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No Great Shakes: An Analysis of the Bard in Modern Culture


We live in a world inundated, practically drowning, in its own culture.  Everything and everyone associates with a culture: pop culture, mass culture, indie culture, tech culture, academic culture, hip-hop culture, alternative culture.  To not belong is to be an enigma.  Information surrounds us: the internet is everywhere and everyone has a cell phone.  You can check your email from the comfort of your own desk/bed/car/toilet.  Yet through it all, Shakespeare persists.  Why Shakespeare?  Is he really that spectacular?  I intend to discuss these issues using, as my somewhat blasphemous base, the notion that Shakespeare is more a construct of our culture than exceptional in and of himself.  I will draw from various sources, primarily Big Time Shakespeare by Michael Bristol and Reinventing Shakespeare by Gary Taylor.

In The Personality of Shakespeare, Edward Wagenkrecht writes, “There is nobody in secular history at least to whom we owe more than we do Shakespeare; neither is there anybody of whom we know less evil” (144).  But when it all comes down to it, we know exceedingly little about William Shakespeare.  Very little evidence of his life, with the exception of his plays, exists.  Ian Wilson inform us that “Wilmont found equally puzzling the fact that despite the most diligent searches in private libraries throughout an area of some fifty miles around Stratford, he could find no book once owned by Shakespeare, nor any letter written by him, nor a single page of one of his play manuscripts, nor any mention by local gentry of their ever having met the playwright” (Wilson, 13).  We have taken what little information we do have, practically all from Stratford-upon-Avon church records, and created a character that is all but worthy of Nietzsche’s term uber-mensch.  The result is that “the very essence of Shakespeare was his humanity: that he was neither a blue-blooded nobleman nor a university trained academic, but a humbly born player who wanted to give his calling the sort of material that could really make it soar, to reach every level of society”(Wilson, 421).  We tend to forget that this humanity is entirely an image we have created.  Much evidence points against William Shakespeare the author ever having existed, yet we still persist in fostering this image.

According to Shakespearian Michael Bristol, “the conventional value assigned to Shakespeare is connected with the belief that his works are in some way essential to the ‘progress of civilization’” (8).  Why do we assign this value to Shakespeare and when did we develop the notion that the sanctity of our culture relies on this one set of works?  I have trouble believing that, had Shakespeare never written, our culture would not have evolved in much the same way as it has.  We would not be living in caves; someone else would have written something to fulfill whatever need Shakespeare fulfilled (was there even a need?), Bill Gates and the Hilton sisters would have still been born, and we would probably all be just fine.  Yet, our culture has a lot riding on Shakespeare.  Wagenkrecht goes so far as to state that “Romeo and Juliet belongs to the secular bible of the Western world, and I have little doubt that there is more romantic love in that world than there would be if that play had never been written” (Wagenkrecht, 10).  I refuse to believe this statement.  Someone else would have, and probably has, written something just as tragically romantic and the love life of the Western world would have moved on, hardly skipping a beat.

Bristol also reminds us that, “it is a matter of increasing controversy and scandal whether or not the works of Shakespeare are foundational works of Western Civilization.  There is, however, considerably less uncertainty that they are founding documents in the history of modern show business” (30).  Shakespeare’s popularity with his contemporaries was based solely on the theatrical performances of his plays.  His plays, mainly the tragedies, remained on British stages: “Since 1660 the English theatre had continued to produce new comedies that the public and the critics preferred to those of Shakespeare; but few of its new tragedies secured a foothold.  For a good English tragedy you pretty much had to turn to Shakespeare- even if a rather beefed up, tidied up Shakespeare.  And the repertoire especially as it developed at the turn of the century, needed tragedies” (Taylor, 58).  Shortly after Taylor informs us that “Shakespeare was kept on the menu because he was the only serious dish they knew how to cook” (59).  This, more than anything else, cheapens Shakespeare, turns him into a college student’s Raman Noodle, ingested only for lack of motivation or ability to discover an alternative.  

One thing led to another, and Shakespeare became wrapped up in a very lucrative cycle: “in the seventeenth century the popularity of Shakespeare’s plays with audiences had stimulated the publication of reading editions.  In the eighteenth century, their popularity with readers stimulated new productions” (Taylor, 94).  It was only logical, then, that Shakespeare’s plays would become movies with the advent of film.  And indeed they have.  To date, The Internet Movie Database lists 528 productions for which Shakespeare is given writing credits.  The earliest being an 1899 short film titled King John and the most recent including versions of Macbeth staring Courtney Love and, less unsettling, The Merchant of Venice with Al Pacino as Shylock both due out in 2005.  Many languages are represented in this list and while most stick to the original title, plot, and dialogue, countless others, such as Ten Things I Hate About You, O, Play On, and The King is Alive, do not utilize Shakespeare’s title and often update the language and work loosely with the plot (imdb.com).  

Bristol points out that “oddly, one area where Shakespeare’s name is conspicuous by its absence is in promotional material for filmed versions of his plays.  Reviews, advertising, and even the film credits themselves speak of Zeffirelli’s Hamlet and Kenneth Branagh’s Henry V” (ix).  This, Bristol suggests, prompts “viewers to supply the omission by invoking the name of Shakespeare for themselves.  [. . . ] By avoiding explicit utterance of Shakespeare’s name, film producers successfully evade the admonitory accent of parental encouragement” (ix).  Films that are geared at teenagers thus avoid the mention of Shakespeare’s name in order to encourage viewers to purchase tickets.  For example, had Ten Things I Hate About You been released with blatant mention of Shakespeare it would have been seen by its target audience as something parent approved, something educational, rather than the light-hearted Julia Stiles/Heath Ledger flick it so obviously was.  It just happened to be based on a little play called The Taming of the Shrew, but who needed to know?

The media is obstinate in its proliferation of Shakespeare, seemingly for no apparent reason.  The Bard pops up everywhere, from cartoons to sitcoms.  Once again, it is Bristol who best describes this:

Shakespeare has been even more versatile as a cross-over artist than Madonna.  Shakespearean Spinach in 1940 is a cartoon version of Romeo and Juliet featuring Popeye and Olive Oyl in the lead roles.  In A Witch’s Tangled Hare, a 1959 Warner Brothers Cartoon, Bugs Bunny and Witch Hazel offer a pastiche of quotations from Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet, and Hamlet.  Kiss Me Kate and West Side Story have been durable favorites on the musical comedy state.  Shakespearean parody has been featured in episodes of Happy Days, Gilligan’s Island, The Andy Griffith Show, and Moonlighting.  Finally, just like Madonna, Shakespeare provides the occasion for public discussion and controversy in newspapers and other mass media publications from the Portland Press Herald to the New York Times.  This remarkably diverse cross-over implies a widespread public familiarity with at least some of Shakespeare’s works, a familiarity sustained and guaranteed by the culture industry. (90)
Why does the culture industry continue to sustain this familiarity?  There is logic behind it.  It is a vicious cycle- familiarity leads to consumption leads to greater familiarity leads to greater consumption: “His work does achieve ideological transcendence, but only in the sense that the market place is indifferent to the human content of cultural goods.  In this view Shakespeare is not an alternative to the culture industry; he is simply one of its most successful products” (Bristol, 109).  Shakespeare has become one of the culture industry’s most successful products and by creating more outlets and variations of his image and writing they further encourage this profitable cycle.  

To many, Shakespeare is merely a school requirement, not something to be enjoyed otherwise.  And indeed, much of Shakespeare’s notoriety does stem from his prominence in the school systems of the Western world.  According to Gary Taylor:

In our society Shakespeare has become the subject, in most schools and universities, of ‘required courses’; for almost a century now, students have been compelled to study him, as they were once compelled to study Greek and Latin.  The badge of cultural elitism and the instrument of pedagogical oppression, Shakespeare now finds himself needing to be constantly justified against the determined boredom, the soaking resentment, of conscripts.  Captivated audiences have become captive classrooms. (384)
 Shakespeare is the stuff high school English class is made of.  Unfortunately, English class often destroys any desire by students to read anything, required or otherwise.  This is quite possibly the result of the attempt to quantify the knowledge of an already dry canon, Shakespeare being no exception:  “Shakespeare became, in the late nineteenth century, the dominant component of the new subject of English literature, itself an expanding part of an expanding educational system.  This entire system depended-and in Britain still depends-upon examinations.  The nineteenth century believed that education could be quantified [. . .] A student’s knowledge of Shakespeare had to be testable, because it had to be measurable” (Taylor 194-195).      
There has been no movement to remove Shakespeare from schools, high school or university, and a comment made by the National Association of Scholars fairly recently caused quite the controversy: “An NAS official’s assertion that Georgetown University, as part of a general ‘dumbing down’ of its curriculum, had decided to drop Shakespeare as a requirement for English majors, the dean at Georgetown responded that the school was doing nothing of the sort.  Georgetown’s curriculum for English majors includes more, not fewer, Shakespeare classes than in the past, he pointed out” (Glassner, 15).  The result of this assertion was a resolute reaction and a conclusion: “The image appeared widely in the press of PC thugs in ivory towers forcibly evicting the Bard.  But when John Wilson, a graduate student at the University of Chicago, suspicious of the claim, consulted data from the Modern Language Association, he discovered that fully 97 percent of English departments at four year colleges offered at least one course on Shakespeare” (Glassner, 16).  Shakespeare is still prominent in our schools, at least at the university level.  We can all breathe a sigh of relief, right?  On the contrary, perhaps we would all rest easier if the outlandishly outdated literary canon were revised, replacing some of Shakespeare’s works with the works of writers less white, less male, less western.  Shakespeare, though British, has come to virtually represent American literary education: “America’s Anglophile cultural elite ensured that Shakespeare dominated the emergent curriculum of vernacular literature.  Whoever wanted an American education would have to study English literature, and Shakespeare in particular” (Taylor, 204).  This is still the case, but maybe in the culturally diverse country we live in we should begin to recognize the need for a change.  


Shakespeare is taught at schools where, since the inception of the internet, plagiarism has become an increasingly serious problem.  And is Shakespeare not the biggest plagiarist of them all?  Rarely were his plays original ideas, he more often than not pilfered ideas directly from others.  But, “Shakespeare stole with a clear conscience.  He copied plots, characters, speeches, images, and aphorisms from classical authors and from his own contemporaries, without acknowledgement.  But Shakespeare stole from authors whom eighteenth-century readers did not read- from the lower classes of literature as it were” (Taylor, 141).  Any student who did this today would be all but hung.  Fortunately for Shakespeare, he lived in a world without MLA standards; this allowed him to plagiarize his way into literary infamy.      

Quite possibly the strangest thing about the Shakespeare phenomenon is the fact that no one has actually proven that William Shakespeare actually wrote Shakespeare.  This is not something that is hidden: “The one thing everyone knows about Shakespeare is that, according to some people, Shakespeare didn’t write Shakespeare’s plays” (Taylor, 211).  This issue of authorship has somehow become common man’s fodder: “The theory that Shakespeare did not write Shakespeare’s plays continues to appeal to amateurs, precisely because it has been utterly rejected by professionals.  If it were ever accepted by the academic establishment, it would immediately lose its hold on the popular imagination: The theory shifts in order to satisfy the paranoia of the moment” (Taylor, 220).  The academic establishment is not ready to accept the possibility of alternative authorship, and understandably so.  So much of what they stand for is based on the image of Shakespeare which has been so painstakingly constructed; to destroy that would destroy the discipline as they know it.      
Everything about Shakespeare shifts to satisfy the paranoia or issues of the moment.  Perhaps that is why he has survived as long as he has: “Shakespeare’s works are not closed discursive formations, or are they limited to expressing the concerns and interests of a narrowly circumscribed historical period.  They have potential for generating new meanings in successive epochs” (Bristol, 11).  We can recreate the character of Shakespeare, attribute his works to others, and reread his works with feminist, racial, sexual, or other criticism in mind.  He is what we make him, a liberty we do not have available to us with other writers.  He is nothing and everything all at once: “Shakespeare is defined as someone who resists definition.  He does not communicate any particular meaning; he promises instead an inexhaustible plurality of meaning.  He is artistically infallible, because infinitely malleable” (Taylor, 311).  
Have I presented a clear understanding of the value or lack of value of William Shakespeare?  Not at all.  Unfortunately, no issue surrounding Shakespeare is ever black and white.  There is no definitive conclusion to be made in less than ten pages.  I have done extensive reading, including two books devoted to this topic, and nowhere was a clearer answer provided.  Shakespeare is a construct of our culture, but he is one that has become so deeply imbedded that to disprove his validity or importance would be to disprove an entire culture.  To put it simply, there is no answer.  Thus, turning where many have turned before us, perhaps it would be best to ask the Bard himself: “Would I were in an alehouse in London! I would give all my fame for a pot of ale, and safety” (Shakespeare, III, ii, 11-13).
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