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“Shakespeare und kein Ende”
—— in lieu of a Welcome Address

I quote Goethe for the title of this presentation which is concurrently
meant to be a welcome address to all participants to this colloquium. As
it is a major event we have ever hosted at Fudan University, I feel bad for
not being able to take part physically to meet old acquaintances “long
time no seen” or make new friends. With “my thoughts and wishes bend
[ing] toward” the United States, where my first grandchild was newly
born, I have to take this duty-bound trip thither while “bow[ing] them
to your gracious leave and pardon. ” (Hamlet, I, ii, 55)

“Shakespeare and No End”, the borrowed Goethe title in English,
continues to be an unfailing truism in the 21st century. Among the books
I have read or read of over the past couple of years are: Ungentle Shake-
speare by Katherine Duncan-Jones in 2001 ( The Arden Shakespeare ),
Shakespeare: For All Time by Stanley Wells in 2002 ( Oxford University
Press) , The Age of Shakespeare by Frank Kermode in 2003 ( The Modern
Library) , Shakespeare as Literary Dramatist by Lucas Eme in 2003
(Cambridge University Press), and, most recently, Will in the World:
How Shakespeare Became Shakespeare by Stephen Greenblatt in 2004
(W. W. Norton & Co. ).

To me, all these books attest to a resurgent robust interest in a his-
torical approach to the Bard: the man, his times, his sources, the differ-
ences between various editions ( alias “textual criticism” ) and his “after-
life” both on the page and on the stage. For instance, if Frank Kermode
focuses on how a 17th century low-born from the rural outback became a
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theatrical upstart when he was next known, Stephen Greenblatt supplies a
missing link by filling in Shakespeare’s “lost years” between leaving
school in the late 1570s — or early 1580s — and materializing in London
about ten years later. Working on old stories with educated guesses,
Greenblatt has elaborated on a theory of Shakespeare working as a tutor
for a family in Lancashire secretly subscribing to Catholic tenets abolished
by the ruling Protestants. Logicizing-at times like a detective-Greenblatt
weaves together clues pointing to the fact that Shakespeare’s son, Hamnet
by name, died young shortly before the father set about writing Hamlet.
Hence the description in the play of purgatory and of praying for the de-
ceased or allowing the soul of the dear departed to languish in flames,
and so forth.

More significantly, critics of the new century likewise show an inter-
est in catching at more distant shadows, say, Roman influences on
Shakespeare. In her essay, Whirligig in London Review of Books on the
2nd September 2004, Professor Barbara Everett dwelt at length on how in
Hamlet Shakespeare had borrowed Nero’s step-father’s name for Hamlet’s
uncle, Claudius thus becoming the only Roman name among the play’s
Dramatis Personae; Claudius was poisoned by his wife Agrippina after he
had adopted her son Nero by a previous husband. Nero in turn poisoned
his own mother, murdered Claudius’ son, a half brother, and married
Claudius’ daughter, a half sister. Presumably drawing on Erasmus’ Insti-
tutio Principis Christianti, the retired Oxford woman professor suggests
that Roman history helped set the motif for Hamlet: murder by poisoning,
“a little more than kin, and less than kind” (Hamlet, 1, ii, 65), usur-
pation, and incest.

A whirligig indeed. If it is a discernible and basically viable patiern
for Shakespearean criticism to follow over the past four hundred years
from a historical approach with the playwright at the center to the New
Critical approach with the text as a point of departure and thence to de-

constructionism with whoever is at the receiving end free to “appropriate”
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Shakespeare ( see Appropriating Shakespeare by Brian Vickers in 1994
[ Yale University Press]), don’t we see in these contemporary critics a
kind of “throwback” to the past at the beginning of the new century?
But the bottle doesn’t hold old wine only. A dash of the new is
found here and there, tasting a bit outlandish. Frank Kermode, for in-
stance, suggests that “Shakespeare had a nose for business as well as an
eye for metaphor.” Partaking in the shares by one-tenth in Lord
Chamberlain’s drama company, Shakespeare was a “company man” , as
it were in the present-day sense of the term, and was able to buy himself
New Place, the second largest residence in Stratford-on-Avon. ( An envy
of craving houseowners in China today!) Lear’s lesson should be learned
by later-day hereditarily-minded entrepreneurs, while Hamlet’s by those
indecisive young CEOs. In other circumstances, the young lovers of A
Midsummer Night’s Dream are “hormone-dominated” whereas Greenblatt
speaks of Shakespeare as “a remarkably unfanatical writer [ who] doesn’t

like ideological heroism or suicide missions,” implying that he is a far
cry from condoning modem terrorism.-

Despite the things being read anew into Shakespeare, I think overall
the word whirligig has provided a key to the phenomenon of Shakespeare

and No End. This is an observation I wish to share with you. Thank you.

Lu Gusun
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