having dark skin is ‘Black Porus, the Ethiopian king’ (9.71), who arrives in Egypt intent on taking advantage of the state weakened by the exile of Duke Cleanthes. He is accompanied by ‘Rhesus, king of sweet Arabia’, ‘Bion, king of rich Phasiaca’, and ‘stern Bebritius of Bebritia’ (9.73–77). As the play reaches its climax, Cleanthes appears as himself for the first time, shedding his lower-class alter egos (beggar, count, and usurer) and retaining only the identity that stands to claim the Egyptian crown. In killing off the personas of Hermes and Leon, Cleanthes has made ‘widows’ of Elimine and Samathis, who are now ‘with child’ (10.99SD). As if in a final rebuff of the adolescent idealism of Romeo and Juliet, the Ethiopian king conveniently (for Cleanthes) falls instantly in love with the destitute Elimine: ‘ne’er did eye behold a fairer face’, declares Porus, before Bebritius declares that ‘None ever lov’d, but at first sight they lov’d’ (10.125, 130). Superficial attraction and artful manipulation of perception lies behind Elimine and Samathis’ plights—they are saved from humiliation only because the personas of Hermes and Leon were ‘killed off’ and never revealed as merely humorous guises—yet it is skin-deep attraction that is offered as neat, if ironic, narrative resolution: Porus is engaged to marry Elimine and Rhesus to marry Samathis, ensuring each widow will be looked after at no cost or risk to Cleanthes. In this context of the preposterous, it is hard to place much faith in Elimine’s assessment of the Ethiopian king’s physical appearance as a genuine overturning of Petrarchan conceits: ‘In my eye, now, the blackest is the fairest’ (10.161). Indeed, the Bebrycian king, Bebritius, instantly chastizes her in terms that reinstate the antiBlack bias (‘thou hast chose a devil’, 10.164), whilst Samathis (whose own choice of ‘fresh and lovely youth’ is hardly less superficial) mocks Elimine for fixating on ‘the face and colour’ (10.167, 166). Romeo and Juliet does not need any characters of colour in it for it to engage with questions of race and identity; placing it in dialogue with a productive constellation of reportorial offerings reveals its participation in the same linguistic and ideological economy.

Race in Repertory: Lost Plays

Play-texts don’t need to have survived in order for us to glean valuable information about a play’s content or to use it as a theatrical context for understanding a surviving play. As with the examples above, it all depends on what kind of questions we’re interested in: lost plays tell us what the early modern stage did, even if they don’t provide dialogue for close-reading. Here the painstaking analysis of scholars like Ian Smith or Sydnee Wagner, who attend to nuances in linguistic details that can correct ‘the critical misreading of the black handkerchief in Othello’ (Smith 2013, 25) or reveal how Tamburlaine ‘becomes racially “othered” to the audience’ (Wagner 2020, 130), are less relevant than the critical tools drawn from performance studies that they use: the significance of an actual black handkerchief on stage or the physical appearance of the actor playing Tamburlaine. There is, for example, the curious case of the lost play known as ‘The King of England’s Son and the King of Scotland’s Daughter’ (c. 1598) (see the Lost Plays Database entry). The English text of the play is lost, but a German redaction of the play—used by English players touring the Continent, where they performed it in Kassel in 1607 and Dresden in 1626—was printed in Leipzig in 1620 as part of an anthology of English plays adapted for German audiences. The English king’s son, Serule, falls in love with the King of Scotland’s daughter, Astrea. To continue their clandestine relationship, Serule adopts a series of disguises that will enable him to gain access (briefly) to his beloved. On this occasion at the start of Act 5, Serule disguises himself as a Moor:


Ich habe eine List erfunden / wie ich zum andernmal kann zu ihr kommen. Ich wil mich außkleiden / gleich ein Morian / und habe da edle Kleinodien / so mir mein Herr Vater mit auff die Reise geben / die wil ich dem Könige anbieten zu verkauffen / daß ich also gleich mit in den Palast komme. Ich muß eilen / denn mein Feuer brinnet gewaltig.

[Er] Gehet hinein / zeucht ein schwarzen Rock an / und bindet einen Flor vors Angesichte. Der König und [die] Princessin kommen heraus. (sig.B7v)

[I’ve devised an artifice of how to get to her again. I’ll disguise myself as a Moor, and I have precious jewels here which my father gave me for the journey. I’ll offer to sell them to the King so I’ll be admitted right away into the palace. I must hurry, for my fire burns with might.

He goes inside, puts on a black dress and ties a gauze onto his face. The King and the Princess emerge.]1



Inasmuch as this isn’t precisely a stage Moor but a character’s disguise as a Moor, some nuance is called for in how we weigh the evidence; however we seem to have here tangible evidence in support of Ian Smith’s supposition that the public theatres—not just the court entertainments—used black material (‘pleasance’; a gauze-like fabric) as a kind of bodysuit to simulate black skin and racial alterity more generally (2013, 10). Smith infers Shakespeare’s familiarity with that practice from elite entertainments but notes the preponderance of cosmetics to simulate race in public theatres. He observes that ‘the explicitly material forms of racial impersonation derived from the court tradition significantly influenced [Shakespeare’s] conceptualizations of race at specific moments’ (Smith 2013, 12). Smith is cautious about concluding whether there was an evolution of techniques for impersonating race on the public stage or whether ‘the technique of the material body coexisted with that of skin painting’ (2013, 13), but it’s interesting to note that the English players who toured the Continent appear to have continued to deploy what Smith calls ‘the textile body’ in performances: it supports Smith’s hunch that audiences of Othello would recognize the connection between the black handkerchief in that play and the use of textiles to simulate black skin in public theatres.

As a ‘Moor’, Serule wishes the King of Scotland ‘much fortune and health from our gods’ and proclaims himself to be a ‘descendant of Aethiops’. Interestingly, in Tito Andronico, the German adaptation of Titus Andronicus published in the same 1620 volume, Tamora, Queen of the Goths becomes Aetiopissa, Queen of Ethiopia. Perhaps, as Jonathan Bate and Sonia Massai suggested, it was impolitic to depict the Goths as barbarian Others in the context of performance in Germany, necessitating a change in the Tamora-figure’s identity to something that captured, for a German audience, the same sense of alterity signified by the Goths for an English audience (Bate and Massai 1997, 140; see Ndiaye 2016 for a counterargument). But as Erne, Hazrat, and Shmygol note (2022, 20), Bate and Massai’s observation elides race and ethnicity: crucially, despite being Ethiopian, the Queen is described as being ‘lovely and white’ in the German play (1.1.0.5). The blackness of the baby resulting from her affair with another Ethiopian, Morian (the Aaron role), thus remains a cause of scandal in this redaction, as the Midwife reveals to the legitimate sons of Aetiopissa:


Black Morian, your mother’s secret paramour, fathered this child, and when she saw that the child was black she was very frightened, and asked me go in secret to Morian and take the child to him, so that he can have it brought up in secret to make sure that no-one knows about it …  (Erne et al. 2022, 6.24–29)



When Shakespeare mentions Ethiopians, as he does on a number of occasions, he does so with reference to their blackness and typically with negative connotations (or at least in contrast to fairness/whiteness): Rosalind refers to ‘Ethiop words, blacker in their effect / Than in their countenance’ in As You Like It (4.3.35–36), Romeo famously describes Juliet as hanging ‘upon the cheek of night / As a rich jewel in an Ethiop’s ear’ (R&J 1.5.44–45), and Lysander dismisses Hermia with the insult, ‘Away, you Ethiop’ (Dream 3.2.257). But Shakespeare doesn’t explicitly stage Ethiopians.

Curiously, amongst the plays that do include Ethiopian characters (including Continental redactions like the Tito play, and including lost plays from England), the presence of white Ethiopians like Aetiopissa on stage is evident. We know from anti-theatricalist Stephen Gosson’s diatribe, Playes Confuted in Five Actions (1582) that ‘the Æthiopian historie’ (a derivative of Heliodorus of Emesa) was amongst the narrative sources ‘ransackt, to furnish the Playe houses in London’ (sig.D5v). Two plays of particular interest are ‘the play Cariclia’ (or ‘Chariclea’) referred to in the Revels accounts of 1572/73 and played at Hampton Court that year (Feuillerat 1908, 175), and a play whose ‘matter was of the Queen of Ethiopia’, performed by Lord Charles Howard’s players at Bristol in 1578 (see the Lost Plays Database entries for these plays). They likely both dramatized the same romance narrative in which Queen Persinna of Ethiopia finds herself the potential subject of adultery allegations when her daughter, Chariclea, is born white (despite both parents being black). Her fair skin colour is explained as the result of her mother gazing upon a painting of Andromeda (in which the ancient Ethiopian princess was depicted with white skin) at the time that Chariclea was conceived (Underdown 1569, fol.53). The baby is hastily removed and raised in Egypt, for her own safety, and the bulk of the narrative concerns her adult life and romance with Theagenes the Thessalian. The premise of the racial and sexual anxieties produced when a black Ethiopian couple have a white baby is a curious complement to the Aaron and Tamora/Morian and Aetiopissa trope in the Titus plays. To these two lost plays featuring a white Ethiopian princess we should add a third: a ‘Perseus and Andromeda’ play performed at court in 1574, the year after ‘Chariclea’, prompted (perhaps) as Wiggins suggests by the use of a portrait of the white Ethiopian princess, Andromeda, in the earlier court performance of the ‘Chariclea’ play (2012, entry #559).2 But as Ambereen Dadabhoy asks (in the context of ‘white Moors’ on stage), ‘do we imagine that this whiteness is the same as European whiteness?’ (2021, 38).

Expanding our consideration set to encompass the lost plays of early modern England also provides us with a greater range and diversity of examples of familiar types and tropes to consider both in terms of performance questions and perhaps (for literary scholars) as theatrical context for re-reading favourite examples in extant plays. Daniel Vitkus’s Three Turk Plays (Greene’s Selimus, Daborne’s A Christian Turn’d Turk, and Massinger’s The Renegado), Matthew Dimmock’s edition of William Percy’s Mahomet and his Heaven (2006), and more recently Ladan Niayesh’s Three Romances of Eastern Conquest (Greene’s Alphonsus, King of Aragon, Kyd’s Soliman and Perseda, and Heywood’s Four Prentices of London) have made a series of Eastern-themed plays readily available to modern readers. Alongside these, though, we might introduce such lost examples as the opaquely titled ‘The Blacksmith’s Daughter’ (1578), known from Gosson’s rare comments in praise of the stage, in The School of Abuse (1579):


And as some of their players are farre from abuse: so some of their playes are without rebuke … The Blacke Smiths daughter, and Catilins Conspiracies … usually brought in at the Theatre: the first contayning the trechery of Turkes, the honourable bountye of a noble minde, the shining of vertue in distress.  (1579, 23)



Samuel C. Chew offers the ‘guess’ that this play showed:


the blacksmith’s daughter stolen by Turkish pirates (the treachery); presented to the Sultan and refusing his solicitations (virtue shining in distress); and magnanimously restored by the Sultan to her father (the bounty of a noble mind). The story was not necessarily about Mahomet II. Another Sultan—Solyman the Magnificent—was involved, according to Christian legend, in love-affairs with Christian ladies; and Europe often praised him for his magnanimity.  (1937, 482–483)



Louis Wann (1915) makes the interesting observation that plays dealing exclusively with Eastern characters (generalized and indeterminate ‘Moors’, ‘infidels’, or religious Others; including, most prominently, Muslims) tend to be tragedies or conqueror plays (the Tamburlaine model), whereas plays staging cross-cultural encounters between East and West are more likely to be tragicomedies or adventure plays—he has in mind Peele’s Battle of Alcazar and the anonymous (Heywood’s?) Thomas Stukeley play, and Rowley, Day and Wilkins’ The Travels of the Three English Brothers, but a great many other plays including Heywood’s 1 & 2 Fair Maid of the West fall into this category too. ‘The Blacksmith’s Daughter’ appears to be the earliest example, if Chew’s reasonable guess about subject matter is correct.

The specific figure of the Turk featured regularly on the English stage, embodied in characters such as Bajazeth, Emperor of the Turks (in Marlowe’s Tamburlaine and Dekker’s Old Fortunatus), and evoked rhetorically by Shakespeare in particular in his history plays (see Hutchings 2017; Dadabhoy 2024), as when Hal is crowned King Henry V:


This is the English, not the Turkish, court:

Not Amurath an Amurath succeeds,

But Harry, Harry.  (2 Henry IV, 5.2.47–49)



Unlike the Tamburlaine plays, whose historical model lived from 1336–1405, the reference here is actually a contemporary one, and refers to Mohamet III acceding to the Turkish Sultanate in 1595, replacing his father Murad III (known as Amurath). A lost play potentially dealing with very current Turk material is the untitled play referred to by Matthew Steggle (the only scholar to write substantively about it) as it appears in the documentary evidence: ‘Actors Mufti Nassuf etc’. It appears in book collector Abraham Hill’s list of early plays in manuscript, compiled towards the end of the seventeenth century (c.1677–1703) which consists of early seventeenth-century play titles (Bentley 1956, 1283; see the LPD entry for a digitization of the manuscript). Neither of the names ‘Mufti’ or ‘Nassuf’ in the description are familiar from extant drama, but Steggle conducted a search of Early English Books Online’s Text Creation Partnership database (EEBO-TCP) which returned 110 hits for the name ‘Nassuf’, all of which pertained to the same individual: Nassuf, Grand Vizier of Constantinople. As Steggle summarizes:


the lost play here called Actors Mufti Nassuf &c featured, as a character, Nassuf, Grand Vizier of Constantinople in the reign of Ahmed I. It was therefore a play about near-contemporary Turkish history. Given the meteoric nature of Nassuf’s rise and fall, it is hard to see the play as other than a tragedy culminating in Nassuf’s violent death, in his own house, by strangling and knife.  (2012, 61)



A host of other lost plays featured Eastern characters (Moors, Sultans, Turks and more). In ‘Paris and Vienna’ (Children of Westminster, at court 1572), Paris, a knight of modest means, loves the Dauphin’s daughter, Vienna; although Paris wins Vienna’s favour through disguised feats in her honour, her father opposes the union and Paris is exiled, travelling through the Middle East and disguising himself as a Moor. He earns the favour of the Sultan and uses the new position afforded him by his disguise to liberate the Dauphin who has been captured and imprisoned. He thereby earns Vienna’s hand in marriage, and reveals his true identity. The story appears to have informed the narrative of the lost ‘Sir John Mandeville’ play (Strange’s Men 1592), which can be reconstructed from a redaction published in the 1596 edition of William Warner’s Albion’s England (Manley and MacLean 2014, 134). The name ‘Mandeville’ is synonymous with fantastical travel, but in Warner’s account, Mandeville is in love with Eleanor, the cousin of King Edward III, and disguises himself as a green knight to win her favour in a tournament; thereafter he travels to Egypt and narrowly avoids conversion to Islam before his true identity is revealed to Eleanor (the narrative also includes a classic ‘ring trick’ of the kind familiar from Elizabethan comedy, and much mileage from mistaken identity).

In George Peele’s ‘The Turkish Mahomet and Hiren the Fair Greek’ (unknown company, 1589), whose story is derived from Matteo Bandello and William Painter, Mahomet becomes enamoured of the Greek Hiren when she is captured and presented to him during the conquest of Constantinople in 1453. So smitten is Mahomet that he neglects his kingdom; a fact not lost on his subjects, who deliberate over how to broach the subject with their famously cruel emperor. It falls to Mahomet’s childhood friend Mustapha to address Mahomet’s failure to govern: implying that it is unmanly for an emperor to indulge his lust and dote so on a woman to the detriment of his empire, Mustapha gently suggests that Mahomet wean himself off Hiren’s love gradually. Evidently moved by this speech, Mahomet arranges for his soldiers to assemble the next day and for Hiren to dress in her finest clothes and jewels. He presents her to his men and asks who amongst them would not be entranced by her singular beauty; the men acknowledge that they too would be powerless to resist. Upon receiving this confirmation, Mahomet takes hold of Hiren’s hair, pulls out his falchion, and beheads her, as proof that he can master his affections. (Thomas Goffe’s much later play of 1632, The Courageous Turke, or Amurath the First, dramatizes the same story.)

Nothing is known of the precise narrative dramatized in ‘Muly Molocco’ (Admiral’s Men, by 1592) or ‘Mahomet’ (Admiral’s 1594), besides their suggestive titles, but taken in conjunction with Peele’s Battle of Alcazar (also an Admiral’s Men’s play, and often whimsically suggested, without evidence, to be identical to one or both of the lost plays just mentioned), they point to a sustained interest in related subject matter. We might add ‘Frederick and Basilea’ (Admiral’s 1597) to this mix too, inasmuch as it includes at least one character identified as ‘Moor’ (possibly identical with the ‘Athanasia’ named in the surviving backstage plot—see the Lost Plays Database entry for a digitization of the plot).

The ‘1 & 2 Fair Constance of Rome’ plays (Admiral’s 1600), derived from Chaucer’s ‘Man of Law’s Tale’, entail a number of conversions to Christianity by those who come into the orbit of the eponymous heroine enduring her tribulations. The Sultan of Syria himself seeks conversion to Christianity in order to attain Constance’s hand in marriage but his treacherous mother connives to have the Christian guests at the baptism ceremony slaughtered. Constance undergoes further tests of character including exile to Northumberland where she is framed for murder and eventually made queen when King Alla witnesses divine intervention establish her innocence, and converts to Christianity as a result. Constance’s father, the Emperor of Rome, retaliates against the Syrians for the Sultaness’s massacre of Christians and they encounter a once-again exiled Constance on their way home, so return her safely at last to her father. Conversion may also have played a role in the lost ‘Tamar Cham’ plays (Strange’s in 1592; Admiral’s by 1596). The backstage plot for Part 1 (in a 1602 revival) survived until 1803 at least, when Steevens printed in the Variorum Shakespeare. From it, we learn that besides the titular character played by Edward Alleyn, the play also included Mango Cham, a Mongol warlord best known at the time of the plays for having ‘Receiued the Christian Fayth’ (Heywood 1609, 448). In ‘The True History of George Scanderbeg’ (Oxford’s Men 1601), Albanian national hero Giorgio Castriota (1403–1467) revolts against the Turks after having been captured by them and serving involuntarily as their foot soldier; his meteoric rise to power parallels that of Tamburlaine (Marlowe’s plays were revived by the Admiral’s Men at this time), and his opposition to the Turks—but from a Christian perspective—would have both strengthened the parallels and made Scanderbeg a less morally ambivalent hero for English playgoers (McInnis 2012, 77). As the Christian fighting for the Turks before heroically betraying them, Castriota is also of course a foil for Othello, whose tragic greatness (if any) has to be understood in relation to the more straightforward Christian heroism of Castriota’s resistance.

If a disproportionate number seem to belong to the Admiral’s Men, it may simply be because that company’s repertory is better documented thanks to the account book (or ‘diary’) kept by Rose playhouse manager Philip Henslowe. Companies like the Chamberlain’s Men may have had their share of Turk plays that have vanished without a trace; more likely, though, they distinguished themselves from their competitors at the Rose (and other venues) by channelling their energy into Tudor history plays instead of foreign history plays. Shakespeare’s frequent allusions to Turks in 1590s history plays might be seen as a response to the prominence of such subject matter at the Rose, and an expectation that London playgoers would have a familiarity with those plays. When Othello identifies himself with ‘a malignant and a turbanned Turk’ (5.2.351), the playgoers who first heard him speak these lines had a mental image of Aleppo and the Turks that was shaped in no small part by this series of lost plays.

Race and Restoration Possibilities

By way of coda more than conclusion, I’ll end by noting that even whilst limiting the scope of this chapter to consideration of theatrical contexts for understanding race on the early modern stage, I have barely scratched the surface of possible new directions for scholarly inquiry. Besides the Renaissance playwrights like Marlowe, Dekker, or Heywood (amongst others) who easily surpassed Shakespeare in their imaginative travels and their investment in depictions of racial alterity on the early modern stage, we might also look further forward in time. With the shrinking of literature and theatre departments across the world and the whittling away of survey courses, it’s probably fair to say that fewer students are being introduced to Restoration drama than to its perennially popular precursor, Renaissance drama. With this regrettable decline comes not just an opportunity but a thrown-gauntlet to actively seek out and attend to the fascinating developments in the later seventeenth century’s stagings of race. Foundational work in this respect has been conducted by Heidi Hutner (2001), Bridget Orr (2001) and Ayanna Thompson (2008), amongst others, and typically centres on the intersection of gender, race and colonial ideology. Dryden and Davenant’s The Tempest, or The Enchanted Island (1667), Robert Howard’s The Indian Queen (1664) and Dryden’s sequel, The Indian Emperour (1665), Aphra Behn’s Widow Ranter (1689) and Thomas Southerne’s adaptation of Behn’s Oroonoko (1695), Dryden’s Amboyna (1672) and perhaps Elkanah Settle’s The Empress of Morocco (1673) are the plays most frequently discussed for their engagement with race. But opportunities exist in less obvious places. Orlagh Davies has recently pointed out that the Iberian merchant Don Diego in William Wycherley’s The Gentleman Dancing-Master (1672) brings two black servants (Pedro and Sanchez) with him from Spain to England, and one of them—referred to as the ‘Little Blackamoor’, is engaged as a Spanish deportment teacher for the affected English traveller Monsieur de Paris, making him the first black teacher on the early modern stage. Davies describes him as ‘a fascinating minor character who raises questions about representations of slavery and service in early modern English drama, the meaning of national identity, and black characters in Restoration drama’ (2021, 419). Clearly there is much work yet to be done in the later seventeenth century: opportunity beckons.

Suggested Reading

Even just a few years ago, any bibliography of how premodern critical race studies had attended to the non-Shakespearean representations of racial identity would have been limited to a handful of obvious titles such as Marlowe’s Jew of Malta, Jonson’s Masque of Blackness, Daborne’s A Christian Turn’d Turk, or Peele’s Battle of Alcazar. Discussions of Richard Brome’s The English Moor by Farah Karim-Cooper (2007) and Andrea Stevens (2009), and of the ‘Blackamoor maid’ type (Habib 2000) were somewhat unusual. Now, we’re seeing work not just on Shakespeare’s ‘other race plays’ (as David Sterling Brown calls the plays other than Othello, Titus, The Tempest, Merchant, and Antony and Cleopatra) but on ‘race-thinking’ in Margaret Cavendish’s Love Adventures, The Bridals, and The Female Academy (Iyengar 2021); theatrical ‘racecraft’ and Roma dance in Middleton, Dekker, Rowley and Ford’s The Spanish Gypsie (Ndiaye 2021); ‘the confrontation of the imperial and the capitalist economies of desire in the commercial, sexual and racial exchanges’ in Heywood’s Fair Maid of the West plays (García García 2016, 58); and the material conditions of blackness in Heminge’s The Fatal Contract (where Chrotilda can disguise herself as a black eunuch and the audience ‘does not see the disguise because the audience is already reading that body as being ‘transformed from “white” to “black” ’ (Carr 2017, 90).
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1 The translation is by Dr André Bastian and was produced in conjunction with the Lost Plays Database entry for ‘The King of England’s Son and the King of Scotland’s Daughter’ (and will be published within that entry in due course).

2 Other Ethiopian-themed plays include Marston’s extant Sophonisba play, The Wonder of Women (1605) with its Ethiopian slave, Vangue; and Chapman’s extant Blind Beggar of Alexandria (1596) with Porus, King of Ethiopia appearing in the final scene to be engaged to Elimine.


Chapter 26

‘Rac’d all over their Bodies’

Charting the Study of Shakespeare, Race, and Book History

Miles P. Grier

Watchers of the academic skies might have noticed the emergence of a new celestial system in the last several years: Shakespeare, race, and book history. We have long known of one of its bright stars, the ordeal of the Algerian-born Caliban in The Tempest, whose enslavement begins with language instruction at the feet of a family of proto-typical settler-colonists who achieved dominion on a Mediterranean island by usurping his mother. Intuiting the connection between education by the book and his enslavement, Caliban aims to steal the Milanese expatriate Prospero’s magical books but is interrupted by a burlesqued literacy encounter. While conspiring with Caliban to dethrone Prospero, two shipwrecked servants introduce him to their vice, alcohol, using the imperative ‘kiss the book’ to prompt him to take another draught (Taylor 1993). Although Prospero’s books and Caliban’s language instruction have inspired over a century of commentary, The Tempest does not exhaust the early modern nexus of race and a large field I would call ink culture—a term encompassing print, manuscript, tattooing, textiles, and attendant reading protocols. In early modern ink culture, the printed book had not triumphed; rather, social factions vied for authority by repositioning print’s relationships to epistle, manuscript, marginalia, clothing, and body marking.

This enlarged frame of ink culture proves illuminating for other Shakespearean stage tableaux. His first black moor, Aaron of Titus Andronicus (1594), arrives onstage bearing a ‘fatal plotted scroll’, which he hands to his pale Gothic mistress, Tamora, during an erotic entanglement in a forest. This small black and white prop takes on outsized significance, as Tamora’s political enemies treat it as an analogue for her body, now implicitly ‘spotted’ with the actor’s black stage makeup (Carr 2017; Grier 2021). These two objects become the emblems for what Shakespeare later refers to in Othello as ‘an essence that’s not seen’—namely, honour or chastity (Gillen 2017; Little, Jr. 1993).

As the span from Titus to Othello suggests, Shakespeare employs the page as a synecdoche for ill repute throughout his career. Examples include Dame Eleanor of 2 Henry VI, stripped of her sumptuous clothes and marched before the public wrapped in a white sheet with papers tacked to her back announcing her crimes; the triumvir, Antony, whose liaisons with sun-blackened Cleopatra are captured in the proliferation of blotted pages circulating in Rome marring his legacy; Coriolanus’s triple concerns with concealing his wounds, defending his honour, and insisting upon a true recording of his deeds in Volscian annals. The defiling ‘spot’ of Aaron’s touch on pale Tamora, the shameful writing enveloping Eleanor and representing Antony, the sword-stricken flesh Coriolanus would rather hide: in managing their public image, each of these Shakespearean figures attempts to salvage an aura of unblotted virtue. Each wishes to maintain a fair character, but finds themselves ruined by the unwitting revelation of a black sign—or, occasionally, a red one (Calabresi 2016)—that mars their character on physical, social, and ultimately metaphysical planes.

These stage tableaux suggest how the social determination of honour, in requiring a visible surface for display, appropriates human skin or manufactures a second skin for that purpose. Surfaces such as skin, cloth, and the page offer a symbolic system that allows ineffable aspects of social personhood to take material form and be acted upon. Although print did not overtake other methods of signalling, the written did gain legitimacy as the binding form of social agreement. Consequently, the primary colours of the page—black, white, and red—became the most significant colours of a public method of assessment. The repercussions for the social career of race are three-fold: first, a purported capture of human essence by Eurocentric characterology; second, segregation of red and black as signifying colours from a whiteness held to be unmarked; finally (as I will detail below) subordination of marked people and delegitimization of their sign systems. This arena is fertile ground for a conversation encompassing Shakespeare, race, and book history that transforms them all.

Reshaping the Historical Study of Race

The study of race has been dominated by intellectual histories that, to my mind, have two significant weaknesses. First, they treat race as an idea or doctrine and, therefore, become preoccupied with assessing whether particular textual instances contain all of the presumably required components and adhere to them faithfully (Gossett 1963; Hannaford 1996; Silva 2007). Intellectual historians set up a binary checklist: are the ethnic categories in this document fluid or fixed, innate or acquired, cultural or biological (Wheeler 2000; Hughes 2012)? Are the traits ascribed to others negative or positive (Miles and Brown 2003)? Do ethnic ascriptions accompany historically achieved relations of domination, such as slavery or colonialism, or are they imaginative (Bartels 1997)? These oppositions keep the study of race in its assigned place of modernity, but there has been little attempt to historicize the questions themselves. The scholar who looks at premodern society and culture and does not find something she recognizes as ‘race’ makes that determination in the present and must, therefore, account for the historical emergence of her criteria as much as would a scholar who finds resemblances.

I have gravitated towards ink culture as a way out of the impasse of the intellectual history of race. The scholars whom I find most illuminating do not track the articulation of group differences in expert discourses, such as law, science, and philosophy. Rather, they attempt to grasp everyday know-how that facilitates hierarchy across a wide domain of social relations (Fields and Fields 2012). In this sense, race has functioned as an implicit folk concept in an improvised game (Newberry 2018; Spencer 2018). The expert categories that intellectual historians study did not originate the social distinctions of race but regulated or legitimized them in relation to the authorizing texts of institutions, such as religious doctrine and law (Britton 2021; Higginbotham 1978; Kaplan 2019; Medovoi 2012). These institutions require an extensive archive, governed by citation and disputation of prior written authorities, but the folk method derives authority from what acculturated people see or do—often without any written trail whatsoever. Both require visual supplements, but only one needs to correspond to bookish precept.

In seeking the connection between folk and expert techniques of reading ‘race’, I have found an expansive notion of book history helpful.1 When scholars put the triumph of the book over other modes of inscription and communication in question, they found that print did not simply overtake oral culture, performance, manuscript, graffiti, textiles, and tattoos but, rather, co-existed with them in complex relationships of opposition, tension, symbiosis, and incorporation (Ferguson 2003; Fleming 2001; Fox 2000; Goody 1987; Gustafson 2000). Opening the view of early modern English culture to this wider array of media and users gives a richer portrait of the striated social milieu in which early modern racial articulations were made. It not only expands the range of sources but also suggests a method for grasping the work in which those sources were engaged. I would argue this work occurred on two fronts: the first was to establish restrictions on what signifying materials could be used and what protocols would be used to assess them. Second, through that hierarchy of sign systems, racial groups could be established—implicitly, by discrediting users of certain systems, and explicitly, through assigning the physical properties of signifying materials to human flesh and character (i.e., soul, rank, essence, and reputation).

Outside of Shakespeare Studies and early modern English Studies more broadly, the study of race has a well-established place in book history. Iberianists know the prologue to Nebrija’s Castillian grammar exceedingly well. He informs Queen Isabella:


After Your Highness has subjected barbarous peoples and nations of varied tongues, with conquest will come the need for them to accept the laws that the conqueror imposes on the conquered, and among them our language; with this work of mine, they will be able to learn it, as we now learn Latin from the Latin Grammar.



This is the famous crux usually reduced to ‘language is the perfect instrument of empire’ but technically reading companion. Whether instrument or companion, language assists in an imperial scheme in which conquest depends on the simultaneous imposition of the colonizers’ social and linguistic rules.

Iberianists also know that the Americas did not host an encounter between literate Catholic clergy and unbookish native inhabitants. Rather, in destroying the Maya and Aztec codices, Inquisitors suppressed the book culture of their counterparts, the priests of indigenous American cultures charged with preserving and interpreting sacred texts (Casas 2004; Rappaport and Cummins 2011). Scholars of England’s overseas ventures could consider the tactics of burning, translating, exporting, and memorializing these codices as a repertoire for comparative analysis. Whether confronting esoteric books in South America, the Qur’an in the Mediterranean, or the Torah on European soil, the hegemony of Christian European textual practices would appear not to precede cultural contests but to emerge in it (Robinson 2016; Wall-Randell 2020). Perhaps Christo-European bookishness tried to assimilate rival sign systems or laugh them out of existence, and, when those proved impossible, preserved them as threats against which it assumed authority to mobilize.

Research from Birgit Rasmussen and Lisa Brooks shows the coexistence of European textual practices and nonalphabetic indigenous writing systems in the areas of North America the French and British colonized (Brooks 2008; Rasmussen 2012). On a cultural middle ground where European dominance was not at all assured, Europeans attempted to establish the hegemony of Christianity and capitalist exchange but also had to accommodate indigenous modes of recording and negotiating (White 1991). Translation and conversion were preferred tactics. Those who served the Church or the empire assumed that Indian character was pliable but could not grant that Native sign systems might fundamentally elude translation into writing systems deployed to facilitate imperial authority over the distribution of social goods. Translation may suggest equivalence, but linguistic equivalence does not entail social equality. Moreover, relativism may be a way of eliding ethical critiques of imperial projects encoded in subaltern systems.

While scholars of the Americas have been establishing ‘the presence of another literary culture belonging to the continent’s original inhabitants’, Africans remain largely outside this revised story of implicit respect for alternate literacies (Rasmussen 2012, 112). The anthropologist Grey Gundaker has intervened to document that diasporic Africans, Muslim and otherwise, made conventional marks on a multitude of surfaces—albeit not in Roman script at first. Diasporic Africans brought to the New World, in her words, ‘African writing and graphic systems, individual signs and sign complexes, remnants of Arabic literacy and Muslim magic, … contexts of use and learning, and ideologies of inscription’ (Gundaker 1998, 33). They signed to each other on the earth with instruments, through agriculture and horticulture. They made signs on their bodies, on walls, on textiles, with hairstyles (Gomez 1998a; Gundaker 2015a, 2015b, 494).

The insights that have been brought to bear on indigenous Americans could provide early modern Europeanists a view of Africans not as illiterates but as possessors of a culture of sign-making that Europeans discredited or re-signified. In this regard, they would overlap somewhat with the European populations whose wit and wisdom were marginalized or swallowed by urban writing cultures (Chartier 2006; Fox 2000; Halpern 1991)—although, of course, divergences will be of as much interest to scholars as parallels. In the early modern book history to come, Black Africans will appear as something other than cargo and labourers. The social category of race, the semiotics of slavery, and African scriptive practices should no longer be thought superfluous to early modern print culture or the spread of vernacular literacy in Europe. Rather, African systems would appear to fit into the larger system discredited as ‘oral’ to which wampum, heresy, and magic were consigned so that a segment of European beneficiaries could seize authority over the distribution of property, protection, and pleasure. A reconsideration of the signing practices of Africans not necessarily literate in Arabic can have a mutually productive exchange with studies of English women, rural readers—in short, those outside the circle of elite, urban Englishmen (Frye 2011; Pender and Smith 2014). I cannot undertake here, alone, a project that will require collaboration of many scholars across a wide array of specialities. In what follows, however, I will discuss the crucial work that blackened figures, stripped of their authority over sign-making, did in the formation of English national culture.

A Scripture-Reading Nation

David Cressy observes that when the Stuart dynasty ended in 1714, ‘The English had achieved a level of literacy unknown in the past and unmatched elsewhere in early modern Europe’. He estimates that 45% of men were literate enough to sign their names while one quarter of women could. Although these figures suggest that education in the complement of reading and writing was nowhere near universal, they represent a marked improvement over the illiteracy of the early Tudor period, c. 1500: in which perhaps 90% of men and 99% of women had no alphabetic training (Cressy 1980, 176).

By the late eighteenth century, illiteracy among men had diminished to 40%; while the percentage of illiterate women was 60 and slowly dropping. These achievements permit religious studies scholar Vincent Wimbush to argue that, by this era, English society had ‘arrogated to itself authority as a scripture-reading nation’ (Wimbush 2012, 51). Indeed, this relation to scripture became so integral to national belonging, such an important medium in social and political life, that citizens ‘were told to read and interpret [civic texts] … as sacred practice’ (Wimbush and Reid 2013, 11–13). This expansion of ‘scriptures’ suggests that the conduct of daily life requires hermeneutical training and exegetical dispute that we might associate with high-stakes doctrinal controversies. Taking note of this wide distribution of scriptural practices, scholars such as Berger and Fleming have taken an expansive view in early modernity, concerning the nexus of texts and bodies as sites of reading (Berger, Jr. 1987; Fleming 2001).

Following Foucault, literary scholar Richard Halpern has suggested that early modern English classrooms aimed to accomplish an ‘accumulation of men’. Halpern theorizes that education designed to produce men useful to the nation complemented the primitive ‘accumulation of capital’, the violent dispossession of the manorial peasantry that Marx says produced a propertyless, urban proletariat (Halpern 1991, 5–6). The grammar school was not designed for the poor but for a middle sort (Halpern 1991, 26). It sought to redirect boys’ tendency to idleness and vagrancy towards the literacy, numeracy, and bodily deportment necessary for employment by the mercantile class (Halpern 1991, 75–94). Far from a merely technical pedagogy, literacy instruction was induction into a presumptively white male fraternity—as Brandi K. Adams observes in her chapter on the guild of Shakespeare editors in this volume. As John Howell’s famous ode to the epistle concluded: ‘Letters as Ligaments the World do tie, / Else all commerce and love ‘twixt men would die’ (Howell 1650, sig b2v).2 This rhymed couplet invokes men made of one body through the agency of correspondence, united in commerce and affection (Masten 2004; Stewart 2014).

The use of ‘men’ here would not have been gender-inclusive in 1650. Feminist scholars have a rich literature demonstrating the gendering of literacy instruction. As Eve Sanders observes, women were meant to read morally exemplary material and passively embody its virtues. Men, meanwhile, were to actively comprise a self by writing commonplaces in their tablets and, thereby, shaping mind and body (Sanders 1998). Howell’s world was comprised of active men, using letters to seek male partners for the exchange of goods, ideas, and sentiments (Rubin 1975). To use Eve Tavor Bannet’s encompassing phrase, this white male fraternity meant to constitute an ‘empire of letters’ (Bannet 2005) in which white women might share vernacular literacy but not political authority and so-called savage races would require conversion to the norms of Christianity and capitalism.

While the gendered contours of literacy have been well delineated, the implicit whiteness of this pedagogical project has not received as much notice because, until Chakravarty’s recent work (2022), scholars have typically divorced English classrooms from imperial projects and fantasies. Nevertheless, Halpern’s suggestion of a cultural component of ‘primitive accumulation’ is helpful in pointing towards structural preconditions of a fraternal order of white interpreters. Although the body articulated by ligaments in Howell’s poem may not have been white in a pan-European sense, it was unmarked and literate—key components of the white imagined community to come (Anderson 1991). My interest is in the social distinction of this group and the attempt to perpetuate it through time.

As Etienne Balibar theorizes, ‘the national community’ becomes racial by regulating ‘a symbolic kinship … [that depends less] on a sense of having common antecedents [than on] a feeling of having common descendants’ (Balibar 1990, 356). Balibar identifies paperwork with this project: ‘Today … the state … draws up and stores the archive of filiations and alliances’ (Balibar 1990, 355). The epistolary network James Howell envisioned was one means of achieving this same end. Seeking to manage population in the Foucauldian sense (Foucault 2003), the state regulated racial categories through slave codes, blood quantum, and court decisions—all of which shaped who might own and defend themselves and other property. Beneath these state projects which required a bureaucratic archive, racial identity and hierarchy were maintained through community knowledge enforced in ritualized action even when unwritten. The texts and testimonies of racial subordinates might be fodder for white deliberation, but they were not permitted to break a white monopoly on legitimate interpretation (Gray and Fiering 2000; Sekora 1994, 1987; Szasz 2001).

The repository of the state, its attendants, and apologists became intellectual historians’ archival base. However, a material history of race can treat those texts as part of a larger ensemble that Diana Taylor refers to as the unwritten, embodied repertoire operating before, beside, and beneath this explicit documentary archive (Taylor 2003). Texts contain ideas, but they are not immaterial. Far from mere vehicles for ideas, books were and are social props. Racial differences could be established through performing how to hold and eye them, speak to or about them, and when to handle or kiss them—or not to do either (Bernstein 2009, 71; Price 2009). To make the repertoire of performances of literacy visible, I would like to attempt an unorthodox, material genealogy of racial blackness as African tattoo translated into European text and textile.

To begin, I should note: before the great undertaking of standardizing English spelling in the eighteenth century, race shared a field of spelling and phonetic pronunciation with raze: a synonym with prick, pink, or, in a word, tattoo (Caplan 2000). During this time, the English were particularly interested in the bodily inscriptions of those whom they would later identify as members of foreign, uncivilized races. By examining this material and semantic field, we might identify cultural openings and quotidian acts through which a white supremacist racial order came into being and became reproducible—specifically, the way that the English came to see status-announcing tattoos as incorporated into the skin of racial subordinates.

Rac’d with Diuers Works: An English Overwriting of African Body Art

Rather than pursuing the concept of race, I am interested in the processes of racialization and their political effects. In what follows, race is not an idea but a technology ready to hand. I align with scholars who would argue that race does not move from cultural to biological—its categories from fluid to fixed—as premodernity yields to rationalist modernity (Baker 2002; Corredera 2015). Rather, I find that malleability and intractability always coexist as qualities of the racial subordinate. The former authorizes domination through ideological state apparatuses—school, religion, family—while the latter calls down the corporal violence of repressive apparatuses—the judiciary, the prison, the firing squad (Althusser 2001). The operative categories of race are made in and for struggle across a social terrain in which the rules of engagement are never uniform.

In a passage that opens up new possibilities for apprehending race, Sujata Iyengar points out the overlap of race and raze. In so doing, she defamiliarizes ‘race’ as an early modern term without removing it from the realm of social struggle. Avoiding the anxious scholarly comparison of our present to the premodern past, her focus on the tattoo encourages us to home in on early modern English negotiations with their ancient past. Consulting travel narratives, Iyengar shows that, in a realm where orthography had not been standardized (Grazia 1990), to race was a verb sharing the sense and sound of to raze or rase—to mark, scar, or tattoo with ink. Iyengar locates one example of this sense in William Towerson’s report of his 1555 voyage to the coast of Guinea: ‘the most part of them have their skin of their bodies raced with diuers workes, in maner of a leather Jerkin’ (Towerson 1555, 25).3 Iyengar concludes that the Negroes’ skins are ‘raced’ in two senses. ‘They bear the marks of their own cultural affiliation and the gaze of a … colonial eye’ (2004, 2). In theoretical terms, the flesh of African persons becomes a racialized negro body, a translation of momentous consequence.

The historian Michael Gomez refers to this process as Africans ‘exchanging [their] country marks’, as Europeans imposed the racial ascription of blackness over stylized hair, body marking, and clothing that previously signified gender, clan, or status. Techniques included erasure—such as the shaving of captives before transport—and re-marking such as branding and outfitting (Gomez 1998b, 156–159). These direct modifications of flesh were complemented by an array of aids to the colonial gaze, translating Africans into the alphanumerical world of the ledger, the compendium, or the romance where they could be subject to indirect manipulation and speculation (Britton 2014; Smallwood 2007; Spiller 2011; Verner 2005). Scholar Matthieu Chapman distils the result: in the English imagination, the black stands for ‘a being with no recognized claim to [a] nation’ to religion, to land (2016, 31). Hortense Spillers would add no recognized claim to gender or to kinship, if these would disrupt reproduction of the property relations of a slave society (Morgan 2021, 15–16; Spillers 1987, 68, 74). Unlike Muslim, Igbo, Haitian, or even African American, the European cognates for ‘black’ do not constitute a proper name and, in fact, efface them—hence, my decision not to capitalize black throughout this text.4

Through this arduous and uneven process, African ethnics were inscribed in European wills and ledgers with pan-African designations: negro/noir/black. Following Gomez, these new terms for transatlantic cargo represented an overwriting, the assignment of a racial status that was, first and foremost, an indication of having been cut off from the means of legitimate representation. In the African context, cultural marks established one’s place within ‘a socially stratified, ethnically based identity directly tied to a specific land’ (Gomez 1998b, 154). Dislocated African persons would have to contend with Europeans who would rewrite not just personal identity but social structure by reinterpreting or discarding African sign systems for imperial gain. Efforts to create and maintain this epistemic advantage, I would argue, are the essence of the political hierarchy we call ‘race’—an inequality that precedes and, indeed, authorizes the racial nomenclature scientists began to articulate in the mid eighteenth century.

Studies of the arrival of the nomenclature tend to miss what we might call, after Halpern, primitive accumulation in the realm of representation. While intellectual histories of race track the explicit debate over racial character in the texts of European experts, these religious, cultural, and scientific elaborations require a prior acquisition of interpretive authority. The re-signification of African tattoos did not occur solely in a conceptual or theoretical sphere. It required force to compel Africans to live in a social structure so different from the one announced by their marks. The various manoeuvres of European experts in law, philosophy, and science that followed would have been idle thought experiments were it not for this prior accumulation of social and epistemological authority. Therefore, I would argue that, at a fundamental level, races are the product of a maldistribution in the realm of representation—or, at least, that this aspect of racialization deserves a greater share of the attention spent on belated efforts to maintain an advantage first seized long prior.

The ‘raced’ body of the tattooed African can be seen as a precursor of the enslaved African whose skin alone served as a ‘badge’ or ‘stamp’ of inferiority (Kendi 2016). Towerson’s comparison of tattoos to a jerkin, or vest, reveals a node at which skin alone could emerge as a social signifier. In Europe, clothing served as an indicator of social station. Towerson envisions this status marker incorporated into the very skin of Guineans through the offices of the tattoo, fusing congenital and acquired features and translating African signifiers into a European framework. For the English, restrictions on consumption and display that reinforced the hierarchy of inherited status were dissolving in the cauldron of mercantile capitalism (Brown 1993, chap. 2). Yet, while upwardly mobile Englishmen accessed more of the luxury goods of Atlantic commerce and sported purchased coats of arms, they were not interested in producing a society without hierarchy. The Guinean jerkin illustrates the way that status markers, such as clothing, could become a second skin and enforce new hierarchies even as old ones were levelled. In Towerson, race inheres in permanent tattoos inseparable from African flesh to the extent that, eventually, the unclothed skin could serve the function of the distinguishing garment (Metzger 2014, 14; Smith 2016). A status-defining fabric has been sewn into the flesh through ‘racing’. Through repetition, European eyes could see even unadorned African skin as raced when compared to a fair-skinned norm posited as the unmarked, human original.

The merchant class and other strivers (including players) undertook a long, uncertain project of melting distinctions of inherited social status—for themselves and their children. Yet, this downward redistribution of property and prestige was not meant to allow unlimited social mobility (Rozbicki 2006). Rather, democratization for an emergent white community was predicated on a comparative (but not absolute) social fixity for those in the process of becoming blackened together. In this emergent social typology, tattooed ‘country marks’ would help ambitious white commoners negotiate the imbricated imperatives of race and rank as modes of social reproduction. A pan-European white race would emerge as more socially mobile, capable of self-fashioning—as implied by the ideological pretext that white people’s status-marking clothing was not sewn into the flesh but capable of being changed (Akhimie 2018; Greenblatt 1980). Racial blackness would emerge not so much as always inferior (Robinson 2001) but as already clothed in the livery of a permanent social station (Chakravarty 2012; Smith 2016).5

Resembl[ing] Our Ancient Picts: Transferring British Stigma to Africans

Aphra Behn offers a view of this process in her notoriously knotty novella Oroonoko (1688). Ensconced among slaveholding settler-colonists in Suriname, the white female narrator befriends the titular hero, an elite Coromantien slave trader who gets swallowed by the trade himself.6 The male colonists there speak wistfully about an enslaved woman they have renamed Clemene whose combination of beauty and modesty disarm their attempts to ravish her. Oroonoko’s arrival reveals that previously unmentioned tattoos indicate Clemene’s noble descent, the source of her untouchability:


From her being carv’d in fine Flowers and Birds all over her Body, we took her to be of Quality before, yet, when we knew Clemene was [Oroonoko’s beloved] Imoinda, we could not enough admire her. I had forgot to tell you, that those who are nobly born of that Country, are so delicately Cut and Rac’d all over the Fore-part of the Trunk of their Bodies, that it looks as if it were Japan’d, the Works being raised like high Poynt round the Edges of the Flowers: Some are only Carv’d with a little Flower, or Bird, at the Sides of the Temples, as was Cæsar [i.e., Oroonoko]; and those who are so Carv’d over the Body, resemble our Ancient Picts that are figur’d in the Chronicles, but these Carvings are more delicate.  (Behn 1688, 39)7



The narrator acknowledges the indigenous meaning of the ‘country marks’—that these tattoos are marks of high status. Yet, Behn is also a Christian and an amateur scholar of ancient Rome, which means that she overwrites the autochthonous meanings of Imoinda’s stigmata with an imperial eye.

Behn emerges here as the consummate reader of what I have called inkface: a place where the materials and protocols of literacy collide and collude with those of cosmeticized blackness—blackface, in all its cultural manifestations (Grier 2015). The invocation of tattooed Britons—‘our Ancient Picts’—becomes the key to her interpretive authority, as it indicates that Britons like her became civilized under ‘the yoke of the Romans’, transforming from inked, barbarian slaves to masters of ‘the liberal arts’ (Camden 1610, 31, 63). This early modern race work seizes and redirects a Roman discourse of stigma. In his history of Britain, William Camden observed that the ethnic nomenclature ‘British’ might have derived from the native inhabitants’ term for body paint, Brith (Camden 1610, 26). Camden recalls that Roman conquerors amplified these inked tattoos into the mark of an entire people, calling them Britannorum stigmata ‘the Briton’s marks’. In ancient Rome, tattoos marked—indeed, effected—the degradation of those enslaved or subject to state punishment (Jones 1987). Behn’s ‘Oroonoko’ is one indication of a largely unspoken but crucial practice: seventeenth-century Britons were claiming the mantle of Rome by transferring the stigma of enslavement to other populations. The racial stigma with which we are familiar has one root in the raced body of tattooed Africans, overwritten by a European imaginary of race and character.

Imoinda’s tattoos conjure high-point lace for Behn (‘point lace’, n. and adj., 2020), echoing Towerson, who saw Guinean body art as vestments. Behn creates delightful and confounding doublings: skin and its dressing, social elevation and degradation. In ‘Oroonoko’, these are brought into a tense relation that cannot be dissolved into a singularity or separated again into its constituent parts. Behn’s novella combines and re-apportions elements of stigma in ways that contribute to the formation of whiteness as a social designation with the potential to enjoy interpretive authority. Stigma appears with a dual potential: as a mark of elevation—the birthmark that conveys noble birth—and one of degradation, the barbarian slaves’ body art. In Towerson and Behn, we see early modern attempts to transfer the slave stigma from Britons to Africans. The humble apparel (Smith 2016) of black stigma becomes sewn into the skin so much that, eventually, the skin alone can operate to signal Africans’ slavish status. The term race—with its ambivalent references to lineage, division of humankind, and tattoo—served as an intersection at which this transformative work could be accomplished.

The cultural mark and the imperial—even imperious—abstraction into race, in which mark and skin colour become a ‘jerkin’, clothe the flesh in a habit that announces a person of definite social station. Natal hue, autochthonous status mark, and European ascription are assembled here: epidermis, tattoo, brand, or incision—and the natural and the artificial, that which can be removed and that which is indelible. As Iyengar observes, the ultimate object of all this writing of, with, and on the body is to signify ‘something essential or innate’ (Iyengar 2004, 2). It is ineffective for the antiracist to insist that racial essences do not exist or that racial categories are illogical. The Latin Americanist Angel Rama has said that imperial writing ‘represents things as yet only imagined … [but] ardently desired’ (Rama 1996, 8). Thinking of the repertoire more than of the archive, historian and sociologist Barbara and Karen Fields observe that ‘real action creates evidence for the imagined thing [i.e., essentially different racial groups]. By that route, [the desire to believe in hierarchically arranged races] … constantly dumps factitious evidence for itself into the real world’ (Fields and Fields 2012, 22).8

This unstable site of materialized racial ascription has important ramifications for the study of stigma in its historical and theoretical dimensions. Sociologist Irving Goffman describes stigma as an ‘attribute’ that reduces social estimation of a person ‘from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one’. Goffman specifies three kinds of stigma ‘abominations of the body—the various physical deformities … Blemishes of individual character perceived as weak will, domineering or unnatural passions, treacherous and rigid beliefs, and dishonesty, these being inferred from a known record of, for example, mental disorder, imprisonment, addiction, alcoholism, homosexuality, unemployment, suicidal attempts, and radical political behavior … [and last] the tribal stigma of race, nation, and religion … stigma that can be transmitted through lineages and equally contaminate all members of a family’ (Goffman 1963, 2). The orbit Goffman traces encompasses the person marked by nature with an ineluctable physical difference, the person who wilfully transgresses social boundaries and receives an external demerit (registered on their body or in state records), and kin groups whom others deem as sharing an essence and a social status. In short, Goffman identifies three axes of stigma: one that runs from the personal to the collective; another running from the involuntary to the wilful; and a final one with the fleshly and the metaphysical at opposing ends.

Early modern racing, as exemplified in Towerson and Behn, conflates congenital and ascribed forms of stigma. As with the stigmata of Christ or Imoinda’s marks of nobility, racings need not always signify inferiority (Wilson 2018a, 2018b). The crucial axis here is not inferiority/superiority but rather, elective/involuntary. From early modern race work, whiteness emerges as socially mobile, capable of interpreting marked Others and refashioning the self for social elevation. Blackness arrives as indelibly marked with a social script meant to be read by another. As Behn’s famously ambivalent treatment of the tattooed, royal slaves Oroonoko and Imoinda shows, the first priority was not to establish that black was exclusively a hue of the base or low-born (Howard 2016). Rather, it was to translate racial subordinates into figures suitable for Europeans’ social engineering—with a character as malleable or incorrigible as authority required.

Over time and in response to social contest, race would cross into the jurisdiction of many European institutions with various protocols and aims. It needed to be fit for manipulation in all of them. At a fundamental level, race is not a systematic justification of dominance designed to withstand logical disputation but a strategy to create a ‘flexible positional superiority’, sustainable within a lifetime and across generations (Said 1979, 15). This positional superiority is established through rituals with a double effect: seizing interpretive control over the material and the ineffable while excluding subordinates from the community of interpreters.

Before returning to Shakespeare, I would like to address a play that invests in racial blackness as both ink and vestment: the relatively obscure Mr. Moore’s Revels (1636). When he rediscovered this ‘lost’ Oxford masque, John Elliott, Jr. described ‘the main conceit of the work’ as ‘an elaborate, not to say tediously extended, pun on the name “Moore” ’ (Elliott 1984, 412) Through verbal and visual puns, the Revels plays upon the linguistic imprecision and geographical eccentricity of ‘moor’ and, ultimately, directs attention to the affordances of different means of producing stage blackness in early modernity. The first material metaphor for the skin of the masque’s six moors is a textile prosthetic (Smith 2013, 2003). They enter wearing ‘black buckram coats laced with yellow straw’ (Elliott 1984, lines 19–20).9 The coats extended the effect of darkened black faces to the limbs (Smith 2016). These figures have no singular ethnic designation or homeland. The peoples of Africa, India, and perhaps the Americas merge when the six are called, variously, ‘negroes’ and ‘sutty visag’d Indian[s]’ (Elliott 1984, lines 24–25). Soot serves as a second covering, distinct from the black coats—closer to the skin than clothing, but removable by ordinary washing (Browne 1646, 332). Uninterested in differentiating what we might now think to be unmistakably different populations, the text and performance of Revels blithely subsume Northern and Southern Africans, not to mention American Indians and those of the subcontinent, under the single sign of a sooty ‘blacke’ prosthetic skin (Elliott 1984, line 30).10

Blackness, in this case, signifies wildly and widely. The ends of the earth meet under its sign. However, the revels eventually offer another material through which to think of the surface of blackness. The moors exit to remove their black coats. They will later return to perform ‘a country dance’ (Elliott 1984, line 71). The stage directions recount that, in the meantime, ‘ffoure litle / boyes drest ffor apes stole a way / ffoure of their coates who soe soone / As ye moores left ye stage each of / the Apes had an inkehorne in his / hand to blacke themselves / To resemble ye moores and yat they might / see to doe it exactly one of them / had a lookinglasse’ (Elliott 1984, ll. 72–80). Since the rediscovery of this masque, scholars have paid extensive attention to its repetition of the trope—familiar in its day and ours—that Africans are especially close cousins of apes (Hall 1997; Higginbotham 2018).11 What has received less attention, however, is the stage property of the inkhorn. With whatever pigment was in the horn, the English boys mimicked the process by which professional players blacked up to transform into surrogates of the departed moors in buckram.12 In addition to its own blackening qualities, soot was also an element of writing ink, prompting no less an authority than the Norwich physician Thomas Browne to suggest that the origin of blackness was an atramentous quality shared with writing ink (‘atramentous’, adj., 2020; Browne 1646, 336).

The buckram coats and the coat-ing of a black tincture return us to Towerson and Behn. In the Oxford masque, the face is covered in a substance from an inkhorn, suggesting not just darkness but specifically tattooing. Inking the face, racing the flesh, and clothing the body form a constellation, the poles of which may be distinguished or collapsed. Ian Smith finds a material counterpart to this ideological confusion in a stage practice characterized by a ‘mixed approach … with actors’ faces painted but the body parts fashioned from black textiles’ (2016, 179). The use of fabrics suggests ‘a textile body [results from] an objectification grounded in and subject to the laws of commerce and economics’ (Smith 2016, 174).

The suggestion that cosmetic paint should be construed as an ink suggests a history of facial tattooing with two results. First, as Smith argues elsewhere, the Africanist person becomes ‘a material object devoid of interiority’ (2003, 34). As I discussed via Gomez, Black Africans no longer had authority over the meaning of their ‘country marks’. In addition, it suggests the mark of slave in Classical Greece, marked on the forehead after a first unsuccessful flight: ‘stop me, I am a runaway’ (duBois 2003, 4). Classicist Page duBois observes of this social person, constituted by ink:


The imperative written on the slave’s forehead is addressed to the viewer, who reads the face of the person facing him and ventriloquizes the voice of the other’s body. The speech of the inscribed body, articulated by the other, speaks against the interests of the fleeing body … as the surface of the body is forced to contradict and betray the intentions of the person who inhabits it.  (duBois 2003, 5)



This theft and reassignment of voice accomplishes what I have been calling a primitive accumulation in the means of representation. Although, as Halpern has argued, primitive accumulation cannot be isolated as a single historical act, forcible dispossession must have been achieved to produce the proletariat, who own only their own bodies and capacity to work. We might theorize that this prior force, one occurring in the realm of representation, produces slaves as persons who do not own their bodies. The social reproduction of a slave society would appear to require both direct violence—compulsion and recapture—and ideology—cultural practices including both reading and the disposition to prize ink on the face over ‘barbar’, the speech of foreign slaves which the master class recharacterized as incomprehensible babble.

As the discussion of Mr. Moore’s Revels indicates, stage practice has something important to tell us about racial ideology and the role of reading matter in it. First, it reinforces the call to look beyond the page for writing matter, to include graffiti, dyed cloth, and tattoos. In my view, the study of Shakespeare, race, and book history will need to engage an ink culture that includes manuscripts, print, and tattoos, operating together in much the manner of paint and clothing in producing stage blackness—sometimes signifying in quite distinct ways but also tending to reinforce blackness as epistemic dispossession. Second, it suggests that racial ideology itself was less a set of conscious beliefs or even an elaborated methodology for dividing humanity than an operating premise that permitted the establishment of racial hierarchy as a lived reality.

Operating at the juncture of sociology and psychoanalysis, Louis Althusser argued that ideology operates more as an immersive performance than a philosophical proof. He writes:


Where only a single subject (such and such an individual) is concerned, the existence of the ideas of his belief is material in that his ideas are his material actions inserted into material practices governed by material rituals which are themselves defined by the material ideological apparatus from which derive the ideas of that subject.  (Althusser 2001, 114; italics in original)



From Althusser’s formulation, it follows that ideology is not necessarily an elaborated system of thought, the historical development of which can be traced in successive legal pronouncements or scientific paradigms. Rather, the assertions that sometimes appear in official pronouncements are implicit in ‘material rituals … defined by … [a] material ideological apparatus’. Althusser suggests that ideology emerges from ritual practices performed according to conventions. The realms of writing and of performance both serve, as each has a limited number of signifying materials and protocols for arranging and interpreting them. To engage them conventionally is already to consent to a number of presumptions and exclusions without any consciousness of ill intent.

In Althusser’s light, ‘race’ is here in these sixteenth- and seventeenth-century testimonies, as Malvolio would say, but yet confused. The social force of racial ideology derives not from clarity and systematicity but from practical utility. Even at the height of scientific racism, the rituals of racial character present it as removable or indelible, essential or contingent, embedded or superficial, cultural or biological. The point, I would argue, is not to track which of these is operative and to call one of them race but to take note of the seizure of interpretive authority that results in a Eurocentric viewer authorized to have it any way he wishes and Africanist bodies translated out of their native sign systems and into that of another. (I say ‘Africanist’ here because I want to insist on blackness as a social position rather than an ethnic fact. Being consigned to it has nothing to do with a fact of birth, nor does one’s actual phenotype necessarily preclude elevation beyond it.)

The buckram coats and inked foreheads of Mr. Moore’s Revels constellate with the lace and jerkin of Behn and Towerson to suggest the deep social significance of play with costumes and pages. The material actions Althusser spoke of are present in these ritual actions, governed by conventions of drama, sumptuary codes, and travel writing. In staging metaphors of the page and re-signifying bodies through language and clothing, stage performance sometimes encompassed all the race-making activity I have been tracking. This statement is not solely a property of canonical drama known for its richness. Mr. Moore’s Revels could pun on the moor as cleverly as Jonson or Shakespeare. However, for the purposes of this collection, I will conclude with examples of what this reconceptualized study of race and book history can bring to Shakespeare, by considering both a classic ‘race play’ (Titus Andronicus) and a history play, Henry V, with nary a moor or Jew to be found.

Their Cheeks Are Paper: Whiteness, Treachery, and the Ultimate Upward Mobility

In the second act of Henry V, King Henry confronts three English noblemen who have conspired with the French to murder him before he can bring his army to France. Shakespeare never discloses how Henry learns of this conspiracy. Instead, he dilates a scene in which Henry lures them into publicly pronouncing their own sentences for treason. Lords Scroop, Cambridge, and Grey advise Henry to release a commoner who railed against the King. When Henry muses that mercy should be offered for minor offenders, the traitors assert that a king can ‘[be merciful] and yet punish, too’ (2.2.49–50). At the height of their confidence that their performance of loyalty has deceived the king, Henry hands each man a commission. As they read them and grow pale, he launches an inquisition:


Why how now, gentlemen?

What see you in those papers, that you lose

So much complexion?—Look you, how they change.

Their cheeks are paper.—Why, what read you there

That have so cowarded and chased your blood

Out of appearance?  (2.2.76 –79)



Rather than Henry’s recitation of their crimes, the men’s capacity to blanch—to ‘lose so much complexion’—establishes their guilt. The racial implications are clear, even without a moor in sight. As Kim Hall and Gary Taylor have observed, ‘white’ was not a generic term for all English people but a gendered descriptor. English men were not typically depicted in art as ‘white’ but with a light brown or ruddy undertone (Hall 1996, 248; Taylor 2005). Therefore, when the conspirators take on a papery white cast, they acquire a pallor associated with feminine beauty culture and unmanly fear. Yet, there is a racial compensation for this sign of emasculation. Henry refers to their ‘complexion’, a term that, for Elizabethans, encompassed ‘interior and exterior … temperament, hair and eye colour, [and] personality’ and was also starting to refer to skin alone (Koslofsky 2014, 797). In blanching, the guilty men reveal a corresponding inner capacity for remorse, confirming that they are not blackamoors or Ethiops, whose immutable blackness the prophet Jeremiah makes the emblem of incorrigible sinfulness (Iyengar 2004, chap. 5; Newman 1987). English sinners, unlike Ethiops, do not have iniquity as their indelible complexion and thus remain candidates for divine redemption.

This scene inverts the traditional semiotics of reading: the sign of guilt here is not an obtrusive black mark but rather the loss of colour—almost as if their natural colour were a disappearing ink. In an ironic turn, an unmarked face indicates a blotted soul. This sudden transformation of their cheeks to blank paper—or, perhaps, given its animal origins, parchment—suggests that their guilt would not have been readable but for this blanching (Calhoun 2020). Before this loss of complexion, the crimes are concealed by ‘smooth[ness] and even[ness]’ that would seem apt descriptors of their overall aura, from their comportment to their undisturbed flesh (2.2.3). A loss of colour reduces them to a papery whiteness that Henry overwrites rhetorically, though not with a material mark.

The change of colour and composition is a signal that is racially specific. According to folk wisdom, pale faces cannot conceal. Without blush or stigmatic marks on their faces, Henry must summon the figure of the inked page to see the treason: ‘‘tis so strange, / That, though the truth of it stands off as gross / As black and white, my eye will scarcely see it’ (2.2.109–111). The conspirators benefit from what legal scholar Patricia Williams has called an ‘innocence profile’ white people grant each other (2001, 154). With both personal denial and cultural convention impeding the King’s eye, the figure of a blotted page fulfils a cultural imperative that evil requires an inky, black sign. Henry alludes to practices an Elizabethan audience would have understood. Subjects apprehended and punished could be raced in the process. The same actors who dabbed themselves with inky paint were of a social stratum especially vulnerable to offstage transformation. Common players in interludes ‘taken, adjudged … deemed Rogues. Vagabonds and Sturdy Beggars’ might be ‘burnte through the eare with an hote yron of an ynche compasse’ to mark them as criminals (Scott-Warren 2005, 105).13 No longer ‘smooth and even’, the strolling player’s flesh is disfigured by a brand that makes his offence ‘stand off grossly’ in Henry’s words. In the theatre and the larger culture, the blanched face might indicate guilt, but the cultural need for a visible mark required some ceremonies of blackening to complete the sentence.

Yet, there is a difference between the person who is subject to blackening and an Africanist figure conceived as ineluctably marked. If a papery face is meant to be written upon, that blankness is nevertheless portrayed as a sign of conscience, both damning and potentially redemptive. A person with a conscience can do ill but can also, apparently, be pardoned. Lord Scroop responds to the revelation first: ‘Our purposes God justly hath discover’d; / And I repent my fault more than my death; / Which I beseech your highness to forgive, / Although my body pay the price of it’ (2.2.158–161). Henry responds by subjecting their bodies to the merciless law of the commonweal while not foreclosing a pardon of the soul: ‘Get you … hence, / Poor miserable wretches, to your death: / The taste whereof, God of his mercy give / You patience to endure, and true repentance / Of all your dear offences!’ (2.2.186–190).

Aaron the moor, the mastermind of the vengeful plots in Titus Andronicus, insists that black faces tell tales, too: ‘Let fools do good and fair men call for grace; / Aaron will have his soul black like his face’ (3.1.207–208). When his plots are discovered, he claims authorship of them and maintains his hue in defiance of the state:


goth Canst thou say all this and never blush?

aaron Ay, like a black dog, as the saying is.

lucius Art thou not sorry for these heinous deeds?

aaron Ay, that I had not done a thousand more.  (5.1.123–126)



The scene from this early Shakespeare effort seems to provide the pattern for Henry’s inquisition of the conspirators. Each begins with a meditation on variable complexion and proceeds to an indication of what such changes indicate about the capacity for remorsefulness—a prerequisite for reincorporation into the community where the offence occurred. If the scene from the Henriad appears alien to racial discourse at first, it can no longer when compared to an identical scene starring a blackfaced moor. In insisting on blackness as a legible sign (of evil), encompassing both flesh and spirit, Aaron is placed beyond reach of the grace that the conspirators against Henry seek—beyond the mercy of the state or indeed of Heaven. Aaron, remarkably, is neither executed nor pardoned. Here is his punishment:


Set him breast-deep in earth, and famish him;

There let him stand, and rave, and cry for food;

If any one relieves or pities him,

For the offence he dies.  (5.3.181–184)



The black moor is not eligible for the paradoxical blend of mercy and punishment the conspirators against Henry reap. Rome will not execute him, demanding the price of his body to potentially salvage his soul. Instead, he is denied the purification of a sacrificial death, consigned to eternal living punishment in lieu of the promise of an eternal afterlife.

The traitors to Henry may acquire black marks, but, in a white supremacist imaginary, such marks are proper to the burnt, black, inky Ethiop. The black moor alone bears a defining stigma, pervading the soul and born like a status-announcing costume that cannot be removed. Aaron imagines a change of status will accompany his liaison with Rome’s new empress, Tamora: ‘Away with slavish weeds and servile thoughts! / I will be bright, and shine in pearl and gold’ (2.1.18–19). Yet, the leggings and paint of his blackness prove more like tattoos than like vestments—not so easily removed.14 Aaron’s involuntary and meaning-full blackness makes of him a monstrous portent. In fact, it calls to mind George Best’s famous deployment of the infamous curse of Ham:


[Noah’s] wicked sonne Cham disobeyed, … used company with his wife, and craftily went about thereby to disinherit the offspring of his other two brethren … so he begot a son whose name was Chus, who not only it selfe, but all his posteritie after him should bee so blacke and loathsome, that it might remain a spectacle of disobedience to all the worlde. And of this blacke and cursed Chus came all these blacke Moores which are in Africa.  (Best c. 1557?, 236f.)



Aaron is of this line of ‘loathsome … blacke Moors’ whom the state, as a surrogate for divine power, renders a ‘spectacle’ of disobedience punished, a symbol of order restored.

I have called Aaron’s punishment remarkable because, as Arthur Little has noted, Aaron commits almost none of the crimes that occur during the course of Titus (Little, Jr. 2000, chap. 1). The distinction between Aaron and his Gothic co-conspirators is not a moral one: racial blackness does not reduce to a sign of sinfulness (Jordan 1977; Bartels 1990; Vitkus 2019). The pale Goths can be evil. However, Aaron embodies an evil whose outward face and invisible essence are one. As such, his purpose is not simply to signify evil but to exemplify—and thereby validate—European modes of characterization. The fact that his blackness is associated with evil is secondary to the fact that this complexion envelopes him entirely and pervades past his bone or blood to compose his essence. From skin to soul, he is dedicated to devilment as if from the outside in (Fiedler 1972; Garber 1990; Connor 2009). Thus, he becomes the standard of total capture by blackness. The Romans require Aaron as the model to articulate Gothic evil, calling Tamora’s sons, his co-conspirators, ‘barbarous beastly villains like thyself’ (5.1.99). Yet, although figuratively blackened in the comparison, pale Gothic rapists and murders remain essentially not-black. Aaron epitomizes the raced person so that self-serving Europeans who betray the state might be able to disassociate themselves from their own acts—before the bar of Heaven if not before an earthly sovereign.

To be sure, the Gothic rapists and murderers do not die honourably. Unlike the nobles who conspired against Henry, Tamora’s sons offer no stately speeches. They are killed and then cooked up in a pie which she consumes. Nevertheless, they are allowed to depart from the earth; their punished bodies can perhaps pay for their souls’ sins. Unlike Best’s Ham, they do not lose possession of their bodies, as Ham and his descendants, transferred into another’s sign system as an eternal ‘spectacle of disobedience’. The union of Aaron’s pigment and his moral profile, his inherent significance, distinguishes him as unlike any other human—essentially, soulless and therefore irredeemable. The racial plot of Titus Andronicus, we might say, retrofits its conception of black complexion in order to manufacture the legal, moral, and religious potential for a whiteness that is always involved in a narrative of possible salvation.

This potential redemption is an effect of one thing: whatever blackness non-blacks acquire remains metaphorical or somehow superficial. By contrast, Aaron’s blackness is enveloping and pervasive. If it resembles clothing as an indicator of social status, the job of racing is to suture that clothing to the skin, making it both legible and indelible at once. Repeated invitations to read these predetermined character marks makes them inseparable from the skin and, finally, operates as an aura even when skin tone does not correspond to a socially defined racial category. The potential to evade fate, to control the exchange of country marks, to enjoy another life (if only after death): all of these are contingent upon the capacity to doff the jerkin of stigma before it is sutured to the flesh and becomes all-encompassing, a stand-in for the person so clothed. With his moors’ recurring confrontations with pages and his experiments with dye, paint, and livery, Shakespeare was clearly a participant in a widespread, complex, and uneven process of rewriting England’s relationship to stigma and to literacy at once. The study of Shakespeare, race, and book history presents the possibility of illuminating the vicissitudes of this unpredictable social process and the social and dramatic needs that metaphors of blackness met.
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1 Grier forthcoming 2023; see also Grier 2015, 2021; Hall 1996, chaps 2, 5.

2 The updated version of 1655 changes the lines: ‘Letters like Gordian knotts do Nations tie / Else all commerce, and Love ‘twixt men would die’ (Howell 1655, b2v). This later formulation would definitely exclude those racialized as black who, as Matthieu Chapman has observed, have been denied claims to such foundations of identity as the claim to a nation (Chapman 2016, 30).

3 The entirety of the original text is in italics.

4 When I use the lower-case b, I am not referring to the various diasporic and pan-African affiliations proclaimed by African descendants. Those are Black formations. European empires did not conceive of blacks as capable of the resilience and assertion necessary to constitute resistant Black collectivities.

5 A similar analysis could be done with English interpretation of Native American tattoos from Harriott in the 1580s onward (Grier 2015; Odle 2015; Sinclair 1909; Treagus 2008). In this case, I chose the less canonical instances.

6 The relatives of slave-trading African elites were not always spared transatlantic sale. See Bluett 1735; Lovejoy and Richardson 2001.

7 For different but compatible readings of these marks, see Gallagher 1995, 72; Yang 2009, 238ff. On literary treatments of black women’s sexual vulnerability, see Block 2006; Harris 1993; Kunat 2014; MacDonald 1999; Ray 1998; Wiseman 2004; Young 2011.

8 One could argue that beliefs are not persistent in and of themselves but become so when the adherent wants to believe. Therefore, I alter the Fieldses’ phrasing to suggest that a desire to believe manufactures the evidence that sustains belief.

9 Given the association of Africa with precious stones, it is possible that the yellow straw is meant to signify a gold fringe. See Hall 1996.

10 Barthelemy and Vitkus are notable among those who attend to the imprecision of the term moor. In his pioneering study, Barthelemy notes that ‘moor’ has roots in the Greek maurus, meaning ‘dark’. He then focuses on depictions of black persons, as a rough synonym for Sub-Saharan Africans (Barthelemy 1987, 8–9). Vitkus takes the opposite approach, acknowledging the ethnic imprecision of ‘moor’ but then suggesting that the term finally marks the religious difference of Muslims from Christians rather than racial differences of black and white (Vitkus 2019, 218–233). Throughout this chapter, I do not capitalize moor to emphasize that this ambiguous English term produces an overwritten blackness peculiar to the stage and has no single ethnic or religious referent in the world beyond the stage.

11 Though it is tempting to think of the buckram coats as an animal reference, the OED prefers the French form boquerant (for a costly and delicate fabric made of cotton or linen) to the German bock (for goat’s hair). See (‘buckram’, n., n.d.) Nevertheless, in a masque overflowing with puns, it is possible that all senses, including that of Othello as ‘black ram tupping … [a] white ewe’ were in play. On tupping, see Masten 2016, chap. 8.

12 Vaughan is concerned with establishing that the material in the inkhorn is not an ink (Vaughan 2005, 12). I want to ask why the substance, whatever it was, is represented as coming from an inkhorn. Stevens provides an illuminating discussion of painting onstage as exposing offstage preparations (2013, 13).

13 Averyl Dietering has catalogued an extensive array of early modern punishments that required inscription on the forehead (Dietering 2021).

14 Shakespeare revisits this business with black moors and clothing explicitly in The Merchant of Venice (in which the stage directions at 2.1 inform us that a tawny moor arrives dressed in white). Clothing plays an implicit role in Othello, Antony and Cleopatra (5.2.335), and The Tempest (4.1.250). See Smith 2016; Hornback 2001.


Part III

Shakespeare and Race Now


CHAPTER 27

An Interview with Artist Fred Wilson, 30 July 2021

Peter Erickson and Lisa Graziose Corrin

Introduction by Peter Erickson

There is tremendous value to accepting imaginative, cross-historical engagements with Shakespeare for literary scholars who wish to break with the conventional interpretations and power structures of the academy. The past and the present intersect in art and literary criticism as they do in life despite claims that Shakespeare represents timeless values and unvarying universality. Shakespeare is subject to the change in issues, ideas, values, and desires that concern artists and literary critics alike as contemporary individuals.

In 2007, I published a study of writers and visual artists who have engaged with Shakespeare’s work specifically to problematize the Bard’s relationship to race and asked ‘How does the meaning of Shakespeare change when quoted in the context of contemporary literature and art? (Erickson 2007, vii–x). The study, which also probed the differences between citation and allusion, was an effort to demonstrate how contemporary revisioning of Shakespeare’s characters and his language offer artists and writers a way to speak with and talk back to Shakespeare.

The work of writers of colour including Rita Dove, Toni Morrison, Young Jean Lee, Derek Walcott, and visual artist Fred Wilson, have particularly challenged us to reflect on the distinctive cultural power conferred on Shakespeare over many centuries (Erickson 2010; Erickson 2011; Erickson 2013a; Erickson 2013b; Erickson 2016). In addition, their interrogation of his representations of race and gender examine how these aspects of identity are spectacularized on the stage by predominantly white actors. Through their irreverent ‘swerves’, their ‘shifts, twists, torques, wrenches’, their poems, plays and conceptual art works signal the possibilities of a ‘new environment’, for opening, enriching, and enlivening understanding of both Shakespeare and our present day (Erickson 2007, viii). Their insights demonstrate how embracing a greater diversity of perspectives amplifies Shakespeare’s relevance.

When asked to contribute to this volume a chapter on contemporary readings of Shakespeare by artists and writers, I offered to focus instead on a single figure, the artist Fred Wilson, and I invited the art historian, Lisa Graziose Corrin, to join me in interviewing him. Her 1994 study of his iconic installation, Mining the Museum (1992), laid the groundwork for Wilson’s current process, and her expertise in working closely with visual artists would complement my previous work on the artist from the perspective of a literary scholar (Corrin 1994).

Fred Wilson has engaged with Shakespeare’s Othello since 2003 when he represented the United States in the prestigious international exhibition, the Venice Biennale, with his installation, Speak of Me as I Am, its title based on Othello’s final long speech, ‘Speak of me as I am. Nothing extenuate/Nor set down aught in malice’ (5.2.351–352). He has continued to develop this body of work for twenty years and was recently commissioned by the Folger Shakespeare Library to create a new work in conjunction with the Folger’s renovation and expansion scheduled for completion in 2023.

Analyses of Wilson’s extraordinary body of Othello-inspired works by curators and art historians are readily available, including in my aforementioned book (Erickson 2007; Wilson 2003). Thus, rather than a close reading of Wilson’s Shakespeare-related works, our conversation enjoins the artist to reflect on the creative process that informs them. This exchange demonstrates that what compels an artist is deeply personal, an opportunity to make Shakespeare ‘mine’, and, in so doing, to disrupt and rupture existing interpretation. Wilson approaches his projects by asking, ‘Where am I in this story?’ He seeks his presence as a Black person wherever he works—from Baltimore to Cairo, to Venice and Istanbul. There is a lesson in his creative process for all of us and it is the gift proffered by his art. We cannot separate ourselves from the acts of seeing, reading, or interpreting. It is through a high degree of self-awareness, including and especially of our own racial identity, that we might open new pathways to understanding Shakespeare and ourselves.

Peter Erickson and Lisa Graziose Corrin—Interviewers:

When did your interest in Shakespeare begin? What aspects of his work were early sources of inspiration?


Artist Fred Wilson:

I think it must go back a long time because I don’t remember when that moment was exactly. I had seen various Shakespeare plays in one form or another, either on television, in person, or in school. I am sure there is a difference between when I first encountered Othello to when I made a connection with my own formation. I had seen film versions of the play. The language is great, but not seeing myself in those versions … obviously, Orson Welles and the various white actors who played Othello, just did not lend themselves to my feeling any connection at all with the storyline. In wearing a mask—literally or figuratively—they were not embodying the character to the degree that I would feel a connection. I was looking at the horror of the plot but without deep empathy towards Othello that Shakespeare’s language encourages.

I have a connection with Othello, because of my own childhood experience, the idea of being ‘the only one’, which is how I read the play. Shakespeare’s Othello is this other and there are not even Black servants in the play, who we know would have been present from other places. Shakespeare really made him a foreign being, which helped the way the play was organized. However, the reality of Shakespeare’s world was very different.1

Interviewers:

This goes to the heart of your installation for the United States Pavilion at the 50th Venice Biennale in 2003 presented by the MIT List Visual Arts Center (Figure 27.1).

How did you connect Renaissance paintings with Black figures in their compositional margins to the history of Black people in Venice and, ultimately, to Othello?
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Figure 27.1 Fred Wilson, Untitled (‘Moor’ Figures from Frari Church), 2003, Scrims on Facade of United States Pavilion, Venice Biennale. Photo by Robert Ransick/A. Cocchi.




Fred Wilson:

 Interestingly, not all the Africans in the Venetian paintings are in the margins. In the huge Veronese painting in The Academia the Africans are throughout the painting as waiters. In a major work by Carpaccio there are African gondoliere, one of which is figured prominently in the painting. At the Ca’Rezzonico there is a painting by Pietro Longhi where an African letter carrier in a red suit is the central focus of the work.

Contemporary Venetian society and Italians in general struck me as essentially clueless about this history. It was not part of their thinking at all, even though they knew Shakespeare’s Othello. My Biennale pavilion came at them like an alien ship landing. I was both shocked that they never noticed the Black images around them and loved their reaction. When they realized it, they were intrigued.

Italy’s perception has changed dramatically since 2003 because of the presence of African migrants and global awareness. To that point, just last year Italy saw its first TV show with a majority Black cast, Zero.

As I did research for the pavilion project, I walked around the city with art historian, Paul Kaplan, looking for images of and references to Black people, for example the famous Venetian chocolate cookie, il Moro. Importantly, most Blacks in Europe were probably not Moors. So the cookie is a fiction on a fiction. Still, there was this presence of Black communities everywhere. The idea of Othello being such a central figure in my project was an obvious choice. As I always say, he was the most famous Venetian that never lived.

Interviewers:

Indeed, the connection between Othello and Venice is so strong as to be unavoidable. Did Shakespeare’s use of visual language impact your thinking?

Fred Wilson:

Yes, the title of the Venice Biennale pavilion, Speak of Me as I Am, seemed just perfect. I am inspired by lines from the play such as, A Moth of Peace during and after the creation of the work.

The poetry of Shakespeare’s writing is infinite. Each line can absorb many different thoughts if you stay with it and roll it around. It is amazing in that way. For me, it has been an inexhaustible fountain, not in a simplistic way like, ‘Well, I just picked something and it’s an easy title’, but in a deeper way that allows my work to be both expansive and specific. Othello still resonates with me as an important subject in the constellation of works that I still make. I am continually trying to squeeze the juice out of Othello, or the juice out of forms such as eighteenth-century Venetian chandeliers and mirrors, through Othello.

Interviewers:

How did the idea for creating black glass mirrors and chandeliers with artisans from Murano emerge? What drew you to those particular forms and the material of glass itself?

Fred Wilson:

In 2001 I was the artist in residence at Pilchuck near Seattle. In the beginning it was an experiment working with glass and I didn’t expect to work with it again. However, the drip form seemed to have meaning for me so I continued.

Murano is a Venetian island famed for its master glass artisans. When I decided to reprise the drip forms for the Venice Biennale project, it was natural to approach these extraordinary artisans. They were actually challenged to make forms like those in Drip, Drop, Plop (2001), forms that were so simple and conceptual (Figure 27.2).

It is a very physical act and how they work with it is different from the American artists at Pilchuck. Both are culturally inscribed. Their works are deeply embedded in the traditions of their countries. If I tap into their cultural strengths, their way of working, we have a great collaboration.

The glass blowers on Murano love working with me because of my interest in their particular culture, which has waned in Italy compared to how it was 100 years ago. In Japan, they would be revered masters. There are so few studios left now compared to the mid twentieth century when there were hundreds. Contemporary Italians don’t see the value in what they do. This was mirrored in their response to my Biennale pavilion. A few of the Italian art world cognoscenti were saying, ‘Well, we’re not worried about the past. We are looking for the future.’ They were totally blind to the past’s effect on the future—how an unexamined past creates the future by dragging the falsities along with it.
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Figure 27.2 Fred Wilson, Drip, Drop, Plop, 2001. Twenty-one hand-blown Murano glass elements overall, 99 x 72 x 62 inches installed. Photo courtesy of the Aldrich Museum.




Interviewers:

A subtext of your pavilion is time—how the past fixes the present and the future. You have said that your prolonged sadness after 9/11 led to the memorializing tone of the Venice installation. One of the video works in the pavilion was titled, September Dream, a future and nostalgic effort to both return to a time of fictive American innocence and to endlessly replay a moment in the relationship between Desdemona and Othello when their love was still intact. A melancholic relationship to time is palpable in the pervasiveness of black and in your choice to use the material of glass itself. What is glass made of, but sand, and what is sand, but time?

Fred Wilson:

Yes, exactly.

Interviewers:

How did you go from ‘turning over’ one of Shakespeare’s lines into the design for a Murano glass chandelier and, later, Murano glass mirrors? How does the material reality of that process then become a kind of re-visioning of our understanding of Shakespeare?

Fred Wilson:

The chandeliers are associated with eighteenth-century Venetian style. For contemporary visitors to Venice, they assume associations of luxury and a particular kind of extravagant, old-world beauty. Considering that I was making what was likely the first, ever black chandelier, people had to reevaluate these notions of beauty.

Black does not reflect light the way eighteenth-century chandeliers in white and pastel colours were originally designed to illuminate grand Venetian palaces. Instead, using black, focused on their skeletal structure. This significantly differentiates their beauty from traditional Murano chandeliers.

Choosing the colour black, for me, has deep, rich meaning. Around the world in recent years people associate blackness with Black people, in a positive sense. This is not a new concept for Black writers or Black artists, historically. However, throughout history, the colour black has been a font of otherness, and often highly negative. Interestingly, with all the technological advances, the world has become smaller. With the advent of social media and the free flow of images and ideas, contemporary notions of Blackness have become both a very personal, and global, uplifting symbol for those of us who are of African descent.

Interviewers:

Black was symbolic, but it seems it was also an opportunity to make it beautiful in a European context.

Fred Wilson:

Using Venetian design heightens its meaning for me because of its relationship to the African diaspora. In the American Pavilion the chandelier is a metaphor for Othello, himself. Undeniably, here also its mournfulness and its melancholy along with its magnificence, create a clear picture.

Interviewers:

The forms that comprise Drip, Drop, Plop (2001) suggest black tears and some of them actually have eyes. They make a connection to Othello’s final speech in which he presents himself as, ‘one whose subdued eyes/Albeit unused to the melting mood,/ Drops tears as fast as the Arabian trees/Their medicinable gum’ (5.2.357–360). Your first black chandelier, Speak of Me as I Am, Chandelier Mori (2003), refers directly to mournful beauty in the title, through its association with memento mori, still life paintings proffering a meditation on death (Figure 27.3).
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Figure 27.3 Fred Wilson, Speak of Me as I Am: Chandelier Mori, 2003. Black Murano glass with twenty light bulbs, 70 x 67 x 67 inches. Photo courtesy of Pace Gallery.




Fred Wilson:

Hmmm, I hadn’t thought of that. ‘Mori’ also refers to ‘Moor’ or dark-skinned.

Interviewers:

Black absorbs the light of everything around it so what you see is the scaffold upon which meaning hangs as a conceptual sculpture.

Fred Wilson:

Exactly. You see the structure when you expect to see the glow. You are really looking at the structure of this glass sculpture, its complexity, rather than illumination where the glass facets melt into each other due to the light. In my work, you are presented with the entirety of the form.

Interviewers:

Is that a metaphor for the character of Othello? Isn’t it Othello who reveals the structure of the play and the relationships between the characters within the court? He pulls it all in. He is not only the title character, but he is also the pivot and, as such, so is his Blackness.

Fred Wilson:

Completely. I wanted the chandelier to embody this without being obvious or illustrative. When you are in front of one of my chandeliers, a chain of questions is set in motion asking you to look, to think about why it is there, why you are looking at it. Beauty pulls you in, but there has to be something else that will keep you thinking and to bring you back again. This is how the character of Othello functions as a subject of the play. He forces you to look at everybody else, at what motivates them and who they really are. When the play turns up the heat it gets very hot for them. They begin to think about their own roles.

Interviewers:

Your mirrors are doing something similar. They are reflective.

Fred Wilson In Iago’s Mirror (2009), the stacking of forms is like Iago’s seething and growing hatred of the Moor (Figure 27.4). As Iago heightens his own importance, he drags Othello down through his conniving and manipulation. Everything becomes what he wants. Iago sees himself as the replacement for Othello.




Interviewers:

In your sculpture what we see reflected is the darkness of who Iago really is—his true identity.

When a white viewer stands in front of one of your black mirrors, they see themselves as Black. It puts their identity and, therefore, their perspective on the present world, in question.

Fred Wilson:

Shakespeare’s play has been a fertile place for me to reflect on the present as much as on Othello. A hundred years ago, the mirror or chandelier would have been an ornamental object for daily use. In our current moment, they become something beyond mirror or chandelier. While for some these objects still harken back to a historic moment that visitors to Venice can fantasize, these contemporary, conceptual objects do not allow for fantasy.

I have seen these works in museums, but not in private homes. I refuse to make black chandeliers in a scale that would fit over a table, even when they are small. Though I am fine with the huge ones hanging high, they are intended to be hung very low. It is a black object that you have to deal with. It is foreign. It is an alien.





[image: image]

Figure 27.4 Fred Wilson, Iago’s Mirror, 2009. Murano glass and Wood, 80 x 48 ¾ x 10 ½ inches. Photo courtesy of Pace Gallery.




Interviewers:

Like Othello—you must deal with him and his blackness. You cannot avoid it. The mirrors, whether in museums or domestic settings, demand that white people reflect on who they are in relation to race. You push us to grapple with this presence—of Othello and Blackness—in relation to ourselves.

Similarly, in Shakespeare criticism, we must deal with Shakespeare and his relationship to both Blackness and whiteness in relation to the characters he created, and the dynamic that it sets in motion with the other characters. In the current moment, white people have to deal with their phantasm of Blackness that sits behind structural racism. White scholars must ask, ‘Who am I in relation to Shakespeare?’

When you start a project, you ask, ‘Where am I in this place, in this picture, in this context?’ The title of the Venice work is Speak of Me as I Am, the starting point of Othello’s final speech. Who is the ‘me’ to which you are referring? You, Othello, the viewer? How does the answer to this question disrupt our expectations and assumptions?

Fred Wilson:

This is me and you have to deal with me as what I am. That is how the public views it, but I also feel like that the ‘me’ is moving in space, going every place I go. This has been the case since I was a boy. People see you and they lay on you what they think you are, or if they don’t know, they’re uncomfortable and you’re completely aware of this.

You are this thing in the world, and people have different references for who you are. Black people also have different references for who you are according to their experiences. We have a connection. It is something that we understand. If you are not known, if you are from a different country, have a different way of speaking, or different ideas, or are culturally different, you have to be figured out.

I go through the world like this. That is another reason why I chose the chandelier form. You have to deal with it. Maybe you understand it, or maybe you don’t know what to make of it. For me, it is the stand in for being of African descent going around the world. You know that other people have their ideas about you, and you just let it sit. Could be right, could be wrong, but you let it sit until either they get to know you and all that stuff falls away—or not. You just float through, and they either know you, or they don’t know you. It can be positive or negative because of their vantage point.

Othello had the same experience. People had their different ways of seeing him. There was somebody—Iago—who had an agenda that played on everyone’s lack of real understanding of this human being. How would I react in this situation? Do I really know how this person exists in the world, or where is he coming from? In his own head?

In my work, I had Othello voice certain things, such as fears that other people have about this character, their questioning, ‘Do I really know this person?’

Interviewers:

What do we know about Othello from the play?

Your chandelier, A Moth of Peace (2018), is a reminder of the depth of Othello’s love for Desdemona (Figure 27.5). You have taken a romantic form, the eighteenth-century Venetian chandelier, for one of the most romantic lines in the play.




Fred Wilson:

Othello called Desdemona, ‘A moth of peace’. He didn’t want her to go to Cyprus. She was young, beautiful, in love, but naive (about war). This inspired my first white chandelier, this light, fluttery object hovering above your head.

Interviewers:

We also know that Othello is a Black general, a leader of men.
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Figure 27.5 Fred Wilson, A Moth of Peace, 2018. Murano glass and light bulbs, 70 x 68 ½ x 68 ½ inches. Photo courtesy of Pace Gallery.




Fred Wilson:

We know a little about his experience in war; he speaks about that a bit. He speaks a bit about his youth, but you can see that there is so much there that these folks are just not going to get. They are not going to be able to understand him. I mean, of course, they could … In addition, he is probably not revealing it to himself, some of the horrors that he went through as a boy. I really relate to that story.

Interviewers:

Shakespeare alludes to Othello‘s military role in the wars between the Ottoman Turks and the Venetians. You amplified that in your installation for the 2018 Istanbul Biennale, Afro Kismet.

Fred Wilson:

Afro Kismet looks at this subtext of the Othello story; it loomed large when I was in Istanbul. I get excited just thinking about it because it was so fortuitous. You would think Othello would not be a favourite play for the Turks since Shakespeare does not paint them in a positive light in the play. Yet, I went to a bar in Istanbul and there is a big, old Othello poster on the wall. I also went to an antique shop and found a poster of Othello and the shopkeeper just gave it to me because he didn’t know what to do with it.

Interviewers:

But YOU did. How did this lead to Othello becoming entwined with your research on Afro-Turks?

Fred Wilson:

Working on Afro Kismet, I met Afro-Turks who told me they related to Othello. Until very recently, they were isolated. Nobody knew why the Afro-Turks were there. You would ask a Turk, and they would reply, ‘I don’t know how they got here’. Today, the notion of Blackness has become a global phenomenon and we are more aware of its presence everywhere.

As they waged wars across Europe and elsewhere in the early centuries, the Turks would grab children for the Sultan. Africa became the main region for stealing (or buying) young people when they could no longer get a large supply of children from a stronger Europe. They grew up to be warriors or they worked in the Ottoman court in Constantinople. The story of Pushkin’s great-grandfather who described himself as African, also figures in Afro Kismet. In one version of the story, he was taken from the shores of Cameroon and either given to the Sultan or sold to the Sultan by the Arab traders. After which, he, with his brother, were brought to Peter the Great by Russian emissaries. That is what Pushkin believed happened. I also read recently that perhaps his great-grandfather came from the slave market in Holland. Either way, Peter the Great was fond of him and treated him well.

In my installation, Othello, Pushkin, and James Baldwin, who lived in Istanbul for a time, intersect. I love to ‘mine’ this kind of poetic connection. One of the works in Afro Kismet is the chandelier, The Way the Moon’s in Love with the Dark, (2017), based on a line from a Pushkin poem about Othello,

’Ask! Why such passion for her Moor?/Why does she love, young Desdemona/ The way the moon’s in love with dark?’2 (Figure 27.6).




Interviewers:

This convergence is very personal because it emanates from your poetic thinking but has the effect of making tangible, human connections between poets and thinkers and fictional characters to contemporary Afro Turks across time and space. Othello becomes a real individual. He lives in the work and lives in our relationship to it. Artists who engage with Shakespeare are breathing fresh life into the work and demonstrating that it can still be timely.
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Figure 27.6 Fred Wilson, The Way the Moon’s in Love with the Dark, 2017. Murano glass, clear blown glass, brass, steel, light bulbs, 97 5/8 x 65 ¾ x 65 ¾ inches. Photo courtesy of Pace Gallery.




Fred Wilson:

The words are still alive. There’s juice in there. There is nothing dry about it. It is what we lay over it and how we interpret it.

Interviewers:

Or how we limit the possibilities for interpretation.

Fred Wilson How we deal with it or not deal with it.

Interviewers:

What do contemporary re-visions, reworkings or ‘reimaginings’ enable an artist to do? What do they offer those who engage their work?

Fred Wilson:

I saw OTHELLO 2020, the production of Red Bull Theater, that got the actors to talk about the character of Othello and the experience acting the role. They were conflicted about the construction of the character while still being awestruck by Shakespeare’s words. Whether they thought his construction of Othello was righteous or whether they thought it was a problem, they loved the play because the language and emotions of the characters are so complex despite in some cases being suspicious of them. I think that is the best place to be if you’re a Black person. I think just casting it aside as something that is wrong, or a bad depiction is just a knee-jerk reaction. It is exciting for me to find ways to give a voice, an interesting voice, to our truth and our history as I see it.

With regard to Shakespeare, for so long and for so many people, people’s ideas, desires, and their overarching cultural agendas have been layered onto his work for centuries like layers of shellac. I try to approach my engagement with his work as a tabula rasa. I just try to engage, unpack, and see what I see as not what I expected, or to seek what is unusual in a context that, perhaps, people seeing it all the time don’t see.

It is my usual process to let these experiences sit there together over a period of time. Even as I am writing things down, I don’t see how they all fit together. Going back over that experience, visiting a place, reading historic texts or learning about the collection. Interacting with people who have been in a place for a long time—that is always helpful, because they know a lot, but then they assume a lot. Something bubbles up. It begins to gel—what is really germane to a place, what is really its backbone or its Achilles heel, and what is it not? I try to dig behind it.

Interviewers:

You are now beginning the research phase for a newly commissioned work for the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, DC. Your new work will become part of a collection that sits on Capitol Hill, in a building that is beside the Library of Congress, Supreme Court, and the Capitol Building itself. This is an opportunity for you to be disruptive again in another classically inspired building. The Folger is the sanctum sanctorum of Shakespeare worshippers in the United States. In late fall 2021 you spent time in DC studying the plans for an expanded Folger with a new entrance intended to be a more welcoming introduction to its resources and its programs for all, not just academically recognized scholars, met with staff and also viewed some of the Folger’s treasures.

The United States Pavilion in the Giardini where the Biennale takes place is a Jeffersonian-style building, derived, of course, from Palladio’s Renaissance architecture, of which there are a number of examples in Venice. His buildings are widely considered to be the ultimate embodiment of classical harmony and perfection. Your black chandelier was dramatically installed dead centre in the rotunda of the United States Pavilion. It certainly disrupted the ‘purity’ of this architectural rhetoric and the assumed order of things. In so doing, one might argue, you also disrupted conventional interpretations of Shakespeare’s play.

Shakespeare’s work has conventionally been viewed as universal and trans-historical. Of late, this perspective has been critiqued and some scholars see this convention as a way of using Shakespeare’s Anglo-Saxon heritage to uphold an ideology of white European superiority, the basis of systemic racism in the United States. The Folger’s aspiration is to be a place where different relationships with and interpretations of Shakespeare’s work can co-exist, where visitors are empowered to make him ‘mine’.

How might your work support this aspiration of the ‘new’ Folger by disrupting its history and its context?

Fred Wilson:

The Folger renovation will make its resources much more public. Previously, only a select few partook of it. Now it will be part of the larger context of DC by embracing all of its communities including and especially its Black community. Inevitably, the Folger will still be caught up in the original tropes. I don’t make this my consideration when I’m making the work, even as it all flows through my head. How do my experiences of the context of the Folger, its history and collections get translated? It is not a front-of-brain process. It gets wrapped up in who I am and it comes out in my way. I just have to grapple with it.

The current plan calls for a black mirror and a relationship to the Folger’s Plimpton Sieve Portrait of Elizabeth I (1579) by George Gower. I am also spending time with the curators thinking about the presentation of the collections when the new galleries open. I try not to make platitudes. It lands where it lands.

Interviewers:

To Die upon a Kiss (2011) invokes Othello’s final utterance, its tenderness making the play’s tragedy all the more profound. It takes the chandelier form but unlike the black chandeliers, is a towering, layered coupling of black and white glass, a coming together of light and dark (Figure 27.7). Your commission for the ‘new’ Folger has the potential to engage such contradictions, complexities, and painful histories that co-exist in life as in art. Your new mirror could literally and figuratively hold up a mirror to the discourses that have aided and abetted systemic racism, whom we choose to see, who is heard, whose voices and perspectives are valued. This is why the engagement of contemporary artists and writers with Shakespeare is so valuable. Art can be reparative just by positing the question, ‘Whose Shakespeare Rules?’





[image: image]

Figure 27.7 Fred Wilson, To Die upon a Kiss, 2011. Murano glass, 70 x 68 ½ x 68 ½ inches. Photo courtesy of Pace Gallery.




Fred Wilson:

AMEN.
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Chapter 28

Shakespeare and Race on Screen

Racial Journeys in Indian Cinema

Amrita Sen

In ‘Mix the Play’, an interactive web platform developed by the British Council in 2016, the players or users are given the option of choosing their own actors and settings, which allows them to pick an actor based on, amongst other things, race. Both versions of ‘Mix the Play’, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Romeo and Juliet, thus in a way allow one to play with race. ‘Mix the Play’, created as part of the ‘Shakespeare Lives’ events meant to mark 400 years since the Bard’s death, was included in the British Council’s global educational programs targeting school and college students. ‘Mix the Play: Romeo and Juliet’ is set in India with Indian actors, theatre director, and stage locations, making this the more ‘global’ counterpart to ‘Mix the Play: A Midsummer Night’s Dream’. In the game, video clips of the iconic balcony scene of Romeo and Juliet are provided, performed by different combinations of actors, and staged in different spaces. Among the options that players are presented with, is the choice between a darker-skinned Indian actor Kriti Pant and the fairer-skinned Indian-born French actor Kalki Koechlin. One thus has to choose between a dark Juliet and a white Juliet. Embedded in the choice of skin colours, is also one of race—between an Indian and a French actor. But also implicit in this choice is the question of cultural identity, for Koechlin who was born and raised in India works principally with the Indian film and television industries. To Indian players, Koechlin, as a popular Bollywood actor, would also be the more familiar face. This choice of playing with race also runs along gender lines, since the option of actors for the role of Romeo are both darker-skinned Indian actors.

This gamification of Shakespeare and race within an Indian context, is in many ways symptomatic of the subcontinent’s vexed relation with colour, ethnicity, religion, and caste. These questions remain especially pertinent while considering cinematic adaptations of Shakespeare. This chapter will explore how race travels in adaptations of Shakespeare in Indian cinema produced after independence in 1947. The often conflicting trajectories of these adaptations suggest that there is no unified or singular way in which race is represented or even understood on the Indian screen. The plurality of approaches to the question of staging race in Shakespeare is particularly interesting while thinking about India’s own experiences with decolonization. As an ethnically diverse nation, and one that increasingly has to balance the rights of minorities in the face of majoritarian governments, these representations of race become especially important.

Indian cinema is inherently heterogeneous, comprising the more famous Bollywood as well as the regional film industries. This involves a plurality not only of artistic styles, but also of languages and cultural contexts. Bollywood, as it has evolved, now uses a mix of Hindi and Urdu for its dialogues as well as songs; it lays a lot of emphasis on spectacle, especially dance which has now become a distinctive genre by itself. The industry is centred in Mumbai (erstwhile Bombay) and draws aspiring artists from all over the country. Regional Indian cinemas cater more specifically to their own state audiences, although many of them also target global festival circuits. They are also filmed primarily in the regional languages. The lines between Bollywood and regional cinemas, however, remain porous, with actors moving between the different industries; plots of successful regional films are also often recycled. In 2019, prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Indian Box Office made news by generating a revenue of Rs 10,948, an 11.6% increase from the previous year. Hindi films or Bollywood took 44% of the share. The regional films combined had a share of 41%, while Hollywood films, including those dubbed into Indian languages, accounted for 15% (Laghate 2020). During the pandemic years the equation changed a bit, with cinema halls being closed for long periods and many people wary of visiting them even when they reopened between the waves of the disease. Under such trying circumstances and lockdowns imposed by both the national and state governments, it has been OTT (Over The Top) and other online platforms that have emerged as winners, giving regional films an edge (Jha 2020). Cumulatively, the Indian film industry remains one of the largest in the world.

Post-independence, Shakespeare adaptations have continued in Bollywood and regional cinema, with a resurgence in recent years.1 This chapter looks at three cinematic adaptations of Othello—the Bengali film Saptapadi (1961), Malayalam Kaliyattam (1997), and the Hindi Omkara (2006); as well as the English/Hindi film The Hungry (2017) based on Titus Andronicus to show how race travels as colourism, castetism, and finally threatens to dissolve into neo-capitalist corporatism. As Rebecca Kumar points out in her chapter in this volume, since the nineteenth century anti-caste and Dalit activists have turned to American abolitionists for framing their own oppression, thus providing a discursive framework within which Indian cinema could substitute race for caste. But caste as Kumar rightly argues is different from race and, as this chapter shows, the journeys of race and caste in Indian cinema are not linear, and their trajectories open up the entrenched social inequalities in the subcontinent. I draw the films in this chapter from different regions as well as from distinct chronological periods to trace the evolution of ideas of race and caste in Indian cinema over the years. The plurality of languages and cinematic texts is indicative of the heterogeneity of Indian cultures and rich diversity of its cinematic traditions. At the same time, the films chosen here reveal how prejudices of caste and colour cut across the Indian subcontinent, thus revealing deep-set social inequalities. Not surprisingly, it is the adaptations of Othello that emerge as the most explicit enactments of colour and caste divisions. Othello has, traditionally speaking, perhaps been the more obvious choice when it came to performing questions of race and exclusion on screen and in theatres worldwide. This is not to suggest that other Shakespearean plays do not engage with race, far from it; yet Othello offers audiences a protagonist rather than a more marginal(ized) character who is racially othered. Titus Andronicus on the other hand is a surprising new entry into the world of Indian cinemas. Together, these regionally diverse cinematic adaptations provide us with a useful lens for studying how race and Blackness intersect with questions of caste prejudices in the Indian ethos.

The Journeys of Saptapadi

One of the well-known instances of staging a racially charged scene from Othello on the Indian screen is from the 1961 Bengali film Saptapadi. With the Indian actor, Uttam Kumar, appearing in blackface for the final bedroom scene of Othello, the film has not surprisingly attracted a fair share of critical attention. Based on the 1958 novel of the same name by the Bengali writer Tarasankar Bandyopadhyay, Saptapadi takes on the question of inter-racial marriage and inter-faith love. It is also one of the first concerted engagements with Othello in Indian cinema. Set during the Second World War and the years leading up to it, the film chronicles the love between Krishnendu Mukherjee and Rina Brown played by the immensely popular Bengali actors Uttam Kumar and Suchitra Sen respectively. Both Krishnendu and Rina are students of Calcutta Medical College in colonial India. While Krishnendu is the only son of a Hindu Brahmin however, Rina believes that she is English, until it is revealed that her mother is the Indian ayah who works for the Brown household. The film explores the racial tensions between the Indians and British colonizers through rivalries in sports, most notably football, and through theatrical performances. In a somewhat stereotypical beginning, Rina is initially hostile towards Krishnendu, going to the extent of calling him ‘blackie’ when he shows up in place of her initial love-interest Clayton, wearing Western clothes instead of his usual Indian attire. It is only after the two find themselves, rather serendipitously, performing Othello at the college reunion that they fall in love.

The performance of Othello in many ways constitutes the emotional and symbolic heart of the film. It brings into the open and in fact acts as a spark for the very possibility of love between a white woman and a coloured man; at the same time it also functions as a warning of the possible tragic endings to such mixed-race relationships. It is for this pivotal scene that Krishnendu appears in blackface. Audiences are warned of this transformation when Krishnendu’s friend shoves him into the green room and asks the make-up artist to ‘blacken’ him up. Furthermore, in the actual scene we only get to see and not hear the famous Bengali actor duo, known popularly as ‘Uttam-Suchitra’. This is because the director Ajoy Kar resorts to voiceover, and the dialogues for Othello are delivered by the well-known Indian theatre actor Utpal Dutt, while Jennifer Kendal gives the voice for Desdemona. Presumably, the aim was to generate an ‘authentic’ rendition of a Shakespearean scene. Kendal was the daughter of Geoffrey Kendal, the founder of the travelling theatre troupe in India named Shakespearana. Dutt himself started out with Kendal’s Company before eventually going on to found the ‘Little Theatre Group’ which staged Bengali translations of not only Shakespeare but also other European playwrights including Ibsen. Arguably, it is this rich tradition of Shakespeare performance in India that the film tries to evoke. The effect, however, is that of a racialized melange, where stereotypes of linguistic accents and of race—Blackness and whiteness, Indianness and Englishness—clash in unexpected, and often jarring ways.

In the film Krishnendu, a ‘native’, was not of course initially supposed to play Othello, and the role was meant for Clayton. Upon glancing at the program for the reunion, Krishnendu expresses surprise that a ‘mixed’ performance had been permitted. He is, however, referring to a transgression of gender boundaries that allow men and women on the same stage, and not of racial ones. When Clayton gets cold feet, owing to a myriad of reasons including his ineffectualness as an actor and the fortuitous arrival of his fiancé from England, the role is thrust upon Krishnendu. Rina agrees to the performance, but only on the pre-condition that Krishnendu should not touch her in any way. Her insistence arises from her racial prejudice towards someone she has already identified as ‘blackie’ and is her attempt at segregating herself and her theatrical space (Mitra 2016, 102). The demands of theatricality, however, render such racial segregation impractical and impossible. Krishnendu has to hold and strangle her, although he refrains from kissing her. Outlining the complex racial layering that accompanies Krishnendu’s performance as Othello, Paromita Chakravarti argues:


As he sits at the make-up table, having his face blackened, he simultaneously slips into two roles—those of Clayton and Othello. Being Othello, paradoxically for Krishnendu, is also being English, or at least finding a voice for himself in the highest reaches of the colonizer’s culture. It is less about identifying himself with an alienated black consciousness and more about participating in the exclusive, privileged and charmed circle through appropriating a role which was meant for Clayton. As Othello, Krishnendu can share a bed with the white Desdemona, something which appeared impossible in the social space of colonial India.  (2003, 58)



Krishnendu in blackface can thus tap into a kind of whiteness that was otherwise unavailable to him. Othello, and Shakespeare in general, offer him a cultural passport to a position of privilege. Notably, Calcutta was one of the very first places in the world where English literature, and Shakespeare as a canonical part of it, was taught as a distinct discipline (Viswanathan 3, Singh Colonial Narratives 131–135). The impetus was drawn from Thomas Babington Macaulay’s ‘Minute on Education’ (1835) where he proposed a radical shift from the East India’s Company’s patronage of Arabic, Persian and Sanskrit: ‘We must at present do our best to form a class who may be interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern,—a class of persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect’ (Macaulay 1835). This, then, was the imperial counterpart to Frantz Fanon’s later depiction of the palimpsest of black skin and white mask (Chakravarti 2003, 41). Thus Krishnendu in his performance of Othello in blackface touches upon multiple registers of colonial identity politics.

What further complicates matters, of course, is that there are two performances of Othello in the film, both by Krishnendu. The first is Krishnendu’s impromptu performance driven by Clayton’s abysmal efforts during his rehearsal with Rina. Krishnendu, as a promising medical student, is somehow able to rent quarters in ‘white town’, the part of the city where mostly Europeans take up residence. He discovers that his neighbour is Rina, and is able to see and interrupt the rehearsal. This first staging of Othello touches upon the burlesque. Though the lines are masterfully delivered, Krishnendu appears wrapped in a blanket and holding a lamp. His Desdemona is a large moustachioed flat-mate. Interestingly, Krishnendu does not appear in blackface, although again the voiceover for the lines is by Dutt. These multiple performances of Othello in the film point at the heart of ambiguity regarding how an Indian might play the role. It is interesting to note, however, that an Indian had in fact appeared in the role of Othello as early as 1848. In August 1848, a Bengali ‘Native Gentleman’ named Baishnab Charan Adhya made history of sorts by playing Othello opposite an English woman, Mrs. Anderson, at the Sans Souci Theatre in Calcutta, in what was otherwise a racially segregated stage (Chatterjee and Singh 1999, 68; Chakravarti 2003, 45). The performance had generated heated debates, caught in the middle of a new impulse for ‘ “ethnic correctness” of representation’ on the one hand and nineteenth-century racial prejudices on the other (Chatterjee and Singh 1999, 70). For many of the Indian commentators of the time, however, Adhya’s performance appeared to demonstrate the native potential for ‘imitating better the highest achievements of European civilization’ (Chakravarti 2003, 46). Either way, Adhya’s landmark performance had not necessitated blackface. This was because to the nineteenth-century colonial audience, the Indian actor was, above all else, a Black man. For instance, a contemporaneous letter published in Calcutta Star commented: ‘By Jove, Barry [the theatre manager] and the N—r will make a fortune’ (qtd. in Chatterjee and Singh 1999, 76).

The film’s often conflicting attitudes towards racial difference and specifically Blackness demand closer attention. In the second half of the film, after Rina realizes that her birth-mother is the ayah, the question of sexual exploitation under colonial rule comes up. Later when Rina joins the British armed forces during the Second World War, one of her co-workers is also of mixed race, the child of an English tea plantation owner and an Indian labourer. Like Rina’s mother, she too has never been given a legitimate status. When her friend dies in a car crash Rina braves Japanese bombs in rescuing her friend’s blind mother who has been forsaken by the Indian villagers. This act is symbolic; in a way Rina is able to make up for her inability to save her own mother from dying by her father’s hands. At the same time, the ayah/tea plantation worker as the neglected mother comes to stand for the colonized motherland. Given the success of the 1957 Bollywood movie Mother India, which idealized the rural labouring woman and conflated her with the nation, it is possible to read Saptapadi as a film that also tries to locate the heart of the nation in the figures of self-sacrificing women, especially mothers. It is within this context of post-independence nationalism that Saptapadi’s performances of Othello are situated. The film itself mounts a critique of colonial practices—of its racism and exploitation. Its treatment of Blackness, therefore, becomes all the more intriguing. Despite Rina’s racial slur, and Krishnendu’s evocation of the black Hindu goddess Kali, the film does not delve much into the question of his skin colour. The film’s manipulation of the black-and-white medium further obfuscates racial differences amongst the lead characters. This is a departure from Bandyopadhyay’s novel which begins with Krishnendu’s Blackness: ‘Black colour, the black colour of Bengal, washed blackness’ (1958, 305, translations mine). This explains the various names that are given to him: Krishnachand (black moon), Krishnendu (black moon), and lastly after his conversion to Christianity, Krishnaswami (black lord). In the novel, Othello returns again and again, almost like a refrain, as characters remember lines from the play as well as performances of it. ‘It is the cause, it is the cause my soul’ (5.2) becomes a love-song and at times a curse repeated by both Krishnendu and Rina. The two do perform Othello together, but in private, after obtaining the permission of Rina’s English father James Brown. It is Clayton who mediates on behalf of Krishnendu:


 Brown Sahib had asked, ‘Only a good boy, does he study in college or does he come from a good family!’

Clayton had replied, ‘Both.’

‘Then of course I can give my permission. High caste? Amongst them?’

‘Yes. He is a Gupta. We have so many Guptas amongst our professors.’

‘Yes, Yes, I know. Guptas I know. Yes.’  (1958, 334)



The exchange is illustrative of how Shakespeare, race, and caste come together in Indian appropriations. In the novel, Krishnendu Gupta belongs to the caste of doctors, and he takes up studying Western medicine after their family practice in traditional ayurvedic medicine begins to decline. In Kar’s film, however, Krishnendu Mukherjee is a Brahmin, and thus a member of the highest caste. The transformation of Krishnendu into a Brahmin, along with his ambiguous relation to his own Blackness is suggestive of the ways in which the film tries to ‘whiten’ its hero. Furthermore, if Rina initially shuns Krishnendu for being a ‘blackie’ and a native, then his father rejects her as a prospective daughter-in-law because she is outside of his ‘samaj’. While ‘samaj’ translates to community, what Krishnendu’s father means is that Rina as an Englishwoman is an ‘other’—both in terms of race and caste. In the film discrimination is a double-edged sword. While caste is not explicitly mentioned, its shadow looms in the word ‘samaj’.

Ambiguities have, of course, always existed in depicting the Moor in Othello and other early modern plays. Emily C. Bartels for instance, reminds us that ‘the term “Moor” was used interchangeably with such similarly ambiguous terms as “ ‘African”, “Ethiopian”, “Negro”, and even “Indian” to designate a figure from different parts or the whole of Africa (or beyond)’ (1990, 434). The Moor could moreover also be ‘white or tawny rather than black’ (1990, 434). More recently Ambereen Dadabhoy has argued that Othello’s status as a Moor needs to be read politically, and that both his Blackness and associations with Islam are connected with larger colonial agendas in the Mediterranean. ‘Othello’, as Dadabhoy states, ‘unfolds along the axis of imperial crisis and envy’ (2014, 122). In Saptapadi, if the first performance of Othello by Krishnendu as part of the interrupted rehearsal allows for us to also imagine the colonized Indian hero as the Moor, then the second and more public staging of the play attempts to distance the Indian and the Moor. Rather the film seems more closely aligned with racialized colonial stereotypes of Othello. This, for instance, is evident in the Merchant Ivory film Shakespeare Wallah (1965) where Tony Buckingham (Geoffrey Kendal), the English actor-manager of a travelling Shakespeare Company in India, appears in blackface while performing Othello. Shakespeare Wallah was based on the real-life theatre troupe Shakespeareana and the film’s depiction of blackface is suggestive of the persistence of older theatrical traditions in the early decades of post-independence India. Saptapadi and Shakespeare Wallah seem to share certain similarities on how they imagine staging Othello, and how blackface helps reinforce the whiteness of the actors, whether it be Tony Buckingham or Krishnendu.

The racial anxieties in the film—white or Black or Brown—also speak to the deep-seated colourism in the Indian subcontinent. Despite its rich ethnographic diversity, India’s response to Blackness has not been easy. There remains a marked preference for lighter skin, and skin lightening, or what are popularly referred to as fairness products, have for instance been available since at least 1919 (Krishnankutty 2020).2 As we have seen, however, any easy dialectics of race and colour in the film is complicated by caste. Saptapadi thus foreshadows later cinematic adaptations of Othello that take on the question of caste more explicitly.

Journeys of Race as Caste in Kaliyattam and Omkara

In some of the later Indian cinematic appropriations of Othello caste becomes a substitute for race. While this may be explained by the synergies that Indian anti-caste activists saw between the two systems (Kumar, this volume), the closer attention to caste itself in Indian cinema can also be traced to growing criticism of caste oppression in the public sphere from the 1970s, and to the institution of laws in the 1990s intended to empower the most vulnerable sections of society (Rawat and Satyanarayana 2016, 3–4). The growing need to acknowledge and articulate generations of systemic oppression that would lead to the eventual development of Dalit Studies as an important critical field (Rawat and Satyanarayana 2016, 19), may also be seen as contributing to the depiction of caste violence in cinema. Thinking about Fanon and questions of racism within an Indian context, Nivedita Menon notes that these would perforce need to be ‘reframed in terms of caste’ (2019, 137):


The painful dilemma faced by Fanon is precisely the way in which the self comes to consciousness in other forms of embodied discrimination, such as caste and gender. The term ‘embodied’ does not, of course, mean that the body simply exists in nature. The body in each of these instances is produced through a network of cultural practices. The body that is deemed to be inferior is caught up in the need to recognize its difference from—and simultaneously claim similarity to—the oppressive identity that marks itself as self —whether white, savarna (‘upper’ caste) or male.  (Menon 2019, 138)



This not to suggest that race is identical with caste; but the two as systems of oppression share similarities. Both are built on arbitrary beliefs in bodily difference determined at one’s birth that are later perniciously used to create and perpetuate structures of exclusion and exploitation.3 The marginalization and persecution at the heart of the Indian caste system makes it relatively easy for race to be translated as caste in both Bollywood and regional films. The Malayalam film Kaliyattam (The Play of God) (1997) directed by Jayaraaj and Vishal Bhardwaj’s Hindi film Omkara (2006) situate their adaptations at the heart of caste conflict. Kannan Perumalayan in Kaliyattam and Omi in Omkara negotiate their position within societies that need them, yet treat them as different. Commenting on absence of race in Omkara, Nandi Bhatia argues that ‘Bhardwaj’s refusal to place race at the heart of his adaptation of Othello is to bring attention to other kinds of urgencies that mark the contemporary postcolonial milieu in India: problems and crime related to caste warfare’ (2007, 171). Bhatia’s observation holds true for Kaliyattam as well.

Despite their distinct settings—Omkara in the ganglands of North India and Kaliyattam in a community of Theyyam performers in South India—the two films speak to one another at multiple levels. Both are set in rural regions that their directors are familiar with, and bring out the importance of ‘local’ issues in global adaptations of the Bard. Both highlight the structural problems and inequities of the Indian caste system. As Mark Thornton Burnett argues, despite their regional differences (South versus North India), Jayaraaj and Bhardwaj come across as ‘auteurs’ who adapt multiple Shakespearean plays into movies with their own ‘distinctive vision’ (2013, 5). Jayaraaj, though perhaps not as famous as Bhardwaj to global audiences, has his own trilogy of Shakespeare adaptations: Kaliyattam (Othello), Kannaki (Antony and Cleoptara) (2002), and most recently Veeram (Macbeth) (2016). Bhardwaj on the other hand began his trilogy with Maqbool (Macbeth) (2003), going on to direct Omkara (Othello) and Haider (Hamlet) (2014).

Kaliyattam is set in the South Indian state of Kerala. Kannan Perumalayan/Othello (Suresh Gopi) is the principal Theyyam dancer or ‘kolam’ of the village. A centuries-old folk tradition, Theyyam or Theyyamattam signifies the dance (attam) of the gods (Burnett 2013, 67; Loomba 2005, 130). It is derived from, and is sometimes identified with, Kaliyattam which literally means ‘to dance [attam] a story [kaliy]’ (Pereira 2017, 376). Trisha Mitra notes that Theyyam performances have been revived in recent years although many still criticize them for ‘renew[ing] the older caste prejudices’ (2016, 99). There is no proscenium stage, and instead performances take place in the open in front of a shrine or temple. Performers, usually male and belonging to a lower caste, wear elaborate masks, costumes, and make-up, ritually becoming—no matter how momentarily—the god or goddess that they portray. This paradoxical state that Perumalayan inhabits as one who is simultaneously seen as socially inferior and divine is made clear early on in the film. After Paniyan/Iago (Lal) and Unni Thampuran/Roderigo alert Thamburan/Brabantio to his daughter’s marriage, he rushes to confront Perumalayan with his henchman. However, he stops short when he realizes that Perumalayan has already started dancing, thus effectively embodying the divine. The camera zooms in on Thamburan’s face to show the subtle yet significant shift from rage to reverence as the Theyyam dancer leaps over fire. When the two meet right after the dance, they delay their quarrel until after Perumalayan removes his mask. As Ania Loomba argues: ‘Othello/ Kannan Perumalayan is divine as long as he is in costume’ (Loomba 2005, 130).

Theyyam as an art form and ritual practice is rather well suited to bringing out questions of inclusion and otherness. Indigenous to Northern Kerala, Theyyam has its roots in older tribal rituals that were later absorbed by Brahminical Hinduism (Burnett 2013, 67; Loomba 2005, 130; Pereira 2017, 378). Nonetheless, Theyyam still embraces a plurality. For instance, apart from Brahminical gods, local deities and even caste-specific deities are portrayed, bringing up the number of deities that are included, even with local variations, to over 600 (Pereira 2017, 378). Performers also come from different marginalized castes, although according to Filipe Pereira the majority belong to the Malayan and Vannan castes (Pereira 2017, 378). If during the course of the performance, the ‘kolam’ is seen as an embodiment of the divine, then the ritual also allows him to criticize caste inequalities (Burnett 2013, 67; Loomba 2005, 130). Theyyam, therefore, opens up an alternative space for the so called lower-caste performers to counter the hierarchies and prejudices of the upper caste.

In Kaliyattam, Perumalayan as the ‘kolam’ looms larger than life. He conducts himself with great dignity. During ritual performances he can walk on fire, and we are told that as a child he survived smallpox which wiped out his family. As Burnett points out, ‘the prefix ‘peru’ in Perumalayan/Othello means ‘great’ in Malayalam (only esteemed practitioners of teyyam are granted such a title’ (2013, 69). Perumalayan transgresses the social order of the village by marrying Thamara who belongs to a higher caste, and yet he escapes punishment. Drawing up parallels with Shakespeare’s play, Loomba explains: ‘Othello is both necessary to white Venetian security and a threat to its identity; the kolam is also simultaneously central to and marginalized by upper class society [sic]’ (2005, 130). At the beginning of the film, a Brahmin priest bows to the masked Perumalayan, then later on the village priests gather in front of the kolam’s house ahead of the Kaliyattam festival to ensure his participation. It is with this larger-than-life figure of Perumalayan that Thamara/Desdemona (Manju Warrier) falls in love. As Jayaraaj explains: ‘If Desdemona loves stories of Othello in battle, Thamara loves Perumalayan for his teyyam portrayals’ (quoted in Burnett 2013, 69). The result is a reinforcement of the duality that Perumalayan experiences. He takes Thamara to his house located at the foothills, far away from the village, symbolic of the margins to which the lower castes have for long been confined. As critics have noted, in a caste-ridden society even Perumalayan’s shadow would have been considered a defilement had it not been for his status as a Theyyam dancer. At the time of consummating their love, Perumalayan and Thamara smear the colours used for make-up in Theyyam performances. Burnett reads this as ‘a theatrical form of foreplay’ (2013, 69), which it is; but at the same time the sacred Theyyam colours remind us and Thamara that Perumalayan is not just an ordinary man, but a conduit for divinity. When Perumalayan brushes Thamara with the colours, symbolic of their sexual union, she too can become part of the Theyyam world. On their first night together Perumalayan gives her a beautiful red and gold bedspread that is a family heirloom. The consummation of their love thus also carries the promise of the continuation of the family, and of the Theyyam tradition which is usually passed down from father to son (Pereira 2017, 378). Later, even after Paniyan casts terrible doubt in Perumalayan’s mind regarding whether a fair-skinned Thamara can ever truly love a dark-skinned man from a lower caste, the newly-weds manage to patch things up. Their love-making is again symbolized by and mediated through the mixing of Theyyam colours.

Perumalayan’s split identity, between lower caste villager and the ‘kolam’ who can channel the divine, directs the psychological action of the film. Once Paniyan poisons his mind he begins to see Theyyam deities appear in the surrounding fields and hills symbolic of his inner turmoil.4 The culmination of the ‘dualities and divisions of his being’ (Trivedi 2005, 167) is the bedroom scene where Perumalayan kills Thamara. Perumalayan enters with elaborate Theyyam make-up on his torso and the upper half of his face, rendering him ‘half-human, half-god’ (Trivedi 2005, 167). Predictably, it is the arrival of Cheerma (Emilia) that makes him realize his terrible mistake. Paniyan, who had been lurking by the door, in his desperate act to save himself stabs Cheerma; however, Perumalayan, filled with a new rage, chases him and bludgeons him to death with a rock. Perumalayan dons his complete Theyyam costume one last time, but it is to bless Kanthan (Cassio) as his successor before he immolates himself in the sacred fire. We are left with the images of Perumalayan as a Theyyam deity on fire, dancing in the darkness.

Kaliyattam not surprisingly has been favourably received by Shakespeare scholars. Poonam Trivedi, for instance, calls it ‘the most acute postcolonial reworking of Shakespeare into folk theatre forms’ (2005, 167). Loomba praises the use of Theyyam and the paradoxical position of the Theyyam performers as a ‘brilliant move’ (2005, 130). She goes on to critique, however, the way the ‘question of caste difference vanishes’ in the film (Loomba 2005, 131). This is because in Shakespeare’s play-text, Othello is the only Black character that we get to see in Venetian society; he is the lone outsider. When Jayaraaj’s film transports the theme of racial marginalization to that of the Indian caste system, Perumalayan is not the only representative of the subaltern castes. Paniyan and Kanthan are all Theyyam dancers, a role that can only be filled by members of the lower castes. Jayaraaj’s Iago is thus not a white, Venetian citizen, but rather shares in Perumalayan’s marginalization. But the question of caste does not fully disappear, any more than the question of race disappears from recent performances where Black actors play the role of Iago.5 Paniyan acts out of his jealousy for Perumalayan, because he longs to be a ‘kolam’. If Perumalayan is seen as socially inferior because of his caste yet revered because of his position as ‘kolam’, then Paniyan does not even have that. While he is a Theyyam dancer, he plays the role of a clown. He is the butt of ridicule during Theyyam performances, a stigma that follows him into real life when he travels outside of his community. For instance, when he is busy plotting with Unni Thampuran near the festival site, a group of village children spot him and make fun of him. The film in fact begins with Paniyan’s performance as a clown for which he wears a blank white mask with holes for his eyes, and a meagre straw head-dress; far different from the elaborate costume of the ‘kolam’. The blankness of the clown’s mask suggests malleability—he can become anything to anyone, which Paniyan does, whispering one thing into Perumalayan’s ears, other things to Unni Thampuran and Kanthan. But it also conveys an emptiness, a hopelessness of his situation at the bottom of the social and Theyyam order. It is this humiliating blankness that Paniyan tries to correct.

If Jayaraaj exposes the caste inequalities at the heart of rural communities in South India, then Bhardwaj’s appropriation of Othello suggests that things are no better in the North. If anything, these adaptations suggest that despite regional ethnic and linguistic differences, it is caste oppression that becomes one of the common and tragically unifying features of India. Race can thus only translate into caste. In Bhardwaj’s Omkara, the setting is the North Indian state of Uttar Pradesh where electoral politics and caste politics come together. It is the upper caste Brahmin factions who compete in the upcoming state elections, even contesting while behind bars. Writing about the state where he grew up, Bhardwaj reveals: ‘Western UP [Uttar Pradesh] is the Wild West of India, divided by a deep caste conflict; hence its underworld is also nurtured by the politics of class and caste’ (Bhardwaj 2014). Bhardwaj relies on popular Bollywood actors for the principal roles of Omkara or Omi Shukla/Othello (Ajay Devgn), Dolly Mishra/Desdemona (Kareena Kapoor), Ishwar ‘Langda’ Tyagi/Iago (Saif Ali Khan), Indu Tyagi/Emilia (Konkona Sen Sharma), and Keshav ‘Kesu Firangi’ Upadhyay/Cassio (Vivek Oberoi). Naseeruddin Shah who plays Bhaisaab/Duke is a well-known figure in both Bollywood and Indian parallel cinema or art-house cinema.6 At the same time Bhardwaj tries to retain the local flavour of Uttar Pradesh, specifically bringing dialects to play in a big way (Bhardwaj 2014). Omi is the ‘Bahubali’ or main muscle-man of Bhaisaab, the corrupt politician. Dolly, the fair-skinned daughter of Bhaisaab’s criminal lawyer, Raghunath Mishra, falls in love with Omi and runs away on her wedding day. If Thamara falls in love with Perumalayan because of his Theyyam performances, then Dolly gets seduced by Omi’s reputation as a gangster. Bhardwaj, however, adds a twist to the Shakespearean plot: although Dolly runs away and starts living with Omi, she is not immediately married to him. The marriage comes later; and it is on the wedding night that Omi murders his wife. As I have argued elsewhere, Dolly joins Bhardwaj’s other Shakespearean heroines, Nimmi (Lady Macbeth) and Ghazala (Gertrude) in aspiring for an ‘ideal domestic state’ that never materializes (Sen 2019, 206).

According to Brinda Charry and Gitanjali Shahani, despite drawing attention to Omi’s status as a ‘half-caste’ early on, ‘the film exorcises or at least causes caste to recede into the background’ (2014, 115). The film, however, appears to do the opposite. In the opening scene itself, Omi is first introduced to the audience not by his name, but by his caste identity: ‘Adha-Brahmin’ or ‘Half Brahmin’. The English subtitles of the film, which do not always do full justice to the dialogue, translate it as ‘Half-Caste’ which conveys the general sense, but misses out on the specifics. ‘Adha-Brahmin’ is what defines Omi, bordering on a caste-slur given the ultra-conservative and castetist setting of the film. In their first encounter after the elopement, Raghunath Mishra (Brabantio) tells Omi that although he is a Brahmin, he is still an ‘Adha-Brahmin’ because his mother’s (a Kanjar woman) blood also runs through him. If it was not obvious here, we are told later that Omi’s mother came from a lower caste. The continuous slur of ‘Adha-Brahmin’ that punctuates the film needs to be further examined. Within the Hindu system caste is inherited from the father; Omi is therefore by default a Brahmin. This is what enables him to become a part of an upper caste criminal elite. We see him wearing the sacred thread and offering prayers within the sanctum sanctorum of a temple, as testaments of his caste status. That he is described as ‘Adha-Brahmin’ speaks to the orthodox community that the film portrays that is obsessed with caste purity. It is not enough that his father is a Brahmin, Omi still seen as half, as incomplete, as an insider and yet an outsider within a rigid and conservative caste system. Like Perumalayan he embodies a paradox—high yet low, sacred yet profane. Later in the film when Rajan/Roderigo instigates Langda Tyagi, he reminds him that it is the ‘half-Shukla’ who has slighted him by choosing the much younger Kesu as successor. These slurs might seem opportunistic or even an ‘afterthought’ (Charry and Shahani 2014, 115) but are symptomatic of caste violence, which much like racial violence does not always involve a physical manifestation. Parthasarathi Muthukkaruppan, for instance, distinguishes caste violence that is ‘explicitly visible’ or ‘corporeal’ from ‘symbolic and structural’ violence’. He goes on to explain that ‘[t]he way violence works in the structure is subtle and is like an invisible grid. It is the symbolic violence that works and makes the structure appear normal and legitimate through language’ (Muthukkaruppan 2017, 49). The linguistic framework of the film deliberately sets in motion the prejudice and violence of the caste system. Thus even towards the end, when caste seems to disappear, it actually doesn’t: Omi’s difference does not need to be re-stated, but becomes part of the narrative structure.

The film builds on this castetist setting by portraying Omi as darker skinned that others. Ironically, as Kumar points out in her chapter, Ajay Devgn, the actor portraying Omi, is a Brahmin by birth, therefore contradicting the simplistic caste/colour equation that the film upholds. The film, however, relies on colour to articulate difference. When Omi and Dolly arrive at his ancestral home, Indu teases him about his colour, contrasting it with his bride-to-be’s fairness. Omi chases Indu around the courtyard as she throws out one metaphor after the other:


Talk about a match made in heaven … like milk in a pot of coal. Sorry Omi bro! my tongue slipped … More like a candy in a crow’s mouth! Ok Ok! I give up! Like a sandal shining in the darkest night! Please brother I promise … no more jokes! Please let me go. Like a magic flute in the hands of the Dark Lord. (Omkara)



Indu relents by finally comparing Omi to the dark-skinned god Krishna. Like the evocation of the goddess Kali in Saptapadi, Blackness gets associated with Hindu deities in an attempt to empower the darker-skinned protagonist. And yet other aspersions remain. Later when Omi wonders aloud to Dolly how she could have fallen in love with someone like him, it could well be that what he means is a gangster; but it is also probable that Omi is referring to his fraught identity as a darker-complexioned ‘half-caste’. In the film, questions of caste moreover intersect with other factors. As Charry and Shahani argue, Bhardwaj explores the themes of Westernization and modernity in the midst of the film’s rural setting (2014, 116–119). Kesu, who is nicknamed ‘firangi’ or foreigner, is college educated and Anglicized, slipping into English for instance during his confrontations with Raghunath Mishra. Dolly seems to similarly embody a new model of an educated and sexually liberated woman (Charry and Shahani 2014, 117). Omi is attracted to both—choosing Dolly as his sexual partner, and Kesu as his successor as bahubaali when he gets promoted as a candidate for the state elections. It is Langda Tyagi whose nickname means ‘lame’ and who walks with a pronounced limp who gets left out in this new race for modernity. Unlike Kesu, Langda Tyagi comes across as more rustic and Omi explains his choice of bypassing his old confidante by stating that it looks better to give an educated face to their organization. Langda Tyagi’s vengeance can thus also be read in terms of the new lines of confrontation between old caste beliefs and the effects of modernity and globalization that hitherto confined to the Indian metropolises are now increasingly being felt in the Indian hinterlands.

New Journeys of The Hungry

Can the dark magic of global capitalism make race and caste irrelevant? Bornila Chatterjee’s 2017 film The Hungry, the first Indian film adaptation of Titus Andronicus, seems to suggest so. The Hungry was part of an initiative to fund a ‘micro budget film’ to mark Shakespeare’s 400th birth anniversary (Times of India 2017). The film is the result of collaborations between Indian and UK production companies, Film London Microwave International and Cinestaan Film Company, and brings together actors and crew from around the globe. For instance, London-based Nick Cooke is the cinematographer, and the actors include Naseeruddin Shah as Tathagat Ahuja/Titus Andronicus, Tisca Chopra as Tulsi Joshi/Tamora, Neeraj Kabi as Arun Kumar/Aaron, Sayani Gupta as Loveleen Ahuja/Lavinia, Suraj Sharma as Ankur Joshi/Alarbus. British actor Antonio Aakeel plays the role of Chirag Joshi/Demetrius and Chiron, while Arjun Gupta, an American actor, appears as Sunny Ahuja/Saturninus. The plot of the film similarly has a cosmopolitan setting and the language used is primarily English, peppered with Hindi, reflective of urban North Indian elites. What is intriguing about this adaptation is the way in which race and even caste reach their apotheosis in the face of a new globalized and corporatized India.

The Hungry is in some ways a loose adaptation of Titus Andronicus, what Chatterjee in an interview describes as a simplified version of the play’s twenty-odd characters and locations (Chatterjee 2017). The Ahuja and Joshi families control Chandra Surya Enterprises, an Indian agri-tech giant. Tathagat is the wily patriarch of the Ahuja clan, while Tulsi, after the death of her father, finds herself looking after the business interests of the Joshi family. Tulsi’s eldest son is the idealistic young Ankur who gets caught after recording a politician taking bribes. Ankur’s murder is made to look like a suicide, but Tulsi is not fooled. Two years later Tulsi is about to marry Tathagat’s son Sunny. Ostensibly the families dispense with a grand wedding, keeping things private owing to the age difference between the bride and the groom and because this is Tulsi’s second marriage (she had previously been married to a British restaurateur). The wedding celebrations also coincide with Tathagat’s release from prison after almost two years on charges of fraud. Sunny is a known addict, and Tulsi intends to poison him with adulterated cocaine that has been procured by her secret lover, Arun Kumar. No one else knows of the plot, not even Tulsi’s younger son Chirag who arrives at the wedding unexpectedly. At the pre-wedding celebrations Chirag gets drunk with Tathagat’s daughter Loveleen, and reveals to her that Ankur’s suicide note held a clue which pointed towards her father as the murderer. Loveleen, who had been Ankur’s lover, refuses to believe Chirag. She calls Tulsi a gold-digger. Enraged, Chirag rapes her and cuts off her tongue. Driven by pain, Loveleen stumbles through the mansion and its surrounding fields. It is Tulsi who finds and kills her. Predictably, Tathagat gets to know the identity of the culprit, and true to the spirit of Titus Andronicus, bodies start piling up. At the end, it is only three women who are left to tell the tale—a distraught Tulsi, Tathagat’s loyal retainer Meena, and his invalid wife Suman.

The Hungry is a film that grows on you. It relies on the audience to pick up on the symbolism of food and hunger—from the opening scenes of scavenger birds feeding on fields of garbage and pigs grazing in the early morning to the sumptuous meal that Tathagat cooks early on in the film to his full family. There are other, more ghastly meals to follow. True to Shakespeare’s plot, Tathagat kills and cooks Chirag, serving him to Tulsi and Sunny after their wedding. The camera zooms in as Tulsi greedily gorges on the delicious kebabs laid out before her, only to recoil in horror once she realizes what Tathagat has done. At the end goats wander in to feed off the remnants of the macabre feast, in a return to the bestial imagery that the film had opened with. The hunger that is shown becomes a metaphor for corporate greed. Indeed, the film can be read as a scathing criticism of corrupt neo-capitalist globalization. The Joshis and the Ahujas move between the West and the East seamlessly, from hinterlands in North India where their Agro-industries are based to London and America. In an interview Chatterjee reveals how the Roman Empire in Shakespeare’s play got transformed into a business empire: ‘The play is something that is still relevant. That is violence in the (Roman empire’s goatverse from the play) as well as today [ … ] You have these powerful heads of families and each of them want to hold on to the power not only in their units but also want to exercise power over the business empire’ (Times of India 2017).

In Chatterjee’s version of Titus Andronicus however, corporate India is able to erase differences of race and caste. Shakespeare’s play is not only about empire or revenge, but also about race. Tamora is as acutely conscious of her identity as a Goth as much as Aaron the Moor is of his as a black man. The Hungry by contrast seems to portray a post-racial and post-caste globalized world. Differences remain between Arun Kumar and the Joshi-Ahuja families, but these seem superficial. Arun reveals towards the end that he has been playing both sides with the hopes of securing company shares for himself. Under Tathagat’s orders he kills Ankur, and later he conspires with Tulsi to kill Sunny. If within a rigid caste system mobility is impossible, then within an abstracted economic order upward mobility seems entirely plausible. One need only muster up enough quantum of greed and unscrupulousness to make the leap. Race and caste both lurk in the film, but in the shadows. For instance, Tulsi was married to a British restaurateur; her mixed race children speak with British accents but seem fully committed to fulfilling the corporatized dreams of what Ankur describes as ‘new India’. In a similar vein, if anyone was keeping tabs, then the surnames of ‘Ahuja’ and ‘Joshi’ reveal the castes of the characters, but within the plot of the film these differences are irrelevant. Tulsi and Sunny’s marriage is inter-caste, but no one seems to have a problem because of that. Arun again is portrayed as being slightly darker than the others, but his last name ‘Kumar’ is not caste-specific.7 Maya Mathur intriguingly suggests that ‘Kumar’ ‘signal[s] a deliberate erasure of caste identity. Such caste-neutral surnames are on the rise in post-independence India and function as a form of passing or even resistance to caste-based surname culture’ (Mathur 2021). As has been recently documented, in states with more rigid practices of caste discrimination some are choosing to omit last names or using caste-neutral names like ‘Prasad’ and ‘Kumar’ (Chaudhary 2009). But if indeed Arun is trying to hide his caste or is from a subordinate caste then this is not immediately obvious. It is equally possible that he does not come from a marginalized caste. What is obvious is his economic disenfranchisement compared to the Ahujas and the Joshis. Here too, Arun who can speak in English, and is clearly Tathagat’s chief negotiator with politicians, seems to belong to a higher social class than Meena. Within the film’s dystopian world of corporate greed, it is only the cannibalistic hunger for profit and shares that matter.

Conclusion

As the British Council’s ‘Mix the Play: Romeo and Juliet’ suggests, questions of colour, caste, and religion remain pertinent in the Indian context even in new media avatars. This is perhaps even less surprising given that gamification of Indian Shakespeares draws upon both stage and screen performance traditions. If theatrical and stage adaptations blend the global with the local, then the Bard becomes an important medium for portraying pressing regional social issues. This immediate political and social relevance is what unites these adaptations, irrespective of their genre, media, or language. It is, however, in Indian cinema that we find the more popular and the most accessible adaptations of the Bard.

Indian cinema offers a plurality of languages, of social and cultural contexts. The journeys of race in Shakespeare adaptations have often mirrored the issues of colourism and castetism that still plague the nation. Films like Kaliyattam and Omkara thus become important sites for staging caste oppression. In this they join other critically acclaimed films like Mandela (2021) and Jai Bhim (2021). The Hungry, on the other hand, poses a fantasy of corporate greed that swallows up everything, including differences of race and caste. Such a scenario, however, may run counter to ingrained caste prejudices that are still prevalent in many parts of the country. With the growing popularity of OTT and other streaming platforms, Indian screen adaptations of Shakespeare are becoming more easily available. This makes for a wider audience not only globally, but also within India where regional films have usually seen state-specific box office releases. This marks a new moment in the dissemination of Shakespeare adaptations in the Indian subcontinent, and opens up new possibilities of engaging with questions of race, and by extension of caste, in post-independence India.

Suggested Reading

Desmet, Christy, Sujata Iyengar, and Miriam Jacobson, eds. 2020. The Routledge Handbook of Shakespeare and Global Appropriation. New York: Routledge.

Hutcheon, Linda. 2014. A Theory of Adaptation, Second Edition. London: Routledge.

Joubin, Alexa Alice, and Elizabeth Rivlin, eds. 2014. Shakespeare and the Ethics of Appropriation. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Mohan, Anupama. 2021. ‘Transculturated Shakespeare: Malayalam Cinema and New Adaptive Modes’. Indian Theatre Journal (5)1: pp. 73–85.

Singh, Jyotsna G., and Abdulhamit Arvas. 2015. ‘Global Shakespeares, Affective Histories, Cultural Memories’. Shakespeare Survey 68: pp. 183–196.

Trivedi, Poonam, and Paromita Chakravarti, eds. 2019. Shakespeare and Indian Cinemas: ‘Local Habitations’. New York: Routledge.

Trivedi, Poonam, Paromita Chakravarti, and Ted Motohashi, eds. 2020. Asian Interventions in Global Shakespeare: ‘All the World’s His Stage’. New York: Routledge.

Works Cited

Bandyopadhyay, Tarasankar. 1958. Saptapadi. In Tarasankar Rachanabali, pp. 1972–1975. Vol. 16. Kolkata: Mitra and Ghosh.

Bartels, Emily C. 1990. ‘Making More of the Moor: Aaron, Othello, and Renaissance Refashionings of Race’. Shakespeare Quarterly 41(4): pp. 433–454. https://doi.org/10.2307/2870775.

BBC News. 2020. 26 June, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-53182169.

Bhardwaj, Vishal. 2014. ‘Preface’. Omkara: The Original Screenplay with English Translation. New Delhi: Harper Collins. Kindle Edition.

Bhatia, Nandi. 2007. ‘Different Othellos and Contentious Spectators: Changing Responses in India’. Gramma 15: pp. 155–174.

Burnett, Mark Thornton. 2013. Shakespeare and World Cinema. Cambridge: Cambridge UP.

Chakravarti, Paromita. 2003. ‘Modernity, Postcoloniality and Othello: The Case of Saptapadi’. In Remaking Shakespeare: Performance across Medias and Cultures, edited by Pascale Aebischer, Edward Esche, and Nigel Wheale, pp. 39–55. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Charry, Brinda, and Gitanjali Shahani. 2014. ‘The Global as Local/Othello as Omkara’. In Bollywood Shakespeares, edited by Craig Dionne and Parmita Kapadia, pp. 107–126. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Chatterjee, Bornila. 2017. ‘Bornila Chatterjee Interview With Anupama Chopra | The Hungry’. Film Companion, 16 Sept. https://www.filmcompanion.in/interviews/bollywood-interview/bornila-chatterjee-interview-with-anupama-chopra-the-hungry/.

Chatterjee, Sudipto, and Jyotsna G. Singh. 1999. ‘Moor or Less? The Surveillance of Othello’. In Shakespeare and Appropriation, edited by Christy Desmet and Robert Sawyer, pp. 65–85. New York: Routledge.

Chaudhary, Pranava K. 2009. ‘Using Surnames to Conceal Identity’. The Times of India, 21 Feb. https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/patna/using-surnames-to-conceal-identity/articleshow/4162892.cms.

Dadabhoy, Ambereen. 2014. ‘Two Faced: The Problem of Othello’s Visage’. Othello: The State of Play, edited by Lena Cowen Orlin, pp. 121–147. London: Bloomsbury.

Fischer, Susan L. 2019. ‘Othello’s “Travels’ History” illuminated anew: Beyond Black and White in Iqbal Khan’s RSC Revival 2015’. Cahiers Élisabéthains 98(1): pp. 43–64. doi:10.1177/0184767818808422

The Hungry. 2017. Directed by Bornila Chatterjee. Microwave International Limited.

Jha, Lata. 2020. ‘How Regional Cinema Is Taking the Game Away from Bollywood’. The Mint, 6 Nov. https://www.livemint.com/industry/media/post-covid-cinema-lies-beyond-bollywood-11604586001443.html.

Kaliyattam. 1997. Directed by Jayaraaj. Jayalakshmi Films.

Khan, Iqbal. 2015. Othello. Royal Shakespeare Company.

Krishnankutty, Pia. 2020. ‘Before Fair & Lovely, There Was Afghan Snow—All About the Fairness Creams Market in India’. The Print, 26 June. https://theprint.in/theprint-essential/before-fair-lovely-there-was-afghan-snow-%E2%81%A0-all-about-the-fairness-creams-market-in-india/449045/

Laghate, Gaurav. 2020. ‘Indian Box Office Crosses Rs 10,000 Crore Mark in 2019’. The Economic Times, 14 Feb. https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/industry/media/entertainment/indian-box-office-crosses-rs-10000-crore-mark-in-2019/articleshow/74139131.cms?from=mdr.

Loomba, Ania. 2005. ‘Shakespeare and the Possibilities of Postcolonial Performance’. In A Companion to Shakespeare and Performance, edited by Barbara Hodgdon and W.B. Worthen, pp. 122–137. Malden and Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.

Macaulay, Thomas Babington. 1835. ‘Minute by the Hon’ble T.B. Macaulay, dated the 2nd February 1835’. South Asia study resources compiled by Frances Pritchett, Columbia University: Accessed 10 Jan. 2022. http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00generallinks/macaulay/txt_minute_education_1835.html.

Mathur, Maya. 2021. ‘Eat the Rich: Race, Class, and Caste in Bornila Chatterjee’s The Hungry 2017’. World Shakespeare Congress. National University of Singapore.

Mitra, Trisha. 2016. ‘The Othello-figure in Three Indian Films: Kaliyattam, Omkara and Saptapadi’. In Performing Shakespeare in India: Exploring Indianness, Literatures and Cultures, edited by Shormishtha Panja and Babli Moitra Saraf, pp. 95–107. New Delhi: Sage.

Menon, Nivedita. 2019. ‘Marxism, Feminism and Caste in Contemporary India’. In Racism After Apartheid: Challenges for Marxism and Anti-Racism, edited by Vishwas Satgar, pp. 137–156. Johannesburg: Wits UP. https://doi.org/10.18772/22019033061.11.

Muthukkaruppan, Parthasarathi. 2017. ‘Critique of Caste Violence: Explorations in Theory’. Social Scientist 45(1/2): pp. 49–71. http://www.jstor.org/stable/26380329.

Pandey, Geeta. 2020. ‘Fair and Lovely: Can Renaming a Fairness Cream Stop Colourism?’.

Pereira, Filipe. 2017. ‘Ritual Liminality and Frame: What Did Barbosa See When He Saw the ‘Theyyam’?’. Asian Theatre Journal 34(2): pp. 373–396, http://www.jstor.org/stable/44631305.

Rawat, Ramnarayan S., and K. Satyanarayana. 2016. ‘Introduction. Dalit Studies: New Perspectives on Indian History and Society’. In Dalit Studies, edited by Ramnarayan S. Rawat and K. Satyanarayana, pp. 1–30. Durham, NC: Duke UP.

Saptapadi. 1961. Directed by Ajoy Kar. Alochhaya Productions.

Sen, Amrita. 2019. ‘The Indian Shakespearean trilogy: Maqbool, Omkara, and Haider’. In Shakespeare On Stage and Off, edited by Kenneth Graham and Alyssa Kolentsis, pp. 200–211. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s UP.

Shakespeare, William. 2006. Othello, the Moor of Venice, edited by Michael Neill. Oxford: Oxford UP.

Singh, Jyotsna G. 1996. Colonial Narratives/Cultural Dialogues: ‘Discoveries’ of India in the Language of Colonialism. London and New York: Routledge.

Singh, Jyotsna G. 2019. Shakespeare and Postcolonial Theory. Epub. London: Bloomsbury.

Times of India. 2017. ‘Bornila Chatterjee: You Never Know What Stories You Are Going to Chase’. 5 Nov. https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/bornila-chatterjee-you-never-know-what-stories-you-are-going-to-chase/articleshow/61516054.cms.

Trivedi, Poonam. 2005. ‘“Folk Shakespeare”: The Performance of Shakespeare in Traditional Indian Theater Forms’. In India’s Shakespeare: Translation, Interpretation and Performance, edited by Poonam Trivedi and Dennis Bartholomeusz, pp. 152–171. New Delhi: Pearson.

Trivedi, Poonam, and Paromita Chakravarti. 2019. Shakespeare and Indian Cinemas: ‘Local Habitations’. New York: Routledge.

Viswanathan, Gauri. 2015. Masks of Conquest: Literary Study and British Rule in India, 1989. New York: Columbia UP.



1 For a detailed list of Shakespeare adaptations in Indian cinema see Trivedi and Chakravarti 2019, 319–332. While Shakespeare adaptations have been around in Indian cinema since at least 1923, the critical success of Vishal Bhardwaj’s films beginning with Maqbool (2003) have triggered a renewed interest.

2 The first commercial fairness cream was ‘Afghan Snow’ (1919). Other products such as ‘Fair and Lovely’ have been available in markets since the 1970s. In 2020, following criticism, ‘Fair and Lovely’ for women and ‘Fair and Handsome’ for men were rebranded as ‘Glow and Lovely’ and ‘Glow and Handsome’ respectively; although the brands still essentially sell fairness products generating around $317million in annual revenues (Pandey 2020).

3 Derived from the Portuguese ‘casta’, the word ‘caste’ is used to describe, often inadequately, the older Indian systems of ‘varna’ and ‘jati’. For more see Muthukkaruppan 2017, 49–71.

4 For a detailed discussion on the different Theyyam deities that Perumalayan performs as or sees, and their significance, see Burnett 2013, 72–74, 77.

5 See for instance Iqbal Khan’s 2015 production of Othello for the Royal Shakespeare Company which cast the Black actor Lucian Msamati as Iago. For reactions to this production see Fischer 2019, 43–64; Singh 2019.

6 Incidentally, Naseeruddin Shah had played the role of the corrupt policeman Purohit, Bhardwaj’s take on the witches, in Maqbool.

7 The word ‘kumar’ literally means ‘young man’. In some Hindu traditions, Shiva’s son Kartikeya is referred to as Kumar. Film stars have sometimes adopted screen names ending with ‘Kumar’ to suggest their youthfulness, but also to hide their ethnicity and religious affiliations. For instance, Kumudlal Ganguly went by the stage name Ashok Kumar, while Mohammed Yusuf Khan went by Dilip Kumar. Women actors would similarly take on names that ended with ‘Kumari’. The name ‘Kumar’ can be used as a first name, middle name, as well as a last name.


CHAPTER 29

Casting Shakespeare Today

Carla Della Gatta

As theatrical practices and identity categories have changed over time, casting as a means to provide cultural context and to engage with the political moment has only increased in importance. While casting strategies are shared across the staging of works by various playwrights and in theatres across the world, what is unique to casting Shakespeare crosses multiple strands: his prevalence in the cultural consciousness, the repetition of his plays across media and in education, lengthy and international performance histories, that the forward action of the plays is not largely dependent on specific cultural settings, the historical figures are long deceased, and his work is in the public domain so it therefore can be altered without penalty and performed at no cost. This last factor offers a freedom for experimentation that is now central to any conversation on staging Shakespeare today.1

Through my work as a consultant and dramaturg for theatres over the last decade, I have extended strategies for casting practices to nine categories.2 In this chapter, I detail these types of casting, specifically for Shakespeare. Most casting terms have traditionally begun with ‘colour’, as theatre is a highly visual medium. But the term ‘colour blind casting’ uses the metaphor of disability in a problematic way and for a phenomenon that extends beyond the colour of skin. Experimentation with casting is always an engagement with politics and identity more largely. Here I redefine casting categories to go beyond the visual that is often equated to race and embrace the nuances of intersectional identities inclusive of ethnicity, gender, sexuality, ability, and neurodiversity that have different legible signifiers, onstage and off. My removal of ‘colour’ from the prefix to casting categories is a radical restructuring, or the basis of intersectionality as praxis. Blackface in theatrical performance today rarely has to do with putting on black makeup; it is often the coded language of asking actors to act more ‘street’ or ‘sassy’; brownface functions much the same way, with an excessive emphasis on accents and language.3 What follows are nine strategies for casting, each with their own implication for Shakespearean performance.

Additionally, I establish a conversation about both dramaturgical and ethical questions that inform casting decisions. Casting is a highly critiqued portion of the process of theatre-making, and despite the heavy emphasis on representation in conversations today,4 scholar Amy Cook argues that strategic mis-casting against authentic ideas about a character can prompt conversations about power and society (Cook 2020, 32–33). Cook writes that ‘counter casting’ occurs when ‘the body playing the part does not match the presumed race or gender’ (Cook 2018). For example, when the Royal Shakespeare Company cast Nigerian-British actor David Oyelowo to play King Henry VI in their 2001 This England: The Histories trilogy (dir. Michael Boyd), he became the first Black actor to play an English king on a prominent British stage; when they revived the show in 2006 and replaced Oyelowo with Nigerian-British actor Chukwudi Iwuji, this reinforced the push against traditions and stereotype, and with this repetition, shifted ideas about who could and should play such roles.

Identity categories vary across countries and have the potential to change over time—which peoples are grouped together, if they are constituted by geography, religion, shared history, or other demarcations, how terms such as race and ethnicity are distinguished—and these ongoing conversations signal that the categories are constructs, but bias and racism are real.5 We have divided up the world and its peoples into categories, and sometimes people from different groups have more in common, in experience and/or appearance, than people within the same group. Identity is personal, yet it is also relational, and that relationship extends through the performer, the concept setting, the theatre space, the audience member, and the context of the play. Casting always forces a confrontation with not just theatrical norms but conceptions of identity; indeed, Claire Syler argues that ‘casting is inherently a political act’ (2019, 4). While the casting considerations presented here apply to practices and dramatists beyond Shakespeare, Shakespeare’s position in arts, culture, and education informs a key element in the network of decision-making about casting, and the choices made for Shakespearean performance drive casting experimentation for works by other playwrights.6

Casting Strategies

Formerly known as ‘Colour Blind Casting’, what I term Nondeliberate Identity Casting is predicated on the notion that identity factors do not inform casting preferences or audience reception of a character. Described as resulting in the ‘best actor’ for the role, its original conception was ‘a meritocratic model in which actors are cast without regard to race’ (Thompson 2011, 76). This often results in the repetition of long-standing casting choices, primarily white casts on British and American Shakespearean stages. Additionally, one of the flaws of this type of casting is that it often weighs some identity factors more rigidly than others; for example, gender-aligned casting is often adhered to even when race or ‘colour’ is considered not to be a factor. It also tends to result in casting actors from dominant identities (white, able-bodied, cisgender) in primary roles and actors from marginalized groups in secondary and tertiary roles.7 For example, the 2013 West End production of Henry V (dir. Michael Grandage) aligned the genders of the actors with the characters and the show starred white super-celebrity Jude Law as the lead with other white actors in the majority of roles and cast BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour) actors in secondary roles, such as Noma Dumezweni as Mistress Quickly/Alice, Prasanna Puwanarajah as Montjoy, and Ashley Zhagazha as Chorus/Boy.

Conceptual Casting uses identity as the concept for the production. This strategy is often meant to provoke attention to dominant histories (theatrical and/or sociological) by subverting them. The oft-cited Shakespeare Theatre Company’s (STC) 1997 Othello (dir. Jude Kelly) starring white British actor Patrick Stewart with an all-African American cast differentiated Stewart from the cast racially and sonically, as Stewart retained his British accent amongst the cast of Americans. More importantly, the casting choice worked against the contemporary performance tradition of casting a Black Othello with an otherwise white cast. Likewise, in Will Geer Theatricum Botanicum’s 2014 King Lear (dir. Ellen Geer) Ellen Geer starred as Queen Lear alongside three male actors as her sons. As in the case with the STC Othello’s racial concept casting, the Theatricum’s gender concept casting was not commented upon in performance but caused the audience to experience the disjunction between textual character descriptions and performance traditions versus actors’ bodies.

Societal Casting involves the casting of actors of a certain identity in roles that they often ‘fill’ in society (Thompson 2011, 76–78). While this may be intended to mirror society, it can reinforce stereotypes or essentialist ideas. In William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet (dir. Baz Luhrmann), the Capulet men are cast as a Latinx gang and played by Latin, Latinx, and Latin American actors—Italian Paul Sorvino, Colombian/Puerto Rican John Leguizamo, Mexican actor Carlos Martín Manzo Otálora, respectively—bringing together tropes about violence, skin colour, ethnicity, and masculinity. Chicago Shakespeare Theater’s 2010 Romeo and Juliet (dir. Gale Edwards) cast Black actress Ora Jones as the Nurse and white actress Joy Farmer-Clary as Juliet. A white woman with a Black servant aligns with historical paradigms, as does a thin white woman as the ingénue and a curvaceous Black woman in a secondary, comedic, and servant role aligns with theatrical paradigms. In Yale Rep’s 2011 The Taming of the Shrew, director Lileana Blain-Cruz invoked societal casting to draw attention to prejudice; she cast Lupita Nyong’o—the only Black woman in the cast—as Katherine, to depict the isolation and treatment that Katherine experienced from the other characters as a reflection of how white society often positions Black women.

Cross-Cultural Casting transposes a play to a different culture, achieved through casting choices and dramaturgy (Thompson 2011, 76–78). This permits theatres and actors from marginalized communities to perform a story that was not written with their cultural identity in mind. The Federal Theatre Project’s 1936 ‘Voodoo Macbeth’ (dir. Orson Welles) is an example of cross-cultural casting; the Scottish setting was transposed to a vague Caribbean one, and Black actors were cast.8 Nearly a century later, cross-cultural casting today involves an improved specificity and attention to the cultural setting due to a heightened valuation of dramaturgical research into the concept setting, an increased diversity of artists in the production process, and a greater desire for mimesis in cultural transposition. For the World Shakespeare Festival in 2012, the Royal Shakespeare Company staged A Much Ado About Nothing (dir. Iqbal Khan) set in contemporary Delhi with a south Asian cast, costuming, music, and aesthetic, and in 2019 Yale Repertory staged a Twelfth Night (dir. Carl Cofield) with BIPOC actors and created Illyria through a theatrical aesthetic of Afrofuturism—the philosophy and intersection of the Black diaspora and technology. Shakespeare’s plays, or at least a dozen of his most recognizable, offer familiar stories that are not dependent on specific settings to drive the action; they function as templates that can absorb new cultures and locales, allowing casting and a concept setting to transport the play to a different culture.

Formerly ‘Color-Conscious Casting’, Identity-Conscious Casting casts with knowledge of the actor’s identity to create a diverse world (Hopkins 2018). Antithetical to Nondeliberate Identity Casting, this strategy acknowledges that identity factors are signifiers to audiences and makes a deliberate effort to create a diverse world onstage, even if identity factors are made a priori within the production.9 In the Oregon Shakespeare Festival’s 2010 Hamlet (dir. Bill Rauch), Hamlet and Claudius were played by white actors, the Ghost by a white and deaf actor, Gertrude was played by an African American actress, and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were played by a Korean-Canadian/American woman and a Nicaraguan-American woman as a lesbian couple. The Public’s 2009 Twelfth Night (dir. Daniel Sullivan) starred white actress Anne Hathaway as Viola, Latino actor Rául Esparza as Orsino, and African American actress Audra Macdonald as Olivia. These choices mirror the diversity of contemporary culture and chip away at hegemonic traditions in the casting of Shakespearean plays.

Conscious Casting, as defined by David Valdes Greenwood, extends the consciousness that can be achieved through Identity-Conscious Casting to an imperative that it must begin with the writing (Greenwood 2018). Greenwood conceives that holistic and intersectional casting practices must be embedded in the script. Conscious Casting can be found in adaptations and appropriations of Shakespeare’s plays. Ping Chong and Company’s Throne of Blood (dir. Ping Chong)—a stage adaptation of Kurosawa’s film of the same name—at Oregon Shakespeare Festival and Brooklyn Academy of Music (BAM) in 2010—was written for and cast with Japanese culture and Noh aesthetics throughout; Japanese actress Ako played the Lady Macbeth character, and as detailed in the script, performed the sleepwalking scene entirely in Japanese. The 2011 film Private Romeo (dir. Alan Brown) stars gay actor Matt Doyle and actor Seth Numrich as teenagers who fall in love while in an all-male military academy. Likewise, American singer Halsey (she/her, they/them) released the concept album hopeless fountain kingdom in 2017 that was largely based on Romeo and Juliet; the album included vocals by bisexual artist Lauren Jauregui, swapped gender roles for the title characters, and included gay romantic pairings. Certainly, Shakespeare did not write with today’s politics and national divisions in mind, though with changes to theatrical laws (e.g. allowing women on stage) and changes to political laws (e.g. desegregation), modern and contemporary adaptations of his works can result in a version of conscious casting of actors from marginalized groups.

Identity-Specific Casting casts actors for the sole/nearly-sole purpose that the actor’s identity aligns with the character’s identity. While this can provide the authenticity that dominates casting choices and controversies today—for a character from a marginalized identity to be portrayed by an actor from that identity—it can unintentionally essentialize and homogenize conceptions of those very identity categories.10 The Peter Hall Company’s 1989 The Merchant of Venice (dir. Sir Peter Hall) starred Dustin Hoffman as Shylock, likely because Hoffman is Jewish. A celebrity and lauded actor, Hoffman’s Americanness and American accent distinguished him from the British cast (just as the Conceptual Casting of STC’s Othello in which Patrick Stewart’s British accent distinguished him from the otherwise American cast), a savvy dramaturgical tactic to connote Otherness.11 But it was the only time he performed on Broadway since the 1960s (aside from his role five years earlier in Death of a Salesman), and it would be his last. It was also his first (and last) Shakespearean role. Similarly, the 2014 Othello (dir. Barry Edelstein) at San Diego’s Old Globe starred Black actor Blair Underwood as Othello. He had performed the role of Claudio in a production of Measure for Measure in Shakespeare in the Park in 1993, and like Hoffman, was not known as a Shakespearean or stage actor.12 Akin to this experience of a Hollywood actor on a theatrical stage, in a film, the identity of an actor can function in the same way amongst other celebrities who are not (known to be) from the same marginalized identity. For example, the uncredited cameo of gay actor Rupert Everett’s portrayal of Christopher Marlowe in the 1998 film Shakespeare in Love (dir. John Madden) reinforced a thesis that Marlowe was gay, simply through the actor’s known identity and without anything to suggest it within the dramaturgy.13 These types of casting decisions are predicated largely on one factor as means to avoid controversy through an ‘authentic’ casting choice for a character from a marginalized group that stands apart from other characters in the play or film, and the actor is often locally or globally renowned.

Skills-Object Casting involves casting actors based on skill with puppetry, masks, or objects, regardless of identity factors. This shifts emphasis from an actor’s body to a theatrical object to create a character. Puppets and masks can in fact carry identity markers and puppeteers may be cast based on their identity to invoke characterization for the puppet.14 Yet typically when employed in Shakespearean performance they do not. Examples include the UK-based Forced Entertainment’s 2016 Complete Works: Table Top Shakespeare in which six artists presented thirty-six of Shakespeare’s plays in condensed versions, told through objects and puppets. Likewise, Off-Broadway’s The Puppet Shakespeare Players, founded in 2011, has staged puppet versions of Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, and Titus Andronicus.15

Coalitional Casting, as defined by Patricia A. Ybarra, involves ‘committing to the cause of telling a marginalised story’ (Ybarra 2015). To actualize this, a theatre must go beyond a focus on casting to one of storytelling, and expend greater care in the processes of making theatre. For example, to fully commit to allyship, Brian Eugenio Herrera notes that Coalitional Casting must integrate vocal coaching for dialects and dialogue (Herrera 2017, 29). Although Ybarra and Herrera advocate for this work in university settings, and in fact model how Coalitional Casting is necessary to train the next generation of theatre-makers, in Shakespearean performance, the strategies that they define are most often actualized by robust Shakespeare theatres with extensive resources. Recent examples include the 2020 staging of James Baldwin’s The Amen Corner (dir. Whitney White) by the Shakespeare Theatre Company in Washington, DC and the 2022 staging of Out of Time (dir. Les Waters), five monologues by Asian writers and performed by Asian actors,16 at The Public Theater in partnership with The National Asian American Theatre Company (NAATCO). But this type of process-oriented work can also be done with Shakespeare’s plays, as evidenced in the 2019 development and production of La Comedia of Errors (dir. Bill Rauch) at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival that employed dramaturgs from the Latinx communities adjacent to Ashland who also functioned as liaisons to their communities, a diverse group of artists on and off-stage, and was performed at cultural centres and smaller venues within the local area (Della Gatta 2023, chapter 5, ‘El Público: Healing and Spectatorship’). Ultimately, Herrera notes that with Coalitional Casting the performers and the production team are accountable as allies (Herrera 2017, 32).

A person’s positionality—location, identity, experience, biases—informs how they receive and interpret signifiers—inclusive of images, cultural references, and bodies onstage. What is most important for a theatre and cast is to know why casting decisions are made, and everyone needs to be clear about the philosophy that informs choices because casting is just as much a part of the design of the show as set, costuming, music, and dramaturgical design. Audiences are diverse and will invariably interpret aspects of a production differently, but casting strategies must be discussed and communicated to the artists like other key factors in the director’s vision. The influence of the arts, especially the live experience of the theatre, carries a responsibility as well. Among other considerations, what is theatre’s responsibility to the theatrical legibility of accuracy of identity? This question will continue to be debated—the how, why, and to what effect.

Dramaturgy and Ethics

There is no formula for casting, and the intersection of each production, play, theatre space, geographic location, company, and design team will produce different results. Casting is an aesthetic and artistic practice that changes because of acting methods, technological possibilities, repertory and hiring practices, laws, and social customs. At the intersection of these factors is a conversation between dramaturgy—the cultural context that is embedded in the script and the cultural context integrated into the production—and ethics—here, the moral questions and sociological factors that inform theatrical choices. These tensions play out in multiple forms across four intersecting strands: history, representation, dramaturgy, and the actor’s identity.

Cultural and economic histories affect the consequences of theatrical casting decisions. This is the reality that makes the notion of living in a society that does not recognize or distinguish between identities only possible if you don’t account for history or cultural context. Indeed, the categories of race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, ability, and neurodiversity have all expanded and changed over time, and with those changes, new dramaturgies arise. For example, in the first US Broadway production of Othello to star a Black man with a white cast (dir. Margaret Webster) in the 1940s, Paul Robeson starred opposite Puerto Rican actor José Ferrer as Iago. Although the ethnic category of ‘Hispanic’ was gaining prominence at the time, Ferrer was largely considered white and not subject to the stereotypes and language that is applied to Hispanic or Latinx actors today. In addition, theatrical conventions, even if audiences are not well-versed in them, will resonate for an audience; blackface, gender-based traditions, and performance histories for a specific character all inform ideas of authenticity, acceptability, genre, and expertise. Yet they may provoke divergent responses, especially at the intersections of race and gender.17 For example, the 2002 Twelfth Night (dir. Tim Carroll) at Shakespeare’s Globe starring Mark Rylance as Olivia, was described as its ‘most historically authentic to date’ due to the all-male cast even though adult rather than adolescent men played the female roles (Costa 2002), whereas the 2019 all-women of colour Richard II (dirs. Adjoa Andoh and Lynette Linton) at Shakespeare’s Globe in the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse starring Adjoa Andoh in the title role, was described as ‘a strong political statement’ (Billington 2019). The intersections of a predominantly white cast of men playing a comedy in the outdoor Globe and staged in a vague and antiquated time and place will produce a fundamentally different response than a cast of women of colour in a British history play in the smaller indoor Wanamaker Playhouse that through its dramaturgy explicitly took up the consequences of British empire and nationalism.

The frequency and genre of representation factor into casting as well. The less often a group is portrayed, the more weight any instance of representation in the media or arts carries. This too applies to plays, especially those that are singularly synonymous with a playwright—with Shakespeare as the primary example that runs antithetically to the experience of BIPOC playwrights; his plays are produced so often that a problematic production carries little weight on his producibility. By contrast, for BIPOC playwrights and characters, who have a lower frequency of production and representation, respectively, a greater concern falls on each performance to establish and maintain credibility;18 this sentiment is often referred to as ‘rep sweats’, (Yang 2021) or sweating the representation of a group because they are portrayed or acknowledged infrequently and/or pejoratively.19 The 2012 all-Aboriginal King Lear (dir. Peter Hinton) at the National Arts Centre (NAC) in Ontario was the first Shakespeare production on a mainstage in Canada with all Aboriginal actors—including August Schellenberg (Mohawk) as King Lear, Monique Mojica (Guna and Rappahannock) as Goneril, Tantoo Cardinal (Métis/Cree) as Regan, and Jani Lauzon (Métis) as Cordelia and the Fool—thus elevating the stakes for representing Aboriginal cultures, for making clear the credibility of Aboriginal artists as Shakespearean actors, and for opening up possibilities for Native practices in the Shakespearean rehearsal room.20 Along with frequency of representation, production and reception also change based on genre of representation. For example, both the 1998 film Shakespeare in Love (dir. John Madden) which contained a Romeo and Juliet love story in which nobody dies, and the ethnically inflected musical films of West Side Story (dirs. Robert Wise and Jerome Robbins 1961, and Steven Spielberg 2021) that end with the Juliet character alive, cultivate an affective experience for the audience that is fundamentally different than the experience of Shakespeare’s stage tragedy. Cartoons, puppets, musicals, historical period pieces, and other theatrical and cinematic styles all prompt different expectations and consequences for those from marginalized groups.

Dramaturgy provides context for a production, considering the historical context of the play, the time it was written and first performed, the concept setting, and the time period and location of the production. Two negotiations take place here: intention versus affect and authenticity versus expectations. In the first of these negotiations, the question arises if the actor is either to mimetically portray, or give the affective qualities of, a particular identity. If the actor and character are from wholly different identities, impersonation is often the effect, such as white British actor Laurence Olivier’s 1965 film (dir. Stuart Burge) in which he employed blackface to play Othello. If from similar identity categories, such as Black British actor David Harewood’s role as Morocco in the 2004 film The Merchant of Venice (dir. Michael Radford), connections can be more easily and ethically drawn for the audience—here based on assumptions about skin colour and not based on cultural background.21 In the second of these negotiations, authentic casting choices may not be legible from the stage to all audience members; heritage, sexuality, gender, and ability are mis-read onstage (and off). When Kyle Seago performed as Demetrius in the bilingual—American Sign Language (ASL) and spoken English—version of A Midsummer Night’s Dream at Seattle’s Sound Theatre Company in 2018 (dirs. Howie Seago and Teresa Thurman), his performance and fluency in ASL led some audience members to assume he is deaf. The expectations for ‘authentic’ casting carry the questions of how far back we trace heritage, how to cast those who are not certain of their biological ancestry, and how appearances may not adhere to mainstream ideas of an identity. The biggest challenge to authentic casting is that it can imply that essential qualities of an identity exist, and that they can be communicated from the stage.22

The individual actor’s identity typically gets the most explicit focus in conversations about casting, but there are two key considerations that fundamentally change audience reception. The first is the value of celebrity or status.23 The impact of celebrity on a production cannot be underestimated, and this includes the stature of being known in a community or repertory that may function in a similar way. Celebrity/stature can result in more or less artistic freedom, depending on the role. For example, 82-year-old Ian McKellen’s celebrity status was key to his casting as Hamlet in 2021 (dir. Sean Mathias), a role reserved for much younger actors and one that he played fifty years earlier. By contrast, the 1971 John Guare and Mel Shapiro musical adaptation, Two Gentlemen of Verona (dir. Mel Shapiro), starred then lesser-known stage actor Raul Julia as Proteus and involved a mostly devised theatre process—the actors’ improvisations in rehearsal were woven into the script. With a role designed for him, and in part by him, it became the catalyst that propelled him to stardom.24 The second consideration is the heavy question of who gets to perform whom. Factors include the following: how long ago the story takes place; if the actor and character are from the same identity group(s); how the actor is made to convey the character’s identity (makeup, accent, prosthetics, voice, gesture, etc.); and whether the character is/was a real-life person.25 In Shakespeare’s plays, the few ‘real life’ characters are long deceased, although casting Adjoa Andoh, Cate Blanchett, Andre Holland, or Kevin Spacey as Richard II offers a point of interpretation even before the show begins.

Beyond the Appearance of Diversity

Although people have expectations about a play, a theatre space, and well-known characters, there is both discomfort and the possibility of creating amazing art when expectations are challenged through diverse artists and artistry. The goal in art-making is to have a diversity of mind and of artistic practices, not just diversity of appearances, which includes listening to the voices of the cast and creative team. As Michael Rohd, founder of Sojourn Theatre Company, states, ‘Diversity is not a politically correct term for being nice or not offensive—it is a principle of inclusion by which you and your work grow more rich, more complex and more challenging, for you and those with whom you work and for whom you create. To think about diversity not as representation, but to make art more diverse’ (2011).

Theatre companies that limit casting based on identity factors such as race and/or gender in fact open up possibilities for creativity by foreclosing the possibility of nondeliberate identity casting. For example, the Los Angeles Women’s Shakespeare Company (LAWSC) that was established in 1993 staged their first production of Hamlet in 1995, co-directed by white actress Lisa Wolpe and Japanese-Canadian actress Natsuko Ohama, and they alternated playing the lead role. Likewise, Sherri Young founded the African-American Shakespeare Company (AASC) in 1994 in San Francisco to offer opportunities for Black and other BIPOC artists to perform classical works. More recently, the Mawa Theatre Company in the United Kingdom was founded in 2021, becoming the first Black female Shakespeare company in the country. These companies continue to experiment with unsettling dominant casting histories, and in so doing, they alter the theatrical landscape.

There isn’t one casting strategy that is best, as there isn’t one directing strategy that is best. It is the creativity of art-making and the ongoing expansion of who gets to make and perform Shakespeare that advances our understanding of his works, of our conceptions of identity, and of the means we use to express them.
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1 For an excellent breakdown of directorial strategies for Shakespeare, see Ney 2016.

2 Ayanna Thompson describes four types of casting practices for Shakespeare: colour blind, conceptual, societal, and cross-cultural (2011, 76–78). These four categories were established by the Non-Traditional Casting Project (NTCP), founded in 1986. The NTCP is now the Alliance for Inclusion in the Arts. See Pao 2010.

3 See Della Gatta 2023, especially chapter 2, ‘Aurality: Hearing Ethnicity’, and Dave 2013.

4 ‘Representation matters’ is a nearly ubiquitous saying today, that simultaneously emphasizes the lack of visibility of marginalized peoples in media and positions of power and acknowledges the positive impact that recognizing oneself in a celebrity, successful person, and/or mentor can have on subverting limitations, both perceived and real.

5 The histories of assimilation and acculturation point to the reality that identity categories are elastic and change over time. For example, at present in the United States, on official forms such as the Census, there are four races (white, Black, Asian, and Indigenous) and one ethnicity (Hispanic/Latino). These categories, and who is included in them, are not permanent, and they vary greatly from those in other countries and even from the United States’ past formulations of race and ethnicity. Likewise, gender and sexuality categories have expanded substantially in the past four decades, from two gender categories (male and female) on official forms to three or more today, and the expansion of GLBT in the 1980s to LGBTQIA + today.

6 From the establishment of the New York Shakespeare Festival (now The Public Theater) in the 1950s until his death in 1991, Joe Papp was a key figure in experimenting with casting in Shakespeare. His work shifted audiences to welcome, and in fact, expect a range of actors and accents onstage. Though many of his experiments with accessibility and diversity were short-lived or caused controversy, his work crucially moved forward strategies for diversifying Shakespearean performance and US American theatre. In the UK, federal funding for large, established theatres such as the Royal Shakespeare Company and The National contributes to their influence on theatre throughout the country.

7 This practice is rightfully historically attributed to white directors and power structures, but unconscious bias and long-standing ideas about certain Shakespearean characters can lead to this casting practice by any director.

8 Thompson places this production under Conceptual Casting, but here I recategorize it as Cross-Cultural because the context (dramaturgy) connoted a different society and culture; casting Black actors was not simply to provoke a conversation about expectations (Conceptual Casting) but to transpose the story to another setting (Cross-Cultural Casting), no matter how vague.

9 Director Lavinia Jadhwani extends this diversity to offstage and backstage as well, stating, ‘Identity-conscious directing involves design, it involves casting, it involves the rehearsal process and the run’ (2021). For backstage statistics about the League of Resident Theatres (LORT) by pronoun, see the annual reports by McGovern (2015–2020).

10 Onstage, identity-specific casting promises authentic representation of a key quality associated with the actor and character; in the casting process, it is a strategy for actors from marginalized groups to be given opportunities from which they previously have been excluded due to racism, homophobia, and all forms of unconscious bias.

11 When the show moved from the West End to Broadway, some of the British actors were replaced with American actors.

12 Two years prior, Underwood had his first experience on Broadway, starring in the Cross-Cultural Casting version of A Streetcar Named Desire (dir. Emily Mann), which employed an all-Black cast and retained the location of the French Quarter in New Orleans but removed all the specific cultural references (such as Stanley as Polish) to transpose the play to Black culture and aesthetics.

13 Scholars have weighed in on the question of Marlowe’s sexuality for some time, and this casting choice was a purposeful invocation of the long-standing debate. Everett was one of the few out Hollywood actors at the time and had just starred as the only gay character in the 1997 film, My Best Friend’s Wedding (dir. P.J. Hogan).

14 For example, Sesame Street’s Big Bird, who is eight feet two inches, requires a tall puppeteer; Caroll Spinney, who was five feet ten inches, originated the role of Big Bird and upon his retirement, was replaced by Matt Vogel, who is six feet one inch. In the successful musical with puppets, Avenue Q, some characters/puppets have blue or green skin colour, and race was clearly designated for the characters of Gary Coleman and Christmas Eve, but the lead roles of Christian and Kate were consistently cast by a male and female actor, respectively, due to the required vocal range for the songs. In both cases, skill as puppeteers was required along with identity characteristics necessary for performance.

15 Many elements of this type of casting extend to media that do not include actors’ bodies such as animated and audio Shakespeares.

16 Also, Out of Time was the first all-Asian cast over the age of 60 in New York City.

17 In Justine Nakase’s work on performance, she conceptualizes intersectionality as the ‘nested figure’ of the actor and the interplay of identities as ‘scalar interculturalism’ (Nakase 2019).

18 Plays by people from marginalized groups, even if there are no characters from that group, are subject to such scrutiny, especially if an identity category is key to the theme or dramaturgy; for example, African American playwright Branden Jacobs-Jenkins’ play, Appropriate, has only white characters, but Black-white relationships are central to the plot.

19 The term was coined by Jenny Yang, Jeff Yang, and Phil Yu in 2015 at the premiere and viewing party for the sitcom Fresh Off the Boat.

20 Yvette Nolan (Algonquin) argues that the creative team must also be Aboriginal to fully actualize the space for Native practices in rehearsal (Nolan 2015). The ‘opening up’ I suggest here is part of a genealogy and process that develops over time with subsequent Native stagings.

21 Harewood is British with parents who hail from Barbados, while the character he portrayed is from Morocco.

22 It is also illegal in most countries to ask about a person’s identity in a job application or interview. With strategies for ascertaining this information, identity is often read (and mis-read) in the audition room.

23 Status applies to theatre spaces as well: highly experimental productions typically occur at small theatres or exceptionally large and well-funded ones, but mid-size regional theatres may be more budget-constrained and resistant to ‘risky’ and experimental productions.

24 Julia notes how he sang a calypso one day in rehearsal and by the following day composer Galt MacDermot had written a calypso number for Julia’s solo in the show (Julia 1987).

25 Outside of Shakespeare, other factors include: if a real-life character or their family expresses an opinion about the portrayal and if the character is still alive or was recently alive or active.


Chapter 30

The Oral Histories

Creating Spaces

Carla Della Gatta

With Adjoa Andoh, Lileana Blain-Cruz, Carl Cofield, Noma Dumezweni, Chukwudi Iwuji, Jani Lauzon, John Leguizamo, Bill Rauch, Whitney White, and Sherri Young

One of the questions that arises in theatre-making is how to create space—metaphorical, geographical, theatrical, emotional—for communities of colour. This includes the wide range of theatre-makers, onstage and off, as well as audiences and local communities. The artists shared their stories of how communities were made within a singular production and how they can be created within and across institutions. Community is essential to the collaborative nature of theatre. For example, the ‘dialogue’ between Lileana Blain-Cruz and Carl Cofield (who directed 1 Henry IV and 2 Henry IV, respectively, at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival (OSF) in 2017 with the same cast of actors) is indicative of how productions can be in conversation and how they can create community across space and time. The artists express various access points and strategies for creating space for stagings and subsequent conversations about race, and how that space informs their work.

Creating Community and Access

JOHN LEGUIZAMO When we were filming Super Mario Bros, Fiona Shaw organized a Shakespeare reading group with the young actors. She’s a renowned Shakespearean expert, and we would do these weekends where we were all sitting around reading different Shakespeare plays together. We’d never finish, we would be too drunk and full and tired. I mean, they’re all almost four hours long. So we would start, then it would collapse, but it was great. She was so nurturing and loved everybody, whatever level that they were at. Everyone was shy; we were all Americans, and we don’t really spend as much time on Shakespeare. It was fun for all of us; it was just a blast. It was nerve-wracking exciting fun, you know; we all felt so ambitious. She created a community.

WHITNEY WHITE I do believe that theatre is for all. However, I do also believe that specificity of experiences is what invites the universal in. And while I’m making theatre for all with all kinds of people, it can also feel very good to acknowledge the community of bodies that are on stage, and make sure that their respective community has access to see the work.

SHERRI YOUNG The important thing in serving the community is really telling stories that resonate, no matter where it’s or who it’s coming from. We dabbled our toes sporadically into new works—it is such a different energy. With works in the public domain, you can do Shakespeare as wild as you want and as crazy as you want, like an Outer Space Othello. But anything else that is not in the public domain where you have a licensing agent or representative for developing a new work; it is such a different animal. It takes a different structure, skill set, sensitivity, and nurturing.

BILL RAUCH The 2019 La Comedia of Errors at OSF that I directed in my last season was a fully bilingual show. La Comedia was 50 per cent in Spanish, and we were working to make it comprehensible to monolingual Spanish speakers as well as monolingual English speakers. That was a radical departure from the 2011 Measure for Measure, where Spanish language through the songs, and the character of Julieta (who only spoke Spanish) of course, was an important ingredient. But in Measure, there was no attempt to make the work of art comprehensible to a monolingual Spanish speaker. That eight-year gap was significant, I would say, in terms of how OSF’s work developed, in terms of how my own work developed. I’m very, very proud of the Measure. It’s one of the productions I’m most proud of in my life, probably.

With that said, we made La Comedia a very deliberately tourable show with very limited production values, so that we could take it to the community centres around Southern Oregon. There were a lot of Spanish speakers in the cast, the production team, and audience, and that was a huge change. We carried that spirit of the show of being able to tour it to community centres to perform it on different sets of different plays on the OSF campus. We weren’t going to put the brakes on to create high production values and have it be performed in a traditional slot. The design gave us incredible flexibility and we literally performed on all three sets of shows that were running in the indoor Thomas Theater. And then we also performed in our rehearsal hall, and we did it in funky time slots. We had some five o’clock shows that were literally between the matinee and the evening of whatever was performing that day. And so that flexibility just gave more access to people both in the community and our audience on the OSF campus, and I was really excited about this new model.

One last thing I will say about the differences: Measure for Measure really stood on its own in the repertory, and those actors all had their rep assignments, but they were spread all over multiple second shows. It was a very deliberate artistic statement that almost the entire cast of La Comedia—I think nine out of the ten—were in Octavio Solis’s Mother Road. And so that idea of distilling the energy of the rep into a little rep company within the company that was doing a Shakespeare adaptation and a world premiere of a new play, was about creating a community within. It made those two works of art in dialogue with each other for the artists and for the audience. That was a really significant development for the artists and the audience.

LILEANA BLAIN-CRUZ I think that sometimes shows depict the world as though certain people (or peoples) don’t exist. So in my ability to see people in the way that I do, through multiple cultures and collisions, I’m interested and excited to present that on stage, through the classics. I think that’s also part of my interest in the contemporary universe. We exist in a world where different communities can collide, and watching that happen on stage allows us to wrestle with the current issues and questions and problems that we are encountering today.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO In Michael Almereyda’s Cymbeline, my character wasn’t specifically Latin, but Michael is from New York and he knows his experiences of New York; we’re all Latin and Black, and Jewish, white, and LGBTQ. He wanted to represent the world that he experiences. That’s what I don’t understand about Hollywood. It’s like, I know you’re all in your cars and your gated communities, but you’re still surrounded by Latin people, everywhere. At least 50 per cent Latinx. And you know you’re living in a cultural apartheid, don’t you?

LILEANA BLAIN-CRUZ In 2017, I directed Henry IV, Part I at OSF, and Carl Cofield directed Henry IV, Part II, with the same cast of characters appearing in both plays (Rosa Joshi directed Henry V in 2018). We did not co-direct, but we communicated about our vision for the story. For example, we were very aware of the fact that Dan Molina, who played Prince Hal, is Hispanic, but his father in the play is a white man. So then, with Shakespeare, you have to consider: who was his mother? And then you think about: who was Falstaff? Who was his friend? We cast G. Valmont Thomas, who was African American, as Falstaff. Falstaff was an older Black man. We understand that race, class, and image inform histories and identities. And that is part of what’s exciting about being conscious about the identities of the people who are playing those roles, to look into the complexities of those experiences.

CARL COFIELD I think the thing that really interests me the most was this Hal-Falstaff relationship. But when I think of that relationship, and in a crazy twenty-first-century resonant way, I can’t help but to think about the racial and ethnic relationships. I knew Lileana Blain-Cruz, who directed Part One, and we were in total agreement that we wanted a Black man to be Falstaff. So that’s my starting point. What does it mean that he is, for a lack of a better word, the King Groomer? He is a different father figure. He is grooming the king in a street-savviness, to prepare him for leadership. What does that mean today?

LILEANA BLAIN-CRUZ Hotspur was played by a woman who is also Latina (Alejandra Escalante), but who doesn’t get the same respect as Hal. She had a lot of rage to meet and match against this kid, this party boy. Her identity provided a rich, rich landscape from which to build the tensions and anxieties that are part of the play. This part of the American sensibility was part of the story, and that was interesting to me.

We were also in the process of making this play before the 2016 presidential election, you know what I mean. And all of that anxiety of ‘what is the future’ and ‘what are we going to do’ and ‘what is the era that we are going to walk into’ and ‘what is life going to be like that though that anxiety’. Those tensions were all part of the make up and visceral anxieties of the production.

CARL COFIELD When we get to the end, and Hal is about to ascend to the throne, he says that he knows that Falstaff’s greatest weapon is his wit and his ability to speak. If he can just start speaking, he can almost unravel any knot. He reaches out at that last moment, and Hal says, ‘no more words’. And if you say anything else, it’s on threat of death. And it’s ultimately a death sentence. He takes away his greatest attribute—his voice—and he cannot speak anymore. That was my guiding principle.

LILEANA BLAIN-CRUZ So Henry is the party boy. We know what party boys look like. The question of responsibility and how to live with that was part of the information to process. Working with Dan and Alejandra was amazing because they understood how to access that immediately. He knew what the swag of a party boy might look like; he would access that in a way that made it feel alive and present to us in a particular moment.

It was intimidating to enter into a history play. I had to access a relationship to those histories. Of course then reading the play, I realized that these are people. These are amazing, hilarious people, and their families are trying to figure out how to succeed in the best way that they can. It felt really important to think about moving it from the larger concepts of the mind to the heart. Ultimately, we understand family, and the dramas of family, and the dynamic of family, the responsibilities of family. That’s generally how I realized I’d filter it through myself.

CARL COFIELD We are at a point in time right now that we really can blow the dust off what a classic means.

Making Space for Race

JANI LAUZON I was so honoured and blessed to be a part of the 2012 Indigenous King Lear at the National Arts Centre (NAC) (Figure 30.1). August Schellenberg had a vision that took forty years to realize. That vision was doing an all-Indigenous Shakespeare—or, at the time, Aboriginal or Native when he first conceived of it—when he was at the National Theatre School as a student.
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Figure 30.1 Jani Lauzon, playing the part of the Fool, interacts with King Lear played by August Schellenberg as the NAC production of the Canadian aboriginal version of Shakespeare’s King Lear (2012). Photo by Wayne Cuddington. Material republished with the express permission of: Ottawa Citizen, a division of Postmedia Network Inc.



Again, going back to the power of theatre companies, no one would take that production on until Peter Hinton, who is one of those amazing directors (I owe so much to him in so many ways), agreed to produce it at the NAC in his final year as the Artistic Director there. I’m not suggesting that the production wasn’t without complications because it had many. We were all from different Nations, and we all have different cultural ways of doing things. We all have different ceremonial protocols and processes. When you bring something like that to a stage, which is a very Western construct environment, and you try to bring in a multitude of needs from different Nations, it’s not without its complications, for sure. I think we navigated that as best that we could, but it is part of what the process is in terms of Indigenizing Shakespeare.

I thought when Peter offered me the role of Cordelia he made a mistake because I was in my 50s. To be the age I was and to play Cordelia—it is amazing what a wig can do—but also to be able to play the Fool with Augie, who I not only admired for the work he had done in the industry but also his advocacy and his activism work, it was pretty incredible.

SHERRI YOUNG The first time I did For Colored Girls, it was actually at San Francisco State in undergrad and I am still good friends with many of the women who were in the cast. It was a bonding experience, especially when you were in a white institution. Even though San Francisco State is diverse, in the theatre department there were a lot of white shows. So when they did For Colored Girls, we could actually audition for something and be taken seriously, and that was exciting. Then after I graduated from American Conservatory Theater (ACT) I got cast in For Colored Girls at the Lorraine Hansberry Theatre, and I am actually still very good friends with those women. In spaces like that, you kind of get the camaraderie, this specialness. When I’ve been cast in other shows that were with white institutions, there’s definitely a different vibe. Sometimes you just don’t get the jokes, or there’s a lack of common language and experience that you kind of have to build from scratch. (See Figure 30.2.)
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Figure 30.2 African American Shakespeare Company Sir John Falstaff (Belinda Sullivan, left) schemes with Mistress Quickly (Sherri Young) in Merry Wives of Windsor, directed by Becky Kemper (2013). Photo by Lance Huntley. Courtesy of Sherri Young.



NOMA DUMEZWENI It was twenty years ago that I started working with the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC). Getting that audition, at the age of 30, for the RSC after years of trying to get in there, was amazing, and I finally did get the gig.

But in my early days, I was doing a lot more Black or African-based readings and being part of that because the world wasn’t opening up to me in the way I was hoping. Later I worked on A Raisin the Sun for the Young Vic in 2005 and on tour. They had already done a production of it, so this was the remount. And I said, ‘I don’t do remounts’. But because they were re-investigating it, I was interested. I had seen the production, and I watched Novella Nelson in awe; I was in awe of her work. I got to work with her, and she became a very good friend. It was a Black company, directed by a white director (David Lan), and the Black British component of the company was made up of islanders, the West Indian community, the African community, the diaspora of what it is to be Black and British. And then we had Novella Nelson, who is an African American woman. And for me, that was the hook into the play because it is such an American play. It makes sense to have an American understand the play.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO When I was in Nothing Like the Holidays and when I directed Critical Thinking, we had largely Latinx and casts with people of colour. You can’t believe it. You feel surrounded by family. I mean, you just feel like, have we finally made it? I just did this movie, Dark Blood, and there were three Latin leads. That never happens. We were hanging out with each other, and I thought never in my lifetime this would happen, and finally, it did. I just did Encanto, and it was all Latinx. It has been number one for two weeks in a row at the box office, and it will kill when it goes online. All Latinx. And Latinx stories.

CHUKWUDI IWUJI Working with Tarell Alvin McCraney on the 2013 production of Antony and Cleopatra set in the Caribbean was different in every way. Tarell is just a unique human being. So Tarell is going to make anything different. For Antony and Cleopatra, this was very different from what anyone has seen. But it was the first Shakespeare I had done that not only happened to be people of colour but that thematically we were setting it in Haiti.

But in other ways, it wasn’t any different. Apart from the fact that once in a while, you’d look around and say, ‘This is great, setting it in Haiti’. I’d love to say that, ‘Oh god it was this amazing thing’, but people were still dealing with the same stuff, with iambic pentameter and line endings, what does this person feel. We just did it with accents. We were just trying to do this very difficult play. He added some flavours of Haiti. I was Enobarbus, and when I came back as the jokester, I did a dance. But those are flourishes of the text. But as far as us internally working, sitting there thinking about how does this reflect my culture, at least for me, it just wasn’t an issue.

ADJOA ANDOH I’ll talk about Richard II at Shakespeare’s Globe in 2019 because I had control over the space. Before we started rehearsals, I asked for three days, for what I called ‘cultural sharing’. So basically, all the team, the company—crew, literary department, design, composer, sound, fight director, voice coach, all the cast, and assistant directors, stage managers, everybody—we all got together, having all read the play. And in those three days I said: ‘Bring a piece of music, a poem, a fabric, a piece of cake, food, drink, dance routine, whatever it is, bring in something from your life that you feel resonates for you with this play.’ I wanted to do several things: I wanted to fundamentally establish a collective ownership of the work so that we would all feel completely, personally, and historically engaged with the material, and what I wanted to do was create a piece of work that spoke to being women connected to colonized places.

You know, we all are on this island because somebody from this island went to wherever it was our ancestors were from and did something that impacted and shifted the course of the descendants of those people, who are us. In our company we had people from Iranian and Iraqi heritage, of various isles of the West Indies, across Africa, Israel, South Asia. We had people from all the places where the British have gone and colonized. A really interesting thing was, we all sat in that room and everybody cried. We all cried for the relief of not being the only one in the room; because how often does that happen?!

We all talked about having the passports ready and the suitcases by the door, ready to flee, because that was the history of so many of our families. We all talked about what it cost the people we love to get us to be where we are now. And everybody cried. Everybody had something to share from somewhere else. And everybody appreciated, valued, and leaned into those sharings.


CHAPTER 31

Shakespeare, Race, and Appropriation

Vanessa I. Corredera

The varying and competing concepts signified by appropriation make it a rich area of inquiry. Appropriation vacillates between delineating an act of power and communicating a particular aesthetic product and interpretive mode, distinct yet nevertheless interrelated meanings. As an act of power, to appropriate may indicate theft. At the same time, an appropriation may be a gift or bequest. It is, therefore, a means of ‘both giving and taking’ (Desmet 2014, 42). Yet either of these definitions entail a form of power, namely, either the ability to pilfer in the first place (which can be an assertion of existing power or a grasping for power not yet solidified), or the ability to own or oversee something valuable enough to gift, as well as the capacity to offer it to another.

As an interpretive mode, appropriation frequently indicates a form of adaptation—a product or work that typically signals a significant ideological distance from that ‘original’ text. According to Thomas Cartelli, ‘What differentiates the act of appropriation from adaptation’ is that the former is ‘a primarily critical, and the other a primarily emulative act’ (1999, 15). This intentional ideological signalling is itself an assertion of power, establishing the creator’s ability and authority to reimagine the original work. In the appropriator’s hands, the reinterpreted original may thus be ‘stolen’ or wrested from the control of an existing cultural authority and in turn gifted to new audiences or bequeathed with a new point of view. The various meanings of appropriation therefore coalesce, continuously returning one to questions of power, whether channelled through matters of procurement, authority, use, or perspective.

When considered alongside Shakespeare and race, the profound relationship between appropriation and power heightens, for Shakespeare and race—both separately and together—are likewise intimately tied to power. Douglas Lanier explains how Shakespeare often becomes a ‘symbol’ for high culture because ‘knowledge of his works, it is assumed, acquaints us with what it means to be civilized’ (2002, 7). As a result, ‘ “Shakespeare” serves as a trademark for time-tested quality and wisdom, and so it lends legitimacy to whatever it is associated with’ (Lanier 2002, 9). Shakespeare, in other words, is ‘employed to signify a mythical fantasy about the author as a symbol for artistic genius, or as a symbol for the difficulty of the work created by that genius’ (Thompson 2011, 4). That Shakespeare’s revered cultural authority is based on binaries of cultured vs uncultured (i.e. civilized), virtuoso vs pedant (i.e. genius), and challenging vs unchallenging (i.e. difficult), conveys the profoundly privileged place his works occupy in Western society (and its educational system), and the fact that that place is tied up with the varying forms and degrees of power that make up the complex signifier that is Shakespeare.

Similarly, race as a concept depends on intersections between power, culture, and authority. It too is multifarious or a ‘sliding signifier’ as Stuart Hall characterizes it (2021, 32). Hall explains how race is a ‘discursive construct’ that functions as ‘the centerpiece of a hierarchical system that produces differences’ (2021, 32, 33). The discourse of race slides because race’s ‘signifiers reference not genetically established facts but the systems of meaning that have come to be fixed in the classification of culture’ (Hall 2021, 45). What Hall identifies as most crucial ‘is that these meanings then organize and are inscribed within the practices and operations of relations of power between groups’ (2021, 47). In short, race slides because it takes on various meanings that shapeshift as they reify the historically contingent power differentials between social groups. It is no wonder that Patricia Akhimie asserts, ‘the power of race is its slipperiness. Learning how to wrestle with this slipperiness is itself the emancipatory task’ (2018, 10). The terminological and ideological fluidity associated with appropriation, Shakespeare, and race thus make them provocative sites of joint analysis, as do the questions of authenticity, authority, hierarchy, and prestige—essentially, power by other names—that likewise weave throughout and across them.

When interwoven, appropriation, Shakespeare, and race therefore demand that one interrogate the various configurations of power that these concepts animate. Though a single chapter cannot fully encapsulate the knotty layers of power these three terms bring together, I want to lay the groundwork for untangling the interrelationship between this conceptual triumvirate. Doing so means starting with the ‘original’ Shakespeare to very briefly rehearse how appropriation as an act of power manifests when Shakespearean characters reference racialized identities across various dramas. This is the artistic, cultural, and ideological foundation against which contemporary Shakespearean appropriators define their works and viewpoints. This chapter then turns to two twenty-first-century works that demonstrate the possibility for modern Shakespearean appropriations to serve as correctives not just to the racial representation found in Shakespeare’s canon, but perhaps even more importantly, to the racial injustices of their own eras.

I stress the concept of possibility because appropriation as a mode does not ensure an antiracist approach. Joyce Green MacDonald’s caution that ‘adaptation itself … holds out no automatic guarantee of [racial] re-presentation’ remains equally true for appropriation (2020, 167). Indeed, my own scholarship often argues for both recognizing and countering the varied antiBlack perspectives that frequently infuse Shakespearean adaptations and appropriations. Yet here, I turn to a minority of examples that reject rather than reiterate one-dimensional racial representation, for it is equally important to recognize that appropriations across genres and mediums, such as the sketch ‘Rome and Julissa’ from HBO’s A Black Lady Sketch Show and the Public Theater’s Much Ado About Nothing, can have powerful antiracist purchase. These appropriations open up the potential for people to not only reconceptualize Shakespeare, but also to develop awareness about and resistance to the power structures propping up various contemporary socio-cultural inequities based on race.

The history of Shakespeare’s appropriation of racial and ethnic identities is, essentially, the history of Shakespeare. When identities racialized in early modernity appear across Shakespeare’s oeuvre they direct attention to the ways that the marginalization of these identities repeatedly solidifies white, English power. Indeed, these references appear with total disregard for the actual people embodying the identities in the ‘real’ world. Rather, characters recurrently invoke racialized identities to establish white, English superiority at their expense, thereby demonstrating appropriation as a racialized and racializing power move undertaken by figures across Shakespeare’s dramas.

A quick review of the various ways Shakespeare’s characters engage with racialized identities exposes a taxonomy of appropriative power moves that result in exoticization, projection, denigration, and exclusion. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the absent presence of the Indian votaress and her son introduces an Orientalist perspective into the narrative, as Margo Hendricks argues (Hendricks 1996). bell hooks contends that racialized bodies are often commodified to ‘[offer] new delight’, and as a result, ‘ethnicity becomes spice, seasoning that can live up the dull dish that is mainstream white culture’ (1992, 21). The unnamed votress and her equally unnamed son work precisely in this way, inspiring references to ‘spiced Indian air’ (2.1.123) while also functioning as the spice that enlivens the conflict between Titania and Oberon.1 Racialized identities also repeatedly function as visual, metaphorical, and rhetorical foils against which to reify the beauty, value, and preferred cultural status of whiteness. Lysander thus declares, ‘Away you Ethiope’ (3.2.58) and ‘Out, Tawny Tartar, out’ (3.2.64) in order to drive home his newly found distaste for Hermia. Lysander’s language echoes Claudio’s assertion in Much Ado About Nothing that he will marry Leonato’s ‘brother’s daughter’ even ‘were she an Ethiope’ (5.4.38), an exclamation likewise denigrating blackness by stressing that even if a defect in her were as bad as an Ethiope’s dark skin, his resolve would hold firm. Or, perhaps one might recall Romeo’s assertion that Juliet ‘doth teach the torches to burn bright! / It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night / As a rich jewel in an Ethiope’s ear—/ Beauty too rich for use, for earth too dear’ (1.5.41–44). Romeo’s simile thereby advances Juliet’s beauty through a comparison in which the Ethiope’s ear works as a literal foil, something black enough to make the jewel, Juliet’s white beauty, shine all the brighter—blackness as a tool for aestheticizing whiteness. Such a catalogue of references, by no means exhaustive, proves the point that ‘On the early modern stage, race-making is partially constructed rhetorically …’ (Thompson 2021, 6). One must remember that these rhetorical moves do not have to exist; none of these plays necessitate references to Indian children, nor Tartars, nor Ethiopians. I thus frame these references as appropriations because they exemplify the use of Western racial power employed to take others’ cultural and racial identities for the sole purpose of demeaning them, thereby illustrating Ruben Espinosa’s assertion that ‘the point of elevating the stature and whiteness of women in Shakespeare is to sustain the belief in white superiority’ (2021, 81). While an appropriation may be both a theft and a gift, these moments remind us to be attentive to the power dynamics influencing who is deemed vulnerable enough to steal from and who is deemed important enough to receive the valuable bequest.

Shakespeare’s dramas in fact expose just how frequently the parameters for inclusion are defined through pointed exclusion. Amidst the Machiavellian political angling of Shakespeare’s history plays, for instance, demarcations of proper rule are determined not only through contradistinctions between one English royal and another, but also between the different manners and mores of the English court and those represented by foreign, frequently racialized, Others. In denying his seemingly rash behaviour, Richard III thus declares, ‘What? Think you we are Turks or infidels, /Or that we would, against the form of law, / Proceed thus rashly to the villain’s death …’ (3.5.38–40). Only non-Christian or ‘infidel’ Turks transgress the law and proceed with undue haste, unless in the case of emergency of course. For that is Richard’s excuse. The ‘extreme peril of the case’, the ‘peace of England’, and ‘our person’s safety’ work together to ‘enforce this execution’. By his logic, infidel Turks engage in similar behaviour but without motivation, thereby displaying their innately barbarous nature. This binary between civilized and uncivilized was crucial to racial formation in the Renaissance, as Ian Smith explains:


Barbarism is a technical term taken from classical rhetoric and grammar to denote linguistic vices, errors in language that were specifically associated with foreigners or cultural outsiders. Barbarians did not speak Greek or Latin, or did so incompetently, and were defined according to a system of negative classification as non-empire people whose presence along the fluctuating imperial borders kept the threat of invasion an insistent political and cultural reality.  (2009, 1)



Richard’s exclamation demonstrates how barbarity’s associations extended beyond rhetoric to proper codes of behaviour. The barbaric Turks work as a form of ‘negative classification’ against which to gauge Richard’s actions. Their behaviour is full of ‘vices’ and ‘errors’, such as transgressing the law or moving rashly. Conversely, the more measured English only act in the same way when justified by being pushed to the ‘extreme’. The supposed barbarism of the Turks appears once again in 2 Henry IV when Prince Henry elevates his forthcoming rule through a similar comparison, noting, ‘This is the English, not the Turkish court: / Not Amurath an Amurath succeeds, / But Harry Harry’ (5.2.47–49). Despite, or likely because of, how people may view his father’s role in deposing Richard II, Henry deflects concern. Unlike Amurath, he has not directly murdered the line of royal accession. Rather, he has stabilized it. Importantly, this assertion of moral superiority precedes the soon-to-be King Henry’s disowning of Falstaff, no fratricide, but a moment nonetheless pointing to the moral perfidy necessary to attain and maintain the English throne. Given that both Richard III and Prince Henry invoke the East to deflect their own political ruthlessness—of which the audience is aware—an interesting tension resides in the way race functions throughout the history plays. These moments reveal how the casual racism present in Shakespeare’s comedies and tragedies extend to the history plays. But in these instants, attentive reading or viewing can spotlight the mechanism of using racism in service of nation building. In other words, the ways race appears as both a tool but also a tenuous, unstable signifier in these political machinations provide a space to potentially critique the self-serving nature of racial formation even as characters employ racial discourse to reify English pre-eminence.

Though these appeals to Eastern difference clearly depend on a belief in Easterners’ innately inferior nature, some might argue that race is not at play here, for no somatic markers of distinction exist. Yet the racialized understanding of the Turks is laid bare in Richard II when the Bishop of Carlisle praises Norfolk by noting how he has ‘fought / For Jesu Christ in glorious Christian field … Against black pagans, Turks, and Saracens’ (4.1.86–89). One should not dismiss this invocation of the Turks’ and Saracens’ blackness as merely a religious metaphor. Norfolk, Carlisle continues, fights ‘under … [the] colors’ of his ‘captain Christ’ (4.1.93, 94). The Turks and Saracens, however, do not fight under the colours but rather are the colour, a singular blackness encapsulating not who they fight for but who they are. These history plays thereby employ historiography as a racializing tool. In other words, they invoke the medieval past—namely, the crusades—to reiterate the racial hierarchies of the early modern present so as to advance the project of proto-Britain’s nation building. Interestingly, this stress upon racial difference when reconceiving the past inverts the frequent modern gesture in which creatives, such as those involved in BBC historical dramas, invoke historical accuracy to justify whitewashing racial representation in historically grounded narratives when performed on the stage, television, and/or film. As L. Monique Pittman contends, ‘ “authenticity” in historical drama, relies upon external signifiers of the past … [that] assume the existence of an identifiable beginning and the knowability of the past—a past recuperated through expert study and the archive’ (2022, 159). Yet frequently, this archival engagement is selective, leaving ‘unchallenged certain historical verities that demand reconsideration—in particular, the complexion of the past and myths of cultural homogeneity that fuel white racial nostalgias’ (Pittman 2022, 169). The strategic engagement with and deployment of history may thus differ, but the purpose remains the same. History validates a demeaning racialized depiction, whether denigrated or erased, in service of delimiting the racialized Other’s role in the (proto-)British nation.

Such hierarchized racial distinctions in the history plays extend beyond the East, touching upon locales much closer to, and increasingly part of, England. Take, for example, the ways in which the Welsh and Irish likewise function as contrasting figures across the history plays. In I Henry IV, Westmoreland asserts the superiority of the English when he describes how ‘the noble Mortimer’ fought ‘Against the irregular and wild Glyndŵr’ and was ‘by the rude hands of that Welshman taken’; as a result, ‘A thousand of his people butcherèd / Upon whose dead corpse there was such misuse / Such beastly shameless transformation / By those Welshwomen done, as may not be /Without much shame retold or spoken of’ (1.2.40–46). Like the uncivilized Turks, both Glyndŵr and the nameless Welshwomen exhibit a barbarous nature as they contravene proper codes of martial conduct. And while they may not have black skin, their inferior natures are likewise somatically marked. Glyndŵr’s can be read through his ‘rude hands’. As Akhimie convincingly argues, in the Renaissance, somatic markers of race extended beyond skin colour, including other features such as hard-handedness: ‘Hardness signifies a lack of social mobility, indicating a natural deficit of capacity to imagine and thus to be better by knowing better’ (2018, 118). Hard-handed people were therefore typically understood to be ‘subservient people, immutably low, incapable of and uninterested in upward mobility through modifying behavior (cultivating strategies)’ (Akhimie 2018, 121). All the significations of hard-handedness do not map neatly onto Glyndŵr. As Prince of Wales, technically, he cannot be said to be of a lower class. But what matters here is the English’s perception of Glyndŵr rather than what or who he truly is. The significance of hard hands lies in their communication of the stratified labour undertaken by another and, importantly, an incapacity for that person to change by becoming more genteel. While Glyndŵr’s hands may be ‘rude’ rather than ‘hard’, they nevertheless function in the same way. They express his inferior nature because he undertakes a ‘lower’ form of behaviour as one who ‘butcheréd’ his martial opponents. Glyndŵr’s ‘rude’ hands likewise suggest that the nature fuelling this uncouth behaviour cannot be elevated. The Welshwomen’s presence only amplifies the threat posed by foreigners. Uncivilized rule results in uncivilized subjects who increase the danger posed to the civilized English soldiers by intensifying the inversion of proper order modelled by their leader. Moreover, these women signal how race, gender, and sex often intertwine in representations of racial and ethnic difference. As Jean E. Howard and Phyllis Rackin observe, ‘the violence the Welshwomen commit is a gendered act of sexual mutilation, and of course, they are foreigners’ (1997, 205). And these women’s foreignness is communicated through a different somatic marker, the thousands of misused or castrated English bodies upon which the threat posed by the racialized, inferior, and uncivilized Other is writ large.

The racializing function of the Welsh’s inappropriate behaviour in battle thus sheds light on the Welsh Fluellen’s affront to the Irish Macmorris in Henry V. As a Welshman, Fluellen appropriates the same racializing logic employed to diminish Glyndŵr in order to solidify his insider position by marginalizing Macmorris as he questions Macmorris’s ability to behave with appropriate discipline. More than being an ‘ass’, significantly, according to Fluellen, the Irish Macmorris ‘has no more directions in the true disciplines of the wars … than a puppy-dog’ (3.3.16–18). Later, Fluellen tells Macmorris expressly that he wishes to discuss ‘the disciplines of war’ meaning ‘military discipline’ (3.3.38, 42). The term discipline, repeated multiple times by Fluellen, is key here. Read in light of Glyndŵr, foreign Others, those who threaten the proto-British nation, are undisciplined and therefore unable to follow the proper codes of martial conduct. Macmorris understands the insult as well as the racializing implications associated with those of ‘your nation’ (3.3.60). Even as both men fight for Henry, anticipating the united Britain of the future, they are not one, as Fluellen’s distancing ‘your nation’ indicates. Macmorris is clearly sensitive to assertions about discipline because the discourse he recognizes as often used to describe his nation—‘a villain, and a bastard, and a knave, and a rascal’—all suggest various forms of distemper, from the moral to the sexual (3.3.61–63). And just as Glyndŵr’s rudeness can be read on his hands, a passing moment reveals how Macmorris’s potential lack of discipline can be read on his body as well. After Fluellen declares Macmorris to be an ‘ass’, he further attests that he ‘will verify as much in his beard’ (3.3.15, 16). Editors typically gloss this line to mean, ‘I will tell him to his face’. Yet Fluellen never calls Macmorris an ass directly when given the opportunity. I would thus propose that this is instead a physiognomic moment. Indeed, reading it as such would clarify why Fluellen believes he can use Macmorris’s body, namely his beard, as a form of verification. At its core, physiognomy was the belief that the body, particularly the face ‘readily communicated [a person’s] nature’ (Corredera 2015, 94). Beards, along with complexion, eye shape, facial angles, and more were all part and parcel of this practice, which tracts promised could help one determine not only another’s emotions, but even their compatibility as a future business partner or spouse. If read in this way, as with Glyndŵr’s rude hands, Macmorris’s supposed martial undiscipline is likewise written on and readable through his body. And as the later interchange between the men indicates, this crudeness in martial matters is tied to Macmorris’s nation, whose nature is somatically inscribed by association. This is thus subtle yet nevertheless racializing discourse.

As numerous scholars have noted, Shakespeare’s history plays stage a struggle with integrating the outsider as the Welsh and Irish characters at once begin to be incorporated into the burgeoning concept of the British nation even as they signify a racialized Otherness that must be kept on the margins. These characters thus play an important role in uncovering the history of whiteness’s construction, the fact that white identity is not the self-evident monolith it tries to appear but as a raced rather than neutral identity category is instead fluid. In fact, it is strategically porous regarding who is included and excluded within its boundaries at any given historical moment. Read on its own, this moment with Fluellen thereby demonstrates how this porousness often invites the act of appropriation in order to combat it, for Fluellen appropriates the language of nationhood and race to solidify his centrality at the expense of Macmorris’s marginalization. In other words, he chooses assimilation via appropriation. And read in light of and alongside the citations noted above, these various references to racialized identities can be conceptualized as a form of theft, appropriations that manifest as cultural exploitation where the dominant culture (Shakespeare’s plays) takes elements from the subordinate culture (the racialized identities depicted in the plays) with no reciprocity and for the purpose of exploitation and/or continued subordination.

The appropriative moves of power that I trace here are a key part of the Shakespearean legacy regarding race and identity, one which contemporary appropriators at times grapple with and at other times sidestep. This sidestepping can take various forms, including ignoring issues of race and representation entirely. Yet other appropriators sidestep Shakespeare himself, uninterested in the great signifier that is ‘the Bard’. These appropriators instead use Shakespeare, the revered mainstay of Western culture, to reexamine and therefore reconsider elements of racial formation today. This dynamic is precisely the case with the comedy sketch ‘Rome & Julissa’ (2019), in which Robin Thede, creator of HBO’s A Black Lady Sketch Show, and the show’s writing team, appropriate Romeo and Juliet in order to meditate on the interrelatedness of race, gender, economics, and power. The dispute between the Capulets and the Montagues turns into a division between the fandoms of rappers Cardi B, embraced by Julissa (Quinta Brunson) and her family, and Nicki Minaj, favoured by Rome (Tyler James Williams) and his kin, a division which comes to a head at a house party serving as the sketch’s equivalent of the Capulet’s masquerade feast. As ‘Rome & Julissa’ unfolds, viewers observe a fascinating dynamic. On the one hand, Shakespeare clearly matters. Most obviously, the characters Rome and Julissa function as young, Black, millennial versions of Romeo and Juliet, while other details indicate that the sketch’s creators very intentionally engage with both Shakespeare and his legacy in contemporary adaptations. On the other hand, Shakespeare and Romeo and Juliet are both entirely beside the point, the point being the wide-ranging ways even the most successful Black women experience suppression in current society.

The sketch’s engagement with Shakespeare is signalled immediately, not only by its title, but also by the fact that as it begins, the characters all speak in a mix of ‘early modern’ and modern English, specifically African American English Vernacular (AAEV), as indicated when the house party’s DJ declares in the opening line, ‘What ho, fair n——s!’ When Julissa and Rome meet, the importance of word play and poetry comes to the fore. The actors speak in rhyming couplets with many lines delivered in a form of iambic meter, even if not quite pentameter. Moreover, while Rome and Julissa eschew most of Romeo and Juliet’s play text, Shakespeare’s language appears when Julissa declares, ‘And thus, with a kiss, I die my n——’. The use of Shakespeare’s ‘original’ language has long been a marker of an adaptation’s supposed authenticity. The sketch thereby plays with this expectation. With its focus on a rap feud, it is unlikely that many would interpret this sketch as authentically Shakespearean. Yet the uses of poetry and of Shakespeare’s text conjoined with AAEV signals the writers’ knowledge of and facility with conventional Shakespeare. They could create a more traditional version of Romeo and Juliet; they just do not want to.

Indeed, the sketch likewise points to its interest in adaptation, even appropriation, of Shakespeare through its other nexus of references—repeated aural and visual callbacks to Baz Luhrmann’s 1996 film William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet. For instance, when Rome comes down the stairs as Julissa first sees him, a noticeable musical shift occurs. The DJ has just started playing rapper Cari B’s song ‘Money’, but as Rome descends, the song fades away, replaced by a quiet piano piece reminiscent of (though not the same as) Des’ree’s ‘Kissing You’, which Des’ree performs during Romeo and Juliet’s costume ball meeting in Luhrmann’s film, and which subsequently becomes the lovers’ musical theme. This slant invocation of the movie becomes more obvious as Rome and Julissa move into the garage to declare their mutual love, a space lit by numerous candles placed on furniture and ladders throughout the room. The lovers thus stand in an area that visually invokes the candle-lit crypt where Claire Danes’s Juliet lies in her feigned death. Even more obvious connections to Romeo + Juliet appear when Rome and Julissa sacrifice their respective fandoms of Nicki Minaj and Cardi B to cement their love. As Julissa starts to do so, snippets of Romeo + Juliet’s orchestral score, specifically, the song entitled ‘Slow Movement’, play in the background. I trace the sketch’s references to Romeo + Juliet to demonstrate the myriad ways A Black Lady Sketch Show’s writers invoke their knowledge of Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, and the play’s famous afterlife. They know their Shakespeare, and they find both obvious and subtle ways to communicate this fact and through it, the creativity of their appropriative product.

Ultimately, however, closer examination reveals that even as the sketch engages with Shakespeare, it reserves its most penetrating attention not for the Swan of Avon nor even Romeo and Juliet, but rather for interrogating the complex relationship between commercial success, fandom, hip hop, sexism, and Black femininity, thereby making the sketch an exemplum of both an appropriative product and an appropriative act. These themes circulate through the reimagined premise undergirding Rome and Julissa’s romantic divide: the incompatibility between Nicki Minaj’s and Cardi B’s respective fans. Discussions of misogyny in hip hop are long-standing, often focusing on depictions of Black women and/or the way hip hop lyrics (articulated by both male and female rappers) degrade women. But part of addressing this misogyny has also been a consideration of female rappers’ status within the industry. Music journalist Briana Younger explains that hip hop is ‘a genre that has kept women at bay, never allowing for more than one female superstar at a time while treating the other women as incidental, pitting them against one another, or ignoring them entirely’ (Younger 2018). Certainly, feuds between MCs have long been part of hip-hop culture, whether it be between artists from distinct locales (see, infamously, West Coast Tupac Shakur vs East Coast The Notorious B.I.G.) or battles about asserting skill and primacy (see Drake vs Pusha T). The difference with the Nicki Minaj and Cardi B feud, however, is the context Younger identifies, in which there is space for only ‘the one’ female rapper even as numerous male rappers ascend the charts. Indeed, A Black Lady Sketch Show’s selection of Nicki Minaj and Cardi B is no accident, for as Younger notes, in 2018, they were the only two female rappers to ‘make this year’s chart’ (2018). This is the background the sketch taps into, bringing the struggles of prominent Black female rappers to the fore even as it plays with the travails of young love. Obviously, the stakes that divide Rome and Julissa are much more muted than those keeping Romeo and Juliet apart. This decision results in a light-hearted rather than tragedic tone appropriate for a comedy sketch show; I contend, however, that the choice also functions to spotlight how fan culture ‘magnif[ies] larger cultural failings’ by participating in a sexist hip hop milieu that creates insufficient space for female success (Younger 2018), especially for women of colour. In other words, if Rome and Julissa look silly for allowing themselves to be separated by rap fandom, then the very existence and cultural value of the rap feud between these Black female artists is likewise called into question. In ‘Rome & Julissa’, then, A Black Lady Sketch Show’s writers appropriate Romeo and Juliet’s narrative, turning it into a conduit for stressing misogyny’s absurdity, specifically as directed towards successful Black women.

In fact, the sketch also tackles the racialized and gendered parameters of musical success. The issue of double standards as applied where gender and race intersect is referenced when the DJ at the party where the lovers meet declares that instead of playing Cardi B or Nicki Minaj, he will ‘play Time’s greatest female rapper Iggy Azalea’. This line raises the issue of cultural appropriation, namely the way certain identities, often white ones, are rewarded for the very same behaviour critiqued when enacted by marginalized identities. Iggy Azalea is a white, Australian rapper who quickly found musical and economic success embracing the heightened sexuality for which both Cardi B and Nicki Minaj have been critiqued. She can therefore consume or appropriate ‘the idea of black aesthetics’ without Black struggle (Jackson 2019, 22). Thus, the sketch gestures towards how, even as Cardi B and Nicki Minaj navigate a musical culture that has long struggled with misogyny, as Black women they must also negotiate the ways their identities as women of colour impact the signification and reception of their sexuality. As Tricia Rose traces, Black women have long been encouraged to participate in the politics of respectability, resisting the idea of them as ‘sexually excessive and deviant’ by instead turning to ‘sexual repression and propriety as a necessary component of racial uplift’ (2008, 115). While not denying the sexism present in hip hop, Rose points out that because of respectability politics, Black male and female hip hop artists have been held to particular behavioural standards while ‘Many middle-class white men and women revel in the same type of [hip hop] lyrics and images’ (2008, 130). The sketch takes this logic a step further, invoking how Azalea capitalizes on the brazen female sexuality decried when displayed by either Nicki Minaj or Cardi B. The Iggy Azalea moment only lasts a few seconds, but it is made noticeable both by the disgruntled and incredulous looks the partygoers cast at the DJ and their vociferous ‘boos’, which communicate to even unknowing viewers that something about the DJ’s declaration is amiss. In early modern texts, Shakespeare’s characters repeatedly invoke Black femininity as an aesthetic contrast that props up white beauty. In this sketch, however, white femininity gets invoked to reverse this focus, drawing attention instead to the cultural and economic pressures faced specifically by Black women.

Essentially, then, both Shakespeare and Romeo and Juliet serve as vehicles that lead viewers to consider different forms of misogynoir, an emphasis that crystalizes most in the sketch as Rome and Julissa make a personal sacrifice to seal their love. Developed by Moya Bailey in 2008, the term misogynoir designates ‘the anti-Black racist misogyny that Black women experience, particularly in US visual and digital culture’ (Bailey 2021, 1). Bailey cautions, however, that ‘Misogynoir is not simply the racism that Black women encounter, nor is it the misogyny Black women negotiate’ (2021, 1). Rather, it is the racialized sexism Black women face precisely because they are both black and women, or as Bailey contends, ‘Misogynoir describes the uniquely co-constitutive racialized and sexist violence that befalls Black women as a result of their simultaneous and interlocking oppression at the intersection of racial and gender marginalization’ (2021, 1). One can see how the sketch’s invocation of Black women’s contested place in hip hop culture, and their sidelining by popular culture more broadly in favour of white femininity, both unfold different manifestations of misogynoir. As Rome and Julissa declare their love, one more set of details extend these ideas, reminding viewers of misogynoir’s expansive manifestations, which operate in service of ‘racism that seeks to define and diminish [Black women’s] value at every turn’ (Espinosa 2021, 83).

In this Shakespearean appropriation, instead of committing suicide, Rome decides to delete the Nicki Minaj hashtags from his Instagram profile, thereby denouncing his fandom for Julissa’s sake. The camera uses a close-up shot that allows viewers to see Rome open his Instagram and delete his fandom hashtags: ‘#BARB4LYFE’, ‘#ILLDIEFORTHISNICKISHIT //’, and ‘#FUCKDRAKE’. Immediately, the shot directs attention to the number of his followers precipitously dropping as he commits what Julissa deems ‘social suicide’. Of most interest to me here is the last hashtag Rome deletes. ‘#FUCKDRAKE’ references a feud Nicki Minaj has with rapper Drake, her former collaborator and Young Money label artist. The hostility began when Drake and Minaj’s then boyfriend, rapper Meek Mill, engaged in a very public conflict, with Minaj caught in the middle. As both men released tracks criticizing the other (Meek Mill suggested that Drake does not write his own songs), in his song ‘Charged Up’, Drake decided to reference innuendos about his relationship with Nicki Minaj, rapping, ‘Rumor has it that I either f—— her or I never could, but rumor has it, hasn’t done these n——s any good’. After Nicki Minaj’s contentious split from Meek Mill, however, the two formerly feuding men (Drake and Meek Mill), collaborated on the 2018 song ‘Only’. Minaj called out the sexism of this gesture in a freestyle verse entitled ‘Barbie Going Bad’, noting, ‘When you lose the Queen, n——s friendly, dawg/ It was just back to back like Wimbley, dawg’. The hashtags the sketch’s creators chose to stress through visual cues thereby continue ‘Rome & Julissa’s’ meditation on the attempted subjugation Black women experience.

Specifically, the ‘#FUCKDRAKE’ hashtag points to at least two different instantiations of misogynoir. The first is Drake’s unsanctioned and sexualized public invocation of Nicki Minaj. Because Black female sexuality is already seen as deviant, as Rose lays out, Drake believed he could perpetuate the discourse of the unfaithful Black woman without repercussions to his reputation. In fact, this reputation is burnished by the sexist hip hop culture in which such lyrics pervade as a way of elevating (often Black) masculinity. The second is the way that the two men teamed up to make Nicki Minaj the focus of their musical derision. She and Drake had collaborated extensively before Drake’s dispute with Meek Mill. Yet rehabilitating this relationship was clearly seen as less musically and therefore commercially advantageous for Drake than working with Meek Mill. Such a decision points to the ways Black women can be used as strategic tools within hip hop culture, at times employed as the sexy vocal companion that makes the male rapper musically and sexually desired, at other times strategically positioned as the derided and sexually demeaned ‘ho’. In this case, Nicki Minaj functions as a form of the latter in a ‘bros before hos’ move that reignites a defunct feud but redirects its ire towards the Black female MC. Importantly, Nicki Minaj’s response signals the power of appropriation through the fact that she deploys rap, a musical form used to try and marginalize her, to speak back to the masculine power seeking to put her in her (secondary) place. A Black Lady Sketch Show mirrors and amplifies this strategy by appropriating the narrative framework and language of one of the most recognizable texts penned by one of the most pre-eminent Western authors then repurposing both in service of shining a light on Black femininity’s current travails.

In this appropriation, then, the privileged status of both Romeo and Juliet and Shakespeare function not as the most important parts of the sketch but rather as a means to an end—that of drawing attention to the various forms of oppression Black women experience across contemporary Western culture. Admittedly, the sketch’s critical consideration of misogynoir occurs in complex ways, for viewers must fill in all the pop culture information the sketch invokes. There are practical reasons for this artistic decision, of course, such as keeping the sketch to a manageable, pithy length. But there is also potential to read more intentionality in this move. ‘Rome & Julissa’s’ creators choose to cater to audiences who can fill in the gaps of signification, particularly those immersed in Black and hip hop culture. In other words, the sketch’s creators refuse to accommodate its audience’s lack of familiarity with either Black popular culture and/or hip hop. Rather, it rewards its knowing, likely Black, audience. All others will not be handheld; they will have to do the work of gathering the relevant information for themselves. As such, this appropriation encourages the labour necessary for creating knowledge about racial difference and oppression, refusing to have the work once again placed on the shoulders of women of colour, in this case, the Black women who create, write for, act in, produce, and film A Black Lady Sketch Show. Thus, while appropriations of Black femininity in Shakespeare frequently functioned to denigrate and disempower, here, Black femininity’s appropriation of Shakespeare shifts the power imbued by appropriation, opening up space for Black female creativity and cultural critique instead of being operationalized in the service of white aesthetic and cultural superiority.

Just as contemporary appropriations deploy Shakespeare to challenge the racialized gendered and aesthetic values articulated by his dramatic characters, they likewise appropriate his famous plays in ways that reconceptualize the relationships between race, history, and power. To close, I turn to the beginning and conclusion of the 2019 Much Ado About Nothing put on by the Public Theater and directed by Kenny Leon. The culturally specific artistic choices made to open and close this production demonstrate how appropriation as an act of reframing and redistributing power can occur even in seemingly ‘authentic’ Shakespearean places and spaces. Specifically, this re-envisioned Much Ado, with its all-Black cast and unabashed engagement with and re-presentation of Black culture, bookends its comedic and joyful dramatic narrative with two moments that invoke America’s painful racial history, its troubling racial present, but also its Afrofuturistic potential. In doing so, Much Ado powerfully stages appropriative scenes that play with the concept of race and history in some of its most impactful moments.

From its opening minutes, this Much Ado ushers in unignorable details that invite a reckoning with America’s racial past, present, and future. In the official recording of the production, text on the screen informs viewers that the setting is Spring 2020 in Aragon, Georgia. Immediately, audiences grasp that they have been invited one year into the future, likewise signalled by two red, white, and blue signs that read ‘Stacey Abrams 2020’ on the side of the large brick house that makes up almost the entire set. Therefore, not what ‘is’ but rather what ‘could be’ garners audience attention, and what is (hopefully) to come is a presumed Abrams presidential run. As such, this performance invites audiences to join in an Afrofuturist vision for America. On the surface, Afrofuturism may not seem applicable to this Much Ado given that the play does not include hallmarks of the genre as defined in the 1990s by Mark Dery, including speculative fiction and African American appropriations of ‘images of technology and a prosthetically enhanced future’ (1994, 180). Afrofuturism, however, is not just a genre but also an ethos. As Ytasha Womack elaborates, ‘Afrofuturism is a way of looking at the future and alternate realities through a Black cultural lens … As a mode of self-healing and self-liberation, it’s the use of imagination that is most significant because it helps people to transform their circumstances. Imagining oneself in the future creates agency …’ (Womack 2017). Taking this more capacious definition, the Public’s Much Ado participates in the Afrofuturist tradition. It employs Black imaginative potential to envision an agential future, as signalled by the Abrams banners. And it does so through a dramatic milieu that embraces a Black cultural lens. Leon explains that he wanted to incorporate ‘our rituals’ and ‘our myths’ (‘Black Culture’ 2020), and that incorporation suffuses everything from the production’s musical choices (Marvin Gaye and Mahalia Jackson) to cultural traditions (jumping the broom) to speech (actors speaking in their own accents and inserting contemporary speech like rapper Cardi B’s signature catch phrase ‘okurrr’). Even as they reside in an ‘authentic’ Shakespearean production that maintains both the ‘original’ storyline and language, these Afrofuturist touches create the appropriative shift in power that Afrofuturism entails—the incorporation of African Americans into visions of the future when ‘they were not always incorporated into many of [those] storylines’ (Womack 2017)—and this shift is unabashedly joyful and hopeful.

But this is not a naïve hope. Much Ado’s imagining of a future that would see not only the first female president, but a Black female president, sits alongside musical cues directing the audience to America’s cross-historical racial inequities. Beatrice (Danielle Brooks) opens the play by singing powerful lines from Marvin Gaye’s 1971 classic ‘What’s Going On’: ‘Mother, mother, there’s far too many of you crying. / Brother, brother, brother, there’s far too many of you dying.’ As she continues, the words ‘don’t punish me with brutality’ especially resonate, as they not only reach into America’s past, but in a summer full of antiracist protests and calls for social liberation after the murder of George Floyd, to its present. That this musical choice functions as a commentary on race in America becomes clear as the song shifts into a medley with ‘America the Beautiful’ sung by Ursula (Tiffany Denise Hobbs) while an American flag waves in the wind on the left side of the stage. As Joyce Green MacDonald argues in this very handbook, ‘Leon’s reframed Much Ado opens with modern music, one of the “sonic cues” that Tracy Davis argues can activate audiences’ racial thinking. The lyrics of “What’s Going On” and “America the Beautiful” inform each other, and, intertwined, inform the audience that Gaye’s anguish and hope and Bates’ pride and determination tell different parts of the same American story’ (115). Underscoring the message, as the song climaxes, Don Pedro’s forces march in holding signs such as ‘I am a person’, ‘Hate is not a family value’, and ‘Restore democracy now’. America may thus be beautiful, but the signs remind the audience that that beauty does not extend unequivocally to everyone. Rather, just as Gaye’s lyrics meditating on injustice weave through Katherine Lee Bates’s lyrics on America’s magnificence, so too do the protest signs inflect any uncomplicated gesture towards American patriotism as they indicate that the war in this version of the play is ‘the war for equality, civil rights and the pursuit of racial justice’ (Karim-Cooper 245). Leon’s performance choices thus work in concert to celebrate America’s promise while also directing attention to both its bygone and existing racial failings.

Indeed, this attention to race and history returns at the play’s close. Leon crafts space for Black joy in his production, as seen when rather than chasing after Don Jon, everyone chooses to keep dancing. Soon, however, sirens and flashing red and blue lights interrupt the celebrations as the soldiers must get in ‘formation’, ready to march out once more, exiting the stage carrying the protest signs with which they entered. Those left behind break into an elegiac blessing as they begin singing James Weldon Johnson and J. Rosamond Johnson’s 1900 hymn ‘Lift Every Voice and Sing’, a song often called the Black national anthem and which MacDonald asserts ‘declares that the people of Aragon stand in solidarity as family, friends, lovers, and community, a community that is specifically black at the same time it is American’ (116). The production’s musical elements thus again make clear how past and present elide, thereby directing the audience’s attention to the long historical arc of the quest for racial justice in America. Significantly, the play’s close also directs attention once more to the future as Beatrice breaks this reverie with Gaye’s lyrics, ‘War is not the answer. / Only love can conquer hate. But we’ve got to find a way to bring some love in today. / Oh what’s going on.’ By indicating that ‘war is not the answer’, Beatrice calls into question the efficacy of whatever tactics the military men who have just been in her midst are taking, but she also raises questions about the future, namely, the most effective ‘way to bring some love in today’. The play thus concludes by directing attention to the themes with which it started, launching a subtle yet moving meditation on race and American history, as well as that history’s legacy and potential future. I unpack Much Ado’s opening and closing moments to demonstrate how Leon presents the type of critical perspective frequently associated with appropriations, one found amidst what many would consider ‘authentic’ Shakespeare. Much Ado thus reminds us to identify and examine not just appropriative works in their entirety but also more circumscribed but no less important appropriative moments, such as those that Leon creates. For just as race and history construct one another in Shakespeare’s plays, frequently in ways that support the proto-nation building of white identities, Leon’s Much Ado demonstrates that so too can contemporary performances (and other works) comment on race and history. Importantly, however, they can reframe that relationship in order to focus on the voices and identities that history has long attempted to silence.

Appropriation, Shakespeare, and race work forcefully together because all three are intimately tied to issues of power, even if in different ways. Examining appropriative moments in Shakespeare’s plays thus reveals how race becomes a strategic tool for shoring up elevated positions of gender, aesthetics, status, and the proto-nation, to name but a few key categories. When invocations of racialized Others appear in Shakespeare’s oeuvre, especially in unnecessary moments, one should therefore ask, ‘What is this racial reference doing here? And what power dynamics inform, even fuel, its appearance?’. Appropriations and adaptations have extended the legacy of these plays, but that legacy does not always carry the same racial messaging. Rather, amidst the modern-day works that reify long-held racial misrepresentations exist Shakespearean appropriations that powerfully challenge the racial status quo through moments both brief and extended. What unites them is their appropriative ethos in which the important element is not once again telling one of Shakespeare’s stories but instead offering up a new story about race today.
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Chapter 32

The Oral Histories

Staging Shakespeare and Race

Carla Della Gatta

With Adjoa Andoh, Lileana Blain-Cruz, Carl Cofield, Ako Dachs, Raúl Esparza, Chukwudi Iwuji, Iqbal Khan, Jani Lauzon, John Leguizamo, Natsuko Ohama, Bill Rauch, Whitney White, and Sherri Young

What is often referred to as a ‘concept production’ of Shakespeare is in fact the integration of a culture or setting into the rhythm and fabric of the play. It is an act of translation, and with attention to dramaturgy and the casting of actors who will voice and contribute to the mechanisms for conveying culture, these theatrical productions can bring forward new understandings of the plays, and of identity. Much must be negotiated with actors’ desires to express their identity and the means by which identity is legible, or made legible. All of these elements point to the question of the mechanisms and meaning of theatre.

Concept Shakespeare

AKO DACHS Ping Chong wrote the stage play Throne of Blood, based on Akira Kurosawa’s film script. Kurosawa adapted Macbeth, from English to Japanese, and Ping rewrote that into a play. It’s not verse at all, but it is poetic, in a way. I played Lady Asaji, the Lady Macbeth character (Figure 32.1). Ping cut a lot of Shakespeare’s scenes with Lady Macbeth, Macduff, and Malcolm to make the focus even more so on Macbeth. Throne of Blood was kind of a mixture of contemporary language with costumes from feudal Japan, and so certain movements were required. I taught the actors how to walk as samurai. It was a period piece, and they wanted to do it in an authentic way, not with some weird orientalism.



[image: image]

Figure 32.1 Ako as Lady Asaji, Throne of Blood (2010), directed by Ping Chong, Oregon Shakespeare Festival. Photo by Jenny Graham. Courtesy of the Oregon Shakespeare Festival.



JOHN LEGUIZAMO When I heard that Baz Luhrmann was making what would be William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet, I thought, you mean a Latinx … a half-Latinx Shakespeare film? I had to be a part of that. I wanted to be Mercutio because he had all the fancier lines, the better lines, the humour and the jokes, but I didn’t get to do it. Harold Perrineau was brilliant. For Tybalt, it was between me and Benicio del Toro. It was a four-hour audition. By the end, my voice was wrecked. And then we had a two-week-long immersion workshop, which was incredible. We don’t do that in movies, we don’t rehearse like that. But Baz Luhrmann is a genius. And it was incredible to be part of that, and we all got comfortable with each other. We got comfortable with the language. It was amazing.

We were supposed to be Latin, and we were—Vincent Lareasca, Carlos Martín Manzo Otálora. But then they cast the rest of the people with Italians playing Latin, which is typical of Hollywood of the era. At least they cast a few of us, at least half of us were real Latinx. We were in Chapultepec, in Churubusco Studios, the great studio that did all of the 1950s Mexican movies. Well, we were there. There were Spanish speakers on set. I remember the big party scene, for example; the choreographer rehearsed with all the extras in Spanish because most of the extras were Mexican.

BILL RAUCH Shakespeare, pardon the pun, was an absolute cornerstone for Cornerstone Theater Company, which I co-founded in 1986. We did a biracial Romeo and Juliet in Mississippi in 1989. In 1991, we did our first big national tour, involving people from all the little towns we had worked in; we went on a 10,000-mile national tour with our version of The Winter’s Tale. We also did a couple of Shakespeare adaptations for our ensemble that Alison Carey adapted brilliantly. One was Twelfth Night, or As You Were. Set on a Southern California naval base, it was kind of our response to ‘Don’t Ask Don’t Tell’. We did it in 1994, when that problematic military policy was very much in the news. Also, we did a very queer-infused version of As You Like It. So, Shakespeare was a really important part of Cornerstone’s life as well; long before I got to Oregon Shakespeare Festival (OSF) in 2007, Shakespeare was a real through-line in my life.

SHERRI YOUNG The African-American Shakespeare Company (AASC) has done a few of what I call concept productions. The Julius Caesar set in West Africa in 2012 and the A Midsummer Night’s Dream set during Trinidad and Tobago’s Carnival. Our annual Cinderella was placed in the Louisiana bayou setting. We have predominantly Black actors on stage, (hence, we’re the African-American Shakespeare Company). Sometimes white institutions ask you to act more ‘sassy’ or to be more ‘urban’ but that is not our full identity.

NATSUKO OHAMA Shakespeare is kind of like the ‘Teflon Don’ of plays. You can stick it in outer space, you can do Wild West Shakespeares and Mafia Shakespeares, or anything else. And, you know, they work and they don’t work.

CARL COFIELD I think of the famous quote that they always use in theatre school: ‘Shakespeare is universal.’ You can put it on the moon, you can put it in the water. I wanted to test that theory. I said, ‘Well, let me see it, is this in fact true?’ Years later, I’m happy to say that with the right amount of dramaturgical questioning and dramaturgical curiosity, one could make any argument. But it has to be dramaturgically sound.

CHUKWUDI IWUJI When the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) set their Julius Caesar in West Africa in 2012, it was extremely generalized as West Africa, which is a region. But each country is very different in itself. In 2016, they did a Hamlet set in Ghana. That has its own set of problems to me, like the only time you want to have a Black Hamlet is if it is set in Ghana? I have issues with that. But I get it. If you are looking to purposely bring in this culture or stage how people might fight outside this tent, or how public insults would actually happen in a crowd, but not in Rome, I get that.

BILL RAUCH I am moved by the social context of the work. And I think for me, on a personal level, as a gay man, as somebody with a disabled brother, as someone with a mixed race family, I think that social context in terms of the questions of who has power and why and how do human beings coexist across differences, is what interests me. How do we get at the essential sameness of our humanity, by exploring everything that makes us different in terms of all sorts of markers of identity, or aspects of identity? I feel like Shakespeare’s plays offer extraordinary platforms for exploring all of that.

I think that’s what has always driven me. I directed Romeo and Juliet for the first time in college. Whatever my insights as a 19- or 20-year-old were, one of the things I was obsessed with was class. The servant class would wear clothing that was very uncomfortable, while the upper-class characters, including the title characters, wore sweats. They had the privilege of being comfortable. The production was trying to bring in the contemporary context of 1982; it was definitely exploring who has the privilege of being comfortable versus who’s got the burden of not being comfortable because they were in service to that privileged class. In the Cornerstone production of the same play in Mississippi seven years later, we were exploring the Montagues’ and the Capulets’ difference as a racial divide. The Montagues were Black and the Capulets were white in this very segregated town where we were doing the play. Then when I directed it at OSF in 2007, we leaned into the generational gap. The elders were all in Elizabethan dress, and the young people were completely contemporary parochial school students. The parochial school uniforms that the kids would wear were exactly alike, so literally the same town, the same class, same everything, except for this ridiculous feud. We tried to lean into how young people feel, light years away from their parents and vice versa. Those are three really different points of entry into the play, but all with the social point of view, in terms of how society is organized.

CHUKWUDI IWUJI When I did Hamlet at The Public for the Mobile Unit, we got back and this man, Black man, came up with his little daughter. He said, I’m so glad that the first Hamlet my daughter saw was you. A Latino dad said the same thing; he wasn’t Black, but of colour. So, even by playing Hamlet, taking that weight on myself, you’re representing something. That’s what I mean by Shakespeare can take it. So yes, you can represent. By going there and doing your job and tapping into the humanity of this person, all that other stuff of representing, if it’s a woman playing Hamlet, that’s all their job. That’s the audience’s job.

My focus is to play Hamlet. If I want them to know that this is a brother, a Black guy, doing it, then great. Humanity is what I’m interested in, universal humanity; people will see the Black guy playing it. You can’t be more Black than you’re Black. Or more Latino than you’re Latino. People will see that.

JANI LAUZON There is something in the words that Shakespeare wrote; they have an energy to them. That energy is similar to some of our prayers, some of our ceremonies, some of our songs that are used for healing or bringing about transformation. For me, the plays, not all of them but most of them, hold a certain kind of energetic connection to the creative spirit that I think is part of what it means to be human. I believe this is the thing that most people feel when they’ve gone to see a Shakespeare play that is done well, or that has that spirit in mind, because so many Shakespeare productions do not have that spirit in mind.

That having been said, my further connection into what I like to take from Shakespeare is that I’m not interested in doing the plays as they are written, and so a lot of my work is, or could be considered, adaptation. What I’m interested in is trying to discern what that spirit is and how to engage and reach specific kinds of audiences, using the ideas around the core energy of what those plays are really about. Many people call that ‘Indigenizing Shakespeare’. I suppose that’s a term that we could probably use, but for me it’s about finding the connective tissue.

Directing Shakespeare and Race

BILL RAUCH When I directed Othello at OSF in 2018, the actor playing Othello was the only Black actor in the company (Figure 32.2). But I didn’t want it to be one Black actor and everyone else being white, because it just felt like that wasn’t a truly twenty-first-century American context. We live in a much more complex world. There were Latinx and Asian American and Indigenous and Middle Eastern actors in the piece, and it was really interesting navigating how to incorporate that dramaturgically. Cassio, for instance, was played by an Indigenous actor. He and I had worked out a ritual of smudging the barracks. Some of the other cast members were really upset by that choice because they felt it was diluting the piece’s exploration of Othello’s otherness, and that we were piling on too much otherness in terms of race and ethnicity and spiritual identity of other characters. In our production, Montano, the governor of Cyprus, was a Muslim man. And his prayer ritual was an important emotional trigger for Othello, as somebody who had spent part of his life in Islam. I wanted all those actors to be able to explore racial and ethnic identity through their characters, but we came up against conflict within the company, about when are we actually diluting Shakespeare’s play. Long story short, we cut the Indigenous smudging but kept the Muslim prayer, and I think that there were audience members who didn’t know that the actor playing Cassio was Indigenous. It was interesting trying to serve the text as some people interpreted it and trying to serve a specific exploration of Islamophobia and antiBlackness and a more general exploration of racism and religious bias.
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Figure 32.2 Chris Butler as Othello and Alejandra Escalante as Desdemona in Othello (2018), directed by Bill Rauch, Oregon Shakespeare Festival. Photo by Jenny Graham. Courtesy of the Oregon Shakespeare Festival.



Alejandra Escalante said she was so thrilled that she got to play Desdemona, but she was so relieved that the production didn’t highlight her being Latina because so many times at OSF, she was asked to highlight her ethnic background. And then there were other people who found it to be artistically liberating to be able to celebrate aspects of their identity through a classic text. Even within our single, 100-person acting company, there was a great variety of feelings and approaches to that issue.

WHITNEY WHITE If I tell you, ‘Fair-is-Foul, and Foul-is-Fair’ (I.i.9), you know exactly what that means. So how to attack and deal with antiquated language feels a lot like a technical issue. How are you going to say this? And that opens a whole other can of worms about training. Also, on whose bodies are you going to let it come out of? If ‘fair is foul, and foul is fair’ is coming out of a woman’s body, who is in a 1600s outfit, I’m distanced from that. But when I read that line, I know what that means. It sounds like something my mom would say. So, on what landscape are we going to let this language live? And how is it going to sound? (See Figure 32.3.)

IQBAL KHAN When I did my Much Ado About Nothing at the RSC in 2012, I set it in modern-day Delhi. We had all kinds of conversations about it. Generally, in theatre, nobody speaks realistically, we often scrape the mess away, we select and edit the real-life ebb and flow of things. In particular, the dialect, or the idiolect, of the place gave words/nouns like ‘Messina’ a completely different meaning. We were very sensitive about these changes; do we change the thing, or do we trust the dialect to change the meaning of the thing? Often what I found, just really living in your music, your rhythm will change the meaning in the appropriate way.

In addition, the codes of dress and caste were revelatory. The contradiction of pressures on young women, the enduring ‘invisibility’ of servants (so that no ‘private’ conversation goes unheard or unmarked), and the catastrophic shame and sanction around perceived female adultery: all potently resonant with the play.
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Figure 32.3 Whitney White, Phoenix Best, Reggie D. White, and Kira Helper in Macbeth in Stride, directed by Tyler Dobrowsky and Taibi Magar (2021). Photo by Lauren Miller. Courtesy of the American Repertory Theater at Harvard University.



CARL COFIELD I did King Lear and set it in Africa for St Louis Shakespeare in 2021. For me, France and Burgundy are coming to woo Lear for one of his best assets, which the text supports. ‘I loved her most’ (I.i.107) takes on a different resonance when we talk about the invasion and pillaging of Africa by foreign countries. Those are the type of questions that I like to ask myself when we start a Shakespearean project. I remember the moment in conservatory where I gave myself permission to attack the text from my unique point of view, as a Black man in America.

And in some ways, I think that’s why sometimes Shakespeare and the classics resonate with you so much because there’s always the Other. There’s always the Other.

LILEANA BLAIN-CRUZ A production where I got some pushback was in Much Ado About Nothing at OSF in 2015—again it’s about women (Figure 32.4). That church scene kills me, where Leonato basically throws down his daughter during the ceremony. Unfortunately, we live in a world where this rage and violence still exists. I wanted to stage the scene with a particularly violent push of Hero. It’s not that he’s a wholly terrible father; but there are moments where we get so blinded by rage and fear that we do horrible things. In the church, I wanted the father to be violent. I was young in my career, and this actor was doing these half-committed pushes. We were being safe, but it was so not the actual thing. I said ‘You have to go further; I understand this is challenging, but we have to go further.’ And he got so riled up that he yelled at me ‘This is stupid!’ loudly, in front of the whole room. A big old white man, and it was like life imitating art, art imitating life, the lack of consciousness. There I am, a young Black woman leading a room for the first time at OSF. They had not had a Black woman directing on their main stage, and I was the first. All of these complicated things that of course you do not publicize because that is problematic, but the investigation of the traumas of race and gender in relationship to Shakespeare ring true because they are still part of our culture. However—we made it through that moment. After the initial fear and resistance and push back, we came around to that moment that was particularly devastating, and made his feelings of pain and remorse all the more real because of the depth of that betrayal.
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Figure 32.4 Leah Anderson as Hero in Much Ado about Nothing (2015), directed by Lileana Blain-Cruz, Oregon Shakespeare Festival. Photo by Jenny Graham. Courtesy of the Oregon Shakespeare Festival.



ADJOA ANDOH I conceived, co-directed, and starred in the all-women of colour Richard II at Shakespeare’s Globe in 2019. What that meant for designing the look of the show, designing with Iraqi-Iranian Rajha Shakiry, was that we thought about ‘What are the natural materials found on the continents from which our ancestors came?’ So, we clad the whole of the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse in bamboo. A previous director has painted it black, but if you’re dark-skinned, with a candlelit show, on a black background, good luck with the audience being able to see you, my friends. I have seen shows in there where the darker the skin of the person, the less I can see them. It’s not a radio play; I’ve paid to see them. So we wanted to design with materials that were light reflective, hence bamboo, but we also wanted to do something that was indigenous in property from all those lands that our ancestors came from, hence bamboo. As an actor and as a director, props are incredibly important to me. So the crown was a Fanti crown, the sceptre was a fly whisk, the fruit the gardeners ate were mandarins, the food container from which Bolingbroke eats on his return to England was a tiered Indian tiffin tin. Many of the costumes were based on a Salwar kameez, a simple tunic and trouser outfit, which we see across Africa and Asia. Every night when Richard II looked at a portrait of his father, the black prince, I would be looking at a photograph of my grandmother. The portraits that adorned the royal hall were all photographs printed on linen of our mothers, aunties, grandmothers—a reminder of the women whose contributions gave us the opportunity to become artists.

Shakespeare and Race for the Stage

WHITNEY WHITE Most of Shakespeare’s plays serve as a template to the stories that play out in our media today. Henry V is the template for every action movie that you see, every Avengers movie. Every Transformers movie, every major action film in which a group comes together around one male hero is like a template from Henry V. ‘Template’ is the wrong word. I should say Henry V is a model for those. Romeo and Juliet is a model for every tragic love story that we’ve seen. Macbeth is a model for every complex heterosexual story we’ve seen in which the woman is evil or over ambitious. Titus Andronicus is a model for sadism, violence, the hyper-violent horror films. The Two Gentlemen of Verona is a model for a lot of the comedy that we use, from stand-up to slapstick character movies. These Shakespearean tales tap into something that is universally Western. There’s a reason why as soon as a story in the vein of Romeo and Juliet begins, the Western and global audience thinks, ‘I know what this is’.

IQBAL KHAN The first play I ever directed was The Homecoming in 1995 and when we revived it, I played Teddy because the actor couldn’t continue. I’ve played Othello a couple of times, I’ve played Prospero, I’ve played big roles. When I was entering the profession and starting as an actor, I had meetings with initially very excited agents. I was quite militant about where I saw my strengths. I said I didn’t want to play ‘Corner-shop Pakis’. That I loved classical plays … The fences came crashing down at the time. And I knew then that I was going to face the challenge to have the opportunities to be seen in the right way, to be valued for the right reasons. So, I started my own company. Productions included versions of The Importance of Being Earnest and Genet’s The Maids, in which I played the mistress.

While I was on an Arts Council bursary at the Leicester Haymarket Theatre, I played Robert Chiltern in Wilde’s The Ideal Husband on the main stage. I directed Othello in a studio version, and my instinct was, even then, to cast the play with a Black Othello, a white Emilia, and an otherwise Asian company, because what I wanted to look at was the colourism within the Asian community, and the different kinds of ideas of race. For me, the Others in the play in some ways, are Othello and Emilia, so I wanted to kind of explore these ideas.

WHITNEY WHITE I’m still going to go to the operatic version of Macbeth, I’m still going to go to the version where they’re dressed like it is 1600, I am still going to go. I’m just saying ‘yes/and’. I think Shakespeare should be redefined as undefinable. That’s the joy of Shakespeare; it is what it is. It’s large enough of a thing for all of us to grab, a well of possibility. Adaptation, interpretation, and the mere taking up of space, this is ‘yes/and’. Shakespeare did this as well; he is setting the bar for us to play. And that’s what it is, play. It’s theatre. I hope to stretch it out a bit more. To invite more people to the table. My current project, an exploration of five of Shakespeare’s women, is a performance cycle with music, and it’s a different thing altogether.

IQBAL KHAN One of the things I’m always trying to do when I’m challenging the way things are normally presented, or have been in performance history, is that I’m trying to show—and this might be a question of gender as well as race—that women and people of colour, particularly in the case of Othello, are often presented as having a limited interiority and complexity and they are effective because of their affective power, their emotive power, their signals of display. For instance, with our 2015 Othello at the RSC, I mean yes, it was wonderful having Lucian Msamati play Iago; he’s an extraordinary actor (Figure 32.5). On the most basic level, I wanted to make available that part to a great actor—an actor who, because of his race and a reading of the part that sees Iago as the arch-Fascist, would never be cast.
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Figure 32.5 Hugh Quarshie as Othello and Lucian Msamati as Iago in Othello directed by Iqbal Khan at the Royal Shakespeare Company (2015). Photo by Keith Pattison © RSC. Courtesy of the Royal Shakespeare Company.



One of the things that I wanted to challenge with our version was how easy it was to say anything about what motivates him or anyone in this play. To challenge the complacency of the language around these things. Often, in its performance history, it’s basically been presented as the story of a jealous Black Man, who gets more and more emotional, who sounds good, has great ‘music’, and then gets more and more violent, less and less rational; he’s dangerous and uses great animalistic language, and ‘God, how exciting’!!

The truth of the play is much, much more complicated than that. It seemed to me that the thing the play mines much more profoundly is the different kinds of betrayal—personal and political. Those are the sorts of things that really destabilize your sense of self. You have a picture in the last half of the play of the limits of the rational mind. Once doubt has crept in, how can you ever go back to concrete and easy assumptions about things? To recover your ‘innocent faith’, your certainty. Othello’s is a mind that’s eating itself. Yes, he’s prone to enormous violence, but also to enormous lyricism, and that is incredibly wonderful. This is a very complex portrait of a human being, and of a mind which in that final half of the play I wanted to honour. You know he’s much more than just the Othello, the music, and the violence of the Black man. He’s much more than charisma. For me, a lot of these plays are dramas about different kinds of minds, different kinds of interiorities.

SHERRI YOUNG The way our world is, you go out in the world and come in contact with all different cultures of people. You don’t have to be African American to be in an African-American Shakespeare Company show, but we do try to target the African American cultural identity in our productions. If I were proficient in other cultures, in a very authentic way, I would have included other cultures. I know there has been a Japanese take on Shakespeare’s work, but I don’t know that culture well enough, and you really have to know it inside and out, as a second language, to really give it authenticity or else you’re kind of window dressing the cultural aspects and undertones. That’s one thing I cannot stand is when I see Shakespeare shows, or even any show, where they just kind of take the gloss of a culture or just put a South theme on it. You can tell that internally it wasn’t created organically or authentically.

Just because you’re a Black actor doesn’t mean that you know how to translate Shakespeare to your culture. We did a West African accent for Julius Caesar in 2012. We did a A Midsummer Night’s Dream set in Trinidad and Tobago in 2017 and the actors had to learn the dialect. Both were an exploration of the different aspects of our culture, which is rich.

AKO DACHS I am planning to do a multi-language Asian Macbeth in the near future. I would like to focus on Asian actors—Korean, Japanese, Chinese, Thai, Filipino, Vietnamese, Indian—and have them bring in their own culture. I would like to do it with immigrants, and let them bring their own background to the stage. The story isn’t complicated with subplots, and I can assume everyone knows the story. Language isn’t that much of a barrier if you know the story. When I go to other countries, I try to see Shakespeare plays. I know that the language and pronunciation isn’t Shakespeare, but when I saw the Korean A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the Globe-to-Globe in 2012, it was so fun even though I don’t speak Korean. I would like to do a production with people speaking different languages with English subtitles.

CHUKWUDI IWUJI If someone says, let’s do King Lear and set it in Nigeria because Chuk is Black … but I just want to play Edgar as Chuk. How Nigerian, how Kenyan I am, doesn’t come into it. I come into it with the text, the voice, I come into it acting. Not acting on behalf of where I was born, but acting on behalf of me.

RAÚL ESPARZA Something I’ve always had an issue with is the problem of translating cultural values when you’re translating language. I’ve seen productions of Blood Wedding that are very beautiful, but they’re in English. I’ve sat in a theatre where I heard one woman say, ‘Why doesn’t she just get it annulled?’ The language is translated, but not the cultural values of 1930s Catholic Spain. You have to translate the culture too, and how does that work? In terms of Shakespeare, a lot of times I don’t really enjoy the imposition of meaning from outside to make it ‘relevant’. But I’m curious about whether context or location can illuminate something in the plays that feels pertinent.

BILL RAUCH I will say that one of the struggles that I had as Artistic Director at OSF was when I felt like Shakespeare was handing difference on a silver platter to the artists and was ignored, and for me that came up often when there were national differences in the text, like the French versus the English, and yet everybody sounded exactly the same. And if there’s no linguistic exploration of that, in terms of dialect or in terms of any way of exploring that, then I feel you’re not actually excavating that play. That’s a very personal point of view for me, but I struggled with my responsibility as Artistic Director in terms of how much do I impose my understanding of the texts versus how much I’m just entrusting others to exercise their visions.

WHITNEY WHITE A lot of people right now, a lot of artists I really love and respect, say we don’t need Shakespeare. And I disagree. I disagree. Because for better or worse, we are living in a hegemonic Western society, and everything that we do and say, and think and speak, is influenced by the history of this sphere, and that performing history is rooted in Shakespeare. To not do Shakespeare for me is to say that you don’t want to insert yourself into history’s narrative. And I think that’s why we have to do it. But we have to have the training along with it. So how can the training evolve as opposed to just completely losing it? And that’s my passion right now. I don’t want to see young actors just say no. Because there’s something I found in there, even if it was not always taught to me the most perfect way.

SHERRI YOUNG When you grow up Black in America, there’s already a stigma on your soul. There is a stigma of who you hang out with, who you are, what your identity is, what’s your culture, and who you listen to. I like rap and I like opera equally. But there’s this feeling of either you like this, but you can’t like that, and I like both of them. I wanted to merge them together, and I really wanted to create more opportunities for actors of colour to show the theatre world what actors of colour can actually bring to these roles that others haven’t thought about before. I wanted to open that door for Black communities to feel like they are a part of the conversation, not barred from the conversation.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO It’s very important to me because representation is something I fight for, for myself personally, but also for all the Latin-xers who can’t fight for themselves. I like fighting this battle, especially in information, in performance like my Latin History for Morons, and interviews, and wherever. Wherever and whatever we can do to shed some light and improve situations for everyone. It’s no different to me then, when only men play Shakespearean roles. When they added women, they thought it was going to destroy the form, and yet it made it so much better, so much richer, and so much more believable. I think it’s the same way when you add people of colour, because it expands it, improves it, and it sheds light on it in different ways.

Even something like changing the casting. For example, when Diane Venora played Hamlet at The Public in 1982. It was incredible. They just tried to do an all-female Waiting for Godot in 2019, but the Beckett estate made them cancel it. I mean the possibilities of recasting things instead of the normal white guys is a very thrilling, new world because it brings something out you probably haven’t seen or heard before. That’s what it does for me, it’s not just representation, which is important. It also sheds light on things, and it also breaks the clichéd acting and the cliché way of thinking of things, the tired ways, the lazy ways we get used to interpreting things.

LILEANA BLAIN-CRUZ The activation of language was really thrilling for me. I went to grad school at the Yale School of Drama because I realized that I didn’t know how to do that work of translation. I didn’t know what it meant to actually take the time to work through the text. Grad school was a formative moment for me. But then I realized I had anger at some of the issues in the plays, and the two shows I ended up pitching for my Shakespeare project were Cymbeline, because it was about a crisis of faith, and The Taming of the Shrew because this play makes me so angry. I was viscerally rageful, practically boiling with rage, and luckily my professors said ‘Great!’ And then they asked, ‘So what are you going to do with The Taming of the Shrew?’ And that’s the one that I ended up working on.

I worked with Lupita Nyong’o and she played Kate. For me, Kate was the hero/antihero. She’s the smartest person in the room, but she’s misunderstood and gets mistreated, and I built the production around that. In some ways, that is the joy of authorship of a production of Shakespeare. It’s exciting for directors because the story already exists, and it exists among many different productions, and you get to play with all of that history. For me, reframing who Kate was, and celebrating her, and reframing that last speech became a part of exploring directorial authorship, and that was really fun and freeing for me. It was the discovery that Shakespeare can be simultaneously fun and raucous and talk about the messed-up ways that we still treat women. That’s my long route to Shakespeare.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO When you see Lin-Manuel [Miranda] do what he did with the founding fathers in Hamilton, when he’s Puerto Rican (part Mexican) and there’s a Black Aaron Burr, I mean, it’s the greatest hit that has happened on Broadway. It’s a masterpiece. It is going to change musicals from now on. That’s how Shakespeare should be done now, like the way it’s being done right now by the Coen Brothers. It should be inclusive; we should all be. I saw Oscar Isaac’s (he’s Guatemalan and Cuban), I saw his Hamlet at The Public in 2017; it was incredible, and thrilling, and exciting, to see a Latin person, a Latinx person as the lead. I mean, that’s how it should be. Colour blind casting is not a high concept, it’s a reality.

LILEANA BLAIN-CRUZ I’m happy now that there has been a shift in what stories get told on stage, that there is an awareness of the need to expand the vision. I’ve always wanted the worlds onstage to reflect the world I see, and I see a lot of people of colour in my life. I see a lot of Brown people in my life. There’s a lot of Brown people in the world.

I am very clear and upfront in the rehearsal room about the universe that I’m presenting, and sometimes those rooms need convincing. They especially needed convincing at the beginning of my career, when people just didn’t know me and were afraid of tackling those dark complex histories. When I did The Taming of the Shrew, Kate was the only Black woman in a world full of white folks. And the cast didn’t understand that that happens. I, a Black director, was literally sitting in a room full of white actors, and yet it was difficult for them to see that it is possible to be the only Black person in a room. It was having to encounter or embody racism head-on in the way that makes you feel uncomfortable, which is true. It is uncomfortable to encounter that, to take that on, to hear the brutality of the way in which the characters describe Kate. To actually live inside of that is complicated, and so in some ways, I feel as a director my job is to inspire people to be brave enough to encounter the challenges of occupying that space of violence that lives inside of a play, even violence that seems to live humorously. We still do make really problematic jokes. We still objectify people, and I think most of the time it comes out of fear, the fear that you’re not being seen completely and complicatedly.

IQBAL KHAN There is both a reticence and a determination to be bold. There’s a reticence to do with being sensitive, to ensure that you’re giving yourself and others time to listen, to discover that which is unfamiliar. Because let’s face it, when it comes to Shakespeare’s plays, first of all, we are dealing with the Elizabethan sensibility, and then if we’re transforming it to a modern context, or another sort of context, how do we get there? And to what end? I think often directors make those choices for the company. I choose not to do that; I might choose the direction of travel. But then I also think it’s very important to use the experiences and impulses of the company that I have formed to determine the choices that we will make. For me, it is very important, particularly early on, to share the impulses for why I have chosen to begin at a certain place. But then to offer that to the company and then listen to them, to ensure that I’ve encouraged those voices in the room that might be hesitant, that might not feel welcome or qualified.

I have to find a way to ensure that they are not policing themselves, that they are encouraged, that they are listened to with sensitivity. There will be people in that room that have been in a room like the RSC many times and feel like they have a certain agency; they feel the sort of paternal need to help others. However, there’s also a fear of that which has privileged them being devalued or marginalized. Of ‘starting again’ with the introduction of new perspectives. It’s important to me to include those that haven’t been historically included or who have been marginalized, however that is defined. Surely you will get something that is more profoundly of the world now, something born out of an authentic and complex human engagement, if you allow the other, say, sixteen minds and experiences in.


CHAPTER 33

Editing Shakespeare and Race

Brandi K. Adams

About one-third of the way into his long invective against the theatre in his Histrio-mastix The players scourge, or, actors tragædie, divided into two parts (1633), William Prynne complains about the moral and economic costs of staging plays. Through his own foggy, dimmed, and scratched lens of ancient times and practices, he rehearses the histories of what he believes are untenable, extravagant economic investments. Prynne associates playhouses and performances of seventeenth-century London with spendthrift Roman emperors or unthinking Athenian magistrates who sought personal renown through the construction of stadiums or amphitheatres for public entertainment. This, of course, specifically included the performance of ancient Roman and Greek plays. He laments the wasting of municipal funds used for actors and their theatrical productions in these times that likely could have supported public necessities including the maintenance of the Roman Legion or in the Athenians’ case ‘to rigge their Ships, to set forth their Navy, or to defend their Country …’ (Prynne 1633, 312, sig Rr4v). Beyond selfish motives or a wasteful government, Prynne also recognizes another party to blame for the existence of theatrical venues and the successful execution of ‘stage-playes’. These individuals might now be termed theatrical producers—people who (among their other responsibilities) provide financial backing for a performance. Prynne designates them as editors:


… Editors of Playes in particular, who prodigally spent their whole estate in celebrating Playes to the honour of their Idols, or to gaine the acclamations of the vulgar crew, who were much delighted with theatricall and gladiatory Enterludes of which there are sundry precedents …  (Prynne 1633, 313, sig Ssr1)1



These ‘editors’ spend the bulk of their fortunes to celebrate an ‘Idol’, or to win recognition from the wider public for supporting performances by theatre companies and gladiators. Prynne translates the Latin word ‘editor’ (editor, editoris from ē-do, -dĭdi, -dĭtum), which often means ‘publish’ (in a literary sense) or in a more practical sense to ‘raise up, lift or elevate’ and then uses it in a particularly English context. My observation counters The Oxford English Dictionary’s in which Prynne’s use of the word editor is pronounced as obsolete and wholly unrelated to its current definition: ‘[a] person who prepares an edition of written work by one or more authors for publication by selecting and arranging the contents, adding commentary, etc’ (OED ‘Editor’). However, by examining the final section of his Epistle Dedicatory to the ‘Law Society of Lincolnes-Inne’, it appears that the two instances of the term are far closer in meaning than the dictionary indicates. In the Epistle, Prynne concerns himself with increased numbers of printed versions of plays now available to potential readers proclaiming that there are ‘above forty thousand Play-books printed within these two yeares, (as Stationers informe mee,) they being now more vendible than the choycest Sermons’ (Prynne 1633, sig *r). Here, Prynne foregrounds his later historical examination and use of the term editor (whether of print or performance). However exaggerated his claims about the availability of playbooks, he manages to articulate an existing cultural anxiety about these plays, not only because they could be performed, but also because they could endure in print as printed drama. Prynne concerns himself with the groups of people who have the economic means to ‘publish’, and thereby exert influence on the general public.

Prynne’s adaption of the Latin word ‘editor’ into an early modern English concept demonstrates, I think, a very logical elision (however accidental) between early modern theatrical productions and the printed plays that were eventually produced from those performances. Through his rather wide-ranging criticism, Prynne carefully, though hyperbolically, observes and judges the actions and intentions of his contemporaries: actors, shareholders, and patrons of theatre companies as well as the publishers and printers who introduced quartos and folios of ‘stage-playes’ to a theatre-going and reading public. In the construction of his extended metaphor, he marks the theatre, and everyone associated with it, as contagions to the health of London. And in an extraordinary rhetorical move, to further his point, and perhaps to ensure that his audience wholly grasps his meaning, he positions the ‘editors’ of English plays as racially black:


… these (r) AEthiopians, still retaine their blacke infernall hue: these Vipers keepe their Soule-deuouring poyson still: these Augaean stables, are as polluted (s) yea, more defiled) now, as euer heretofore: no Art, no Age, no Nation could euer yet abridge, much lesse reforme, their exorbitant corruptions, and enormities: their hurt doeth farre transcend their good; their abuses ouerpoyse their vse: they are so (t) crooked, and distorted in themselues, that no Art can make them straite: there is no other meanes left to reforme them, but vtterly to abolish them: It is (u) bootelesse, it is hopelesse therefore for any Christian to attempt, or vndertake their reformation: and so this Replication is but vaine.  (Prynne 1633, 38, sig, F4r)2



For Prynne, ‘editors’ of early modern English theatre were a black ‘poyson’ on the state. This blackness and ‘exorbitant corruptions’ come with what Kim Hall has identified as a ‘broad arsenal of effects’ in which the ‘Africanist presence is embedded in [early modern English] language’ (1995, 6–14). It is possible to extend Hall’s vital observation, I think, to the very construction of the physical text of Histrio-mastix itself. Prynne employs the nomenclature of early modern blackness (with all of its culturally negative connotations) and adjoins it to plays and the theatre positioning both performance and print as racially antithetical to England. At the same time, his racist metaphor becomes embedded in the physical representation of his words. The text clearly matches his sentiment.

Along with printers Elizabeth Allde and William Jones as well as publisher/bookseller Michael Sparke, Prynne employed type to epitomize the difference between so-called theatrical editors and the larger English state.3 This intention is neither singular nor unusual, particularly within the context of early modern English printed plays. Clare M.L. Bourne constructs a history of this practice that ‘mediates and materializes “the text” for readers’, through typographical shifts and changes in printed drama over the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries by explaining that readers of quartos and folios of plays understood ‘non-verbal dynamics that animated plays on the stage legible in print … finding typographic corollaries for extra-lexical meaning-making aspects of performance’(2020, 1–11). Prynne’s own text adopts and adapts some of these conventions in its particularly theatrical presentation; he paradoxically stages acts and scenes to frame his extended argument for readers as he entitles the first part of his tract as ACTVS 1. SCAENA PRIMA. This mimicking of an early modern printed play creates ample space to protest other, unworthy ‘editors’ of the theatre and to record their various faults. Deftly employing typography in printed drama as Bourne has described, Prynne employs conventions and styles used for printing classical and early modern plays to undermine the very books he criticizes. His text uses an italic font to further the association of racial otherness with ‘editors’ as he accentuates their ‘infernall hue’, in his branding of them as devils—a theatrical and cultural entity often figured as black. Returning then to the metaphor of contagion and uncleanliness, he then connects editors to the filth and excrement that Hercules cleans from the Augean stable while redoubling his abuse in his consignment of editors with physical disabilities.

Prynne figures plays and their producers as metaphors of contagion that distort England’s white purity and he forewarns readers that any resulting collapse of the country will likely mimic that of classical Greece, but more importantly, Rome—so often represented as a stand-in for England or the source of its empire. In his further attempt to justify the depth of his animus to the theatre, as well as the systemic problems he believes that ‘editors’ have caused, Prynne employs the figure of black African people to embody the perils of both theatrical and editorial enterprises through the ‘AEthiopians’, a long-standing biblical trope for stained or sinning people who often stood in opposition to the purity of English whiteness (Hall 1995, 1–24). Virginia Mason Vaughn historicizes the multifaceted relationship between blackness and contagion that functioned ‘[l]ike a congenital disease, carr[ying] with it a curse from generation to generation … and reiterat[ing] its meaning generation after generation’ (2006, 45).

Given the frantic, transparent nature of this racialized manifesto, it seems reasonable to suggest that Prynne may have directed the typesetting of his words to enhance their rhetorical power and negative effect. Although this tract has been ridiculed and consequently dismissed by some scholars as containing a ‘staggering load of resentment and anxiety’, it also provides, as Kent R. Lehnhof proposes, ‘real insight into the acute moral and ethical problems posed by playmaking in early modern England, as well as an ampler sense of the operation, influence, and significance of the professional stage’ (2016, 232). To Lehnhof’s observation, I would add that Prynne’s Histrio-mastix provides a useful aperture through which to consider the history and application of the term editor as well as the tasks related to it. The concerns of race (which include power, gender, and class dynamics) have been associated with the act of editing from its nascence.

In the extended introduction to this chapter, I have initially employed William Prynne’s insertion of the word and concept of ‘editor’ to the English lexicon in 1633 as both a catalyst and a framework through which to consider the relationships between the history of editing of early modern English plays and the work of premodern critical race studies.4 Because he neatly conflates theatrical performance and publishing by connecting them to early modern English figurations of blackness, Prynne provides an opening to re-examine the genesis, trajectory, and effects of race on textual editing and conversely, the effects of textual editing on race. His manifesto encourages reflection upon the often predictable identities of textual editors in our contemporary landscape, and the history of exacting and exclusionary parameters of class, gender, and race that the profession of editing early modern plays has historically demanded and then continually rewarded.

For all of its use of invective, Prynne’s tract neatly draws attention to the economic and social resources needed to be an editor, which coincidentally in ancient Rome and in the early twentieth-century London of the New Bibliographers included those born with an ability to ‘prodiglly spen[d] their whole estate’ on the enterprise to ‘celebrat[e] Playes to the honour of their Idols’. The historical narratives that continue to inform our current editorial moment were initially set and mostly controlled by the political interests of white Englishmen and white American men starting with the New Bibliographers. This group has traditionally had the permission, time, support, and means to determine which material texts are the most important (often Shakespeare), what subjects may be addressed (and how), and who gets to take on the mantle of becoming a textual editor. This broader history of editing has undoubtedly affected the ways that race is imagined and permitted to be addressed in the task of textual editing—the choices that are made about the text—or in activities closely associated with it, whether in introductions, textual notes, or philosophies guiding entire editions.

This history has also determined what counts as ‘editing work’. What if, in a reconsideration of the role of editors, textual scholars in particular counter paradigms, and embrace introductions to editions of plays by giving them a similar weight to the technical, textual editing of plays? Perhaps then scholars might feel less restricted to the sometimes mundane task of situating a play with its expected content. They might then acknowledge Theodore Leinwand’s recommendation to compose fundamentally electrifying and counterintuitive textual introductions that ‘teachers can teach against and that readers will want to resist, argue with, even dismiss, so long as they stimulate thought, arouse feeling, and provoke intense engagement with a play’ (2002, 500). Although the sentiment that guides somewhat predictable, staid Shakespeare editions is slowly changing, it remains important to re-examine persistently the political and social structures that govern how readers are introduced to and come to understand texts of early modern English plays, including the most widely edited playwright of that group, Shakespeare.

In the following, I address what I find is textual editing’s persistent adherence to systems of power that continually privilege white racial structures in editorial choice and practice.5 My own assertions are in response to Stuart Hall’s insistence that ‘the task of a critical theory is to produce as accurate a knowledge of complex social processes as the complexity of their functioning requires’, and that about race in particular that ‘we have to uncover for ourselves in our own understanding, as well as for the students we are teaching, the often deep structural factors which have a tendency to persistently not only generate racial practices and structures, but reproduce them through time, which account for their extraordinarily immovable character’ (2021, 104). This includes the mythic assumption of a ‘neutral’, ‘scientific’ framework for editing texts and the strange, continued reliance upon and celebration of exclusionary homosocial traditions promulgated by the outsized presence and influence of the New Bibliographers including W.W. Greg, A.W. Pollard, and R.B. McKerrow. These men have been lionized by F.P Wilson as ‘friends, “a happy band of brothers” ’ whose work was so intertwined that ‘[s]o close was their co-operation, so frequent their consultations, that in their early writings he [an imagined future Shakespeare scholar] will sometimes find it impossible to disentangle the work of one from that of another’ (1949, 76). Although it may be argued that editors have challenged and turned away from their influence, the legacies of these scholars continue at least in part in vocabulary, subtle practices, and in the constituency of editors entering into the field.

As recently as 2009, Greg was the celebratory subject of the journal Textual Cultures in which his hobbies and outside writing for The Economist (which his father founded) were excavated for additional insights to his editorial methods. Often subtly accompanying these celebrations of the scholarly past is an unfortunate elision of fifty years of research output on the history and literary culture of early modern race studies—either through subtle or outright implication that this work does not (or cannot) have an impact upon the editing of Shakespeare plays. This mindset often accompanies the false assumption that a potential editor whose research focuses on race (or gender, disability, or (a)sexualities) would only be interested in editing texts that manifestly address those issues. Taking my lead from Molly Yarn’s momentous recovery of the detailed labour history of women who edited Shakespeare editions, I imagine a space for a history of textual editing with a more capacious definition (that Yarn has developed and employs) which encompasses all of the non-technical work that goes into textual editing. This reconsidered definition begins to include important, but marginalized voices (Yarn 2021). Finally, while briefly thinking about the Henriad cycle, I imagine a past and future in which more scholars of colour decide to edit Shakespeare plays (and non-Shakespearean plays) to enrich the field and change the ways that new readers encounter these texts.

The Search for Clean, Clear, Unblemished (White) Texts

As Prynne imagines theatre ‘editors’ harvesting performances and printed material from the depths of hell, actual printers and publishers in early modern London endeavoured to print and sell blemish-free printed drama to their reading public. Well before Prynne’s tirade, play texts were continually advertised as being cleansed of faults, errors, and other textual infelicities. Their printers and publishers strove towards a replication of the ‘true and perfect Coppies’, of handwritten manuscripts if readers are to believe printers and publishers such as James Roberts and Nicholas Ling as they advertised the second quarto of Hamlet (1604). What remains compelling about Prynne’s later tract is his inversion of the paradigm in which ‘editors’ of plays were the cause of contamination to text, not the solution. Sonia Massai theorizes on the lengths to which publishers and printers of Shakespeare might go to make texts as clean as possible as they were individuals ‘committed … to the perfection of dramatic copy as annotators or procurers of annotated copy’, and who sought to make these dynamic texts as perfectible as possible (2008, 35). I contend that the aim for perfectibility is a component of a larger project of whiteness, which for printed plays includes metaphors associated with clean print, neat text, and faultless fairness. These aims have always been at the centre of early modern English printing and publishing.

Molly Yarn succinctly describes this search for clear, unblemished, edited text by the New Bibliographers as a way of ‘formalising new methods of analytical bibliography and instituting a new focus on the search for “ideal copy” that reflected the author’s intentions, as interpreted by the editors’ (2021, 15). This approach to editing has been determinedly re-examined, historicized, challenged, and revised by scholars over the last several years including Sonia Massai, Paul Salzman, Tiffany Stern, and most recently, Yarn. Nevertheless, the process of editing Shakespeare’s and other early modern English plays remains cloaked in the rhetoric of science and objectivity that still governs a great deal of the language about editing today. The New Bibliographers’ critical espousal of an existence of bibliographical facts, is as Adam G. Hooks articulates, something more akin to a detective fiction in which a hard-boiled, fedora-wearing, inscrutable, usually white male detective determines what is true, what stories are ‘right’, and which set of events is the most plausible. There is no way to find ‘just the facts’, in a neutral way (Hooks 2021, 281–282). White detectives and New Bibliographers both have a race, a critical perspective, and various ways of organizing information and understanding the world.

Unfortunately, this desire for neutrality, or a particularly ‘English’ way of editing, promulgated by Greg and other twentieth-century scholars, made a specific kind of scientific objectivity (which is also impossible) seem possible. Greg declared in ‘The Present Position of Bibliography’(1930) that he was ‘… bold to claim for bibliography the title of a science, and believe that as a method of discovery it is thoroughly scientific (222). Bibliography (which for him later became an inextricable part of textual editing) was an ‘organon of research into the transmission of literary and historical documents—that is, at once into their original form and subsequent adventures—bibliography should take rank as a mature science in the world of scholarship …’ which remained separate from other literary scholarship (258). T.H. Howard-Hill has charted Greg’s refinement of his understanding of both bibliography and textual editing, but the conclusions remained fairly consistent throughout his career (2009, 63–75). For Greg, bibliography perpetually remained a science, and remnants of this philosophy remain as editions of early modern English plays (and other materials) are developed for readers today.

The act of editing and the rhetoric associated with it have a profound connection to the New Bibliographers and, by extension, whiteness. The imbrication of whiteness and maleness with editing has continually influenced which scholars have been permitted or encouraged to approach and work on an edition of Shakespeare’s plays. Even as literary critics have become more diverse, editors—particularly of early modern English plays—have remained mostly homogenous. During the height of his influence, W.W. Greg insisted upon a great distance separating literary critics and other readers from bibliographers and editors, maintaining that the two fields had little to nothing in common. As he maintained this perspective, his influence shaped generations of scholarly views on the relationship between editing texts and reading them. Textual editors working under Greg’s aegis took a great deal of pride in the particularities of their work and the creation of extensive and so-called definitive editions of Shakespeare (and other early modern plays) that emerged from technical language and jargon that would unfortunately go on to alienate students and scholars who either felt unwelcome or were not as initially proficient with the intricacies of editing. The fraternity of New Bibliographers (that would, from time to time, admit women including Alice Walker, Henrietta Bartlett, and Evelyn Albright) and their successors selected who could become an editor as they often had the ultimate say on approving these projects. This group made the final determinations about what it meant to be an editor and who could become one.

Editing is genealogy, and until very recently, it was entirely possible to trace any given Shakespeare editor through both close colleagues and advisors back to the New Bibliographers. In his pursuit of ‘science’ and the purest technical approaches to his work coupled with an enduring desire to keep the field of bibliography and textual editing separate from the work of literary scholars, Greg persuaded himself that bibliographers might only be understood as a ‘race’ of people in distinct danger of enslavement and prostitution by outsiders. It is necessary to quote at length here:


But there is a danger which, while I do not think it very serious, had best not be lost from view. There is one service which may be asked of bibliography, or at least of bibliographers, and is indeed all too readily asked of them, which it is no part of their business to perform. It is that bibliography should become the slave of other sciences, charged with the compilation of ‘bibliographies’. This is mere prostitution. I do not think that such a view of their function is commonly held by bibliographers themselves, but one occasionally meets with it in the dark world outside. It is the invention of those professors of other studies, often I think literary than what we generally term scientific, who are too slovenly and too indolent to do the drudgery of their own work for themselves. So they would make of bibliographers a race of Robots to do it for them.  (Greg 1930, 222)6



The fear of becoming ‘enslaved’ to literary critics and other scholars who might need assistance with bibliographers’ (admittedly) obscure technical systems of organization and editing, seems to have caused bibliographers and textual editors to close ranks around themselves and protect their work. That ‘slovenly’ and ‘indolent’ scholars engaged in literary studies would be uninterested in their work or deem it as robotic drudgery seems as histrionic as William Prynne’s pronouncements against ‘editors’ at the start of this chapter. A clear indication of his being a member of a community wholly unconcerned and disconnected to legacies of transatlantic slavery in his own country, Greg aligns editing, race, prostitution, and dehumanization in compelling if woefully misguided ways. Greg flippantly imagines himself conscripted to work at the behest of an unscientific literary scholar as he is reduced to repetitive drudgery—a complement to the editors Prynne racializes and separates from the larger community in his version of early modern England.

But unlike the waving hand of dismissal that scholars have given to Prynne, and despite Greg’s hyperbolic claim, bibliographers and textual scholars were always assumed to have readers’ best interests in mind even as they remained cloistered away from literary scholars in pursuit of usable and suitably edited texts. As they worked, supposedly far from the influence of critical trends that might create a noticeable bias, bibliographers worked in pursuit of a text in which it was seemingly impossible to locate a human’s influence—other than that of the author.

Leah Marcus explains that ‘the successful edition of a literary work was one that created for its readers an aura of near transparency, or unmediated access to the author and his or her achievement’ (1996, 4). While bibliographers and textual editors understandably did not wish to be seen as robots, in a sense, they still functioned in similar ways to artificial intelligence systems, which silently make decisions in deference to a particular type of human understanding of the world, with all biases of its programmers intact. For a long time, this method worked perhaps because the readers of play editions were either similar enough to editors, or were taught to believe that this kind of editing was free of any particular perspective. Marcus writes that ‘it [the play edition] successfully met reader expectations about the author and work in question. The editor’s own taste and sensibility were sufficiently at one with that of his audience for his edition to achieve the illusion of transparency’ (Marcus 1996, 4). Even if readers were unsatisfied with editors, it was perhaps easier simply to accept the edited editions presented to them. As the readers have changed and both become more diverse and more assertive about their interests—thanks to the tireless work of scholar-advocates for diverse people and perspectives in the field—editing has started to become more representative of all scholars in the field, but it must also continually address its own aetiologies and subject positions. This starts by collectively accepting that whiteness is a subject position and a race that situates editors in particular ways.

Conceptions of race—particularly surrounding whiteness and Englishness—have always been a part of the task of editing Shakespeare and other early modern English plays. The pursuit of a supposedly stable, neutral text created subject specific barriers and replicated historical ones which often precluded marginalized scholars from developing new or alternative approaches to editing. There were, of course, new methodologies of textual editing that arose to challenge prevailing ones, but even the novel, controversial perspectives of ‘upstart’ editors at times still reflected the closed-off legacies of the New Bibliographers. As the technical work began to change, the overriding assumptions of neutrality and the separation of the editors (or at least the act of editing) from the literary critical community remained. Even as more diverse scholars interested in gender, race, and sexuality were opening up Shakespeare and early modern English literature studies to interrogate the assumptions guiding critical work in the field, textual editors and their scholarship remained mostly homogenous. Furthermore, after years of striving to get their research acknowledged by the larger research community, scholars invested in premodern critical race theory may not have had the time or patience to engage in the ‘perpetual civil war’, of editing as it has been so vividly described by Gary Taylor:


Editing exercises power, and it can only be understood by an analysis of power. Editors are always fighting each other, in a perpetual civil war designed to secure legitimacy for one faction or another … Competing warrior editors fight each other over the body of a text, like the Greek and Persian armies fighting over the corpse of Leonidas, because control over that body confers honor and power.  (1988, 19)



These editorial civil wars (perhaps not the most inviting metaphor for US colleagues of colour—particularly Black colleagues—no matter how closely the metaphor is tied to Classical history) may have been concerned with which Shakespeare texts to prioritize or examine when preparing an edition, but they never quite addressed the differences between and among editors that could change a given edition. There was also the reality that nearly all of the editor-combatants were white men in secure tenured or tenure-track positions.

Starting with the New Bibliographers, editors, including the ones at war, have focused on making texts as clean, clear, white, and scientifically ‘objective’ as possible despite a desire to celebrate the multiplicity of versions of a text. Until very recently many editions have refused to address textual blackness, whether in glosses, critical perspectives, or technical decisions that can determine a reading that might make readers uncomfortable. Blemishes of the text have continually appeared to editors in the form of corruption, contagion, lacunae, and error. Editors ‘correct’ these problems in a rather god-like way without admitting that these are human decisions that guide a given reading. This long-time mission—pursuit of a pure, unadulterated text—became a central focus in editing that is (1) centred around the business of Shakespeare’s (and sometimes other) early modern English printed plays that becomes most evident in twentieth-century editions; and (2) has been entwined tightly with a history of whiteness in the concomitant fields of book history, bibliography, and textual editing. While editing may have been initially tied to conceptions of early modern blackness, a textual editor of Shakespeare’s plays (or other early modern plays) is now a position and a pursuit that has historically not been associated with scholars who are Black, Indigenous, or other People of Colour.

Because the editing of early modern English texts has mostly centred around the editing of Shakespearean plays—and to a lesser extent his poetry—there has been a protective barrier around them. Even with heroic efforts towards more inclusive practices in editing, led by scholars including Ayanna Thompson, M.J. Kidnie, Sonia Massai, and Emma Smith among others, there remain vestiges of exclusivity associated with this field even in the wake of what is called ‘New Textualism’. This newer version of bibliography aims to demystify what it means to be an editor and to consider what the task of editing might look like in conjunction with scholars who are interested in critical frameworks that may have been less well-received in the past (Kidnie and Massai 2016). Now that a wider variety of people are now available and welcome to edit Shakespeare plays and poems, there nevertheless remain scholars in the field who continue to think of Shakespeare not as Thompson envisions him, as a name with ‘multivalent meanings’, and one who ‘is never coherent, stable, fixed, and defined’, but as someone whom they can claim to know, speak for, and embody (2011, 17).

The sanctity with which some scholars and readers regard Shakespeare (or other authors) can make the task of editing daunting, especially as it often includes the glossing of particular words, phrases, and concepts pertaining to the text in new, contextually significant, and unexpected ways—as Miles Grier demonstrates in his chapter detailing the importance of tattooing and ink in representations of literacy and indigeneity on race and book history in this volume. As they embark on this work, editors (especially those of colour) interested in issues concerning race (as well as gender, (a)sexualties, and disabilities) in early modern English literature may feel undue pressure to not break too far from traditional avenues of interpretation and editing. The task of editing may become further complicated when scholars governing publishing boards limit potential editors to working solely with plays or other material closely aligned to their identities or their primary research interests, for instance assuming that a prospective editor working in premodern critical race studies would only benefit themselves or readers by editing plays including Titus Andronicus, Othello, Merchant of Venice, Antony and Cleopatra, or The Tempest. Even then, as the above plays have been more widely accepted as needing critical engagement on race, there still remain critical editions that actively and continually avoid the subject of race in any substantial form.

Inclusive of notes and glosses that consider a wider variety of perspectives on race, gender, (a)sexualities, and disability, it is also important for editors to feel comfortable enough to determine editorially significant moments in quarto and folio versions of a Shakespeare play (or various versions of other plays) that challenge prevailing editorial decisions that may indicate something about race and difference as Alice Walker, Leah Marcus, and Jeffrey Masten have each individually determined in their scholarship on the editing of Othello (Marcus 2005; Marcus 2016; Masten 2016; Walker 1953). However, in addition to Othello and other plays now accepted as being a part of a canon that addresses racial formation and otherness, it is also especially important to consider all plays in the history and enterprise of editing as indelibly connected to conceptions of race and its intersections. If this does not occur, what happens to scholars interested in addressing race, often in the form of whiteness, in the rest of the Shakespearean canon or in other early modern plays that do not explicitly deal with racial others? Is it possible, for example, to edit the Henriad cycle (Richard II, I Henry IV, II Henry IV, and Henry V) as plays that are concerned with race? Could that change decision-making patterns about physical text, glosses, and/or the introductions to the play? Can textual editing make space for scholars who are interested in both the histories and premodern critical race studies?

Kim Hall and Peter Erickson articulate the kinds of troubles that editors interested in race were likely to have encountered in the very recent past (and in some cases that they are likely to still encounter). Together, they enumerate the ways that new historicist scholars have traditionally claimed the study or interest in race as an anachronistic concept, as it has insisted that ‘the early modern period [was] so different historically as to be cut off from our contemporary culture’, denying its very possibility as a subject of study (Erickson and Hall 2016, 5). Hall and Erickson identify a secondary problem that can be equally detrimental to a rejection of critical studies of early modern race in England in particular—an appeal to Shakespeare’s universality, which attempts to silence continuing discourses and research on history and representation of race. Scholarly insistence on the broad universality of Shakespeare and elisions about difference in readers and audiences makes recoveries of histories of Shakespeare readers and possible editors, such as Black women in nineteenth-century America, exponentially more complicated.

Black Club Women, Shakespeare, Editing: And Some Preliminary Questions

In 1895, Miss Sarah E. Tanner, Principal and Instructor in English Literature and Industrial Drawing at The Colored Normal and Industrial school in Bordentown, New Jersey, published an article entitled ‘Reading’, in The Woman’s Era (Tanner 1895). This nineteenth-century periodical centred on news and accomplishments of middle- and upper-class black women in Boston was related to the National Association of Colored Women (NACW), generically known as a Black Women’s Club. Beverly W. Jones explains that the history of the NACW and organizations like it were formed after the end of the US Civil War in order to ‘combat racial discrimination and to express a sense of identity and solidarity among black women on a national level [ … ]’(1982, 20). Black Women’s Clubs including the NACW (of which there were many throughout the United States) often had groups in their organization who focused on issues of educational and political causes, and they also had reading groups that focused on literature and other aspects of culture. In her short exhortation Tanner encourages fellow readers to find solace and company in books, and to read with a purpose as she cites several early modern English writers including Philip Sydney, John Milton, and Francis Bacon. Books become a way, Tanner argues, to combat discrimination and to cultivate careful thought. Rather than a program of reading widely, she suggests that her audience read deeply:


Not only is it necessary to acquire the habit of reading, but also the habit of selecting carefully what we read, and this in itself will greatly develop our intellectual tendency, and then we will learn to appreciate the good and beautiful. Read with a purpose. No better advise can be given a young person than to ‘read much, not many books’.  (Tanner 1895, 34)



Roughly a contemporary of W.W. Greg’s, Tanner warns against reading about authors without reading the material firsthand:


Do not read about authors and imagine you have read the authors themselves, but with great care study the masters of the art of literature, authors like Milton, Dante, Shakespeare, Bacon, Goethe, Cervantes, Schiller, and others.  (1895, 34)



These two paragraphs taken together suggest that some of the women participating in these clubs were indeed careful readers of early modern English literature including Shakespeare (and Bacon, Milton, and Sidney). This brief article raises the following questions: What editions of Shakespeare and other writers might these women have read? Would they have been interested in the task of editing Shakespeare or another writer? Would they have encountered these questions during their university years? In their literary club discussions, did the literature teachers read their own introductions to the plays that they prepared for students? What material still exists that shows the extent to which these women engaged with Shakespeare’s plays and other texts? Is it at all possible to locate their books?

In her history of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century women’s clubs in the United States devoted to reading Shakespeare and other literature, Katherine West Scheil writes that unlike their white counterparts, who had organizations wholly devoted to Shakespeare, ‘black club women across the country saw knowledge of Shakespeare as a way to attain ‘advanced thought and knowledge and progressiveness’ and frequently included Shakespeare as part of their educational programs, but they usually read Shakespeare in ways very different from those employed by the white women’s clubs’ (2012, 95–100). These American Black women readers of Shakespeare were likely employing methodologies that were unrecognizable to the likes of Greg, McKerrow, and Pollard. They were examining the texts in ways that benefited their lives and expanded their worldview. During the same year that Tanner published her article on reading, two Black women’s clubs in Denver, Colorado decided to devote their time to reading European history and all of Shakespeare’s History plays. Elizabeth McHenry writes:


The Round Table Club had also pursued what they called ‘historical studies’ in part through an examination of literary texts; their focus throughout their 1895 season was on Shakespeare’s historical plays. In addition to suggesting the content of their reading, both of these programs illustrated clubwomen’s tendency to organize their reading around historical time periods or significant events. Their interest in history, especially in European history, underscores the extent to which they subscribed to the belief that to study ‘life … as is found in history’ was to gain exposure to ‘life as it really is’.  (2002, 226–228)



After reading these accounts of nineteenth-century Black women engaging with Shakespeare, again, I am left to wonder: As the Round Table Club read through Shakespeare’s histories, what guided their conversation? Is there evidence of their reading anywhere? What editions did they read? Were they aware of the editions of Shakespeare that were being edited by other women in the United States? If given the opportunity, would they have wanted to take on the task of editing Shakespeare?

In Shakespeare’s Lady Editors, Molly Yarn powerfully reassesses the definition of what it has traditionally meant to be editor of a Shakespeare play by interrogating prevailing notions about how women should be counted and regarded as editors. As she challenges problematic notions about the work associated with editing, she recovers the important histories of women who laboured tirelessly over the texts of these plays to introduce them to new reading audiences. Yarn demonstrates that thinking about the task of editing and the function of an editor is multifaceted; it involves a variety of labour and insights to complete the work. She answers Sonia Massai’s provocation calling for an expansive definition of the role and activities of an editor, in which Massai demonstrates that active, careful readers of texts provided insights to printers and publishers of early modern English plays including the second folio of Beaumont and Fletcher in 1679. Yarn’s work on the complexities of the function of editing incites the following questions: Were there Black, Indigenous, and other women of colour reading Shakespeare with an eye towards editing? Is it possible to learn about the histories of these women editors and encourage students to engage in textual editing? How might we begin to trace a genealogy of hidden editors of Shakespeare? Recovering additional histories of readers, writers, and editors may encourage scholars to reconceptualize fully what a history of editing means; it can become one that includes even more people who previously ‘did not count’ in the field.

Statistical Discrepancies (Don’t) Point to Obstacles

On 9 July 2021, M.J. Kidnie shared with fellow members of the academic community on Twitter a statement that she had recently heard from an unnamed senior scholar concerning race and gender and its relation to editing and textual studies:


Just heard a senior academic argue that editing and textual studies are dominated by white men simply because other groups’ interests lie elsewhere. Statistical discrepancies don’t point to obstacles. Any thoughts?  (Kidnie 2021)



There were, of course, several responses to this provocation. They ranged from mild confusion concerning the dubious use of statistics to vociferous objection at the erasure of significant work that people other than white men have contributed to the field. Inherent in these comments was also disappointment at the assumption that ‘other groups’—which conveniently for that unnamed scholar comprise most of the non-white, non-male scholars in the field—only ever have interests that are directed ‘elsewhere’. There was also the added sting that this valuable work is somehow incompatible with editing and textual studies. However, this incurious, pithy statement that this unnamed senior professor made to Kidnie, a fellow senior professor well-known and lauded in the fields of book history and textual editing is a live and disappointing example of the rhetoric of science and the mythologies surrounding the New Bibliographers enduring in a field that is thankfully on the precipice of change. Answers like the unnamed scholar’s that consist of a thoroughly unconsidered response of ‘correlation does not imply causation’ will no longer hold in the fields of bibliography and textual studies. Daring new editorial approaches that centre the interests of new generations of readers are imminent.

It remains vital to talk about functions of power in editing that include race, gender, class, education, and sexuality so that students are aware that there is no neutral editing process for Shakespeare’s plays. Editors cannot come to this work without humanness, so students should learn early on that the way one person sees and understands a text is going to differ from another based on a variety of circumstances (Akhimie 2021, 1–8). Diverse experiences and approaches that one editor has with a text can produce readings wildly different from another editor. Editing shares some commonality with translation as no two translators will interpret a conversation or a passage of a text in the exact same way. There can be standard ways of preparing a text for publication, but editors and their students must always recognize that there is not a neutral or singular way for this work to happen. Within standardization, there is, of course, room for difference of opinions, how to choose to read a line, or how to understand the make up of the page. It is crucial to know that editors are not an airy substance that descends from the heavens to produce a text, nor are they William Prynne’s devils seeking to ruin the words of a beloved playwright such as Shakespeare. Every editor works and reads in a particular way, and this, whether we collectively like it or not, affects how individuals look at texts, think about texts, and think about the world that helped construct those texts. In the end, who I am and how I move in the world matters as I think about editing early modern printed plays. Who you are as you choose to edit texts matters as well.
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1 This text was originally printed in italics, I emulate this convention here.

2 In this section of the tract, Prynne enumerates his observations using the alphabet and uses italics for additional effect. I leave these typographical choices intact. I also chose not to alter the text at all—including errant parentheses or the early modern typographic convention to use a ‘v’ for ‘u’.

3 Elizabeth Allde and her husband Edward Allde (also a printer and publisher) helped to ‘edit’ several early Modern English plays, including those addressing race and racial difference such as Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy and Soliman and Perseda, George Peele’s The Battle of Alcazar, John Mason’s The Turk, and Philip Massinger’s The Bondman.

4 See Hendricks 2019.

5 The concept of ‘whiteness’ is much more than a specific identity; it is also a set of expectations and power structures within a given political system. For bibliography and textual editing, whiteness becomes an expected interpretive lens. Whiteness may also work as an effect of property, expectation, and belonging. It has been defined by legal scholar Cheryl I. Harris among others (Harris 1995). For specific concerns in the study of early modern English literature, see also Erickson 1998.

6 Many thanks to Tara Lyon for a fruitful discussion about Greg’s address.


CHAPTER 34

Translation at the Intersections of Shakespeare and Race

Alfredo Michel Modenessi

Coming Clean

Over the last decade, I’ve been reducing my academic work while increasing my activities as translator and dramaturg; I view my professional practices as performative endeavours and consider my writing more essayistic than scholarly.1 I subscribe, thus, to Liza Kharoubi’s description of the power of ‘the ethical imagination’ that performing arts make audiences ‘feel’: ‘The stage reverses the [Platonic] allegory: on stage, the shadows have a compelling strength, which is stronger than the lights of Ideas because, unlike abstract ideas, the shadows have faces. The ethical Imperative doesn’t come from a commanding Truth but from a humbling and anarchic unknown’ (2014, 5). Puck’s final speech reverberates here as much as other instances where ‘shadows’ play a role in Shakespeare. My own stance rests on similar grounds: ‘Translation makes no claims at permanence. It is a performative art, an interpretive actualization of shadows in critical and creative contingency with its sources’ (2001, 153). Jorge Luis Borges’ elaboration is far superior, of course: ‘¿Cuál de esas muchas traducciones es fiel? … Repito que ninguna o que todas’2 (1976, 95).

Scholars more rigorous than me have rightly stressed the fundamental, historic, yet often overlooked social and cultural value of translation. That value applies to Shakespeare, the paradigm of the long-gone author whose work remains in strong demand worldwide, largely thanks to translations that effect it new instead of treating it as a forensic object. Translations are the ‘most valuable documents for exploring both the interpretive history of a Shakespeare text and its semantic virtualities’ (Delabastita 2003, 124). Such documents, produced by readers/writers—translators—whose skills are often more nuanced than those of native readers, form an ever-growing archive of textual performances of Shakespeare, as well as a multilayered record of his dissemination and reach beyond the limits of Anglocentric, monolingual studies.

Matters at Hand

Shakespeare and race frequently intersect, even if the word appears ‘barely eighteen times’ in his works (Loomba 2002, 22). Although ‘race’ didn’t convey then the multiple and volatile senses of today,3 our understanding of it is deeply rooted in the early modern era, its literatures, and its social, religious, ethnic, and ethical lexicons, all European in origin and scope. If ‘race and racism need to be located within particular fields of discourse and articulated to the social relations found within that context’ (Back and Solomos 2000, 23), then the early modern age—to ‘western’ eyes, an age of ‘discovery’, ‘conquest’, and ‘conversion’ of ‘others’—was a most fertile context for the entanglement of the category ‘race’ with the ‘empirical knowledge, misinformation, and ideology [that] justify and sustain [the] particular beliefs’ (Orkin and Joubin 2019, 193) underlying racism and kindred abusive practices. The terms ‘race’ and ‘racism’ may be clearly distinguished but hardly dissociated.

Since ‘Shakespeare and race are coeval’ (Thompson 2021, 3), markers of systemic prejudice and discriminatory practices are also consistently found in his work. Then again, although the polymorphic phenomenon called translation predates all the above by several thousands years, the three substantial terms in my title come crucially together precisely in Shakespeare’s era. Of interest here will be texts, acts, and events that bespeak what we broadly connect with ‘race’ and ‘racism’, which now, as then, are also close to or intertwined with ‘classism’, ‘misogyny’, and ‘sexism’. The fundamental question for the translator is the simple, what to do with them? But it’s never simple.

For instance, the first line from Sonnet 1, ‘Of fairest creatures we desire increase’, hosts a workload of linguistic, cultural, technical, and ethical questions for a translator. By ‘fair’, will common English readers promptly grasp connotations other than ‘beautiful’, among them ‘white’ as designating complexion? Curiously, none of the editions that I use to translate the Sonnets4 makes note of ‘fair’ as ‘having very little color … or pigmentation’ (Merriam-Webster, ‘fair’, adj. 4). Do editors presume their present readers to know that in early modern times such connotation of ‘fair’ would be ‘naturally’ decoded concurrently with ‘beautiful’ (M-W, ‘fair’, adj. 5), ‘pure’ (M-W, ‘fair’, adj. 7), and other akin senses?5 Contrariwise, the racialized polysemic cluster of ‘dark’, ‘black’, and ‘foul’—abundant in Shakespeare—is either regularly annotated, or worse, ‘naturally’ understandable. Without a note on the polysemy of ‘fair’,6 will most English readers be immediately aware of ‘the workings of racist thinking that link a social process of differentiation … to the naturalization of such differences’, and inhere in Sonnet 1, in The Sonnets, and in most early modern English literature (Akhimie 2018, 11)?

Translators cannot miss the weight of such ‘workings’. Still, how should we address the historic prejudice that underlies ‘fairest’ and overdetermines ‘beauty’ all the way to the ‘dark lady’ section? Should we be pedagogical and somehow convey it, in the name of philological accuracy? Will someone feel absurdly capable of enabling present readers to experience it like early modern readers? Will we resort to the unwanted footnote? We won’t understand the role of translation today unless we stop thinking along those lines. Present translators operate in the present, not in the past. At present, translating ‘does not necessarily constitute reported speech, but can be a new utterance, … translation is productive, performative, discursive’ (Tymoczko 2009, 178). As a translator, I perform in the present, and since translating Shakespeare’s Sonnets implies producing printed artefacts, I may or not make a footnote on ‘fair’ and other cases of interest, or address them in an introduction. However, I won’t treat translating as a pedagogical or forensic activity. Translating is a performative act effected in present time, through present, dynamic means, according to present, creative ideas. It is not an act of conservation.

Literal Slaves

Translational acts that intersect issues of race in Shakespeare aren’t always read along compatible lines. A widely examined case involves Miranda’s excoriation of Caliban for his attempt to rape her:7


  Abhorrèd slave,

Which any print of goodness wilt not take,

Being capable of all ill! I pitied thee,

Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour

One thing or other. When thou didst not, savage,

Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble like

A thing most brutish, I endowed thy purposes

With words that made them known. But thy vile race, Though thou didst learn, had that in ’t which good natures

Could not abide to be with.

(Tempest 1.2.350–359)8



This speech reports a translational event whereby conservative readings assume that Miranda—after Prospero’s indictment of Caliban as an irredeemable ‘slave’—bemoans teaching Caliban to speak, as opposed to teaching him to speak her language. Wittingly or not, those readings pose that Caliban is ab ovo the fiction of an indeterminate entity without articulate speech who acquires the human skills to produce it, instead of being the fiction of a native being who speaks his own language and happens to be different from the European fictions that reach his island.9

For instance, Julia Reinhard Lupton locates Caliban ‘between animate beings … and their realization in the form of humanity’ (2000, 2), endorsing his incapacity for human language: ‘Caliban, like Adam, names the objects of creation, yet, unlike his antitype, he must be taught this language’ (2000, 8). To Lupton, the language lesson ‘lessens the “mooncalf” Caliban, indicating his demotion within Prospero’s sovereign remapping of the island’ (2000, 9). To conclude, she compares Caliban’s ‘resentment’ with that of Richard III, Shylock, Iago, and Lucifer (2000, 9).10 This fundamentalist reading overtly conflicts with a critical assessment of the racial issues in the play. But the idea that Caliban has no language prior to the arrival of Prospero can trickle into less conservative criticism, even if it rightly contends that Miranda’s rebuke conveys ‘the discourse and outlook of a hard-hearted colonizer’ (Williams 2014, 2).11 In either reading, Caliban’s crime, doubtless abhorrent, grows worse for occurring in spite of his having received the ‘gift’ of western logos.

Such equivocal yet common Eurocentric constructions have been variously and pointedly contested.12 In the Canary Islands, the Caribbean, or Continental America, most colonizers dismissed the opportunity of reciprocal learning afforded by linguistic contact—a reciprocity significantly involving translational acts. Instead, they trained interpreters to facilitate their understanding of the natives’ tongues as well as the profitable use of their own ignorance. ‘The power dynamics of coloniality inevitably inflected translation, with each side invested in certain understandings. European conquerors and settlers sometimes ‘heard’ only what they wanted to hear’ (Stam and Shohat 2012, 60). The colonizers held power over linguistic transactions, since these had to occur in the imported language through an interpreter bound to their mandate. Conversely, the colonized peoples, downgraded ‘from driving energy to passive and humble recipient’ (Modenessi 2020, 38), were compelled to become functionally multilingual or suffer the consequences of an unfair correlation of linguistic power.

The Tempest does show that Caliban acquired from Prospero the tongue by which he learned to curse: ‘Thou … wouldst … / … teach me how/ To name the bigger light and how the less (1.2.333–335). But these lines do not certify that Caliban had no prior language. Instead, they suggest that, through a basic translational act, Prospero taught Caliban how to also call celestial bodies that he could already name by means of articulate sounds signifying ‘big light’ and ‘small light’—which to Miranda were ‘gabble’. Unless we religiously accept that Caliban was meant by his fiction-maker to be a ‘creature’ translated from a sort of animal into a human by the ministration of language, what Miranda and Prospero did, true to actual European practices, was to teach him their codes. Thus, Caliban isn’t only capable of human language but multilingual—‘Adam’s antitype’ speaks in tongues.13 Moreover, the ‘print of goodness’ that he wouldn’t acquire did seek to align him with Miranda’s social practices but more with the power needs of the former Duke of Milan, who upon Caliban’s resistance, turned him into a slave—an ‘instance of bare life, violently stripped of genealogy, cultural memory, social distinction, name, and native language, that is, of all the elements of Aristotle’s bios’ (Ziarek 2008, 95). But since the power of ‘the postcolonial translation of modernity rests in a permeative, deformative structure that does not simply revalue the contents of a cultural tradition, or transpose values “cross-culturally” ’ (Bhabha 2000, 359), then Caliban’s contemptible attempt might yet epitomize an intuitive, disruptive resistance to all the alien codes of ‘goodness’ which he was supposed to assimilate—for they would have also taken him to non-personhood, to the erasure of his bios by other name than ‘slave’. In the end, ‘Adam’s antitype’ is one he can vindicate.

Derogative readings of Caliban mirror how the early modern period—where present implications of ‘race’ began to brew—triggered major changes in the history of translation and of textuality that would modify, even obscure, both matters. Shakespeare’s textuality emerged in a site of tension between oral and print culture. But by the end of the eighteenth century, Shakespeare was ‘fully translated from its … indeterminate position into a form fully harmonized with the textual conceptions of a print-centered culture’ (Murphy 2000, 201). An originally collaborative process was thus assimilated as authorial property through print, reprocessed unto fixity, and refashioned as an agent of hegemony. Translating is likewise a collaborative endeavour. As Belén Bistué shows, ‘medieval and Renaissance translation teams formalized a multiplicity implied in translation practices in general’ (2011, 140). In early modernity, however, theoreticians of translation began ‘to accommodate their definitions of translation to a single-language, single-version, single-author textual model, because this model was compatible with the general social, political, and economic dynamics of European processes of centralization and unification’ (2011, 156). Eventually, translation was adjusted ‘to the new culture of print and property, and deprived of its former freedom of transformative action’ (Modenessi 2004, 243). The culture of authorship and proprietary print marginalized complex views on translation, consolidating barren notions about translating in the Eurocentric mind, among them a constraining idea of ‘fidelity’, a faux-synonym of ‘literalness’, which tends to ‘oversimplify complex matters, while its imprecision and its moral overtones undermine its usefulness’ (Windle and Pym 2012, 1.3). At the cusp of modernity, translation became devoted to the faithful conservation of ‘Supreme Books’—enslaved to an inert, literal understanding of the printed word.

It’s no coincidence that all of the above overlaps with the European colonization of America,14 where translation, and its absence or manipulation, played a decisive role in what Enrique Dussel calls ‘the Eurocentric fallacy’: the fact that ‘Modernity appears when Europe … places itself at the center of world history over against a periphery equally constitutive of modernity’ (1995, 9–10). How does this relate to translating? As witness the polysemy of ‘fair’, the lexical element in the process of translating is easily mistaken to be stable. Since in Miranda’s speech ‘race’ is mostly glossed as ‘hereditary nature’, the ramifications of the term shouldn’t be a problem to a thorough translator working on a first draft. It’s even simpler if the aim is publication: a note will do. But maybe a stage project looks to underscore power relations in The Tempest and deliver, say, a ‘decolonial’ reading.15 The translator, then, collaborating with other creative agents, may pointedly use the ‘R’ word (or phrase) in their language (Raza, in mine), embracing all its present implications and complications.16 Translators ‘must move beyond Eurocentric presuppositions … or else translation … can only be … an imposition of current or would-be powers’ (Tymoczko 2009, 175). Other choices would be made along compatible lines. ‘Enlarging the conceptualization of translation beyond Western views makes room for more types of translation processes … and for additional empowered roles for translators’ (2009, 179). One source may be rendered numberless times, individually or collectively, for likewise countless reasons and projects.

I can, for instance, easily imagine a bilingual, even multilingual Tempest, featuring either an actual or a fictional native tongue for Caliban; or one making Spanish the shared tongue and Shakespeare’s English Caliban’s own. The correlation of Shakespeare and race with a view to translating cannot be approached in the present without a critical perspective on both the subjects and the practice involved. Translating is a creative act unrestrained by rigid rules; it is never literal, never definitive, but performative, closer to the execution of a piece of music by a skilled player than to the drudgery of a subservient arranger. ‘Translation entails not only more than one language but also more than one writing event, more than one writing subject, and more than one interpretive position’ (Bistué 2011, 140). Hence, translators embrace fluidity and evanescence. In passing, translating demands a better grasp on its complexity from all who approach it.

Prejudice, Pride, and the Proper Stage

An issue in articulating translation, Shakespeare, and categories like race is that, for survival, Shakespeare must be translated, subjected to a segregated cultural practice often seen but as a necessary nuisance, a mechanical operation, a matter of app-use—at best, as the bastard child of Babel striving to ape blue-eyed literature.

To begin with, however, Shakespeare, the artistic phenomenon assembling everyone in this volume, is largely a result of translational events. Not only is playwriting a basically translational art, but the mighty vehicle of Shakespeare’s poetic drama and poetry—the iambic pentameter—is also an outcome of translational processes; and so are many sources that he turned into scripts—not to mention the role that translating played in his education, and the evident relevance of translation in several plays. To be fair, translating Shakespeare sometimes brings recognition. But it frequently invites misinformed scorn, upon the blind assumption that Shakespeare is synonymous with ‘sublime poetry’ and hence incapable, say, of foul language or racist moments, as well as only worthy of ‘exquisite’ (read convoluted) figures of speech—even where his own are not.

Regarded thus reductively, Shakespeare can never be ‘well translated’, even to those who couldn’t begin to read him or appreciate a translation. A version of The Merry Wives of Windsor in colloquial Arabic (‘ammiyya) made in 1981 by Muhammad Enani illustrates this common misimpression. Despite being favourably received by theatre-goers, critics called Enani’s work ‘an act of forgery that vulgarized the ‘venerable poet of the English-speaking world’. Enani explained the negative reception by pointing out that Shakespeare has been associated in the popular imagination of the Egyptians with the Classical Arabic idiom of pre-Islamic and early Islamic times’ (Hanna 2009, 166). No matter where, Bardolatry dies hard. In similarly disdainful fashion, translations can also be fodder for plagiarists who mash-up or deform them to sell them as their own; or they can matter little to otherwise informed people who somehow ignore that a text in another language is ineluctably the merit, or failure, of a translator.17 Despite the advance of translation studies, and the growing scope of critical practice, the general attitude remains that translating is small-change and translators are invisible or irrelevant.

Partly, this disregard can be put down to the mistaken impression that, in his own or other languages, Shakespeare is printed matter, stable, definitive.18 Accordingly, translations need not be varied, much less creative. Some translations come out and remain inert as the result of such stale notions of translating and of Shakespeare. They tend to be ponderous or over elaborate, or just flat, hard to turn into a show—and often skittish about Shakespeare’s ‘unsavoury’ stuff. An apt illustration is the 1996 translation of The Tempest by Enriqueta González-Padilla, a radical Catholic who, among other things, assigned Miranda’s famous speech to Prospero.

Creative translation, however, increasingly ‘throws overboard its subservience to the original along with its claims of being the original’s authentic representation. Translation thereby asserts its transformative nature and its inherent affinity with other textual modes of intervention in intertextual space’ (Delabastita 2003, 114).19 Performance in multiple forms has been the touchstone of Shakespeare’s resilience and productivity, from the liberal adaptations in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, to the early translations in Europe and later the world, and then to the proliferation of other forms of transcreation in the last century and the present.

Still, standing before printed words that are objects of blind reverence as much as sources of excellent matter for performance, how is a translator supposed to deal with Shakespeare’s notorious displays of racialized bias and scorn? With the vilification of Shylock? The impossible crux concerning the ‘base Jew/Indian’ in Othello (5.2.507)? What about the comedies, be it the early Love’s Labour’s Lost or the ‘problematic’ Measure for Measure, where characters are systematically mocked on the basis of physique, language, or behaviour? In every instance, translational choices have been or will be made according to all sorts of reasons and circumstances. How did/will they relate to a project, or to their context, or their audience? On top, Shakespeare is mobilis in mobile, so what worked ten years or an hour ago can now be a bad decision. How do translators manage all this?

The examples below address some of these questions without presuming to deliver answers. All mean to invite reflection concerning the task of translating at the intersections of Shakespeare and race—and other prejudice-inducing notions—in our time, because ‘current reconceptualizations … take translation to be paradigmatic of sociality—that is, relationality per se. As such the study of translation has become a site for radical political critique’ (De Bary 2010, 45). Translators at the receiving end of the asymmetrical relation between hegemonic and colonized societies can benefit from regarding translation as their own ‘locus of power, where the circulation of literary texts intersects with deep-seated discursive traditions in the receiving culture’ (Fleck 2016, 344).

The Moor and Diglossia

Ferial J. Ghazoul opens ‘The Arabization of Othello’ in forthright manner: ‘No work of Shakespeare touches chords of Arab sensibility and identity so much as the tragedy of Othello’ (1998, 1). Ghazoul surveys a two-sided catalogue of versions in Arabic, ‘starting with pleasure derived from the presence of the Self in the canon of the Other, to anger at the deformation of the Self in a distorting mirror’ (1998, 2). The figure of the mirror is strong throughout: ‘When Arabs look into the play, their point of view entails seeing the Self facing its ‘image’ as delineated by the Other’ (1998, 1). This triangulation of the mirroring items is especially relevant to translating Shakespeare’s ‘Moor’, as it locates the dominant agency, the fiction-maker’s agency, within the fiction of selfhood that it creates for the actual referent of it to assume, and perhaps assimilate, that agency as its ‘own’—even by fantasizing the dominant agent as part of that fiction of selfhood.

Ghazoul’s study of early translations begins with Khalil Mutran’s admired version in the early twentieth century. Her characterization of Mutran’s erudite work coincides with other accounts (e.g., Hanna 2009) but stresses the devotion with which the Lebanese-born poet re-imagined the English playwright. The most telling detail—translation-wise as well as regarding a text that betokens racial conflict—is that Mutran’s Othello was presented to readers as Arabization (ta’rib), and not as translation (tarjamah); dutifully, the translator devoted ‘a lengthy paragraph to explaining how Shakespeare himself seems to reflect the Arab spirit … Mutran not only appropriates the protagonist of the play, but also naturalizes its author’ (Ghazoul 1998, 3). The metaphor of spiritual communion seems characteristic of the age. Shakespeare also appealed that way to Mexican literati at the time, whose gradual move from admiration for all things French to a budding but eventually powerful taste for English-speaking culture—with Shakespeare up front—began in the mid nineteenth century and flourished in the early twentieth, a major name being that of Manuel Gutiérrez Nájera.

Interestingly, Mutra’s translation was ‘indirect’, made from a French translation—a standard procedure in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century in many quarters, again including Mexico. To his interest and grasp of the foreign, Mutran brought a strong linguistic nationalism, evinced by his choice of mode of expression, as he ‘emphatically reject[ed] the use of a colloquial idiom, asserting that the vernacular has “shattered the unity of the [Arab] nation” ’ (Ghazoul 1998, 3). He paid special attention to another factor: ‘The characters in Mutran’s translation, apart from Othello, kept their original names, approximating the French pronunciation. The protagonist’s name, however, was changed to ‘Utayl, on the grounds that it had to be an Arab name, not a European name’ (1998, 3). These concerns enrich the already complex position of the translator beholding a text that gradually corners its protagonist’s racialized self into destructive action and self-destruction through a powerful discourse of false affinity effected by an active agent of segregation—for Iago largely succeeds by eroding Othello’s superior command of a foreign language and rhetoric. Ultimately, Mutran seems to have confronted the racial questions in Othello by means of a double translational take on Othello and Shakespeare, whom he transports to his own imaginary of belonging, and then to the mirror of self: ‘there is in the writing of Shakespeare a Bedouin spirit which is expressed in the continuous return to innate nature’ (Mutran in Ghazoul 1998, 3).

Ghazoul also examines the work of the Palestinian artist, writer, and translator Jabra Ibrahim Jabra, who also studied Shakespeare deeply and spoke of his texts in quasi-religious terms, treating ‘translations of Shakespeare as if they were “sacred texts”, where no license with the original can be tolerated’ (1998, 5). Ghazoul also looks briefly at the contrasting translation by Egyptian playwright Nu‘man ‘Ashur, who unlike Mutran, employed ‘ammiyya, the colloquial variety of Arabic. This translation is also mentioned by Sameh F. Hanna prior to his close look at other rendering in ‘ammiyya, by Moustapha Safouan, which ‘challenged Mutran’s version … in almost all respects’ (2009, 157–158).

Hanna’s discussion revolves around the historic controversy in Arabic between ‘The prestigious position of fusha [classic Arabic] as the “legitimate” medium of expression in most fields of cultural production’ (2009, 160), and the colloquial ‘ammiyya, widely regarded as unfit for literary expression. The use of the latter for the translation of a tragedy was even more controversial insofar as ‘the association of Shakespeare’s work with the classical idiom of Arabic [had] not only become a given for translators of Shakespeare but also turned into an expectation on the part of consumers of Shakespeare’s work in Arabic, especially critics, reviewers and historians of translation’ (2009, 167–168). Hanna’s evaluation of both Mutran’s and Safouan’s positions is inherently political with regard to translating—first with respect to language and identity, and then to such an iconic text as Othello—not only because it involves translating ‘Shakespeare’ but also because it involves translating Shakespeare’s fiction, Shakespeare’s own ‘translation’ of an ‘identity’. Thus,


Safouan’s translation, together with its introduction, could be seen as a counter response to Mutran’s politicized translation and his introduction … The fact that Mutran rationalizes his strategic use of fusha on political grounds, using the translation for promoting an assimilationist Arab identity, finds echoes in Safouan’s introduction, [where] a heterodoxic stance towards conventional practice in drama translation and received wisdom about national identity is explicitly pronounced.  (2009, 167)



Given my ignorance of Arabic, I cannot take this further than the obvious. The intersection of race, Shakespeare, and translation with a sociocultural factor as powerful as language marks the place, and makes room, for the competing positions to resolve into a radical re-direction of the translational energies towards critical differentiation and a definitive shelving of passive reception and assimilation—with the caveat that such shelving should not imply ignoring the past but keeping it close and clear, so as to also keep it at bay.

Transactions about the Jew

The ‘Arabization’ of Othello offers grounds for thinking about identity, language, and translation practically without direct mention of racialization. In turn, Dror-Abend David’s ‘ “Shylock’s return”: Translational Transactions in The Merchant of Venice on the Hebrew Stage’ (2020), approaches translation ‘less as a transparent vehicle for delivering content, and more as a critical tool for exploring what is between the words, the possibilities that can be found within the text’ (2020, 47). Accordingly, David locates and contrasts events discreetly concerning racialization on both the legitimate and the political Jewish stages via a chronicle of friction, recognition, rejection, and mutual disregard in the guise of reconciliation. In David’s account, Shakespeare’s play is less a text inviting productions with a point than a series of exercises in detachment from stigmatization for the culture, nation, identity—and race?—from which it and its (non)protagonist have become inextricable.

A history of contesting interpretations is reflected in the sequence of translations that David revises, as each set of textual and performative events cues the next one to push in new directions—that somehow end up looking old. Ultimately, all the productions David revisits looked to the creation of a ‘Hebrew Shylock’, although each one featured a Shylock and a Hebrew of their own. Witness, for instance, the correlation between the first productions and translations that David records. On the one hand, by citing Peretz Smolenskin’s introduction to a Hebrew translation of Othello made by Issac Salkinson in the nineteenth century, David establishes ‘the old sentiment of revenge against the source culture, possessing, re-authoring and reinventing the text on the terms of the target audience’:


Today we shall take revenge against the British. They took our Holy Scriptures and treated them as their own, copied, and scattered them as if they were their own to give. Today we will repay them with equal malice, taking the books that they value like Holy Scriptures, Shakespeare’s plays, and deposit them among the treasures of our language. Is this not sweet revenge!?  (in David 2020, 48)



This histrionic type of resentment seems the perfect choice for a 1936 production of Merchant in the highest possible key. Still, David points out, the revenge in that production ‘was only partially directed against English anti-Semitism’; it also focused on Shylock as a symbol of the Diaspora and ‘of Jewish money lenders who are trapped in spiritual, moral and urban decay’ (2020, 49). By the third act, the director, ‘Using Shimon Halkin’s 1929 translation … which renders Shylock’s words … into militant speeches’, had turned Shylock ‘into a “new Jew,” proud, potent, and almost militant’ (2020, 49). In short, this production went all out to promote Zionism.

David describes subsequent stagings of the play with similar dialectics. The Zionist model gave way to a project intended by guest director Tyrone Guthrie to ‘liberate’ the play from ‘a Diaspora-like mentality’, but simultaneously meant by the translator to showcase Shylock above all parts. ‘The result was a translational mis-transaction (or mistranslation), a “botched deal” that satisfied neither international standards nor the local audience’ (David 2020, 50). From a botched, centre-stage Shylock, the next try came after Shakespeare was placed again on a legitimizing stand, somewhat further from the recurrent accusations of ‘anti-Semitism’. So, what to do with Shylock remained an issue. Next, a 1975 stentorian staging, with an overload of (purportedly) anti-Semitic paraphernalia: ‘uniforms of the Ku Klux Klan, a yellow star, and even … images of the cross, … along with Shylock’s depiction in traditional Jewish-orthodox clothing’ (2020, 51). The latter seemed to be the actual focus, as this production and its textual input looked to bolster the image of Israeli Jews over the dismal Diaspora Jew, a notion that frequently takes centre stage in David’s account. Later productions also stressed a growing awareness of the Holocaust.

From the rest of David’s narrative, two productions stand out, both partaking in an eventually important collaboration between German and Israeli artists. One, in the late 1970s, featured a Shylock that ‘put an end to all the Shylock-sentimentality’ (David 2020, 52)—for the time being. The other, the last David registers, happened in the late 1990s. The press in both countries named it The Merchant of Buchewald, since it was framed as a ‘play-within-the-play’ staged by Nazis inside a concentration camp. According to David, this production implied an irony in its translational transaction that should not get lost:


Not only does the close cooperation between Israeli and German dramaturges signify the attempt to overcome the memory of the Holocaust by a common desire to ignore the image of the Diaspora Jew (the direct victim of the Holocaust); it also signifies the preference of Israeli artists over German Jewish ones, who, in some cases … have been personally affected by the Holocaust.  (2020, 53)



Another irony that shouldn’t get lost from David’s valuable account is that, for all the ‘repetition with/out difference’ that runs through it, major differences were made because in every case the fundamental links remained strong. One was an arduous search for ways to confront the centrality of the piece that historically dominates all propositions, even when it seemed not to or looked finally surmounted. Another was a firm foothold on some or other political reality. Finally, there was a commitment from textual and stage agents to view the play, and to think it through, as a matter of common import. David’s conclusion: ‘the relationship between Israeli dramaturges and the character of Shylock, as well as between Israeli and Diaspora Jews is yet to be resolved’ (2020, 53). Equally significant, in my view, is that, for better or worse, the ‘central piece’ Shylock—deemed ‘anti-Semitic’ or not—is unflinchingly understood as the issue to grapple with and, maybe, even if forever maybe, eventually shelved in peace by the community, in all its diverse and conflictive manifestations.

What’s in a Joke?

Earlier I said that a translation relates to its source like the execution of a musical score relates to its own: as a singular performance, effected within another time-space, by kindred yet distinct means, in a differentiated act of interpretive creativity. Contingent and ephemeral by nature, such performances activate diverse potentials of their sources in variegated ways, and hopefully on solid grounds, to deliver new products, albeit rarely everlasting—like jokes. Then again, what’s in a joke?

Jokes often involve racism, classism, sexism, or/and other such ‘-isms’. Shakespeare’s comedies ‘offer a library of stereotypes. Casual racism abounds, and epithets describing religious, national, or ethnic … groups are used inventively or emphatically (with verve!) to deride some person, some behavior, or some belief’ (Akhimie 2021, 52). Like my editor, I don’t believe that softening ‘the hard edges of Shakespeare’s racist humor’ (2021, 56) is of use. I have translated Shakespeare’s racist, sexist, misogynist, and classist jokes, brilliant or silly, from roughly twenty plays—plus many alike by other playwrights. In principle, I don’t shun aggravation when translating. However, certain acts of prejudicial speech may be excised or manipulated, depending on the here and now of translational practice.

‘Translations are inevitably partial; meaning in a text is always overdetermined. Conversely, the receptor language and culture … shape the possible interpretations of the translation’ (Tymoczko and Gentzler 2002, xviii). A case already mentioned illustrates. Recently, I argued that ‘the minimal/maximal discrepancy between the Q and the F texts of Othello 5.2.406–407: ‘… Like the base Indian / Judean, threw a pearl away …’ is impossible to bridge’ (2018, 76). Othello’s own act of prejudiced speech is toxic, no matter which poison you pick as editor, director, or translator. My essay samples twenty-three renderings in six different languages (2018, 77–78), with only seven using ‘Judean’—just one after 1945—while the rest do ‘Indian’. Ten of eleven translators from Spanish or Portuguese use ‘Indian’, despite those being ‘the tongues of the non-English speaking empires historically closer to American ‘Indians’, and likewise crucial for major … processes throughout Jewish history’ (2018, 78). Not one failed to employ one term or the other, however.

Nonetheless, this apparent dead end is a true dead end only if the translator buys into ‘the illusion that a stage script is stable or definitive’ (Modenessi 2018, 81), and hence applies a conservative ‘protocol for determining and transferring meaning’, for such protocol ‘will circumscribe the translator’s agency and inscribe the translator within a dominant construction not only of translation but also of meaning’ (Tymoczko 2009, 175). If instead of paying stringent attention to the protocol seemingly dictated by either ‘Judean’ or ‘Indian’ in print, the translator focuses on the fundamental act of speech that those signifiers effect on stage, other decisions become possible, including dropping the toxic term. Would this amount to ‘softening a hard edge’? Not at all. First, the use of either word during performance would disrupt the theatre event by immediately drawing attention away from the flow of action and expectation unto the slur. ‘The key for performance, and for translation, is not whether the overt subject of Othello’s micro-narrative is “Indian” or “Judean,” but that he is “base” enough to “throw away the pearl.” The chief factor is the dramatic function of Othello’s line’ (Modenessi 2018, 79). Thus, either racist signifier may be translated without remorse into a less precise act of speech still rendering it into the same act of dramatic speech: e.g. ‘the vile savage’, ‘the filthy barbarian’.20 After all, whichever the slur, at this point Othello is ‘base’, as witnessed by his heinous crime, on top of his degradation throughout.

Other terms and entire dialogues that in Shakespeare perform acts of prejudicial speech may be thus treated without ‘loss’. Still, other instances, however insensitive, demand close rendering, because they partake of larger dramatic frames that ultimately foreground and undermine their hurtful nature. For instance, the first scene of Romeo and Juliet infamously starts with a typical dumb-and-dumber duo delivering a load of foul, macho/misogynist wordplay. By itself, the sketch can be unbearable—or just boring. But a thorough translator must render it entire, even if to later cut it out, or down to the minimum needed to induce the brawl. Nonetheless, Samson and Gregory’s ‘banter’, violent to the point of suggested rape, performs more interesting functions that a meaningful production might want to underscore.

Consequently, a proficient and responsible translator—a highly skilled reader/writer—can alert the company to the fact that the scene opens with two associates of the House of Capulet on stage and closes with another two characters on stage, now of the House of Montague—one being Romeo. Interestingly, both duos practise verbal sparring and most of their sparring concerns women. The opening duo couldn’t sound filthier or more violent, however, while the closing pair sounds ‘proper’ and ‘elevated’—in spite that their speeches are as hollow as hollow petrarchism. This is an inverted-mirror structure (Shakespeare loves them) whereby the audience will witness two extremely contrasting forms of one and the same discursive reification of gender relations—even though the second kind may be harder to spot, since the ‘gentle’ form of such reification is strongly naturalized in modern societies. Furthermore, the scene anticipates the discursive opposition that will flourish between the erudite, sharp, and gross Mercutio, and the yet trite, sonnet-affected, mock-melancholic Romeo. Not a bad way to open an early play that, here, more than just being ‘funny’, foregrounds ingrained behaviours that, albeit distinct, are similarly noxious, right before we meet our main character: a bright, fearless young woman named Juliet, all light and fire, and lover (mostly) unconventional.

Stage jokes, then, sensitive or insensitive in principle, depend much on the writer, the teller, and the telling, and may serve important goals. Still, if anything seems truly universal with humanity, it is the human ability to pinpoint and abuse others’ weak spots, especially by way of clever mockery. Drama and theatre have been repositories but also critical conduits of such long-standing practices. So, while a good joke remains a good joke, hopefully recent, arduous efforts of spiritual re-education—of mind-decolonization—can help or have already managed to forestall uncritical responses to racist, classist and other hurtful jokes. In more substantial terms:


The decolonial shift begins by unveiling the imperial presuppositions that maintain a universal idea of humanity and of human being that serves as a model and point of arrival, and by constantly underscoring the fact that oppressed and racialized subjects do not care and are not fighting for ‘human rights’ (based on an imperial idea of humanity) but to regain the ‘human dignity’ (based on a decolonial idea of humanity) that has and continues to be taken away from them by the imperial rhetoric of modernity.  (Mignolo 2006, 313)



Notwithstanding how hurtful a joke may be, however, the skills invested by writers, actors, and other performance agents may manage to enforce it against better judgement. Performing arts couldn’t really exist without that kind of power—the power of performance, not of a degrading act. Thus, Akhimie is also right when aiming to ‘offer some approaches for identifying and assessing, and therefore critiquing, racist humor in Shakespeare’s comedy’ (2021, 52). I wish to contribute a very precise note, then, concerning the function and translation of a joke in a comedy—a body-shaming/classist/potentially racist joke—one that still works in English, and must work in any production, translated or not.

Early in Measure for Measure, we come across this:


ESCALUS. Come you hither to me, Master tapster. What’s your name, Master tapster?

POMPEY. Pompey.

ESCALUS. What else?

POMPEY. Bum, sir.

ESCALUS. Troth, and your bum is the greatest thing about you; so that in the beastliest sense you are Pompey the Great.  (2.1.193–199)



Unlike other Shakespearean jokes, this one still works. And it does because of the ironic combination—hopefully well-timed on stage—of the quasi-epic name of an obviously miserable character with the visual and verbal denotation of his large rump, in a comedic context of pre/judicial interrogation. Whether anyone in the audience gets the allusion is irrelevant for translational purposes.21 The translator is required to ‘get it’ for philological reasons, however, as notwithstanding the hard-earned conceptual flexibility and freedom of action that we duly enjoy today, there’s a must that not one of us can bypass, forked into three: a superior and steady command of (1) our source matter; (2) our conceptual and practical tools; and (3) our target media of expression. Whoever fails at this stands on the thin-ice side of the line dividing sound practitioners from mountebanks.

Now, this joke still works in English. Will it work in translation? Circe Maia and Ángel-Luis Pujante each recently attached the same Spanish ‘surname’, Trasero, a euphemism for backside, to the culturally naturalized Pompeyo. Much earlier, Jaime Clark did virtually the same with Posaderas, while Guillermo Macpherson used Nalgas, both hardly plausible as ‘surnames’. All other translations in Spanish that I know try something similar. Does the joke work? Is it all in the name, especially the bottom part? It depends on how we construe what Shakespeare did, and what translating is. If we think that we are doing ‘what Shakespeare did’ by using ‘words’ ‘matching’ the name and the butt of the joke, we may be wrong—or lazy. For we may only be transcribing what, on the surface of his text, is the outcome of a less perceptible act of dramatic speech. In other words, the speech act that Shakespeare performed, the joke, is signified by what is visible on the surface of his English writing; the joke itself is the outcome of a deeper process, described above as ‘the ironic combination—hopefully well-timed on stage—of the quasi-epic name of an evidently miserable character with the visual and verbal denotation of his large rump, in a comedic context of pre/judicial interrogation’.

The mere transcript of Shakespeare’s actualization of this process cannot be termed a translation if it fails to deliver the joke. Languages are living organisms with singular minds: all act differently. Translating doesn’t mean importing the germinal act of speech into the target language and medium by looking something up in a dictionary or an ‘app’. Translating means reaching deep inside the source act in its native medium, grasping its process, and processing therefrom a new act of speech with kindred effects in the target medium, according to its ways, not to those of the source. The resulting translation may be a text closely resembling the source, but it doesn’t have to. What it must effect is the source act: the joke. And a good one, too, for a deep textual exploration will also show that the joke is again part of a larger dramaturgical process preceding a significant point—the sort of move that proves Shakespeare a master playwright.

After making fun of Pompey’s name and self, Escalus addresses him thus:


ESCALUS: Pompey, you are partly a bawd, Pompey, howsoever you color it in being a tapster, are you not?   (2.1.200–201)



With remarkable timing, Shakespeare makes the butt of the joke counterpunch his body-shaming, classist interrogator by means of one of the best lines in the play:


 POMPEY: Truly, sir, I am a poor fellow that would live.   (2.1.203)



After the previous ‘fun’, this line introduces a loaded, yet still comedic debate on social and ethical issues involving not only naming but being, doing, living, surviving. The contrast is blunt and sharp, superbly crafted, mostly because the joke works—and then crashes hard on a poignant critical wall. In translation, the turn must also match the twist.

Is Pompeyo Trasero effective? I, for one, don’t think so. I tested it enough times—and similar options—while writing my own translation (2016). While ‘Pompey Bum’ is apt to invite laughter, Pom-pÉ-yo Tra-sÉ-ro falls flat, or lukewarm. Blame it much on prosody: its six syllables, mushy-symmetrical stress pattern, and quaint assonant rhyme hamper comedic punch—unlike the potent, monosyllabic ‘Búm’ after the trochee Pómpey. What to do? Translate: dive deep, grasp the process, follow through, create a kindred act of dramatic speech (a joke) on the same basis: ‘the ironic combination of a quasi-epic name …’ and so on. Then, emerge and deliver in keeping with the target language:


justino: A ver, el mesero. Acércate. ¿Cómo te llamas, mesero?

herculano: ¿Yo? Herculano, Señoría.

justino: ¿Y tu apellido?

herculano: Magno, mi señor.



On the Mexican stage, with its inbuilt cul and ano, plus a mock-epic ‘surname’, a stout accentual pattern, and a superb actor, Her-cul-Áno MÁ-gno killed every time.

This isn’t the only possible translation, of course. But this translation undoubtedly effected Shakespeare’s act of humorous dramatic speech according to his dramaturgical design. For the ensuing dialogue worked, too. After being shamed by the pseudo-judge Justino22 our lowly, fat-bottomed Herculano rose above the judgemental joke and delivered his thematic blow to cause the kind of nuanced, critical stage experience that makes Shakespeare still worth visiting and translating, even if—perhaps because—the ‘stuff’ prologuing Pompey’s brilliant reply is tinged with spite. Translating is not transcribing nor any other superficial, exegetic mode of replacement of ‘words’ or ‘content’. It is a performative act that produces specific artefacts apt to effect what their sources effect. The sources, in turn, enjoy new life from this, instead of resigning themselves to the stale ‘conservation’ of their ‘content’. The art and act of translating defy hypostatized definitions and systematic formulations—like human beings, and like characters such as Pompey Bum and Herculano Magno.

Translations mirror the elusive, live, ephemeral events that cause the stage experience, ‘whose creatures are never stably human. In Shakespeare’s dramaturgy … the monsters, angels, fairies, and witches that haunt the stage turn out to be the necessary condition of a dynamic theatrical praxis’ (Kharoubi 2014, 12). Apart from metaphorizing the human entities and issues at the heart of every stage event, Kharoubi’s ‘creatures’ epitomize all the energies at work in the complex fabric of Shakespeare’s texts: prejudice, spite, hatred; love, dignity, compassion. All. Those creatures bear on every translation, then, whether the interlingual kind—the sort that I have privileged—or as a term designating a variety of products deriving from a prior work across multiple media. Notwithstanding which artistic semiosis they produce, translators owe all such creatures maximum knowledge, care, and creativity—but not service. Shakespeare’s works make hard, ever-accruing demands on translators because their complexity changes and expands unceasingly, together with Shakespeare itself, with societies and cultures, and with translation. Chief among the translator’s tasks, then, is to tackle those demands head-on, for the rest of the stage artists to do right by them and by themselves, as well as by theatre and its audiences.
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1 To Miguel Sáenz, with unending admiration and gratitude. And to Ana, with love. My deep thanks to Rachel Whalen for her invaluable help and support.

2 ‘Which among so many translations is faithful? Again I say, none or all’ (my translation).

3 For an entry point to this massive area, see Bolaff et al. 2003, esp. 239–259.

4 Bate and Rasmussen (Macmillan), Booth (Yale), Cohen and Magnusson (Norton), Duncan-Jones (Arden), Evans (Cambridge), Mowat and Werstine (Folger), and Paterson (Faber & Faber).

5 Like many other terms, e.g. ‘spirit’, ‘waste’, and ‘shame’ in Sonnet 129.

6 For critical commentaries, see Callaghan 2007, De Grazia 2000, and Hall 1998.

7 It’s important to recall the sometimes common, sexist practice of assigning this speech to Prospero, which occasionally resurfaces (see Williams 2014).

8 All textual references follow The Norton Shakespeare, 3rd. ed.

9 For important elaboration, see Vaughan 1988, esp. 303–306.

10 Amanda Bailey wrote a noteworthy reply: ‘[Caliban’s] character is made legible through an ontology shot through with ideas about the human as racialized … he serves as an exemplar of bare life only when abstracted from the colonial context that occasions his very existence in the first place’ (2020, 142).

11 See also Lindsay 2016, esp. 410.

12 From Stephen Greenblatt (1990, 16–39), through numerous thinkers from the ‘south’ (see Vaughan 1998), to Ian Smith (2009, esp. 155–162) and beyond.

13 Prospero may also be assumed to be multilingual, but he acts like those who refused to acquire non-European second languages. See Vaughan’s discussion of Jahnheinz Jahn’s views (1988, 305–306).

14 The actual America, the continent.

15 For an entry point, among numerous options, see Mignolo 2018.

16 A small example, of course. For others in a different case, see Modenessi and Morales 2021.

17 I can testify to all three, as I’ve been thrashed by bardolators (see Modenessi 2015, 77), plagiarized (see enredos-plagiados.webnode.mx), and overlooked—as when, while celebrating the success of the Mexican Henry IV at the 2012 ‘37 Plays 37 Languages’ Festival, the Globe’s artistic director then only failed to toast the translator. But that always happens, so the real issue is that translation should have been so ignored at an event pointedly showcasing the reach of Shakespeare beyond his language.

18 For a thorough discussion of textual matters, see Brandi K. Adams’ chapter in this volume.

19 The transformative power of translation is well illustrated by sixteenth-century translator Margaret Tyler, who by ‘draw[ing] attention to herself and her gender’, proved that the translator was not an interpreter of the author, but herself, thus inviting us ‘to see two texts and two authorial subjects’ (Uman and Bistué 2007, 321). Tyler shows that translating intersects with the overturn of marginalization, too, insofar as ‘Historical studies on translation have gone hand in hand with the recovery of women authors’ (Federici 2011, 363).

20 In languages other than English, of course, as translational interventions of Shakespeare’s ‘originals’ remain controversial in the Anglophone world.

21 Translating is not an expressly pedagogical enterprise. If an explanation seems necessary, it will be confined to the non-translational circle of hell known as ‘footnote’.

22 Escalus sounds like, but is not, ‘Scales’, hence ‘Justino’ instead of ‘Justo’.
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The Oral Histories

Approaches to Acting and Staging

Carla Della Gatta

With Adjoa Andoh, Lileana Blain-Cruz, Carl Cofield, Ako Dachs, Raúl Esparza, Chukwudi Iwuji, Iqbal Khan, Jani Lauzon, John Leguizamo, Natsuko Ohama, Bill Rauch, Whitney White, and Sherri Young

The processes for directing and performing Shakespeare vary widely, but all of the artists continuously circled back to two primary elements: language and collaboration. The approaches to Shakespearean language referenced in this chapter run the gamut from folio technique, to dramaturgical research, to Method acting, to political-social analysis. Each approach serves the artist in their craft. With collaboration, the approaches run the gamut as well, and in each case, the work of collaboration reflects the importance of a diversity of artists and a diversity of processes in approaching art-making in order to create new meaning from Shakespeare’s plays.

Acting Shakespeare

ADJOA ANDOH When I’m teaching or directing Shakespeare, I apply the process that I’ve applied to myself when I’m acting in Shakespeare. Do you have that game in the States, Cluedo? Cluedo [Clue in North America] is a board game, you have clues, you work out who killed whom, and where, and with what. I think of Shakespeare like Cluedo—you have the text. We know a lot of the stage directions and even the punctuation were added later, or were added having seen performances. So, what we’re left with is the text. There are really simple rules that Shakespeare always has with his texts: the iambic pentameter, a feminine ending on a line versus a masculine ending, when it is or is not in rhythm. What does that tell you about a person’s emotional state, how out of rhythm are they? I think the thing I say is, ‘Dissect the text like Cluedo’.

What’s that rhyme in the middle of the sentence that leads into the middle of the next line? Why is he rhyming those things? Why has he repeated that word three times? It’s like Shakespeare is saying, ‘I want to put all of that information in your back pocket’. Then as the actor you go back to the story armed with Shakespeare’s text and think about who you are, who your alliances are with, who you love, who you hate, who you’re frightened of, how you got to this point, how you need to survive, all that stuff. And then you put all those ingredients (I’m mixing my metaphors now), in the mixing bowl. This is the cake mix of your performance. Then you add in your own life experiences, how you understand things, and you have the beginnings of a performance.

AKO DACHS I studied with John Basil, and he was a First Folio person. I began to copy it by hand. It was a long time ago, and I still have it. It was The Norton Facsimile of the First Folio of Shakespeare; it is huge. There was nothing online at the time, so I carried it in a backpack everywhere I went. I learned to read the u, v, s, and differences in typesetting. It was hard to read, especially because I had only been here in the United States for a couple of years. It was very difficult. He taught me that the Folio is the map, as it was not edited or translated by centuries of scholars, and it was the closest we have to the stage manager’s script and the actors’ script. For example, capital letters are to emphasize particular words. I really liked it—the way we could read the rhythm with each other; my classmates and I did scene work together based on the Folio.

JANI LAUZON When I played Lady Capulet in 2010 for Canadian Stage, directed by Vikki Anderson, I went back to the folio to look at how many different titles Lady Capulet had—wife, Old Lady, Lady, Mother. I used that to help me explore the possibility that she’s actually taking on different personas because of the expectation that society had of her to react in a certain way at any given time. It made that performance so exciting for me.

SHERRI YOUNG August Wilson has a certain rhythm. You have to know how to perform his style; Ntozake Shange’s style is different. Oscar Wilde has a style that you have to pick up on or it just won’t make sense. These are things that artists have to learn, and to train. Once you know what to do and understand it, then you can fly. And the same goes for Shakespeare.

NATSUKO OHAMA Contemporary work and Shakespeare are both different, and I like doing both of them. The central part of it is language because language is the groundwork for the thoughts which allow the feeling. So, in Shakespeare, because the language is such a profound roadmap, that when you speak the words, you are being those things, and feeling those things. When you’re doing modern plays, they are more complex and more difficult to do and that’s because of the writing.

JANI LAUZON For me, there are as many similarities between playing a character in a Shakespeare play as there are in an Indigenous play because I borrow from my living culture to inform both of those roles. The difference being that we’re now telling stories that are being written by IBPOC [similar to BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour) but placing Indigenous peoples first] writers and Latinx writers as well, that have never had the opportunity to be told to a wide audience. It’s not the first time that these stories have been heard because IBPOC writers have been around since the 1800s. And our storytellers since time immemorial. It’s just that not very many people know about these writers, our stories. At least now they are being listened to in a different kind of way.

I think that the difference is also in the rawness of the material. Those stories, the energy around them is a little raw because they’re so close to the surface of our experiences, both past and current. This is where I think it makes it a little bit more difficult for actors to be able to actually dive deep into the beautiful and amazing stories that I hope we can continue to produce, those that are being written by these amazing writers right now who are courageously taking on these stories in a big way. I hope that actors have the ability to be able to dive deep into that material and yet still be able to keep themselves healthy and whole.

CHUKWUDI IWUJI I personally feel that the further away a character is from you, the easier it is to play. Of course I’m expected to do Othello. No, I absolutely don’t relate to him at all. I guess there’s something in me that Ruben Santiago-Hudson decided that I should play him in Shakespeare in the Park in 2018. But I don’t relate to him.

Why do people assume Othello is what I wanted to play, why not Hamlet (which I played for The Public’s Mobile Unit in 2016)? That’s what I wanted to play. I played Othello, and it was an amazing experience and it was the hardest role I ever played though, and he’s Black. It’s the hardest for me to relate it to, actually, as a person. Because at the end of the day, he does murder her, and he does decide it is the cause, and I can’t relate to that any more than I can to playing Joseph Goebbels. I can’t relate to that more because we share the same skin colour.

JANI LAUZON This is my glue in terms of Shakespeare: what’s the difference between an Indigenous production that incorporates themes of internalized genocide/loss of land and the complications of Cordelia trying to deal with her father and the loss of her home/land? There isn’t really a difference if you look at the core human condition, the things that make us human. I like to ask myself: what is the living culture that I’ve experienced that can be translated to the circumstances in Shakespeare’s plays?

RAÚL ESPARZA I haven’t done as much Shakespeare as I have read. But in terms of my stage performance, with some of the Shakespeare work, I have found it is very useful to be almost inconsistent. To play the moment, not as one big performance, but as a series of moments. And if they are not necessarily consistent, if you’re not smoothing over the rough edges, if you’re not trying to tie from scene one to scene two on stage, much like an editing process on film, it’s okay. Because the audience is doing the work for you. You invest in that one thing, right then, in that one moment, and then it’s gone. Later on, or as it’s happening, the audience will tie it all together. The audience will complete the performance for you.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO You’re not asked to do a lot of Shakespeare as a Latin actor. I did A Midsummer Night’s Dream for Shakespeare in the Park in 1987. That was a harsh awakening. I was Puck and he has this strange language—trimeter, tetrameter, pentameter, all of it—and it was really difficult. I was trying to be funny, because I was Puck, and I was trying to be Method, so I was Puck all the time. I got in trouble with Fisher Stevens because I put itching powder into his underwear before the wedding sequence. He started screaming because it was like fibreglass. I didn’t know; I got it from a joke shop. I should have tested it out on myself, but I’m glad I didn’t. I got reported to Actor’s Equity and fined and all that. Fisher has since become a friend; we were in Super Mario Bros together in 1993, and he later directed me in my show, Ghetto Klown, in 2011. That experience was so difficult, but I learned from it. And by the time I got to do Romeo + Juliet ten years later, I was a little more prepared for the difficulty. And at least it wasn’t in trimeter.

RAÚL ESPARZA With Shakespeare, you turn on a different part of your brain. I love reading it as literature, but when you’re an actor, you have to come at it from a more open and less thought-out place. You have to try to respond in the moment of things that you would think through very carefully when reading.

I’m always aware that I want a lot of scaffolding, and sometimes it’s not the most helpful thing because it doesn’t lead to a good performance. It leads to a very smart understanding of the play, but maybe not the most interesting performance. Over the years, I learned that my acting was more spontaneous and a lot more responsive and interesting, very present, when I wasn’t planning. With Shakespeare, it’s been a case of both, the need to learn all of that and then letting go of the stuff that used to be my usual support system.

ADJOA ANDOH If I think about gendered acting, I hate seeing Shakespeare’s women being played small, if that’s not demanded by the text. I think it reflects the way women in life often feel the need to make ourselves smaller. Too often, we hear the whining, demanding, cross performance for a female character who actually needs to understand what is going on. I’m interested in exploring: Why does that character need to understand what’s going on? Why is it important to them? What is terrifying about not knowing what is going on? That’s not a whiny, demanding conversation. It may be a conversation that needs great frankness. It may be a conversation that needs great strategy. I don’t know anybody who has ever been persuaded by a partner who is whining at them.

In the 2012 Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) African Julius Caesar, the Portia that I wanted to play was somebody who was in love with her husband, who was smart, who was his intellectual equal, was his pal, was his sexy partner, was from the political elite, all of those things. I wanted to bring all that she was to bear in any conversation that she would have with Brutus because that’s what we do in life. That’s the sort of thinking that I want to apply to any character I am playing. When I played Casca at The Bridge Theatre in another production of Julius Caesar in 2018 directed by Nick Hytner, what interested me about Casca is that he always feels he is smarter than everybody else, especially those with more power than him. It makes me look at those politicians who are incensed about the positions they are in because they know they’re the smartest person in the room, but they’re not necessarily the best political operator. I wanted to have that sense of Casca always sitting on the fence and always being slightly above the fray as we see when he’s describing Caesar in the Capitol talking to the population. Come along my friend, we can all see what you’re doing. I wanted to have that—that slightly febrile sense to Casca’s nature.
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Figure 35.1 Adjoa Andoh as Ulysses in Troilus and Cressida, directed by Gregory Doran, at the Royal Shakespeare Company (2018). Photo by Helen Maybanks © RSC. Courtesy of the Royal Shakespeare Company.



When I’m playing those male characters, I don’t want to do man acting. Sometimes my Casca was in a dress, sometimes she was in trousers because I’m interested in strategic dressing, what was the most useful outfit in a particular circumstance. What does the character have to lose? What are the stakes? Those questions are genderless, unless there is something particularly female or male in the conversation or circumstances that needs to happen. (See Figure 35.1.)

How Do You Approach Directing and Staging Shakespeare?

BILL RAUCH I know that Lydia Garcia, who translated the Shakespeare passages in La Comedia of Errors and who co-adapted the script with me, was vital to the process. She was also the dramaturg on Measure for Measure. Our kind of wrestling with Latinx characters, and the Spanish language in Shakespeare, spans from 2011 to 2019; it spans those eight years. I could not, would not, have been part of those projects without Lydia being a really vital collaborator, because of the limitations of my lived experience.

AKO DACHS If a passage is short, I can translate it myself. If it’s longer, I want to know what else is available, because I want to find something with the right energy and rhythm for the speech. For the 2011 Julius Caesar at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival (OSF), I played the Soothsayer and the director wanted me to say some of the lines in Japanese. I went to an old, old Japanese translation. There are some better translations now, including a recent one in verse by Shoichiro Kawai. The rhyming is so difficult in Japanese. But Kawai’s translation, he’s even translated the way the mid-line endings work and I can use the Folio technique with his translation. I can teach my Japanese students to read out loud his script as an English script.

IQBAL KHAN Most recently I directed and developed a new Mandarin translation of Antony and Cleopatra in 2018. I had a translator and there were two key areas of interest. First, the consideration of Shakespeare’s dramaturgy—the specifics of how he has arranged events and collisions of tone. The radical surprise and innovation of this. We reflected on parallel events and dynamics in China’s past.

And with the actors I had conversations about the words they were using and the phrases that existed as possible translations. Also, there is something about the rhythm and acting on the breath, the rhythm of the line, that conveys so much meaning. We also considered carefully the urgent modern parallels of this story, a story that at its base is a contest over where the capital of the world should be—Rome in the West or Alexandria in the East!

BILL RAUCH I think language is really imperfect. And no matter how hard as practitioners, as academics, and as human beings, we try to be precise with language, there’s just always, always those gaps. One of the things that’s so exciting about live performance and interpreting 400-year-old texts is how you try to close those gaps of meaning, but also how you leave room for the audience to do so. There’s a beauty in people bringing their own interpretation and filling in gaps by themselves. I feel sometimes like the artist has to be both bold and thoughtful on what gaps they’re deliberately trying to close for the audience and what gaps they’re deliberately leaving open. And there are different aesthetics and politics about that, depending on the art.

IQBAL KHAN Shakespeare plays are constructed out of language games. These are dramas of the mind, of a matrix of utterances that represent character. This is key. When you intervene by placing it in another place or time other than that indicated in the texts (all problematic notions), you are bedding the music of the experience of that community into the piece. I think if you’re sensitive, and you are removing something that is very of the time and replacing it with something that is of the now, of a certain place in a particular community, I think you can valuably reveal, renew, rekindle these pieces for audiences.

BILL RAUCH I do feel that language is so miraculous, and such a gift, and it’s so imperfect. It is the understanding that someone would use a word and mean something completely different than I mean when I use that word. And what I mean when I use that word today could be completely different from what I meant when I used that word five years ago, or five years into the future. Or five years into the future I will choose not to use that word.

IQBAL KHAN My approach to old and newer plays is fundamentally the same, though the details of the process might differ. Often the difference is more an index of familiarity with the language, which is very distant to a lot of people. Obviously, if you populate your room with people that have grown up with it, then that’s a very different experience, but I don’t choose to do that. I choose to do the opposite because one of the things that motivates me is that actually everybody should have access. Those that might be unfamiliar with it can change it and can shine different kinds of lights on the different kinds of music that they bring to this language.

BILL RAUCH I think one of the reasons I love Shakespeare is that the canvases are so large that there is always social context. And there’s always power and class differentials. There’s always shocking moral blindness from people with power and unbelievable wisdom from characters who have no societal power. One can argue that Shakespeare was constantly reinforcing the social order of his time and place and was being paid by the Crown to reify the social order. Or one can talk about the revolutionary spirit in Shakespeare’s work, and the social upheaval that the work explores in a way that you can say is very progressive. With writing this deep and this open-ended, depending on the hands of the interpreter, obviously all these things can be true.

IQBAL KHAN I don’t think there is a hierarchy of approach, I think it’s all available. But generally, the idea of treating old plays like new plays, with the kind of seriousness you would give to an old play has always motivated me. It’s very important to me that the experience of Shakespeare should feel like a new play. It should feel like a play that’s written for a twenty-first-century audience about what’s happening now in the world for us as human beings.

CARL COFIELD If I’m aiming for something like a class distinction, which we have everywhere in America, that is often reflected in how you sound. People can be smarter or not, but if you speak a certain way, it is a connotation that you’re this type of person. What I am genuinely interested in is the authentic self and finding truth in however it is conveyed. King Lear to me is a royal person who moves through time and space with majesty. André De Shields (who played King Lear in the 2021 production at St. Louis Shakespeare) is pretty close to that generally; he moves in a different way and carries himself with a certain amount of elegance (Figure 35.2).
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Figure 35.2 André De Shields as Lear addresses Nicole King (Cordelia), as J. Samuel Davis (Kent) looks on in King Lear, directed by Carl Cofield for the St. Louis Shakespeare Festival (2021). Photo Credit: Phillip Hamer Photography. Courtesy of the St. Louis Shakespeare Festival.



Whereas I look at the Fool in Lear and how one can navigate being given access to the Royal Court, the given proximity to royalty, but yet still be of a common touch. To me, when Allen Gilmore [who played the Fool] goes in and out, he weaves his way through and finds unique ways but is still centred. But he does so with the common denominator of Blackness that I know to be true. I’m not interested in an impersonation of what we think a royal person was like historically. I’m interested in an authentic idea of what this means to you, bringing your true self to the stage and your true self to the art.

WHITNEY WHITE As a director, collaboration is my primary function. When you see a finished project, be it a play or album or film there can be a myth … there’s a myth that everything came from one person. And that’s just not true. While I am directing the action onstage, there is a playwright, there are designers, scenic, lighting, costuming, video, sometimes choreography, sometimes music, and the actors. While I go into a process with a plan that took me a lot of time and preparation to make, I’m here to see what all of us make together—our plan. It’s a different style of directing, a dramaturgical directing, and it’s when everyone in the room becomes a dramaturg.

I take it from the world of music; honestly, when I’m directing or writing, I try to do it like a musician. When you’re in a band, you write a song, very often not the full song, verse and chorus. And then you get with your musicians. And the drummer says I am going to do this, and the bass player says I am going to do this, and you say I want it to sound like this. But everybody riffs off of each other and you build the work from there. Everybody is taking in what someone else is doing and putting in their contribution. I kind of think of theatre-making like that. And of course, at the end, I’m there as the director to pull everything together, to keep my eye on the play, to stay honest to my original inquiry.

LILEANA BLAIN-CRUZ [She breaks into sonorous expression throughout our conversation, and not in a musical theatre way.] Growing up in New York and Miami, there was a sense of growing up around density, which I appreciate. You’re around a lot of people. Part of the joy growing up as a teenager in Miami is the culture of going around to clubs. Unconsciously then, but I realize now, in both New York and Miami, I spent a lot of time watching people in groups and thinking about how people intersect and collide against each other. People who ordinarily might not have spoken to each other are now colliding with each other in these communal spaces.

So much of what is fun about Shakespeare are those collisions and dynamics; the thrill of that density is what I try to find in production. When I think about the universe of a play, or the world this particular production is going to live in, I realize I gravitate towards a contemporary landscape because it can encounter what I am interested in wrestling with now. Of course, it’s not necessary for a play to live in the present moment to ask contemporary questions. But for me, I’m always surprised and delighted at the ways in which we can have conversations across time.


Chapter 36

Teaching Shakespeare and Race in Secondary Classrooms

Professional and Political Dimensions of Evolving Pedagogies for Diverse Classrooms

Laura B. Turchi

The late MacArthur Fellow Vivian Paley wrote some thirteen books about teaching kindergarten children. She carefully chronicled their first experiences of the public sphere, and how it is through children playing that they are awakened to peer groups and ‘others’ beyond their families. In classroom play children expand their imaginative lives with each other, trying on roles they have witnessed in their homes and negotiating the directions of the stories they enact together. Paley wrote White Teacher in 1979, a result of five years of systematic reflection on her experiences specifically with the black children playing and learning in her classroom. She reflects on her early determination to be colour blind, where she ‘showed respect by completely ignoring black people as black people’ and documents how she worked to change (Paley 1979, 9). She recounts her misgivings when she overhears her students commenting on one another’s skin colour or hair and must decide when to comment, intervene, or remain silent in moments of racialized play. She struggles not to redirect the children to be ‘polite’, not to discourage them from mentioning differences. Paley describes an epiphany in realizing that her young students were her best guides, writing, ‘… it was the black children who were showing the way. They were the ones accepting black and bringing black back into the classroom’ (1979, 76). Vivian Paley’s kindergarten children teach her to stop pretending that they are identical, or that their identities are interchangeable.

Bringing race into the study of Shakespeare at the secondary school level similarly requires play: imaginative identification and empathy. While it is Shakespeare who will provide the directions or the stories, students’ lived experiences must matter; their diverse identities must be acknowledged. As their lives are reflected in the text, a painful reckoning with social realities then and now is required. As Jonathan Burton writes (elsewhere in this volume), classrooms must include, ‘… race and racism as experienced by our students, and not just their narrower manifestations within the plays’.

The analysis offered in this chapter arises primarily from studies of and experiences with secondary school teachers in the USA, UK, Canada, and Australia. However in 2012 the Royal Shakespeare Company made an international survey that reported that half the students of the world, living in 65% of the countries, studied Shakespeare (Royal Shakespeare Company 2011). Whether from colonialism, imperialism, or more benign artistic influences, Shakespeare plays are recognized as a world-spanning marker of cultural weight as well as English fluency in places as far-flung as Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Uzbekistan, Korea, Denmark, and Ukraine. In the British Shakespeare Association’s Teaching Shakespeare journal, editor Sarah Olive offers regular discussions of international Shakespeare classrooms, often highlighting resonances among tales from national and cultural pasts and Shakespeare plays. These have included commentary on Shakespeare’s role in different national identities and cultures and considerations of race. In a recent contribution about teaching Shakespeare to female students in Saudi Arabia, Amjad Alshalan and Hayat Bedaiwi argued that students became sensitized to racial language in Shakespeare when they paid attention to contemporary pejorative references to other countries (2021, 15).

Reviewing research reports on Shakespeare-focused classrooms, for instance in India and South Africa, it is clear that Shakespeare is the preeminent representative of British literature in international classrooms.1 Shakespeare’s works are nonetheless seen competing for space in crowded curricula, particularly in courses serving students who are learning English as an additional language. This is equally true in US classrooms. Wherever English is the language of instruction, if not the first language, concerns about how to teach Shakespeare, and how to provide teachers the skills and knowledge they need for engaging instruction, abound.

The inclusive term English language arts (ELA) is used in the USA, and here, to indicate secondary school classrooms that include both literature and literacy work. In US classrooms, English language arts are often studied by native English speakers together with those acquiring fluency in the language. Shakespeare’s place in the ELA curriculum varies significantly. Students most advanced in literacy often study multiple Shakespeare plays; secondary school ELA teachers who work with less able readers and writers frequently choose to limit Shakespeare study to translations, like No Fear Shakespeare, or film watching. Educational researchers, sociologists, and teachers themselves, such as Henry Miller and Mario Worlds in a recent English Journal, point to the ways that this academic tracking—grouping students by expected educational attainment—combines with canonical curriculum ‘to uphold Whiteness and maintain racial hierarchies’ (2021, 115). This article appears as part of the #DisruptTexts column, an initiative dedicated to critical reconsiderations of the curriculum, as discussed below.

Internationally, secondary school English language arts teachers have inconsistent preparation for teaching Shakespeare plays. Only some universities require a Shakespeare class for future teachers, and pedagogy may not be on the syllabus. Teachers often self-describe as intimidated by Shakespeare’s language. Yet they regularly expressed wishes for more and earlier exposure to Shakespeare plays in the hopes of building student confidence with the text. These same concerns are consistently raised by US ELA teachers with whom this author has the most experience. There is no US national curriculum, and there are no text-specific examinations required for high school completion or university attainment. In the influential Common Core State Standards, Shakespeare is the only author mentioned by name [www.corestandards.org], but this is indicative of devaluing literature in favour of non-fiction texts. Internationally educators consistently report desires for more modern translations, more adaptations available in film and filmed productions, and more information about and training in drama-based pedagogies. Play matters.

Tracy Irish and Jennifer Kitchen’s forthcoming book (2024), Teaching and Learning Shakespeare through Theatre-Based Practice, comprehensively considers education practice, policy, and research and sets forth play - the theatre arts - in Shakespeare teaching to promote intercultural understanding and democracy. They not only cite the importance of bringing students’ lives and identities into the classroom (and thus addressing social and emotional as well as intellectual embodied knowledge): Irish and Kitchen also insist students develop a criticality that does not ignore complex matters of race and cultural inheritance.

Education outreach programs from prominent national and regional Shakespeare companies are an important way that innovative approaches to the plays get into teacher practices. Their professional development opportunities for ELA teachers typically use theatre-based or rehearsal room strategies for embodied learning of the text, demonstrating how performers (and sometimes scholars) make meaning of lines, speeches, and scenes. As discussed below, ELA teachers are increasingly concerned with addressing race, identity, and diversity generally in their classrooms, but it is through theatre company collaborations and other critical partners that Shakespeare and race together will most likely be supported. Teaching close analytic reading is unquestionably in the secondary school ELA curriculum; paying attention to the resonances of bias and prejudice in characters and plots requires additional teacher knowledge and confidence in drama and language play.

This chapter seeks to illuminate the contexts and practices of secondary school teachers who make Shakespeare and race together a responsibility of their work. Some teachers provide exciting Shakespeare instruction for all students, giving access to those who might otherwise be left behind by testing or lowered expectations. Others address Shakespeare and race through a humanities approach, providing a social and cultural context for the plays that goes well beyond building models of the Globe. For Shakespeare teaching to meet the needs of twenty-first-century students, secondary school teachers must provide opportunities for them to encounter and wrestle with the text, as well as guide close readings of what may be uncomfortable language, or suggest unpleasant truths about society as relevant now as 400 years ago. In these classrooms teachers will not ignore the ‘Ethiope’s ear’ of Romeo and Juliet and they will respond with confidence when students notice Roderigo’s ‘gross clasps of a lascivious Moor’ but hesitate to comment. As Ambereen Dadabhoy pointedly asks in her essay ‘Skin in the Game’, ‘What do we make of these moments when we stumble upon them in plays?’ (2020, 2). Clearly describing Macbeth as black matters. Every secondary school ELA teacher should be prepared, as Vivian Paley learned to be, to speak and hear about the identities of students, and accept ways that play—or in this case, Shakespeare plays—make it necessary to bring those identities into the classroom.

Race-conscious Shakespeare instruction is supported by policies from professional associations of teachers, some aspects of national curricula, and most usefully through collaborations with theatre company educators. Yet teaching the plays with a focus on race, identity, and representation makes classrooms potential targets of political and parental protest and censorship, particularly in the USA. The status of Shakespeare in schools and the opportunity for play (as opposed to perhaps dogmatic lecture) suggest a savvy way forward.

Professional ELA Associations and AntiRacist/Anti-Bias Teaching: Curriculum Matters

While the murder of George Floyd and the international protests this travesty sparked made the work more urgent, professional associations of secondary school English language arts teachers were already advocates for curriculum and instruction that recognizes and responds to the diverse identities and experiences of students. But in the policy statements made in favour of antiracist teaching, Shakespeare plays are not usually referenced; the opportunities for playing with identity and exploring divergent perspectives on human situations are insufficiently recognized as relevant.

In 2018 The US National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) Committee against Racism and Bias in the Teaching of English authored this statement:


Racism consists of two principal components: difference and power. It is a mindset that sees a ‘them’ that is different from an ‘us’. Racism in America is the systematic mistreatment and disenfranchisement of people of colour who currently and historically possess less power and privilege than white Americans. In modern times, there has arisen a ‘cultural racism’ that allows for ethnic groups that cannot always be distinguished from the majority, in terms of physical features, but are nevertheless subject to the same kinds of biases as those who have been traditionally marked as a different race. Racism, then, and other forms of discrimination continue to be a part of American society, continuing to affect all students and their education.  (National Council of Teachers (NCTE) 2018)



Unfortunately the online NCTE 2021 National Conference, organized around the theme of ‘Equity, Justice, and Anti-racist Teaching,’ included four sessions directly addressing Shakespeare teaching of more than 300 for attendees. While neither literature nor literacy is included in the NCTE statement about racism and bias, its focus on racism’s impact on students seems intended to move teachers to reflection and action. NCTE-associated teachers were already providing inspiration, such as those who founded #DisruptTexts (from 2018). As the hashtag suggests, #DisruptTexts began as a tweet calling for the transformation of the high school canon. It has become an organization, a place for crowdsourcing ideas by and for teachers who want to be part of liberatory collective work for change (https://disrupttexts.org/lets-get-to-work/). The four women of colour who began the influential twitter conversation see curriculum change as a key path to antiracist and anti-bias pedagogy. Their mission statement argues that no curriculum or canon is neutral, and that ‘a curriculum that does not reflect the diversity of human experience does a disservice to all students’. Shakespeare plays are mentioned, but not as an enemy: #DisruptTexts seeks to expand the options teachers have for connecting students meaningfully to literature, enlarging rather than cancelling the ELA curriculum.

It is not yet clear how NCTE as an association, which often eschews overt political advocacy, will support or protect its members from the Critical Race Theory (CRT) backlash in the USA. There, local school board members have been personally threatened by parents protesting loudly about Critical Race Theory, typically described as ‘CRT’ and minimally defined. The Conflict Campaign, a 2022 report by the Universities of California in Los Angeles and San Diego uses ‘CRT’ in quotations to indicate ‘a caricatured catch-all term opponents use[d] to try to limit and prohibit’ (Pollock et al. 2022, i) learning about race and specifically institutional racism through curriculum or teacher professional development. The report describes school systems retrenching on diversity initiatives and fear of censure and finds that 35% of K-12 students in the USA ‘have been impacted by local anti ‘CRT’ efforts and that there is a hostile environment ‘for discussing issues of race, racism, and racial inequality and more broadly diversity, equity, and inclusion’ (Pollock et al. 2022, iii).

As the 2023 school year began, the Washington Post profiled the anxiety of South Carolina teacher Mary Wood, who was returning to teaching in her school of 14 years—where she had also attended high school. Near the end of the previous year, two students had reported her to the school board for teaching Ta-Nehisi Coates’s Between the World and Me and causing them to feel ashamed for being white. Although her colleagues, and some former students, defended her, Wood was forced by the local school board and school administration to withdraw the book from her curriculum. There were multiple public calls for her to be fired, and South Carolina State House Representative Robert J. “RJ” May lll claimed at the school board that Wood broke state law by making students uncomfortable and said that instead “We should be a colorblind society.” The Washington Post further reported that since 2021 there are 18 states that have restricted education on race, and at least 160 educators have lost their jobs (Natanson, 2023).

Parental activism should not be underestimated, especially when there is evidence of national coordination. A Declaration of Parental Rights, such as the one sent to the Fountain Hills AZ (USA) School Board, is illustrative. The first three rights demanded are related to the Covid pandemic, rejecting the imposition of face masks, etc. But the fourth demand is too relevant here: ‘We hereby assert our rights as parents to demand that no curriculum containing teachings related to or similar to what are known as The 1619 Project, Critical Race Theory, and Systemic Racism be taught in our schools.’ In this political perspective, racism is a problem—a fault—of individuals, and no one should be made uncomfortable by history, or about privilege, in classrooms. ELA teachers who enable students to see Shakespeare’s language contributing to stereotypical thinking, or who refuse to claim ‘universal truths’ in misogynist or anti-Jewish tropes will need allies.

As the Internet connects the world, it’s incorrect to identify #DisruptTexts as a specifically US group, and there are other protesting groups/threads/tweets on social media highlighting racial inequities in schools such as in #Curriculumsowhite or seeking actions for ‘#DismantlingtheMastersHouse’, which spotlights curriculum gaps across interdisciplinary boundaries. The wider world of English literature teaching hears calls for ‘pulling down the red ropes’ or ‘knocking down the statues’ of authors with undue prominence and status, as well as demands for more diverse and representative voices in established secondary school curriculum. Shakespeare’s place is not certain, even if the opportunities for exploring race and identity through the plays are clear.

In England, the ELA curriculum is certainly under scrutiny. An issue of Teaching English focused on ‘Decolonizing the Literature Curriculum’ (2020) following a NATE (The National Association for the Teaching of English) conference on ‘Diversity in the English Curriculum’. Lesley Nelson-Addy describes ELA curriculum in England as ‘epistemically violent because it has removed any explicit, critical discussions about racism and race. The curriculum focuses on two parts of a ‘Golden Age’—the Elizabethan and Victorian eras: ‘golden’ because of the backdrop of Empire—a supposed highlight of the nation’s identity. In fact, this is largely a celebration of theft, exploitation, rape, racism, psychological and physical violence, and an array of unlawful, immoral brutal deaths’ (Nelson-Addy 2020, 35). Shakespeare plays may seem exactly this golden to students when taught without an acknowledgement of racial constructions and inequities.

UK Teachers are called upon to find successful text alternatives, but they often feel stymied because their curriculum is shaped by exam boards and the national expectations. Lit in Colour is a campaign begun by The Runnymede Trust (‘Intelligence for a Multi-Ethnic Britain’) and Penguin Random House Publishers to help schools diversify the teaching of English literature. The initial Lit in Colour 2021 research report [https://litincolour.penguin.co.uk/] interviewed and surveyed teachers and students extensively, finding that few taught or encountered Black, Asian, or minority ethnic authors. In the introduction to the report, Bernadine Evaristo (award-winning author and one of very few Black female professors in the UK) wrote:


So what does it say about our education system if the literature deemed most worthy of study disproportionately represents a whiteness in a multiracial society? Considering the huge potential for emotional, intellectual and imaginative growth offered, how can we accept such an imbalanced provision? How terribly sad that children of colour are unlikely to see people who look like them, who come from their backgrounds, represented in the books they are given to read in school, while white children are denied access to immersing themselves in Black and Asian characters, stories, perspectives, and poems.  (2021, 4)



In the Lit in Colour report, Shakespeare is only referenced by an anonymous teacher who describes feeling underprepared to teach texts from other more diverse authors. The report raises dual concerns from ELA teachers who lack confidence in their knowledge of diverse texts: ‘first where to start finding the books and choosing ones which were appropriate for teaching; and secondly the secure knowledge of how to teach them’ (2021, 36). In releasing the report, Penguin Random House announced a commitment to providing a range of free resources ‘aimed both at the English literature and language curriculum, and also to support reading for pleasure and extracurricular activity’ (Lit in Colour 2021). The question of ‘how to teach’ diverse authors is not inconsequential for Shakespeare plays. Included in a more diverse curriculum, opportunities should expand for exploring thematic topics including race and identity, but teachers clearly need to gain new skills and confidence for doing so.

In Australia, English language arts teachers have also recognized the inadequacy of a white-centric curriculum. The Australian Association for the Teaching of English publishes English in Australia, where teachers and scholars describe and reflect on classrooms that incorporate Aboriginal, Asian, or other Oceania student perspectives (Australian Curriculum 2023a). Australia’s professional associations for English teachers are territorial rather than national but each offers teachers guidance on incorporating what the Australian national curriculum names as ‘intercultural understanding’, a desired outcome for students that seems closest to acknowledging issues of race and racial difference:


Students develop intercultural understanding as they learn to value their own cultures, languages and beliefs, and those of others. They come to understand how personal, group and national identities are shaped, and the variable and changing nature of culture. Intercultural understanding involves students learning about and engaging with diverse cultures in ways that recognize commonalities and differences, create connections with others and cultivate mutual respect … Intercultural understanding combines personal, interpersonal, and social knowledge and skills. It involves students learning to value and view critically their own cultural perspectives and practices and those of others through their interactions with people, texts and contexts across the curriculum.  (Australian Curriculum 2023b)



Explicit discussions of race may not be common in Australian ELA instruction. A 2021 issue devoted to Shakespeare teaching, mETAphor, a journal of Australia’s New South Wales English Teachers Association, includes a single reference to George Floyd, and that from a US college instructor on teaching Titus during ‘one of the most culturally traumatizing moments in American history’ (Semler 2021, 20). Liam Semler describes teaching Othello during the Covid pandemic and the difficulty of confronting racial language because ‘complex discussions of race in Othello were unable to be moderated through the nuances of face-to-face conversation’ (2021, 15). There are no other specific references to race in Shakespeare. Articles address teaching Shakespeare with technological tools, differentiated instruction, in collaboration with theatre programs and other arts organizations, and through historical sites like the Globe. And yet the recurring theme of the journal is the importance of connecting students to Shakespeare plays through its relevance to their lives.

English language arts teachers in Canada are also paying attention to the children of First Nations peoples and immigrant families and learning how to talk about race (Global Centre for Pluralism 2021). The English Language Arts Network of Ontario is one of several professional associations based in the provinces. Associations in Canadian cities that border the USA also have cooperative partnerships with NCTE. Canadian teachers are seeking ways to teach popular culture and interrogate the depictions of indigenous peoples, identifying majority culture stereotypes and tropes. The association blog includes reviews of books from US educators, such as Gholdy Muhammad, written by teachers who discuss her pedagogy of identity, skills development, intellectualism, criticality, and joy as a way to overcome oppression in a Canadian context (ELAN Ontario Blog 2021).

If there is a professional association consensus in favour of diversifying the curriculum for ELA in secondary schools in the USA, Canada, the UK, and Australia, the work generally falls to individual schools and teachers, and the bodily difference that race represents is by no means prioritized. ELA secondary school teachers across the world want student readings that will foster engagement as students see themselves—their communities, their families, their lived experiences, and their identities—as described or reflected in the texts. It is worth wondering why Shakespeare’s plays are not perceived as an ally in these efforts. But here it seems important to highlight the opportunities.

For instance, there is a growing body of scholarship on teaching Shakespeare and reaching adolescent readers through complementary or supplemental texts. Reading Shakespeare plays paired with young adult novels enables students to examine topics and themes from more perspectives. Secondary ELA teachers in the USA find that it is easier to build literacy connections when students begin with texts that are more familiar and accessible to them. Long lists of potential pairings for the most commonly taught plays are available on teaching sites and promoted by publishers. An on-demand online session at the 2021 NCTE National Conference included pairing texts for Othello, The Tempest, Romeo and Juliet, and Macbeth when teaching for social justice (Folger Library + Smithsonian American Art Museum 2021). Some of these texts are direct adaptations, for example re-setting Hamlet as a historical novel. Others are more thematically linked: there are many works about star-crossed lovers, some thwarted by incurable disease or time-travelling mishaps rather than warring families. Some of the modern works address race or identity directly: Guadalupe Garcia McCall’s Shame the Stars (2016) is set on the Texas-Mexico border and recounts the Tejano rebellion of 1913. Shakespeare Association of America seminars on ‘Adolescent Shakespeare’ among others are generating publications that theorize race and critiques of institutional inequity through text pairings and adaptations.

The ELA Classroom: Pedagogy and Instructional Choices

There is little that can be said to be ‘typical’ in classroom designs for teaching Shakespeare plays in secondary schools. In the USA especially, classroom routines and teacher practices for secondary school English language arts instruction vary enormously, some by policy and others by preference. There is a spectrum of teaching talent, knowledge, and skills, and there are evolving student-centred pedagogies. Widespread US professional development and school district initiatives for ELA classroom designs feature more independent reading and small group discussions replacing traditional whole-class teacher-centred instruction on a single shared text – the most typical approach to teaching Shakespeare plays.

But in these new pedagogical arrangements ELA teachers are finding success teaching a Shakespeare play to a whole class where that complex work is surrounded by other texts. In this workshop model, students might study Romeo and Juliet with their teacher while also reading and carrying out small-group discussions of different Young Adult literature titles. They might complete reflective writing on themes and ideas (‘true love’ ‘parental power’ ‘potions and poisons’) that connect the play to other texts before perhaps a summative assignment of more close literary analysis (Folger Library + Smithsonian American Art Museum 2021).

Another strategy highlighted in a 2021 NCTE conference session was Shakespeare Book Clubs, giving students more agency, and ‘figuring more things out for themselves’ in Merchant of Venice and Othello and other ‘problem plays’. The presenting teacher Dr. Sheridan Steelman described small groups of students learning to ask challenging questions and recognize ambiguous answers through their growing cultural awareness (Steelman 2021).

ELA teachers who want to teach Shakespeare through student-centred approaches must necessarily decide when to step in and give direct instruction. Students require a skilful teacher’s facilitation, not necessarily lectures, to make sense of the complexities and puzzles of challenging reading, like Shakespeare plays. The teacher’s additional role in teaching Shakespeare and race requires strategic decisions about when to insist students deal with troubling images or cultural implications and when to wait for their discoveries to lead to matters of identity and representation. If teachers want to teach Shakespeare and race, they must determine how to facilitate, if not direct, conversations focused on specific language and potentially prickly themes.

Politics, the ELA Curriculum, and Shakespeare

Theatre company education outreach programs and other literature-based professional development initiatives have long partnered with secondary teachers and provided strategies for engaging students with Shakespeare plays, promoting both access and success with student meaning-making. These groups are responding to the current ELA context with new initiatives for social justice and antiracist teaching through Shakespeare. The pedagogical consensus of these groups: if Shakespeare is to matter to twenty-first-century students, the plays require play: on-your-feet, embodied learning. While a theatre-based classroom approach is by no means established as standard ELA practice, it is often, internationally, something that many teachers want to adopt. By incorporating race, or social justice dimensions in their work, Shakespeare and race initiatives can and do promote where (and why) is Shakespeare appropriate now.

What follows is not a comprehensive account of combined theatre and ELA teacher practices but a representative set of important initiatives for Shakespeare teaching that does not avoid evidence of race and racism. As Nedda Mehdizadeh describes elsewhere in this volume, these initiatives can offer a ‘preventative rather than reactive approach to discussions about race—[which] anticipate resistance, confusions, or uncertainties’. The pedagogical approaches are evolving, with new outreach and collaboration opportunities announced regularly. There is no guarantee that these new programs will be able to weather the political tempests, particularly when they require funding from individual, government, and corporate sponsors. The race implications in Shakespeare’s plays may well reveal to students the roots of institutional and systemic racism; the theatre-based practices may lead to discomfort with roles and the language of identity, community, and difference.

The Royal Shakespeare Company’s Education programs have been influenced by the Lit in Colour report, affirming that this research accurately depicts what UK students read, and who teaches them. RSC feels a strong call for change in its approaches to Shakespeare productions and educational engagement. This work is motivated not only by its timeliness but also by UNESCO statements about the rights of the child to education and the arts. RSC is propelled to take an active stance, feeling responsibilities as educators. The RSC Youth Advisory Board and Shakespeare Ambassadors have been closely consulted about the importance of the arts and cultural education, and these young people have identified drama as an entry point to discussion and debate on race and ethnicity (Royal Shakespeare Company 2018).

Shakespeare’s Globe Education offers online continuing professional development for teachers that includes a session on teaching antiracist Shakespeare that has reached more than 4000 UK teachers. The premise is that all the plays need to be decolonized, not just the ‘race plays’. The plays are examined through the lens of antiracism and the outsider, and look to identify parallel occurrences in contemporary society.

The Stratford Festival (Ontario) supports Canadian ELA teachers in antiracism through its professional development offerings such as Shakespeare and Popular Culture. Online lesson plans for a recent Othello production include questions that are intended to spur student thinking about contemporary issues, such as ‘Does this play resonate with today’s politics, gender issues and racism? What are the similarities and differences?’(Stratford Festival 2022). The Festival’s Performance Plus learning platform integrates performances with actor interviews and other supplemental materials, and questions for students that include, ‘How do systems of oppression work together? For example, is there a relationship between misogyny and racism?’

A prominent US national program for teaching Shakespeare is housed at the Folger Shakespeare Library, where its education program draws on Shakespeare scholarship as well as performance. The Education program holds a national, highly selective Teaching Shakespeare Institute for secondary school teachers, and is also committed to the schools in its home of Washington DC. For Folger Education, ‘Teaching Shakespeare is teaching race’ (Folger Shakespeare Library 2021). Their social justice commitment is further evidenced in their belief that Shakespeare is for everyone, not only the ablest kids. Teaching Shakespeare and race thus means giving students equity of access as well as supporting their teachers in confronting race in Shakespeare plays. Folger Education regularly sponsors events that connect teachers to BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour) scholars as well as hosting professional development programs facilitated by teachers who serve in diverse classrooms.

The Chicago Shakespeare Theatre’s education program (Team Shakespeare) is committed to serving the Chicago Public Schools and their teachers. In addition to revamping their teacher development program, Bard Core, in response to the racial reckoning of George Floyd’s murder, CST offered online roundtables for discussions of Shakespeare and race with scholars and teachers. The pandemic moved CST’s many-year Slam/Performance Shakespeare tradition online, but dynamic performances of diverse students from throughout the Chicagoland area are still showcased.

The Shakespeare Center of Los Angeles has for almost thirty years focused its youth programming on serving low-income students from BIPOC communities through a workforce development project, combining the ‘soft skills’ of communication in outside-of-school settings with workshops on all aspects of Shakespeare productions. New US Department of Education funding supports the Shakespeare and Social Justice Project2 as a partnership of the SCLA with the Southern Poverty Law Center and RaceB4Race, as well as Harvard Arts Education. This project adapts the youth development programs to high school classrooms.

The work of the Center for the Study of Shakespeare in Diverse Classrooms at the University of California Davis combines teacher education with advocacy for equity. In partnership with Shakespeare’s Globe, the Center works to sustain and support embodied Shakespeare teaching in K12 classrooms by engaging both novice teachers and their mentors. The Center develops curriculum through shared inquiry: ELA teachers collaboratively design units on Shakespeare plays and excerpts, finding ways to promote student empathy and perspective-taking as dispositions towards social justice. Teachers consider their rights and responsibilities to lead difficult conversations based on the texts and drama activities they choose.

Strategies for Teaching Shakespeare and Race in Secondary ELA Classrooms

Make Sure that School Literacy Goals Are Met

The Chicago Shakespeare Theatre Education program approaches Shakespeare as a tool to develop literacy ‘muscles’ rather than an end goal. By working with teachers to provide students with close readings and dramatic approaches to motivate their learning, they meet vocabulary and literary device objectives. Globe Education acknowledges its emphasis on active learning and drama-based pedagogy, but insists the highest goals are met when students want to read play. Because California literacy standards include identifying literary elements and rhetorical devices, the Center for Shakespeare in Diverse Classrooms promotes instructional designs that use that terminology for exploring issues in Shakespeare and social justice. One veteran teacher’s project with Othello focused the students on ways black/white imagery supported racist thinking.

The Shakespeare Center of LA’s Shakespeare and Social Justice Project intends to use Shakespeare plays as a Trojan horse for the Southern Poverty Law Center’s Learning for Justice Standards, which identifies four domains: Identity, Diversity, Justice, and Action (2022). Their curriculum designs are further informed by ELA teacher perspectives on consequential literacy assessments.

Folger Education professional development sessions for ELA teachers promote partnerships for enriched literacy learning. Recent offerings include ‘Unapologetically Black Shakespeare: Core Lessons from Folger in partnership with Reconstruction.us’ and ‘How and Why to Teach the Intersections of Art and Literature, Race, and Gender, Then and Now’, which expands Act 1 of Othello through works from the Smithsonian Art Museum.

Programs at the Center for Shakespeare in Diverse Classrooms at UC Davis task student teachers with orchestrating meaningful engagements with Shakespeare texts, combining dramatic pedagogy learned at Shakespeare’s Globe with inquiry into their practices in classrooms. Teachers from English language arts and social studies, along with some elementary teachers, create interdisciplinary units that can meet multiple literacy and content standards.

One curriculum unit asked students to investigate Othello and ‘To what extent is access to justice a function of his race’. Teachers decided this topic would help students see nuances in characters, rather than being overly focused on quickly named— and judged—motivations. The ELA teachers addressed standards about linguistic strategies for manipulation: Iago and Brabantio’s slanders and the accusation of Othello ‘bewitching’ Desdemona. The social studies teachers used excerpts from the play to expand student discussion of local headlines concerning the arrest and trial of a Black person in the community caught up in a drug raid.

The Royal Shakespeare Company finds that teacher (and thus student) sensitivity is increased by starting with one area of discrimination and exploring other attitudes and behaviours presented by the intersectionality of identities in a play. Students tell educators that gaining new perspectives on language and cultural context in Shakespeare plays leads them to wonder ‘What else haven’t we learned?’ about institutional racism and social activism in their education.

Both Shakespeare’s Globe and the RSC have a strong interest in Shakespeare’s status as a mainstay of curriculum. Yet neither is interested in keeping Shakespeare in a bubble, or as a museum piece. The goal is not to ‘save’ Shakespeare, except perhaps from the limited relevance of a pedestal, or from becoming Chaucer. Both education programs equip teachers to be braver and more confident in their literacy teaching so that what makes the plays problematic is often what makes the work meaningful and even liberating for students.

Create Safe Spaces in Classrooms

Shakespeare teachers cannot just theorize how their Gen Z students might read a given text: they must deal with the specific students (and bodies) they are tasked with teaching. Luckily, even as ubiquitous cellphones make privacy more difficult, creating ‘safe spaces’ is a strength of theatre teaching artists. There are drama-based strategies of warm-ups and boundary-setting that prepare students for the social and aesthetic risks of performance, and the pleasures of the play. Students learn to use their bodies to interpret and express texts without being set up for embarrassment and can understand that any risks in embodied learning are limited to the confines of the ELA classroom.

Globe Education considers it crucial that continuing professional development helps teachers be ready for tackling issues that they know their students want to talk about. Folger Education’s goal of promoting safe spaces is met through building up teacher confidence (as well as stated appreciation to teachers for their work). The challenge is for ELA teachers and teaching artists to collaborate to make the classroom make time as well as safe spaces for explicit race talk. For Globe Education, this means teaching artists need to be able to label (and speak out loud) that language/passages/speeches are racist. Making race and racism in Shakespeare recognizable to students empowers them to make connections to contemporary issues. The text gives students opportunities to say uncomfortable things and to discuss, debate, and reject what these may mean in the play and what should be unacceptable in modern life.

These times call for courageous teaching and creating safe spaces through drama pedagogy for tough conversations about race and identity. Teachers may struggle to identify which race questions will have relevance to which students, when. They may understandably fear giving up too much control and allowing class discussion to run into topics they do not feel prepared to navigate without planning. In the Lit in Colour report only 13% of survey respondents had received training in teacher preparation for how to talk about race (Lit in Colour 2021). Although comparable research is not available, it is likely that teaching artists who metaphorically parachute into a classroom are also challenged to navigate difficult topics with students they do not know.

Empower Student Voices

In its ‘Statement on Drama-Based Literacies’, NCTE advises: ‘You can borrow the practices and processes of theatre to cultivate agency, community, and conversation in classrooms. We encourage you to create an ensemble with your students and shift the power dynamic to grow more space for student voices’ (National Council of Teachers of English 2018).

Amplifying student voices is foundational to the work of the Shakespeare and Social Justice Project. The intention is for a national network of teaching artists to reinforce and support each other, specifically sharing skills in community building and teaching not just ‘tolerance’ but habits of listening for and appreciating different perspectives.

The Royal Shakespeare Company has prioritized youth voice through its RSC Youth Advisory Board and Shakespeare Ambassadors program which represent and advise on RSC work with schools. The Education program endeavours to ensure that student-decided priorities of mental well-being, and principles of equity and justice, are consistently addressed in the educational experiences provided.

An online interview sponsored by the Folger underlined the importance of student voices when Ruben Espinosa said, ‘There is little need for others to tell a marginalized individual how to connect with Shakespeare, but there is a pressing need to listen when that individual explains what makes him or her connect and why this happens’ (Espinosa 2021).

Make Student Bodies Matter

Experiencing a three-hour theatre-based workshop on Othello that included neither references to race in the play nor acknowledgement of the bodies of the participants assembled inspired Ayanna Thompson and this author’s chapter on embodied learning in Teaching Shakespeare with Purpose (Thompson and Turchi 2016). Shakespeare education programs can revisit some of their active approaches and drama-based exercises to emphasize dimensions of race and identity, for instance giving attention to and time for reflection on the casting of individuals in even the smallest performances. Students can interrogate their ideas about who they believe is ‘right’ for a part.

The Chicago Shakespeare Theatre’s Bard Core members, as an example, have created choral readings that combine Shakespeare texts with modern works from premodern critical race scholars. Students speak together both Shakespeare’s words and modern commentaries on them.

The Royal Shakespeare Company workshops guide teachers to recognize specific speeches with racist implications and also what is subtly implied, too, in the ‘throwaway remark’ that was possibly acceptable in Shakespeare’s time, but which is now evidence of micro-aggression. The RSC supports teachers and students in discovering ‘opening places’ in a text through play, seeing how the complexity in a Shakespeare text provides opportunities for interpreting but also critiquing a character’s worldview.

Folger Education has had long-time partnerships with BIPOC scholars to provide teachers experiences that combine deep knowledge of the text with art and artefacts from the collection that can inform their teaching. Students discover resonances between the texts they speak and images that may not represent the neutral interpretation they had assumed.

Globe Education’s online workshop on teaching antiracist Shakespeare explicitly considers racist stereotypes assumed (by other characters) about characters in Shakespeare like Othello and Shylock. Using close readings and drama-based approaches to what the abused characters actually say, teachers are empowered to demonstrate how ugly tropes are exploded or disproven on the stage.

Widen the Curriculum Through Paired Texts

The Chicago Shakespeare Theatre’s Bard Core supports teachers as they critically question the language, the characters, and the stories of a text—no matter how ‘canonical’ and entrenched it might be in the curriculum. The company has a commitment to decentre Shakespeare plays in its work with teachers and students and make more room for BIPOC authors and playwrights. Professional development workshops help teachers combine Shakespeare plays with non-fiction texts, both historical and contemporary.

Folger Education similarly emphasizes teaching a plurality of voices, putting Shakespeare plays and excerpts in conversation with other texts, including works by August Wilson, Toni Morrison, and Keith Hamilton Cobb. The goal is challenging students to make the comparisons and identify the shared themes, ideas, and images.

The Center for Shakespeare in Diverse Classrooms at UC Davis also creates designs for paired non-fiction texts, such as combining study of Othello with a letter from early First Lady Abigail Adams who, after seeing it performed in 1786, wrote to her sister, ‘I could not separate the African color from the man, nor prevent that disgust and horror which filled my mind every time I saw him touch the gentle Desdemona’ (quoted in Shapiro 2020, 11). Designing curriculum around explicitly racial commentary makes it possible for students to scrutinize and speak of their own responses to the play.

Support Students’ Creative Projects

One of the greatest educational losses of the Covid pandemic was the greatly reduced opportunities for secondary students to do creative and collaborative work. As secondary school ELA teachers return to in-person assignments that elevate high school student voices through multimodal projects. Through such creative experiences, students can escape the idea that there is only one story to be told, one universal expression that would ‘speak’ for generalized human experience. They can re-story Shakespeare to their own expression and purposes, rather than feeling erased by claims of a particular universal experience. These projects empower adolescents to ‘talk back’ and re-imagine or reject racist, homophobic, misogynist, and other damaging tropes.

The focus on inquiry at the Center for Shakespeare in Diverse Classrooms at UC Davis means teachers are encouraged to pay attention to student reactions and ideas and responses and to incorporate those ideas into unit design. This extends to support for teachers in assigning multimodal student projects. The Center not only celebrates this work but also amplifies the voices of teachers of colour and students who have been historically marginalized through collaborative journal articles where their discoveries and insights are made prominent.

In the workforce development projects that inspired the Shakespeare and Social Justice project, youth voice determines all aspects of the production, from casting to choreography, music, setting, and more. The project’s new curriculum prioritizes student perspectives and decision-making about interpretation and performance.

The Chicago Shakespeare Theatre’s Slam events, made on Zoom in 2020, included student videos of scenes from Hamlet all virtually stitched together into two productions, still available online and celebrating an extraordinary range of student invention, as they made the scenes their own (Chicago Shakespeare Theatre 2022). An even better example of talking back to Shakespeare is in the finale, a ‘dream round’ where students chose selections from Hamlet to create a collective commentary on the Covid pandemic year they had just experienced. Niles North High School students comment powerfully on living isolated on Zoom and dreaming of ‘a whole theatre of others’.

The Royal Shakespeare Company’s work with students in schools across England expands creative opportunities in embodied learning by urging students to see themselves in the role of producers or casting directors. By focusing on the process of drama-making, whether in the classroom, the school stage, or the theatre, students must confront editing choices, ensemble responsibilities, and casting—making choices that provoke and live up to their values.

Despite the constraints of politicization, teachers can encourage students to take on such creative projects. Perhaps this is the ultimate classroom safety: policymakers are not typically inclined to listen to student voices, and parents are not likely to protest their own children’s creations. Shakespeare plays may provide a subversive entry point to racial discussions, although there is a risk for potential stereotypical depictions. Secondary school ELA teachers need to encourage and support students taking their representations of identity seriously. Students can reflect on their creations: not to just report on their processes, but also to genuinely assess what they struggle with, or are unable to express.

Vivian Paley’s epilogue to White Teacher, in an edition written ten years later, concluded:


The children, in fact, already know how to open up a classroom, for play is the original open-ended and integrated curriculum. It is the pathway to learning in which differences are valued and rewarded because they enhance the creative potential of the imagination. Children do not ask: Where do you come from? They ask: What role will you play? The children have much to teach us, if we but stop and listen.
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Chapter 37

‘In her prophetic fury’

Teaching Critical Modes of Intervention in Shakespeare Studies

Nedda Mehdizadeh


… That handkerchief

Did an Egyptian to my mother give.

She was a charmer …

There’s magic in the web of it.

A sibyl … in her prophetic fury sewed the work.



In his dedicatory poem prefacing the 1623 First Folio, Ben Jonson famously declared that William Shakespeare was ‘not of an age but for all time!’ Jonson’s assessment of Shakespeare’s timelessness has offered support for the presumed universality associated with his works for 400 years. However, scholarship by Premodern Critical Race Studies (PCRS) scholars, like those contributing to this volume, have called this vision of Shakespeare into question and identified the ways in which this idea of universality is not only inaccurate but also damaging to new generations of students from diverse backgrounds. Despite this scholarly effort, the myth of Shakespeare’s presumed universality continues to frame pedagogical practice, from informing methods of teaching his works to influencing the expectations of students who study Shakespeare and his world. This orientation promotes limiting and exclusionary approaches to studying Shakespeare that are largely unidirectional, where students experience Shakespeare as passive consumers of his so-called timeless insight about the human condition. This outdated approach is particularly alienating for students in multicultural classrooms who identify as Black, Indigenous, or a Person of Colour (BIPOC) because they frequently witness characters with whom they share cultural histories vilified or silenced in Shakespeare’s plays. I advocate for a student-centred and culturally responsive approach to studying Shakespeare in which students become active participants in producing knowledge about his works. By empowering students to engage with Shakespeare’s world from their own perspectives, educators can affirm the subject positions from which students’ ideas are born while guiding them through engaged instruction on critical modes of intervention. This process helps students gain a deeper understanding of Shakespeare’s racial politics, which allows them to identify and problematize his assumed position of authority on humanity. Moreover, it empowers them to intervene in the harmful racializing of imagined others that is often reproduced through the study of his works.

While Shakespeare’s racial politics are apparent in each of his writings, for this chapter I turn to what is often considered the most obvious ‘race’ play in his oeuvre: Othello. My approach to teaching Othello relies on its relationship to its afterlife, that is, artistic and scholarly interventions into the play’s racializing mechanisms. My discussion centres on a unit that pairs Othello with Djanet Sears’s play Harlem Duet (1997), a ‘rhapsodic blues tragedy’ that acts as a prelude to Shakespeare’s original (1997, 14). Sears’s reimagining is quite literally an intervention: she begins Harlem Duet by quoting from Act 3, scene 4 in Othello, one of the most vital scenes of racial formation in all of Shakespeare’s works. The epigraph to her play reads as follows: ‘… That handkerchief / Did an Egyptian to my mother give. / She was a charmer … / There’s magic in the web of it. / A sibyl … in her prophetic fury sewed the work.’ Sears begins her meditation by directing readers’ attention to the moment when Othello’s suspicion of Desdemona’s infidelity is heightened. Othello believes she has given Cassio the precious strawberry-spotted handkerchief he gave to her as a wedding gift, and asks her to ‘[f]etch’ it (3.4.85). When she is unable to produce it, he shares its history—a racialized narrative that deepens Othello’s characterization as an outsider. His story relies on a sybil who, ‘in her prophetic fury sewed the work’, (3.4.66–68) and he warns Desdemona that ‘[t]o lose’t or give’t away’ (3.4.63) would be a grave misfortune. The famous stage property likewise moves between scenes in Harlem Duet, a play that follows three iterations of the same couple across three different time periods—HIM and HER in the Civil War era, HE and SHE in the Harlem Renaissance, and Othello and Billie (short for Sybil) in the (indeterminate) present. In each timeline, Othello leaves Billie for Mona, a white woman who eventually becomes Desdemona in Shakespeare’s play. Sears demonstrates, therefore, that her play is a direct response to Shakespeare’s invocation of the sybil, and that it will centre this figure’s perspective and her influence on Othello’s life.

Sears conjures this moment to initiate her artistic intervention, interrupting the linearity of Shakespeare’s conceptual and linguistic movements in Othello. At its core, ‘to intervene’—literally to come between, from the Latin inter (between) and venire (to come) (OED)—is to disrupt the continuity of movement by animating an alternate mode of interpretation, redirecting focus from one orientation to another. Sears begins this reorientation by dismantling Shakespeare’s invocation of the sybil which he articulates through Othello. Sears not only disrupts the linearity of Shakespeare’s movements by beginning her play with an epigraph that is excised from the third act of Othello but she also reproduces this disruption through the use of extended ellipses, interrupting Othello’s speech and the flow of Shakespeare’s intended metre. Her intervention in Shakespeare’s fantasy of Blackness draws attention to the sybil, amplifying her story by dismantling Shakespeare’s rhythm. This opening also models the kind of intervention her play will enact. Like the epigraph that is extracted in media res and rhythmically renegotiated, Harlem Duet moves readers back and forth between significant time periods in history, refusing a linear structure and manipulating Shakespeare’s narrative vision. By centring her story on the Black woman Shakespeare has invented and who Othello has left behind, Sears introduces new layers of injustice that are intertwined within the racism that guides Shakespeare’s Othello. This enfolding of past and present highlights the ongoing rhapsody, or ‘continuous recitation’ (OED), of racial injustice that not only reframes the contours of Othello’s life in Shakespeare’s play but also makes the ongoing reality of racism impossible to ignore (Mehdizadeh 2020, 14).

Like the famous handkerchief that acquires renewed meaning as it moves in and out of each scene of the play, Shakespeare’s Othello is mired in centuries of inescapable racial signification. For this reason, I argue that any course syllabus that includes this play can only be taught effectively if an educator engages directly with its racial politics. Though some educators resist engaging fully in how the play makes race—whether this resistance is due to an outright denial of the importance of race during Shakespeare’s time or a general uncertainty as to how one might engage in these ideas effectively in course curriculum—the truth is that every course on Shakespeare that includes Othello is already doing race work because it is a play that stages a white man’s fantasy of Blackness. Furthermore, while some instructors maintain that a course on Shakespeare should include his works alone, and that any additional resources deny students the opportunity to dwell with or learn Shakespeare fully, I argue that putting Shakespeare’s works in conversation with other texts such as adaptations like Harlem Duet in fact enhances a student’s understanding of Shakespeare. These adaptive responses to Shakespeare draw upon themes embedded within his writing, emphasizing what is already latent in the text (Kidnie 2009, 2). Moreover, neglecting to discuss these ideas can cause damage, especially if an instructor dismisses student queries and observations about race in the play. Rather, educators can support student learning by attending to these aspects of Othello from the outset. These pedagogical moments can, therefore, act as models of intervention that empower students to embark upon their own critical engagement with the course material and broaden the scope of Shakespeare Studies.

These critical modes of intervention likewise have a larger impact that extends beyond the work of the classroom, as these themes are situated within the context of systemic racism. When students are supported in their examination of these systems, they can implement what they have learned in the course into their everyday lives. In order to maximize this orientation, I proceed with a preventative approach when discussing race in the classroom, rather than a reactive approach. A reactive approach, which most frequently happens unintentionally, is when an educator has not anticipated possible obstacles to teaching and learning about race, racial formation, and racism. The instructor, then, engages in damage control by reacting to unfortunate occurrences in the classroom. While those moments of pedagogical intervention are important to enact—and are ultimately inevitable as no instructor can anticipate every potential problem that may arise—the repetition of these tense moments may create rifts between students and generate student distrust of their instructor. On the other hand, a preventative approach is one in which an educator anticipates resistances, confusions, or uncertainties about a given subject area, and provides resources and instruction that build a critical vocabulary prior to encountering the material that may elicit feelings of discomfort. While discomfort is never an experience that can be eliminated when discussing important subject matter like race, racial formation, and racism, by taking a preventative approach, an instructor can help students transmute those feelings into opportunities for deeper inquiry and expanded understanding. The shared critical vocabulary students acquire before engaging with difficult material, then, helps them navigate challenging terrain with confidence. Students focus their critical engagement in a critique of structural inequities rather than unhelpful personal attacks, setting students up for success as they train in critical modes of intervention about premodern racial formation and ongoing systemic injustices.

I begin this process of training students in critical interventions with my course design, considering the larger framework and learning objectives that inform the course as well as choosing the texts that I might assign alongside Othello to enhance my students’ learning experience. In doing so, I follow the lead of Felice Blake, who argues that ‘[i]t isn’t enough to include texts by historically aggrieved populations in the curriculum and classroom without producing new approaches to reading’ (2019, 309). Reconceiving a course, therefore, must move beyond simply diversifying a syllabus and instead generate new ways of teaching course curriculum. Introducing complementary pieces that can interrupt the indiscriminate reproduction of Shakespeare’s assumed universality can be an effective method in initiating this process. For example, assigning scholarly texts like Ruben Espinosa’s ‘Diversifying Shakespeare’ (2016) or Peter Erickson and Kim F. Hall’s ‘ “A New Scholarly Song”: Rereading Early Modern Race’ (2016), to name a few possibilities, not only invites students into an existing scholarly discussion about Shakespeare’s privileged perspective as a white, male author but also demonstrates how one might address these ideas within a scholarly context. From this vantage point, students begin to understand how Shakespeare’s perspective seems neutral and his accounts of non-white, non-European subjectivity seem rational and objective because they remain uncontested based on his assumed authority (Dyer 1997, 2), a danger Jonathan Burton addresses in this volume as well. Additionally, educators can assign authors of colour like Djanet Sears whose artistic interventions problematize Shakespeare’s legacy, which further demystifies Shakespeare’s assumed authority. These assigned, supplemental course resources can assist students in developing a critical vocabulary to examine Shakespeare’s whiteness and how it frames his writings. Therefore, by inviting authors of colour and PCRS scholars to join the conversation in a course, educators can provide a roadmap for students as they develop their critical thinking, reading, and writing skills about the power regimes embedded in the writing process for a white, European male author. This meta-conversation can likewise illuminate the power regimes embedded in Othello, which rely on the ‘honest’ proclamations of a jealous white man who is determined to play on the title character’s constructed otherness to bring about his downfall (Dadabhoy and Mehdizadeh 2023, 16-20). These associations empower students to speak about early modern racial formation and its long-lasting effects, which makes ‘producing new approaches to reading’ as Blake suggests a collaborative effort between students and their educator.

In addition to assigning carefully selected complementary pieces that model critical modes of intervention, I also incorporate supplemental materials that help frame discussions about the assigned resources. When I teach Sears’s Harlem Duet, I begin with paratextual materials, including her prefatory essay ‘Notes of a Coloured Girl: 32 Short Reasons Why I Write for the Theatre’ and interviews with Sears that put the play into context and frame the lesson on Harlem Duet using Sears’s own words. These resources assist in cultivating a critical vocabulary and a thematic landscape for the lesson that will guide students through their training in literary analysis and their development of racial literacy (Twine 2010, 8). For example, in an interview conducted by Mat Buntin for the Canadian Adaptations of Shakespeare Project, Sears recalls how, as an eleven-year-old child, she watched Laurence Olivier play Othello in blackface. Rather than elicit offence, she explains, his performance activated feelings of discomfort. ‘In a sense it was like a grain of sand in the belly of the oyster’, she said. ‘It stayed there inside me and as I studied theatre, it continued to irritate me, and eventually grew into the pearl that became Harlem Duet. The central question for me was how could I begin to look at Othello from my own perspective?’ (Sears 2004). This recollection highlights the societal injustices that silence stories from perspectives like hers as well as the institutional inequities that sanction the reproduction of racist theatrical practices like blackface performances. But, as students note in their discussion of this anecdote, Sears assumes agency as she intervenes in these ongoing injustices through her work as an activist playwright and theatre practitioner. By telling Othello’s tale through the eyes of the sybil, Sears likewise embodies the sybil’s energy as she weaves further meaning into her story like the sybil does with the handkerchief, emphasizing the historical injustices that saturate it.

This shared vocabulary and generative framework is integral in guiding students through a close examination of the course material. With a new perspective about Othello’s history, students expand their critical examination of both Harlem Duet and Othello as they develop the close reading skills that are foundational in literary analysis. In one in-class activity, I ask students to bring these skills together through an analysis of two scenes: a revisitation of Act 3 scene 4 of Othello when the sybil first appears and Act 2 scene 4 of Harlem Duet when the sybil, as Billie, prepares the handkerchief ‘in her prophetic fury’. Whereas Othello suspects Desdemona of unfaithfulness and describes the history of his family heirloom so that his wife might confess her alleged sins in Shakespeare’s play, his alter-ego in Sears’s Harlem Duet has left Billie for Mona, and Billie is overcome with grief. She is isolated in the apartment in Harlem on the corner of Martin Luther King and Malcolm X Boulevards which she once shared with Othello, concocting a plan for revenge. The scene is almost entirely composed of elaborate stage directions, and explains that ‘[a] cacophony of strings grooves and collides as sound bites from the Anita Hill and Clarence Thomas hearings, the L.A. riots, the O.J. Simpson trial, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King, loop and repeat the same distorted bits of sound over and over again’ (Sears 1997, scene 4, 92). Set to the soundtrack of ‘distorted bits’ of history that loop perpetually, Billie infuses the handkerchief with her internalized pain through the magic potions she had been concocting and gathering throughout the play. As students observe, this scene is representative of the heartbreak she has endured from centuries of racial injustice, signified through the audio that spans different time periods in the background. As she saturates the family heirloom, she hopes to transfer this pain away from herself and onto the object (MacDonald 2020, 121). As careful as she is, she cannot protect herself from its effects. Her meticulous and methodical movements cannot withstand the chaotic soundscape that repeats continuously. Overtaken by its repetition, she touches her own skin with the potion, an action that leads to madness and eventual institutionalization.

This moment helps students understand Billie’s and Othello’s characterization and contextualizes their motivations within a larger structural context. When they begin their study of Harlem Duet, students’ initial assumptions about Billie tend to repeat inherited ideas about race. To them, she seems an angry, vindictive woman who ‘needs to get over the fact that Othello doesn’t want her anymore’, as one student noted. However, as they consider Billie’s journey carefully, they begin to see not only Billie’s pain with more compassion but also recognize their own assumptions about her with more clarity. For example, upon closer examination, they note similarities between Billie’s madness due to racial injustice and Othello’s own embodied experience in Othello. As a man whose behaviour—once meticulous and military—grows more and more erratic as the play progresses, even resulting in an epileptic episode when he reaches his breaking point, Othello likewise suffers from the effects of racism (Mehdizadeh 2020, 3). Students often return to this moment when they begin writing their reflection essays, the prompt for which asks students to write about how the two texts speak to each other. As opposed to a compare/contrast essay, this assignment clarifies that students are to demonstrate how the study of one play changed the way they read the other. Their essays consider the connections between the texts and, through close readings and scholarly engagement, they show how the relationship between the plays reveals a renewed perspective on the story, such as how Harlem Duet encourages audiences to consider the sybil and what she represents.

Their study of Harlem Duet changes their reading of Othello, and their examination of the sybil adds more meaning to their study of Shakespeare. By the time students complete this course unit, they have built analytical skills, developed their racial literacy skills, and have deepened their study of Shakespeare and his works. Moreover, they have learned strategies in critical modes of intervention, beginning with their observations of the scholarly and creative interventions we studied together and culminating in their own informed and suggestive responses to the reading materials. Their orientation of Sears’s Harlem Duet as a text in conversation with Shakespeare’s Othello as well as scholarship about the play helps them understand Shakespeare with a new perspective. By studying this body of literature in this way, students tend to feel empowered and that their voices not only matter in Shakespeare Studies but that they belong. To this end, they recognize that Shakespeare can only be a playwright who was ‘not of an age but for all time!’ so long as the field welcomes diverse perspectives, especially within the multicultural classroom. By reorienting the focus of Othello’s story towards the sybil, Sears initiates a powerful intervention that helps students see the possibility that they, too, can interrupt fantasies of Blackness that ‘loop and repeat the same distorted bits of sound over and over again’ (1997, 2.4). Rather than permit Shakespeare his uncontested place in the theatre, Sears makes space for the perspectives that are otherwise silenced and almost forgotten. With this model, students begin to develop their own critical interventions that disrupt the reproduction of Shakespeare’s assumed authority on the human condition, and learn how they might apply this approach to their own lives.
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Chapter 38

Resisting Analogies

Refusing Other Othellos in Shakespearean Cinema

Rebecca Kumar

In the fall semester of 2021, composition students at the University of Michigan’s School of Music, Theatre, and Dance were left stunned when their renowned professor showed them what they described as ‘a blackface video’ ‘without warning or discussion’ (Sussman 2021). Bright Sheng—Pulitzer Prize winner and MacArthur fellow—screened the 1965 film adaptation of Othello in which Laurence Olivier plays the titular Moor in heavy black makeup, a slanted gait, and a low voice. The performance, Olivier said, was styled on the West Indian immigrants who migrated to the UK in the 1950s and 1960s (now known as the Windrush generation) (Thompson 2021, 62). Though the film garnered multiple Academy Awards, it was criticized and protested against. For many viewers the film was a throwback to, in the words of Ayanna Thompson, ‘the blackface minstrel tradition in which white actors impersonated black characters and denigrated black identity’—made deeply ironic given that it was released during the height of the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements (2021, 64). Bosley Crowther for the New York Times exclaimed about Olivier, ‘He plays Othello in blackface! [ … ] He does not look like a Negro (if that’s what he’s aiming to make the Moor)—not even a West Indian chieftain, which some of the London critics likened him to. He looks like [ … ] an end man in an American minstrel show’ (quoted in Thompson 2021, 64).

Allegedly Sheng did not contextualize the film’s complicated reception nor the historical connections between Othello and blackface minstrelsy1 to the shocked students who were ‘too afraid to stop’ the film because of the ‘professional repercussions’ they could face given their professor’s distinguished position at the school and in the larger music industry (Sussman 2021). A few brave students complained to the department and the dean, reporting that they were ‘incredibly offended’ both by the film and ‘by the lack of explanation as to why [it] was selected’ for their class (Sussman 2021). In one of his many apologies, Sheng confessed his own ignorance, saying that he had not seen the makeup on Olivier as blackface, but, rather, part of a long operatic tradition that valued the ‘music quality of the singers’ over physical resemblance (Schuessler 2021). After a series of open letters and public statements—which only further incensed the students and even some professors—Sheng stepped away from the class.

The Othello controversy at University of Michigan is indicative of how teaching film adaptations of Shakespeare is popular, but very risky pedagogy. On the one hand, it brings Shakespeare’s plays to life. It makes connections between early modern and contemporary issues, places, and people. And in a moment when screen cultures are ever-present, it caters to our students’ highly developed visual sensibilities. Yet, on the other hand, much gets lost in translation from the dramatic source material to the cinematic target. The most obvious loss is the historical and linguistic particularities of Shakespeare’s plays. Less obvious is the tendency to overlook, as Sheng might have done, how film is its own artistic medium, with genealogical specificities that also require sustained study. As Thomas Cartelli and Katherine Rowe point out, students, and I would add many instructors, ‘assume the text requires interpretation; in the case of film, they usually assume it is transparent’ (2006, 3). Thus, classes may detrimentally ‘give short shrift’ to the crucial fact that ‘every Shakespeare film surrogates—reproduces and replaces—the Shakespeare play it claims as source text’ (Cartelli and Rowe 2006, 3). Underestimating this point, even inadvertently, suggests to students that Shakespeare’s plotlines are timeless and universal, rather than deliberately and continually revised by developing technologies to serve political and ideological agendas. The ethical stakes of this matter are particularly salient at my institution, Spelman, a historically Black women’s college, where, as my fellow colleague Lynn Maxwell aptly puts it: between Shakespeare and our students, ‘lie barriers of time and place’ and ‘gender and race’ (2020, 66).2 These barriers, especially the latter, are not easily broached by cinema. Film and screen culture often fortify them.

Cinema has historically appropriated Shakespeare to legitimate its antiBlackness—a Black student-centred pedagogy acknowledges this history from the outset. What is widely regarded as the first global blockbuster, D.W. Griffith’s Civil War epic, Birth of a Nation (1915), invokes Shakespeare in a myriad of ways to prioritize its artistic innovation over its race-baiting. And, indeed, it established narrative conventions, advanced cinematic techniques, and initiated the American film industry. Yet Birth of a Nation was also segregationist propaganda that bolstered Jim Crow laws. A cinematic adaptation of Thomas Dixon Jr’s novel, The Clansman (1905), its storyline provides a model for national unification based on white supremacy. One late intertitle exalts how the North and the South could be ‘united’ ‘in common defence of their Aryan birthright’ if they kept Black people at bay. Perhaps most agitating was its popularization of the ‘brute’ stereotype: a free Black man named Gus (Walter Long in blackface) stalks and attempts to rape a young white woman, Flora (Mae Marsh). To escape Gus’s threat, Flora jumps off a cliff to her death, a martyr for white feminine chastity. Gus is subsequently lynched by the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) who are constructed as national heroes. The film was protested by then recently formed National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Anticipating the controversy, Griffith conflates hate speech with free speech and artistic merit in a disclaimer. He makes ‘a plea for the art of the motion picture’ insisting that ‘we have no wish to offend’ but ‘do demand’ ‘the same liberty that is conceded to’ ‘the words of Shakespeare’. Despite this melodramatic qualifier, which attempts to make a case for the separation between art and life, the film was directly responsible for lethal participatory fan culture—the real-life reemergence of the KKK and an uptick of actual lynchings off screen.

Beyond the citation of the Bard, Black film critics have recognized loud echoes of Othello in Griffith’s film. In his study of Birth of a Nation, Cedric Robeson highlights that ‘the buck’—a derivation of the ‘brute’ stereotype that constructs Black men as aggressively and violently anti-white—‘long antedates the Atlantic slave trade (recall Shakespeare’s Othello)’ (Robeson 2007). Roland Leander Williams suggests that the film’s Black ‘hands who serve’ Southern families ‘before and after the war’ may be ‘apparitions of a shabby Othello’ (2015 46). These critics are not projecting the play’s plot line onto the film. Dixon’s first postwar novel, The Leopard’s Spots: A Romance of the White Man’s Burden, warns white male readers that without segregationist policies, ‘their Desdemonas may be fascinated again by an Othello!’ (2018, 48). Flora is clearly a wishful revision of the play’s white female paramour.

When instructing Othello, early modernists often highlight the racial slipperiness in characterizations of the titular moor—he is likened to an ‘Indian’, an ‘Arabian’, and ‘Turbaned Turk’ in the play. Emily Bartels points out that the moor, as an early modern category of difference, ‘does not have a single or pure, culturally or racially bounded identity’ (2008, 5). Some critics, such as Vanessa Corredera, argue that our contemporary constructions of race are ‘no less fluid than the racial discourses of early modernity’ (2016, 33). Ania Loomba has said that it is ‘impossible, but also unnecessary, to decide whether Othello is more or less African/black than Turkish/Muslim’ (2013, 92, original emphasis). This is not, however, the case in the history of popular cinema which has very securely fastened white constructions of Black masculinity to Othello.

Indeed, major film adaptations of Othello have largely shared Griffith’s racial syntax. Othello has been played by white actors in blackface and these performances are generally not condemned as minstrelsy or antiBlack propaganda. On the contrary, they are celebrated and rewarded across the globe. In 1956 Sergei Bondarchuk played Othello in blackface in the adaptation by Sergei Yutkevich, who won the award for Best Director at Festival de Cannes. Less than a decade later, in 1965, the aforementioned Laurence Olivier Othello was protested against by the NAACP, yet the actor was nevertheless nominated for an Academy Award for his performance—on the heels of the assassination of Malcolm X no less. In 1981 Anthony Hopkins played the role for the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) in light-skinned blackface, recalling the nineteenth century ‘Bronze Age of Othello’ when audiences couldn’t believe that Desdemona could fall in love with, in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s words, ‘a veritable negro’, so they gave the actor a light tan (Thompson 2021, 65–66). (Hopkins’ performance was a strange rejoinder to that of Olivier; it aired in the aftermath of the 1981 England riots, when Black British youth, the children of the Windrush generation, clashed with the police over racist stop-and-search policies.) As late as 1986, Othello was played by Placido Domingo in blackface in Franco Zeffirelli’s film adaptation based on Verdi’s opera, Otello—which was nominated for a Golden Globe for Best Foreign Picture.

Even seemingly innocuous cinematic portrayals of Othello are backhandedly shaped by white perceptions of Blackness. For instance, Orson Welles’s 1952 adaptation has been celebrated, by some, for downplaying the racial conflict in the play.3 Crowther, however, found the omission ‘un-literate’. He wrote, again for the New York Times, ‘What matters is that Othello bears a sense of social stigma in the play, based on the fact that he is an alien, a professional soldier, and particularly, a dark-skinned Moor? [ … ] These are details and motivations that have been completely overlooked by Mr. Welles’ (Crowther 1955). But, as Sarah Jilani highlights, antiBlackness still animates Welles’s film. It becomes a ‘discourse translated into cinematic form, reconfigured rather than lost, through a visual code’ (2015, 104). The film is rife with darkness, shadows, and silhouettes, signifying ‘black as difference’, ‘black as absence or lack’, and black as menace (Jilani 2015, 104). Thus Othello has been an integral part of how screens, the world over, universalize negrophobia and negrophelia under common sense Bardolatry—‘it’s not racist; it’s Shakespeare’.

Spelman student sense, however, is always, in the words of bell hooks, ‘oppositional’ (1992, 115). Even if my students haven’t seen these older films, their legacy is ubiquitous. These films have shaped the visual spectacles of Black masculinity from Emmett Till to O.J. Simpson (whose trial coincided with the theatrical release of Oliver Parker’s adaptation, the first mainstream feature film to cast a Black actor, Laurence Fishburne, as Othello.) My students’ counter sense is not wrong. After all, the new millennium began with the adaptation that is probably most familiar to them: the American high school set, O (2001), which completes the superimposition of Othello and Gus, making explicit the brute and buck stereotypes implicit in Shakespeare’s play. That Black women in these adaptations remain out of sight and anecdotal— as crude jokes about dark female sexuality or fantastical stories about Desdemona’s nurse and Othello’s mother—is not lost on my students either. To them, fidelity discourses around these adaptations amounts to little more than an excuse for what Moya Bailey calls ‘misogynoir’: ‘the uniquely co-constitutive racialized and sexist violence that befalls Black women’ (2021, 1). All filmic adaptations make choices about what parts of the play are worth keeping, ignoring, or revising. Disregarding the direct and indirect impact these adaptations have had on our students risks pedagogy that understates the particularity and magnitude of antiBlack violence fostered in the name of Shakespeare. ‘The intersections of Shakespeare and race that most interest us’, writes Jonathan Burton in this volume, ‘should include race and racism as experienced by our students, not just their manifestations within the plays’ or in the early modern period.

For my fall 2021 ‘Shakespeare on Film’ students, the antiBlack gaze that has constructed these cinematic Othellos seems nearly impossible to rectify or analogize.4 They made their case through closely studying Vishal Bhardwaj’s Indian film Omkara (2006), which recasts racial conflict in Othello as caste conflict in the film.5 The analogy between antiBlackness and caste discrimination is nearly 150 years old. In the United States, it began with American abolition discourses, peaking in the 1940s with a two-part series on the topic published in the NAACP magazine The Crisis and a sustained sociological study by Oliver Cromwell Cox. On the Indian side, Jotiba Phule criticized caste in his 1873 book Gulgamiri (Slavery) and dedicated it to American abolitionists. In 1972, the Dalit Panthers were formed, energized by the Black Power movement and the work of B.R. Ambedkar. This comparison has been recently continued by Isabel Wilkerson’s book Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents (2020) (which was a featured book in the ‘President Reading Circle’ at Spelman the semester that I assigned Bhardwaj’s film). By choosing to retain the play’s racial epithets and by highlighting the interplay of lightness and darkness in Hinduism, Omkara mines comparisons between antiBlackness and casteism, entering into arguments about the efficacy of the analogy.

Throughout the film—which does not purport to be a strict adaptation of Othello, but a story of political corruption ‘inspired’ by the play—caste is clearly racialized. It is most immediately detected by the film’s casting. The titular character, Omkara (Othello), is described as ‘half-caste’ as his father is Brahmin and his mother, who we never see, is of the significantly lower Kanjar caste, most associated with sex work and listed under the Criminal Tribes Act during the colonial period. Omkara is played by Ajay Devgan who, the students pointed out, is considerably darker skinned than the other actors in the film. He is contrasted by upper-caste Dolly (Desdemona) played by Kareena Kapoor who has a porcelain complexion and Kesu (Cassio) played by light-skinned Vivek Oberoi.

The movie opens with Omkara interrupting the arranged marriage between Dolly and Rajju (Roderigo) (played by Deepak Dobriyal)—an assault on caste endogamy. Dolly and Omkara get married instead and the consequence of this marriage, my students highlighted, is likewise racialized. Like miscegenation, caste mixing is thought of as polluting pure bloodlines. As Bhardwaj’s film unfolds toward its tragic finale, Dolly is increasingly enveloped by Omkara’s dark shawl, shadowy lighting, or tinted windows—signifiers of both her indecency and her contamination by a half-caste man. Moreover, Omkara is continually likened to the dark-skinned god, Krishna, while Dolly is fashioned as his consort, light-skinned Radha. The film’s bloody ending, which figures the divine couple as corpses, is, I explained to my students, an indictment of right-wing Hinduism’s racial and casteist hypocrisies. Omkara and Dolly’s plight has real-life resonance as countless Dalits have been killed for breaching caste endogamy.6

However, Bhardwaj’s directorial choice to racialize caste has been blisteringly criticized by Saksham Sharda who maintains that caste ‘has nothing to do with the visual markers of race’ and accuses the film of using race to make it legible to a wider audience in the global cinematic marketplace (2017, 599). He argues that the racialization of caste is an imposition of ‘foreign scholars’ and the ‘growing influence of racial thought’, thus ignoring the painstaking interdisciplinary work of the Black and Dalit Studies scholars I assigned who ground their work in the Aryan invasion of Dravidian India, a historical challenge to upper caste claims to nativism and one that has shaped racial perceptions of caste within India.7

Though Sharda trivializes the complex overlaps between race and caste, his critiques nevertheless bring up ethical issues pertaining to the analogy between antiBlackness and casteism. For as my students point out, Omkara may have dark skin, but he is not Black. They were quick to point out an impasse in the analogy: lower caste people could anonymize themselves once out of their locale, but Black people are Black everywhere. And because of the cinematic history I’ve outlined, Black men may be seen as Othellos everywhere. For instance, this past July 2022, a few former students from that class emailed me media stories about the death of Black Nigerian migrant Alika Ogorchukwu, a street vendor in Civitanova Marche, northeastern Italy. Ogorchukwu, who was waiting for a bus, greeted a white Italian woman with the colloquial phrase, ciao bella (‘hello beautiful’), and was subsequently beaten to death, in broad daylight, by the Italian man accompanying her.8 The students had drawn an immediate connection between what they saw on their smartphone with the ‘brute’ constructions of Othello that have circulated on screens for decades. So, while my students said, in no uncertain terms, that they support the Dalit struggle to annihilate caste, they know that casteism cannot replace the antiBlackness that has been at the heart of popular cinematic adaptations of Othello nor can it fully account for the antiBlackness that stratifies race across the world.9

Yet they were interested to learn how, within Indian cinema, self-representation is foreclosed to lower caste people precisely because of racial anonymity. Offscreen, Devgan is not an outcaste. Like most Bollywood stars, he is upper caste—he is a Brahmin. In a world ordered by the visual field of racial difference, the shared phenotype between Indians is, in part, what allows upper caste actors to continually play lower caste characters because the casting discrepancy is generally illegible. Thus, my students concluded, Omkara beautifully localizes Shakespeare, but problematically splits the difference between Blackness and caste, politically diluting—instead of bonding—the two.

Teaching Omkara is especially meaningful to me because I am of Indian descent. Personally speaking, working at Spelman College is an act of cross-racial solidarity. Critical comparative analysis, like that offered by Omkara, is important not as an analytic to promote a universal Shakespeare or watered-down multiculturalism, but to, as one of my students said, ‘sharpen’ understandings of Blackness in order to build more impactful coalitions between struggles. Instructors of Shakespearean film have a responsibility to attend to the ways in which cinema has been a technology of antiBlackness. Though it can, and has been, recovered through alternative signifying practices, it has gotten little help from Shakespeare and none from Othello.10
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1 Ayanna Thompson has well documented that it was at an 1833 performance of Othello featuring a blackface actor that T.D. Rice, the white American ‘father of minstrelsy’, claimed to have been inspired to get up at intermission, blacken his own face, and perform ‘Jump Jim Crow’ for the first time. See Thompson 2011 and 2021.

2 Ruben Espinosa, in this volume, points out a similar impasse—of culture and linguistics—when teaching on the US-Mexico border to predominantly Chicanx students whose first language is Spanish. He writes, ‘it is vital to acknowledge for our students the way Shakespeare is so often seen as a stand in for Eurocentric ideas and ideals and as such, the pressures of assimilation are not far behind’.

3 For an overview of these receptions, see Jones 2005.

4 In his study of American cinema, Frank Wilderson III argues that any ‘attempt to position the black in the world by way of analogy’ is ‘a ruse’ (2010).

5 Bhardwaj is not the first South Asian filmmaker to replace race with caste in a filmic adaptation of Othello. See Amrita Sen’s chapter in this volume for a close reading of Omkara’s precursors, Saptapadi (1960) and Kaliyattam (1997), which both use caste difference to reorganize conflict in Shakespeare’s plotline.

6 There are countless cases, but, most recently, in September 2022, Jagdish Chandra, a Dalit political activist, was kidnapped and killed by his in-laws for marrying their upper caste daughter.

7 See Brown 2018; Hall and Mishra 2018; Pandey 2013.

8 See Talanti 2022.

9 See Chigumadzi 2021.

10 Literature has done a much better job at recovering Othello for antiracist, pro-Black purposes. In this volume, see Nedda Mehdizadeh’s chapter on Djanet Sears’s Othello-inspired play, Harlem Duet (1997), for more.


Chapter 39

Teaching Shakespeare and Race

Techniques and Technologies

Jonathan Burton

As I sat down to write this chapter, it didn’t occur to me that I am white. In most instances, it requires effort to be conscious of one’s whiteness. So, for example, I didn’t think about my race yesterday when I went grocery shopping, or earlier in the week when I hailed a taxi, passed through a security checkpoint and took my seat on a flight. It is easy not to notice that you are white, or what that whiteness is doing when you make a commercial transaction, engage with a legal figure, or when you work on one of Shakespeare’s plays with your students. I was, however, jarred into recognition of my whiteness during one of my Shakespeare classes when a student proposed a novel way of reading a line in the trial scene of The Merchant of Venice, when Portia hails Shylock with the phrase ‘Tarry Jew’ (4.1.344). Where I have always heard a command to stay in place, my student heard a racial slur. I read the term as synonymous with ‘abide’. My student read it instead as ‘black, or covered in or resembling tar’. It was easy enough to fortify her reading. I drew the class’s attention to moments in early modern texts where Jews are figured as black. There is, for example, the imagined dialogue between a Christian and Jew in Sebastian Münster’s The Messias of the Christians and Jews (1655) where the Christian interlocutor insists, ‘I knew you to be a Jew … for you are black and uncomely, and not white as other men’ (qtd in Loomba and Burton 2007, 249). And, of course, there is the moment earlier in The Merchant of Venice when Salarino contrasts Shylock’s ‘jet’ black to Jessica’s ‘ivory’ white flesh. What has been harder for me is thinking about how and why I have never read the play as my student did.

Shakespeare uses the term ‘tarry’ forty-two times in his works. Among these, only an instance in Midsummer Night’s Dream, when Oberon says ‘Tarry, rash wanton’ supports the possibility of reading ‘tarry’ as ‘black’ (2.1.63). But to enlist a concordance of Shakespeare’s terms to validate one reading over another is to miss the point and marginalize readings that have been historically discouraged by pedagogies and scholarly practices that pass as racially neutral. I want to think instead about what it means to read Shakespeare while white, and how I can make more room for readings that elude me but appear to my students of colour. As a white man I will not ever read Shakespeare as if I live in a black, brown, or Asian body. But what I can do is learn to make room for other readings in the white space that invariably forms around my body and vocal practices.

I teach at a Quaker-founded liberal arts college in Los Angeles, named for the abolitionist poet John Greenleaf Whittier. When I arrived at Whittier College, I set to work designing classes along the lines of a Quaker meeting, where no one leads discussion and the first utterance serves as a keynote to which ensuing contributions should be accountable. In these meetings, I remained silent—another Quaker tradition—for the first 25–30 minutes while my students found their way through a play, identifying themes and raising concerns that might go unexplored if I had taken the lead. I understood that I needed to make room for my students’ readings of Shakespeare’s texts. But what I initially failed to recognize was that, even when silent, my presence makes the Shakespeare classroom an intensely white space where students will assume the legitimacy and value of certain approaches and not others. This is part of what Christopher Emdin is describing when he worries that ‘we integrated the schools but never integrated our pedagogy’ (Atkins and Oglesby 2019, xii).

Whittier College is not only a Quaker-founded college; it is also a Hispanic and Asian-American and Native American Pacific Islander-serving institution, where students of colour make up 70 per cent of our population. In global majority classes like mine, the white professor is often an entry barrier—his body and rhetoric confirming ideas about who can talk about Shakespeare and in what modes of discourse. But it is not helpful for white faculty to step aside and leave antiracist work to colleagues and students of colour. White Shakespeareans need to consider how their experience and training may inhibit their ability to learn about their minoritized students, and share the emotional labour of helping students to articulate and confront the ways in which aspects of their own identities rhyme or clash with our Shakespearean inheritance. The Quaker meeting format assumes that everyone feels empowered to speak. But there is a great deal of work to do before we can get to that point.

Scholarship by Ambereen Dadabhoy (2020), Ayanna Thompson (2011), Jessica Walker (2019), and Ruben Espinosa (2021) is specifically attuned to the ways in which studying Shakespeare is never a race-neutral experience despite the persistent notion that Shakespeare’s work is universal in its reach and effects. Such work highlights the fact that while virtually all students approach 400-year-old narratives and syntax with reluctance and trepidation, students of colour feel that ‘Shakespeare’s position as the apotheosis of elite, educated white culture excludes them’ in particular (Corredera 2016, 45). For some students, being asked to speak Shakespeare’s language can feel like a citizenship test. Others recoil at the abundant casual racism in Shakespeare’s plays, particularly when it goes unacknowledged by their instructors and classmates.1 The high school anthologies that most often introduce students to Shakespeare continue to illustrate his plays with images of predominantly white actors. The same is true for the Shakespeare films most frequently shown in American high schools: Black, Latinx, and Asian actors are absent or relegated to marginal roles. ‘When young Latino/as look to popular culture to connect with Shakespeare’, Ruben Espinosa adds, ‘what they often recognize is their own otherness on display’ (2016, 59). While scholars continue to grapple with assumptions that Shakespeare as a field is ‘white property’, it is no surprise that students from nondominant communities often find Shakespeare alienating and divisive (Little 2016, 88). Shakespeare is, after all, regularly cited in arguments against the teaching of critical race theory, ‘weaponized by those who seek to create a Western culture, a Western canon, and even a Shakespeare that is devoid of racial and ethnic difference’ (Dadabhoy 2020, 107).

Accordingly, our challenge is to develop Shakespeare pedagogy that ‘releases the intellect of students-of-colour from the constraining manacles of mainstream canons of knowledge and ways of knowing’ (Woodley 2017, 471). In the wake of pandemic isolation and in the context of persistent racial division, activating students’ experience, contextualizing the knowledge they bring about their own identities and using that expertise to crack open Shakespeare’s plays can restore and strengthen bonds between students (see also Nedda Mehdizadeh’s chapter in this volume). In addition, the same approach to Shakespeare can diversify and enrich a field that students often see as outmoded and unrelatable.2

Rather than alienating students-of-colour, a Shakespeare class can and should include among its objectives ‘helping students of colour maintain identity and connections with their ethnic groups and communities’ (Gay 2010, 31). That means that the intersections of Shakespeare and race that most interest us should include race and racism as experienced by our students, and not just their narrower manifestations within the plays. When a class treats the diverse cultures of its students as no less worthy of attention, scrutiny, and celebration than Shakespeare, students begin to ‘reconceive who they are and what they might be able to accomplish academically and beyond’ and hence see themselves as authorized commentators on Shakespeare’s work (Gutierrez 2008, 148). In other words, by making Shakespeare share the stage with our students, we can create classes that ‘provide marginalized students with an opportunity to both deepen their understanding of his work and to speak and think critically about the forces that shape their lives’ (Walker 2019, 206).

One way to begin this process is by adopting a rubric to measure the inclusivity of our teaching. I developed my own version in the initial weeks of my institution’s shift to online instruction in March 2020. While my institution, like others, offered a menu of faculty development workshops introducing new digital tools, I elected to develop my own matrix for three reasons: First, I recognized that equity and inclusion are not boosted when we add technology challenges to the sociological and historical challenges facing our students. Second, digital tools are no less biased or regressive than the people who code them, and they can easily exacerbate the gaps that students—and especially students of colour—perceive between Shakespeare and their lives.3 And third, I was alarmed by research demonstrating how compromised student-instructor relationships in online environments can harmfully and disproportionately impact Latinx students.4 As a white professor at a Hispanic Serving Institution in Los Angeles County, and as a newcomer to online teaching, I wanted to create guardrails against these risks as well as my own biases. Therefore, I developed the rubric in Table 39.1 as a safeguard to apply to each and every syllabus and assignment I was redesigning for online instruction. Seventeen months later, upon our return to in-person instruction, I recognized that the same practice is not only appropriate but crucial to any course design that seeks to support a diverse student population, regardless of the teaching environment.



Table 39.1 Inclusive Pedagogy Matrix




	Backwards Design
	Does this activity …
	… derive from an outcome desirable to students?

… highlight connections between outcomes and required tasks?



	Culturally Responsive Pedagogy
	Does this activity …
	… advance student ambitions?

… validate and leverage student assets and funds of knowledge?

… foster collaboration?



	Social Justice
	Does this activity …
	… engage issues in my students’ communities?

… activate or supply contextual knowledge that highlights marginalized voices

… model and support counter-storytelling



	Universal Design
	Does this activity …
	… minimize stereotype threat and heighten salience?

… boost modes of decoding to enable summary and transfer of knowledge?

… facilitate multiple means of expression and styles of communication?



	Active Learning
	Does this activity …
	… offer choice to increase ownership and motivation?

… shift the cognitive load to students and promote active problem solving?

… inspire students to become makers rather than consumers of meaning?







The remainder of this chapter comprises suggestions for eight practices, exercises, and assignments for Shakespeare classes, designed or reshaped using this rubric. They range from simple strategies for weaving inclusivity into basic educational technology and course materials to a more extensive, culminating project fusing student interests in applicable, social justice outcomes with disciplinary literacy and scholarly praxis. As I elaborate on each, I try to demonstrate ways in which foregrounding race can enrich plays that we tend not to think of as ‘race plays’ and thus help students to see any Shakespeare class as a Race class. In fact, many of my suggestions for course design and classroom practice can be modified for use with any of Shakespeare’s plays. In as much as several comprise modifications to course design that instructors can ‘turn around and use in their classroom the next morning’, I follow James Lang’s Small Teaching model (2016, 4). Yet where the cognitive science underwriting Lang’s suggestions does not account for race, I also draw upon the work of Zaretta Hammond whose Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain (2014) locates creativity and critical thinking in a raced, and sometimes precariously raced, body that is always responding to culturally and linguistically inscribed spaces. With this in mind, I seek to extend recent scholarship on Shakespeare and pedagogy that sees Shakespeare as ‘the vehicle instead of the destination’ (Thompson and Turchi 2016, 122), or as ‘a springboard for apprehending [students’] legitimacy both within and beyond the borders of academe’ (Espinosa 2021, 82). This means repurposing our Shakespeare classes so that our course objectives are devised in light of student identities and around student advancement. It requires minimizing stereotype threats and heightening salience by first ascertaining what is on students’ minds and tethering Shakespeare’s plays to those concerns and ambitions. If this means apportioning time to outcomes aside from the traditional scholarly research paper, it is important to keep in mind that, ‘it is disingenuous to behave as if undergraduate English courses function primarily as a pipeline to graduate programs (nor should they, given the scarcity of available jobs for PhDs) and must therefore conform to the same methodologies’ (Walker, 2019 212). Instead, Shakespeareans must begin with learning goals that advance diverse student ambitions, and with the question ‘Can I achieve this goal with a creative use of a digital tool that my students are already using?’ Achieving these goals does not, of course, require new technology; it requires instead cross-pollinating the tools that our students are already using with active learning, culturally responsive pedagogy, and universal design.

Diversifying Shakespeare

Instead of installing new technology hurdles between students and Shakespeare, we can begin by dismantling, within the digital spaces into which we send our students, the idea that Shakespeare is distant, unchanging and invariably white. Even before they meet their professors, students develop ideas about Shakespeare and race from our learning management systems (LMS). The LMS is not merely an archive. It can also be a site of inclusion and affirmation that reduces stereotype threat and helps students to cultivate a growth mindset. But if my Blackboard, Canvas, or Moodle landing page features no image, or a picture of Shakespeare, Elizabeth I, or the Globe Theater, I am confirming for my students, each time they visit, everything they think they know about Shakespeare: Shakespeare is old; Shakespeare is white; Shakespeare is unchanging; Shakespeare is not for me. If, however, the image on the landing page of my LMS changes weekly, highlighting various actors, historical figures or scholars of diverse identities, my students may be prompted to think differently: Shakespeare is adaptable; Shakespeare is diverse; Shakespeare isn’t what I thought it was; Shakespeare might be for me.

Beyond Citation

The most common reason students visit their course’s learning management system is to download and read PDFs of articles that we have selected. But when students in the whitespace of a Shakespeare course come across names like Ian Smith, Jane Degenhardt, or Dennis Britton, their default is to imagine a white scholar. Likewise, I have seen students assigned to read a chapter by Kim Hall assume that the author is a man. If citation alone is inadequate as a means of providing role models whose achievement defies racial stereotypes, copying and pasting images of scholars-of-colour onto their articles before uploading them to your LMS can change the game. Seeing scholars of colour helps students of colour ‘to perceive themselves within a discipline even if they do not see examples of themselves’ (Coles et al. 2019) in the faculty of their own institutions. Thus, when my majority Latinx students see an image of Ruben Espinosa or Cristina Léon Alfar affixed to the title page of the article they are reading in my class, they are more likely to begin seeing themselves as legitimate interlocutors with Shakespeare’s works. For white students in a class with a white professor, this experience is no less important as it can unsettle unexamined assumptions about authority and cultural literacy.

Chalkspeare

Seeing oneself reflected in a discipline is an important start, but it will not assure most students that Shakespeare can speak to, much less act in service of, their lives. They are just as likely to see scholars of colour as figures who have abandoned one culture for another (whiter) one. Research on Latinx students in particular reveals that student perceptions of a ‘cultural mismatch’ between their communities and the culture of higher education frequently yield anxieties, performance gaps, and ultimately social inequalities (Stephens et al. 2012). This is particularly true for the growing numbers of commuters who actually outnumber the residential students that dominate popular thought about higher education. It is crucial then to find strategies and tools that simultaneously promote students’ sense of belonging in discussions of Shakespeare and, more broadly, on their college or university campus. One of the oldest classroom technologies, already familiar to all of our students, can facilitate this sense of belonging, while developing close reading skills and training students to bring Shakespeare into the spaces where they live. I am talking about chalk. In an exercise I call Chalk Hamlet (though easily adapted to any play) students walk the campus with Hamlet and a piece of chalk, seeking places to emblazon campus walkways with quotes from the play.5 After 20 minutes we reconvene and tour a campus newly inscribed with the students’ Shakespearean appropriations. Some use quotes from the play to gloss the campus; others use the campus to elucidate our understanding of the play. Thus, one student scrawls ‘More matter with less art’ (2.2.95) along a path connecting art studios with a separate building housing the physics labs. Another places the phrase ‘My words fly up’ at the top of a staircase, adding at its base, ‘my thoughts remain below. Words without thoughts never to heaven go’ (3.3.97–98). While this exercise slyly engages students in close reading of both a text and a physical space, it also helps them to claim the campus for themselves and to see Shakespeare’s plays, with Ayanna Thompson and Laura Turchi, as ‘dynamic organisms whose meanings and performances develop, accrue and metamorphose over time’ and across diverse contexts (2016, 19).

Shax-Memes

While chalking the campus helps students of colour to stake a claim on the spaces of higher education, another simple exercise can help students to negotiate cultural mismatch and leverage the knowledge and experience of their community to make meaning with Shakespeare. Our students are already creating and sharing memes on their social media accounts. They can use the same meme generators to repurpose a line or phrase of their own choosing from one of Shakespeare’s plays, pairing it with a picture from the camera roll of their phone, or alternatively of a figure or event in contemporary American life. In my instructions I tell students that ‘the point of a Shax-Meme is not to faithfully depict Shakespeare’s phrase, but rather to make a point about, or validate with Shakespeare’s cultural capital, something or someplace that is important to you’. Before they begin, I encourage students to think about how they can pull Shakespeare’s language into the areas that most concern them, sharing the #ToBeBlack video created by African American actors in conjunction with the Public Theater. Students are inspired by the ways in which actors who do not appear stereotypically Shakespearean can, as Ruben Espinosa puts it, ‘shape a Shakespeare who allows us, with our voices, to bring awareness to the shades of racism in our day’ (2021, 150–151). Using images from the news has often yielded brilliant instances of counter-storytelling, such as one student’s pairing of Duke Vincentio’s hollow promise, ‘what’s mine is yours and what’s yours is mine’ (5.1.540) at the end of Measure for Measure with images of Border Patrol and LAPD officers, matching recipients of qualified immunity.6 At the same time, limiting the images to what is in a student’s camera roll may be more effective in helping them to see the cultures in which they live, think, and create as worthy of examination, rigour, and Shakespeare’s celebrated language. A slideshow of the collected memes is also an effective tool for building community in a diverse classroom, since students get to curate the information that they are sharing from and about their lives.

Trap Rap Richard III

Nothing about studying Shakespeare creates more anxiety in students than the prospect of analysing his language. Students don’t always recognize that the uses of English in the music they stream on their phones is often no less creative, contextually specific, and syntactically nonconforming. They can use what they know about contemporary hip hop to develop close reading skills for unpacking Shakespeare’s language. Turning to hip hop is useful not merely because it is the most popular music among Gen Z listeners, but because it highlights for students how, as listeners, they are already performing the actions they need to understand Shakespeare’s language—filling in grammatical blanks, parsing metaphors, evaluating semantics, and limning characters (especially in groups featuring multiple emcees). But, if we treat hip hop only as a bridge to cross over into the realm of Shakespeare, students can get the idea that Black culture is a stepping stone and white culture is the destination. If I want my students to get to the deep part of hip hop and not just the deep part of Shakespeare, I have to spend time on the cultural history of hip hop, its various genres and locales, its technical features, and its recurring tropes. Otherwise, I risk enlisting my students in a kind of linguistic minstrelsy, or what Alisha Gaines calls ‘empathetic race impersonation’ (2017, 8). Instead of exploring the localized power of rhetorical devices, I am dragooning students into essentialized racial positions and asking them to co-sign on white fantasies of empathy.

Classes always have things to teach me about contemporary music, so I find it helpful to eventually ask students to identify rappers whose work incorporates call-and- response, a diasporic tradition with roots as deep as Shakespeare’s. Recently, students have tended to cite figures like Drake, DaBaby, 21 Savage, and the three-emcee group, Migos. These artists specialize in trap, a style of hip hop that is set to machine-made beats, quantized to be perfectly on time. This precision would seem to demand an equal exactitude in lyricism. But if you ask your students what distinguishes Migos, they’ll tell you about the ad libs, or call-backs. (Actually asking them helps them to begin drawing on funds of knowledge that they have in abundance. You’re signalling to students that they are already in possession of knowledge that is valuable in and of itself and that we can also use to work through Shakespeare’s language.) Take, for example, Migos’s song ‘Working a Fool’. As one member of the trio raps in quick bursts, the others punctuate and echo the line with one or two syllable words, also known as ad libs, echoing, illustrating, and embroidering on a line that otherwise leaves as quickly as it arrives. I ask students in groups of three to collaboratively prepare five lines spoken by Lady Anne in Richard III for a ‘Migos reading’. This means choosing a term from each line and using it to create an ad lib at the end. So, while one student reads Lady Anne’s lines, the others take turns calling out ad libs as below:


Foul devil, for God’s sake hence and trouble us not, [Trouble]

For thou hast made the happy earthy thy hell, [Hell]

Filled it with cursing cries and deep exclaims. [Deep]

If thou delight to view thy heinous deeds, [Heinous]

Behold this pattern of thy butcheries. [Pattern]  (1.2.48–52)



In this exercise, I want students to recognize their ability to access Shakespeare but also to treat as equally valuable the cultural works that they come to on their own. To ad lib well, you have to understand rhythm, rhetoric, metaphor, and humour organically. But for students the key point is that they are performing a mode of decoding tantamount to the first steps of a close reading; they have picked out terms or phrases to emphasize and connect.

The Macbeth Video Collage

While proponents of culturally sustaining pedagogy like Django Paris and H. Samy Alim agree that coursework inviting students to leverage their own linguistic and cultural dexterity ‘sustains the lifeways of communities who have been and continue to be damaged and erased through schooling’ (2017, 1), it is also the case that students’ understanding of the issues in their own communities may be more organic than rigorously considered. This is especially likely for any student whose culture has not been treated as a formal object of study. In a video collage assignment employing the same basic, intuitive video editing apps that students use on social media (e.g., TikTok, WeVideo, iMovie), Shakespeare becomes a channel into the deep terrain of students’ lives. For my students, this has meant setting aside questions about Elizabethan culture and researching instead local and contemporary histories informing the diverse places from which we interpret Shakespeare’s plays. This does not mean abandoning historicist approaches to Shakespeare so much as it means reconsidering which histories a Shakespeare class will explore. Often, this involves identifying contemporary analogues, such as considering gentrification in place of early modern enclosure, or exploring filial obligation in the context of contemporary immigrant families rather than early modern gentry. Refocusing our research on locally relevant and contemporary histories helps students to see their own cultures as complex and worthy of exploration. Moreover, the emphasis on student choice throughout is a fundamental component in securing student investment and eliminating the risk of an instructor directing students towards static notions of culture that fail to reflect students’ lived experience. After researching their chosen subject, students go on to produce a brief video combining their reading of any 8–15-line speech with images that ‘restory Shakespeare’ (see Laura Turchi’s chapter in this volume) in the student’s researched context. The experience of screening together the resulting collection of video collages yields an experience similar to what Emily Griffiths Jones describes in her account of studying global Ophelias with her students in Singapore: ‘Instead of idealising a timeless universal icon, my students came to value a multiplicity of timely, locally active Shakespeares’ (2019, 62). What’s more, students producing video collages become makers and not simply consumers of Shakespearean meaning, contributing to a ‘slow but steady cultural shift … which reimagines early modern texts as potentially fundamental to collaborative meaning-making and liberatory action’ (Hyman and Eklund 2019, 20). In one recent instance, a student in my class paired images that she collected from the trial and acquittal of the police responsible for the death of Breonna Taylor with Macbeth’s Act 1 soliloquy exploring his doubts about killing Duncan. Her relocation of Macbeth’s musings on ‘bloody instructions which, being taught, return to plague the inventor’ (1.7.9) prompted a classmate to wonder, in his written reflection,


in addition to those who have carried out such acts, how many more share the same thoughts as Macbeth, only restraining themselves in fear of the repercussions? This is an important question because while most won’t act on their impulses like Macbeth, their prejudiced beliefs still impede their ability to feel empathy towards those of a different skin color. Watching this, Macbeth became for me a play about failures of empathy.



This student’s reflection affirms that this kind of repurposing, or remixing, of a canonical text provides practice in reconstructing dominant (white) culture for antiracist purposes, a skill that will help all students to thrive in an increasingly pluralistic world.

Collaborate-to-Remix

Assignments involving the methods and technologies of the remix promote inclusion in a number of ways that can be transformative and liberatory for a Shakespeare class. Because students may associate remixing with dancehall, dub, and hip hop, musical genres dominated by artists-of-colour, minoritized students asked to remix literary texts may be more likely to feel that they bring cultural competency to the assignment. Unlike assignments that ask students to measure texts by long-standing genres and potentially reproduce a racist past in the present, the remix promotes counternarrative, or ‘taking previously developed ideas and synthesising them to create new and exciting forms [that] speak to the changing and evolving needs of dynamic systems’ (Ladson-Billings 2014, 76). Because the remix is inherently a collaborative form, enhancing one creation with another, it appeals to and supports the academic success of students-of-colour whose communities lean towards collectivism rather than individualism.7 For my collaborate-to-remix assignment, students read and remix Carlyle Brown’s The African Company Presents Richard III (1989) and Keith Hamilton Cobb’s American Moor (2020), two plays interested in the relationship between Black actors and Shakespeare. While variations on this assignment could involve remixing two of Shakespeare’s plays (e.g. Othello and The Winter’s Tale), I prefer to use this assignment as an opportunity to introduce students to the rich and vexed history of Shakespearean appropriation by playwrights-of-colour. Working with a partner, students locate five thematic overlaps in the plays and then cut and paste lines, bringing those overlaps into a reasonably coherent dialogue that they will read aloud to the class. Brown and Cobb consider a range of ways in which Shakespearean roles can offer Black actors a chance to articulate their own emotional experience but also entrap them in white fictions of Blackness. Hence, the remixed exchanges that students produce include multidimensional exchanges like these:


Brown: You tellin’ me you don’t like it. All them people lookin’ up at you, admirin’ you. You don’t get a chill up there? Standin’ up there on that stage with all that applause fallin’ down all around you like warm summer rain. (1989, 23)

Cobb: No, Goddammit, no! … I [am] ashamed that any reasonable person could look at me and see him. (2020, 26)

Brown: Is that what you’re worried about? About people thinkin’ you the same person as a part you’re actin’ in a play? That’s ridiculous. Nobody knows ya, is gonna believe you gonna stand for that kind a foolishness. (1989, 21)

Cobb: They say of us, actors that is, … that we must harbor the most arrogant of hearts to presume that people would be compelled to sit and consider us with rapt attention upon stage. But also, that we must harbor the most heroic of hearts in order to weather the endless rejection as we continue to venture forth.  (2020, 28)



In this case, the two students have located a set of shared concerns around Black performances of Shakespeare, setting alternative approaches side-by-side and, effectively, creating a critical conversation akin to those that we expect in a conventional expository essay. Indeed, this exercise might be used in lieu of a first draft of a more traditionally formatted essay, recognizing with Ayanna Thompson and Laura Turchi that ‘some students thrive as theorists while others approach texts as artists’ (2016, 19).

Much Ado About Allyship

I conclude with an assignment designed in the fall of 2021, when students returned to in-person instruction eager to reconnect with their peers but out of practice and apprehensive. Mandatory isolation and intensified racial division had rendered diverse classrooms like mine sites of heightened anxiety and desperate hope, conditions unlikely to diminish as long as racist violence plagues American culture. In this context, students value assignments that don’t just train them to develop disciplinary literacy but also support their interests in allyship and cross-racial solidarity. In fact, my students are less interested in being apprentice Shakespeare scholars than in developing antiracist reading and writing skills. Hence, in an assignment directly linking required tasks to their own desired outcomes, I ask students to write about Much Ado About Nothing in ways that transfer to coalition building in their own lives. More specifically, the assignment prompt directs students to speculate about outcomes for Benedick’s promise at the end of Much Ado About Nothing to ‘devise thee / brave punishments’ (5.4.123–124) and to develop instead a campaign for allyship and broad cultural change pre-empting the problems in Messina’s culture and the core of the play.

To prod their thinking, I ask students to read a cluster of short essays on allyship in the Spring 2020 issue of Women and Language. These essays do not address the uneven instances of allyship at the core of Much Ado’s love plots. Instead they survey cases of white disengagement in response to microaggressions against Black and Brown women in academia. If the topic initially seems far afield from Shakespeare’s Messina, the cases explored nevertheless help students to develop critical lenses through which they can discern both the tacit approval of racism in the play and those instances of failed allyship crucial to its comic structure. In other words, students transfer knowledge from one context to another and use Shakespeare to develop ideas applicable to their own experiences with racism and allyship.

Much of the recent work on allyship approaches the topic with some scepticism, arguing that it too often centres white self-education and ‘frames critical consciousness [i.e., wokeness] as the metaphorical cure to systemic racism’ (Delfino 2021, 146). The Angeleno students in my minority-majority classes, however, tend to share with Rebecca Kumar’s students a desire to ‘build more impactful coalitions between struggles’ (610). They are more troubled by the ways in which anti-immigrant appeals and essentialized notions of an immigrant work ethic (i.e. the model-minority myth) are used to drive wedges and prevent coalitions between Black, Latinx, and Asian peoples. Thus, they welcome the practical aspects of the assigned essay cluster, in particular finding a helpful counterpoint to Benedick’s ‘brave punishments’ in Lamiyah Bahrainwallah’s call to ‘shift the rhetoric of intervention from punishment to reorientation’ (2020, 139).

Much Ado is an especially fertile play for thinking about allyship. Above all, the play urges us to consider allyship and intervention after Claudio and Hero’s abortive wedding, when Benedick presses Beatrice to ‘bid me do anything for thee’ but then balks at her appeal to ‘kill Claudio’ (4.1.284–285). That the play’s most prominent test of allyship has more to do with gender than race provides another opportunity for students to transfer the knowledge they will acquire about allyship from one context to another. As we will see, students who are thinking about allyship sooner notice the casual, erratic, and uncontested racism in Much Ado About Nothing. They notice how white supremacy infuses the play’s metaphors, and that no one objects when Benedick finds Hero ‘too brown for a fair praise’ (1.1.141); when the Friar defends her ‘angel whiteness’ (4.1.159); or when Claudio pledges to ‘hold my mind were she an Ethiope’ (5.4.38). In addition, reading about allyship provides students with models of counter-storytelling that they go on to use in rethinking scholarly ideas about the play.

Thinking about allyship helps students to develop disciplinary literacy and enter into a scholarly conversation. In our first meeting upon completing our reading of the play, I present my students with a set of extracts from criticism assessing Benedick. Working in pairs, their task is to discern a consensus among the Shakespeareans and to identify any outliers. Together, they fill in the first line on a handout of simple templates. This reads, ‘Most scholars agree that ______. One exception is ______who argues instead that ______.’ Beneath this they are to create a list of 1–2 sentence quotations supporting their conclusions, leaving between each a blank line for later use. Most identify a tendency to read Benedick as a man converted to compassion by the play’s end: Carol Thomas Neely argues that ‘Benedick’s acquiescence [to Beatrice’s command] signals his transformation’ (1985, 53). Phillip Collington asserts that at the close of the play, ‘Benedick assumes the mantle of the courtier-ideal … because he chooses love over suspicion’ (2006, 307). Cristina Léon Alfar offers the related claim that ‘Benedick accommodates himself to Beatrice’s ideal’ (2017, 125). For Mihoko Suzuki, Benedick’s ‘love for Beatrice compels him to leave the closely-knit homosocial circle of Don Pedro and Claudio’ (2016, 130), a claim that Paul Rapley extends in concluding that Shakespeare achieves his purpose with regard to Benedick by ‘liberating him from his mind-forged fetters’ (2022, 66). The students find an outlier in Paul Innes who argues instead that Benedick ‘remains complicit. Claudio might be the unpleasant face of patriarchy, while Benedick is the more comedic version’ (2021, 19).

We take up this handout again after reading the cluster of essays on allyship and white disengagement. At this point, I ask students to insert within the blank lines between their quotations key phrases from the allyship essays that offer ways of measuring the claims that they earlier transcribed. Finally, they complete a second template at the bottom of the page: ‘______’s assessment of Benedick as ______ must be rethought in light of _____’s argument that _______.’ At this point they are beginning to evaluate and not simply rehearse scholarly claims. It is also at this point that one of my students retitles the assignment for the class, stating ‘There’s much to do about this nothing’.

The essays that derive from this sequence of exercises begin by questioning Benedick’s fitness as an adjudicator and ally. Like Innes, the students are concerned that Benedick will punish Don John and Borachio while ignoring the misogyny and racism that are pervasive and treated as the innocuous organs of comedic closure. Yet they also draw upon essays by Lamiyah Bahrainwala and LaTashia Brown Reedus to enrich the critical conversation and their own commitments to allyship by considering how Benedick opts out of ‘setting meaningful thresholds for intervention’ (Bahrainwala 2020, 135) and offers a version of allyship that is little more than ‘disengaged altruism’ (Brown Reedus 2020, 158). As one student explains, Benedick’s distancing himself from Don Pedro and Claudio is ‘merely performative. It takes Beatrice until the end of the scene to convince Benedick that he cannot just voice his sympathy; he must act if he wishes to truly help.’ Another characterizes Benedick’s commitment to Beatrice as self-serving: ‘he hasn’t really learned anything from this discussion. Rather he just stores it away for how he should react in the future.’

Bahrainwala’s essay helps the students to recognize that ‘acts of omission and withdrawal [from conflicts that] systemically hurt women’ are endemic rather than a problem unique to Benedick (2020, 136). If Benedick’s inaction derives from his general disrespect for women, one student remarks, ‘the problem starts with Leonato, the patriarch who raises doubts about the fidelity of his own wife’. That misogyny ultimately goes unchecked is apparent when no one responds to Leonato’s Act 5 command to Beatrice, ‘Peace, I will stop your mouth’ (5.4.97). As one student wrote, this moment ‘shows how everyone in the play is accustomed to … microaggressions towards women’. In a similar vein, one student explained that the entire community is ‘desensitized to the violence of a young white man. Claudio’s violent masculinity is ‘ “protected and indulged” ’. The students note that the failures identified by Leandra Hernandez, ‘to move beyond awareness of privilege to take risks, call out inequities and dismantle systems of exclusion’ extends beyond the cohort of aristocratic men: ‘As leader of the watch’, one student says, ‘Dogberry should be able to persuade Leonato to listen to him when he believes there is an emergency. He lets Leonato dismiss him all too easily’ (2020, 150). The play’s women, too, are held accountable in student essays: ‘If Margaret spoke up about it being her who was with Borachio’, one noted, ‘the whole wedding scandal could have been avoided.’ Likewise, ‘because Hero seeks men’s approval first, she mocks Beatrice’s self-confidence, wilfully neglecting the opportunity to be praising it instead.’

As they considered Bahrainwala’s reminder that to be effective ‘allyship must be “noisy and disruptive” ’ several students turned to Beatrice as a model. Rather than awaiting a moment of blatant irredeemable violence, they explained, Beatrice pushes back against misogyny from her first lines. Her defence of Hero comes without hesitation and she ‘is not willing to be with a man who is complicit with a crime that could be helped … She understands, with Lamiyah Bahrainwala that, ‘if silence is violence, disengagement ensures and protects continued silence’. In orienting themselves to the protocols of effective allyship, students also found reason to praise the members of the watch who wilfully ignore Dogberry’s instructions that urge them to ‘meddle with none’ (3.3.30), ‘make no noise’ (3.3.31), and allow transgressors to ‘steal out of your company’ (3.3.55). These, they explained, comprised precisely the kind of disengagement that endangers women. ‘In terms of noise’, one student explained, ‘it is not enough to merely give a woman a voice and expect her to fight for herself. She must have allies willing to speak up for her before the tide turns against her.’

Students extended the same logic to address the silences following each instance of racist language in the play. As one student pointed out, ‘it isn’t just one figure using racist language but something that is an accepted part of daily conversations’. ‘This’, he explained, ‘parallels our world perfectly, where only the most blatant acts of racism are confronted and words are deemed insignificant.’ This kind of inward turn was also at the heart of another student’s reflections on our own responsibilities: ‘By laughing at the ridiculous plots and melodramatic reactions to characters being used and discarded, an audience member risks becoming the disengaged bystander that Bahrainwala and Hernadez discuss in their articles.’

Students consistently determined that Benedick’s ‘brave punishments’ with their likely focus on Don John were not, in fact, brave, but rather a dodge from broad cultural responsibility that recognizes ‘the true villains of the play: racism and the patriarchal values of Messina that allow white men to benefit from the silence of others’. Thus when it came to outlining their own campaigns for change, they found most useful Brown Reedus’s insistence that true allyship ‘begins by first engaging in true group membership with PoC (and other marginalized groups)’ (2020, 160). As one student pointed out, ‘Black people do not seem to exist in Messina; the only time they are even mentioned is when their attributes are cited in insults’. Another added that ‘only by increasing the representation of Black culture within Messina might Messina’s citizens come to a different outlook on beauty, one that realizes the value of other cultures and the effect of their words’. Still another warned that the treatment of women in the play promised ‘no guarantees of equity for people of colour even if they were included in the culture of Messina’. In drawing these conclusions, students were not only raising questions about a critical consensus about Benedick and working through issues of inclusion relevant to their own world, they were also entering into conversation with their professor and calling for more inclusive curricula, more active learning and more opportunities to shape their own world.

A Shakespeare class that engages and validates issues in students’ own communities is not just one that heightens salience, motivates students, and yields outcomes desirable to them. It also shifts the cognitive load from the professor to the students, making them the experts and active problem solvers. What’s more, it empowers students to produce innovative readings of Shakespeare’s work, readings that remind us to ‘tarry’ a bit, and to reconsider how we understand Shakespeare.
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Chapter 40

Teaching Shakespeare and Race in Communities of Colour

Reflections from the US-Mexico Border

Ruben Espinosa

In the city of El Paso, Texas, situated directly on the US-Mexico border, the rich Mexican cultural legacy is undeniable. The food, the music, the arts, and the voices in la frontera reveal something distinctive if at odds with what many believe America should look and sound like. It is this unique cultural identity that registers the concurrent promise and precarity of being Chicanx within a nation that so often devalues those who fail to approximate whiteness. Perhaps no other issue defines one’s feeling of (un)belonging along the US-Mexico border than linguistic identity. While, on the surface, our society in the USA pretends to value linguistic diversity, Spanish-speaking Latinxs in the USA often face hostility when it comes to their linguistic heritage, especially amid English-only initiatives across the nation. As Gloria Anzaldúa argues, ‘Ethnic identity is twin skin to linguistic identity’, and thus the desire to foreclose on Latinx linguistic identity appears to be a desire to render both their tongue and being ‘illegitimate’ (1987, 81). It is precisely because the issue of linguistic identity on the border is so charged that I encouraged my students in my time teaching at the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP) to interrogate the value Shakespeare’s language and legacy hold in la frontera.

Shakespeare’s iconic status often results in views that take his value as a given, but in communities of colour, it is imperative that this understood currency is scrutinized without reservation. Because the issue of linguistic identity is so often fraught for Chicanxs in the United States, Shakespeare’s language is sometimes seen as both a marker of that which one ought to aspire to, engage, and apprehend and that which is altogether inaccessible. The truth is that Chicanx students, like most students in general, will likely feel alienated when seeking to engage with Shakespeare. Of more importance, perhaps, students might see Shakespeare as just another tool of colonialism and, given the way Shakespeare has often been used to espouse beliefs in white supremacy, they would be absolutely correct in that assumption. When teaching Shakespeare in a Latinx community, or any community of colour for that matter, it is vital to acknowledge for our students the way Shakespeare is so often seen as a stand-in for Eurocentric ideas and ideals and, as such, the pressures of assimilation are not far behind.

It is from my positionality as a Chicano engaging with the most iconic of dead white men that my teaching at a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) began and continues.1 While the US Department of Education designates any higher education institution in the USA that has full-time undergraduate enrolment of at least 25% Latinxs (or, their preferred terminology, ‘Hispanics’) as an HSI, UTEP’s Latinx population is roughly 80%, and this statistic mirrors the demographic of the surrounding community.2 Still, the weight of whiteness—to borrow from James Baldwin—looms large in la frontera (1955, 90). Because of this, I do not seek to make students appreciate Shakespeare’s language for the legacy it has already left, but rather I invite them to consider how their view of Shakespeare—how their apprehension of what his works and his words have to offer—stands to redefine the legacy he leaves in their border community. As such, Shakespeare is not seen as the focal point for understanding one’s literary heritage, but rather he is seen as a vehicle for that which has helped define what such a legacy looks and sounds like. The key, as I see it, is to allow students to understand that it is their view of Shakespeare that makes his works and words relevant. In what follows, then, I want to offer a snapshot of the way I have navigated Shakespeare’s works in an effort to create spaces and opportunities for students to scrutinize structures that define their marginality so as to allow them to see the importance of resisting such structures.

Before arriving at Shakespeare’s works in my classes, I often begin by asking students why they think we should study Shakespeare. Their answers vary, but usually the guiding principle for them is some version of Shakespeare speaking for all time and for all people, and that he is doing it quite well. I prefer to debunk the myth that he speaks for all people across all time at the onset of my courses, and by giving Shakespeare a bit of side-eye, I believe students feel empowered to do the same moving forward. I play students a clip from Gene Demby’s interview with Ayanna Thompson on NPR’s ‘Code Switch’. Thompson was asked, ‘What is the value of black and brown kids learning about Shakespeare today?’ Her answer is vital to understanding Shakespeare’s purchase in the present. She said, ‘I think it’s incredibly important because if you don’t know how our current racialized epistemology started, it’s really hard to dismantle it. You get to see in Shakespeare how it wasn’t crystallized then; it was forming. And he was one of the people that helped form it.’ Later in the interview, Thompson says in relation to Shakespeare, race, gender, and sexuality, ‘once I figure out how the man constructed this all together, I have a lot of tools then to dismantle how he constructed us in this false way’ (Demby 2019). This is the onramp I use to get to the topic of race in Shakespeare, and I prefer to do this early on so that students understand exactly what to expect as the semester unfolds.

While the issues of race and racism in and through Shakespeare are always in reach and consistent topics for class discussions, the issue of linguistic identity is particularly relevant for students on the US-Mexico border. Where language is concerned, an obvious focal point might be Caliban in The Tempest. Early on in the play, Caliban says to Prospero, ‘You taught me language, and my profit on’t / Is I know how to curse’ (1.2.436). Caliban recognizes how language is used as a tool of oppression, and he is unafraid to confront his colonizer about this. Still, it is a play where Caliban’s resistance is ultimately futile, and as such my energies are better spent on looking at this play to locate how white, male structures of power are imagined and sustained. In Shakespeare, this is not so hard to find.

When it comes to rich discussions surrounding linguistic and cultural identity, Henry V has been an invaluable play in my teaching. Because of the play’s explicit attention to empire building, it offers an interesting glimpse into the way language is mobilized. While the uncomfortable scene where Henry ‘courts’ Katherine certainly comes to mind where linguistic differences are concerned, I find the case of Fluellen to be more dynamic. I ask students to consider how the play parodies the English that Katherine, Fluellen, Jamy, and Macmorris speak. It is broken English, and they are the objects of derision because of it. This gets us to the topic of the way those who have an inexact command of the English language are seen not only on Shakespeare’s stage, but in our present moment. They—the characters in the play and Chicanxs in the USA—are so often the objects of ridicule. The English have a clear idea about the way one should look and sound, and many Americans feel the same. Who gets left out in the process?

From my perspective, Henry V works to subvert the ethnocentrism that it seems to be outwardly espousing. Indeed, Fluellen exhibits pride in his Welsh identity throughout the play, and he goes so far as to steal Henry’s thunder when the king claims victory at Agincourt on St. Crispin’s Day. In that moment, Fluellen reminds Henry that Edward the Black Prince ‘fought a most prave pattle here in France’, and goes on to say: ‘If your majesty is remembered of it, the Welshmen did good service in a garden where leeks did grow, wearing leeks in their Monmouth caps, which your majesty know to this hour is an honourable badge of service; and I do believe your majesty takes no scorn to wear the leek upon Saint Tavy’s day’ (4.7.92–102). Just as Henry attempts to memorialize that English victory, Fluellen reminds him of the feast of St. David—the patron saint of Wales—in a move that establishes the longer, richer cultural history, traditions, and contributions by the Welsh that existed long before that emerging English empire. It is Fluellen’s confidence and pride in his cultural identity that resonates with students who so often feel overshadowed by the colonizing energies that persist to our present moment.

To be clear, however, it is much more than Fluellen’s act of calling the king’s attention to Welsh history that infuses the play with contemporary cultural relevance in la frontera. Indeed, it is the everyday mockery that Fluellen endures, and his response to that mockery that I find compelling. We learn that Pistol publicly ridicules Fluellen for wearing a leek in his cap as a way to honour St. David’s Day (5.1.5–13). Fluellen endures the mockery and waits to confront Pistol, and when he finally does, the scene is violent. Fluellen overpowers Pistol, forces him to eat a leek, and injures him to the point of bloodshed. It is so violent that the Englishman Gower says to Fluellen, ‘Enough, Captain, you have astonished him’ (5.1.40). After Fluellen exits, Pistol claims he will get revenge, but Gower says to him:


Go, go, you are a counterfeit cowardly knave. Will you mock at an ancient tradition, begun upon an honourable respect and worn as a memorable trophy of predeceased valour, and dare not avouch in your deeds any of your words? I have seen you gleeking and galling at this gentleman twice or thrice. You thought because he could not speak English in the native garb he could not therefore handle an English cudgel. You find it otherwise, and henceforth let a Welsh correction teach you a good English condition.  (5.1.70–80)



Many, it seems—both in Shakespeare’s world and ours—are in need of a Welsh correction. And while I do not encourage violence in any of the classes I teach (nor in life in general), I do find it crucial to underscore the importance of demanding dignity in the face of those who seek to devalue your worth. For young Chicanxs, this is critical. Don’t abandon your cultural traditions. Don’t take down your Mexican flag. Don’t forget your language.

On the US-Mexico border, language defines us. Do we speak English well enough, and do we speak Spanish well enough? Is Spanglish acceptable? The pressures come from both sides of the border, and often we never feel adequate. But, as Anzaldúa argues, we must. ‘Until I can take pride in my language’, Anzaldúa writes, ‘I cannot take pride in myself … Until I am free to write bilingually and to switch codes without having always to translate, while I still have to speak English or Spanish when I would rather speak Spanglish, and as long as I have to accommodate the English speakers rather than having them accommodate me, my tongue will be illegitimate’ (1987, 81). When I bring Shakespeare into conversations surrounding linguistic identity, then, it is not in an attempt to have students gain an appreciation for, and understanding of, his language so that they then feel more legitimate in the eyes of those who render them lesser than. I bring to my student’s attention the long, tired tool of the colonizer so that my students can unearth therein a Shakespeare of their own—one filled with possibilities and opportunities to speak back to the colonizer and demand dignity in whatever language they find fit.
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Chapter 41

The Oral Histories

My Relationship with Shakespeare

Carla Della Gatta

With Adjoa Andoh, Lileana Blain-Cruz, Carl Cofield, Ako Dachs, Noma Dumezweni, Raúl Esparza, Chukwudi Iwuji, Iqbal Khan, Jani Lauzon, John Leguizamo, Natsuko Ohama, Bill Rauch, Whitney White, and Sherri Young

The artists spoke about their connections to Shakespeare throughout our conversations. I close with some of their comments that expose the range of relationships: discovering the depth of characters, how we conceptualize and portray emotions and identities, how Shakespearean acting informs their work as artists more widely, the engagement with Shakespeare’s language and stories, and what the plays open up for us about how we make choices, tell stories, and communicate.

ADJOA ANDOH I played Portia in the 2012 Julius Caesar production at the RSC. It makes me think of that song in Hamilton, ‘The Room Where It Happens’. For me, as Portia, when all the conversations are going on between Cassius and Brutus, when all the conversations are going on with the conspirators in the garden, she wants to be there. Portia is the daughter of Cato, she’s the Jackie Kennedy of that political world. I want to be in the room where it happens. Portia wants to be in the room. Why? Because as Cato’s daughter, she is central to the politics at the time; her father coins the stoic philosophy of the time; she knows all the political players. She has married her cousin, Brutus, because she loves him, not for political allegiance. They share a great intellectual acumen, a great romantic acumen, a great philosophical acumen, and they are part of a powerful political dynasty. Portia is hardcore, not a whiner. I wanted to portray the woman who swallows hot coals, rather than be captured and paraded by the triumvirate.

RAÚL ESPARZA Sometimes fascinating things are revealed, and there is a huge separation between the word that is accented or highlighted, and what you think should be spelled out in the thought process. It is exactly in that space that it begins to happen for an audience. I remember it happening to me with Twelfth Night at The Public in 2009 (Figure 41.1). It’s one of my favourite experiences on stage ever. That cast was outrageous, and they were all, they’re all having so much fun. Anne Hathaway, Audra MacDonald, Julie White … and Hamish Linklater is just so damn funny. Everyone’s weeping with laughter, and I’m Orsino and I’m bored. I said to Dan Sullivan (the director), ‘Everyone’s having a ball, and I’m just this dour jerk. I feel like I’m in the wrong play.’ He said nothing. I thought, wait a minute, what if Orsino is in the wrong play? I went back and reread it. If you read that first speech, Orsino is acting, he’s trying, it’s a way of playing it. ‘If music be the food of love, play on.’ (I.i.1) He takes these strange pauses, ‘that strain again. It had a dying fall.’ He’s enjoying it, he knows he is acting. He’s Hamlet, he’s mourning around in the wrong play, which makes him funny. Then it became funny. It was a useful way of thinking about it. I treated it like it was a drama.



[image: image]

Figure 41.1 Raúl Esparza as Orsino and Anne Hathaway as Cesario in Twelfth Night in Shakespeare in the Park (2009). Photo by Joan Marcus. Courtesy of Joan Marcus Photography.



NATSUKO OHAMA I played Hamlet in 1995 with the Los Angeles Women’s Shakespeare Company. It is a life-changing role. What happens is, once you play it, you don’t want to play anything anymore. It kind of takes the mickey out of your sails because you’ve played Hamlet and you’ve experienced all those great thoughts and language. And, it kind of fools you into thinking you’re that smart too. The language is unbelievable and the acting really lines you up. It really gets inside of your marrow. Just the size of the role, the muscularity of it, the profound emotional demands, the intellectual brilliance, the poetry. It completely changes you.

They talked about how when actors take on roles, how when they’re playing the Joker, they suddenly become bad. Well Hamlet, you take it on in kind of like a different way. I mean if you decide to focus on a particular aspect, I suppose it could take you down a road, but not really. It’s a revelation of who you are to yourself. That’s what Hamlet is. It’s the golf game of the acting experience for the person playing it. You have to be very, very skilled at it, and it demands everything of you, if you’re really doing it. So how is that not going to change a person? (See Figure 41.2.)



[image: image]

Figure 41.2 Natsuko Ohama as Prospero, with Cynthia Ruffin, Tessa Thompson, and Louisa Jensen together as Ariel in the Los Angeles Women’s Shakespeare Company’s The Tempest at the 24th Street Theater in downtown Los Angeles (2003). Courtesy of Lisa Wolpe.



CHUKWUDI IWUJI Shakespeare is always going to be the greatest writer. I will not work for a better writer. In context of our conversation, I am lucky as a Black man to have played so many of these roles and have the option to play others. I’m going to take full advantage of that. I was just talking to my sister about Underground Railroad and she said to me, in twenty years of all the work you’ve done, I could see all that Shakespeare, I could feel it. I said, I never once thought of Shakespeare when I was playing the role. But all the stuff I learned doing him, of taking language, and making sure it sits somewhere, of finding where the voice is, of freeing your body, or letting something cut deep, or knowing when to throw something away, or knowing when to be human, all of that is the exercise of playing Shakespeare. It’s about being more human than humans to play Shakespeare; that journey of trying to pull it off with some of these great characters for the last twenty years is the actor I am, and that’s what I want to keep doing.

AKO DACHS Actually, learning Shakespeare, how to act Shakespeare, helped me to understand, when acting contemporary plays, what to emphasize: synonyms, antithesis, or why a playwright puts a period here instead of a comma. It makes me think about the words, what they are doing, and so when I read scripts in English these learnings naturally pop up to me because the teachers taught me well. The similar pronunciations, similar sounds, vowels, consonants. Finding those things from the script are great tools to unlock English. It’s really helped me a lot.

I like Shakespeare, maybe, because it’s a little bit formalized in a way. It’s the verse speaking; it’s not the language from today. I am attracted to that rhythm and theatrical energy. It’s hit me. And that is why I chose to study Shakespeare so much.

NOMA DUMEZWENI Ten years after I first played a witch at the RSC (in Macbeth), I was brought back to Shakespeare and the RSC in 2009. I was very lucky; it was Paulina in The Winter’s Tale. I had never read the play. But I was aware that it was a lot of people’s favourite play of Shakespeare. There was a lovely line of characters for me that year when I was doing The Winter’s Tale; I was also the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet and Calpurnia in Julius Caesar. I was very aware that I was one of the very lucky ones who got a lovely middling row of characters. When I say ‘middling’, you’re not believed, and you’re not the spear-carrier. So you have some meat. Paulina was my big one in that season. And I met them all for the first time, and their experiences, and I love that. You are talking to somebody who didn’t train but knew that there was a sense of having to, and wanting to, to experience Shakespeare. People I like as actors have done Shakespeare, and so my luck was being given that grouping of parts in that season.

What I realized is that I have met Shakespeare in the way that I meet new writing. I have seen King Lear at least five times now, so I am assuming that I won’t be in any production of Lear because it is no longer new. But never say never. It’s about meeting Shakespeare as a new writer, a new vision. I think I learned this from Macbeth … I met it as a ‘new’ play; I had never seen a production of it. I had never read it. I thought, I’ll read it now because I am up for it. And it’s fantastic. It’s fresh, it moves, it’s intense, and it’s weird. I don’t read it until I am asked to go up for it.

IQBAL KHAN There’s something about a play like Macbeth, which speaks to why I think Shakespeare is so exciting, at least for me. I have always felt that the stories are okay; I’ve read better stories elsewhere. It’s the way he puts it all together. It’s the telling, not what is told. It’s his dramaturgy and his language, his peculiar perspective, his shift in tones, the cackling witches playing and being quite visceral, and concrete, and naughty. Then you have this murderer, Macbeth, who also happens to be the greatest poet in his canon. And then his wife, who is talking about motherhood in a very shocking way at the beginning, when we first encounter her, and then in the middle of all this, they kill the king, and upturn the universe, and then a stand-up comedian comes onstage, and does low jokes about not being able to get it up. That messy, bold collection of things is incredibly exciting.

In my 2017 Antony and Cleopatra for the RSC, I cast Josette Simon and everyone said, ‘She looks amazing. She’s got a great voice’, and they went straight to the affect of casting her. But she also happens to be a quite brilliant woman, a brilliant mind. And that for me is the most important thing about Cleopatra, looking at what is it about the situation that she’s engaged in that makes her so silent for a significant portion—for two thirds of the way through the play. She doesn’t say anything for the longest time. The thing that I realized was that it seemed to us that she was calculating where her position should be to utter an opinion about something, or that to betray her thoughts was dangerous, became dangerous.

LILEANA BLAIN-CRUZ: Cymbeline comes up for me because this show is so chaotic. And I question what is happening, which is generally why I love those kinds of shows, both in contemporary playwrights and Shakespeare. I like the shows that make me question what to do; for me, it’s really deeply satisfying. I like Shakespeare because he tells incredible stories, you know, at the end of the day.

WHITNEY WHITE I think that the key to a classic is that it’s packed with so much possibility that you can have a long-term relationship with it. I like to say that I’m in a long-term relationship with Shakespeare and he won’t quit me and I won’t quit him. Even though the language is dense and antiquated and almost a completely different language at times, there’s something that immediately—in the first eight lines of any Shakespeare play—draws audiences in. And there’s also something in the first eight lines that pushes them away. And so my goal as a theatre-maker, whether I’m directing or adapting or composing for Shakespeare, is to draw you in more and pull you away less.

BILL RAUCH At Oregon Shakespeare Festival (OSF) when I was dealing with maybe a more conservative point of view or maybe somebody was upset about a choice, I would always go back to Shakespeare and what we know of the original productions, and the fact that performers wore discarded contemporary clothing for nobles. When people talk about traditional Shakespeare, what is the intent when you use the word ‘traditional’? Do we mean the tradition of only male-identified actors and no women on stage? That’s the obvious, flippant, thing to say but this idea of clinging to tradition … I kept trying to get people at OSF to not focus on the clothing, and whether the dresses touch the floor or not. Let’s focus on what are the male-female relations in the piece, or how is the language spoken. There are so many questions about how a group of artists has to be responsible to the audience and the here and the now and trying to bridge those gaps of the four hundred years, and those gaps across the ocean.

JOHN LEGUIZAMO I work on my Shakespeare monologues all the time. [John starts to recite ‘Is this a dagger I see before me’] and Hamlet, I am working on those all the time for understanding and for orating and for being able to use as an acting exercise to make me better in my contemporary vernacular. And then on top of that, Shakespeare storytelling is such a great paradigm for most storytelling. The Lion King is Hamlet. Breaking Bad is Macbeth. Obviously, West Side Story is Romeo and Juliet. And, this version [the 2021 film] made me weep. I didn’t cry at the original, but this one. The Romeo and Juliet, the lovers, the star-crossed lovers, and missing each other’s deaths, that’s so beautiful. Oh my god, I was weeping. That’s because there were real Latin people in it.

SHERRI YOUNG At the African-American Shakespeare Company, we want to be able to share the stories that resonate with the African American community and sometimes a lot of people think that we want to have all of our shows about being Black in America and social justice, and that’s not true. That’s not the conversation we want to have unless we want to have it. We already know those stories because we live in it. One Black actress came to me and said, ‘Why do we have to keep doing things in a contemporary timeframe? I want to wear the Renaissance/Jacobean clothes. I want to play in that world and not alter it to fit my identity.’

CARL COFIELD The Greeks start to poke at fate and where one’s choices come into it. Because the characters are forced to make a choice, which strangely for me is empowering. Agamemnon chooses to walk on that red carpet. And Cassandra says, ‘Come down with your war prize’ (which is problematic). But he ultimately chooses to step down. I think there’s some agency in that. We start saying, I have a choice in this. But when we get to Shakespeare, he takes a lot of those elements, and riffs on them and adds his hot sauce on it and just makes a little more compelling. Lear makes some really hard choices, but he makes them. There’s no ‘the Gods have cursed me’. We start the play and Kent says to Lear, ‘See better, Lear.’ (I.i.142) His clouded judgement is going to make him make a bad choice. I think from the Greeks, we are building on to Shakespeare, and the cycle continues. It continues to have existential questions, but refined in how we’re telling them, and how we’re dealing with them.

JANI LAUZON One thing that really binds me to the text is the use of language, so while I don’t speak my languages, I understand the importance of description in most Indigenous languages. Most Indigenous languages are descriptive languages. And so, the use of metaphor is a backbone of how the languages are constructed. We’re describing how we look at the world and what our relationship is to it, and so culture is inherent in language.

Similarly, from an academic perspective looking at the grammatical structure of the language—the English would call it rhetorical device—in so many languages from around the world, the use of metaphor is inherent in the language structure and cultural content is buried in that structure. And that’s the connective tissue to me. I’m not looking at colonialism as a culture; I’m looking at the way that the language is structured and how it can be connected to cultures all over the world that have that inherent structure in their languages. Those are the kinds of things that get me really excited about the structure of the language and his plays. And it is our doorway into it. I don’t want to lose that. I understand that people don’t want to do plays by the dead white guy anymore. But I also don’t want to lose the connection to what Shakespeare also has to offer us.


CHAPTER 42

‘Reading’ Shakespeare as Political Activism

Kim F. Hall

The Public Theater’s 2018 production of Much Ado About Nothing in New York’s Central Park prominently featured a ‘Stacey Abrams 2020’ banner. Abrams, having famously lost a Gubernatorial race in Georgia (USA) by a close margin and under contested circumstances, re/turned her energies to voting rights activism. The opening soundscape—a mash-up of Marvin Gaye’s ‘What’s Going On’ (the story of a Black Vietnam veteran returning from war) and Ray Charles’ ‘America the Beautiful’—foregrounds questions of loyalty and action, but in an explicitly political context. The romance, rivalry, and revelry of the Black cast’s performance is thus set against a backdrop of Black aspiration and hope of political transformation. Often in Shakespeare Studies, art and activism are seen as separate spheres. Beginning and ending this Much Ado with soldiers coming out of and returning to political battle offers viewers ways to break down divisions between pleasure, desire, community, politics, and activism. Similarly, in investigating the triad of Shakespeare, race, and activism, one must think of these qualities as interlinked: pleasure and desire are not an escape from politics and activism, but often integral to sustaining community and organizing for transformation.

This chapter touches on three case studies from nodal points of freedom struggle in Africa and the African Diaspora, specifically the United States, Brazil, and South Africa. These moments deeply engage questions of race and Black freedom as well as invite us to question the role of pleasure in institution building and social transformation. Whether in the background or foreground, Shakespeare becomes the space through which performers style new political subjects, find refuge from oppressive structures, and create communities of action.

Washington, DC, 1908

By the beginning of the twentieth century, Henrietta Vinton Davis had a significant reputation as an elocutionist with a wide-ranging repertoire. Famous for being both the first Black professional Shakespearean actress and a powerful figure in the United Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), the largest mass political movement in the African Diaspora, Davis thrived at the intersection of art and activism.1 She was raised in an activist household and took elocution lessons at the urging of abolitionist Frederick Douglass who introduced Davis at her 1883 debut performance in Washington, DC. Popular Black Shakespeare performers of the nineteenth century were known as Shakespeare ‘readers’. Barred from the dominant stage, these actors performed a fragmented Shakespeare often interspersed with popular Black poetry, their own writings, and music. Davis would spend the next twenty years travelling the country as a reader, mesmerizing and inspiring audiences with interpretations of Shakespeare heroines along with recitations of works by Paul Lawrence Dunbar and other Black writers. Insisting on her right as a Black woman and serious performer to enter a theatrical world dominated by minstrelsy, Davis both inspired and organized. She managed theatre companies in Chicago (1883) and Jamaica (1912) and collaborated with noted activist-writer John Edward Bruce on the play My Old Kentucky Home which stages attempts by enslaved Blacks to free themselves. When she toured Jamaica, Panama, and Costa Rica in 1912–1913 ‘to give a series of performances, she became involved in benevolent social work with the local populations’ (Hill 1984, 75). While in Jamaica, she met Marcus Garvey, who then was a local activist just starting the United Negro Improvement Association. Davis would go on to become a prominent leader in the UNIA, her skills developed as a Shakespearean transferring to a larger politics of empowerment. Tracing Davis’s life not only shows the significance of her Shakespeare career to Black organizing in the twentieth century, it also leads to ways Shakespeare appears in Garveyism more broadly.

Davis’s remarkable life and preeminent UNIA leadership—in other words, her experiences as a Shakespearean and as an activist—are often read as separate pursuits and are often studied in different realms.2 On some level, this is understandable. Shakespeare elocution seems a solitary endeavour. A reader stood alone on stage (or in Davis’s case, perhaps with musical accompaniment or a peer) and delivered a fragmentary Shakespeare, occasionally in theatre venues, but more often in church and community halls. However, Errol Hill’s description of the lives of these elocutionists offers a window into how these ‘readers’ were also participants in the communities they performed for and catalysts for activist work:


Known as readers and elocutionists, they traveled constantly from city to city performing on weekends and on festive occasions at Black churches, community halls, and public auditoriums, frequently as part of a musical and dramatic program organized by either a lyceum or a literary society or presented as a fund-raising activity for a church or charitable institution.  (1984, 50)



It is hard to imagine a solitary reader as an activist, but it helps to understand these performers’ ability to gather communities in pleasure and common purpose as a crucial groundwork for more recognizable forms of activism for social transformation. Indeed William Seraille identifies Davis’ early sense that she could play an important role in building cohesion for political purpose (1983, 9).

With the constraints imposed on her as a Black female Shakespearean, Davis created a repertoire of powerful female characters like Portia, Lady Macbeth, and Cleopatra as well as a professional image that associated her with high culture. Thomas Robson argues that, in the many roles she performed across classical and contemporary scripts, the majority of the characters were ‘[p]ossessed of significant beauty’ and, at the same time, ‘embodied exceptional strength. In male-dominated societies many of her characters held positions of authority unusual for women … Several characters disguised themselves [ … and some] speak to issues of racial and ethnic prejudice’ (2011, 86–87). (See Figure 42.1.)

Performing women who challenged various forms of discrimination underscored the boundaries she was breaking simply by pursuing elocution as a career. A refusal of ‘coon roles’ and an insistence on a certain elegance in presentation reminded audiences of the dignity of Black womanhood and interfaced with movements of Black uplift that energized her audiences.

A 1908 report of a Davis performance in the Black newspaper The Washington Bee shows the common features of her repertoire:


among those that attracted special notice were the Letter Scene from Shakespeare’s tragedy Macbeth in which she showed strength and a fine conception of the mental state of the murderous would be queen; ‘When Malindy Sings’ by Paul Laurence Dunbar, and ‘Zingarella the G—y Queen’ besides a number of comedy interpolations which indicated her broad versatility.  (‘Miss Davis’ Dramatic Recital’ 1908)



Davis offers a sampled performance that gives the audience powerful women in different registers. Women ‘rulers’, Lady Macbeth, and Zingarella, bracket Dunbar’s poem in folk dialect about Malindy’s overwhelmingly beautiful voice that makes ‘Robins, la’ks, an’ all dem things, / Heist dey moufs an’ hides dey face’ (1993, 82). Part of her ‘versatility’ is the movement between Shakespearean verse, Dunbar’s Southern vernacular, and the notes of an operetta.
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Figure 42.1 Henrietta Vinton Davis as Valerie/Pere L’Avenge in William Edgar Easton’s Christophe; A Tragedy in Prose of Imperial Haiti. HathiTrust.



The Washington Bee highlights a typical combination of pleasure and urge for community uplift. The item opens by noting that Davis delivered a ‘highly enjoyable dramatic recital’ for ‘a large and particularly well pleased audience’. Obviously, a testament to her talent and not just the ethos of a society column, this record of audience response indicates something larger: the ability of Blacks to gather safely in communal pleasure. Once gathered, these audiences are then mobilized for community action. Davis’s reading was followed by a pitch for a ‘Washington Tuskegee’ project that emulated Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee Institute and for the local Dunbar Literary Society to increase efforts to work with the poor and orphaned, both projects of uplift that also focus on broadening the community of Black ‘readers’ across classes.

The review of Davis is preceded by an advertorial for Mahara’s Minstrels, the most famous Black minstrel group in the USA. This entry bears the marks of popular blackface minstrelsy as marketed to white audiences. They are the ‘producers of mirth music and melody by a race that is as free from care as children, bubbling ove[r] with happiness. A glance of approval ever brings a smile, a laugh or a song from the lips and a shuffle from the feet’ (‘Mahara’s Minstrels’ 1908). This item makes visible the backdrop against which Black Shakespeare readers performed, the structures that Davis’s Shakespeare career fought against, and the needle she threaded: ‘Davis had to strategize ways in which to collaborate with the popular taste for Shakespeare while simultaneously resisting the extremely negative portrayals of Black women found in the minstrel burlesques’ (Robson 2011, 58–59). The best chance of success for Black performers in Mahara’s Minstrels was to follow the minstrel tradition that presented them as being ‘free from care as children’; in contrast, Davis’s performance is surrounded by a concern for child poverty, illiteracy, and lack of employment opportunities.

A 1900 appearance in Iowa offers a glimpse of Davis as the catalyst for literal institution building. Davis gives ‘one of her excellent entertainments at College chapel … for the benefit of the A. M. E. church’ (‘Mt. Pleasant News’ 1900). This seems to be for the Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church of Iowa City, now the oldest Black church in Iowa. While the congregation came together in 1875, it outgrew its original home and by the time Davis visited, was fundraising for a new building that began construction in 1903 (SCblogger 2016). Her visit also seemed to have inspired students in the town: ‘A literary club to be known as Henrietta Vinton Davis club has been organized in our city by the young ladies. The object of the club is for mutual improvement and to cultivate a higher taste of culture’ (‘Mt. Pleasant News’ 1900). Again, we see Davis’s performances as not just theatrical occasions, but also as powerful moments for community building. The ‘taste of culture’ is a way to elevate Black purpose and achievement. Even these snapshots of Vinton’s days as a reader show not only her immense talent, but also that her performances were occasions to bring people together in common purpose—for self-improvement and for communal uplift. Thus it is no surprise that Vinton was attracted to Marcus Garvey’s message of Black pride and community purpose. Her leadership within the United Negro Improvement Association would go on to connect Black cultural pride with Black political transformation.

The United Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) as an active global political movement began in 1914. Founded with the motto ‘One God! One Aim! One Destiny!’, at its peak (1920–24), it had over one million registered members in four continents. Marcus Garvey and Amy Ashwood (who would become his first wife) founded the organization after a trip from Jamaica to England. Although the Garveys started organizing in Jamaica, the movement took off when they relocated to Harlem, New York where his ideals of Black collectivity, pride in African cultural heritage, and autonomy in all spheres of Black life resonated with the intellectual ferment now known as the New Negro movement, ‘the antiracist political and cultural awakening that swept the nation and the world during the 1920s–1930s’ (Blain 2015, 194). Although the UNIA faltered after Garvey’s arrest and eventual deportation in 1927, it created Black networks that would impact future liberation movements even in countries where the UNIA was banned. As the editors of Global Garveyism note:


Garveyites carried the news, networks, and self-assured predictions (‘Africa for the Africans!’) of their movement throughout the diaspora, variously informing, influencing, and cooperating with an eclectic mix of admirers and organizations. By the early 1930s, Garveyism had played a role in shaping everything from trade union politics in the greater Caribbean to Aboriginal politics in Australia; from welfare association politics and independent church building in central-southern Africa to millennial religious revivals throughout Africa, the United States, and the Caribbean.  (Stephens and Ewing 2019, 1)



Garvey was an autocratic leader and the ethos of the organization fairly masculinist; however, the UNIA had many female subgroups that offered leadership roles for women (Duncan 2014). On stage with this new purpose, Davis embodied the powerful women she previously performed when she advanced UNIA projects across the globe. Davis’s fame, sense of purpose, theatrical and organizational abilities were indispensable in the many roles she held during her time with the UNIA. Nonetheless, Natanya Duncan notes that her affiliation with the UNIA in 1916 and use of her dramatic powers to inspire and motivate ostracized her from the Black elites who had once been patrons and sponsors: ‘Her affiliation with the UNIA from 1916 until her death served to ostracize her from the ‘petite bourgeoisie’ many of whom rebuffed the dark skinned West Indian Garvey as a charlatan’ (2014, 566). As a Shakespearean who defied ‘coon roles’ and helped others find their purpose, Davis was a galvanizing figure who Garvey leaned on and whose energies were called upon by the many Black women organizers in the group as they sought models of leadership (Duncan 2014, 575).

If Davis was drawn to Garvey’s sense of mission and political purpose, Garvey, with his interests in elocution, must have been equally drawn to Davis’s theatrical presence. Through her shift from Lady Macbeth of the Shakespearean stage to the ‘Lady Davis’ of UNIA platforms, Davis relied on her elocutionary skills honed in those early years on stage. The Jamaican newspaper The Daily Gleaner prints a note ‘congratulating Mr. Marcus Garvey on getting up the island elocution contests’ (Garvey 2011, 49) and, as will be shown, elocution was a key part of a Garveyite education. Although Shakespeare disappeared from Davis’s repertoire, her theatrical renown and elocutionary skills couldn’t have been separated from her political activities.

While Shakespeare may have eventually been minimized when Davis’s stage appearances became devoted to speeches about Garveyism, Shakespeare adaptations remained important as Garveyites developed ‘sites of empowerment, self-possession, and communal self-articulation against the racist antiblackness of white supremacy’ in popular media (Yim 2020, 3). Such adaptations make their appearance in the pages of The Negro World, the UNIA newsletter that, at its zenith, was said to have reached 200,000 subscribers, and was a crucial means of constructing community transnationally. Their ‘communal self-articulation’ was not just against white supremacy, but also against attacks on Garveyism from other Blacks. Associate Editor Norton Thomas publishes a short rebuttal to a W.E.B Dubois’s Crisis ‘polemic characterizing Garvey as a “Lunatic or a Traitor” ’ using Julius Caesar 1.2 (Martin 1983, 28). He creates a conversation between William Pickens, James Weldon Johnson, and W.E.B Dubois, three opponents of Garveyism, ‘with apologies to Shakespeare’:


DuBois. (Nervously.)

Another General shout!

I do believe, that these applauses are

For some new Honors that are heaped on Garvey.

Johnson:

Why, man, he does bestride the world of Negroes

Like a Colossus; and we Petty Men

Walk under his huge legs, and peep about

To find ourselves dishonorable graves.  (Thomas 1924, 5)



These three luminaries of the Black intellectual elite fear the crowd’s adoration of Garvey. Shifts in tone (’tell me, good Willie, can you see your face?’) offer a comic rendering/lowering of both ‘William’ DuBois and William Shakespeare. Although the verse assumes a knowledge of Shakespeare, for those unfamiliar with the plays, ‘Apology’ in the titles of various satires flags his influence.

Tony Martin points out that editors of the Negro World tended to be literary men, resulting in writing ‘of consistently elegant quality’ and full of allusion and quotations, but women also staked out their claims to belonging in its pages (1983, 28). ‘The Wearing of the Button’ by Lavinia D. Smith, schoolteacher, Garveyite, and ‘Cleveland editor’ uses Hamlet’s ‘To Be or Not to Be’ soliloquy to spotlight UNIA resistance to public opprobrium:


To wear or not to wear that is the thing

Whether it is wisest for us to defy

The slurs and slings of the jealous crowd,

Or to submit to their demands

And by granting them end them. To wear—to keep—

No more; and by keeping to say we end

The malicious stories, and lying propaganda

That the U.N.I.A. is heir to.  (1922, 5)



By the publication of this 1922 poem, Garvey has been arrested for tax evasion, heightening suspicions that he was a charlatan, and The Negro World banned on the African continent. Smith’s use of Hamlet resonates against editor T. Thomas Fortune’s evocation of Hamlet in The Negro World where he notes the crowd’s inattentiveness to the evening’s speeches and entertainment at a New York UNIA gathering: ‘Then I understood. We were having Hamlet with Hamlet left out, and the big audience was not satisfied’ (Fortune 1924; Martin 1983, 28). Instead of focusing on the dilemma of the singular tragic hero as in Hamlet or on Garvey as the expected actor missing from centre stage as in Fortune’s piece, Smith focuses on the UNIA members who make their support for Garvey visible, wearing buttons with Garvey’s image and UNIA mottos or the red, green, and black colours of Black liberation in the face of their detractors’ ridicule. She turns the individual torment in Hamlet’s famous soliloquy on suicide into a plea for collective consciousness and group survival, ending with the assurance that it is not the Garveyites, but the anti-Garvey forces, who will end themselves: ‘We should spurn their insolence / With patience, for they themselves might / Their own quietus make with their own tongues’ (Smith 1922). She therefore urges that UNIA patience will make their detractors’ own speech their downfall.

Not coincidentally, these vignettes both have Garveyite gatherings as their backdrop. The collective public expression of Black purpose was a key element of UNIA practice and leads to three aspects of Garveyism possibly relevant to Vinton’s influence: it established and supported a community of reader-activists; elocution was a key value in education of its members; and it was highly theatrical. Martin notes that the profusion of UNIA literary clubs across the globe had their origins in Garvey’s activities in Jamaica (1983, 31–34). Davis was widely acclaimed as one of the most charismatic speakers in the UNIA: in addition to drawing on her long history of playing empowered women, she also possibly drew in audiences who remembered her in those earlier performances across the USA and the Caribbean.

The two previous examples give some taste of the Negro World’s role in bringing together ‘readers’ through the lens of Black liberation. It not only reported on world affairs, it contained interviews with writers and theatre reviews. Garvey included a section on elocution in his famous 1937 lessons compiled as Message to the People: The Course of African Philosophy. He ends his discussion with an exhortation to ‘Secure from any book seller, a copy of a good book on elocution and study it’ (Garvey 2020, 33). Elsewhere, he recommends the staging of plays and entertainments as a way to create community and attract adherents to the cause. UNIA chapters sponsored classes in elocution (Ford-Smith 2004, 24) and included it in their ‘civil service’ examinations (Garvey 2011, ‘20 August 1921’): ‘Women used the opportunities afforded by displays of elocutionary and rhetorical skill in the movement to challenge the men’ (Ford-Smith 2004, 29). Davis, renowned as one of the premier elocutionists of the age, was called on as a model for such women.

Her background as a Shakespearean actress and director made Davis a profound fit for the ideology and strategies of Garveyism which were highly performative. As Frank Guridy notes in discussing the UNIA’s relation to the New Negro Movement, ‘The UNIA’s appeal across linguistic and cultural differences was due to its relentless effort to use performance to enact an imagined community of New Negroes’ (2010, 64). Guridy uses an expansive notion of performance that includes both the theatricality Garveyism was known for (elocution, marching, singing, uniform wearing), but also ‘any embodied practice that involves the witnessing and/or participation of an audience’ (2010, 64). Thus The Negro World also contained lavish descriptions of UNIA events, evidence of Garvey’s insistence on the spectacular as a mode of political belonging, ‘… Why therefore should some folks want to be spectacular and do not want Negroes to be spectacular? We say therefore, that since they have found some virtue in being spectacular we will try out the virtues there are in being spectacular’ (qtd in Ford-Smith 2004, 19). This insistence on the spectacular and on the oratorical melded perfectly with the importance of parades and street oratory in Harlem. While the masculinist military style parades most resonated in the public imagination about Garvey, Ford-Smith’s point about the multiplicity and subversiveness of UNIA performances in Jamaica perhaps applies to the USA as well. The Negro World enables a global audience to ‘participate’ in Garveyite theatricality: many of the references to Shakespeare highlight Garveyism as public spectacle and the multiple meanings ascribed to it. As has been noted, Fortune’s take on Julius Caesar sets its ‘actors’ as uneasy witnesses to an UNIA public event, most likely a Garvey speech, while Lavinia Porter’s ‘To Wear or Not to Wear’ specifically frames Garveyism as a set of embodied practices—clothing, carriage, and insignia—that binds followers in the face of ridicule.

Whether Davis herself saw the link between her Shakespeare career and her UNIA activism can only be the subject of speculation. Nonetheless, one can say that her interests as a Shakespearean—Black uplift, demonstrating and advancing female empowerment, and community building through performance—were also the cornerstones of her UNIA activities. A biography of her in The Negro World offers a tantalizing sense that Davis might have seen further pursuit of a professional career as coming at the expense of the blackness she fought for all of her life: ‘Notwithstanding many tempting offers to tour England and the continent by losing her racial identity, Miss Davis preferred to remain true to the race and gain whatever laurels she might win as a Negro’ (‘Ancient Ethiopian Ceremonial Court Revived’ 1921).

Honor Ford-Smith’s analysis of the UNIA’s performance culture can be a useful lens for understanding performance and activism more broadly:


Performance in the UNIA was a formidable pedagogy of nation. Ceremonials fashioned and built belief in the possibility of achieving and, indeed, reproducing emancipatory ideas through the body and its interaction with symbols. Performance was a means of teaching ideas about Black nationhood, Black masculinity, femininity, and community. It was subjunctive; in other words, it brought into being, in material and visible ways, ideas which did not yet exist in the everyday but which could, should or might be.  (Ford-Smith 2004, 23)



Here, Ford-Smith suggests an expansive understanding of activism. Embodying and modelling emancipatory ideals in the service of transformation enables viewers to read their world differently as well as to reimagine themselves and their circumstances. Such is the case with the Much Ado About Nothing performance referenced in my opening: one can see the reproduction of emancipatory ideas through the actors’ uses of various forms of Black vernacular–speech, movement, and music—as well as through their interacting with symbols such as the Stacey Abrams sign. Together, they create a new vision of Shakespeare performance while evoking a yearning for political transformation. Ford-Smith’s sense of performance as bringing into being ideas which ‘did not yet exist in the everyday’ is a powerful aspect of my next case study, the Black Brazilian movement. However, in this case, bringing new ideas into the everyday also means a process of unlearning narratives derived from colonizing and racist histories. So too, it might also mean erasing or redefining narratives or symbols whose pernicious hold keeps one from achieving full freedom.

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 1957

After six years of opprobrium and political censorship, Brazil’s Teatro Experimental de Negro (TEN)3 performed Abdias do Nascimento’s play Sortilege (Black Mystery), which stages the transformation of a Black Brazilian man’s psyche into a political and decolonized understanding of his own blackness.4 As police hunt the central character, Emanuel, for the murder of his white wife, Margarida, the play calls forth Othello as part of a larger project of introducing blackness as a political signifier that connects Black Brazilians to a disappeared and demonized past. While seldom directly mentioned, Othello stands in for the impact of negative Black representation in theatre: Othello lurks as a spirit in this play that takes on centuries of antiblack racism in Brazil and exclusionary antiblack practices of Brazilian theatre. The idea of Black/White racial mixture, so charged in the Anglo-American context over the centuries, takes on a different resonance in Nascimento’s Brazil, which used its history of miscegenation and more fluid movement between racial categories to promote a self-image as racial democracy: ‘racial mixture little by little became transformed into the “national brand” in the twentieth century’ (Schwarcz 2021, 768).

It is hard to overstate the importance of writer, painter, activist, politician, and scholar Abdias do Nascimento to the Black Brazilian movement and to human rights movements globally. Ollie A. Johnson perhaps captures it best: ‘No other Brazilian fought harder and longer against white supremacy and racism in Brazil in the post-slavery era. For Americans to understand him and his contribution, you’d have to say he was a little bit of Marcus Garvey, a little of W.E.B. DuBois, a little bit of Langston Hughes and a little bit of Adam Clayton Powell’ (qtd in Weber 2011). A two-time nominee for the Nobel Peace prize and winner of a UNESCO ‘Human Rights and Culture’ award, Abdias Nascimento transitioned in 2011 at age 97. He remains ‘one of the most celebrated activist-scholars in Afro-Brazilian history’ (Perry and Dzidzienyo 2021).

Although Brazil traded in and enslaved more Black African peoples than the USA and was the last country in the western hemisphere to abolish slavery, for years the official national position was that there was a certain ‘tenderness’ (qtd in Nascimento 2007, 168) to Brazilian slavery which was more benevolent than slavery in the USA. In this view, enslaved Black Brazilians were better treated than contemporary unhoused peoples (Nascimento 2007, 168).

Consequently, Brazil’s post-slavery history and racial politics was touted as more egalitarian than the USA’s with its enduring ‘one drop’ definition of blackness. For many years Brazilians and much of the world saw the country as an idealized racial democracy. With this reading of histories of enslavements, many Brazilian elites saw the nation as exempt from accusations of racism, arguing that the lack of a ‘one drop’ rule led to a highly mixed population, consisting of Indigenous, European white, and African descended peoples and that, consequently, Brazil doesn’t have the racial politics that roils other former slaveholding societies. However, viewed through a political Black Brazilian consciousness, the focus on mixture steers conversation away from inequality, ignoring the economic and social colour hierarchy with a minority of white-presenting Brazilians at the top and most Black and Brown Brazilians at the bottom—and an encouragement to whitening through marriage through all layers of society.

Sociological research in the 1950s uncovered deeply antiblack policies and attitudes that hampered the ability of Black and brown Brazilians to close class gaps. More recent research suggests that the bulk of race-mixing took place during the slavery era and that contemporary elites resist intermarriage with darker compatriots. In post-slavery Brazil, these social attitudes were accompanied by deliberately whitening policies, for example, subsidizing white European migration.5 As Nascimento insisted throughout his life, racial democracy was an ideology that effaced racism (Elisa Nasicmento calls it ‘the sorcery of color’) and Black activism was necessary to make it a reality: ‘Only through dynamic organization will black people obtain equality of opportunity and the status of a better life … not only for Brazilian blacks, but also for all the Brazilian people’ (Nascimento 2019, 447). Nascimento helped launch TEN as part of a larger Black Liberation project that showed similar impulses to the UNIA, with classes in adult literacy and skill building as well as encouragement of economic mobility (specifically, advocacy of extending workers rights to the large numbers of women employed as home servants).

Nascimento recounts that in traditional Brazilian theatre ‘Black actors were used only to give the set a certain local colour, in ridiculous or impish roles or ones with pejorative connotations’ (qtd in Nascimento 2007, 170); important Black characters were almost entirely performed by whites in Blackface. Thus, Black Brazilian theatre lacked a repertoire of plays that centred Black life and showed Blacks with values rooted in their African heritage. In the early years, TEN performed political works by white authors while developing an original repertoire. Nascimento himself performed as Othello in vignettes from the play. (See Figure 42.2.)
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Figure 42.2 Abdias do Nascimento as Othello. National Archives of Brazil, BR RJANRIO PH.0.FOT.35917(9).



Their politics were strongly Pan-African and deeply influenced by the Negritude and New Negro movements discussed in the previous section.6 TEN’s larger goal was recuperation of ‘the values of African/American culture buried by a hegemonic European culture’ (Costa and de Sousa, Jr. 2018). Thus Sortilege pays close attention to Afro-Brazilian syncretic religious and spiritual practices that were disparaged when not outlawed entirely.

Although TEN was a collaborative enterprise, Nascimento served sporadically as director, actor, writer, and producer of many of the works. Sortilege was his first play, written in 1951, but censored because it ‘made use of race prejudices’ and employed ‘a type of language that should not be heard by any audiences’ (Costa and de Sousa, Jr. 2018, 65). While one might call Sortilege an appropriation of Othello, the play’s trajectory suggests it might be better considered a ritual casting out of Othello. Sorteligio uses Othello to call attention to antiblack racism in Brazilian society and to recuperate/revalue long-denigrated diasporic spiritual/social practices. The play opens where Othello ends, with a Black lawyer, Emanuel, having murdered his white wife, Margarida. In running towards a ravine to escape from the police, he encounters a terrerio (temple) with pegi (altars) to the god Exu that impede his way; thus the world of Candomblé, an Afro-Brazilian religion maligned by the Catholic Church with practices banned by the 1890 Brazilian Penal Code, seems to impede his escape (Costa and de Sousa, Jr. 2018, 66; Nascimento 2007, 61–62). Once trapped, he drinks from an offering to Exu and revisits his life which is commented upon by a chorus, comprising three Filhas de Santo (women who pledge themselves to the Orishas) and Ifigenia, a Black sex worker who was his first love (who Iago-like instigates his suspicion of Margarida). Another chorus of singers and dancers identified as ‘daughters, fathers and sons of the Saint’ perform, thus adding to the ritual experience (Nascimento 1995, 826). Emanuel’s purifying journey is part ethical and part cultural. He must not only unlearn the antiblackness dominant Brazilian culture instilled in him, but also admit that he is a murderer: throughout, he refuses to accept responsibility for Margarida’s death:


II FILHA DE SANTO: She died, or you killed her?

EMANUEL: No … I didn’t kill her. If there was a victim, it was me. The two women despised each other. But against me they behaved like allies … Who predicted that I would be betrayed in my own bed? I only argued with Margarida. My hands hardly touched her throat. I didn’t strangle her. She gave a frightened groan, she fell on the bed. That was it. And that was all.  (Nascimento 1995, 857)



But the longer journey is unlearning his own internalized antiblackness. If Othello’s blackness is ‘empty of history’ (Okri 2014, 63), the fugitive Emanuel’s is empty of a history he can’t abide. An educated man, he can’t love Ifigenia, the Black woman in his life, because ‘I couldn’t love a creature who bore the mark of all that I disowned’ (Nascimento 1995, 859) even though in sonnet mode, he ‘dreamt of a son with a black face. Black as the deepest night. Eyes black as the abyss. Hair like wire, unconquerable. Legs carved in bronze. Fists of steel to smash the hypocrisy of the white world’ (Nascimento 1995, 859).

His interactions with Ifigenia, whose name and costume (she appears dressed as the ballerina from Swan Lake) evoke classical stories of sacrifice and betrayal, also speak to the complex disidentifications with blackness that Nascimento counters. The Filhas de Santo alert the audience to her paradoxical positioning: ‘She was horrified of being black … But they gave her the name of a saint: Ifigenia. A brown saint … Black. A black saint. No one escapes his color’ (Nascimento 1995, 828). Emanuel’s ‘escape’ emblematizes a larger ‘escape from color’ that was at the heart of his and Ifigenia’s fates. Telling Ifigenia’s story not only places a living Black woman on stage (unlike Othello), but allows for a contemplation of the asymmetrical status of Black women and men in Brazil. Ifigenia remains amongst the lower classes while Emanuel rises. In contrast to the white women who are ‘protected’ from the alleged dangers of Black men, Black women are degraded sexual and domestic objects for white men: ‘A white man is never imprisoned for doing harm to a black woman. But woe to the black man who harms a white! Harms? Why, he doesn’t even have to do anything to be called a monster’ (Nascimento 1995, 842). Her story, like Emanuel’s, is a struggle between conformity to the Catholic, European mores that lead to middle-class respectability and immersion in Afro-Brazilian traditions that are a reservoir of truth and oppositional possibility: ‘How many times have we been through this? And hasn’t the conclusion always been ballet? You didn’t want me mixed up with the sambas or the gafieira. You wouldn’t allow me to go to the terreiros where I could learn to dance the rhythm of the sacred song …’ (Nascimento 1995, 838).

Although the basic miscengenative plot of Othello obviously animates Sortilege, the only direct evocation of the play comes when Emanuel is ‘afflicted’, trapped by a fascinated repulsion with Candomblé: thinking the police have discovered him, he contemplates stabbing himself like Othello:


(He looks around, sees the sword and grabs it, confident.) Come on. Before you get me I’ll send a couple of you to the other world. (brief pause, he reflects) Again! The same feeling of years past. The black waters of Yemanja … crazy ideas of ending my life. To dive down and never again return … If I ran myself through with this lance? That’d be funny: the face of the pig finding me here with my guts out … a small stab and it’s all over. (checking the blade) A well honed blade. Make it like black Othello. Remember? But … Desdemona was innocent. And Othello?

VOICES: Guilty. Guilty. Guilty like all black men.  (Nascimento 1995, 848)



The chorus speaks to the vexed problem Othello presents in racial discourse. Like Emanuel he is guilty, but the ‘guilty like all black men’ speaks to the ways Black men are prejudged in antiblack worlds. Emanuel’s ‘reading’ of Othello as a ‘black man’ with a white soul occurs when he faces the god Exu:


EMANUEL: What have I got to do with Othello, for God’s sake? He killed, he murdered out of jealousy. Or for charity, I don’t know. Not me. My hands are clean. My hands and my soul. I’m not a black man with a white soul. Why white? Who has ever seen the color of a soul? Exu is black like me too. Even so he’s powerful. (brief pause, mockingly) Powerful? Powerful to his black girls maybe. Not to me. Ain’t my bag. Believing that this stuff is sacred. Able to work wonders. Miracles! Sure. But only in the empty heads of the macumbeiros. (challenging) You’re not a hoax, Exu? Then hide me from the pigs. Make me disappear. Don’t want to protect my body? Make me invulnerable?  (Nascimento 1995, 849)



This moment of contemplating Shakespeare is a key part of Emanuel’s transformation, tied to his developing a new understanding of Exu who he mocks in the passage above. To contemplate the nature of Exu is to ponder the nature of racism in Brazil: ‘Exu is the messenger, the necessary go-between of men and gods’: the god of movement, transition, and change (Lafitte 2010, 58). The play opens with the Filhas evoking the layered nature of Exu—both good and evil, kind and cruel. His complexity means that those interested in uncovering an African-influenced past must challenge the Christian gloss placed on him by the Catholic Church in Brazil which sees him only as a black demon or devil. Antonio José Bacelar daSilva quotes an instructor at the Museum Afro-Brasileiro who is educating students on the true nature of Exu. In his eyes, releasing themselves from the Church’s demonization of Exu is the path to freedom: ‘Exu works this way. [ … ] It establishes disorder in order to achieve order. You are oppressed all your lives, and if you don’t do something about it you will die oppressed. [ … ] Freedom is won with an attitude. Stagnant water does not move the mill. And Exu is movement’ (Bacelar da Silva 2020, 63). The dramatic crux of Sortilege is not whether Emanuel will escape the police, but whether he will die oppressed. His encounter with Exu is a movement of transition. He moves closer to the pegi and Exu’s voice, even as he clings to the veneer of acculturation, holding on to colonizing institutions like Shakespeare and the Catholic Church:


Our Father who art in heaven. Hallowed be Thy name. Forgiveness, my God, forgiveness. I know that I have sinned. I blasphemed when I invoked the black demon. But I’m desperate. I did it without thinking. Without wanting to. They’re after me and I’m not a murderer.  (Nascimento 1995, 849)



The invocation of himself as Othello ‘being moved by trifles’ (Nascimento 1995, 849) suggests a glimmer of understanding that he is a murderer, but he still resists his own guilt and is pushed into facing his true nature by the women in his life: his mother, his dead blonde wife Margarida, and his former Black love, Ifigenia, while the Filhas de Santo offer commentary ranging from scornful to understanding.

Sortilege is set on New Year’s Eve, at the hour of Exu: thus Emanuel’s death is timed with the season of rebirth and renewal and the moment of possible transformation. It begins with the Filhas de Santo making a ritual offering and by its end, it seems that Emanuel is an offering to the Brazilian audience that hopefully has accompanied him in the process of unlearning. Although Emanuel, like Othello, was conditionally accepted into the power structures of the white world, Emanuel’s journey in the play is one of revisiting the choices he made away from Blackness and towards white acceptance. Unlike Othello, whose death, surrounded by state actors, is alienated from anything like Black community, Emanuel’s death is one of acceptance of wrong, ritual purification, and community: ‘Emanuel enters the pegi and, invisible to the public, makes his invocation to the Exus. As they are invoked the Exus arise, like fantastic dreams, among the trees’ (Nascimento 1995, 849). His entrance into the sacred space of the pegi signals his acceptance of his blackness and African heritage. He emerges ‘adorned for a religious ceremony’, accepts his guilt (’I killed Margarida. I’m a free black man’), and presents himself to the Filhas de Santo for sacrifice (Nascimento 1995, 861). Unlike Othello, who vividly renders self-division as he prepares to stab himself, Emanuel’s death is ritualistic and whole. Instead of Othello hoping that someone in the audience will ‘speak of me as I am’, and tell his story, Sortilege gives Emanuel space to tell a story (with community commentary), which is also, from Nascimento’s view, the story of Blackness in Brazil. He is killed, not by the police, but by the Black women who have guided his spiritual journey wielding a ritual blade. Sortilege ends with ‘the funeral song of Emanuel’, presumably the song of his life and purification: ‘He accepts the sacrifice. The three Filhas de Santo rapidly surround him and run him through with Exu’s lance. The funeral song of Emanuel is heard’ (Nascimento 1995, 861). Unlike Othello’s empty death, Emanuel’s death is sanctified and filled with meaning for the new Black Brazilian consciousness Nascimento wishes to create. If theatre is a form of ritual, then Sortilege performs the kind of psychic transformation that TEN wants to see in Brazilian culture overall. TEN’s remaking of Shakespeare accompanies its efforts in literacy and political education. These stories of Shakespeare told through Black freedom struggle carry with them global visions attached to local conditions and needs.7

Robben Island, 1972

When anti-apartheid and human rights activist Sonny Venkatrathnam concluded the second of his consecutive six-year terms in South Africa’s Robben Island prison, notoriously ‘designed to incarcerate, but also to brutalize and break inmates both physically and psychologically’ (Desai 2012, 1), he asked his fellow prisoners, which included luminaries of South Africa’s anti-Apartheid movement like Nelson Mandela, Govan Mbeki, Ahmed Kathrada, and others, to sign their favourite passages of his copy of The Complete Works of Shakespeare. He managed to keep the book sent to him in 1972 by claiming to a guard that it was his Bhagavad Gita, his Hindu ‘Bible’, and covering it with Diwali greeting cards. During his imprisonment, the book circulated through Cell Block B amongst political prisoners who were fighting for education and basic human rights within the prison walls and imagining liberation without. Subsequently known as The Robben Island Bible, this volume has become a symbol of the triumph of activism and the ongoing relevance of Shakespeare even in the most dehumanizing conditions. It encompasses multiple layers of monumentalizing. David Schalkwyk cautions that ‘the claim that Shakespeare constituted a “common text” that united Robben Island prisoners is a romantic notion imported from a world in which the Bard is simply assumed to play such a universalizing role everywhere’ (Schalkwyk 2013, 32).8 So too, multiple scholars have pointed out how much of Mandela’s public image, particularly in his prison memoir Long Walk to Freedom, was crafted with a view towards balancing his roles as revolutionary and unifier (Desai 2012, 16–18; Schalkwyk 2013, 29–33): Mandela walked out of the prison and became a global icon of freedom and reconciliation (Bady 2014). Finally, Robben Island itself is now literally a monument, its centuries-long history as a site of exile and punishment distilled into its decades as the apparatus of the Apartheid state (Schalkwyk 2013, 25–29) and heralded as a monument to the triumph over evil. (See Figure 42.3.)
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Figure 42.3 Sonny Venkatrathnam holding the Robben Island Shakespeare. Photo by Malcolm Davies © Shakespeare Birthplace Trust.



The monumental history of Apartheid-era Robben Island shows commonality with the activist impulses and activities in this chapter’s first two sections: a drive for learning from basic literacy to political education, along with claiming spaces for thought, collaboration, and debate. Injustice blocks relational possibility; thus making community in the midst of injustice is a key component of activism. With this in mind, it is understandable that audiences yearn to hear the stories of how prisoners defied their isolation and how Shakespeare’s works provide a means for community building, refinement of skills, and sharpening of allegiances. And education in all forms was indeed central to resistance on Robben Island. Desai’s Reading Revolution: Shakespeare on Robben Island begins with the paradox that inmates, seen and represented by the warders and prison administration as enemies who were even less than animals, held onto their humanity and spirit of resistance through reading the great works of literature revered by the society that held them captive (2012, 1). Over the years of incarceration and torture, prisoners fought for their rights to read and write: they had hunger strikes for the right to study; repurposed wrappers, bags and other detritus for writing materials, and found ways to turn hostile material environments into spaces of learning. For those so positioned, this meant completing their undergraduate and postgraduate studies in the face of prison authorities’ attempts to thwart needs for the space, time, and resources to keep pace with university guidelines.

In this narrative, reading, learning, resistance, and the spirit of community were deeply intertwined. The poster by British satirist Ken Sprague, ‘Robben Island is our University’, captured for Marcus Solomon (imprisoned from 1964–74) the experience of personal and mutual transformation that the prisoners made possible for themselves. Solomon, who taught basic literacy while imprisoned, stressed the importance of mutuality in the learning environment (‘it is important to create an environment in which you can be both teacher and learner’ (qtd in Desai 2012, 55) and noted that Shakespeare was widely cited because the already educated had experience of his works in school. He could be called upon to ‘fit almost any situation, so chaps liked to quote him’ (qtd in Desai 2012, 58). However, several former inmates pointed to the importance of illiterate prisoners learning first in their mother tongues (Desai 2012, 57). Schalkwyk notes the importance of we to prison resistance: ‘Robben Island prisoners sought to write we across every manifestation of personal identity, despite the prohibition of the pronoun by the prison authorities’ (Schalkwyk 2013, 85). The physical circulation of the volume, he argues, binds the prisoners into a community of readers (Schalkwyk 2013, 86), presumably a quality Venkatrathnam wanted to capture in having his comrades sign the volume.

While many prisoners used their education to learn theory and praxis of decolonization and class struggle, the passages underscored in The Robben Island Bible and the memories of former prisoners also suggested the importance of Shakespeare as a source of pleasure and escape. Desai offers parallels between the rather rudimentary original stagings of Shakespeare’s plays in Elizabethan London and the amateur theatricals performed at Robben Island, pointing to Coriolanus as a fraught touchstone for several resistance movements (2012, 27). Venkatrathnam remembers a call-and-response when hearing another prisoner call into the corridor ‘What a piece of work is man’ (Desai 2012, 14), and many former prisoners brought Shakespeare into storytelling, singing, and theatricals. As Schalkwyk puts it, prisoners used Shakespeare’s works ‘to recover themselves imaginatively in its fictional worlds’ (Schalkwyk 2013, 85).

One can see in Robben Island and in South Africa more broadly associations with Shakespeare, rhetorical skill and performance culture that resonate with Davis and the Garvey movement and that offer ways of understanding Shakespeare through indigenous, native, and local subjects rather than as the object of the Shakespearean’s gaze (Distiller 2005). It is worth noting that Black activist networks included figures who either performed or translated Shakespeare in ways that were connected to nascent Black nationhood and decolonizing projects in England and Africa. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to track the cross-pollination and global political ferment that connects pan-African, Garvey, negritude, anti-apartheid, and global anticolonial movements, but in thinking of Shakespeare and activism, one can see forms of cooperation—in theatrical performance, translation, publishing, public protest, or private contemplation around a single volume—that lead to new political subjects. The Robben Island prisoners looked to and debated a range of political movements both past and concurrent with their own. The engagement with Shakespeare seen in activist records involves fracturing and restitching hybrid forms as well as appropriations that throw off the constrictions of European ideologies and institutions. It is also fragmentary, as Schalkwyk suggests of The Robben Island Shakespeare, more in the way of a commonplace book than in full performance or deep readings of individual plays (2013, 21).

However, the stories that emerged from Robben Island offer salutary instruction in not romanticizing activism. I want to conclude this chapter by using the Robben Island experience of Shakespeare to deflate idealized notions of community, including my own. Examining apartheid-era activism offers the advantage of an intensely documented record of the men who were confined at Robben Island and, sometimes, the women imprisoned elsewhere. The men offer rich accounts of large and small moments of solidarity. Even though they had ideological, class, and practical differences, the prisoners of Cell Block B were brought there as part of a freedom struggle. However, Schalkwyk suggests that it is ‘no accident’ that he finds the women imprisoned in the solitary spaces of other prisons filling in the multiple silences in the Robben Island narrative and ‘writ[ing] with such candor about the difference between a community and a group’ (2013, 96). Over the decades of its life as an Apartheid-era political prison, significant fissures appeared over the racial composition and goals of their respective political camps. In the 1970s, intergenerational suspicions arrived with newer political prisoners who saw the older generation as too accommodationist, while the older prisoners worried that the younger prisoners were too aggressive and confrontational. Even when public memory captures these unromantic aspects of revolutionary struggle, attention tends to hone in on the activists who survived, not on the hundreds who were disappeared by the Apartheid state, lost except for the private grief of families, friends, and comrades. More mundanely, we seek out stories of dignity, collaboration and triumph, pushing into the background the dissent, alienation, disaffection, and despair that are also part of activism.

Although the opening of this chapter pushed for a sense of the centrality of Davis’s Shakespeare career in her later life, it is equally possible that Shakespeare faded or was dismissed from her consciousness. Like Ahmed Kathrada who was interviewed about the Robben Island Shakespeare by Matthew Hahn decades after his release from prison, perhaps she would downplay the importance of her Shakespeare experience to her political struggle (Schalkwyk 2013, 18–19). Indeed, one of the encomia written about her by Garveyite poet Ethel True Dunlap implies erasure: ‘To Africa my thoughts take wing / Thine eloquence bears royal stamp. / Of Aryan pomp it hath no trace. (Dunlap 1922). Here, her UNIA eloquence and her African-centred blackness bear no trace of a (presumably) Shakespearean ‘Aryan Pomp’. In the triad of Shakespeare, race, and activism, “Shakespeare” can point readers to important histories and moments of activism, but it is a tool that is taken up and put aside at will and not always central to communal and political goals. Like all actors in political struggle, Shakespeare performs his role and then leaves the stage.
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8 Indeed, when the book was first displayed at the British Museum, the current African National Congress disputed its significance to freedom struggle (Li 2012).


Index

For the benefit of digital users, indexed terms that span two pages (e.g., 52–53) may, on occasion, appear on only one of those pages.

Tables and figures are indicated by t and f following the page number

A

Aaron (character) 86–87, 282, 294–95, 370, 403, 471, 472–73

association with evil 235–36, 281–82, 386–87, 412–13, 429–31

enslavement of 280

interracial relationship 166–67, 227–28, 229–30, 399, 413

as experiment 373–74, 377–80, 382, 389, 391

mixed-race child 207–8, 224, 227–29, 230–33, 235–36, 281, 366–68, 403–4 see also mixed-race child(ren); Tamora (character); Titus Andronicus (play)

ableis(m)(t) 19n.12, 22, 175–76, 179–80, 349–50

accent(s) 98, 329–30, 333–34, 335, 460–61, 477–78, 486–87

African 123

West 90, 524

American 107–8, 115–16, 330–31, 334, 335, 336, 481–82, 509–10

mid-Atlantic 337, 338

southern 338

Asian 333

Japanese 336

Caribbean 336, 337, 496

English 115–16, 472–73, 479–80

Received Pronunciation (RP), see Received Pronunciation (RP)

Spanish 125, 330, 332, 333

active learning 584, 586, 588–89, 613–14, 613t, 624

activism 5–6, 130–31, 342, 495, 587, 639, 640, 641, 647–48, 649, 654–57

parental 580

actor(s) 3–4, 37, 46–47, 92, 93, 97, 109, 203–4, 316–17, 327, 328, 329, 348, 401–2, 454, 458, 490, 491–92, 520–22, 525, 529, 530, 560, 562, 567, 569, 571, 573–74, 635, 650–51

Black 86–87, 88–90, 105, 106–7, 108–10, 113–14, 124, 138–39, 176–77, 182–83, 333, 336, 337, 468–69, 478, 516, 523–24, 619–20, 640, 645–46, 649

Much Ado About Nothing (2019), see Leon, Kenny

blackface, see blackface

boy 47, 196, 200–1, 213

casting, see casting

of colour/diverse 90–91, 92, 93, 196, 208, 462, 518–19, 522, 526, 614–15, 616–17

effect of playtext on 94, 568, 634

female 199–200

film 459, 460–61, 469, 471, 605–6

caste and 470, 607–8

identity 485–87, 514

Indigenous 485

interviews with 99, 585

Latin(x) 126, 484–85

male 636–37

mixed-race 200, 202

television 505

training 325, 326

trans 196, 201–2

white 88–89, 399, 412–13, 425, 428–29, 441, 442, 464, 527, 602, 604–5, 611–12

adaptation 3, 4, 55, 105–7, 109–10, 117, 306, 403, 407–8, 491–92, 516, 518, 523

African Company, see African Company (NY)

appropriation and 498, 499–500, 511–12

Black actors in 114, 605–6, 644–45

Much Ado About Nothing (2019 production), see Leon, Kenny

‘Rome and Julissa’, see Black Lady Sketch Show, A

blackface minstrelsy 105, 107–8, 109, 110–12, 113–14, 116–17, 469, 604–5

casting in 481, 486–87

Indian film 6–7, 458–60, 464, 465–66, 469, 471–72, 473–74, 606, 607

studies 196, 202

as teaching tool 576–77, 582–83, 596, 598, 602, 603

translation and/as 553

Admiral’s Men (theatre troupe) 406–7 see also Henslowe, Philip

Adonis (character) 72, 73–81 see also asexuality; Venus (character); Venus & Adonis (poem); whiteness

affect(ive) 89, 163, 165–66, 248, 341–42, 350, 352, 360, 485–86, 523–24, 636

bonds 42, 43n.5, 44

desires 43

relation(ship) 52–53, 58

Africa(n)(ist) 1–2, 83, 92, 122, 124, 126–27, 128, 166, 178, 239–40, 322, 415–16, 444, 446, 447, 450, 496, 521–22, 531, 569–70, 643–44, 645–46

African American, see African American

African Theatre, see African Company (NY)

in Antony & Cleopatra 62–63, 65, 247–48

body art 418–21, 422, 427

diaspora 640, 649

Egypt, see Egypt

embassies to Europe 175–76

European anthropomorphisation of 32, 32n.1, 532

European colonization of 130, 131–32, 133–34, 312, 497, 520

in The Merchant of Venice 255, 269

North 31–32, 47, 240–41, 278

Orientalist ideas about 53, 156–57, 158–59, 214, 216–17, 234–35, 260–62, 376–77, 429, 464

skin colour 79–80, 224, 225, 230, 258, 259–60, 263–64, 424, 425, 430, 589–90

tattoos 422–23, 425

in Othello 34–35, 46–47, 162–63, 165, 217, 218, 604

Othello in the Seraglio, see Sanlikol, Mehmet Ali

presence in Venice 400

slave trade 92, 135, 166–67, 175n.17, 278–80, 293–94, 297, 299, 300–1, 306–7, 309, 452, 648–49

South Africa, see South Africa

in The Tempest 52–53, 57–58

in Titus Andronicus 228, 229, 236

West 90, 134, 333, 516, 524

Ghana 124–25

African American 123, 124, 128, 336, 479–80, 481, 492, 509–10, 524, 616–17, 637, 639, 643, 650, 652–54, 656–58

African American English Vernacular (AAEV) 505

Much Ado About Nothing (2019), see Leon, Kenny see also Black(ness)

African-American Shakespeare Company (AASC) 102, 113–14, 195, 487, 516, 524, 637 see also Young, Sherri

African Company (NY) 106–7, 108–9

Afrofuturis(m)(t) 87–88, 114n.5, 480–81, 509–10

Akhimie, Patricia 57–59, 60n.17, 83, 284, 291, 308–9, 318n.12, 368–69, 375–76, 499, 502–3, 543, 547–48, 558, 560

Aldridge, Ira 86–87, 106–7, 176–77, 176n.24, 177n.27

alienation 165, 179–80, 299, 657

All’s Well That Ends Well (play) 216–17, 244

allyship 204, 483, 620–23, 624

America(n)(s) 53, 57, 309, 472, 549, 627

African, see African American

colonisation of 129–30, 131–32, 133–35, 136, 140, 149–50, 214, 291–92, 376–77, 389, 415–16, 551

European stereotypes of 32, 424


Latin 179, 275–76, 480

North 138–40, 178, 566–67

slavery in 280

United States of 1–2, 11–12, 17, 36, 110, 349, 496, 518–19, 539–40

abolitionist movement in 459–60, 606

accent 330–31, 334, 335, 336, 337–38, 481–82, 572–73

Sign Language, see American Sign Language

structural racism in 13, 31–32, 111, 114, 122, 124, 128, 255–56, 520, 526, 578–79, 620–21

unexamined whiteness in 88, 91, 92, 533, 611–12, 629

American Sign Language (ASL) 329, 485–86

Andoh, Adjoa 97, 98, 99, 123, 124, 128, 333, 337, 566–67, 569–70, 570f, 632

Richard II (Globe, 2019) 484–85, 486–87, 521–22, 620

androgyn(ous)(y) 200, 213–16, 221

Angelo (character) 25–27 see also Isabella (character); Measure for Measure (play)

animal(ity) 48, 53, 61–62, 66, 259, 263, 310, 317–18, 339, 373, 379–80, 409, 550–51, 655–56

comparison to 36, 45, 256–57, 262, 263, 281, 369–70, 386–87, 524

impersonation of 46–47

studies 4, 5, 55–56 see also critical animal studies

antiBlack(ness) 7, 97, 225, 234–35, 255, 260–62, 342, 401–2, 499–500, 644–45, 651, 652

comparison to caste 605–6, 607

in film 603–5, 608 see also Griffith, D.

in Othello 398, 519, 605

policies 649

racism 30–31, 226, 264–65, 507–8, 648, 650–51 see also misogynoir

science and 386–87

in Titus Andronicus 229, 378–79, 385

anti-caste 459–60, 465

anticolonial 58–59, 175–76

anti-immigrant 255–56, 621 see also migran(cy)(t)

anti-Jewish 255–56, 259, 260–62, 580 see also antisemitism; Jew(s); Judaism

anti-Muslim 255–56, 260–62 see also Islam; Muslim(s)

antiracis(m)(t) 3, 11–12, 25, 499–500, 510–11, 643–44

teaching 18n.9, 578–79, 584, 585, 589, 611, 619, 620–21

antisemitism 556–57 see also anti-Jewish; Jew(s); Judaism

anti-trans 200, 205

Antonio (character, Merchant of Venice) 14, 19, 21, 22, 23–24, 262, 263–64, 265, 266, 267

Antonio (character, The Tempest) 365–66

Antony, Mark (character) 62–63, 64–66, 101, 161, 224, 248, 249–50, 387–88, 413

queerness 155–56, 245–47, 246n.7 see also Antony & Cleopatra (play); Cleopatra (character); Egypt; Octavius Caesar (character); Rome

Antony & Cleopatra (play) 3–4, 76–77, 90, 156, 224, 238–40, 283, 336, 346, 373–74, 377, 408, 466, 496, 539, 636

globality in 387–89

Islamic contexts of 5, 240–41, 245–51, 264–65

nonhuman environment in 53, 56, 62–67

translation of 571 see also Antony, Mark (character); Cleopatra (character); Egypt; Octavius Caesar (character); Rome

appropriation 5–6, 176–77, 217–18, 444, 465, 469, 508, 511–12

adaptation and 481, 498–501, 505–6

Black 508–10, 511, 619–20, 650–51, 656–57

slavery and 30, 141–42

teaching 615–16

white 104, 107–8, 203, 504, 507

Arabic (language) 216, 221, 389, 415–16, 461–62, 552, 554, 555

Arcite (character) 40–43, 44 see also Palamon (character); queer(ness); Two Noble Kinsmen, The (play); whiteness

Arctic 140, 142–44, 148

Ariel (character) 52, 57–58, 60–62, 365–66, 391, 634f see also Caliban (character); Prospero (character); Tempest, The (play)

asexuality 73, 75–76, 78, 79, 166

assimilation 6–7, 185, 246–47, 277, 281–82, 478n.5, 504–5, 555, 627–28

forced 131, 175–76

As You Like It (play) 166, 199–200, 208, 244, 345, 403, 516

Atlantic 30, 106–7, 144, 149–50, 334, 337, 338

commerce 420–21

northwest 143

slavery 15, 31–32, 162–63, 269, 309, 312, 420, 536–37, 604

trans- 104, 105, 109–10, 140–41, 294–95

Augustine, Saint 256–58, 361

Australia 131, 132–33, 507, 576, 581–82

Aztec(s) 133–34, 137–38, 139–40, 415 see also colonialism; Indigenous; Mexico; Nahua; Spain

B

Bailey, Moya 507–8, 605–6

Behn, Aphra 407–8

Oroonoko (1688 novella) 421–24, 425, 427

Best, George 140–42, 144–46, 225–26, 263–64, 430

Bhardwaj, Vishal 459n.1, 466

Omkara (2006 film) 6–7, 176–77, 459–60, 465–66, 469–71, 474, 606–8

bibliography 408, 533n.5, 535, 536, 538, 542–43

Black consciousness 13n.2, 461, 649, 653–54

blackface 3–4, 46n.8, 103, 104, 105, 108, 109–10, 111, 112–13, 114, 116–17, 422, 429, 478, 484–85, 603–4, 649

in Othello 182n.45, 196, 200–1, 203, 276, 464, 485–86, 598, 602–3, 604–5

in Saptapadi (1967 film) 460–62

Black feminism 16–17

Black Lady Sketch Show, A (2019) 499–500, 504–9

Black Lives Matter 31–32, 87–88, 91, 114–15

Blackness (race) 2, 5, 30–31, 32, 34, 38, 48, 72n.3, 88–89, 91, 233–34, 418, 419, 421, 424, 446, 450, 452, 573, 647, 657–58

in America 122, 205

association with Spain 284, 288

in Brazil 648, 649, 654–55

in Sortilegio 651–52, 653–54

demonization of 40, 228, 229, 230, 232n.1, 233, 234–35, 236, 255

in early Christianity 258–59, 262, 263–65

enslavement and 278–80, 423–24

in India 459–61, 462–64, 470–71, 607–8

in Merchant of Venice 276–77 see also Morocco, Prince of (character)

in Othello 448, 449, 464 see also Othello (character), Othello (play)

fantasies of 595–96, 599–600, 619–20

in Titus Andronicus 236, 281, 430–31

transness and 214–15 see also Snorton, C. Riley

as unconvertible 300n.24

white perceptions of 605

blackness (symbolic) 36, 75–77, 81, 89, 92, 208, 221, 235–36, 424n.10, 446

cosmetic 422, 424, 426 see also blackface

denigration of 163, 218, 378–79, 400–1, 500–1, 532

in early film 112–14, 115–16

humoral

invisibility of 348–49

marginalisation and 294–95, 427

metaphorical 431

minstrelsy and 104, 107–8, 110, 111

objectification of 385

origin of 225, 226, 258, 425, 428

religion and 263, 502

scripts of 329 see also Ndiaye, Noémie

sexuality and 157, 158–59, 160, 178n.31, 214–15, 217–18, 246–47, 403

as sign of evil 227–28, 235, 296, 366–67, 368, 429, 430–31

textual 531, 532, 538

whiteness/fairness and 399

Black theatre 3–4, 649

Black women’s club(s) 540–42, 646

Blain-Cruz, Lileana 97, 100, 122, 125, 480, 492, 526, 559–27, 574, 636

Henry IV (OSF, 2017) 98, 325–26, 490, 492–93 see also Cofield, Carl

Much Ado About Nothing (OSF, 2015) 520–21, 521f

blood 40, 47–48, 74–75, 78, 93–94, 122, 127, 149, 183, 264–65, 282, 318–19, 329, 428, 629–30

anxieties about mixing 285–87, 300–1, 306, 366–67

Christian 21, 22, 23–24, 268 see also Merchant of Venice, The (play)

contrast to Jewish 263, 266, 294–95

Desdemona’s handkerchief and 33–34, 35, 36

Eucharist 315–16, 317–18

humoral 286, 313

as ingredient 312, 317–18 see also witch(craft)

inheritance through 320–21, 322

caste 469–70, 606–7

empire 52–53

race 160, 265, 430–31, 461–62

religion 297

kinship 41

nobility and 39–40

purity of (limpieza di sangre) 166–67, 274–78, 284–85, 287–88, 418

sacrifice 137–38, 314

sport 342–43, 346–47

thirst for 137, 144–45, 244, 348

book history 4, 412, 413, 414, 416, 426, 427, 431, 538–39, 542–43

Boose, Lynda 33–35

Borderlands (la frontera) 627, 628, 629–30

Brazil 131, 134–35, 639, 648–54

Brown, David Sterling 83, 208, 363, 367–68, 385, 398, 408

brownface 477–78

Byzantium/Byzantine Empire 241–42

C

Caesar, Octavius (character) 63–64, 238–39, 245–46, 250–51

Caliban (character) 52–53, 57, 136, 166–67, 370, 392, 412

attempted rape of Miranda 57–58, 159, 548

dehumanization of 58–59, 60–62

enslavement of 56, 58, 60, 136, 342, 391, 392

knowledge of the island 389–91

as monstrous 59–60, 138–39, 365–67, 550–51

as multilingual 549, 550, 551, 629

in Une Tempête 178–79 see also Césaire, Aimé see also Ariel (character); Miranda (character); Prospero (character); Tempest, The (play)

caste(ism) 6–7, 176–77, 473–74, 519, 606–8

half- 128, 462–63

relationship to race 458–60, 463–64, 465–71, 472–73

casting 3, 6, 87–88, 90, 93, 98, 105, 116, 125, 199, 203, 477, 514, 526, 588–89, 590, 606, 607–8, 636

coalitional 483

‘colour-blind’ 3–4, 86–89, 91, 92, 94–95, 477–78, 527

colour-conscious 3–4

conceptual 479–80

conscious 481

cross-cultural 480–81

identity-conscious 92, 94–95, 481

identity-specific 481–82

nondeliberate identity 86, 479

race-conscious 86, 93

skills-object 482–83

societal 480

Césaire, Aime

Une Tempête (1969 play) 178–79

Chapman, George 395–97

Blind Beggar of Alexandria, The (1596 play) 399–401, 404n.2

Chapman, Matthieu 162–63, 341–42, 348, 417n.2, 419

Charles V, King of Spain 283, 285

Chatterjee, Bornila

Hungry, The (2017 film) 471–73

Chen, Hung-i

As We Like It (2021 film) 199–200, 208 see also Wei, Muni

Chess, Simone 73, 79, 213

Chicago Shakespeare Theatre 480, 585, 586, 589, 590

Chicanx 627–28, 629, 630

childhood 73, 179, 184, 293–94, 333, 426–27, 442–43

choreography(ies) 306–7, 308–10, 311, 313–14, 315, 316, 317–20, 321–22, 573–74, 590 see also dance, embodiment, movement

Christian(ity) 14, 22, 143, 241–42, 244, 276–77, 308–9, 313, 317–18, 404, 501

Catholic(ism) 275, 276, 652–53

colonialism and 134–35, 251, 376–77, 415, 502

conversion to, see conversion

justification for expulsion 298

justification for slavery 278–79, 292–93, 294, 295, 297, 299–301

Protestant(ism) 297, 313–14, 315

racial discourse in 5, 32, 158–59, 213–14, 226, 233–34, 239–40, 255–56, 263–70, 296–97, 298, 530–31, 610

medieval 256–62, 296

white 21, 22, 23–25, 244, 279–80, 286–87, 299, 301–2, 422

Cibber, Colley 105–6 see also adaptation; Henry VI, Part 3 (play); Richard III (play)

class 16–17, 30, 88–89, 123, 166–67, 172–73, 196, 199, 492, 532, 543, 572–73, 643

blackface minstrelsy and 103–4, 105, 106–7, 110, 111–12

caste and 469, 472–73

in colonized spaces 461–62, 649, 656, 657

in England 128, 245, 417, 421

intersectional approach to 212, 213–14, 215–16, 219–20, 308, 395

language and 335 see also accent(s)

lower 83, 400–1, 502–3, 651–52

servant(s) 352, 517

middle 507–8

Much Ado About Nothing 93–94, 286, 345

prejudice 201, 360, 532

theological justification 257, 265–66

Two Noble Kinsmen 41, 44, 45–46, 47–48

upper 361–62, 364–65, 467–68, 540

classism 547, 558, 559–60, 561

Cleopatra (character) 166–67, 224, 238–39, 245–46, 251, 346, 387–88, 389

attendants 216–17, 248–49

comparison to Hürrem Sultan 249–50

emasculation of Antony 246–47, 250–51

embodiment of Egypt 62–66

racialisation of 53, 82, 83, 246–48, 400–1

as scientific authority 388–89 see also Antony (character); Antony & Cleopatra (play); Egypt; Octavius Caesar (character)

Cofield, Carl 97, 101, 122, 127, 325, 326, 333, 337, 480–81, 516, 520, 637

Henry IV (OSF, 2017) 98, 490, 492–93

King Lear (St. Louis Shakespeare, 2021) 520, 572–73, 573f

Cohen, Jeffrey Jerome 55–56

collaboration 212–13, 445, 471, 557, 566, 573–74, 577, 578, 581–82, 584, 613t, 657

colonialism/colonization 5, 149–50, 177–78, 179, 180–81, 291, 413–14, 638

capitalism and 341, 386–87

European 54, 56, 66–67, 389, 551

English 124, 148, 175n.17, 296–97, 337

extractive 56, 131–32

slavery and 160, 173–75

Ottoman, threat of 251

post 3–4

race and 62, 293–94, 373–74

settler, see settler colonialism

Shakespeare as tool of 248–49, 576

The Tempest and 53–54, 57–58

whiteness and 292–93

colourism 97, 128, 459–60, 464, 474, 522–23 see also antiBlackness; caste

Comedy of Errors, The (play) 113–14, 142–43, 291–92, 368–70

complexion 38, 43, 110, 285–86, 367–68, 428, 431, 502

dark 165, 284, 291–92, 366–67, 470–71

association with sin 225, 230, 263–66, 276–77

variability of 77, 429, 503–4

whiteness as sign of guilt 428

whiteness as sign of innocence 235, 363–64, 547–48, 606

concept production 514, 516

consent 359, 360–62, 363–65, 426–27

conversion 219–20, 239–40, 291, 308, 313, 315, 317

to Christianity 24–25, 265, 266, 268–69, 278, 406–7, 462–63

effect of Protestantism 292–93, 296–97, 298, 301–2, 313–14

embodiment and 295, 296, 297–98

forced 275, 295, 415, 417

to Islam 406

European stereotypes 248–49

Coriolanus (play) 216–17, 413, 656

cosmetic(s) 139, 388, 421–22, 425 see also blackface; ink

COVID-19 86–87, 459, 580, 581–82, 590

Crenshaw, Kimberlé 13, 16–17, 24–25, 214–15, 308

Creon (character) 40, 41–42 see also Two Noble Kinsmen, The (play)

critical animal studies 4, 5, 55–56, 340, 341, 343, 344, 352, 386–87

critical Indigenous studies (CIS) 4, 15n.7, 18n.10, 129–31, 132, 133, 135, 392–93

critical race studies 4, 5, 17–18, 32–33, 53–54, 66–67, 154, 175–76, 229, 341–42, 348–49, 375–76, 392–93

backlash against 131

premodern, see premodern critical race studies (PCRS)

trans studies and 196–97, 203–4, 208–9, 212–13

critical race theory (CRT) 3–4, 11–14, 15, 16–18, 19n.12, 24–25, 26–27, 129–30, 160, 341

backlash against 576–77, 579–80 see also critical Indigenous studies; intersectionality; premodern critical race studies (PCRS)

Cymbeline (play) 208, 216–17, 329, 492, 526, 636

D

Dachs, Ako 97, 99, 122, 328–29, 331, 336, 514, 524–25, 567, 571, 635

Dalit 459–60, 465, 606, 607 see also caste; India

dance(r) 4, 5, 45, 116, 307, 309, 318–19, 328–29, 496, 497

androgynous 213–16

Indian cinema 459, 466, 467, 468–69

Indigenous 329

Macbeth 308–9, 311, 313–14, 315–17

racialised 46–48, 104, 107–8, 114, 284, 395–96, 425, 650–52

witchcraft and 319, 322 see also choreography; embodiment; movement

Davis, Henrietta Vinton 536, 640, 642f, 643

decolonization 18n.9, 55, 179n.34, 365–66, 458–59, 551, 559–60, 584, 648, 656–57

Desdemona (character) 37, 46–47, 160–61, 172–73, 180, 184, 185, 277–78, 279–80, 295, 298, 397–98, 518f, 519, 589–90, 652

A Moth of Peace, see Wilson, Fred

dehumanization of 36, 178–79

in Desdemona 181, 183, 183n.46 see also Morrison, Toni; Traoré, Rokia

handkerchief 33–36

in Harlem Duet 595, 598–99 see also Sears, Djanet

Iago’s displacement of 156–57, 160, 161–62, 164

interracial relationship 75, 138, 155–56, 165–67, 175–76, 177n.27, 280, 446, 587, 604–5

in Kaliyattam 467 see also Jayaraaj

in Omkara 469, 606 see also Bhardwaj, Vishal

in Otello 103–4, 110–11 see also Rice, Thomas Dartmouth

in Othello in the Seraglio 217–18 see also Sanlikol, Mehmet Ali

racialization of 156

in Saptapadi 460–61, 462 see also Kar, Ajoy

in Stage Beauty, 200–1, 203 see also Eyre, Richard

whiteness 37–40, 196, 299, 604

desire 12, 21, 26, 43, 64–65, 73, 77, 81, 97, 138–39, 156–57, 160–61, 288, 310, 349, 352, 360–61, 363, 441, 454, 480–81, 514, 535, 538, 557, 577, 584, 621, 627, 639

homosocial 155, 245–46

imperial 53, 56, 61–62, 66, 131–32, 135n.9, 216, 243, 294, 423

interracial/mixed-race 165, 227–28, 279–80

lack of 74, 75–76, 78

Petrarchan 164–65, 238–39

queer 31, 72, 81n.12, 156–57, 158, 160, 212–13, 216–17, 221

racialised 72–73, 75–77, 81, 292, 381–82, 536

sexual 73–74, 77, 80, 81, 157, 246–47, 287, 348, 391

white 107–8, 247–48

director(s) 3–4, 46–47, 97, 100, 127, 331, 458, 481n.9, 483–84, 496–97, 526–28, 556–57, 571, 573–74, 632–33

artistic 91, 102, 115, 494–95, 525, 552n.17

Asian 198

Black 480, 527, 646–47, 650–51

casting 590

cinema/film 177–78, 460–61, 466, 604–5, 607

importance of race consciousness in 86, 88, 93, 94–95, 521–22, 558

white 88–89, 479n.7

disability 19n.12, 172–75, 342–43, 539

making 182

metaphor 86, 477–78

disability studies 4, 32–33, 175–76, 204, 341, 392–93, 534

diversity 88, 132, 404, 442, 460, 464, 577, 578–79, 580, 586, 627

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) 15n.5, 207, 579

in early modern England 293–94, 297–98, 395

in theatre 91, 480–81, 487, 566

dog(s) 20, 21, 185, 244, 316

antiBlack comparison to 263–64

antisemitic comparison to 257, 263

servants as 339–40, 342–44, 345–50, 351–52

dramaturgy 199, 480–82, 484–87, 514, 562–63, 571, 636

DuBois, W.E.B. 425–26, 644–45, 648

Dumezweni, Noma 98, 101, 123, 124, 331–32, 332f, 333–34, 479, 496, 635

dunghill 340, 342, 343–44, 345, 352

E

ecocriticism 53–54, 55–56, 341–42, 343–45

ecology 61–62, 306

Edgar (character) 334, 336, 343, 350, 352, 525

editing (film) 568–69, 618–19

editing (textual) 5–6, 532–33, 534, 543, 590

racialization of 536–37

whiteness and 533–34, 533n.5, 535–36, 537–39, 542–43

women and 541–42

Egypt 141, 312, 376–77, 400–1, 403–4, 405–6

in Antony & Cleopatra 53, 66–67, 240, 245–47, 248–49, 250–51, 274, 388

Cleopatra personified as 62–65, 238–39, 247–48, 388–89

handkerchief from 34, 35, 594, 595

Islamicate 240–41, 243, 262n.9, 552

natural world in 65–66, 387–88

Elizabeth I, Queen of England 144, 175–76, 268–69, 277

embodied learning 577, 584, 587, 588–89, 590 see also active learning

embodiment 44, 47–48, 57–58, 62–63, 196, 200–1, 212–14, 215–17, 233–34, 247–48, 295, 349, 455, 466–67

emotion 15–16, 74–75, 328–29, 337, 360–61, 365–66, 454, 503–4, 632

empire 52–53, 54–55, 74, 156, 177–78, 240–41, 247–48, 472–73, 501

Aztec 137–38, 139–40

building 56, 66–67, 629

England 134, 175–76, 415, 484–85, 532, 558, 580

fantasies of 53, 406

Ottoman, see Ottoman Empire

Rome 20, 238–39

in Antony & Cleopatra 245–47

Shakespeare and 53–54, 62–63

Spain 133–34, 283, 284–85

England 33–34, 100, 105, 108, 123, 126–27, 128, 149, 277, 383, 386, 403–4, 461, 521–22, 531, 532, 536–37, 590

Black presence in 92, 225, 268–69, 293–94, 297–98, 643–44, 647

enslaved 227, 279, 280

expulsion from 175–76, 298

onstage 106–7, 176–77, 278–79

racial mixing 226, 227, 230, 232–33, 274–75

colonial projects 31–32, 53, 54, 140–41, 142n.16, 149, 175–76, 312

Arctic 140, 141–42, 144, 145–46

Caribbean 177–78, 179

slave trade 364–65

suppression of Indigenous cultures 415

language arts in, see English language arts (ELA)

Ottoman Empire and 32, 244

onstage 239–41, 248–49, 251


queer presence in 212–13, 214, 216

racial difference in 31, 62–63, 278, 291, 501, 604–5

Christian discourses of 260–62, 267, 299, 301–2, 313–14

political marginalization and 294–95

scientific discourses of 377, 378, 381–82, 388, 389–90, 392

Spain as site of 274, 275–76, 280, 287

use of blackface 177n.27

whiteness 292–93, 532

settler colonial logic in 135, 502–3

Shakespeare’s centrality to 395, 431, 539–40, 656–57

Spain and 285, 407–8

English language arts (ELA) 576, 582, 584–91

Australia 581–82

Canada 582

United Kingdom 580–81

United States 576–77, 578–80, 582–83 see also secondary schools

enslavement 5, 133–34, 146, 160, 174–75, 292–93

animality and 345

Jews and 255, 256–57

justification for 32, 227, 258, 294, 306

metaphor for editing 536–37, 550–51

in Othello 162–63, 173–74

in The Tempest 52, 56, 58–59, 60, 60nn.15–16, 136, 412

enslaved person(s)/people 2, 166–67, 213–14, 257, 258, 293–94, 297, 343, 420–21, 426

in the Americas 133–35, 269, 349, 389, 420–21

in ancient Greece 425–26

in Brazil 648–49

in the Caribbean 349

in England 92, 279, 293–94, 300

in Oroonoko 421, 422–23, 424

in the Ottoman Empire 218, 249–50

servants and/as 340

in King Lear 340

in Shakespeare 279–81, 299, 306, 340, 342, 343

in Spain 278–79

in the United States 106–7, 110–11, 640–41

in Venice 21 see also ‘slave’ (character type); slavery; slave trade

environment 56, 66–67, 172–73, 388–89, 390–91, 392–93

destruction of 61, 61n.18

nonhuman 53, 386, 387–88, 389–90

teaching 579, 612–13, 655–56

theatrical 86, 87–88, 284, 399, 441, 494–95

epic(s) 73–74, 140–41, 277–78, 603–4

naming practices 560–61, 562

epyll(ion)(ia) 71, 72, 73–74

erasure 205, 240–41, 269, 338, 472–73, 542–43, 550

body modification and 419

queerness 221

racial 87–89, 92, 106–7, 294, 657–58

Erickson, Peter 2, 15–16, 31, 46–47, 93, 155, 308, 343, 539–40, 597–98 see also Hall, Kim F.

Esparza, Raúl 97, 98, 100, 122, 125, 126, 127–28, 327, 329, 331, 333, 338, 525, 568–69

musical theatre 326, 330, 335

Twelfth Night (Public Theatre, 2009) 481, 632–33, 633f

‘(A)Ethiope’ (character type) 94, 255, 284, 286–87, 464, 500–1, 530–31, 532, 577–78, 621–22

Ethiopia(n)(s) 113–14, 126–27, 500–1, 647

premodern race theory and 79–80, 225–26, 263–64

representation of 77, 213, 258–59

stage representation of 400–1, 403–4

ethnography 4, 149–50

Eucharist 314, 315–16, 317–18, 322 see also choreography; Christianity; ritual

eunuch 166, 213–15, 216–18, 221, 244, 248–49, 408

experiment(ation) 5, 6, 7, 373, 383, 384, 386–87, 420, 431

experience and 383

glass 444

humoral 396–97, 398

Othello 175–76, 179–80

The Tempest 389–90, 392, 409

theatrical 477–79, 479n.6, 486n.23, 487

Titus Andronicus 229–30, 231, 373–74, 377–80, 382, 389

expression(s) 109, 110, 202, 307, 554–55, 560–61, 574, 613t, 646

artistic 179–80, 199, 202, 590

cultural 107, 143

gender 195, 204–5, 208–9, 214–16

Eyre, Richard

Stage Beauty (2004 film) 196, 200–1, 202, 203

F

Fanon, Frantz 178, 461–62, 465

feminism 16–17, 32–33, 154, 166–67 see also Black feminism; gender; queer(ness)

Fields, Barbara J. and Karen E. 308, 312, 414, 423 see also racecraft

film 5–6, 90, 97, 115–16, 127, 196, 201, 327, 329–30, 442, 481, 502, 514, 568–69, 573–74, 605–6

in India 6–7, 176–77, 458, 459–60, 474

Hungry, The (2017 film), see Chatterjee, Bornila

Kaliyattam (1997 film), see Jayaraaj

Omkara (2006 film), see Bhardwaj, Vishal

Saptapadi (1961 film), see Kar, Ajoy

in Taiwan 196, 199–200, 201

teaching with 576–77, 602–3, 606, 608, 611–12

in the UK 464, 485–86, 604–5

Stage Beauty (2004 film), see Eyre, Richard

in the US 245, 334, 482–83, 485, 490, 522, 605

early 111–14, 603–4

William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet (1996 film), see Luhrmann, Baz

Floyd, George 72n.3, 86–87, 195, 292, 510–11, 578, 581–82, 585

Folger Shakespeare Library 442, 454–55, 582–83

Education 585, 586, 587–88, 589

Folger Shakespeare Theatre 138–39

food 41, 44, 126, 136, 181, 183, 268–69, 313, 373–74, 389, 390–91, 430, 472, 496–97, 521–22, 627, 632–33

Framing of the Shrew, The (1929 film) 111–14, 116

friendship 98, 295

same-sex 40, 41–42, 43, 156–57, 159, 160, 163–65, 166

futurity 72–73, 76–77, 159, 249–50, 366

G

Garvey, Marcus 640, 643–47, 648, 656–58 see also United Negro Improvement Association (UNIA)

Gaye, Marvin 114–16, 509–11, 639

gender 2, 32, 125, 154–55, 199, 417, 441, 511–12, 585

allyship 621–22

animality and 342, 345

binary/binaristic 32, 207, 559

construction of 628–29

disability and 172–73, 174n.13

editing and 532, 534, 537–38, 539, 542, 543

erasure of 419

in film/TV 112–13, 199–201, 465, 504–5

identity 155, 196, 203–4, 205–6, 218–20

intersectionality 18n.9, 24–25, 395, 507–8

kinesic/kinetic analysis of 307, 308

metaphorical 64–65

neutrality 221

nonconformity 195–96, 201–5, 206, 207–8, 213, 215–18 see also eunuch(s); queer(ness); trans studies

race and 196–98, 199, 208, 407–8

feminist criticism 30–31, 156, 165–66

Othello 33, 34, 36, 37–38, 40

teaching 603

racialization of 208–9, 212–13, 214–15, 250, 502–3

Antony & Cleopatra 246n.7, 250–51

Othello 216–18

Two Noble Kinsmen 45–46, 47–48

sexuality and 157–58

in stage productions 89–90, 121, 124, 458, 461, 520–21, 523–24

casting 477–78, 479–80, 481, 484–86, 487

subordination 44, 166–67

variance 213–14, 216

geography 5, 53–54, 62–63, 172–73, 175–76, 214, 238–40, 241, 242, 243, 245, 247–48, 251, 276, 478–79

glass 444, 446, 448, 455

Murano 6, 445–46, 445f, 447f, 449f, 451f, 453f, 456f

Gloucester (character) 339, 340n.2, 342–44, 346, 349, 352

Greg, W.W. 39, 533–34, 535–37, 541

Griffith, D.W.

Birth of a Nation (1915 film) 603–5

Guinea 419, 420–21, 422–23

H

Habib, Imtiaz H. 54–55, 63–64, 92, 226–27, 279, 293–94, 339–40n.1, 348–49

Hakluyt, Richard 141–43

The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques, and Discoveries of the English Nation (1589) 140–46, 148

Hall, Kim F. 1, 7

‘Guess Who’s Coming To Dinner?’ (1992) 25

Things of Darkness (1998) 2, 15–16, 30–31, 375

Hall, Stuart 53, 177–78, 499, 533–34

Hamlet (character) 380–82, 396–98, 481, 632–33

casting 88–90, 196, 486–87, 516, 517, 526, 568, 634

Hamlet (play) 100, 101, 160–61, 160n.6, 326, 345, 373–74, 377, 380–82, 466, 482–83, 534–35, 637

adaptations of 645–46

BIPOC-centric productions of 196, 481, 487, 527

burlesque 104, 108–10

investment in whiteness 88–89, 166, 232n.1

teaching 582–83, 590, 615–16

harem 248–49

Harlem Duet (1997 play), see Sears, Djanet

Harris, Cheryl 15, 15n.6, 159, 533n.5

Hendricks, Margo 1, 15–16, 17–18, 18nn.9–10, 31–32, 55, 212–13, 341–42, 343, 375–76, 395, 500–1

Heng, Geraldine 32, 57–58, 57–58n.13, 173–74, 296–98, 308, 308n.1, 318–19, 376

Henry IV, Part 1 (play) 98, 230, 325–26, 490, 492, 539

Henry IV, Part 2 (play) 98, 325–26, 396–97, 490, 492, 539

Turkish allusions in 405, 501–2

Henry V/Prince Hal (character) 430, 431, 492–93

Henry V (play) 158, 331–32, 332f, 427–29, 479, 502–4, 522, 539, 629

Henry VI (character) 334f, 478

Henry VI, Part 2 (play) 216–17, 413

Henry VI, Part 3 (play) 105–6

Henslowe, Philip 348, 407

heredity 265, 295

Hewlett, James 86–87, 106–9 see also African Company (NY); Aldridge, Ira

historically Black college and university (HBCU) 6–7, 113–14, 603–4

homoeroticism 42–43, 43n.5, 156, 160, 166, 213–14 see also queer; sexuality

Horatio (character) 37n.3, 166, 380–82 see also Hamlet (character); Hamlet (play)

human rights 1–2, 5, 32, 341, 349, 358–60, 362, 363, 368–69, 370, 648, 654–55

whiteness inherent in 364n.7, 560

humoral theory 5, 286, 294–95, 306, 308, 313, 322

comedy and 396–98, 399

melancholy 256–57, 293, 296–97

Hungry, The (2017 film), see Chatterjee, Bornila

Hürrem Sultan 249–50 see also Ottoman Empire; Süleyman, sultan of the Ottoman Empire

I

Iago (character) 37, 38–40, 103–4, 165–66, 173n.9, 186, 221, 298, 397–98, 450, 484–85, 523–24, 523f, 549, 554–55, 650–51

association with Spain 277–78

in Desdemona 182–84, 183n.46 see also Morrison, Toni; Traoré, Rokia

eroticized relationship with Othello 156–57, 158–59, 160–65

dream of Cassio 155–56

eroticized racism 160

handkerchief 33–34, 382–83

Iago’s Mirror, see Wilson, Fred

in Kaliyattam 466, 468–69 see also Jayaraaj


linking misogyny and racism 36–37, 38–39, 40, 295, 587

in Omkara 469 see also Bhardwaj, Vishal

in Othello in the Seraglio 217–18 see also Sanlikol, Mehmet Ali

whiteness 383–84

Iberia 139–40, 240–41, 275, 278–79, 280, 366–67, 428

identification 62–63, 65, 110–12, 160, 218, 247–48, 298, 386–87

disidentification 177–79, 651–52

self- 121, 126

identity 3, 5, 57–58, 97, 121, 307, 325, 340, 345, 368–69, 381–82, 400, 405–6, 441, 448, 461–62, 471–72, 483–84, 514, 519, 556, 637, 656

anxieties about 246–47, 277, 467–68

Black 40, 105, 516, 524, 540

denigration of 602

caste 467–68, 469–71, 472–73

casting and, see casting

cultural 458, 554, 629

disability and 173n.8, 174n.13

disciplinary 198, 219

dramaturgy and 485–87

gender 64–65, 205–6, 207, 250–51

Indigenous 135, 143

intersectionality and 16–17, 24–25, 492–93

kinesic/kinetic analysis of 307, 308, 311, 316, 318–20

linguistic 6–7, 555

Chicanx 627, 629, 630

marke(d)(r) 196–97, 208–9, 517

national 110, 407–8, 555, 580

racialisation of 286, 403, 472–73

Spanish 236

Orientalised 245, 247–48, 604

pedagogical challenges of 568, 577–78, 580, 581, 582–83, 584, 586, 588–89, 590–91, 612

political 63, 89, 320–21, 322, 400–1

racial 81, 104, 106–7, 234, 236, 418, 442, 504–5, 647

mixed-race 224, 230, 236, 378–79

Othello 155, 158–59, 162–63, 186, 398

religious 242, 243, 263, 264–65, 268, 313–14, 317, 518–19

humoral theory and 296–97

racialisation of 256–57, 268–69, 275, 276, 283, 296, 298, 313–14

Satanic 308–9, 311, 313, 319

white 15–16, 72n.3, 288, 294–95, 448, 504–5

Christian 23–24, 301–2, 316–17

immigration 6–7, 92, 104, 121, 206

India(n)(s) 31–32, 313

diaspora 126–27, 196, 522, 524–25

film 6, 176–77, 458, 606–8

Shakespeare in 55, 576

West 333, 496, 602, 644

‘Indian’ (character type) 91–92, 111, 130–31, 133, 136, 145–46, 262n.9, 415, 424

in Midsummer Night’s Dream 157–58, 500–1

in Othello 553, 558–59, 604

Indigenous 123, 125, 127, 149–50, 205, 329, 370, 416, 422, 466–67, 479, 538, 542, 568, 582, 585, 594–95, 649

definition 129–32 see also Critical Indigenous Studies (CIS)

European classification of 134–35, 297, 299, 341, 348–49

European encounters with 133–35, 139–42 see also Aztec; Nahua

Arctic 142–48, 147f see also Inuit; Sámi

parody of 149

knowledge 392–93, 415, 637–38

theatrical production 493, 494f, 518–19, 521–22, 568

ink 286–87, 419, 422, 424, 425, 426, 427, 428–29, 430, 539

ink culture 412–13, 414, 426

interest convergence 13–15, 25–26

interracial 160

desire, see desire

marriage, see marriage

sex 103–4, 110–11, 154–57, 166–67, 216–17, 229, 230, 399

mixed-race children 229, 231

intersectionality 16–17, 18n.9, 24–25, 26, 32–33, 86, 214–15, 308, 395, 477–78, 484n.17, 587 see also critical race studies; Crenshaw, Kimberlé

interview(s) 6, 91, 97–98, 441, 471–72, 526, 580, 585, 588, 598, 628–29, 646, 657–58 see also oral history

Inuit 123, 141–42, 142n.16, 143, 144–48, 147f

Ireland/Irish people 124–25, 127, 503–4

colonization of 291–92, 293, 294, 300–1

racialization of 57, 135n.9, 139, 502–3, 504

Isabella (character, Measure for Measure) 25–27, 398 see also Angelo (character); Measure for Measure (play)

Isabella (character, Lust’s Dominion) 399

Islam 5, 31–32, 221, 245, 251, 258, 259, 275, 405–6, 552

Egypt 32, 240–41, 243–44

European stereotypes of 214–15, 245–46, 246n.6, 248–49, 262n.9, 264–65

Othello and 278, 279–80, 288, 464, 518–19

Italy 156–57, 241–42, 277, 444, 445–46, 607

Iwuji, Chukwudi 97, 98, 100, 122, 124, 126, 128, 330–31, 334, 334f, 336, 337, 478–79, 496, 516, 517, 525, 568, 635

Iyengar, Sujata 77, 80, 226, 247n.9, 286–87, 408, 419, 423, 428

J

Jailer’s Daughter (character) 41, 44–48 see also Palamon (character); Two Noble Kinsmen, The (play)

James I/VI, King of England/Scotland 306–7, 310–11

Daemonologie (1597) 315, 319, 320 see also witch(craft)

Japan 91–92, 121, 122, 127, 131, 328–29, 331, 370, 445–46, 462–63, 487, 524–25

Japanese (language) 331, 336, 481, 514, 571

Jayaraaaj

Kaliyattam (1997 film) 465–66, 467, 468–69 see also dance; India; Othello (play)

Jessica (character) 23–24, 166–67, 255, 278, 301–2

contrast to Shylock 263, 267–68, 295–97, 610

racialization of 24–25, 269–70, 276, 277, 300 see also Jew(s); Merchant of Venice, The (play); Shylock (character)

Jew(s) 22, 24, 218, 274–75, 287, 427, 481–82, 492

association with Spain 275–76, 277, 280, 284, 287–88

communit(y)(ies) 23–24, 215–16

expulsion of 297–98

conditional whiteness of 301–2

dehumanization of 262, 312, 348, 370

humoral implications of 295

racialization of 255–56, 265, 266–67, 268–69, 276–77, 553, 610

anxieties about racial mixing 274, 277, 283, 300

blood purity statutes 275 see also blood; Spain

gender and 213, 216–17, 221

early/medieval Christian discourses 256–62, 260f, 261f

structural 14, 22, 24–25, 268–69, 296–97

reclamation(?) of Shylock 556–57 see also antisemitism; Jessica (character) Merchant of Venice, The (play); Shylock (character)

Jim Crow (character) 103, 104, 105, 110, 117, 602n.1, 603–4

joke(s) 285–86, 331, 336, 338, 495, 496, 515, 527, 569

misogynist 37, 284–85, 348, 605–6, 636

racist 109, 110–11, 284, 470

translation of 558, 559–62

Jonson, Ben 398, 427, 594–95

Epicœne (play) 216–17

Every Man In His Humour (play) 396–97

Every Man Out of His Humour (play) 346–47, 396–98

Masque of Blacknesse 165–66, 408

Masque of Queens 315n.6

Volpone (play) 216–17

Judaism 241, 275, 279–80

Julius Caesar (play) 90, 331, 516, 524, 569–70, 571, 632, 635, 644–45, 646–47

K

Kaliyattam (1997 film), see Jayaraaj

Kani, John 176–77, 177n.27, 179, 179n.35

Kar, Ajoy

Saptapadi (1961 film) 6, 459–64, 470–71

Khan, Iqbal 97, 100–1, 121–22, 326, 480–81, 519, 522–23, 527–28, 571, 572, 582–83, 636

Othello (RSC, 2015) 468n.5, 523–24, 523f

King, Henry

‘The Boyes Answer to the Blackmore’ (1657) 75–77 see also anti-Blackness; Rainolds, Henry

King Lear (play) 5, 45–46, 86–87, 179n.35, 336, 339–40, 342–44, 345, 349–52, 386–87, 520, 572–73, 573f, 635–36, 637

casting of 479–80, 485, 493–95, 494f, 525

‘King of England’s Son and the King of Scotland’s Daughter, The’ (lost play, c. 1598) 401–2, 403

kinesic/kinetic analysis 306–7, 322

Knolles, Richard 249–50

The Generall Historie of the Turkes (1603) 185, 242, 244

knowledge 58, 97–98, 163–64, 171–72, 204, 219, 325, 392–93, 562–63, 581, 583

colonial ‘discovery’ and 56n.11, 136, 138, 144–45, 376–77, 418, 547

disciplinary 198

extraction of 66–67, 156, 388, 390, 391

geographic 133

Indigenous 129–30, 137–38, 392

natural 389–91

power structures 198, 199, 509, 533–34

pursuit/production of 373–75, 376

curse of 385

experiment(s) 379–80

natural philosophy 380–82

proof 382, 383, 384

scientific 388–89

self- 39–40

sexual(ity) 161–62, 213, 246n.6, 359, 360–61

of Shakespeare 498–99, 505–6, 541, 576, 577, 581, 589, 645

student participation 594–95, 612, 613t, 616–18, 621–22

köçek (dancer) 215–16 see also androgyn(ous)(y); dance; embodiment; gender; Turkey

Kyd, Thomas

Soliman and Perseda (1599 play) 244, 404

Spanish Tragedy, The (1588 play) 145

L

Lauzon, Jani 97, 99, 123, 125, 127, 327, 328, 329, 332, 517–18, 567, 568, 637–38

King Lear (NAC, 2012) 34, 485, 493–95, 495f

law 11, 166–67, 277, 359, 360, 370, 383, 425, 429, 465, 481, 484

absence of 279

Biblical 33

centrality of whiteness in 15

critical race theory and 12, 13

defiance of 41

racialization of 139, 309–10, 501–2

malleability of 14

Merchant of Venice 18–19, 20, 21, 22–23, 25, 267–68

Measure for Measure 25–26

natural 76–77, 78, 344

justifying anti-Muslim attitudes 246n.6

racial difference and 214–15, 224, 414, 415

codification of 297, 300, 420

Othello 162–64

suits 140–41

in the US 11–12, 134, 603–4

Leguizamo, John 97, 98, 99, 122–23, 125, 128, 329–30, 331, 335, 336–37, 490, 492, 496, 526, 527, 569

William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet (1996 film) 327–28, 328f, 480, 515–16, 637

Leo Africanus (Al-Hasan Al-Wazzan) 156, 217, 220, 246n.6

Leon, Kenny

Much Ado About Nothing (2019 production) 114–16, 117, 509–11

Lit in Colour (2021 UK study) 580–81, 584, 588

literacy 7, 416, 418, 422, 431, 539, 615, 653–54, 655–56

Arabic 415–16

disciplinary 613–14, 620, 622

education 576–77, 578–79, 582–83, 586

in England 416, 417

racial 598, 599–600

Little, Jr., Arthur 1, 15–16, 83, 91, 155–57, 212–13, 221, 412–13, 430–31

London 92, 113–14, 124, 145–46, 175–76, 333–34, 374, 472, 532–33, 534–35

animals in 346–47, 348, 349, 350–51

film industry 471

racial diversity of 226, 279, 293–94, 297–98


theatrical culture in 107–8, 176–77, 195, 238–39, 351, 395–96, 399, 403–4, 407, 529, 530, 602, 656

Loomba, Ania 30–32, 54, 55, 62n.20, 63–64, 65, 234–35, 246n.6, 466–67, 468–69, 547, 604, 610

lost play(s) 5, 348, 395, 398, 401–7, 424

Love’s Labour’s Lost (play) 274–75, 283–85, 287–88, 474, 553

Lucius Andronicus (character) 207–8, 230–31, 281, 282–83, 366–68, 429 see also Aaron (character); Titus Andronicus (play)

Lucrece (character) 5, 15–18, 360–62 see also Rape of Lucrece (poem)

Luhrmann Baz

William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet (1996 film) 328f, 480, 505–6, 515 see also Leguizamo, John; Romeo and Juliet (play)

M

Macbeth (character) 306–7, 308–9, 319–21

Macbeth (play) 100–1, 319

witches 306–7, 309–10, 311–18, 319–22

as trans 208

Marlowe, Christopher 218, 276, 321–22, 407–8, 481–82, 482n.13

Tamburlaine 405, 407

marriage 19–20, 24, 26, 33, 73, 245–46, 249–50, 285, 333, 359, 360, 397–98, 405–6, 466, 471–73

interracial/mixed 5, 36, 110–11, 225–26, 227, 231, 234, 298, 398, 460

in Love’s Labour’s Lost 284–85

in Much Ado About Nothing 286, 287

in Omkara 469, 606–7

in Othello 34, 37, 156–57, 164–65, 180, 279–80, 295

in Two Noble Kinsmen 41, 42, 43, 45–46, 48

masculinity 38, 65–66, 245–46, 361–62, 480

Black 30–31, 112–13, 203, 508–9, 604–6, 647

heterosexual 200–1

martial 363

toxic 203, 623

trans 204–5

white 3–4, 363

Mathews, Charles 105, 107–10, 116–17 see also minstrelsy

Measure for Measure (play) 11, 13–14, 18, 23n.18, 25–27, 73, 398, 482–83, 553, 616–17

productions of 491–92, 571

Spanish translation of 560–62

medicine 4, 286, 312, 327, 373–74, 396–98, 463–64

Mediterranean 57, 214–15, 216, 242–43

Ottoman 241–42, 244, 245

stage representation 216–18, 219–20, 238–40, 251

Antony & Cleopatra 245–46, 247–49

Mehmet II, Sultan of the Ottoman Empire 241–44, 245–46

melancholy (humoral) 256–57, 300, 301–2, 397–98, 447

blackness and 294–95, 297

as sign of irreligion 292–93, 293n.7, 299, 300–1 see also humoral theory, blackness (symbolic)

Melancholy Dame, The (1929 film) 113–14

Menon, Madhavi 73n.8, 78, 81, 157, 163

Merchant of Venice, The (play) 3–4, 5, 11, 182, 218, 224, 238–39, 274–75, 283, 345, 430n.14, 481–82, 485–86, 539, 556, 583, 610

allusions to Spain in 276–77, 278, 280

Jewish reclamations of 556–57

legal inequities in 13–14, 18–26

theological racisms in 255, 262, 292–93, 295–98

Merry Wives of Windsor, The (play) 166, 195, 208, 396–97, 495f

Arabic translation of 552

Mexico 6–7, 137–38, 554–55, 582–83, 627, 629, 630

Midsummer Night’s Dream, A (play) 101, 102, 158, 182, 216–17, 337, 346, 458, 516, 524, 569, 610–11

American Sign Language production 485–86

Indian votaress in 157–58, 500–1

‘changeling’ 204

Korean translation of 525

migran(cy)(t) 172–73, 174–75, 179, 444, 607

minstrelsy 3–4, 104, 105, 111, 602–3, 604–5, 617, 640, 643

Miranda (character) 58–60, 61–62, 366, 390, 550, 551, 553

indictment of Caliban 57–58, 159, 548, 549 see also Ariel (character); Caliban (character); Prospero (character); Tempest, The (play)

miscegenation 274–75, 282–83, 287–88, 378–80, 606–7, 648

misogynoir 93–94, 507–9, 605–6 see also Bailey, Moya

‘Mix the Play’ (2016 web platform) 458, 473

mixedness 76–77, 224–25, 226–32, 233, 234–36, 378–79

mixed-race child(ren) 110–11, 281, 300

monstrosity 59–60, 138–39, 155–56, 215–16

‘Moor’ (character type) 77, 216–17, 267, 274–76, 283, 284, 287–88, 399, 428, 431, 443f, 444, 448

Battle of Alcazar 225, 233, 234–36

expulsion from England 175–76, 268–69, 298

in lost plays 401–3, 405–6

Merchant of Venice

Lancelot’s mistress 25, 204, 255, 268–69

Prince of Morocco 264–65, 276–77

minstrelsy and 111

Otello, see Rice, Thomas Dartmouth

Mr Moore’s Revels 424–25, 427

Othello 37, 182n.45, 185, 277–78, 288, 396–98, 448, 452, 469, 554, 556, 577–78

blackface in 176–77, 200–1, 602, 605

disability and 173–74, 175–76

Othello in the Seraglio, see Sanlikol, Mehmet Ali

sexuality and 156, 158–59

racial ambiguity of 464, 604

Titus Andronicus 86–87, 207, 224, 229, 235, 236, 280, 282, 386–87, 412–13, 429, 430, 472–73

Aaron’s child 230, 235–36

Muliteus’ child 232–33, 281, 403–4

Tamora and 377–78, 385

in travel writing 230, 246n.6, 263–64, 430 see also Best, George

Two Noble Kinsmen 46–47

Morocco, Prince of (character) 19–20, 87–88, 100–266, 267, 276–77

2014 film 485–86 see also Merchant of Venice, The (play); ‘Moor’ (character type); Portia (character)

Morrison, Toni 441, 589

Desdemona (play) 181–84, 186–87 see also Traoré, Rokia

Playing in the Dark (1993) 15n.7, 36, 166–67

movement 5, 39, 44, 61, 104, 172, 240–41, 306, 328–29, 514, 598–99, 641, 652–53

artistic 91

critical 31, 36

forced/necessary 180–81

linguistic 595–96

social/political 16–17, 31–32, 110, 130–31, 199, 640, 656

#MeToo 207–8

anti-Apartheid 654–55

anticolonial 55, 656–57

Black Brazilian 647–48

Black Power 606

civil rights 17, 602

New Negro 643–44, 646–47, 650

Mr Moore’s Revels (1636 masque) 424, 426, 427

Much Ado About Nothing (play) 91, 93–95, 99, 274–75, 283, 345, 480–81, 500–1, 519, 520–21, 521f, 620–24

2019 Public Theater production, see Leon, Kenny

references to Spain 285–88

music 4, 52–53, 103–4, 284, 315n.6, 325–33, 496–97, 507, 508–9, 519, 551, 558, 573–74, 602–3, 617–18, 627–28, 632–33, 640, 643

journalism 506

musical theatre 101–2, 115, 326, 485, 486–87, 527, 574

musicians 45, 92, 336–37

in productions 480–81, 483–84, 523, 574, 590, 647–48

as sonic cue 108, 115–16, 505–6, 509–11, 572

speech as 325–33, 336, 337, 524, 572

Muslim(s) 213–14, 216–17, 218, 240–41, 243, 245–46, 278, 415–16, 419

dehumanization of 259, 268, 269


in Merchant of Venice 264–65, 268–69

racialization of 221, 255–57, 258, 276, 348

in visual art 259–62

in Spain 275

stage representation 405, 518–19, 604

women 248

N

Nahua 137–38 see also Aztec; colonialism; Indigenous; Mexico

Nascimento, Abdias do

Sortilege (Sortilégio, 1957 play) 648–54

National Association for the Teaching of English (NATE, UK) 580

National Council of Teachers (NCTE, US) 579, 582–83, 588

Native(s) 55, 122–23, 130–31, 132, 133, 149–50, 270, 332, 370, 485, 611, 656–57

Arctic 139–40, 141–43, 145–46, 148 see also Arctic; Inuit; Sámi

Caribbean 141

European responses to 134–35, 136, 138–39, 155, 287, 549

Doctrine of Discovery 134, 135

Jonathan Swift 149

Peter Martyr 138, 376–77

India 461, 462, 463–64

Mexico 137–38, 415 see also Aztec; Nahua

theatrical interventions 485, 493–95, 494f see also Indigenous

Native Studies 392–93 see also critical Indigenous studies (CIS)

natural history 373, 376, 385, 389–91

natural philosophy 373, 376

nature 3, 4, 31, 45, 123, 199, 227–28, 230, 268, 275–76, 287–88, 347, 360, 405, 490, 503–4, 532, 553, 554–55, 558, 559, 569–70, 581

as artificial entity 53, 55–56, 66–67, 239–40

Antony & Cleopatra 62, 65–66

The Tempest 57–58, 59–60, 60n.17, 61–62, 366, 548, 551

Blackness and 225, 229, 233, 234–35, 281, 293, 298, 367–68, 423, 652–53

justification for enslavement 299

Indigeneity and 134–35, 138, 139, 297, 376–77

Jewishness and 263, 301–2

language 221

law(s) of 76–77, 78, 309–10

Orientalism and 501–3

personified 75, 82, 110, 350

study of 373, 374–75, 379–80, 383, 386–87, 390

The Tempest 391–92

Ndiaye, Noémie 176n.23, 236, 280, 342, 348, 366–67, 395–96, 403, 408

Nell (character) 291–94, 301–2 see also Comedy of Errors (play)

New Bibliographers 532–34, 535–38, 542–43

Nile (river) 65–66, 387, 388 see also Antony & Cleopatra (play); Cleopatra (character); Egypt

O

Octavian/Octavius Caesar (character) 238–39, 245–46, 246n.7, 250–51

Ohama, Natsuko 97, 102, 121, 127, 329, 333, 335, 336, 487, 516, 567, 634, 634f

Omkara (2006 film), see Bhardwaj, Vishal

ontology 59–61, 162–63, 549n.10

oral history 97–98, 414, 416, 550–51

Oregon Shakespeare Festival (OSF) 98, 331, 336, 481, 483, 490, 491–92, 515f, 516, 517, 525, 571, 636–37

Much Ado About Nothing (2015) 520–21, 521f

Othello (2018) 518–19, 518f

Orientalism (concept) 65, 181n.41, 239–40, 514

Origen of Alexandria 256–57, 258, 265

Orlando (character) 200, 345

Othello (character) 2–3, 175–76, 177–78, 179–80, 186–87, 398, 468–69, 522

Black actors playing 106–7, 176–77, 177nn.26–27, 336, 479–80, 481–82, 518–19, 518f, 522–23, 523f, 605–6, 649, 650f

blackface and 196, 200–1, 203, 485–86, 602–3, 604–5

as ‘black role’ 86–87, 568

demand for ‘proof’ 373–74, 382–84

comparison to Leontes 384, 385

denigration of 218, 589, 604

in Desdemona 181–84 see also Morrison, Toni; Traoré, Rokia

handkerchief, 33, 34–35


in Harlem Duet 595–96, 598–600

history of 138, 180–81, 406–7

enslavement 279–80

as (im)migrant 103, 171–74, 176–79, 184–85, 464

internalized racism 38, 40, 248, 407, 558–59

interracial relationship 37, 165–67, 399

breakdown of 38–39, 155–56, 185–86

denigration of 36–37, 75–76

Desdemona’s white privilege in 37–38, 40

in Kaliyattam 466, 467 see also Jayaraaj

in Omkara 469, 606, 607 see also Bhardwaj, Vishal

in Otello 103–4, 110–11 see also Rice, Thomas Dartmouth

potential queerness of 158–59, 217–18, 221

relationship with Iago 156–57, 397–98

eroticized racism 160–65

religious ambiguity of 277–78, 279–80, 288, 295, 296–97, 298–99, 300

in Saptapadi 460–62

in Sortilege 648, 650–51, 652, 653–54

source text 185

Othello (play) 6, 33–40, 46–47, 175–76, 179–80, 182, 202, 238–39, 244, 248, 282, 292–93, 297–98, 412–13, 491, 539–40, 553, 619–20

adaptations of 459–60

Harlem Duet, see Sears, Djanet

Omkara, see Bhardwaj, Vishal

Otello, see Rice, Thomas Dartmouth

Othello in the Seraglio, see Sanlikol, Mehmet Ali

Saptapadi, see Kar, Ajoy

Sortilege, see Nascimento, Abdias do

approaches to teaching 6–7, 581–83, 585, 586, 588–90, 597–98

critical race scholarship of 34–36, 175–76

disability in 172–73, 174–75

feminist criticism of 3–4, 33–35, 154–55

performance history 336, 479–80, 481–82, 484–85, 518–19, 518f, 522–24, 523f

in India 176–77, 462

queer criticism of 155–57, 158–59, 160–65, 166

as a ‘race play’ 4, 5, 33, 208–9, 274–75, 276, 283, 605

references to Spain in 277–78, 279–80, 288

relationship to contemporary plays 396–99, 401–3

scientific framework in 377, 382–84

translations of 558

Arabic 556–57

Hebrew 556

visual arts and, see Wilson, Fred

Ottoman Empire 32, 166–67, 240, 241–44, 245, 246–47, 251, 264–65, 278–79, 451

Cleopatra as Ottoman ruler 248–50

European stereotypes of 158–59, 216, 244–46

gender-nonconformity and 213–16, 217–18, 221

Ovid 73–74, 78–80

P

pagan 267, 279–80, 292–93, 294–95, 297, 299, 502

Palamon (character) 41–43, 44–46 see also Arcite (character); Jailer’s Daughter (character); Two Noble Kinsmen, The (play)

Parker, Patricia 30–31, 156–59, 161–62, 245–46, 248, 291n.1

Parnassus plays 82–83

pedagogy 5–7, 11–12, 196, 417, 577, 603, 605–6, 611, 612, 647

antiracist 18n.9, 205–6, 218–21, 578–79, 582

culturally-responsive 613–14, 613t, 618–19

drama-based 586, 588

inclusive 203–5, 206–8

student-centred 583, 603–4

Peele, George 406

Battle of Alcazar, The (play) 225, 233–36, 405, 406, 408, 531n.3

performativ(e)(ity) 111, 201–3, 207, 215–16, 238–39, 315, 345–46, 546, 548, 551, 556, 562, 622–23, 646–47

Pericles (play) 90, 102

poetry 71, 77, 82, 109–10, 141, 325, 444, 505, 538–39, 552, 634, 640

Ottoman 221

Petrarchan 399

Polemon, John

The Second Part of the Book of Battailes (1587) 233–35

Portia (character) 14, 20, 21–25, 263–65, 267, 268, 276–77, 610, 641

whiteness of 25n.21, 265–66, 277 see also Antonio (character); Jessica (character); Merchant of Venice, The (play); Shylock (character)

Portugal 134, 144, 149, 226–27

slave trade in 162–63, 278–79

postcolonial theory 3, 54–55, 373–74

premodern critical race studies (PCRS) 2n.2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 17–18, 53–55, 93–94, 340, 341–42, 343, 352, 375–76, 386–87, 392–93, 408, 539, 594–95 see also critical race studies; Hendricks, Margo

print culture 416, 550–51

printed plays 399, 401–2, 406–7, 530, 531–32, 534–35, 538, 543

privilege(s) 15, 25, 32, 159, 161–62, 206, 214–15, 339, 362–63, 365, 528, 580, 623

class 369–70, 517

cultural 47–48, 499, 509, 597–98

male 43, 71, 166, 363

racial 38, 39–40, 44, 46–48, 308, 318–19, 322, 358–59

in Saptapadi (1961 film) 461–62

white 37, 38–39, 40, 172–73, 235, 255–56, 266, 366–67, 370, 533–34, 578

women 363–65, 366

professional associations 578, 581, 582

professional development 422, 577, 579, 583, 584, 585, 586, 587–88, 589

proof 5, 23–24, 64–65, 133, 138–39, 310, 318–19, 400, 406

experience and 383

experimentation and 378, 379–80

Indigenous people as 145–46

ocular 384, 385

in Othello 373–74, 377, 382–84

property 416, 417, 418, 421, 427, 521–22, 550–51

confiscation of 268

franchise as 362

people as 177–78, 297, 300–1, 339, 348–49

justification for 301–2, 419

Shakespeare as white 91, 611–12

stage 425, 595

whiteness as 13–14, 15–16, 15n.6, 78, 292n.4, 296–97, 533n.5

in Measure for Measure 26–27

in Merchant of Venice 18–20, 21, 22–25

women as 33, 359, 360, 361–62 see also law, slavery, slave trade, whiteness

Prospero (character) 52, 57, 61–62, 99, 390, 412, 522, 634f

dehumanization of Ariel 60–61, 365–66

dehumanization of Caliban 58–60, 136, 366–67, 390–91, 409, 548n.7, 549, 550, 553

experimentation of 391–92

resistance against 52–53, 159, 629 see also Ariel (character); Caliban (character); Miranda (character); Tempest, The (play)

protection(s) 226–27, 358–59, 365, 366–67, 368, 370, 416

legal 12, 19, 21, 23, 24–26, 268, 360

Prynne, William 534–35, 537, 543

Histrio-mastix (1633) 529–33, 536–37

Puttenham, George 64–65

Q

queer(ness) 72n.4, 155–56, 159, 166, 205–6, 306, 516

asexuality as 73

desire 31, 72, 81n.12, 212–13

in language 221

racialisation of 160, 165–66, 196, 216–17, 218

sexuality 154–55, 156–57, 158–59

studies 4, 154, 166–67, 219, 392–93

transness 199–200, 203, 213

R

race-conscious casting, see casting

racecraft 312, 317, 319–20, 322, 340, 350, 408 see also Fields, Barbara J. and Karen E.

racial capitalism 30, 59, 81n.12, 341

racial mixing 5, 165–66, 224–26, 227–29, 230, 231–33, 274, 281, 284, 649

racism 1–2, 32, 92, 129–30, 478–79, 576, 578–79, 652–53

ableism and 19n.12, 173–74, 175–76


anti-Black 30, 204, 226, 288, 398, 527, 595–96, 599, 648, 650–51

casual 501–2, 558, 611–12, 621–22

challenges to 1, 3, 5–6, 13, 31 see also antiracis(m)(t)

teaching resources 584, 585, 587–88, 606, 616–17, 621, 629

colonialism and 31–32, 58–59, 149, 462–63, 465, 547, 580

erotic(ised) 81n.12, 160, 163–64, 165

institutional 198, 579, 587

internalised 38

misogyny and 36, 37, 38–39, 212–13, 218, 622, 624

misogynoir 507–8 see also Bailey, Moya; misogynoir

transmisogyny 195, 203–4

religion and 255–56, 269, 518–19

reproduction of 34, 103–4, 112–13, 274, 384, 547, 623–24, 649

‘colour blind’ practises 88, 89–90, 93

science and 427

structural/systemic 16–17, 91, 255, 450, 455, 580, 596–97, 621

in The Tempest 138–39

white supremacy and 648

Rainolds, Henry

‘A Black-Moor Maid wooing a Fair Boy’ (n.d.) 75–77 see also anti-Blackness; King, Henry

rap(pers) 504–6, 507, 508, 509–10, 526, 617–18

Rape of Lucrece, The (poem) 5, 360–65 see also Lucrece (character)

Rauch, Bill 97, 98, 101, 122, 126, 481, 483, 491–92, 516, 517, 518–19, 518f, 525, 571, 572, 636–37

Received Pronunciation (RP) 336–37, 338

recognition 158–59, 292–93, 301, 359, 361, 364–65, 369–70, 375–76, 398, 530, 552, 556, 610

white humanity 365–66, 368

remix 619–20

repertory studies 4, 5, 395–96, 398

representation(s) 2, 48, 90, 91, 156–57, 163, 203–4, 242–43, 276, 313, 333, 346, 362, 458–59, 531, 539–40, 553

in the classroom 578, 583, 590–91

intersectional 24–25

mis- 511–12

queer 212–13, 214, 215–16, 306

racial(ised) 144–45, 155–56, 199–200, 208, 221, 234–35, 245, 246–47, 250–51, 287–88, 395–96, 420, 426, 502–3

Black 46–47, 278–79, 280, 282, 407–8, 499–500, 585–86, 648

mixedness 225, 228, 232–33

religious difference 255, 259–62, 263–64

Spanish 276, 283–84, 285–86, 287

whiteness 399, 441, 502

self- 52–53, 201–2, 607–8

theatrical 92, 176–77, 202, 238–39, 462–63, 478, 482n.10, 484, 485, 487, 504–5, 526

transgender 203

visual 141–42, 146, 147–48

reproduction 43, 107, 110–11, 284–85, 419, 597–98, 599–600, 647–48

intra-racial 232–33

racial 74, 230, 284

sexual 73, 80, 81, 159, 282–83

social 421, 426

of whiteness 20, 24

re-story(ing) 590

Rice, Thomas Dartmouth

Otello (1833) 103–4, 105, 109–13, 116 see also blackface; minstrelsy; Othello (play)

Richard II (play) 484–85, 486–87, 496–97, 502, 521–22, 536

Richard III (play) 277–78, 336–37, 501–2, 549, 617–18, 619–20

ritual 33–34, 44, 164–65, 308–9, 322, 418, 424, 427, 509–10, 518–19, 650–51, 653–54

church 307

dance as 466–67 see also Theyyam (dance form)

emptiness of 205–6

material 426–27

Ottoman 248–49 see also harem

satanic 306–7, 313–18

Robben Island (South Africa) 654–58, 655f

Rome 53, 73–74, 241–42, 243, 422, 532, 571

in Antony & Cleopatra 63, 66, 238–39, 240–41, 245–48, 250–51, 413

Constance of (lost plays) 406–7

in Lucrece 362


in Titus Andronicus 228, 230, 280, 281–82, 367–68, 379–80, 430, 466–70

‘Rome and Julissa’ (2019), see Black Lady Sketch Show, A

Romeo & Juliet (play) 82–83, 99, 101, 106–7, 399, 400–1, 403, 458, 473, 480, 481, 483, 485, 500–1, 509, 516, 517, 522, 559

approaches to teaching 577–78, 582–83, 635, 637

William Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet (1996 film), see Luhrmann, Baz

Rosalind (character) 166, 200, 208, 403

Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) 47, 91, 99, 124, 331–32, 334, 334f, 336, 337, 478, 479n.6, 480–81, 496, 516, 519, 523–24, 523f, 528, 569–70, 570f, 632, 635, 636

education 576, 584, 587, 588, 589

Royster, Francesca 15–16, 231, 232–33, 281–82, 345, 348, 378–80

S

Saïd, Edward 55 see also Orientalism (concept)

Sámi 131, 142–43

Sanlikol, Mehmet Ali

Othello in the Seraglio (2015) 217–18

Saptapadi (1961 film), see Kar, Ajoy

Schalk, Sami 172–73

science 1, 5, 181, 373–74, 392–93, 414, 542–43, 613–14

categorisation 341

editing as 535, 536

experiment(ation) 378, 391–92

fiction 91

humoralism 5

Indigenous knowledge as 392

localised experience 389–93

philosophy and 380–81

political 101–2

proof 382, 383

pseudo- 141–42, 146, 269

race and 374–77, 392–93, 420

religion and 297–98

site-specificity 388

specimen logic 384, 386–87

Scotland 285, 310, 401–2, 403

Sears, Djanet

Harlem Duet (1997 play) 6–7, 178n.30, 595–96, 598–600

secondary school(s) 3n.3, 5–7, 575

self-determination 359, 366–67, 368

servant(s)/servitude 60, 161–62, 163–64, 224, 268, 291, 317, 365–66, 369–70, 412, 517, 649

animal comparisons 5, 339–40, 343–44, 345, 346

Black 2, 42–43, 92, 94–95, 213, 280, 408, 442–43, 480

commodification of 157–58, 342–43, 345, 349–50

invisibility 519

enslaved 60, 91–92, 294–95, 299, 300–1, 306, 320, 321–22, 349

kinetic discourse of 307, 318–21

in King Lear 342, 345–46, 349–50, 351–52

religious justification for 257–58, 267, 308

settler colonialism 1–2, 15–16, 54–55, 129–30, 131–32, 175–76

sexuality 1–2, 73–74, 81, 121, 155, 156, 212–13, 216, 217–18, 219–20, 477–78, 478n.5, 482–83, 484–85, 486–87, 543, 628–29

anxieties about 155–56, 157, 160, 221

racialised 178n.31, 245–46, 423

asexuality, see asexuality

female 40, 45–46, 166–67, 250–51, 283–84, 507–8

Black 508–9

hetero- 96

as property 38

queer 154–55, 156–57, 165–66, 205–6, 212–13

race and 159, 160, 213–14, 537–38

trans 212, 220

Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre 90, 195, 196, 484–85, 496–97, 521–22, 524–25, 552n.17

education outreach 581–82, 584, 585–86, 587–88, 589

Shylock (character) 14, 18, 18–19n.11, 19, 24–25, 218, 255, 265, 276, 345, 370, 481–82, 549

demonisation of 263–64, 267, 553, 589

juxtaposition with Jessica 266–67, 268–69, 277, 295, 296–97, 300, 610

reclamation of 556–57

structural racism and 20–24, 268 see also Antonio (character); Jessica (character); Merchant of Venice, The (play); Portia (character)

sin 255, 259, 263, 269, 315, 321–22, 361, 431, 532, 653

black as colour of 286–87

hereditary nature of 256–58, 262, 263–64, 267, 268–69

racialising 259–62, 366, 428, 430–31 see also antiBlackness; antisemitism; Christianity

Singh, Jyotsna 54, 55, 56n.11, 212–13, 461–62

slave, see enslavement; enslaved person(s)/people; ‘slave’ (character type); slavery; slave trade

‘slave’ (character type) 59, 321, 404n.2

in King Lear 342–44, 345–46, 349–50, 351, 386–87

in Othello 165, 184, 295

in The Tempest 60, 61–62, 548–49, 550–51

in Titus Andronicus 235–36, 281, 367

slavery 54–55, 214–15, 217–18, 219–20, 341–42, 343–44, 351, 407–8, 413–14, 416

abolition of 14–15, 106–7

Atlantic 15, 162–63

in Brazil 648–49

chattel 30, 31–32, 91–92, 293, 294–95

in Desdemona 181 see also Morrison, Toni; Traoré, Rokia

in England 124, 279

Jews and 256–57, 267

justification for 262, 297, 299, 318–19

legal code(s) 299, 418, 419

legacy of 56, 87–88

in Africa 126

in the Mediterranean 218, 246n.6

in Merchant of Venice 20, 21

in Othello 162–63, 175–76, 177–78, 180–81, 279–80

Ottoman 214, 248–49

rebellion against 105

in Spain 274–75, 278–79, 284, 288

in Titus Andronicus 280

in the United States 92, 103–4

in Otello, see Rice, Thomas Dartmouth

southern 105

witchcraft and 319, 320, 321–22 see also enslavement; enslaved person(s)/people; ‘slave’ (character type); slave trade

slave trade 1–2, 172, 175n.17, 269, 278–79, 280, 309, 312, 364–65, 452, 604

Smith, Ian 34–36, 37n.3, 57, 81, 88, 89, 92–93, 158–59, 164–65, 217, 221, 232n.1, 401–3, 422–23, 424, 425, 501–2, 615

Snorton, C. Riley 202, 214–15

social justice 56, 196, 204, 207–8, 219–20, 341–42, 346, 578, 582–83, 584, 585–86, 613–14, 613t, 637

Shakespeare and Social Justice Project 585, 586, 588, 590

sodomy 155–56, 158–59, 216, 217, 245–46

sound 321, 351, 419, 496–97, 598–600, 639

caricature 103–4, 107–8, 116–17

speech/dialogue 100–1, 115–16, 325, 326, 328–29, 635

accent 330–31, 333–34, 335, 336, 337–38 see also accent(s)

in The Tempest 52, 550

South Africa 55, 123, 176–77, 177n.27, 576, 639, 654–58

sovereignty 18n.9, 63–64, 129–30, 134, 162–63, 166–67, 243–44, 320–21, 350, 362

space(s) 106–7, 124, 125, 163, 182–83, 196, 214–15, 216–17, 246–47, 306, 315–16, 350–51, 387–88, 390, 391, 450, 452–53, 485n.20, 490, 495, 505–6, 523, 558, 576, 588, 615–17, 655–56, 657

construction of 238–39, 509, 511, 628, 653–54

critical 160, 502, 531–32, 534, 539, 655–56

digital 614–15

exclusion from 32, 280, 367–68, 506

head- 197

intertextual 553

liminal 79–80

physical 53–54, 615–16

private 161–62, 163

racialised 239–40, 248–49, 258, 349, 613–14

safe 587–88

social 7, 195, 201, 202, 208, 461, 574

theatrical 86, 87–88, 92, 202, 203, 325, 333–34, 351, 458, 461, 466–67, 478–79, 484, 486n.23, 487, 496–97, 509, 527, 572–73, 632–33, 639

urban 347

white 610–11, 615

Spain 122–23, 184, 274–75, 276, 277–78, 287–88, 292, 525

Black Legend 275–76

characters from 276–77, 399, 408

colonial projects 133–34, 137, 144, 149

English anxieties about 202, 283–84, 285–87

racial difference in 5, 275, 276, 277, 278

slave trade in 162–63, 278–80

speech acts 201, 202

Spenser, Edmund 73–74, 140–41, 292, 301, 387–88

Spillers, Hortense 166–67, 419

staging 35, 90, 177n.27, 235–36, 280, 295, 340, 342, 345–46, 350, 405, 407–8, 427, 458–59, 474, 477, 483, 490, 529, 556–57, 646, 656

blackface in 107–8, 460, 462, 464

Indigenous/Native 485n.20

storytelling 37, 327–28, 368–69, 483, 637, 656

counter- 613t, 616–17, 621–22

Stratford Festival (ONT) 585

Süleyman, sultan of the Ottoman Empire 243–44, 245–46, 249–50

T

Taming of the Shrew, The (play) 111–13, 158, 480, 526–27

Tamora (character) 282, 366–67, 368, 403, 404, 412–13, 472–73

interracial relationship 166–67, 227–28, 229–30, 236, 280, 281, 399, 430–31, 471

as experiment 373–74, 377–80, 382, 389, 391

mixed-race child 224, 227–31, 232–33, 235–36, 281

Spanish allusions 280 see also Aaron (character); Titus Andronicus (play)

tattoo(s)(ing) 412–13, 414, 418, 425, 426, 539

African 419, 420–21

Indigenous 139, 421n.5

in Oroonoko 421–24

Teatro Experimental de Negro (TEN, Brazil) 648, 649–51, 653–54

Tempest, The (play) 3–4, 99, 130, 136, 159, 182, 283, 373–74, 377, 395–96, 407–8, 412, 539, 548–49, 550–51, 582–83, 629, 634f

knowledge in 389–92

nonhuman environment 52–53, 56, 57–62, 66–67

translation challenges 551, 552–53

whiteness as humanity in 365–67

Theyyam (dance form) 466–19, 468–69

Thompson, Ayanna 45–46, 86–87, 174–75, 306, 341–42, 349, 407–8, 477n.2, 538–39, 588–89, 602, 611–12, 615–16, 620, 628–29

Throne of Blood (1957 film)

stage adaptation 481, 514, 515f

Titus Andronicus (play) 4, 15–16, 179, 216–17, 235, 274–75, 281–83, 294–95, 412–13, 427, 429–31, 459–60, 522, 539

adaptations of 403–4, 459–60, 471–73, 482–83

experimentation in 5, 373–74, 377–80, 382, 384–85, 392

racial mixing in 5, –225, 227–32, 235–36, 281, 366–68, 399

references to slavery in 280

triggering content in 207–8, 581–82

Towerson, William 419, 420–21, 422–24, 425, 427

training 325, 328, 333, 334–35, 337–38, 416–17, 519, 525, 577, 588, 597–98, 611, 615–16

animal 345, 347

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) 207

translation 6, 138–39, 220, 546–47, 556, 656–57

adaptation as 577, 603

colonialism and 415, 419, 460–61, 549, 551

early modern 550–51

editing and 543

jokes 558–63

modern language 576–77

performance and 329, 331, 514, 526, 552–53, 571

Arabic Othello 554–55

Hebrew Merchant of Venice 556–57

as performance 546

prejudice and 547, 548

in The Tempest 548–49, 550, 551

trans studies 4, 196, 199, 200–1, 202–4, 207, 208, 213–14

Traoré, Rokia

Desdemona (play) 181–84, 186–87 see also Morrison, Toni

travel 57–58, 92, 177–78, 179, 185, 214–15, 220, 468–69, 527–28, 640, 641

narrative/writing 4, 75–76, 130, 149, 156, 157–58, 419, 427

Indigenous representation in 145

Orientalism in 63, 65, 158–59, 214, 215–16, 246n.6

Othello’s 138, 165, 181, 186

Spain 278–79, 284

staging 395–96, 405–6, 407–8

theatre troupes 460–61, 464

witchcraft and 306–7, 308–13, 322

‘Turk’ (character type) 32, 111, 214, 217–18, 221, 243, 244–45, 404, 406, 604

‘turning Turk’ 248–49

Turk(ey)(ish) 216–18, 241–42, 312, 405, 452, 604

Afro-Turks 452–53

Company (England) 214

European stereotypes of 156–57, 158–59, 246n.6, 313–14, 493, 501, 502, 615

language 219, 221

Ottoman 245

plays about 404, 405–7

wars with Venetian Republic 410

Twelfth Night (play) 195, 196, 204, 205, 208, 216–17, 220, 396–97, 516, 632–33, 633f

casting 480–81, 484–85

Two Gentlemen of Verona, The (play) 346, 486–87, 522

Two Noble Kinsmen, The (play) 40–48 see also Arcite (character); Jailer’s Daughter (character); Palamon (character)

U

universal design 613–14, 613t see also active learning; embodied learning

universality 88, 90, 389, 392, 441, 539–40, 594–95, 597–98

Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) 640–41, 643–48

V

Venice 37, 39–40, 110–11, 160, 163, 173–74, 175–76, 178, 179, 224, 268–69, 276–77, 442, 444, 446, 448–49

Biennale 442, 443–44, 443f, 445, 446, 450, 455

‘colour-blind’ legal system 19, 21, 22, 24–25, 267–68

Murano, see glass

relationship with Ottoman Empire 242, 451

Senate 37, 180, 180n.40, 185

slavery in 21, 279–80

stereotypes about women in 37, 38, 40, 157, 165

Venus (character) 66, 72, 73, 75–76, 77–78, 79–80, 83, 216–17, 227–28, 345

Venus & Adonis (poem) 3–4, 71–76, 77–82, 83

vulnerability 37, 43, 203, 241–42, 370

W

Wei, Muni

As We Like It (2021 film) 199–200, 208 see also Chen, Hung-i

wheelchair 171–72, 186–87

whiteness 15–16, 74, 81, 198, 200, 204, 221, 247–48, 281, 292, 366–67, 400–1, 422–23, 504, 537–38, 628

asexuality and 73, 79

blushing 77

changeability of 79–80

chastity/purity and 83, 286–87, 288, 532, 621–22

Christianity and 5, 255–56, 258, 265–66, 292–93, 296–97, 300, 301, 403–4

contrast to Blackness 30–31, 42–43, 107, 160, 200–1, 203, 264–65, 292–93, 399, 403, 423–24, 500–1

blackface and 460–62, 464

degrees of 80, 627

feminism’s investment in 34, 36, 364–65, 417, 501

hyper- 72–73, 75, 83, 281–82

implications for education 576–77, 581, 597–98

as invisible/neutral 81, 88, 89, 93, 208, 263, 366, 370, 383–84, 392–93, 413, 450, 534–36, 539, 610

masculinity and 282–83

moral implications of 233–34, 349–50, 366, 367–68, 428, 431

as property 13, 15–16, 78, 533n.5

in Merchant of Venice 18, 20, 21, 21n.17, 22, 23–24, 296–97

white supremacy 5–6, 12, 15–16, 15n.6, 18n.9, 111–12, 220, 282, 603–4

blackface and 116–17

Christianity and 265

imperialism and 129–30, 627–28

resistance to 7, 644–45, 648

scientific justification for 379–80

White, Whitney 97, 101–2, 123, 128, 336, 337–38, 483, 491, 519, 520f, 522, 523, 525, 573–74, 636

Wilson, Fred 6, 441, 442–55

Afro Kismet (2018 art installation) 451–53, 453f

Drip, Drop, Plop (2001 art installation) 445, 445f, 447

Iago’s Mirror (2009 art installation) 448, 449f

Moth of Peace, A (2018 art installation) 444, 450, 451f

Speak of Me as I Am, Chandelier Mori (2003 art installation) 444, 447–48, 447f, 450

To Die Upon a Kiss (2011 art installation) 455, 456f

Winchester Psalter 259–62, 260f, 261f

Winter’s Tale, The (play) 160–61, 160n.6, 196–97, 346, 384–83, 385, 392, 399, 516, 619–20, 635

witch(es) 142–43, 148, 195, 208, 250

in Macbeth 306

in The Tempest 138–39

witchcraft 143, 181, 306, 310, 314n.4, 315, 322, 348

Y

Young, Sherri 97, 102, 122, 328, 334–35, 487, 491, 495, 495f, 516, 524, 526, 567, 637 see also African-American Shakespeare Company (AASC)

OEBPS/img/cover.jpg
AKHIMIE

= The Oxfm-'(vi I‘iand])ou’k of A
SHAKESPEARE
AND RACE





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-054-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/logo.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-052-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-053-colour.jpg
MISS HENRIETTA VINTON DAVIS, TRAGEDIENNE
Interpretation of Pere L’Avenge.






OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-051-colour.jpg
R

N
L
\






OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-045-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-046-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-043-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-044-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-049-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-050-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-047-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-048-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-042-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-040-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-041-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-034-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-035-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-032-colour.jpg
AR TR

7 <

S5
e

| Tt S S S >
| be? PTG TT

s
AN N
e .

S





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-033-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-038-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-039-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-036-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-037-colour.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


	

	

	

		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		List of Figures



		Notes on Contributors



		1. Introduction



		Part I Shakespeare and Race: An Overview



		2. Shakespeare and Critical Race Theory



		3. Shakespeare, Race, and Feminist Critique



		4. Naturalizing Race and Racialized Geographies



		5. ‘Thrice fairer than myself’: Reading Desire and the Ends of Whiteness in Venus and Adonis



		6. The Imperatives of Race Consciousness in 21st-Century Shakespearean Performance



		7. Shakespeare and Race: The Oral Histories



		8. Shakespeare, Race, and Adaptation











		Part II Archives and Intersections



		9. The Oral Histories: Identity



		10. Monstrous Indigeneity and the Discourse of Race in Shakespeare’s England



		11. Shakespeare, Race, and Queer Studies



		12. Shakespeare, Race, and Disability: Othello and the Wheeling Strangers of Here and Everywhere



		13. Trans Studies at the Crossroad: From Racialized Invisibility to Gendered Legibility



		14. Racialized Genders on the Shakespearean Stage



		15. Shakespeare and Mixed Race



		16. ‘Give me conquer’d Egypt’: Re-Orienting Egypt in Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra



		17. Coordinating Racisms in The Merchant of Venice



		18. Shakespeare, Race, and Spain



		19. Melancholy Nature: Religion and Bad Faith in Shakespeare



		20. Shakespeare, Race, and Movement



		21. The Oral Histories: On Corporeality



		22. Dispossessed and Unaccommodated: Race and Animality in King Lear



		23. ‘Let fair humanity abhor the deed’: Shakespeare, Race, and Human Rights



		24. Shakespeare, Race, and Science: The Study of Nature and/as the Making of Race



		25. Race in Repertory



		26. ‘Rac’d all over their Bodies’: Charting the Study of Shakespeare, Race, and Book History











		Part III Shakespeare and Race Now



		27. An Interview with Artist Fred Wilson, 30 July 2021



		28. Shakespeare and Race on Screen: Racial Journeys in Indian Cinema



		29. Casting Shakespeare Today



		30. The Oral Histories: Creating Spaces



		31. Shakespeare, Race, and Appropriation



		32. The Oral Histories: Staging Shakespeare and Race



		33. Editing Shakespeare and Race



		34. Translation at the Intersections of Shakespeare and Race



		35. The Oral Histories: Approaches to Acting and Staging



		36. Teaching Shakespeare and Race in Secondary Classrooms: Professional and Political Dimensions of Evolving Pedagogies for Diverse Classrooms



		37. ‘In her prophetic fury’: Teaching Critical Modes of Intervention in Shakespeare Studies



		38. Resisting Analogies: Refusing Other Othellos in Shakespearean Cinema



		39. Teaching Shakespeare and Race: Techniques and Technologies



		40. Teaching Shakespeare and Race in Communities of Colour: Reflections from the US-Mexico Border



		41. The Oral Histories: My Relationship with Shakespeare



		42. ‘Reading’ Shakespeare as Political Activism











		Index













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		xix



		xx



		xxi



		xxii



		xxiii



		xxiv



		xxv



		xxvi



		xxvii



		xxviii



		xxix



		xxx





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533



		534



		535



		536



		537



		538



		539



		540



		541



		542



		543



		544



		545



		546



		547



		548



		549



		550



		551



		552



		553



		554



		555



		556



		557



		558



		559



		560



		561



		562



		563



		564



		565



		566



		567



		568



		569



		570



		571



		572



		573



		574



		575



		576



		577



		578



		579



		580



		581



		582



		583



		584



		585



		586



		587



		588



		589



		590



		591



		592



		593



		594



		595



		596



		597



		598



		599



		600



		601



		602



		603



		604



		605



		606



		607



		608



		609



		610



		611



		612



		613



		614



		615



		616



		617



		618



		619



		620



		621



		622



		623



		624



		625



		626



		627



		628



		629



		630



		631



		632



		633



		634



		635



		636



		637



		638



		639



		640



		641



		642



		643



		644



		645



		646



		647



		648



		649



		650



		651



		652



		653



		654



		655



		656



		657



		658



		659



		660



		661



		662



		663



		664



		665



		666



		667



		668



		669



		670



		671



		672



		673



		674



		675



		676



		677



		678



		679



		680



		681



		682



		683



		684



		685











OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-031-colour.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-029.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-030-colour.jpg
724 . e,
L J' auugge Greene dzs  pais Sf%'wnamu:ar 7 - Tur@"ﬁcr @1!}{6}






OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-023.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-024.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-022.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-027.jpg
MISS HENRIETTA VINTON DAVIS, TRAGEDIENNE
Interpretation of Pere L’Avenge.

9






OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-028.jpg
o g
? i

el
Y%

.






OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-025.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-026.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-020.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-021.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-018.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-019.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-012.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-013.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-016.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-017.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-014.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-015.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-006.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-005.jpg
NS






OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-008.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-007.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-010.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-009.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-011.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-004.jpg





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780192843050-graphic-003.jpg
/24 S
Jfommc J'auu%: Finene des  pais S‘efg‘wnau{yw - Tur@’ﬁzr @15’7&






