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This thesis examines the referential and structural presence of “Shakespeare” in the 

autobiographies of Joseph Conrad (A Personal Record), Michael Ondaatje (Running in 

the Family) and Edward Said (Out of Place).  These authors evoke “Shakespeare”—the 

product of centuries of political, national, and personal appropriation—as a means of 

understanding their own complex heritages, even as they displace his canonical authority.  

Exploring the relationships among Shakespeare’s plays, modern or contemporary 

autobiography, and postcolonial theories of cultural hybridity, I argue that writers and 

countries try constantly to secure Shakespearean paternity even for transgressive, 

postcolonial ends. 
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Introduction 

 This study examines the referential and structural presence of “Shakespeare” —

the product of centuries of political, national and personal appropriation—in the 

autobiographies of Joseph Conrad (A Personal Record), Michael Ondaatje (Running in 

the Family) and Edward Said (Out of Place).  Exploring the relationships between 

Shakespeare’s plays, autobiography and postcolonial theories of cultural hybridity, I 

investigate how these authors evoke “Shakespeare” as a means of understanding their 

own complex cultural, literary and personal heritages, while simultaneously displacing 

Shakespeare’s canonical authority.  “Shakespeare” is the benchmark of literary greatness; 

he is also the creation of centuries of writers and critics, who, from Ben Jonson onwards, 

projected their literary aspirations and individual ambitions onto the Shakespeare canon.  

Conrad, Ondaatje and Said indict the patriarchal models that defined their childhoods, of 

which Shakespeare’s plays constituted an important part; “Shakespeare” remains, 

however, a prevailing source of self-expression, self-reproduction and personal revelation 

within each author’s autobiography.  As one of “the most powerful fathers in his own 

oeuvre” (Dobson 225), “Shakespeare” functions as a formidable, if not necessarily 

antagonistic, literary rival demanding address and critical exploration by authors whose 

non-western cultural roots distance them from the traditional assumptions behind the 

study and practice of English literature.  My readings of Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s 
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personal histories identify “Shakespeare” as an important source of autobiographical 

meaning for postcolonial writers who continue to be marginalized within literary 

discourse.  I argue that Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s autobiographies relocate 

“Shakespeare” within critical discourse by animating the cultural apparatus that continues 

to assert the primacy of western literature. 

My readings of Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s personal narratives examine the 

tensions that exist between the national and literary patrimonies embodied within English 

literature and postcolonial theories of cultural hybridity.  While the canon contributes to 

the diverse political perspectives and disparate aesthetic models that continue to emerge 

in the wake of European colonialism, conventional assumptions regarding the canon’s 

central role within international literary discourse, oppose postcolonialism’s emphasis on 

cultural diversity.  The “patriarchal desire for self-reproduction . . . [and] self-

duplication” (Lionnet, Autobiographical Voices 12) that underlies literary studies resists 

postcolonial attempts to integrate disparate forms of intellectual, creative and cultural 

discourse in order to facilitate the democratic exchange of ideas.  Traditional models of 

power emphasize “purity” as a means of legitimizing and preserving positions of 

influence within society; kings conventionally derive their authority from their royal 

lineage, whereas nations celebrate their unique cultural and intellectual traditions.  

Patrimony views cultural difference with suspicion and hostility; foreign influences are 

denounced as “contaminating” and “corrupting” the propriety of western culture as it 

conflates purity with power.  Postcolonial scholars celebrate multiplicity as a source of 
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strength, while western hegemony remains hostile to ideas, values and customs, that exist 

outside of the sanctioned spaces of patriarchal discourse, like family and nation. 

Beginning in the eighteenth century, British colonial expansion exported 

European beliefs, values and systems of governance throughout the globe.  Despite the 

material and intellectual exchanges facilitated by British excursions into even the most 

remote geographical regions of Asia, Africa and the Americas, colonial paradigms 

exacerbated the xenophobia sanctioned and even encouraged by patriarchal models of 

authority.  The binary paradigms that structure British imperial discourse produced a 

series of oppositional relationships —us and them, colonizer and colonized, black and 

white —intended to preserve Britons from “the horrors” of indigenous life.  British 

officials relegated indigenous cultures to the margins of colonial society in an ongoing 

attempt to preserve the racial and cultural “purity” prized within European culture.  The 

polarized models of imperial control not only separated, but elevated the British above 

their colonial subjects; in an era when “the monogamous patriarchal family, headed by a 

single, white father, was vaunted as a biological fact, natural, inevitable and right” 

(McClintock 56), native peoples were frequently categorized as children and, with 

respect to indigenous males, feminized to ensure their lowly status within the family of 

empire.  Imperialism employed a complex system of racial, cultural and linguistic 

signifiers to protect the colonizing European power from being “infected” by the 

indigenous traditions and beliefs  associated with an immoral and intellectually inferior 

people.  In this respect, imperialism was characterized both by overwhelming military 
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force and a deep-rooted fear on behalf of the colonizer that European society might be 

consumed by the native Other. 

 The postcolonial response to the cultural and intellectual models introduced and 

enforced by British imperialism has had a significant and positive impact on literary 

studies.  In marked contrast to imperial paradigms which separated colonizer from 

colonized, postcolonial criticism argues that cultures develop, not in isolation, but 

through mercantile trade as it created a market for intellectual and religious ideas.  

Celebrating cultural diversity over cultural purity, postcolonial theories of hybridity have 

successfully challenged many of the racial, national and gender-based prejudices inherent 

in imperial paradigms of power.  Postcolonial scholarship engenders increasingly diverse 

readings of established literary works by releasing them from the stifling political and 

cultural conservatism that typified literary attitudes throughout the colonial era.   Edward 

Said’s reading of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness in Culture and Imperialism, for example, 

reveals Conrad’s “two visions” of Africa: the first acknowledges imperialism “as pure 

dominance and land-grabbing” (29); the second refuses to “grant the natives their 

freedom” from European rule (29).  The practice of reading western literary texts through 

the lens of postcolonial theory confirms, however, the “universal” and “timeless” 

qualities historically attributed to English literature.  Postcolonial scholarship complicates 

traditional understandings of established literary works like Jane Austin’s Mansfield Park 

and Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre, but it also privileges western literature as a source of 

cultural as well as literary authority.  To date, postcolonial criticism has failed to progress 
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beyond the Eurocentric values and beliefs fostered by imperial discourse and has yet to 

produce a truly hybridized cultural, intellectual and artistic discourse. 

Reading the canon as an expression of literary accomplishment and cultural 

prestige, I argue that postcolonial writers’ attachment and engagement with the western 

canon affects the literary patrimony exploited by British imperialism and celebrated by 

critics like Harold Bloom and W.J. Bate.  In “Tradition and the Individual Talent” T.S. 

Eliot claims that “a new work of art . . . [affects] all the works of art which preceded it” 

(761); similarly, postcolonial contributions to English literature unsettle conventional 

perceptions of the canon as a literary and cultural lineage, one carefully passed from one 

generation of white, male authors to the next.  The conception of the “English” author has 

radically changed over the last thirty years as writers like Wole Soyinka, Ben Okri and 

Anita Desai enjoy increasingly prominent roles within the contemporary canon.  The 

intimate relationship between postcolonial writers and the canon challenges the emphasis 

on racial and cultural purity within western society and has important repercussions for 

future generations of authors and critics.  Today’s literary scholars must respond to the 

recent cultural shifts within the western canon as they represent an important step toward 

achieving the hybrid intellectual and cultural discourse championed by such prominent 

postcolonial scholars as Edward Said and Homi Bhabha.  Postcolonial theories of cultural 

hybridity cannot merely act as critical lenses through which to attribute new meaning to 

established literary works; rather, they must disrupt and displace the political, cultural 

and literary machinery that continues to guard the canon against “outside influences” 
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even as these “outside influences” become increasingly hard to distinguish from “inside” 

practices. 

As “[t]he greatest poet in our language” (Bloom, Anxiety of Influence 11), 

Shakespeare has assumed a prominent, if somewhat paradoxical role within postcolonial 

scholarship.  Many postcolonial writers —from Aimee Cesaire to Salman Rushdie —

appropriate Shakespeare’s work in their writing, frequently adapting Shakespeare’s plots 

and recasting his characters to reflect the racial and cultural realities that inform 

postcolonial society.  References to Shakespeare’s plays in postcolonial literature reflect 

the influence and scope of the British Empire during the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries; they also represent an attempt to undermine the binary paradigms that shape 

imperial discourse.  Contemporary readings of Shakespeare’s work by the likes of Ania 

Loomba, Martin Orkin and Thomas Cartelli undermine the racial and cultural stereotypes 

that plague traditional interpretations of Shakespeare’s cultural and racial others to 

humanize such traditional villains as Caliban, Othello and Shylock.  The Tempest and 

Othello, in particular,  provide vocabularies and models for understanding the complex 

cultural and linguistic paradigms which operate within British imperialism.  Prospero’s 

relationship with Caliban in The Tempest is commonly read as encapsulating the colonial 

encounter, while Othello’s predicament as a cultural and racial outsider within Venetian 

society is commonly used as a metaphor for the modern-day immigrant who is 

marginalized within western culture.  Postcolonial scholarship consequently locates 

Shakespeare’s work as an important source of meaning within a world in which cultures 

are increasingly viewed as interdependent. 
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While postcolonial criticism has expanded conventional interpretations of 

Shakespeare’s plays, it also tends to enhance Shakespeare’s reputation for literary 

greatness and prophetic wisdom.  “Shakespeare,” on the other hand, functions 

ambiguously within postcolonial criticism: Shakespeare’s plays help contemporary 

writers challenge imperial paradigms of power and articulate postcolonial realities; they 

also situate issues of cultural hybridity within the hegemonic structures postcolonial 

scholars seek to undermine.  Critics who argue that “Shakespeare” anticipates 

postcolonial concerns, affirm Shakespeare’s conventional reputation for “universal 

genius” and, subsequently, the prominent role of western authors and texts within literary 

studies.  Having provided a vocabulary for articulating the colonial encounter—the 

popular critical habit of referring to indigenous peoples as “Calibans,” for example—

Shakespeare’s plays threaten to monopolize postcolonial discourse.   Shakespeare’s work 

is not only the focus of much postcolonial criticism, it has agency and, consequently, the 

power to determine the direction of postcolonial studies.  In Repositioning Shakespeare, 

Thomas Cartelli emphasizes the need "to break the spell of The Tempest on contemporary 

West Indian writing” and to combat the play’s “monopoly on the available forms of 

postcolonial identity” (116).   “Shakespeare” both contributes to and infringes upon 

efforts to undo the imperial paradigms that removed indigenous peoples, values and 

learning to the peripheries of political and cultural discourse. 

Even within the narrow field of postcolonial autobiography, authors frequently 

acknowledge “Shakespeare” as an essential and irremovable part of an international 

literary consciousness.  In A Boarder Passage, the Egyptian critic, Leila Ahmed, 
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mentions hearing a tale that “was a version of the story I encountered years later as King 

Lear” (52).  Similarly, in his semi-autobiographical work, The Enigma of Arrival, V.S. 

Naipaul refers to King Lear as a favorite literary text and one intimately linked with the 

English countryside: 

Jack’s geese—developed a kind of historical life for me, something that went 
beyond the idea of medieval peasantry, old English country ways, and the drawings 
of geese in children’s books.  And when one year, longing for Shakespeare, longing 
to be put in touch with the early language, I returned to King Lear for the first time 
for more than twenty years, and read in Kent’s railings speech, “Goose, if I had you 
upon Sarum Plain, I’d drive ye cackling home to Camelot,” the words were quite 
clear to me.  Sarum Plain, Salisbury Plain: Camelot, Winchester—just twenty miles 
away.  And I felt that with the help of Jack’s geese—creatures with perhaps an 
antiquity in the droveway lands that Jack would not have guessed—I had arrived at 
an understanding of something in King Lear which, according to the editor of the 
text I read, commentators had found obscure. (18) 
 

Postcolonial autobiographers evoke “Shakespeare” as an important cite for self-discovery 

and reflection, while also inserting their unique personal histories into the Shakespeare 

canon.  Mauritius-born writer Marie-Therese Humbert uses Shakespeare’s The Tempest 

as background for her autobiography, A l’Autre Bout de Moi, and Sara Suleri alludes to 

Hamlet within her critically acclaimed autobiography, Meatless Days: “How oddly I 

thought of Mustakor when her birthday gift to me that year read, in the garbled white-on-

pink of homely Pakistani cables, ‘HAMLET COME HOME WRITE YOUR BOOK IT 

WASTES THE YEARS YOU WANDER STOP LOVE HORATIO STOP’” (72).1  

“Shakespeare” functions as a formidable literary talent as well as a site for self-discovery 

and personal meaning within postcolonial autobiography as it seeks to bridge the 

conventional divide between eastern and western cultures. 
                                                 
1 For more information on Humbert’s innovative rereading of The Tempest, see Francoise 
Lionnet’s Autobiographical Voices (25). 
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 While many postcolonial autobiographers refer to “Shakespeare” in meaningful 

ways within their personal histories, I find Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s allusions to 

Shakespeare’s plays particularly  fascinating because they inscribe their personal 

circumstances into the characters and events of Shakespeare’s plays in order to reconcile 

the familial, national and literary paternities they inherited from their fathers and which 

render all three authors out of place.  All three authors express deep resentment and 

frustration toward their fathers, who both loved them and tyrannized their families with 

their selfish demands.  Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s desire to comprehend their fathers’ 

personal and cultural legacies is complicated by each author’s decision to articulate his 

relationship with his father and his distant native culture, in terms of Shakespearean 

drama.  Shakespeare’s canonical authority reflects the imperial paradigms that identify 

Conrad, Ondaatje and Said as cultural outsiders and consequently threatens to 

marginalize  the indigenous  narratives that inform each author’s autobiography.  Conrad, 

Ondaatje and Said’s innovative uses of Shakespeare’s plays, however, prevent 

Shakespeare’s imperial legacy from compromising their ability to reconnect with their 

native cultures.  By inscribing their personal lives into the fictional lives of Shakespeare’s 

characters, Conrad, Ondaatje and Said displace the imperial narratives that inform 

Shakespeare’s reputation for unique literary excellence.  Working within the tradition of 

English letters, Conrad, Ondaatje and Said draw from the disparate cultural traditions that 

constitute their personal and professional identities to rethink Shakespeare’s function in 

the rapidly changing terrain of English literature. 
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 My thesis is organized into six chapters; the first three chapters outline the 

theoretical foundations of this study as it examines Shakespeare’s role within both 

postcolonial discourse and autobiography studies; the last three chapters examine the 

unique ways in which Conrad, Ondaatje and Said each use Shakespeare to acknowledge 

their competing cultural identities.  Chapter One delineates British imperial practices 

from postcolonial theories of cultural hybridity to present a framework through which to 

explore Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s fractured sense of national, literary and personal 

identity.  I establish how British colonial authority was maintained through a series of 

oppositional relationships that elevated the colonizer above the colonized and then 

discuss how postcolonial scholarship resists these relationships by defining diversity as a 

source of strength.  Chapter Two locates autobiography as a genre equally invested in 

historical and literary conventions and so explains my decision to read Conrad, Ondaatje 

and Said’s autobiographies through their use of Shakespearean allusion.  The ideas 

presented in Chapter’s One and Two are consolidated within Chapter Three, which then 

identifies “Shakespeare” as a social construction that has been created by a series of 

political, national and literary appropriations.   Specifically, I argue that “Shakespeare” 

functions as an important location of personal expression and self-discovery within 

English literature and as a powerful icon of British cultural imperialism.  Chapters Four, 

Five and Six investigate how Conrad, Ondaatje and Said evoke “Shakespeare” both to 

acknowledge and explain the conflicting familial, national, imperial and literary 

patrimonies that shaped their sense of self.  The last three chapters are arranged according 

to the order in which Conrad, Ondaatje and Said published their autobiographies: A 
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Personal Record (1912), Running in the Family (1982), and Out of Place (1999), 

respectively.  My readings of Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s autobiographies provide a 

nuanced understanding of each author’s struggle to establish himself within the academy 

of English letters, while asserting “Shakespeare” as a dynamic discursive space in which 

meaning is actively forged rather than merely discovered. 

The remainder of the introductory section examines the powerful personal and 

literary relationships that distinguish Conrad, Ondaatje and Said as writers who shared an 

acute sense of cultural alienation brought about by the politics of empire.  I argue that A 

Personal Record presents a thematic and structural framework through which to read 

Ondaatje and Said’s conflicted feelings of national loyalty as well as their ambiguous 

relationship to western literature.  All three writers had similar experiences as children 

growing-up under colonial occupation and, later, as authors determined to impact English 

literature. Despite significant biographical similarities between Conrad and his 

postcolonial successors -all three authors were the products of Europe’s vast empires-

Conrad’s relationship to imperial authority was more ambiguous than Ondaatje and 

Said’s clearly stated opposition to western hegemony.  As a white European, Conrad was 

not subject to the same racial and cultural stereotypes that ostracized Ondaatje and Said 

within western society; Conrad was, however, marginalized by a xenophobic British 

public and literary community who looked unfavorably on his Polish heritage.  Despite 

Conrad’s Eurocentric values and beliefs, I contend that his novels anticipate postcolonial 

concerns in ways that are developed within Ondaatje and Said’s fictional and critical 

works, respectively.  While Conrad’s assumptions regarding racial and cultural difference 
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frequently affirm imperial paradigms of power, novels like Heart of Darkness and Lord 

Jim unsettle Victorian assumptions regarding the moral integrity of European imperialism 

in ways that compliment Ondaatje and Said’s highly nuanced understanding of imperial 

rhetoric. 

Before I address the specific relationships between the three authors whose 

autobiographies constitute the main focus of this study, I wish to clarify my decision to 

categorize Conrad, Ondaatje and Said as authors living, not in exile, but as emigrants.  

External circumstances played a significant role in Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s leaving 

their native countries.  Conrad’s decision to go to sea was prompted by his sense of 

adventure, but also by the threat of compulsory conscription into the Russian army; 

Ondaatje and Said departed Sri Lanka and Palestine (and Egypt), respectively, to escape 

the political instability that emerged in the wake of British imperialism.  Ongoing 

military and civil unrest discouraged all three authors from returning to their native 

countries: Poland remained under Russian jurisdiction until 1918; longstanding racial and 

religious conflicts plunged Sri Lanka into civil war during the 1970s; Israel’s occupation 

of the West Bank in 1967 erased Palestine from the world map.  Conrad, Ondaatje and 

Said were, however, not prevented from returning to their native countries; they did not 

suffer “the age-old practice of banishment” from which exile originates (Said, Reflections 

181).  Just as “Joyce chose to be in exile” (Reflections 182; italics mine), the three 

authors in this study decided, albeit it under difficult circumstances, to remain in the 

West.   Thus, despite the fact that Conrad and Said are commonly discussed as exilic 
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writers, they are more accurately categorized as self-exiled or émigré authors who, like 

Ondaatje, came to accept the English-speaking world as their home.2 

Conrad, Ondaatje and Said were émigrés who inhabited similarly ambiguous 

cultural spaces.  Whereas the exile’s plight is anchored in traditional concepts of national 

sacrifice and loyalty—exile and nationalism are “opposites informing and constituting 

each other” (Reflections 176)–Conrad, Ondaatje and Said contended with competing 

cultural histories that prevented them from feeling at home in any one nation.  All three 

authors experienced “the crippling sorrow of estrangement” that Said describes as central 

to the exilic condition (Reflections 173); their complex cultural backgrounds and national 

loyalties resist, however, the feeling “of belonging in and to a place, a people, a heritage” 

that structures the exile’s circumstances (Reflections 176).  Like Conrad, whose status as 

“a Pole and an Englishman” “kept from him both a solid sense of identity and a fully 

satisfactory harmony” (Fiction of Autobiography viii,24), Ondaatje and Said struggled to 

reconcile the ideas, customs and values they inherited from their parents with their 

acquired western identities.  Said discusses his multi-cultural background in many of his 

political and literary essays; in “Identity, Authority, and Freedom” he writes, “I am a 

                                                 
2 Of the three authors in this study Conrad was the closest to living in exile.  Batchelor 
argues that “as the son of a political criminal Conrad could not safely live within the 
Russian state” (12) for fear of arrest and subsequent conscription in the Russian army.  
As a Russian subject, Conrad was obligated to enlist in the Russian army and defend the 
Russian Empire, even against Polish aggression.  Leo Gurko consequently heralds 
Conrad as a “Giant in Exile” and Said declares that “Conrad thought of himself as an 
exile from Poland” (Reflections 179).  In 1886, however, when Conrad was in the midst 
of his seafaring career, the Russian Ministry of Home Affairs released him as a Russian 
subject, allowing Conrad to return to Poland after he completed his last commission as an 
officer in the British Merchant Navy in 1894.  Instead, Conrad chose to visit Poland for 
brief periods in 1890, 1893 and, for a last time, with his family in 1914. 
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Palestinian Arab, and I am also an American.  This affords me an odd, not to say 

grotesque, double perspective” (Reflections 397).  Similarly, in Running in the Family 

Ondaatje describes himself as having to balance “the tropical landscape” of his youth 

with the “brittle air . . . searing and howling through the streets” beneath his present-day 

Toronto apartment (21).  Rather than diminish or devalue the difficulties each author 

faced by emigrating to the West, the terms “self-exile” and “self-imposed exile” allow for 

honest examinations of Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s personalities as their lives are 

defined by cultural plurality, not cultural purity. 

Conrad’s example helped focus and shape Ondaatje and Said’s personal and 

professional lives, a debt that both Ondaatje and Said openly acknowledged.  In a speech 

to The Association of Canadian Teachers in Japan, Ondaatje publicly identified himself 

with Conrad; he “compared his position” as a Sri Lankan émigré living in Canada “to that 

of Kazuo Ishigoro . . . [and] Joseph Conrad” who, despite being non-native speakers of 

English, made important contributions to British literature (Strong 14).  In Running in the 

Family, Ondaatje evokes Conrad as a Virgilian guide who can see through the chaos that 

characterized his parents’ volatile marriage: “My mother . . . walked into that darkness 

[of the Kadugannawa railway tunnel], finding him [Mervyn Ondaatje] and talking with 

him for over an hour and a half.  A moment only Conrad could have interpreted” (149).  

Ondaatje mentions Conrad in his Booker Prize winning novel, The English Patient, and 

in his 1995 poem “Elimination Dance” in which Ondaatje humorously advocates, 

“underlining suggestive phrases in the prefaces of Joseph Conrad” as potential 
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“techniques of seduction.”3  Like Ondaatje, Said was fascinated with Conrad’s life and 

works.  As an undergraduate at Harvard, Said was “hooked” on Conrad’s novels; Said 

describes himself as “so entranced, so captivated, by . . . [Conrad’s] world” that “I 

literally could not sleep” (Mallios 285,284).  In his 1998 essay “Between Worlds,” Said 

expresses a deep affinity for Conrad as a writer who faced challenges like his: “I have 

found myself over the years reading and writing about Conrad like a cantus firmus, a 

steady groundbass to much that I have experienced” (Reflections 555).  Conrad was the 

subject of Said’s dissertation (published as Joseph Conrad and the Fiction of 

Autobiography) and features prominently in such works as Beginnings, The World, the 

Text, and the Critic and Culture and Imperialism.  Ondaatje and Said’s mutual 

investment in Conrad’s life and work illustrates the intimate personal and professional 

connections between the three authors in this study, which, in turn, distinguish their 

approaches to the Shakespeare canon. 

What Said calls Conrad’s “extraordinary . . . sense of his own exilic marginality” 

(Culture 24) is reflected in Ondaatje and Said’s experiences as postcolonial authors 

writing against the grain of canonical English literature.  In “Between Worlds,” Said 

writes: 

[Conrad’s] life and work . . . typify the fate of the wanderer who becomes an 
accomplished writer in an acquired language, but can never shake off his sense of 
alienation from his new – that is, acquired – and, in Conrad’s rather special case, 
admired, home . . . the moment one enters his writing the aurora of dislocation, 
instability, and strangeness is unmistakable.  No one could represent the fate of lostness 
                                                 
3 The English Patient describes the “modest lectures given at the Geographical Society in 
London” as being delivered “by sunburned, exhausted men who, like Conrad’s sailors, 
are not too comfortable with the etiquette of taxis, the quick, flat wit of bus conductors” 
(133). 
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and disorientation better than he did, and no one was more ironic about the effort of 
trying to replace that condition with new arrangements and accommodations. (Reflections 
554) 
 
The “fate of lostness and disorientation” that Said identifies with Conrad is intimately 

associated with the politics of European colonialism.  Conrad’s life as a writer living in 

self-imposed exile was a byproduct of two of Europe’s mightiest empires: Conrad left 

Poland to escape the harsh realities of Russian occupation and settled in England after 

gaining lucrative employment in the British Merchant Marine, where he was charged 

with ensuring the safe passage of British goods to and from the colonies.  Discussing the 

“uprootedness and disorientation . . . of Conrad’s major characters,” GoGwilt argues that 

Conrad’s protagonists embody the “pain of dislocation imposed by imperialism” (120).  

Kurtz, Jim, Heyst and Marlow’s struggles to gain a secure footing within the hustle and 

bustle of empire echo Conrad’s attempts to understand the “undisciplined experience” 

(Fiction of Autobiography 4) of a life underwritten by the concerns of empire.  Like 

Ondaatje and Said who were raised in former British colonies and educated in British 

colonial schools, Conrad’s life was authored, at least in part, by the political realities of 

imperial Europe.  The “crushing isolation” and “world indifference” (Reflections 180) 

that characterizes Conrad’s work unites Conrad, Ondaatje and Said as cultural outsiders 

struggling to locate themselves within the divisive paradigms of colonial power. 

 Conrad’s experiences as a Pole living and working in Imperial Britain both 

compliment and contrast Ondaatje and Said’s situations as postcolonial authors whose 

assimilation into western culture was resisted by the binary paradigms used to distinguish 

colonizer from colonized.  Although all three authors’ childhoods were mired in colonial 
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oppression, Conrad was never directly affected by the racial and cultural stereotypes that 

categorized Ondaatje and Said as “savages” and “brutes.”  Conrad’s physical features and 

European values exempted him from “the imperial narrative that relegated . . . the 

colonized to the realm of the unrepresentable, the prehistoric, the Dark Continent” 

(McClintock 193-4).  Said describes how his early acquaintances and colleagues at 

Columbia considered him a “[p]eculiar creature” (Reflections 566); his accomplished 

piano playing and polite table manners evoked surprise from guests who presumed Said 

was not capable of cultural sophistication.  In Running in the Family Ondaatje describes 

the British as “racist[s]” (41) who “sacked” (81) Sri Lanka as if “she”—the island and her 

people —were incapable or, worse, unworthy of human feeling.  As a cultural outsider, 

Conrad was marginalized within English society, but never to the extent that he was 

considered less than human and forced to play Caliban to the all-powerful Prospero. 

 Unlike Ondaatje and Said, who evoke their disparate cultural heritages to 

challenge the imperial paradigms that separated colonizer from colonized, Conrad 

strongly identified himself with British society: “During the last two years of his life, 

Conrad’s frequent biographical and nationalistic apologies invariably represent Poland as 

the outpost of Western civilization, himself as a good old European, Poland’s history as 

one of the dedicated opposition to Panslavism and of kinship with France and England” 

(Fiction of Autobiography 81).  Conrad’s admiration for British culture did not contradict 

imperial assumptions regarding racial an cultural difference.  Whereas Conrad proudly 

defends his “faculty to write in English  . . . as natural” (v), Ondaatje and Said’s 

relationship to the English language reflects the historically antagonistic relationship 
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between East and West.  In Reflections on Exile Said claims that “[t]he worst part of my 

situation, which time has only exacerbated, has been the warring relationship between 

English and Arabic, something that Conrad had not had to deal with since his passage 

from Polish to English via French was effected entirely within Europe” (Reflections 558).  

Said’s comments could have been uttered by Ondaatje, who learned the “curling 

[Sinhalese] alphabet” in Sri Lanka’s “tropical classrooms,” but whose education at St. 

Thomas’ College Boy School emphasized the importance of English language and 

literature (83).  While Conrad moved “more or less within the same world” (Reflections 

556), Ondaatje and Said were subjected to the competing cultural standards embodied 

within imperial discourse as it privileges western culture above native customs, 

knowledge and beliefs. 

 The idea that Conrad moved within a single world (Europe), whereas Ondaatje 

and Said moved between worlds is true, but only to a certain extent; Conrad was not 

immune to the cultural prejudices fostered by imperial politics.  Conrad’s literary career 

was dogged by accusations that, as a Pole, he failed to master the English language.  In 

his review of Conrad’s A Set of Six in The Daily News, on August 10, 1908, the British 

literary critic Robert Lynd claimed that a “writer who ceases to see the world coloured by 

his own language . . . is apt to lose the concentration and intensity of vision without 

which the greatest literature cannot be made” (quoted in Najder, “Introduction” xiv).  

Lynd adds, “Mr. Conrad, without either country or language may be thought to have 

found a new patriotism for himself in the sea.  His vision of men, however, is the vision 

of a cosmopolitan, of a homeless person” (quoted in White 248).  Lynd’s comments 
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touched a nerve in Conrad, who never felt completely satisfied with his writing and was 

constantly frustrated by being stigmatized as a “Polish writer” of English novels.  

According to Said, Conrad lived like “a self-conscious foreigner writing of obscure 

experiences in an alien language” (Fiction of Autobiography 63,4).  In a letter to Edward 

Garnett (1907) Conrad complains, “I’ve been so cried up of late as a sort of freak, an 

amazing bloody foreigner writing in English” (quoted in GoGwilt 145).  Denied access to 

Britain’s intelligentsia and struggling against great odds both to feed his family and make 

his mark on English literature, Conrad experienced a kind of exile in England, one not 

altogether different from Ondaatje and Said’s experiences navigating the imperial 

trappings of western culture. 

 Conrad’s description of Yanko in “Amy Foster” suggests his own feelings of 

isolation within a British society that subjected him to prejudices similar to those used to 

subjugate indigenous populations throughout the British Empire.4  Although Kennedy, 

Conrad’s sympathetic narrator, identifies Yanko as a European, he frames Yanko’s 

personality in terms of colonial stereotypes.  Kennedy refers to Yanko as “a woodland 

creature” and comments that Yanko’s “broken English . . . resembled curiously the 

                                                 
4 Despite Leo Gurko’s claim that “the vaguely drawn aristocrat in ‘Prince Roman’” is the 
“single Pole” (179) in Conrad’s work (a claim supported by Batchelor [page 2]), Conrad 
in “Amy Foster” suggests that Yanko is of Polish decent.  Although Conrad never 
specifies Yanko’s country of origin–Yanko is referred to as a Central European–Yanko’s 
Polish nationality is indicated by his acquired surname, “Goorall.”  Kennedy describes 
how when Yanko first arrived in England he repeatedly uttered the word “goorall,” so 
that the villagers eventually assumed that “Goorall” was Yanko’s surname.  Conrad later 
reveals, however, that Yanko’s use of the word “goorall” to identify himself as a 
“mountaineer.”  The fact that “goral” is Polish for mountaineer suggests that “Amy 
Foster” is a semi-autobiographical story that represents Conrad’s difficulties assimilating 
to life in rural England (http://www.poltran.com). 
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speech of a young child” (316) to suggest Yanko’s animalistic and infant-like nature, two 

traits the British commonly associated with the natives of Asia and Africa.  Mr. Swaffer’s 

suspicion that Yanko is a “Hindoo” associates Yanko with the colonized people of India 

to suggest that British conceptions of race were not bound by skin color: “Now tell me, 

doctor-you’ve been all over the world-don’t you think that’s a bit of a Hindoo we’ve got 

hold of here?” (325).  Kennedy’s description of Yanko implies that cultural difference, 

even within the relatively safe arena of white, Christian Europe, was used to marginalize 

people within British society.  To the extent that we can read Yanko’s treatment by the 

simple-minded English villagers as indicative of Conrad’s situation within Victorian 

Britain, “Amy Foster” intimates that Conrad, like Ondaatje and Said, was a victim of 

British imperial bigotry.  

Conrad’s novels reflect his conflicted feelings toward British imperialism as a 

source of both pride and frustration within his own life.  In his last official interview, Said 

remarks, “I don’t know a better, more encyclopedic description of the world from which I 

came than is provided by Conrad’s novels.  That is to say: the world of empire, the world 

of British empire, the aftermath of empire, the struggle with and against empire” (Mallios 

289).  Conrad’s travels to remote outposts of empire like the Belgian Congo and Dutch 

Indonesia oriented him to the brutal injustices and make-shift grandeur of Europe’s 

overseas colonies.  At the same time, however, Conrad’s novels at times seem to express 

support for British imperialism as it ensured that “some real work . . . [was] done” 

throughout the Empire (Heart of Darkness 24).  Noting Conrad’s ambivalent attitude 

toward British imperialism, Benita Parry describes Heart of Darkness as “a fiction in 
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touch with and alienated from the consciousness and unconsciousness of imperialism” 

(132).  Discussing Nostromo, Said observes, “Conrad was both an anti-imperialist and an 

imperialist – progressive when it came to rendering the self-confirming, self-deluding 

corruption of the West’s colonial drive; reactionary in his inability to imagine that 

Costaguana could ever have had a meaningful existence of its own, which the imperialists 

had violently disturbed” (Reflections 278).  Conrad’s familiarity with the geographical 

and cultural landscapes of Europe’s vast overseas empires ensures his prominent position 

within postcolonial scholarship; his at times sympathetic identification with British 

imperial attitudes, however, distinguishes Conrad’s work from Ondaatje and Said’s more 

contemporary literary and critical engagements with British colonialism. 

Leo Gurko remarks that Conrad “had an acute distaste for colonial imperialism 

and distrusted the power of purely material interests” (29).  The tragic loss of both of his 

parents during his childhood exposed Conrad to the cruelties of colonial occupation at an 

early age, whereas his experiences as a sailor provided him with “no illusions about 

imperialist violence” (Brantlinger 278).  Lord Jim, Victory and, most famously, Heart of 

Darkness critique the excesses of European colonialism that Conrad witnessed while 

journeying abroad.  Jim and Heyst meet their deaths attempting to construct one-man 

colonies on remote indigenous islands, whereas Marlow’s adventure into the “heart of 

darkness” reveals the “decaying machinery” of empire (30).  In Heart of Darkness, 

Marlow overtly acknowledges the injustices and cruelties of colonial occupation: “The 

conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a 

different complexion or slightly flatter nose than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you 
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look into it too much” (21).  Marlow’s keen sense of irony—“It was just a hole.  It might 

have been connected with the philanthropic desire of giving the criminals something to 

do”—and compassion for the “unhappy savages” (30) distinguishes him from the bloody 

mindedness that characterizes his Belgian employers (31).  In this respect, Conrad’s 

condemnation of European colonial practices as cruel and exploitative aligns him with 

contemporary postcolonial attitudes, which denounce the violence inherent in the colonial 

encounter. 

Marlow’s comments regarding the unjust nature of European imperialism are 

supported by the haunting imagery that pervades Conrad’s prose narratives.  From Kurtz 

who “rose, unsteady . . . like a vapour exhaled by the earth” (82) to “the silent Wang” 

(290) in Victory, Conrad’s novels convey an illusive world that is both fantastic and 

sinister.  Just as the “smooth surface of the sea” (62) in Lord Jim proves deceptively 

reassuring to the crew of the Patna, Conrad’s plots barely contain the morbid uncertainty 

that lurks beneath the confident exterior of Europe’s vast imperial empires.  Stein’s 

“horrible miniature monsters, looking malevolent in death and immobility” (192) and the 

“yawning grave” made by Patusan’s mountains signify an evil similar to the “black and 

incomprehensible frenzy” (51) that Marlow encounters in the Congo.  Miller’s discussion 

of the apocalyptic qualities of Heart of Darkness leads him to observe that “[t]he 

darkness enters into every gesture of enlightenment to enfeeble it, to hollow it out, to 

corrupt it and thereby to turn its reason into unreason” (218).  The desperation and futility 

that characterizes Kurt’s miniature colony in the Congo, Jim’s “lost honor” (44) and 

Heyst’s suicide suggest that Europe’s empires were not monoliths of security and power, 
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but superficial illusions of cultural superiority that disguised the moral bankruptcy of a 

materialistic western culture. 

 Most postcolonial critics acknowledge Conrad’s insights into the corrupt nature of 

European colonialism, but they are also quick to critique the “uncompromising 

Eurocentric vision” (Said, Freud 26) that surfaces within Conrad’s “critiques” of empire.  

In his discussion of racism in Conrad’s “famous book of European fiction,” Chinua 

Achebe argues that “Heart of Darkness projects the image of Africa as ‘the other world,’ 

the antithesis of Europe and therefore of civilization, a place where man's vaunted 

intelligence and refinement are finally mocked by triumphant bestiality” (3).  More 

contemporary discussions of Conrad’s work complicate Achebe’s infamous charge that 

“Conrad was a bloody racist” (9).  Despite acknowledging that “Heart of Darkness 

subverts imperialism’s claim to be the agent of universal progress,” Benita Parry 

maintains that the “symbiotic relationship between the baseness of imperialism’s agents 

and the moral dangers emanating from the land” makes it impossible for “the book’s 

racist idiom . . . [to] be overlooked or wished away” (132,136,133).  In a related 

discussion of Nostromo, Parry argues that Conrad’s “disdain for Spanish colonialism and 

modern imperialism is matched by a negative perception of those seeking its overthrow” 

(146).  Parry argues that Conrad was unable or unwilling to challenge the racial and 

cultural stereotypes perpetuated by European imperialism.  Said concurs: “Conrad’s 

tragic limitation is that even though he could see clearly that on one level imperialism 

was essentially pure dominance and land-grabbing, he could not then conclude that 

imperialism had to end so that ‘natives’ could lead lives free from European domination . 
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. . Conrad could not grant the natives their freedom, despite his severe critique of the 

imperialism that enslaved them” (Culture 30).  The “horror” that underlies the sepulcher 

city and the export of ivory from the Congolese jungle complicates imperial notions of 

“whiteness,” while leaving conventional notions of “blackness” intact.  Far from 

announcing “the end of Western civilization, or of Western imperialism, the reversal of 

idealism into savagery” (Miller 218), Heart of Darkness, as it represents Conrad’s most 

pronounced engagement with colonialism, perpetuates imperial assumptions regarding 

race and culture that Ondaatje and Said oppose in their writings. 

 Conrad’s assumptions regarding the marginality of indigenous cultures limit his 

contribution to postcolonial studies, yet the ambiguous nature of his writing functions as 

an important critique of the conventionally linear narratives of imperial progress.  

Marlow’s yarns meander between events and ideas without an explicit purpose: “to him 

the meaning of an episode was not inside like a kernel but outside, enveloping the tale 

which brought it out only as a glow brings out a haze, in the likeness of one of these 

misty halos that sometimes are made visible by the spectral illumination of moonshine” 

(Heart of Darkness 20).  In marked contrast to the disciplined order characteristic of 

imperial discourse, Marlow’s circuitous stories “frustrate the part of us craving certainty” 

(Friedman 139).  Marlow’s journey into the Congo is compelled by a fascination with 

Kurtz that is never fully explained; his fear of “striving after something altogether 

without substance” is realized as Kurtz is described as a “Shadow” and “A voice! a 

voice!” (63,82,85).  Marlow is similarly evasive in Lord Jim.  Jim only “seems” to have 

jumped from the Patna; his leap into the “everlasting deep” is the act of another man, a 
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man who is already dead and who is identified as “George” (124,125).  Conrad’s later 

novels also complicate “the consensual consciousness of the upward development in 

history exemplified and implemented by the nation-states of Europe and North America” 

(Parry 139).  Parry argues that Nostromo “follow[s] an errant path that circumvents the 

constraints of sequence and refuses the demand of imperialist ideology to map an 

itinerary of orderly ascent and splendid achievement” (139).  Conrad’s novels disrupt the 

myth of imperial progress and anticipate Ondaatje and Said’s critiques of the binary 

paradigms which facilitated European colonialism. 

Conrad’s work is made “subversive” (Freud 20) by the deceptive nature of 

Marlow’s inconclusive tales of adventure on the high seas.  Contrary to Miller’s claim 

that “Conrad speaks through Marlow to us” (213), Marlow is an unreliable narrator 

whose monologues frequently develop beyond his abilities as a storyteller.  Marlow’s 

narration “undercuts as it affirms” (Miller 216), but not always according to Marlow’s 

volition.  His hasty character judgments—“I would have trusted the deck to that 

youngster [Jim] on the strength of a single glance, and gone to sleep with both eyes—

and, by Jove! it wouldn’t have been safe” (Lord Jim 72)—reduce Marlow’s narratives to 

a series of superficial observations, which refuse to yield a single, definitive truth.  In 

Heart of Darkness, Marlow “respects” the chief accountant’s “starched collar, white cuffs 

. . . light alpaca jacket, snowy trousers . . . clean necktie, and varnish boots,” but also 

recognizes that the accountant’s servant “distastes” laundry work (Heart of Darkness 32).  

The “large shiny map, marked with all the colours of the rainbow” (24) in the company 

headquarters in Brussels and the “gleam[ing] . . . flat surfaces” (91) in the Intended’s 
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drawing room, convey a sense of grandeur that contrasts with the abuses, waste and 

“horror” that Marlow observes in the African Congo.  Similarly, Marlow’s flattering 

descriptions of “Tuan” Jim and “that wonderful man, Mr. Stein” (205) in Lord Jim 

obscure the fact that Jim is a coward and Stein an obsessive collector and death bringer 

who drifts eerily amongst his “catacombs of beetles” (192).  Said argues that novels like 

Heart of Darkness “encourage[e] us to sense the potential of a reality that seemed 

inaccessible to imperialism, just beyond its control, and that only well after Conrad’s 

death in 1924 acquired a substantial presence” (Culture 29).  Marlow’s ambiguous 

narratives allow multiple perspectives to reside in and inform the same discursive space; 

they suggest readings of empire alternative to those authorized within imperial’s narrow 

vision of success. 

The fantastic qualities of Conrad’s work combine with Marlow’s evasive story-

telling techniques to create a “slippage” within Conrad’s novels that undermines the strict 

geographical, racial and cultural divisions within imperial discourse.  The gloom that 

surrounds the Nellie in Heart of Darkness suggests that London continues to be “one of 

the dark places on the earth” (19) and consequently conflates England with Africa, the 

barbaric past with the imperial present.  London appears as a hell that is indistinguishable 

from the “monstrous” Congo and the “the barren darkness of his [Kurtz’s] heart” (51,85); 

it is a “monstrous town” enveloped in “a mournful gloom” and the “flames” of an 

oncoming sunset (19,17,21).  Conrad’s imagery muddies the traditional relationship 

between white and black as it symbolizes the difference between good and evil, and 

colonizer and colonized within imperial discourse.  Parry argues that “[s]uch inversions 
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of received usage and deliberated disturbance of established significations serve to 

alienate the inflated language of imperialist rhetoric” (136).  Even in “Amy Foster,” a 

story set in rural Britain, Conrad obscures the conventional distinction between the 

British and their colonial subjects.  Kennedy’s compassionate account of Yanko’s first 

impressions of England implies that “civilization” is a function of personal and cultural 

perspective: “for him, who knew nothing of the earth, England was an undiscovered 

country . . . for all I know he might have expected to find wild beasts or wild men here” 

(316).  Yanko’s England, like Rhodes’ South Africa or Livingston’s Ethiopia, is “wild” 

precisely because it is unfamiliar: “There was nothing here the same as in his country!  

There earth and the water were different; there were no images of the Redeemer by the 

roadside.  The very grass was different, and the trees” (327).  Thus, Conrad manipulates 

the imagery and vocabulary of colonial conquest—black verses white, advanced verses 

“prehistoric” (Heart of Darkness 51), civilized verses amoral—to undermine “the very 

idea of empire” itself (Culture 29).  He collapses the binary relationships inherent in 

colonial discourse to suggest that European imperialism is an inherently unstable system 

of outdated linguistic and cultural signifiers. 

Conrad’s perception of empire as a superficial display of power whose categories 

and standards are impossible to uphold both within and outside of Europe is shared by 

Ondaatje whose novel, The English Patient, exposes the contradictory impulses 

embodied within imperial discourse.  Set in the aftermath of the Second World War, The 

English Patient overtly mimics the illusive qualities of Conrad’s fiction; meaning is 

encrypted within a series of free-floating surfaces or impressions.  Kip, the Indian sapper, 
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implicates Britain in the atrocities Marlow chronicles in his voyage up the Congo River: 

“When you start bombing the brown races of the world, you’re an Englishman.  You had 

King Leopold of Belgium and now you have fucking Harry Truman of the USA.  You all 

learned it from the English” (286).  Kip’s anti-imperial outbursts are encompassed within 

the figure of the English patient whose deceptive identity is reminiscent of Conrad’s 

protagonists.  The English patient’s invalid body is a metaphor for the fragile state of the 

British Empire in the aftermath of a war which signaled the end of European imperialism; 

his scholarly authority—his copy of Herodotus, his quoting from Kipling and his intimate 

geographical and historical knowledge of North Africa’s deserts—only partly masks the 

collapse of British colonial control and the tragic history of violence that underlies the 

romantic themes of Ondaatje’s novel. 

The English patient embodies a series of contrasting impressions that are 

ultimately not anchored in a comprehensive national discourse; his radically transformed 

appearance resists traditional signifiers of imperial authority as they represent a polarized 

view of cultural and racial identity.  A burn victim, the English patient’s “tarred black” 

(96) skin associates him with both the nomadic Bedouin who save him from the airplane 

wreck and Kip whose turban and “dark skin” (100) distinguish him from his fellow 

British officers.  The English patient’s aristocratic demeanor as he lies “reposed in his 

bed like a king” (14) is, however, stereotypically British.  The revelation that the English 

patient is an Austrian spy named Count Ladislaus de Almasy complicates colonial and 

postcolonial arguments that identify skin color as the essential sign of otherness by 

suggesting that “Englishness” is not a guaranteed biological right, but a cultural contract 
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that can be entered into by European enemies (Almasy) and colonial subjects (Kip) alike.  

Just as “all of Europe contributed to the making of Kurtz” (66), Almasy is the product of 

multiple cultural narratives which undermine conventional ideas regarding national 

identity.  Labeled “the English spy” (165) by the British in Cairo, Almasy is Austro-

Hungarian by birth, was schooled in England, and “went with the Germans” during the 

Second World War (164).  Almasy’s “black body” (3) and disparate national loyalties 

defy historical conceptions of race and nation as they authorized colonial rule and 

affected Ondaatje’s childhood. 

Of the many the critical works referred to in this thesis, Said’s work represents the 

most determined effort to expose the injustices committed in the name of empire and to 

undermine the prejudices that fueled European imperial expansion into the twentieth 

century. The English Patient’s claim “to hate nations” (138) could have been uttered by 

Said, whose work is primarily concerned to reveal how Europe’s intellectual traditions 

are framed by imperial concerns.  Orientalism, Said’s pioneering postcolonial study, 

attempts to recover the Orient from myths fabricated by European intellectuals and 

artists: “the Orient is an idea that has a history and a tradition of thought, imagery, and 

vocabulary that have given it reality and presence in and for the West” (5).  Said argues 

that the Orient was an “intellectual and imaginative territory” (15), one was conceived to 

extend Britain and France’s “intellectual authority” (19) throughout the Middle East and 

Asia.  Said’s major publications explore how, despite claims of scientific objectivity and 

political neutrality, European scholarship is implicated within Europe’s imperial agenda: 

“When a French or German scholar tried to identify the main characteristics of, for 
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instance, the Chinese mind, the work was only partly intended to do that; it was also 

intended to show how different the Chinese mind was from the Western mind” 

(Reflections 376).  Similarly, Said’s concept of “contrapuntal reading” (Power 211) 

uncovers the colonial underpinnings of the practice and study of English literature.  

Interpreting major works of art like Austen’s Mansfield Park, Conrad’s Heart of 

Darkness and Verdi’s Aida through the perspective of the colonized, Said undermines the 

oppositional relationships embodied within imperial discourse to facilitate “the enabling 

conditions of a decolonizing critique” (Power 211).  Although Said’s writing is critical as 

opposed to fictional, his scholarship reflects the themes of deception and illusion found in 

Conrad and Ondaatje’s novels. 

Ondaatje and Said’s more contemporary engagements with colonial authority 

elaborate on the themes of concealment and ambiguity present in novels like Heart of 

Darkness and Lord Jim, and exacerbate Conrad’s skepticism concerning the moral claims 

of Europe’s civilizing mission in the colonies.  Conrad was also “a creature of his time” 

(Culture 30), one whose sense of self-worth was closely affiliated with British 

imperialism as it provided him with a respectable career within the British Merchant 

Marine and, more importantly, a means of escaping the miseries that distorted his 

childhood.  Conrad’s work lacks the clear convictions expressed in Ondaatje and Said’s 

writings on empire; his novels fail to address the racism and cultural prejudices which 

defined the colonial encounter and fueled Europe’s insatiable desire for territorial 

conquest. Conrad’s prose fiction complicates, however, the binary oppositions that 
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facilitated British imperial expansion and control, and offers an essential critique of the 

cultural purity emphasized within patriarchal cultures. 
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Emasculating Imperial Binaries 
 

Among the many evils of foreign rule . . . this blighting imposition of a foreign 
medium upon the youth of the country will be counted by history as one of the 
greatest.  It has sapped the energy of the nation, it has shortened the lives of the 
pupils.  It has estranged them from the masses.  It has made education 
unnecessarily expensive.  If this process is still persisted in, it bids fair to rob the 
nation of its soul. 

Mahatma Gandhi, Evil Wrought by the English Medium, 9 
 

 This chapter situates Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s attempts to unite their 

multifaceted cultural identities in terms of postcolonial efforts to undermine imperial 

constructions of western literature.  As the term “postcolonial” implies, contemporary 

challenges to western hegemony attempt to destabilize the political and cultural attitudes 

of colonial Europe: “the present is always past and . . . the postcolonial contains the 

colonial in many senses” (Hart 149).  I have organized this chapter into two sections: the 

first traces how British imperialism “effectively consigned the native to a subservient 

position” (Mangan 21); the second addresses postcolonial resistance to the binary models 

of imperial discourse.  I critique the development of language and literary education as 

instruments of colonial oppression, and examine how the imperial curriculum fostered 

native dependency on British cultural values and institutions from the mid-nineteenth 

century onwards.  Paternalistic imperial policies and practices undermined native 

traditions and beliefs in order to coerce indigenous people into internalizing the racial and 

cultural prejudices that underlined European society.  The second half of my argument 

situates the nationalist response to European colonialism as a foil to current postcolonial 

ideas regarding the integrated nature of all major world cultures; “Third World” 

nationalisms failed to embrace difference as a source of strength and so perpetuated the 
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binary paradigms of imperial control.5 In contrast, postcolonial theories of hybridity 

undermine conventional ideas of nationhood and expand the prescriptive nature of 

literary criticism and production.  Postcolonial scholarship facilitates democratic 

understandings of collective and personal identity, but it remains vulnerable to the 

imperial hegemonies it seeks to displace. 

Before discussing British imperialism and its relationship to postcolonial theory, I 

wish to clarify my use of certain scholarly terms whose meanings have been obscured 

through popular use.  The words “imperial” and “colonial” are used repeatedly and often 

interchangeably throughout this study, but not without respect for their different 

definitions.  Whereas imperialism connotes “an ideological concept which upholds the 

legitimacy of the economic and military control of one nation by another,” colonialism is 

“one form of practice which results from the ideology of imperialism, and specifically 

concerns the settlement of one group of people in a new location” (McLeod 7).  In this 

context, Said’s definition of imperialism as “an act of geographical violence through 

which virtually every space in the world is explored, charted, and finally brought under 

control” (“Yeats and Decolonization” 77) is more applicable to colonialism than it is to 

imperialism.  “Imperialism” and “colonialism” both denote, however, aggressive systems 

of economic and cultural control.  While colonialism has a more tangible application than 

imperialism, both political systems were employed by European nations to subordinate 

indigenous peoples to western political and economic interests.  Furthermore, I use the 

                                                 
5 I use the italicized term “difference” to imply the cultural, political, economic and racial 
differences that characterize the West’s conventional relationship to less developed 
countries within Asia, Africa and South America. 
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hyphenated term “post-colonial” in its literal sense, “after colonialism,” whereas I use 

“postcolonial” to refer to the critical and artistic movement that seeks to undo the binary 

categories of European thought.  Martin Orkin comments that the term “postcolonial” 

suggests “a non site specific, if well-intentioned generalized sympathy with struggles for 

racial and social self-definition” (187).  For my purposes, however, the term 

“postcolonial” specifically refers to the use of theories of cultural hybridity to undermine 

the “us/ them” opposition that constituted “the hallmark of imperialist cultures” (Said, 

Culture xxv).  The terms “postcolonial” and “hybridity” are employed throughout this 

study to refer to academic models that oppose the West’s central role within 

contemporary cultural and intellectual discourse. 

British Imperialism as Internalized Control 
 

Christian missionary organizations were the first groups to establish schools in 

India through the auspices of the British East India Company.  Of the many missionaries 

who traveled to India, “the Clapham evangelist” (Raina 273), Charles Grant, was the 

most influential.  Grant arrived in Bengal in 1767 and quickly became a critic of the East 

India Company’s exploitative policies.  Grant was Chairman of the East India Company, 

but his “intense disenchantment with British avarice” (Viswanathan 26) convinced him 

that British imperialism could only be justified on religious grounds: 

The true cure of darkness, is the introduction of light.  The Hindoos err, because 
they are ignorant; and their errors have never fairly been laid before them.  The 
communication of our light and knowledge to them, would prove the best remedy 
for their disorders; and this remedy is proposed, from a full conviction, that if 
judiciously and patiently applied, it would have great and happy effects upon them, 
effects honourable and advantageous for us. (Observations on the Sate of Society 
among the Asiatic Subjects of Great Britain 83) 
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Grant promoted the English language as an essential tool of religious conversion: “With 

our language, much of our useful literature might, and would, in time, be communicated . 

. . the general mass of their [native Indians’] opinions would be rectified; and above all, 

they would see a better system of principles and morals” (86).  Until his death in 1823, 

Grant, along with William Wilberforce, worked tirelessly to convert native Indians to 

Protestantism; he founded several religious schools throughout Bengal and lobbied 

Parliament to lend greater financial support to missionary education.  Grant failed to 

realize his “dream of an evangelical system of mission education conducted 

uncompromisingly in the English language” (Bhabha 87), but he succeeded in forcing the 

British government to justify imperial expansion in terms of moral reform as well as 

economic prosperity. 

 Parliament was receptive to missionary arguments “that British domination was 

robbed of all justification if no efforts were made to reform native morals” (Viswanathan 

36), but it also considered missionary activity a destabilizing force in the colonies.  

British Members of Parliament were wary of inciting violence in regions that had only 

recently come under British control: “British policy for much of the [eighteenth] century 

was tempered by fear of popular discontent” (De Silva 164).   Religion provided a 

convenient excuse for the exploitive nature of British imperialist policies, but it also 

threatened to jeopardize British commercial interests in the Indian Sub-continent.  In The 

British Overseas, Charles Carrington notes that “[w]hen the charter of the East India 

Company had come before the House of Commons for renewal in 1793 an effort had 

been made by Wilberforce to authorize the foundation of Protestant missions to India, but 
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in vain.  The interest of the Company was opposed to any such disturbing factor” (426).  

Britain’s early approach to ruling India was defined by two competing interests: Grant’s 

missionaries identified British imperialism with religious conversion, whereas the British 

government adopted a policy of religious neutrality in order to avoid an Indian mutiny on 

the grounds of religious infringement. 

While missionary organizations conceived of education in strictly religious terms, 

the government’s position on colonial education emerged out of two distinct schools of 

thought: Orientalism and Anglicism.  Britain’s first governor-general of India, Warren 

Hastings (1773-85), adopted an Orientalist approach to education, which emphasized the 

importance of learning ancient Indian history as well as Sanskrit and Arabic.  Hastings 

encouraged local involvement in the running of government schools and personally 

funded the building of a madrasa in Calcutta which patronized traditional Islamic 

learning (Zastoupil and Moir 73).  During Hastings’ tenure as governor-general “the 

prevailing philosophy was that one governed India by becoming familiar with it and by 

modifying its existing institutions rather than by subjecting them to root-and-branch 

transformations” (Rajan 190).  Hastings supported local requests for Muslin and Hindu 

schools, but he also saw education as a means of consolidating British power on the 

Indian sub-continent.  Hastings’ attitude was that “the British government was to function 

as a paternal protectorate governing India not by direct rule (that is, through the force of 

British law) but through various local functionaries” (Viswanathan 33).  By the 1820s, 

however, Orientalism’s initial rapture with ancient Eastern cultures had turned to 

cynicism and snobbery (Viswanathan 40).  Hastings’ policies were increasingly 
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disparaged by proponents of Anglicism, such as Lord Thomas Babington Macaulay and 

his son-in-law, Charles Trevelyan, who argued for “the English language . . . [as a] 

powerful instrument of native improvement” (Trevelyan 165) and an end to the policies 

of non-interference championed by Orientalism. 

A vocal proponent of Anglicism, Macaulay had a seminal effect on the imperial 

curriculum.  Macaulay arrived in India in 1834 at the behest of William Bentinck, the 

governor-general of India (1828-35), and assumed a position on the governor-general’s 

council.  A little over a year after arriving in India, Macaulay returned to England to 

petition the government for an immediate end to the Orientalist practices introduced by 

Hastings at the turn of the nineteenth century.  Presented before Parliament on February 

2, 1835, Macaulay’s “Minute on Indian Education” demanded that the British 

government cease sponsoring the printing of Arabic and Sanskrit textbooks, and that it 

close Sanskrit College and the madras in Calcutta (164).   Macaulay argued that Arabic 

and Hindu be replaced by English, the study of which he saw as essential to reforming 

Indian society: “of all foreign tongues, the English tongue is that which would be the 

most useful to our native subjects” (166).  Championing “[t]he intrinsic superiority of 

western literature” (165), Macaulay claimed that Indian students who speak English 

would have “ready access to . . . vast intellectual wealth” (166).  Macaulay imagined the 

English language reforming Indian society in the much the same way that the 

reemergence of ancient Greek and Roman texts during the fifteenth century encouraged a 

“great revival of letters” in Europe (166).  He maintained that English “stands pre-

eminent even among the languages of the west” and that “[i]t abounds with works of 
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imagination not inferior to the best which Greece has bequeathed to us” (166).  

Macaulay’s minute perceived Britain as a benevolent patriarch charged with “ordering” 

and “improving” an intellectually and morally inferior people 

The official response to Macaulay’s call for English to be taught in colonial 

schools was immediate.  Britain’s increasingly secure position as an imperial power 

fueled popular support for Macaulay’s minute and encouraged Britain to assert its 

influence over its colonial subjects: 

in the nineteenth century . . . British paramountcy in the subcontinent became 
apparent.  Confident in the supremacy of British power, culture and religion, those 
who held this new imperial vision were far less concerned with reconciliation than 
with importing into India what was deemed to be the superior institutions, ideas 
and faith of Britain.  Secure in the belief that they had much to teach, and little to 
learn from India, the proponents of this new imperialism quite naturally challenged 
. . . the former governor-general’s goal of educating both rulers and ruled through a 
revival of the classical languages and literature of South Asia. (Zastoupil and Moir, 
The Great Indian Education Debate 5) 
 

The 1835 English Education Act of William Bentinck required Indians to study English 

language and literature (Zastoupil and Moir 194).  Bentinck’s ruling reads: “His Lordship 

in Council is of opinion that the great object of the British government ought to be the 

promotion of European literature and science among the natives of India, and that all the 

funds appropriated for the purpose of education would be best employed on English 

education alone” (195).  Thus, Macaulay facilitated “the most profoundly influential 

single decision in the whole history of British rule in India” (Trivedi 11).  Although 

Orientalism enjoyed parliamentary support throughout the nineteenth century, it was only 

mildly successful at tempering Anglicist demands that English be the official language of 

empire.  After 1835 English language and literature became commonplace within the 
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imperial curriculum and were used to impose moral and intellectual reforms on 

indigenous peoples throughout the Empire. 

While the immediate success of Macaulay’s minute was due to Britain’s 

increasingly secure position as a leading world power throughout the nineteenth century, 

the long-term impact of Macaulay’s views on colonial education was ensured by the 

tireless efforts of Charles Trevelyan.  Trevelyan was appointed to the General Committee 

of Public Instruction in 1833 and believed, like Grant before him, that English was 

essential to Britain’s “mission to Christianize South Asia” (Zastoupil and Moir 26).  An 

expert on colonial education, Trevelyan engineered much of Macaulay’s minute and 

promoted Anglicism’s position on colonial education even after Bentinck ruled in favor 

of Anglicist policies in 1835 (Zastoupil and Moir 173).  In On the Education of the 

People of India (1838), Trevelyan argues that “[t]he study of English . . . and with it the 

knowledge of the learning of the west . . . is the first stage in the process by which India 

is to be enlightened” (23).  Unlike Macaulay, Trevelyan celebrated literature as a means 

of introducing the Indian people to Christian morality and beliefs, but he also emphasized 

the practical benefits of teaching English in colonial schools.  Claiming that Anglicism 

would provide “the state . . . with a supply of able servants,” Trevelyan maintained that 

English education “would ensure the moral and intellectual emancipation of the people of 

India, and would render them at once attached to our rule and worthy of our alliance” 

(5,205).  Macaulay’s self-described “great revolution” (quoted in Clive 426) was 

consequently a joint effort; Macaulay’s vision of “a class of persons, Indian in blood and 

colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect” (171) was shared by 
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both Bentinck and Trevelyan, who, in addition to Macaulay, were instrumental in 

molding the imperial curriculum to reflect Anglicist concerns. 

Macaulay and Trevelyan’s Anglicist treaties symbolize a turning point in British 

colonial education and British attitudes toward cultural difference.  Macaulay’s minute 

represents a volatile mixture of oratory brilliance and conventional prejudice to reveal 

Macaulay’s deep disdain for the native people of India.  Despite admitting to having “no 

knowledge of either Sanscrit or Arabic” and little “local experience” with Indian culture 

and language, Macaulay disparages Indian vernaculars: “the dialects commonly spoken 

among the natives . . . contain neither literary nor scientific information” (165,168,165).   

Describing Indian “dialects” as “poor and rude,” Macaulay infamously comments that “a 

single shelf of a good European library was worth the whole native literature of India and 

Arabic” (165).  Trevelyan similarly condemns “the useless, and worse than useless, 

literature of” ancient India, while praising “the superiority of the intellectual productions 

of the West” (58,78).  Macaulay and Trevelyan’s assumptions regarding Indian society, 

symbolize the pretentious and boorish attitudes that characterized British imperial 

policies from the mid-nineteenth century onwards.  Describing India as “a nation 

comparatively ignorant” (167), Macaulay positions himself as India’s spokesman and 

benefactor, a role that later generations of British administrators eagerly embraced.  

Instead of introducing a new moral and intellectual rigor into Muslim and Hindu 

societies, Anglicism instituted a system of cultural patrimony intended to preserve British 

colonial rule in India. 
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The rise of Anglicism as colonial policy in the mid-nineteenth century forced the 

government to clarify its position on the role of religious education in colonial schools.  

Missionary groups seized on the issue of English-language education to insist that Bible 

study be included in the imperial curriculum; they continued to be opposed, however, by 

government officials who wished to avoid upsetting colonial subjects over what they 

considered non-essential issues.  The government’s official policy of religious neutrality 

in colonial education gained them the support of Utilitarians like James and John Stuart 

Mill, who championed a philosophy of “extreme intellectualism and scientific 

rationalism” (Viswanathan 77).  Torn between the “secularist view of education” 

supported by the Utilitarians and recognizing “the connection between education and the 

‘moral regeneration’ of the people” (Wickremeratne 7), the British government 

“promot[ed] English literature as a source of Christian social virtues, giving moral 

credibility to the empire” (Singh 127).  Lingering opposition to the use of literature “as an 

auxiliary to religious instruction” was pacified by studies which “demonstrated that 

Christian instruction tinged with a literary emphasis invariably produced favorable 

results” (Viswanathan 82,83).  Reverend Hugh James Rose, for example, supported the 

view that “the [literary] text is designated as the superior agency to lead the malformed 

individual to a plane of superior moral being” (Viswanathan 127).  English literature 

assumed a sacred place within the imperial curriculum and consequently was cited to 

justify British imperial expansion. 

As Britain became increasingly involved in the administration of the Indian sub-

continent, the religious aspects of literary study were overshadowed by the economic 
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demands of empire.  English education trained native Indians to perform menial clerical 

tasks and so dramatically “cut the costs of administering [and doing business in] the 

colony” (Raina 275).  Colonial schools produced a plentiful supply of English-speaking 

natives who were employed as interpreters and clerks within the vast colonial 

administrations of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  Stressing the “acute 

shortage of colonial administrators in Uganda,” P.G. Okoth comments that “the purpose 

of the colonial school system was to train Africans to help man the local administration at 

the lowest ranks and to staff the private firms owned by Europeans” (143,139).  After the 

1850s, English literature formed a major component of British Civil Service 

examinations: 

In 1853 Parliament passed the India Act, which decreed that positions in the Indian 
civil service should be awarded by competitive examination, and in 1855 a 
commissioned report on the civil service of the East India Company recommended 
that English literature be included among the subjects tested in those exams.  
English was not only included; it could earn a candidate a thousand points–as much 
as mathematics and more than any other subject. (Taylor, Reinventing 193) 
 

By the Victorian era “the rhetoric of morality gave way to the demands of political 

economy” (Viswanathan 146).  The Anglican Church influenced British educational 

policies throughout the colonial period, but missionary activity in India was radically 

curtailed after colonial education was institutionalized in 1858 (Viswanathan 68).  

Anglicist policies were enacted, in part, not on the basis of Christian virtue, but to 

satisfy the financial demands of Britain’s rapidly expanding empire. 

 Colonial education formed the cornerstone of British imperial rule in Asia and the 

Middle East.  British authorities “created a solid network of English schools throughout 

large parts of Bengal, with district schools feeding students to the advanced institutions in 
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the larger towns . . . especially, Calcutta” (Zastoupil and Moir 30).  As the boundaries of 

the British Empire expanded during the nineteenth century, Indian models of education 

were exported throughout the Empire.  Discussing British sovereignty in the Middle East, 

Dereck Hopwood notes that “[a]t the height of Britain’s ‘moment’ there was a British 

presence (in addition to diplomats) in fourteen Arab states.  Britons worked and played, 

levied, loved and died there and left behind them many traces.  There remain universities 

and schools, dams, railways, bridges, churches and cathedrals, and the more intelligible 

influences of education, manners, methods of administration and memories in people’s 

minds” (xiii).  De Silva comments on Britain’s equally strong impact on native cultures 

in Sri Lanka: “By 1900 there were 1,812 recognized schools in the island, 484 of them 

run directly by the state and the rest by organizations which received government grants.  

The total enrollment of pupils had risen to 218,000” (231).  Britain also built schools 

based on the Indian model throughout Burma and the Malay Peninsula as part of a global 

scheme to disseminate English language and literature to even the most remote outposts 

of empire.  

Britain’s approach to education during the nineteenth century was less consistent 

in Africa, where vast distances and poor infrastructure impeded the introduction and 

enforcement of established colonial policies.  The British “brought their educational 

philosophy and their pattern of organization to Africa” (Mason 21), but unlike in India, 

“[e]ducation policy for the [African] colonies . . . proceeded up until the 1920s in laissez-

faire fashion, with missionaries entrusted with the responsibility for African education” 

(D. Johnson 221).  Gooneratne contrasts the role of missionary groups in establishing 
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schools in British-mandated Africa to the more secular models of education employed in 

British Ceylon: “in African territories, or in the West Indies, the influence of the 

Missionaries would be much more pronounced than it has been in the East” (217).  

During the 1920s, however, the British government assumed more responsibility for 

African education.  The Advisory Committee on Native Education in British Tropical 

Africa was established in 1923 and soon afterward the White Paper on Education Policy 

in Tropical Africa (1925) moved colonial education in Africa closer to the Indian 

example (Clatworthy 11).  While British policies on education varied according to 

geographical and cultural location–“[e]ach colony . . . [has] its own unique configuration 

of social, cultural, political and economic factors” (Natsoulas and Natsoulas 110)–

colonial schools generally upheld Anglicist models of learning which validated British 

imperial rule in terms of European cultural superiority.  

Interpreting difference as a sign of inferiority, British colonial administrators 

classified “those communities, classes, races, continents, and individuals who don’t fit 

the official mold . . . as ‘children,’ as incomplete beings who haven’t yet reached the age 

of maturity” (Dorfman 8).  By denying indigenous peoples “the right to self-

determination” (Lionnet 96), Britain transformed itself from imperial aggressor to the 

benevolent patriarch Macaulay envisions in his minute.  Anne McClintock observes that 

“the English middle-class male was placed at the pinnacle of evolutionary hierarchy” 

(55), while native peoples were infantilized (and effeminized) in order to distance them 

from the centers of patriarchal and imperial power.  Britain’s role as a benign mentor and 

father figure evoked the idea of parental authority; Britain was required to educate, but 
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also to discipline a wayward colonial family that eventually spread from Cape Town to 

Cairo to Singapore. 

As British political and economic power increased during the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, English language and literature were increasingly used to denigrate 

indigenous cultures and keep them beholden to British imperial authority.  Despite 

Anglicist claims that the English language would “rescue” the native people of Asia and 

Africa from “moral decay” (Mangan 14), literary study developed “as part and parcel of 

the act of securing and consolidating power” (Viswanathan 167).  Jyotsna Singh argues 

that Trevelyan’s “formula for ‘reform’ evokes both benevolence and mastery, cultural 

interaction and domination, and an affinity and a difference between the rulers and their 

subjects” (127).  Literary study perpetuated the racial and cultural stereotypes that 

elevated colonizer above colonized: “Englishman and African, as in a morality play, 

remain respectively the stylized exemplars of civilization and savagery.  And the African 

image remains the negative reflection of the Englishman’s self-image” (Mangan 15).  In 

India the study of English language and literature “became a gesture of removal, 

increasing the distance between government and the governed” (Rajan 193); in Africa 

“the educational opportunities . . .  were sparse, substandard and designed to permanently 

relegate . . . [native Africans] to secondary citizenship” (Natsoulas and Natsoulas 108).  

At the turn of the twentieth century, Lord Hardinge, then governor-general of India, 

“made explicit the hitherto tacit belief that literary study regulates public behavior and 

provides social control” (Viswanathan 89).  Far from “ensur[ing] the moral and 
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intellectual emancipation of the people of India” (Trevelyan 205), Anglicist policies 

exacerbated the cultural and racial differences inherent within the colonial encounter. 

 English literature formed an essential part of an imperial curriculum that was 

designed to “maximize collaboration and minimize resistance” (Rajan 189).  Literary 

studies encouraged native students to espouse British values, but also prevented them 

from fully integrating into British society.  Discussing his childhood experiences growing 

up in Cairo, Said writes: 

My whole education was Anglocentric, so much so that I know a great deal more 
about British and even Indian history and geography (required subjects) than I do 
about the history and geography of the Arab world.  But although taught to believe 
and think like an English schoolboy, I was also trained to understand that I was an 
alien, a Non-European Other, educated by my betters to know my station and not to 
aspire to being British.  The line separating Us from Them was linguistic, cultural, 
racial, and ethnic. (Reflections, 558) 
 

Colonial education created what Bhabha labels “the ambivalent world of the ‘not 

quite/not white’” in which “the difference between being English and being Anglicized” 

(92,89-90) erected a permanent barrier between the British and their colonized subjects.  

English literature trained indigenous people to administer the Empire, but never to 

assimilate into British society as it represented a privileged location of authority. 

Colonial education stimulated imperial feelings, while condemning native 

customs and ideas.  Dramatic increases in British colonial power during the period of 

high imperialism (1884-1914) emboldened British officials to pursue an aggressive 

campaign of “cultural obliteration” (Fanon, Wretched 236), which ruthlessly undermined 
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native identity.6  Fanon argues that “[c]olonialism is not satisfied merely with holding a 

people in its grip and emptying the native’s brain of all form and content.  By a kind of 

perverted logic, it turns to the past of the oppressed people, and distorts, disfigures, and 

destroys” (Wretched 210).  In Uganda “schoolchildren were literally uprooted from the 

experience and values which their ancestors had tested over time” and forced to mimic 

western morality and customs (Okoth 143).  British colonialism decimated indigenous 

cultural, historical and linguistic traditions.  The East African writer and critic Ngugi Wa 

Thiong'o argues that “crude racist formulations can be seen in the works of leading 

European thinkers . . . the best minds were employed by European ruling classes for 

cultural genocide of the colonized peoples” (28).  British imperial polices forced 

indigenous peoples to accept British cultural and intellectual standards to create “a new 

human sensibility” (Ndebele 108) within colonized society. 

Actions of “cultural genocide” reveal the true purpose of the Anglicist ideology 

espoused by Macaulay and Trevelyan.  The rhetoric of “reform” and “improvement” 

coupled with imperialism’s celebration of British culture “served as a camouflage to the 

most autocratic and despotic rule of the empire in the name of the ‘civilizing mission’” 

(Joshi 12).  British assaults on native cultures forced, rather than persuaded, native 

                                                 
6 Said defines “high imperialism” as “that period when everyone in Europe and America 
believed him- or herself in fact to be serving a high civilization and commercial cause by 
having an empire” (“Yeats and Decolonization” 77).  Arguing that “imperialism . . . was 
a continuous process for at least a century and a half before the scramble for Africa,” 
Said suggests that high imperialism has its roots in the early eighteenth century (70).  
Most critics argue, however, that high imperialism began in the late nineteenth century.  
Frederick Jameson adopts the “emblematic date of 1884,” when dignitaries from 
Europe’s leading nations converged on Berlin to decide the fate of the African continent, 
as the beginning of “the codification of the new imperialist world system” (44). 
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students to adopt British intellectual and moral standards.  Imperial narratives continued 

to represent the colonized “in such a manner as to justify colonial domination” (Niranjana 

124), but they also “set up white culture to fill the gap left by the absence of other 

cultures” (Wretched 212).  Britain’s hostile attitude toward indigenous traditions and 

beliefs explains why Ondaatje and Said, and, to a lesser extent, Conrad, look to 

Shakespeare to substitute for the cultural and intellectual patrimonies that were erased 

under British colonialism.  Indigenous people had no choice but to accept British 

imperialism as “normal” and “natural.”  Thus, by the turn of the twentieth century 

“Britannia not only ruled the waves . . . it also ruled the future of human consciousness” 

(Mangan 11); it’s not that Britain could not “think of herself without thinking of the 

whole world” (Knight 87), but rather that Britain’s thinking was for the world. 

 Deprived of their own values and traditions, indigenous cultures were obligated to 

assume European moral and intellectual standards that were rife with racial prejudice.  

Fanon explains that “[f]or the black man there is only one destiny.  And it is white” 

(White Masks 10).  Educated “blacks,” or natives, were trapped within an imperial system 

that defined success in racial terms: “‘whiteness’ . . . [is] the stable and all-encompassing 

category that conferred on Europeans the privilege to build and rule the empire” 

(Chatterjee and Singh 74).  Contrary to O. Mannoni’s argument that “people adapt 

themselves to a double environment rather as they do to bilingualism, it . . . does not 

affect the essential unity of the personality beneath” (30), native students were forced into 

the impossible situation of wanting to become, figuratively and literally, “white.”  Said 

comments that “[t]o be at the same time a Wog and an Anglican was to be in a state of 
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standing civil war” (Reflections 558).  As British standards were established as the 

standards of personal and professional success, the tensions inherent within colonial 

politics became embedded within the minds of native students who viewed their skin 

color as a permanent and all too obvious mark of inferiority. 

 Britain’s civilizing mission “produce[d] a slave mentality” (Okoth 40) amongst 

colonial subjects who unwittingly internalized the racial standards of Britain’s “superior” 

culture.  Educated natives found themselves trapped within a futile struggle to reconcile 

their western schooling with their ethnic and cultural identities: “[t]he enemy is inside, 

and we find it hard to distinguish him from some of our innermost thoughts and 

nurturings” (Dorfman 207).  

The racial underpinnings of imperial discourse prompted feelings of cultural inferiority 

and racial self-loathing amongst the colonized: “[e]very effort is made to bring the 

colonized person to admit the inferiority of his culture which has been transformed into 

instinctive patterns of behavior, to recognize the unreality of his ‘nation,’ and, in the last 

extreme, the confused and imperfect character of his own biological structure” (Wretched 

236).  Francoise Lionnet explains that “[t]his stigma [gender and race], imposed in a 

more or less devious way by the social structures of the colony, is . . . internalized by 

individuals and groups in their efforts to conform to the idealized images that society 

upholds as models” (3).  Having been coerced into embracing the racist assumptions 

behind British imperialism, native students gradually came to believe in their own genetic 

deficiencies.   
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The image of Britain as a firm, yet caring patriarch was essential to maintaining 

British imperial authority; it white-washed the violence inherent in the colonial encounter 

and facilitated  the psychological indoctrination of indigenous peoples throughout the 

Empire.  The rhetoric of paternal authority–Kipling’s “White Man’s Burden”–that 

characterized Macaulay’s desire to “reform” native cultures, located the colony as a 

native son destined to inherit the colonial father’s knowledge and wealth.  Britain’s 

civilizing mission was not limited to domestic consumption; it legitimized imperial 

expansion at home, while dulling indigenous peoples’ awareness of the exploitative 

political and economic realities of British colonialism.  The familial bonds evoked within 

imperial discourse implied that British imperialism was the inevitable result of centuries 

of cultural and biological evolution and that indigenous people should accept British rule 

as advancing their status within a standard cultural genealogy.  Framed in terms of 

patriarchal benevolence, the imperial curriculum created linguistic and psychological 

forms of imperial bondage that became increasingly embedded in the minds of 

indigenous subjects, and therefore free of the need for constant monitoring from abroad. 

 
Empire and its Aftermath 
 

This section examines postcolonial ideas of cultural hybridity in relation to 

western hegemony and the nationalist movements that arose in the wake of European 

empire.  I argue that nationalism’s emphasis on “authentic” indigenous traditions and 

beliefs illustrates the intricate cultural and intellectual relationships embedded within 

imperial discourse.  Nationalism’s limited focus on pre-colonial values and customs 

precludes analysis of the impact of British culture on indigenous ways of life, while its 
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failure to undermine the prescriptive categories of imperial discourse evidences the 

lingering influence of British culture on many Asian and African countries.  Unlike 

nationalist philosophies, postcolonial criticism offers a carefully formulated response to 

the binary paradigms characteristic of colonial perspectives and practices.  Postcolonial 

theories of cultural hybridity maintain that cultures develop, not in isolation, but through 

a series of religious, intellectual and technical exchanges that make cultural purity not 

only impossible, but undesirable.  Postcolonial critics like Edward Said and Homi 

Bhabha view European imperialism as part of an extensive history of contact–both hostile 

and benign–and conversation between distant world cultures; they define hybridity as the 

inevitable result of centuries of cultural exchange and embrace it as a source of 

innovation and strength.  I detail postcolonial criticism’s struggle against the western 

hegemony that in some sense produces Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s autobiographies, 

before arguing that contemporary applications of postcolonial theory perpetuate imperial 

assumptions regarding the canon’s defining role within literary studies. 

Linda Anderson argues that “the idea of ‘hybridity’ has become an extremely 

important one in trying to understand the kind of mobility, crossover and diaspora 

generated by colonialism” (114).  Contrary to T.S. Eliot’s claim in “Tradition and the 

Individual Talent” that “[e]very nation, every race, has not only its own creative, but its 

own critical turn of mind” (761), postcolonial critics argue that cultures develop through 

the exchange of customs and ideas.  Said states that “[p]artly because of empire, all 

cultures are involved in one another; none is single and pure, all are hybrid, 

heterogeneous, extraordinary differentiated, and unmonolithic” (Culture xxv).  Defining 
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hybridity as “the range of psychological as well as physiological mixings generated by 

colonial encounters,” Martin Orkin argues that “every culture can be seen to be hybrid – 

in fact even ‘authentic’ identities are the result of ongoing processes of selection, cutting 

and mixing of cultural vocabularies.  In practice, hybridity and authenticity are rarely 

either/ or positions” (7, Orkin and Loomba 146).  Hybridity has “become the rallying cry 

for many post-colonial theorists and writers” (Orkin and Loomba 143); it defies the rigid 

binary models that underlined colonial authority to place indigenous cultures on an equal 

footing with western nations. 

Lionnet explains that “[i]t is in large part because of the scientific racism of the 

nineteenth century that hybridization became coded as a negative category”; today, 

however, postcolonial criticism envisions cultural hybridity “as a sheltering site, one that 

can nurture our differences without encouraging us to withdraw into new dead ends” 

(9,5).  Thomas Cartelli describes hybridity as a “fertile and creative” area of 

contemporary scholarship that intersects European and indigenous cultures to “effectively 

dissolve[e] the claim to priority of either” (13).  Postcolonial scholarship recognizes 

cultures as interrelated entities and expands the conventional boundaries of cultural and 

intellectual discourse.  It fosters increasingly diverse forms of knowledge: “To establish 

nonhierarchical connections is to encourage lateral relations: instead of living within the 

bounds created by a linear view of history and society, we become free to interact on an 

equal footing with all the traditions that determine our present predicament” (Lionnet 7).  

Theories of cultural hybridity undermine colonial models in which civilized Europe 

struggled to tame the “savages” of Asia and Africa, while offering pluralistic approaches 
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to personal and national identities as they encompass questions of race, gender and 

sexuality. 

The distinctive cultural and racial binaries within imperial discourse failed to 

prevent a significant exchange of customs, technologies and ideas between colonizer and 

colonized.  Peter Worsely explains: “Despite the political power of the conqueror, each 

colony was the product of a dialectic, a synthesis, not just a simple imposition, in which 

the social institutions and cultural values of the conquered was one of the terms of the 

dialectic” (quoted in Harlow 5).  Discussing Britain’s colonial expeditions in the “New 

World,” Jonathan Hart notes that “[m]ediation through kidnapping, interpretation, 

translation, trade and marriage – the mixing of cultures – helped to make up variable and 

intricate cultural practices.  The Native had a great deal of cultural influence, especially 

on the French and English in the first years of contact” (9).  Early European trade with 

the East resulted in a dialogue that involved both goods and ideas: “the silks and spices 

imported into Europe’s mercantile economy were accompanied by less tangible cultural 

commodities which found their way into Europe’s intellectual economy” (Burton 59).  

Although early British colonial activity in the Americas was often marred by distrust and 

violence between the invading British and local Indian tribes, it was also characterized by 

frequent material and cultural exchanges that integrated, at least in part, these two 

nations.   

Macaulay’s vision of “a class of [Indian] persons” that embraced English culture 

and learning resulted in many indigenous peoples having to straddle the colonizer/ 

colonized divide.  English literature created “a new form of community” within Indian 
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society that was influenced by British as well as indigenous customs and ideas: “Through 

the introduction of Shakespeare and Milton . . . British education policy aimed at . . . 

creating a class which could be ideologically incorporated” (Joshi 5).  British policies in 

the Middle East created a similar “class of persons” born into native customs and beliefs, 

but educated in the British intellectual tradition.  Describing her upper-middleclass 

Egyptian family, Leila Ahmed writes, “[w]e were intended, like the preceding generation 

of professionals and intellectuals, to be the brokers of the knowledge and expertise of the 

West, brokers between the two cultures, raised within the way of our own people yet at 

ease with the intellectual heritage of Europe” (152).  British attempts “to convince the 

natives that colonialism came to lighten their darkness” (Wretched 211) created a “class” 

or “community” of people within indigenous society that identified with both British and 

native cultures. 

Despite initial resistance to Britain’s presence in India, local officials were 

generally receptive to British learning and customs.  Emphasizing “the initiative of the 

Bengali elite in the introduction of English studies in Bengal,” Jasodhara Bagchi claims 

that it is “far from adequate to think that English literary studies were a colonizer’s plant 

on the Indian consciousness to gag it into the torpor of slavery” (147).  Influential Indian 

leaders requested that government schools teach English long before Bentinck mandated 

that colonial education be conducted exclusively in English (Joshi 12-3).  Anticipating 

Bhabha’s concept of “mimicry” in The Location of Culture, Svati Joshi argues: 

The discursive forms and ideological configurations of colonialism are not 
produced monolithically but inevitably in the mesh of collusion and contradiction 
between the colonizers and the colonized.  It is important to recognize this in order 
to see not only differences and opposition but also affiliations and overlaps 
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between colonial and indigenous interests and perceptions as they have a 
significant bearing on our subsequent history and cultural formation. (Rethinking 
English 10) 
 

Said is equally emphatic regarding the cultural interaction between Europe and its 

colonies: “to ignore or otherwise discount the overlapping experience of Westerners and 

Orientals, the interdependence of cultural terrains in which colonizer and colonized co-

existed and battled each other through projections as well as rival geographies, narratives, 

and histories, is to miss what is essential about the world in the past century” (Culture 

xx).  The impact of British colonialism on indigenous nations consequently created 

culturally hybrid societies which could not legitimately be reduced to binary paradigms. 

Inevitably, cultural integration bred intellectual and artistic diversity.  Although 

Anglicism maintained the superiority of British morality and intellectual 

accomplishments, British ideas and academic standards frequently merged with native 

learning.  Joshi comments that “Western conceptual apparatuses and indigenous practices 

and modes became interlocking categories” (6).  Throughout the colonial era “categories 

of literature, culture, tradition, gender, textuality and pedagogy were being reconstituted 

together by colonial officers, missionaries as well as indigenous literati and the middle 

class intelligentsia, in conflicting and complicit ways, across diverse ideological 

positions” (Joshi 12).  Macaulay’s brand of Anglicism created “a founding relationship, 

often warm, sometimes embittered, but always intimate, and always dominative, between 

English literature and Indian literatures” (Tharu 161).  British literature also had "an 

enormous impact on the development of Sinhalese literary and dramatic forms” (De Silva 

241); Gooneratne insists that “an understanding of England, is essential to any 
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understanding of Anglo-Ceylonese literature” (215).  The formal divisions within 

imperial discourse consequently failed to prevent hybrid forms of intellectual and 

creative expression from emerging throughout the colonial era. 

 The cultural diversity within colonial society did not undermine imperial 

assumptions regarding the superiority of British moral, technical and literary 

achievement.  British culture borrowed from and adapted to the demands of indigenous 

cultures, but it also subjugated indigenous cultures even after the political disintegration 

of the British Empire following the Second World War.  Discussing India’s slow progress 

towards cultural as well as political independence, Joshi observes that “English continues 

to be the language used in administration and the professions, a definite sign of the 

continuity between the colonial state and the nation-state” (21).  Badri Raina describes 

independent India as “the only country that believes that the business of modernizing . . . 

cannot be carried on except in a foreign language that leaves out nearly all the people of 

India” (294).  He elaborates, “there is no dearth of people who continue to associate the 

English language with a spectrum of libratory processes, and the English literary ‘canon’ 

with a storehouse of wisdom allegedly autonomous of the depredations of history” (Raina 

271).  Literature departments continue “to inform, indeed constitute, elite culture and 

literature” (Joshi 2) in an India still functioning according to the standards of British 

education.  In neighboring Sri Lanka native writers and intellectuals “still look to Britain 

for . . . [their] literary standards, being unable to derive help from traditional sources” 

(Gooneratne 215).  Despite the diversity embedded in colonial cultures, British linguistic 
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and literary models continue to marginalize indigenous writing long after the official 

collapse of the British Empire. 

The lingering effects of British colonialism on indigenous cultures were resisted 

by nationalist movements that emerged out of the many successful armed and passive 

struggles against British colonial rule.  Nationalist leaders sought to eradicate the 

influence of British colonialism on their newly liberated citizens; they rejected European 

culture as a corrupting force on native society and emphasized the importance of 

indigenous customs and beliefs that flourished before the advent of colonialism (Loomba 

and Orkin 145).  Governments in former French North Africa adopted “a process of 

‘Arabization’ in all spheres of public and institutional activity” designed to resurrect an 

“authentic” North African culture from a pre-colonial past (Harlow 23).  Gandhi and 

Nehru’s Indian National Congress party reinstated Indian vernaculars as national 

languages; in Egypt, General Gamal Nasser reintroduced Arabic literature and history 

into public schools.  In “Identity, Authority and Freedom,” Said observes: “after the 

Revolution of 1952 in Egypt a great deal of emphasis was placed on the Arabization of 

the curriculum, the Arabization of intellectual norms, the Arabization of values to be 

inculcated in schools and universities” (Reflections 391).  Throughout the post-colonial 

world nationalist leaders like Nehru and Nasser seized upon indigenous languages, 

customs and beliefs as a means of resisting British acculturation. 

Nationalism’s quest for cultural “authenticity” fostered, particularly in Asia and 

Africa,  dangerously reductive models of national identity which eerily reflected the 

cultural and racial prejudices of European colonialism: “For purity, then, for pure black 
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Afro-Aryanism, only the unsoiled black is valid, and West Indianism is a taint, and other 

strains adulterate him” (Walcott 19).  Ideas of racial authenticity were accompanied by 

attempts to purge indigenous society of the effects of European learning and Christian-

based morality.  Ahmed criticizes the narrow conceptions of national culture that 

circulated throughout Nasser’s Egypt: “the new definition of who we were unsettled and 

undercut the old understanding of who we were and silently excluded people who had 

been included in the old definition of Egyptian” (244).  Nationalist models imitate 

imperial paradigms of power in which the colonizer was elevated above the colonized: 

“successful nationalisms consign truth exclusively to themselves and relegate falsehood 

and inferiority to outsiders” (Reflections 177).  Pre-colonial traditions and beliefs united 

indigenous peoples against European imperialism, but nationalism as a whole 

championed restrictive definitions of national identity that were fueled more by 

resentment of the West than by a genuine sense of cultural unity. 

Attempts by nationalist governments to purge indigenous cultures of European 

influence underestimated the overwhelming impact of decades, if not centuries, of 

colonial indoctrination.  By rejecting the influences of European colonialism on 

indigenous life, nationalism created a false, and therefore temporary, sense of patriotic 

pride: “even less honest than the colonial in exile is the generation after him, which wants 

to effect a eugenic leap from imperialism to independence by longing for the ancestral 

dignity of the wander-warrior.  Mysterious customs.  Defunct gods.  Sacred rites” 

(Walcott 21).  The frantic drive to forge a national consciousness free of European 

influence created superficial, synthetic versions of history that had little basis in post-
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colonial life.  Furthermore, by defining themselves in opposition to western authority, 

nationalist governments inadvertently perpetuated the “prescriptive open-mindedness” of 

western thought (Ndebele 102).  Walcott argues that “[a]s much as the colonial . . . 

[nationalists] are children of the nineteenth-century ideal, the romance of redcoat and 

savage warrior, their simplification of choosing to play Indian instead of cowboy, filtered 

through films and adolescent literature, is the hallucination of imperial romance” (21).  

Political autonomy did not prevent post-colonial nations from unwittingly mimicking 

European attitudes regarding cultural difference; as Fanon comments in Black Skin, White 

Masks, it is “always easier to proclaim rejection than actually to reject.” 

 Born out of nationalism’s failure to transcend European models of cultural and 

racial “authenticity,” postcolonial scholarship disavows the polarized archetypes of 

nationalist and imperial discourses.  Postcolonial criticism characterizes itself as 

“redefin[ing] the formal criteria and codifications” (Harlow xix) of western culture in 

order to create a world in which “division and categorization are no longer the bases of 

perception” (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 35).  Postcolonial scholarship purports to 

reject “the concept of dominance as the principal regulator of human societies” (Ashcroft, 

Griffiths and Tiffin 37) and offer new perspectives on cultural and literary understanding: 

We can be united against hegemonic power only by refusing to engage that power 
on its own terms, since to do so would mean becoming ourselves a term within that 
system of power.  We have to articulate new visions of ourselves, new concepts 
that allow us to think otherwise, to bypass the ancient symmetries and dichotomies 
that have governed the ground and the very condition  . . . of thought, of ‘clarity,’ 
in all of Western philosophy. (Lionnet, Autobiographical Voices 5) 
 

Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin argue that postcolonial criticism presents a world “in which 

the destructive cultural encounter is changing to an acceptance of difference on equal 
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terms.  Both literary theorists and cultural historians are beginning to recognize cross-

culturality as the potential termination point of an apparently endless human history of 

conquest and annihilation justified by the myth of group ‘purity’” (36).  Originating with 

the works of Franz Fanon in the early 1950s, postcolonial scholarship has successfully 

exposed European colonialism as a pattern of oppression based on racial and cultural 

difference.   Today, postcolonial critics continue to analyze texts outside of imperial 

conceptions of marginality and affect contemporary approaches to intellectual and 

cultural diversity. 

 Postcolonial attempts to dismantle the cultural hierarchies housed within imperial 

discourse are fundamentally concerned to expose English language and literature as 

vehicles for imperial beliefs and thoughts.  Despite Dinesh D’Souza’s claim that English 

is “the language of freedom,” British linguistic models fostered “an imperial 

consciousness on the part of the colonizer and colonized which, to a remarkable degree, 

has survived colonialism” (Mangan 22).7  Mangan explains: “the European forced his 

way into the worlds of other peoples with epistemological models, representative 

symbols, alien forms of knowledge and patterns of action which he defined.  In turn, 

these peoples had to reconstruct their worlds to embrace the fact of white domination and 

their own powerlessness” (Mangan 6).  European cultural and linguistic imperialism 

created “a closed system” (Greenblatt, Marvelous 59) of meaning–a “prison house of 

colonizing languages” (Lionnet 26)–which forced indigenous intellectuals to mimic 

European values and perspectives.  Even the most sophisticated articulations of 
                                                 
7 D’Souza’s article, “Three Cheers for Colonialism,” is found at: 
www.dineshdsouza.com. 



 

 61 

indigenous life were distorted by linguistic and literary conventions, which presumed the 

marginal status of native cultures and forced post-colonial writers to address a world 

from which they were always one step removed. 

 The English language embodies the longstanding racial (and cultural) prejudices 

of a European civilization that produced the likes of Aaron the Moor, in Shakespeare’s 

Titus Andronicus, and Barrabas, in Marlow’s The Jew of Malta.  Noting “the unconscious 

linguistic roots of racial prejudice,” Lionnet argues that “it is language that conditions our 

conception of race and that the boundaries of that concept change according to cultural, 

social and linguistic realities” (14,12).  English words are tainted by the dogmatic values 

and beliefs of white, European society: “Like the dyer’s hand, words become subdued to 

the element they work in, even (perhaps especially) if the colour is white” (Cribb 4-5).  

Fanon argues that all European languages embody an enduring racism: 

It would be astonishing, if the trouble were taken to bring them all together, to see 
the vast number of expressions that make the black man the equivalent of sin.  In 
Europe, whether concretely or symbolically, the black man stands for the bad side 
of the character . . . Blackness, darkness, shadow, shades, night, the labyrinths of 
the earth, abysmal depths, blacken someone’s reputation; and, on the other side, the 
bright look of innocence, the white dove of peace, magical, heavenly light. (Black 
Skin, White Masks 189) 
 

Fanon asks, “[i]s not whiteness in symbols always ascribed in French to Justice, Truth, 

Virginity?” before declaring that “black=ugliness, sin, darkness, immorality” (180,192).  

Similarly, Loomba notes that in English “blackness . . . was commonly associated with 

the devil, with depravity, sin and filth” (Alternative 184).  To use the colonizer’s 

language was to evoke the stereotypes that authorized British imperial expansion on the 
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grounds that indigenous people were racially and culturally inferior to their European 

counterparts. 

 Mahatma Gandhi was particularly contemptuous of the English language, which 

he saw as dividing, and therefore weakening, Indian society.  In a speech to the Second 

Gujarat Educational Conference in 1917, Gandhi criticized British education for 

imprisoning Indians within their own nation: “To give millions a knowledge of English is 

to enslave them.  The foundation that Macaulay laid of education has enslaved us” (5).  

Gandhi declared that English fractured Indian society; knowledge of English perpetrated 

cultural as well as financial barriers between India’s educated elite and its uneducated 

masses to encourage distrust and fear amongst native Indians (Gandhi 6).  Gandhi solved 

the problem of a linguistically divided India by replacing English with Indian 

vernaculars: “when English occupies its proper place and the vernaculars receive their 

due, our minds which are today imprisoned will be set free and our brains . . . will not 

feel the weight of having to learn English as a language” (6).  Similar to nationalist 

attempts to reclaim “authentic” cultural identities from the pre-colonial past, Gandhi’s 

model of linguistic resistance merely reverses imperial paradigms to privilege indigenous 

languages over English. 

 Gandhi’s aggressive plan for language reform failed to accommodate the multi-

lingual as well as multi-cultural aspects of post-colonial society.  Following 

independence, many countries adopted the colonizer’s language as their national 

language: “Mozambique, Angola, and Guinea-Bissau retained Portuguese as the official 

language” (Harlow xviii).  Spanish, French and English function as world languages; they 
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are common to many diverse nations and monopolize contemporary critical and creative 

discourse.  Native writers addressing international audiences are forced to express 

themselves using a European language: “[t]he colonial language has . . . been the medium 

for scholarship.  The continued domination of the highest levels of the educational system 

by Western languages has resulted in a paucity of technical and scholarly books in 

indigenous languages.  English or French continues to be a key to graduate education and 

to research studies in the Third World, even in countries with some commitment to 

indigenous languages” (Altbach 486).  In his critique of American imperialism, the 

Cuban literary critic, Roberto Fernandez Retamar, expresses frustration at the fact that 

“right now as we are discussing, as I am discussing with those colonizers, how else can I 

do it except in one of their languages, which is now also our language, and with so many 

of their conceptual tools” (5).  To replace European languages with native vernaculars, as 

Gandhi advocated for India, would restrict expression and deny postcolonial writers part 

of their intellectual heritage; the native writer must “make his own definitions” (Mangan 

14) within the confines of the colonizer’s language. 

The creation of a “new” language free from imperial assumptions and values 

constitutes a vital aspect of a broad postcolonial “effort to reclaim . . . literature for more 

democratic aspirations” (Tharu 162).  Instead of ostracizing European languages from 

postcolonial discourse, postcolonial scholarship contests the imperial assumptions 

embodied within European languages in order to liberate these languages from the binary 

relationships essential to imperial discourse.  Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin argue that 

postcolonial literatures refute “the categories of the imperial culture, its aesthetic, its 
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illusory standard of normative or ‘correct’ usage, and its assumption of a traditional and 

fixed meaning ‘inscribed’ in the words” (38).   Defining literature as “an arena of 

struggle,” Barbara Harlow argues that “the language skills of rhetoric together with 

armed struggle are essential to an oppressed people’s resistance to domination and 

oppression and to an organized liberation movement” (3,xv).  Postcolonial criticism 

exposes the vocabulary of power that underlines historically colonial languages like 

Spanish, French and English in order to liberate these languages from the values 

embedded within imperial discourse. 

While some postcolonial authors have reverted to writing in their native 

languages (Ngugi Wa Thiong'o, for example), most postcolonial authors write in English.  

Chinua Achebe, for example, claims that “for me there is no other choice” but to write in 

English (102).  As Achebe is quick to argue, however, African writers must create “a new 

English, still in full communion with its ancestral home but altered to suit its new African 

surroundings” (103).  Postcolonial literature attempts to purge English of its inherent 

cultural and racial biases in order to create a “new” language able to accommodate the 

complex realities and concerns which shape postcolonial identity.  In Things Fall Apart 

(1958), Achebe not only tells the story of the Ibo people in pre-colonial Africa, but 

disrupts conventional uses and perceptions of the English language; he incorporates Ibo 

phrases, proverbs and metaphors into his novel in order to force the English language to 

reflect the values and beliefs of his characters.  The American poet and essayist, Cheri 

Moraga similarly includes Spanish sentences within her writing, whereas Salman 

Rushdie uses Hindi colloquialisms within novels like Midnight’s Children and Satanic 
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Verses to subvert the prestige conventionally attributed to “proper” English.  The result of 

postcolonial engagements with language is a grey, or hybridized, language that is not 

defined in terms of black and white, us and them, center and margin.  Postcolonial texts 

challenge English’s traditional role as a catalyst of imperial oppression; they reanimate 

the colonizer’s language so that it can accommodate the diverse cultural concerns 

emerging in a world in which national boundaries are becoming increasing fluid. 

Postcolonial writers and critics use literature’s ability “to develop new scripts and 

assign new roles” (Lionnet 91) in order to articulate “a reality that emphasizes relational 

patterns over autonomous ones . . .[and] interconnectedness over independence” (Lionnet 

243).  Said’s reading of Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park in Culture and Imperialism reveals 

the importance of Sir Thomas’ “colonial garden” (86) to the economic vitality and moral 

integrity of the Bertram estate.  Jean Rhys’ novel, Wide Saragossa Sea (1966), also 

emphasizes the intimate links that existed between Britain and its West Indian colonies.  

Rhys describes the events in Charlotte Bronte’s classic novel Jane Eyre from the 

perspective of the “mad woman in the attic,” Bertha Rochester (Rhys’ Antoinette 

Cosway), and Rochester.  Cosway’s struggle to adjust to life in England and her pressing 

desire to return to her native Jamaica, reveal and the tragedy that underlines Bertha’s 

coarse behavior in Bronte’s novel.  Literary works by Caribbean writers like Aimé 

Cesairé (A Tempest), George Lamming (Water with Berries) and Michelle Cliff (No 

Telephone to Heaven) also present heterogeneous models of colonial life.  Rather than 

reverse the roles of colonizer and colonized, postcolonial authors complicate imperial 
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assumptions regarding racial and cultural difference to undermine the binary relationships 

fostered within imperial discourse. 

 Despite significant cultural and intellectual advances, postcolonial theories of 

hybridity continue to be resisted by western institutions which refuse to give up their 

privileged position within international cultural and intellectual discourse.  In the 1960s 

Fanon noted that “the constant principles which acted as safeguards during the colonial 

period are now undergoing extremely radical changes” (Wretched 225).  Thirty years 

later, Said praised postcolonial studies for undermining European cultural imperialism: 

Gone are the binary oppositions dear to the nationalist and imperialist enterprise.  
Instead we begin to sense that old authority cannot simply be replaced by new 
authority, that new alignments made across borders, types, nations, and essences 
are rapidly coming into view, and it is those new alignments that now provoke and 
challenge the fundamentally static notion of identity that has been the core of 
cultural thought during the era of imperialism. (Culture and Imperialism xxiv-xxv)8 
 

Fanon and Said’s optimism is laudable, but also deceptive.  Western literary models 

continue to set the standards for intellectual and artistic success within post-colonial 

nations: “the nexus of power involving literature, language, and a dominant British 

culture has strongly resisted attempts to dismantle it” (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 4).  

Furthermore, Joshi complains that wealthy western nations distance themselves from the 

developing world: “Global imperial formations continue to cast us [Indians], from a 

position of dominance, as the civilizational other of the west” (27).  Contemporary 

                                                 
8 In his 1988 essay, “Representing the Colonized,” Said is less optimistic about the future 
of postcolonial thought:  “I do not think that the anti-imperialist challenge represented by 
Fanon and Cesaire or others like them has by any means been met” (Reflections 315). 
 



 

 67 

discourse is still bound by the cultural and racial formulations of European colonialism as 

it privileges western achievement and concerns. 

 Under the direction of American leadership, western hegemony monopolizes 

international cultural and intellectual debate and dictates global political realities.  Said 

comments that “the United States has replaced the great earlier empires as the dominant 

outside force” (Reflections 305).  Like its imperial predecessors, “America imposed its 

experience of its own growth from anonymity in the wilderness onto the rest of 

humanity,” so that today the “quintessential North American common man . . . 

[functions] as the universal measure of humanity” (Dorfman 202,199).  New technology 

and methods of communication have extended the influence of America’s “common 

man” beyond even the most remote outposts of empire.  American films and television 

programming affirm the United States’ central position within world political and cultural 

affairs: “From British imperialism’s selective educational system in India and the French 

colonial obliteration of Arab-language schools in North Africa, to the world-wide 

distribution, through the channels of multinational corporations, of Sesame Street and 

Dallas, the issue of cultural imperialism and resistance to it has remained an increasingly 

critical part of geo-political strategy and confrontation” (Harlow 20).  Ariel Dorfman 

comments, “Mickey [Mouse] . . . joins power and infantilization, expands his influence 

and at the same time retains (or regains) ingenuousness, lords it over everybody, and lets 

an innocent smile disarm all criticism” (204).  From CNN Headline News to Baywatch, 

America’s media empire informs global opinions and sets cultural standards for a world 

that is at least two generations removed from Europe’s vast colonial empires. 
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 While cultural diversity continues to be repressed by the United States’ “naked 

imperialist policies” (Reflections 305), the fact that it is becoming increasingly difficult to 

define western hegemony in opposition to the so-called “Third World Nations” of South 

America, Asia and Africa, indicates a possible shift in how we conceive of difference.  As 

the fabric of “western civilization” becomes re-dyed by the rapid influx of peoples from 

around the world, traditional national narratives are becoming increasingly difficult to 

sustain.  The image of the all-white American family depicted in such popular television 

shows as Leave it to Beaver, The Brady Bunch and Rosanne no longer represents a nation 

with rapidly expanding Hispanic and Latino populations, as well as increasing numbers 

of Asian and African immigrants.  Today, hybridity is a vital aspect of western culture: 

“Now, in the wake of immigrations that came with the ending of the European empires, 

tens of thousands of Muslims are growing up in Europe and America, where they take for 

granted their right to think and believe whatever they wish” (Ahmed 131).  In terms of 

literary authorship, Cartelli notes that “many of the best-known contemporary 

postcolonial writers (Naipaul, Selvon, Rushdie, Okri, Lamming) are expatriates 

headquartered in London or its environs” who write in English (10).  Similarly, the 

biggest names in postcolonial criticism (Said, Bhabha, Spivak) are linked to the 

American academy.  Immigration, assimilation, intermarriage and travel obscure the 

conventional distinctions between western and eastern cultures; consequently, despite 

opposition to postcolonial ideas, cultural hybridity is becoming an increasingly visible 

aspect of a western culture that can no longer unequivocally locate itself on the cultural 

compass. 
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As a critical movement led by western-based scholars whose works are primarily 

read by English-speaking audiences, postcolonial criticism is not immune from the biases 

it purports to condemn.  Orkin and Loomba complain that postcolonial scholarship 

focuses almost exclusively on changes within western culture: “Hybridity is read largely 

by calibrating what happens to dominant culture as it is muddied by foreign influences, or 

locating to what extent diverse native subjects become Europeanized.  Rarely does a 

theory of hybridity consider with equal attention the other half without which the very 

term hybridity can mean nothing” (148).  Said expresses frustration that postcolonial 

criticism is more concerned to give the appearance of change than enact substantive 

reforms: “many of the combatants have ears of tin and are unable to distinguish between 

good writing and politically correct attitudes” (Reflections 384).  True cultural hybridity 

is possible only when European countries recognize how their national narratives have 

been influenced by the indigenous cultures they once colonized and, alternatively, when 

non-European cultures accept the impact of European colonialism on native traditions 

and values.  Hart warns that contemporary scholars should pay equal attention to western 

and non-western cultures: “Indigenous traditions need to be acknowledged and 

understood, so that postcolonialism does not become a property, a kind of front, for neo-

colonialism” (167).  Postcolonial scholarship frequently affirms the value of western 

practices and perspectives at the expense of other forms of creative expression.  Ahmed 

observes that “the Western academic world is contributing to the greater visibility and 

legitimacy of textual Islam and to the gradual silencing and erasure of alternative oral 

forms of lived Islam.  For we too in the West, and particularly in universities, honor, and 
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give pride of place to, texts” (129).  Postcolonial scholars have engendered significant 

advances within cultural and literary studies.  The practice of postcolonial theory has, 

however, yet to produce the cultural and political diversity Said anticipates at the end of 

Orientalism: “enough is being done today in the human sciences to provide the 

contemporary scholar with insights, methods, and ideas that could dispense with racial, 

ideological, and imperialist stereotypes” (328). 

 Despite the ambiguity that frequently plagues postcolonial interpretations of 

cultural and literary narratives, the far-reaching effects of postcolonial criticism are hard 

to ignore.  Recent scholarship extends the colonizer/ colonized dichotomy to diverse 

areas of individual and collective identity to broaden the traditional spectrum of literary 

criticism.  Lionnet’s discussion of the “the Law of the colonial fathers,” for example, 

examines the “unconscious fear of conquest by the other, which is mediated by the 

female body” and addresses “those elements of the female self which have been buried 

under the cultural and patriarchal myths of selfhood” (2,11,91).  By questioning the 

traditional parameters of western discourse postcolonial theory promotes an egalitarian 

approach to a broad range of subjects including race, nation, gender and sexuality: “ ‘the 

colonized’ has since expanded considerably to include women, subjugated and oppressed 

classes, national minorities, and even marginalized or incorporated academic 

subspecialties . . . to be one of the colonized is potentially to be a great many different, 

but inferior, things, in many different places, at many different times” (Reflections 295).  

While conservative critics like Harold Bloom and Brian Vickers denounce the expanded 

view of literary criticism advocated by postcolonial scholars as a threat to literary studies, 



 

 71 

it is hard to image postcolonial criticism creating a “crisis” within the academy 

(Widdowson 1).  Postcolonialism is not a threat to literary scholarship; rather, it is a 

source of cultural and intellectual liberation that has the potential to affirm the value of 

literary studies well into the twenty-first century. 
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Autobiography as Hybrid Genre 
 

The flora of the dark continent of literature continue to bloom, the formal radiance 
of each autobiographical work undiminished by the fact that it shines unseen. 

Stephen Shapiro, “The Dark Continent of Literature: Autobiography,” 
453 

 
 This chapter affirms autobiography as a powerful form of self-expression that 

combines issues of personal identity with questions of literary expression to present 

innovative versions of historical and imaginative truth.  Throughout the chapter I address 

current trends within autobiography criticism as they inform my readings of the familial, 

cultural, imperial and literary narratives incorporated within Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s 

personal histories.  I have organized the chapter into two sections.  The first part of my 

argument identifies autobiography as a distinct form of literary expression; it defines 

autobiography as a creative and analytical form of writing that is forever outgrowing 

labels that are “too rigid to cope with change and development” (Bruss 1).  The second 

section shifts my discussion from defining autobiography to advocating autobiography as 

a means of undermining the white, masculinist narratives that structure western 

hegemony.  I refute the common assumption that “self-life-writing” is an exclusively 

western literary practice; rather, autobiography is appropriated to oppose western cultural 

and political authority.  Focusing on the formal aspects of autobiographical writing, I 

argue that autobiography’s ties to history and fiction complicate traditional assumptions 

concerning genre.  Instead, contemporary autobiography joins with postcolonial 

literatures and scholarship to undermine literary conventions that assert the centrality of 

European culture in world discourse. 



 

 73 

Before discussing autobiography is a literary and critical form, I wish to clarify 

autobiography’s relationship to memoir as it informs my decision to read Conrad’s 

“autobiography” in conjunction with Ondaatje and Said’s “memoirs.”  Autobiography 

was officially recognized as a genre during the nineteenth century, but memoir dates back 

to the sixteenth century (Nalbantian 1).  Elizabeth Bruss observes that “[p]retensions to 

aesthetic worth were alien to English autobiography throughout the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries and rare even into the eighteenth.  The term most frequently 

applied to it, ‘memoir,’ had the connotation of informality, a casually constructed affair 

and not a seriously literary effort” (7).  In the nineteenth century memoir was 

distinguished from autobiography; memoirs documented the author’s public and 

professional exploits, whereas autobiographies focused on the author’s personal life.  

Jerome Buckley explains, “[i]f the memoir, as often advertised, seeks to tell the ‘inside 

story’ of one’s career and social involvement, the autobiography concentrates on the 

inner life, hidden from all others and accessible only in part even to the author” (40).  

Despite the subtle distinction between autobiography and memoir–the former is the 

“story of a personality” (Lejeune 4), whereas the latter is “the recording of memorable 

events” (Shapiro 432)–the two terms are used interchangeably in contemporary criticism.  

In this respect, Ondaatje’s Running in the Family and Said’s Out of Place are easily 

grouped with Conrad’s A Personal Record and consequently legitimately discussed as 

autobiography. 
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Autobiographical Pacts 
 

The following discussion foregrounds the critical concerns and traditions that 

inform my readings of Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s autobiographies as they juxtapose 

familial, cultural and literary patrimony.  I claim autobiography as a unique literary genre 

that resists formal definition.  Contrasting “historical autobiography” (Spengemann xv) 

with contemporary autobiography, as the latter relies more on imaginative than historical 

truth, I argue that autobiography is a genre defined by writers, not critics; 

autobiographers establish the parameters of their personal histories.  Despite 

acknowledging the independent nature of autobiographical literature, I identify Philippe 

Lejeune’s argument that autobiography is as much a form of reading as it is a way of 

writing, as an effective framework for examining Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s 

autobiographical works.  Maintaining a loose continuity between historical and 

contemporary autobiographical literature, I claim that autobiography is delineated by 

specific thematic conventions – relationships with parents, education and death – as well 

as formal concerns which provide valuable critical insights into individual 

autobiographical narratives.  I emphasize the effect of conventions on autobiographical 

meaning before examining the competing family and literary histories embodied within 

Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s personal narratives as they represent struggles for authorial 

as well as personal autonomy. 

Despite the fact that autobiography has only been recognized as a literary genre 

since the early nineteenth century, autobiographical narratives date back hundreds of 

years.  Suzanne Nalbantian argues that the English writer Robert Southey first used the 
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term “autobiography” in an article that appeared in the Quarterly Review in 1809 (1).  

According to Linda Anderson, however, “autobiography” may have been coined as early 

as the late eighteenth century by William Taylor in Isaac D’Israeli’s Miscellanies (7).  In 

either case, autobiography existed long before its conception as a genre.  While W.P. 

Scargil’s The Autobiography of a Dissenting Minister (1834) is considered the first 

official autobiography (“Cultural Moment” 5), St. Augustine’s Confessions established 

autobiography’s place within western literature as early as the fourth century C.E.  In 

Figures of Autobiography, Avrom Fleishman dates personal narratives to the “early first-

millennium Ninevah” (2), while Spengemann discusses autobiography’s presence within 

Medieval literature (xv).  Even contemporary autobiography, for which Rousseau’s 

Confessions (1781) “set a precedent” (Buckley 34), predates the emergence of 

autobiography as a literary genre by several decades.  Traditionally shunned by literary 

critics, autobiography developed into a highly individualistic form of writing that 

continues to resist critical attempts at definition.  

Discussing the traditional dearth of autobiography criticism, James Olney, a 

leading expert on autobiography, observes that “[a] theoretical and critical literature 

about autobiography” developed in earnest during the mid-1950s (“Cultural Moment” 7).   

Rather than establish clear guidelines for the genre, recent criticism has obscured 

conventional approaches to autobiography: “the more the genre gets written about, the 

less agreement there seems to be on what it properly includes” (Spengemann xi).  Olney 

repeatedly states his reluctance to define autobiography; in Metaphors of Self, he writes, 

“I do not . . . intend to speak very strictly when it is a question of literary genre” (viii).  
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Eight years later, Olney remains unwilling to set parameters for autobiographical 

literature: 

Autobiography is both the simplest of literary enterprise and the commonest . . . 
[however] one always feels that there is a great and present danger that the subject 
will slip away altogether, that it will vanish into the thinnest of air, leaving behind 
the perception that there is no such creature as autobiography and that there never 
has been – that there is no way to bring autobiography to heel as a literary genre 
with its own proper form, terminology, and observances. (“Cultural Moment” 3-4) 
 

In his most recent work, Memory and Narrative, Olney openly admits, “[a]lthough I have 

in the past written frequently about autobiography as a literary genre, I have never been 

very comfortable doing it, primarily because I believe that if one is to speak relevantly to 

a genre one has first of all to define it, and I have never met a definition of autobiography 

that I could really like” (xv).  In fact, in Memory and Narrative Olney settles on the label 

“periautobiography” precisely because of its non-specificity: “What I like about the term 

‘periautobiography,’ which would mean ‘writing about or around the self,’ is precisely its 

indefinition and lack of generic rigor, its comfortably loose fit and generous adaptability, 

and the same for ‘life-writing’” (xv).  Olney is not alone in his aversion to placing formal 

limits on autobiography.  Elizabeth Bruss describes autobiography as “problematic and 

provocative” (163); Louis Renza labels autobiography “a purely fragmentary, incomplete 

literary project” (295); and Paul de Man states that “autobiography lends itself poorly to 

generic definition” (2).  Autobiography represents an elusive form of literary and 

personal expression that has historically evaded critical definition.  

Autobiography has conventionally been conceived in terms of “classic examples” 

(Nalbantian 1) instead of formal definitions.  For centuries, Augustine’s desire “to set my 

facts in order and give an account of them” (253-4) determined how autobiography was 
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envisaged.  Augustine’s example encouraged many autobiographers to align their 

personal narratives with history: “the strict autobiographer writes on the assumption of a 

truth claim, as if his writings were to be received in the same manner as historical fact” 

(Nalbantian 2).  Augustine’s Confessions not only situated autobiography within 

historical discourse, but introduced certain thematic conventions into autobiographical 

literature.  Nalbantian argues that the Confessions “gives early expression to a substantive 

element indigenous to the genre, that of parental relationships” (5).  Dante’s La Vita 

Nuova, Benvenuto Cellini’s Life and Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography elaborate on 

the themes of self-discovery, heroism, crisis and resolution, death and parental authority 

found in Augustine’s Confessions.  While specific tropes surface in autobiographies 

written within the same era–Anne McClintock observes that “[m]ale Victorian memoirs 

are full of memories of the distinctive smell and feel of nurse’s hands” (99)–issues such 

as schooling and education are germane to autobiography throughout the ages.  Buckley 

argues that “education of the self has been a dominant theme in serious autobiography,” 

before stating that “school and college . . . play a considerable role in autobiography” 

(49,50).  Historical autobiography is not structured according to a single, overarching 

definition; rather it is identified as a “retrospective, chronological narration of selected 

events” (Nalbantian 9) arranged according to thematic conventions that developed 

through common use. 

 The standard belief that “[a]utobiography . . . depend[s] on actual and potentially 

verifiable events” (de Man 2) is displaced within contemporary autobiography.  Today’s 

autobiographers increasingly focus on emotional and psychological concerns; 
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conventional themes such as heroism and parental authority no longer dominate 

autobiographical narratives, at least not in the traditional sense of external conflicts.  

Olney writes that the “shift of attention from bios to autos – from the life to the self – 

was, I believe, largely responsible for opening things up and turning them in a 

philosophical, psychological, and literary direction” (“Cultural Moment” 19).  Whereas 

historical autobiography is organized chronologically, contemporary autobiography 

expresses the author’s inner-reality as it cannot be calibrated in terms of hours or 

financial units.  Gusdorf argues that contemporary autobiography no longer “show[s] us 

the individual seen from outside in his visible action but the person in his inner privacy, 

not as he was, not as he is, but as he believes and wishes himself to be and to have been” 

(45).  Buckley argues that “the actual events matter far less than the truth and depth of . . . 

[the autobiographer’s] experience” (40) and Shapiro states that “[t]ruth in autobiography 

is not merely fidelity to fact or conformity to ‘likeness,’ to the way one appears to others, 

but rather the projection of a story of successive self-images” (426).  Contemporary 

autobiography is more akin to fiction than history. 

While autobiography has traditionally been considered “a contribution to 

contemporary history” (Chaudhuri vii), today’s autobiographies increasingly privilege the 

imagination as the most authentic means of articulating the authorial self.  The shift from 

bios to autos that Olney describes as “responsible for opening things up” has had a 

tremendous impact on autobiography: 

Adventurous twentieth-century autobiographers have shifted the ground of 
our thinking about autobiographical truth because they readily accept the 
proposition that fictions and the fiction-making process are a central constituent of 
the truth of any life as it is lived and of any art devoted to the presentation of that 
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life.  Thus memory ceases to be for them merely a convenient repository in which 
the past is preserved inviolate, ready for the inspection of retrospect at any future 
date.  They no longer believe that autobiography can offer a faithful and 
unmediated reconstruction of a historically verifiable past; instead, it expresses the 
play of the autobiographical act itself, in which the materials of the past are shaped 
by memory and imagination to serve the needs of present consciousness. (Eakin, 
Fictions of Autobiography 5) 

 
Imagination increasingly shapes autobiographical narratives that were once strictly 

confined to “historical fact”: “autobiographical truth is not affixed but an evolving 

content in an intricate process of self-discovery and self-creation . . . the self that is the 

center of all autobiographical narrative is necessarily a fictive structure” (Eakin 3).  

“[B]eholden to certain imperatives of imaginative discourse” (Renza 269), autobiography 

“often opens up into the domain of fiction” (Nalbantian viii).  Mounted on the “pervasive 

influence” of “literary subjectivity” (Buckley 6), contemporary autobiography embraces 

fiction as a means of providing a more complete and honest expression of the self. 

 As contemporary autobiographers explore new means of personal expression, 

they conceive of identity as existing between historical and imaginative discourses.  

Maxine Hong Kingston’s Woman Warrior, for example, ambiguously fuses fact and 

fiction when recalling her childhood in Stockton, California: 

This was one of the tamer, more modern stories, mere introduction.  My 
mother told others that followed swordswomen through woods and palaces for 
years.  Night after night my mother would talk-story until we fell asleep.  I couldn’t 
tell where the stories left off and the dreams began, her voice the voice of the 
heroines in my sleep. (23) 

 
Kingston’s autobiography is a brilliant example of what Fleishman describes as “the 

dazzling aura created by mixing history and mythology” that “comes to be displayed 

without embarrassment, even with enthusiasm, on the part of many autobiographers” (4).  
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Eakin cites Kingston as a prominent member of a rising group of autobiographers who 

“[r]eject[] the traditional view of fiction as a potential threat to the success of the 

autobiographical process” and “regard fiction instead as a central feature of that truth, an 

ineluctable fact of the life of consciousness” (7).  Of the three authors who comprise this 

study, Ondaatje most overtly questions the distinction between history and fiction; he 

famously claims that Running in the Family “is not a history but a portrait or ‘gesture’” 

(206).  Autobiography has developed into “a process of semi-fictional self-creation, with 

little or no necessary parallel to an extratextual fact or truth” (Buckley vii). 

The overt use of fiction within contemporary autobiography has encouraged 

critics to question the validity of autobiographical history in even the most conventional 

autobiographies.  Gusdorf writes that “[t]he author of an autobiography gives himself the 

job of narrating his own history; what he sets out to do is to reassemble the scattered 

elements of his individual life and to regroup them in a comprehensive sketch” (35).  

Taking for granted that most autobiographers censor the intimate as well as potentially 

embarrassing details of their lives, even the most “comprehensive sketch” represents a 

heavily edited version of the author’s personal history: mundane, everyday occurrences 

are generally excluded from autobiographical texts; concerns over reader interest limit 

narrative length and dictate autobiographical content; and autobiographers generally 

document the extreme highs and lows of their lives in order to distinguish both 

themselves and their narratives.  These factors, coupled with the fact that memory is 

generally an unreliable source of historical information, indicate that, at its best, 

autobiography is a highly stylized form of history.  Fleishman notes that 
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“autobiographers make themselves unique, by creative reenactment, revision, and 

reversal” (45) to suggest that autobiography, whether classical or contemporary, fails to 

provide an objective account of autobiographers’ lives.  Autobiography is more 

individualistic than biography, but it is also more subjective; personal vanity combined 

with concerns over privacy and popular appeal make autobiography more susceptible to 

bias than biographical histories. 

 Critics also challenge the validity of autobiographical history on the grounds that 

autobiographical narratives are commonly compiled to educate and entertain their 

intended audiences.  Frye observes that “[m]ost autobiographies are inspired by a 

creative, and therefore fictional, impulse to select only those events and experiences in 

the writer’s life that go to build up an integrated pattern” (307).  Augustine writes 

Confessions to honor “the Lord’s majesty” (21) and illustrate the road to repentance.  

Benjamin Franklin frames his life in Autobiography to substantiate “The American 

Dream” and the importance of hard work and perseverance, whereas Franklin’s 

contemporary, Frederick Douglass, fashions his life story to illustrate the brutalities of 

slavery.  Besides the lessons that autobiographers commonly integrate into their personal 

narratives, fictional tropes add entertainment value to autobiographies, which in turn 

influences their content and direction.  Fleishman notes that autobiographers “cast . . . 

[their] heroics in the form of fiction” and argues that autobiography is deeply indebted to 

fictional genres “where certain canonical texts establish the norms and often the working 

materials for later writers” (191,471).  Discussing Augustine’s status as “the father of 

autobiographical figuration,” Fleishman claims that Confessions is central to western 
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civilization largely because Augustine modeled his textual persona on biblical figures 

such as Adam, Moses, Jesus and Saint Paul (50).  Classical autobiographies appear little 

different from works by contemporary autobiographers like Jean-Paul Satre who 

described his autobiography, The Words, as “a kind of novel . . . a novel I believe in, but 

a novel nevertheless” (quoted in Eakin 7). 

Despite the disparities between historical and contemporary views of 

autobiography, most autobiography critics accept Philippe Lejeune’s theory of “the 

autobiographical pact” (13) as an effective framework for situating and examining 

autobiography as a unique form of writing.9  Failing to determine any “structures, modes, 

and narrative voices” intrinsic to autobiography, Lejeune defines the genre from without.  

According to Lejeune, “[i]n order for there to be autobiography (and personal literature in 

general), the author, the narrator, and the protagonist must be identical” (5).  Lejeune 

explains that “[t]he autobiographical pact is the affirmation in the text of this identity, 

referring back in the final analysis to the name of the author on the cover,” or, less 

satisfactorily, to a narrator who acts as if he or she has authored the entire work (14).  

Any doubt surrounding the protagonist’s direct relationship with the author jeopardizes 

the autobiographical pact: “Name of the protagonist ≠ name of the author.  This fact 

alone excludes the possibility of autobiography” (15).  Building on this fundamental 

principle, Lejeune offers the following definition of autobiography: 

                                                 
9 Lejeune’s approach to autobiography is frequently cited and commented upon by 
prominent autobiography scholars.  Spengemann (xvi) and Bruss (12) employ the terms 
of the autobiographical pact in their writing; Olney (“Cultural Moment” 3) and 
Fleishman (35-6) support Lejeune’s claim that autobiography has no form of its own. 
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Definition: Retrospective prose narrative written by a real person concerning his 
own existence, where the focus is his individual life, in particular the story of his 
personality. 

 
The definition brings into play elements belonging to four different 
categories: 

 
1. Forms of language 

a. narrative 
b. in prose 

2. Subject treated: individual life, story of a personality 
3. Situation of the author: the author (whose name refers to a real person) 
and the narrator are identical 
4. Position of the narrator 

a. the narrator and the principal character are identical 
b. retrospective point of view of the narrative 

 
Any work that fulfills all the conditions indicated in each of the categories 

is an autobiography. 
       (“The Autobiographical Pact” 4) 
 
The autobiographical pact includes what Lejeune terms the referential pact: “As 

opposed to all forms of fiction, biography and autobiography are referential texts: exactly 

like the scientific or historical discourse, they claim to provide information about a 

‘reality’ exterior to the text, and so to submit to a test of verification” (21).  Lejeune 

admits, however, that “[t]he referential pact can be, according to the criteria of the reader, 

badly kept, without the referential value of the text disappearing” (23).  Autobiography is 

a “contractual genre” in that it rests on readers’ faith in the truthful nature of the narrative 

they are presented with: “the implicit or explicit contract proposed by the author to the 

reader . . . determines the mode of reading of the text and engenders the effects which, 

attributed to the text, seem to us to define it as autobiography” (Lejeune 29).  

Autobiography is consequently “a mode of reading as much as it is a type of writing” 
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(Lejeune 30), which ultimately relies on readers’ faith that the narrator of the text is also 

the author. 

In spite of the fact that “Lejeune gained recognition for his definition and became 

a general frame of reference for further critical discussion” of autobiography (Nalbantian 

29), including this one, his theory of autobiography is remarkably porous.  Anderson 

states that “Lejeune himself remained dissatisfied with this [his definition of 

autobiography] since it did not seem to provide a sufficient boundary between 

autobiography and the adjacent genres of biography and fiction” (2).  Referring to points 

1-4 in the outline quoted above, Lejeune admits, “the different categories are not all 

equally restrictive: certain conditions can be met for the most part without being satisfied 

completely” (5).  He questions “how the identity of the author and the narrator can be 

established in the autobiographical pact when the name is not repeated” (28) and 

concludes his discussion by stating, “[t]o succeed in giving a clear and complete formula 

of autobiography would be, in reality, to fail.  While reading this chapter in which I have 

tried to push exactness as far as possible, one will have often felt that this exactness was 

becoming arbitrary, inadequate for an object” (30).  Lejeune’s formal definition of 

autobiography provides a degree of order to the “unbounded sprawl” (Spengemann xii) 

that characterizes contemporary autobiographical criticism; his premise that 

autobiography is “biography, written by the person involved” is fundamental–“it is all or 

nothing”–to autobiographical literature, including Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s personal 

histories (Lejeune 6,13).  Lejeune’s “pacts” also represent, however, fluid distinctions 

that are vulnerable to changing views of human identity and history. 
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The challenges associated with defining autobiography indirectly stem from the 

historical lack of autobiography criticism.  Forced to clarify the boundaries of their own 

work, autobiographers work within creative and critical discourses to develop 

autobiography as a self-sufficient form of literary expression; autobiographies have 

become genres unto themselves.  Beginning with Rousseau, autobiographers frequently 

accounted for the parameters that govern the personal narrative they present.  Olney 

observes that “autobiography is a self-reflexive, a self-critical act, and consequently the 

criticism of autobiography exists within the literature instead of alongside it” (“Critical 

Attitudes” 25).  Any effective critical engagement with autobiography depends, 

ironically, on the individual work under consideration.  Objective distance does not 

destabilize autobiography; instead, it allows autobiographers greater personal and literary 

freedom to express themselves in ways that are conducive to their individual lives and 

characters.  Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s sophisticated critiques of autobiography finalize 

the terms of Lejeune’s autobiographical pact to present definitive, yet highly 

individualized, definitions of autobiography. 

 Ondaatje’s and Said’s autobiographies are vulnerable to the same accusations 

leveled against A Personal Record when it was first published in 1912.  Conrad 

comments that A Personal Record was “charged with discursiveness, with disregard of 

chronological order (which is itself a crime) with unconventionality of form (which is an 

impropriety)” (Record xx).  For today’s critics, such conventional criticisms are less 

indicative of deficiencies within Conrad’s narrative than they are suggestive of Conrad’s 

critical engagement of the traditional assumptions behind autobiographical writing.  Said 
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and Ondaatje similarly manipulate the boundaries of historical autobiography; Said calls 

attention to the influential role of third party editors in shaping his personal narrative 

(viii), whereas Ondaatje exaggerates incidents from his family’s past to such an extent 

that his imagination oftentimes overrides historical facts.  Ondaatje recreates his 

grandmother’s death from alcohol poisoning in terms of a flood in which she drowns in 

“the great blue” (129).  Conrad, Ondaatje and Said simultaneously employ and critique 

autobiographical conventions as a means of establishing the parameters of their personal 

narratives; their autobiographies embody “certain common elements or paradigms 

germane to . . . autobiography as a whole” (Nalbantian 1), but they also appropriate these 

“common elements” for specific ends.  In the absence of a formal definition of 

autobiography, autobiographical conventions provide unique insights through which to 

read individual autobiographical narratives within a literary tradition that they also 

invent. 

Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s attempts to understand their fathers’ legacies is 

typical of autobiography, which has historically been defined by a struggle over cultural 

and familial patrimony.  Autobiography is dominated by parental figures who function 

ambiguously as educators and disciplinarians: 

Autobiography . . . frequently represents the writer’s effort to come to terms 
belatedly with his father or mother, to understand, as only the adult can, the vitality 
of his parents’ being and the meaning of the relationship out of which he was born.  
If the father or mother has been stiflingly coercive or possessive, the writer may 
describe the course of liberation or else the lingering power of obedience from 
which respect or love or fear has allowed no ultimate escape.  In whatever guise, 
parents and guardians loom large as an autobiographic convention. (Buckley, The 
Turning Key, 47) 
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As Buckley suggests, the focus on parental relations within autobiography is closely 

associated with the autobiographer’s need to assert his or her individual identity: “Now is 

the time to realize that mankind is the true man, that though we are all of woman born 

and destined to die, we can, while we live, liberate ourselves from the ignorance of our 

parents, provide models and standards of measurement for our children, and work to 

create a more livable world” (Shapiro 454).   Parental authority is an obvious source of 

conflict within Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s autobiographies, but it also represents a 

means of personal renewal as each author attempts to distinguish himself from the 

suffering caused by his father.  Conrad, Ondaatje and Said engage their fathers’ legacy in 

order to assert their individual characters; the common practice of “gazing backward at 

the innocent illusions of the child that fathered the man” (Shapiro 437) is to relive the 

anxieties of childhood, but it is also to recreate them to better serve the adult narrator.   

 The patriarchal tensions embodied within Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s 

autobiographies reflect each author’s desire for greater personal and literary autonomy.  

Andrei Codrescu, the author of several autobiographies, writes, “[m]y mother was the 

one I addressed my first book to because she had been my author until I became one 

myself” (23).  Condrescu’s statement defines the parent/ child relationship within 

autobiography as a transfer of narrative as well as personal control; Conrad, Ondaatje and 

Said battle their fathers for artistic license over their individual stories.  Augustine makes 

a similar connection between language and parental authority in Confessions: “I began to 

express my wishes by means of them [words].  In this way I made my wants known to 

my family and they made theirs known to me, and I took a further step into the stormy 
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life of human society, although I was still subject to the authority of my parents and the 

will of my elders” (29).  The undoing of parental authority is essential to the 

autobiographical act; as “the child is transformed into the father” (Shapiro 452), he, to 

use Shapiro’s gendered model, declares himself a writer.  The hurt and frustration 

Conrad, Ondaatje and Said express toward their fathers consequently acts as metaphor for 

their equally problematic relationships with the linguistic and literary conventions which 

configure their narratives. 

Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s vexed relationships with their fathers extends to their 

relationship with English literature as it is symbolized in all three authors’ 

autobiographies by Shakespeare.   The fact that Conrad, Ondaatje and Said inherit their 

appreciation of Shakespearean drama directly from their parents affirms the conventional 

notion that parents are the guardians and authors of their children’s fates.  Shakespeare’s 

paternal presence within A Personal Record, Running in the Family and Out of Place 

expands and distracts, however, from the themes of creative and intellectual maturation 

popularized by St. Augustine.  Shakespeare’s canonical status supersedes Conrad, 

Ondaatje and Said’s fathers’ ability to dictate the terms of their children’s lives, let alone 

their own.  Shakespeare functions an ominous symbol of the colonial and literary 

patrimony that both father and son were forced to negotiate.  The Shakespearean 

allusions in Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s autobiographies expand conventional 

discussions of parental authority to include questions of national and imperial paternalism 

as they continue to influence western culture and politics.  In this respect, Shakespeare’s 

presence within these three authors’ autobiographies helps present a fuller, more 
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complete articulation of self, life and writing than is possible through strict adherence to 

classical autobiography conventions. 

Autobiography: Protest Genre 

 The following section locates autobiography as a powerful medium of political, 

cultural and literary protest.  I discuss how autobiography has been appropriated by 

disenfranchised groups of people to voice their opposition to oppressive governments and 

organizations throughout the world.  Despite autobiography’s popularity as a protest 

genre, recent attempts to establish autobiography as a rigorous field of literary study 

threaten autobiography’s effectiveness as a medium of social and literary change.  While 

contemporary criticism has combated the notoriety traditionally associated with 

autobiography, it has forced the genre into the realm of fictional literature, thus 

compromising the integrity and the complexity of autobiographical literature.  Recent 

autobiography criticism presumes that fiction is superior to all other forms of literary 

narrative; it enhances autobiography’s reputation by reinforcing imperial conceptions of 

fictional literature such as poetry and the novel as infallible forms of cultural authority.  

Rather than force autobiography to comply with standard critical practices and literary 

hierarchies, I claim that autobiography’s outsider status energizes the genre’s 

revolutionary potential.  Similar to postcolonial theory and literatures, autobiography 

undermines standard divisions between fiction and history to encourage pluralistic 

approaches to literary meaning as it shapes ideas of individual and national identity. 

 In the late 1950s, the French critic Georges Gusdorf wrote “that autobiography is 

not to be found outside of our cultural area; one would say that it expresses a concern 
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peculiar to Western man, a concern that has been of good use in his systematic conquest 

of the universe and that he has communicated to men of other cultures” (29).  More 

recently, in an article that argues for Ondaatje’s western orientation as a writer, Daniel 

Coleman also claims that autobiography is an irrefutably western genre: “working with – 

or against – the autobiographical genre, itself a specifically Western form of self-

construction, indicates how strongly . . .  [Ondaatje is] influenced by Western ideology” 

(64).  Autobiography, or memoir, constituted a popular form of imperial literature; Henry 

Morton Stanley’s Through the Dark Continent and Rudyard Kipling’s Something of 

Myself combine personal insight with the adventures of empire.  Discussing  “the tropical 

Memoir,” Gooneratne observes that “by the frequency of its appearance in the middle 

years of the [nineteenth] century, the Memoir witnesses to the demand that existed for 

information regarding life in a tropical colony” (64).  Today, however, Fleishman 

comments that “self-writing takes place the world over free of Western assumptions 

about its possibilities and limits” (473).  Many post-colonial political activists, especially 

those victimized by oppressive governments, embrace autobiography as a way of 

projecting their ideas and experiences into the public arena: “People who have become 

literary artists because of their imprisonment tend to write in an autobiographical mode” 

(Bruce Franklin quoted in Harlow 122).  Gandhi, Nehru and Mandela detail their 

struggles against the direct and indirect effects of British imperialism in lengthy 

autobiographies.  Today, autobiography includes many works by postcolonial political 

activists: “[t]he prison memoirs of the Third World political detainees . . . suggest a 

counter-hegemonic practice of writing which both organizes and documents the political 
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resistance to a bureaucratization and mechanization of the human and social mind and 

body which takes place inside the prison institution” (Harlow 124).  Non-western 

intellectuals and political leaders have wrestled autobiography from their imperial 

masters, so that the genre is no longer exclusively identified with western culture and 

power. 

 Autobiography has emerged as a subversive form of writing that is frequently 

employed to oppose traditional forms of patriarchal power within as well as outside of 

western literature and culture.  While autobiography has conventionally been concerned 

with “the centrality of masculine – and, we may add, Western and middle-class – modes 

of subjectivity” (Anderson 3), it has been transformed over the last century into an 

instrument of political and social dissent.  Anderson argues that Virginia Woolf’s use of 

the first person singular in A Room of One’s Own destabilizes the masculine “I” of 

autobiographical discourse: “Woman’s difference, so Woolf suggests, requires a different 

emphasis; it flies in the face of conventional modes of representation, producing a 

multiplicity which cannot be captured within one and the same, the singular ‘I’ of 

masculine discourse” (98).  She elaborates, “Woolf is seen as undermining the unity and 

confidence of that universal ‘I’ claimed by the masculine subject” (102).  Autobiography 

has also made significant contributions to contemporary struggles for racial equality 

within the United States.  Olney comments that “[f]rom Frederick Douglass to Malcolm 

X, from Olaudah Equiano to Maya Angelou, the mode specific to the black experience 

has been autobiography” (“Cultural Moment” 15).  During the Civil Rights era 

“autobiography . . . [was] turned to as a way of providing ‘truthful’ depictions of life, 
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albeit now from a radical perspective” (Anderson 106).  More recently, Cherrie Moraga’s 

collection of autobiographical essays and poems, Loving in the War Years, and Maxine 

Hong Kingston’s Warrior Woman have voiced opposition to the patriarchal models that 

privilege white, heterosexual men in American society.  Autobiography has consequently 

been reinvented as a forum for individuals taking a stand against repressive, hegemonic 

forms of power. 

 The effectiveness of autobiography as a means of social and cultural protest is 

threatened, however, by recent attempts to situate autobiography exclusively within 

literary studies.  In “Autobiography as De-facement,” Paul de Man summarizes the 

traditional complaint against autobiography:  

By making autobiography into a genre, one elevates it above the literary status of 
mere reportage, chronicle, or memoir and gives it a place, albeit a modest one, 
among the canonical hierarchies of the major literary genres.  This does not go 
without some embarrassment, since compared to tragedy, or epic, or lyric poetry, 
autobiography always looks slightly disreputable and self-indulgent in a way that 
may be symptomatic of its incompatibility with the monumental dignity of 
aesthetic values. (1) 

 

The traditional disdain for autobiographical narratives obliged early autobiography critics 

to defend their choice of genre.  In Anatomy of Criticism (1957), Northrop Frye endorses 

autobiography as a “very important form of prose fiction” (307) and as late as 1972 

Olney praised autobiography as “a very valuable literature indeed” (Metaphors ix).  

Autobiography scholarship since the 1950s has ensured “the central place of 

autobiography, especially in the literary sphere” (Gusdorf 45) by diminishing the genre’s 
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traditional association with history.10  While the trend to legitimize autobiography as a 

fictional genre has stimulated critical interest in personal narratives, it threatens to limit 

autobiography’s capacity to accommodate the hybrid cultural and literary formulations 

presented in Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s autobiographies. 

The relatively recent emphasis on imaginative rather than historical truth has 

placed autobiography on the verge of being absorbed into other literary genres, 

particularly the novel.  Frye notes that “[a]utobiography is [a] . . . form which merges 

with the novel by a series of insensible gradations” (307) and Spengemann comments 

that “there is now virtually no written form that has not either been included in some 

study of autobiography or else been subjected to autobiographical interpretation” (xii).  

Changing narrative techniques during the late nineteenth century synchronized 

autobiography and fiction: “[w]hen the first person experiencer, narrator and hero, was 

appropriated from autobiography for the sake of ‘realism’ in the new, bourgeois novel, 

the presence of such a narrator was no longer enough to distinguish autobiography from 

fiction” (Bruss 9).  Instead of exploring the possibilities presented within autobiography’s 

ambiguous literary heritage, contemporary critics frequently attempt to force 

autobiography into the realm of fiction. 

Recent studies identify prominent novels as thinly veiled autobiographical 

narratives, labeling them either “aesthetic autobiography” or “poetic autobiography.”  

Discussing Mrs. Dalloway and To the Light House, Nalbantian observes that Virginia 

Woolf “appropriated memories of daily experiences that could well have been 
                                                 
10 For more detailed discussions of autobiography’s prominent place within literary 
scholarship see Spengemann (xi), Nalbantian (viii) and Eakin (ix). 
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associated with her own past into an artistic atmosphere, which situates the everyday 

in a new symbolic context” (55).  Spengemann similarly identifies Dickens’ David 

Copperfield and Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter as, to use Lejeune’s phrase, 

“autobiographical novels” (13).11  Conrad’s work, particularly Heart of Darkness and 

Lord Jim, is frequently, if erroneously, discussed in terms of autobiography: “in Lord 

Jim Marlow, a mature loquacious Joseph Conrad, seeks to fathom the enigma of the 

Conradian Jim, who is ‘one of us’ yet perpetually elusive and alone” (Buckley 119).12  

Contemporary scholarship obscures “the classical . . . relations of biography and 

autobiography, and the relations of the novel and autobiography” (Lejeune 3) to locate 

autobiographical works within mainstream literature.  While contemporary criticism 

successfully challenges common perceptions of autobiography as a “mediocre fiction . 

. . [which] does not have the flexibility of the novel or the story” (Mandel 49), the 

tendency to identify autobiography as a purely imaginative form of literature 

jeopardizes autobiography’s unique ability to facilitate social and cultural (ex)change. 

Not surprisingly the recent emphasis on autobiography as a creative form of self-

expression has “produce[d] an unease that it could spread endlessly and get everywhere, 

undermining even the objective stance of the critic if it is not held at bay or constrained 

by classification” (Anderson 6).  Autobiography’s dissemination throughout literary 

                                                 
11 Lejeune defines “autobiographical novels” as “fictional texts in which the reader has 
reason to suspect, from the resemblances that he thinks he sees, that there is identity of 
author and protagonist, whereas the author has chosen to deny this identity, or at least not 
to affirm it” (13).    
12 The traditional analogy between Conrad and Marlow is complicated by recent literary 
scholarship that argues that Conrad forces a critical distance between himself and his 
infamous narrator, the old sea dog Charlie Marlow.    
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studies is unlikely, however, considering that it is impossible to divorce autobiographical 

narratives from history.  Eakin cautions that “[o]ne could conflate autobiography with 

other forms of fiction only by willfully ignoring the autobiographer’s explicit posture as 

autobiographer in the text” (4).  Emphasizing autobiography’s dualistic function within 

humanities criticism, Eakin argues that “[a]utobiographers . . . are responsible for the 

problematical reception of their work, for they perform willy-nilly both as artists and 

historians, negotiating a narrative passage between the freedoms of imaginative creation 

on the one hand and the constraints of biographical fact on the other” (3).  Gusdorf 

similarly affirms autobiography’s traditional affinity with history: autobiography “is 

unquestionably a document about a life, and the historian has a perfect right to heck out 

its testimony and verify its accuracy” (43).  Kingston’s “talk-story,” for example, is 

highly imaginative, but it also alludes to ancient Chinese history and documents 

Kingston’s intimate, fraught relationship with her mother.  Contemporary autobiography 

criticism consequently perpetuates a false sense of autobiographical literature. 

 In order to be effective, critics cannot view autobiography as either fictional or 

historical literature; rather, they must approach autobiography as an amalgamation of 

imaginative and historical truth.  Postcolonial critics cite Darwin’s theories of evolution 

in support of theories of cultural hybridity; literary critics must similarly embrace 

autobiography’s “mixed form” (Shapiro 436) as a strength that provides the genre with 

greater flexibility than fictional writing.  To define autobiography as fiction denies the 

unique qualities of autobiographical literature which make it such an exciting and 

complex form of literary expression.  Bruss comments that “[t]he excitement and the 
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potential aesthetic ambiguity of autobiography stem from how closely the literary act 

borders on the literal” (163).  Instead of relating autobiography to more established 

literary genres, critics must embrace the diverse narratives manifest within autobiography 

as a mark, not of notoriety, but of sophistication. 

To celebrate autobiography’s “misfit” qualities is to privilege text over genre in 

ways that challenge traditional divisions within literary criticism.  Leigh Gilmore writes 

that autobiography “calls into question . . . generic frames and their classical hierarchies.  

The mark of autobiography indicates a disruption in genre, an eruption or interruption of 

self-representation in genres in which . . . [autobiography] has not been previously 

legitimated” (7).  Arguing that “autobiography has fallen outside both fiction and 

history,” Gilmore claims that autobiography also exists outside of genre: 

Despite its defenders’ efforts to win it some space in the hierarchy of genre, the 
form of the problem is more to the point here because such critical maneuvers 
avoid autobiography’s contradictory nature.  Construing autobiography as a genre 
has depended, at least in part, on domesticating its specific weirdness.  Its doubled 
nature confounds definition through preexisting generic categories, even as the 
judgment of its duplicity follows from those categories.  What we can call 
autobiography’s resistance to genre can now be taken as a crisis in genre itself, 
rather than the cause of autobiography’s dismissal or rehabilitation. (“The Mark of 
Autobiography: Postmodernism, Autobiography, and Genre” 6) 
 

Autobiography constitutes an explosive weapon against a complacent literary hierarchy: 

“[t]here is no question but that a spirit of anarchism is bred within the autobiographical 

act” (Renza 290).  As a “transdisciplinary critical practice” (Gilmore 3) autobiography 

discredits the traditional parameters of literary production and criticism; it is a subversive 

form of writing that aims at “the diversification of culture and subjects” (Anderson 5).  

Similar to postcolonial scholarship which identifies literary genres as “forms of cultural 
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authority” (Doyle 18), autobiography questions the ability of traditional literary 

categories to effectively order the global literary discourses that have emerged in the 

wake of European colonialism.   

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 of this study explore how autobiography’s unconventional 

form enhances Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s struggles to assert themselves within a 

literary and scholarly tradition that, outside of autobiography, is deeply embedded within 

Eurocentric values and perceptions.  Rather than contributing to a genre that is rigidly 

defined by European prejudices and perspectives, Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s 

autobiographies reflect a unique literary tradition that has consistently defied 

conventional divisions within literary discourse.  While the novel has proven an effective 

tool of postcolonial protest, the irregular nature of autobiographical narratives facilitates 

bold new narrative forms, which defy standard cultural and literary models of expression 

and, ultimately, of power.  In this vein, Conrad, Ondaatje, and Said’s stories of 

immigration and self-exile complicate polarized models of western imperialism to present 

more complex formulations of collective and individual identity.  The hybrid nature of 

autobiographical discourse accommodates and complements the disparate cultural issues 

expressed within Conrad, Ondaatje and Said’s highly self-reflexive autobiographies; it 

also allows these authors to define themselves both within and against the traditions that 

fashion their cultural and literary identities.  Autobiography allows Conrad, Ondaatje and 

Said to renegotiate their cultural and literary heritages from the mature perspective of 

adulthood, while simultaneously creating narratives that are sufficiently expansive to 

accommodate the cultural diversity that characterizes each author’s life. 
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Appropriate Shakespeares  
 
“After God, Shakespeare has created most.” Alexander Dumas 
 

In Shakespearean Constitutions, Jonathan Bate asserts, “[t]he history of 

appropriation may suggest that ‘Shakespeare’ is not a man who lived from 1564 to 1616 

but a body of work that is refashioned by each subsequent age in the image of itself” (3).  

Francis Barker and Peter Hulme describe Shakespeare as “the most notoriously bloated of 

all critical enterprises” to argue that  “‘Shakespeare’ has been force-fed behind a high 

wall called Literature, built out of the dismantled pieces of other seventeenth-century 

discourses” (233).  According to Graham Holderness, Shakespeare’s “bloated” nature has 

prompted contemporary critics to begin the “process of splitting the SHAKESPEARE 

myth from Shakespeare the man: to detach from the writing and the reputation a history 

of cultural reconstruction, in the active process of which we can observe ‘Shakespeare’ 

being appropriated in the service of various ideologies and political interests” (4).  

Contemporary literary scholarship has forced quotation marks around the name 

“Shakespeare” as it refers less to an actual man and more to a constructed image of 

literary genius created by powerful cultural and political discourses active within British 

society since the Restoration.  Today’s “Shakespeare” is, thus, a tightly knitted 

composition of literary, critical, political and national concerns that was permitted to 

develop to such an extreme degree – to the point of religious canonization – because little 

historical evidence exists to resist the extravagances of bardolatry and, as the author 

controversy attests, what little history is available has been complicated to maintain what 
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Holderness effectively terms “the Shakespeare myth.”  Ironically, Shakespeare’s “flesh-

and-blood” characters have become more human than he is.13 

The fact that Shakespeare “left record of himself in the way of Literature” 

(Carlyle 285), but amazingly little record in history, has proven particularly convenient 

for literary critics who continue to project their concerns and values onto Shakespeare 

and his plays as if “Shakespeare” were blank slate of meaning.  Holderness describes 

Shakespeare “as the product of centuries of cultural development involving the 

participation of millions of contributors, and . . .  in no way coterminous with any single 

historic author” (174).  Authors as diverse as Alexander Pope, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 

and G. Wilson Knight fashioned Shakespeare into their own image, writing their personal 

and cultural histories into Shakespeare’s legacy.  Reviewing the historical reception of 

Shakespeare’s plays, Martin Esslin comments, “Samuel Johnson’s Shakespeare is very 

different indeed from the Shakespeare of Coleridge of Hazlitt, very different from the 

Shakespeare of Georg Brandes or Harley Granville-Barker, and equally different from the 

Shakespeare of our own time” (xi).  We can no longer discuss Shakespeare himself, but 

have to qualify our meaning by specifying which Shakespeare we are speaking of: is it 

Coleridge’s Shakespeare, Knight’s Shakespeare or even Holderness’ “Shakespeare”?  

Thus, while the lack of biographical information about Shakespeare initially allowed for 

wild speculation concerning the events of his life – his poaching a deer in his youth was a 

popular tale – it quickly led to Shakespeare the author being converted into 
                                                 
13 The quoted material in this sentence is taken from the writings of L.M. Griffiths, then 
secretary of the Clifton Shakespeare society, who argued that Shakespeare’s characters 
“were flesh-and-blood beings whose analogues may be met with in every-day life.  They 
are to be paralleled amongst our own friends and acquaintances” (quoted in Grady 39). 
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“Shakespeare” a product of the writers and historians that succeeded him.  Not merely the 

dehumanized product of abstract intellectual and cultural discourse, “Shakespeare” has 

been deployed throughout history as a means of self-expression, self-reproduction and 

personal revelation.  Consequently, by inscribing their personal circumstances into the 

characters and events of Shakespeare’s plays Conrad, Ondaatje and Said participate in an 

established literary practice which has rendered “Shakespeare” an important location of 

cultural, political and self-identity. 

Drawing from recent arguments that define “Shakespeare” as a social and 

personal construction, this chapter traces Shakespeare’s development as a literary and 

cultural icon in order to configure his current status within postcolonial studies.  

Specifically, I argue that despite the fact that postcolonial criticism has successfully 

altered our perception of Shakespeare, it perpetuates the process of appropriation upon 

which Shakespeare’s unique reputation for literary genius depends.  The following 

discussion outlines Shakespeare’s emergence as a powerful western author, while 

focusing on the postcolonial appropriation of Shakespeare as it unquestionably challenges 

his traditional incarnation as a fierce nationalist and dedicated imperialist.  In their 

introduction to Post-Colonial Shakespeares, Ania Loomba and Martin Orkin celebrate 

the fact that Shakespeare studies is undergoing a remarkable change: 

the historical interactions between ‘Shakespeare’ and colonialism, have been, in the 
last decade, subject to new and exciting critiques.  Such critiques have shown how 
Anglo-American literary scholarship of the last two centuries offered a Shakespeare 
who celebrated the superiority of the ‘civilized races’, and, further, that colonial 
educationists and administrators used this Shakespeare to reinforce cultural and 
racial hierarchies.  Shakespeare was made to perform such ideological work both 
by interpreting his plays in highly conservative ways (so that they were seen as 
endorsing existing racial, gender and other hierarchies, never as questioning or 
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destabilizing them) and by constructing him as one of the best, if not ‘the best’, 
writer in the whole world.  He became, during the colonial period, the quintessence 
of Englishness and a measure of humanity itself.  Thus the meanings of 
Shakespeare’s plays were both derived from and used to establish colonial 
authority. (1) 
 

As Loomba and Orkin emphasize, the “new and exciting critiques” offered by 

postcolonial critics are a reaction to the powerful history of colonial control which upheld 

Shakespeare’s legacy at the expense of non-western cultures around the world.  Working 

within the framework of imperial domination, postcolonial readings of Shakespeare tend 

“to unpick Shakespeare from a colonial past and place him more meaningfully in a post-

colonial world” (Post-Colonial Shakespeares 11), thus complicating the conventional 

image of Shakespeare as the embodiment of western cultural superiority.  Duplicating the 

“unpicking” process typical of postcolonial approaches to Shakespeare and his work, the 

following discussion contrasts the cultural machinery that continues to export 

Shakespeare’s unique literary reputation throughout the world to postcolonial readings of 

Shakespeare’s plays that label Shakespeare a powerful voice for the oppressed, 

particularly victims of western economic and political exploitation.  Arguing that recent 

postcolonial interpretations of Shakespeare’s work enact yet another appropriation of 

Shakespeare’s legacy, I maintain that while postcolonial criticism has altered our 

understanding of Shakespeare’s position within the literary canon, it reaffirms 

Shakespeare’s central location in that canon.  

By situating current postcolonial discussions of Shakespeare within the broad 

pattern of appropriation that has historically determined Shakespeare’s popular and 

critical reception, the following chapter explores how the act of appropriation has 
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enhanced Shakespeare’s status as a writer from the Restoration onwards.  In her 

introduction to Shakespeare and Appropriation, Christy Desmet writes, “[t]he word 

‘appropriation’ implies an exchange, either the theft of something valuable . . . or a gift, 

the allocation of resources for a worthy course” (4).  For my purposes “appropriation” 

connotes a theft rather than a gift.  As Thomas Cartelli explains, “[w]hat differentiates the 

act of appropriation from . . . acts of adaptation is that the one is a primarily critical, and 

the other a primarily emulative act.  Appropriation . . . both serves, and works in, the 

interests of the writer or group doing the appropriating, but usually works against the 

avowed or assigned interest of the writer whose work is appropriated” (15).  Whereas 

“adaptations are interested merely in adjusting or accommodating the original work to the 

tastes and expectations of their own readership or audience,” appropriation is a 

“selectively predatory act” (Cartelli 15,17).  Consequently, while circumstances played a 

significant role in establishing Shakespeare’s literary reputation, this study is concerned 

with the deliberate manipulation of Shakespeare’s reputation by individuals and 

institutions throughout history.14  In this respect the following discussion of Shakespeare 

as a canonical author and an icon of western culture is divided into sections that address 

                                                 
14 Restoration playwrights used the fact that Shakespeare’s plays signified a time before 
Cromwell’s revolution to create the impression that the monarchy had never been 
overthrown: “it was the old ones [plays] that they [Restoration playwrights] wanted, for 
the presentation of so many former favorites contributed to the warm communal illusion 
that the past was being restored” (Taylor, Reinventing 26).  The practical consideration 
that “[o]ld plays were plentiful, and their authors did not need to be paid for their work” 
(Reinventing 26) also helped ensure Shakespeare’s presence on the Restoration stage.  
Later, in the eighteenth century, “[t]he Licensing Act of 1737 restricted [the publication 
of] new plays and led the managers to rely still more on trusted favourites” 
(Shakespearean Constitutions 26), so that Shakespeare was spared many serious literary 
rivals (Reinventing 137). 
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the various aspects of Shakespeare’s critical and popular reception since his death in 

1616.  The chapter begins by focusing on Shakespeare’s literary appropriation throughout 

the Restoration and eighteenth century before moving to address how the politicization of 

Shakespeare’s plays during the mid-eighteenth century led to his emergence as Britain’s 

national poet.  The third section of this chapter examines imperial constructions of 

Shakespeare as they served British colonial interests in Asia and Africa throughout the 

nineteenth and into the twentieth century.  The chapter concludes with discussion of the 

postcolonial engagement with Shakespeare and his plays as it has resulted in a 

“Shakespeare” that functions as an ambiguous icon of western power and influence. 

 Noting the lack of historical evidence concerning Shakespeare’s childhood, 

Jonathan Bate comments, “[h]is early years, like those of Jesus Christ, are shrouded in 

mystery and consequently dressed up with myth” (Genius 5).  Bate’s parallel is 

deliberate: just as John Lennon claimed the Beatles were “more popular than Jesus,” 

critics from the Restoration onwards have described Shakespeare’s genius in terms of the 

creative and spiritual power traditionally associated with the God of the Old and New 

Testaments.15  Only seven years after Shakespeare’s death Ben Jonson alluded to his 

former rival as a deity residing immortal in the heavens: “I see thee in the hemisphere/ 

Advanced and made a constellation there/ Shine forth, thou star of poets, and with rage” 

(line 75).16   Jonson’s praise proved slightly premature, however, for it wasn’t until the 

mid-eighteenth century that Shakespeare’s work enjoyed widespread respect and, like 
                                                 
15 Lennon’s remark is quoted from News of the Odd, an online publication located at:  
http://www.newsoftheodd.com/article1012.html. 
16 Ben Jonson. “To the Memory of My Beloved, The Author, Mr. William Shakespeare, 
and What he Hath Left Us.” 
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Ovid’s Caesar before him, Shakespeare emerged as “[t]he newest star in Heaven” (Ovid 

388).  Peter Scheemakes’s 1741 statue of Shakespeare in Westminister Abbey not only 

“effectively marks the canonization of Shakespeare” (Shakespearean Constitutions 27), 

but is the first public representation of Shakespeare as a deity.  As Graham Holderness 

observes, the “clear, candid spirituality” of Scheemaker’s marble figure “hints (especially 

in the shaping of the hair and beard) at a similarity to the icon of Christ” (153).  Almost 

thirty years later, David Garrick’s Jubilee of 1769 performed “the great formal 

inauguration of bardolatry as a national religion” (155).17  The climax of the three-day 

festival held in Shakespeare’s honor at Stratford-upon-Avon was orchestrated by Garrick, 

the most famous English actor of his time, who recited his “Ode to Shakespeare” in 

                                                 
17 Predictably, there is some disagreement as to exactly when Shakespeare was canonized 
as a literary saint.  Summarizing Shakespeare’s posthumous rise to fame, George Steiner 
writes, “[t]he leap towards transcendence occurs in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries.  It is between the mid-1780s and 1830 that the stature of 
Shakespeare and of his works passes out of the realm of normal valuation and becomes 
what modern physicists call ‘a singularity,’ a law and phenomenalism unto themselves” 
(Steiner 112).  Alternatively, Michael Dobson argues that “even before this apogee of 
canonization [Garrick’s Jubilee] Shakespeare had often been recognized as occupying a 
position in British life directly analogous to that of God the Father” (7).  Most critics 
agree, however, that “the tremendous Shakespeare revival . . . began in the [seventeen] 
sixties” (Newman 70) and that Garrick’s Jubilee was instrumental to Shakespeare’s rise 
to divinity.  Graham Holderness comments that “[t]hough there were a few isolated 
prophets, bardolatry as an organised evangelical movement scarcely existed before David 
Garrick’s Stratford jubilee in 1769” (Holderness 126).  In a separate essay Holderness is 
even more emphatic concerning Garrick’s role in immortalizing the Bard: “Garrick’s 
Jubilee . . . ‘marks the point at which Shakespeare stopped being regarded as an 
increasingly popular and admirable dramatist, and became a god” (155). Barbara 
Hodgdon notes that David Garrick’s Jubilee was “instrumental to enhancing 
Shakespeare’s already mythic reputation” (193) and Bate declares, “it was at Stratford-
upon-Avon in 1769 that the deification of Shakespeare took place” (Shakespearean 
Constitutions 22).  Thus, as Gary Taylor summarizes, “after a slow but steady upward 
climb, Shakespeare’s coronation as the King of English Poets finally occurred in the 
middle of the eighteenth century” (Reinventing 114). 
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which Shakespeare is referred to as a “demi god” (England 252).  Capitalizing on 

Shakespeare’s immense popularity after the Jubilee, George Romney painted “The Infant 

Shakespeare attended by Nature and the Passions” (1789) in which he attempts “to 

align[] one miraculous birth with another” (Hodgdon 196).  Thus, by the late 1700s 

Shakespeare’s reputation was firmly established; he was valorized as “a being whose 

powers of creation . . . rivaled those of nature and of the Deity” and was heralded as “an 

all-encompassing inspiration fully comparable with that at work in the Book of Job and in 

the Prophets” (Steiner 112,113).   

 In the early nineteenth century Romantic critics raised “to him [Shakespeare], 

from time to time, an impassioned hymn of praise” (Raleigh, Shakespeare 5) as they 

celebrated Shakespeare’s plays as the greatest literary works in the English language.  In 

what John Drakakis labels “the most comprehensive account of a thoroughly 

romanticized Shakespeare” (Alternative One 5), Samuel Taylor Coleridge describes 

Shakespeare as “the Spinozistic deity – an omnipresent creativeness” (185).  Shakespeare 

finds no greater, or at least no more vocal, disciple, however, than Coleridge’s 

contemporary, Thomas Carlyle, who described “Shakespeare and Dante [as] . . . Saints of 

Poetry . . . canonized, so that it is impiety to meddle with them” (263).  In his 1840 essay, 

“The Hero as Poet,” Carlyle unabashedly treats Shakespeare as a Christ-like figure sent to 

illuminate the dark ways of humankind: 

But call it worship, call it what you will, is it not a right glorious thing and set of 
things, this that Shakespeare has brought us?  For myself, I feel that there is 
actually a kind of sacredness in the fact of such a man being sent into this Earth.  Is 
he not an eye to us all; a blessed heaven-sent Bringer of Light?  - And, at bottom, 
was it not perhaps far better that this Shakespeare, everyway an unconscious man, 
was conscious of no Heavenly message?  He did not feel, like Mahomet, because 
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he saw into those internal Splendours, that he specially was the ‘Prophet of God’: 
and was he not greater than Mahomet in that?  Greater; and also, if we compute 
strictly . . . more successful. (“The Hero as Poet” 295) 
 

Despite protesting that “Shakespeare was a man” (Shakespeare 5), noted twentieth 

century British Shakespearean, Sir Walter Raleigh was unable to describe Shakespeare in 

anything less than spiritual terms.  Raleigh mentions Shakespeare’s “life-giving 

imagination” and his “cosmic wisdom” (5,10) as if to sing yet another “hymn of praise” 

to glorify Shakespeare’s talents.  Speaking of Dryden, Johnson and Pope’s admiration of 

Shakespeare, Raleigh even comments, “[t]here is something noble and true, after all, in 

these excesses of religious zeal” (5).  Thus, with the exception of a few dissenters such as 

T.S. Eliot who condemned Hamlet as “an artistic failure” (765) and suggested that in the 

play “Shakespeare tackled a problem which proved too much for him” (766), 

Shakespeare’s name has traditionally been associated with intellectual and spiritual 

enlightenment throughout the twentieth century.  

 Contemporary critics are equally in awe of Shakespeare’s talents.  In The Making 

of the National Poet, Dobson notes “that the author-cult of Shakespeare has functioned, 

and continues to function, as a kind of religion is one [idea] which few cultural 

anthropologists would dispute” (6).  More recently, Marjorie Garber suggests that 

Shakespeare fulfills the human need “[t]o believe in something, in someone, all-knowing 

and immutable” (Symptoms 168).  Today, Shakespeare represents a kind of secular 

religion: “If not God, then Shakespeare, who amounts to a version of the same thing” 

(Symptoms 168).  Terrence Hawkes describes Shakespeare’s “all-wise” texts as “the 

repository, guarantee and chief distributor next to God of unchanging truth” and argues 
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that “‘Shakespeare’ has been transformed into the utterance of an oracle, the lucubration 

of a sage, the masterpiece of a poet-philosopher replete with transcendent wisdom about 

the way things are, always have been, and presumably always will be” (Meaning 144,4).  

In Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human, Harold Bloom states, “[i]f any author has 

become a mortal god, it must be Shakespeare” (3).  A symbol of “disembodied wisdom” 

(Symptoms 157), Shakespeare remains “a vision that is everything and nothing, a person 

who was . . . everyone and no one, an art so infinite that it contains us” (Invention xix).  

Barbara Hodgdon and Graham Holderness discuss “Shakespearean evangelism” (202) 

and “the Bard’s divinity” (4), respectively, as they examine Shakespeare’s role in modern 

popular culture.  Hodgdon quotes an early twentieth-century travel guide that describes 

Stratford-upon-Avon as “the only Delphic shrine now left to the world” (196), a belief 

that Holderness argues is very much current today: “Tourists are still lured to Stratford by 

the deployment of an overtly religious language of pilgrimage and worship” (130).  

Holderness also notes that Stratford’s main rival, the New Globe theater on the south 

bank of the River Thames in London, advertises itself as “a Mecca for the millions of 

Shakespeare lovers from all over the world” (18).  Similarly commenting on 

Shakespeare’s mythical status in mass culture, Susan Sontag writes, “[h]aving a 

photograph of Shakespeare would be like having a nail from the True Cross” (154).  

Shakespeare remains a universal cultural icon whose authority and appeal rivals, if not 

outstrips, that of the Christian God.  Nearly four hundred years after his death, “radical 

critique[s] of Shakespeare . . . take . . . on the aura of blasphemy” (Steiner 113); 
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consequently, contemporary writers have little option but to accept Shakespeare’s 

intellectual and creative authority as it has reached mythic proportion. 

Bate’s parallel between Shakespeare and Jesus not only suggests Shakespeare’s 

central position within western, and indeed world, culture, but implies that Shakespeare’s 

revered reputation as an artist results as much from what we do not know as it does from 

what we know about his life.  As has previously been mentioned, Shakespeare is the sum 

of multiple influences, most of them ahistorical.  Gary Taylor notes, “[i]n his lifetime 

Shakespeare must have written or signed hundreds of manuscripts, but by 1660 they were 

all destroyed, or disintegrating, or lost in the uncatalogued and unexamined chaos of 

public and private records” (Reinventing 11).  Parish records show that at age eighteen 

Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway, who was already pregnant with their first child, 

that Shakespeare had three children and that his only son, Hamnet, died at age eleven 

(Genius 6).  Public records also indicate that Shakespeare invested in his own theater 

company, the King’s Men, that he purchased land near the Blackfriars theater where his 

company performed toward the end of his career as a dramatist and that upon his death he 

famously willed his second-best bed to his wife.  As Virginia Woolf comments, “we 

know so little of Shakespeare” (58) as an actor and playwright. Garber observes that the 

first biography written on William Shakespeare - Nicholas Rowe’s Some Account of the 

Life &c. of Mr. William Shakespeare  (1709) - was based on “hearsay, rumor, or better, 

but it was not an eyewitness account” (Ghost 12), while Bate notes “the extraordinary 

multiplicity of Shakespeare’s identities in the eighteenth century” (Shakespearean 

Constitutions 24) to emphasize how little was known about Shakespeare’s life.  
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Holderness goes as far as to question whether Shakespeare existed at all: “Shakespeare 

may or may not have married, may or may not have lived” (131).  John Eglinton’s 

comment in James Joyce’s Ulysses anticipates Holderness’ position, “of all great men he 

[Shakespeare] is the most enigmatic.  We know nothing but that he lived and suffered.  

Not even so much” (159).  Placing Shakespeare alongside such mythical figures as 

Homer and Plato, Garber suggests that obscurity “is in part what makes them 

transcendent” (Ghost 10).  Discussing the authorship controversy surrounding 

Shakespeare’s (or the Earl of Oxford’s?) plays, Garber argues that “a great deal seems 

invested in not finding the answer.  It becomes obvious that Shakespeare is the towering 

figure he is for us not despite but rather because of the authorship controversy” (Ghost 

11).  While Shakespeare’s plays prove his talents as a writer, Shakespeare’s anonymity 

helps facilitate his legacy as the greatest author of all time.  Shakespeare’s obscurity not 

only renders him flexible enough to accommodate the wishes of his many admirers, but 

adds an air of mystery about his life that hints at the divine. 

Before identifying how Shakespeare and his plays have functioned over the last 

four hundred years I wish to briefly address the perceived “crisis” in Shakespeare studies 

as it informs my critical discussion of Shakespeare’s canonical status.  In Reinventing 

Shakespeare Gary Taylor comments that “[t]he study of Shakespeare has been in turmoil 

since at least the mid-1970s.  Scholars are redefining what he wrote, how he wrote it, 

what it meant in his own time, and what it means to ours.  Lines are being redrawn, even 

now; old stories are being told with new twists; our collective image of Shakespeare as a 

person and a poet is disintegrating and reforming” (4).  Graham Holderness comments 
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that “[f]or centuries the centrality and value within ‘English’ culture of the canonised 

works of Shakespeare stood unquestioned.  Today new kinds of critical inquiry, new 

modes of address to the cultural activities of literature and drama, have begun to 

challenge that time-honoured pre-eminence” (3).  Along with Taylor and Holderness, 

John Drakakis, Terrence Hawkes and Michael Bristol have discussed Shakespeare 

potential demise as the touchstone of the western canon:  “Shakespeare’s authority has 

become a topic of bitter controversy, not only among academics but also within a wider 

community represented by journalists, and other opinion leaders” (Bristol 15).  Focusing 

on “Shakespeare’s authority,” the “crisis” in Shakespeare studies is concerned, not with 

Shakespeare’s status as a great writer, but with the conventional assumption that 

Shakespeare is the greatest writer of all time.  According to Taylor, “none of the 

proposed defenses of Shakespeare’s singularity is convincing.  Shakespeare may indeed 

be a great writer; but we have no compelling reasons to consider him uniquely great” 

(Reinventing 374).  The current turmoil within Shakespeare studies results from a general 

shift in conventional critical approaches to literature: “‘English’ normally tends to nullify 

the possibility of any substantial understanding of either the social forces which have 

brought such writings about, or their later, selective and variable use and appropriation” 

(Doyle 28).  Whereas critics such as Harold Bloom and Brian Vickers adhere to “the 

conservative assumption that there is a transcendent and universal meaning which inheres 

in the works of Shakespeare” (Holderness106), new critical approaches to literary 

criticism such as cultural materialism, new historicism and deconstruction argue for an 

“openly pluralist” (Alternative One 1) literary criticism which places the literary text in 
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dialogue with the social forces present during the time of its writing.  By arguing for 

appropriation as the primary source of Shakespeare’s strength as a writer, I obviously 

participate in the recent trend to place “the value and cultural power of Shakespeare . . . 

under scrutiny” (Washington 236).  The fact that I affirm Shakespeare’s privileged 

position within western literature ultimately separates my argument, however, from 

critical positions that attempt to undermine Shakespeare’s authority as a canonical writer. 

Literary Reception: from the Restoration to the Romantics 
 

Shakespeare’s popularity during his lifetime did not extend much beyond his 

death.  Bate writes that Shakespeare’s “immensely popular Titus Andronicus was the 

most notable Ovidian drama of the age” (Genius 23) where as his Henry IV Part One 

“was a triumphant success, drawing some ten thousand spectators” (Genius 17).  Raleigh 

also describes Shakespeare as an extremely popular playwright during his own lifetime 

(Shakespeare 26), a position supported by the fact that by 1596 Shakespeare’s “plays and 

poems had earned enough for him to buy a piece of gentility” i.e. a coat of arms.  

Critically speaking, Shakespeare’s contemporary, Francis Meres, described him “as ‘the 

most excellent’ English dramatist for both comedy and tragedy” and “regarded 

Shakespeare as the wittiest, most mellifluous poet of the age: this was the common 

currency of literary opinion” (Genius 21).  Despite enjoying widespread popular and 

critical appeal during his lifetime, Shakespeare was considered “ignorant and archaic” 

(Dobson 18) by late seventeenth-century audiences and suffered the “comparative neglect 

of the Restoration” (Dobson 8).  Several seventeenth-century critics, such as Addison, 

maintained that Shakespeare was “a remarkable instance of . . . great genius[]”(251), but 
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most Restoration critics believed Shakespeare’s “lifework was a mess, a collection of 

‘indigested’ plays that mixed genius and ineptitude haphazardly” (Reinvention 31).  

Thomas Rymer, “the first professional English critic,” disparaged “Shakespeare’s 

linguistic extravagance” (Reinventing 33) while Dryden complained that Shakespeare is 

often “unintelligible” (quoted in Reinventing 43).  In Shakespeare For All Time, Stanley 

Wells explains that by the mid-seventeenth century, Shakespeare’s “plays had come to 

seem old-fashioned.  Spectators with neoclassical leanings found Shakespeare 

barbarously free in his plotting.  Those who went to the theater hoping for music, 

dancing, and spectacular stage effects were liable to find him dull.  And to both theater 

goers and readers his language seemed dated” (186).   Taylor comments that 

Shakespeare’s “plays seemed to most critics inferior to those of John Fletcher – and to 

those of Ben Jonson too” (Reinventing 28) and Bate describes a 1724 caricature that 

depicts Shakespeare being wheeled off in a barrow as operas and masquerades became 

increasingly popular (Shakespearean  28).  George Steiner confirms Shakespeare’s 

diminished reputation during the late seventeenth century: Shakespeare’s plays were “no 

doubt esteemed but . . . the art of his younger associates, Beaumont and Fletcher, was 

widely preferred” (Steiner 110).  Consequently, by the end of the seventeenth century and 

into the eighteenth century, Shakespeare’s “aspirations to be considered the English 

equivalent of that most urbane of classical poets” (Genius 18), Ovid, appeared to be 

dashed and his survival as a major writer in serious doubt. 

Restoration audiences and critics viewed Shakespeare as an uneducated 

Elizabethan whose plays were at best unstructured and inconsistent.  In Rablais and his 
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World, Bakhtin observes that many “connoisseurs and scholars have adopted an indulgent 

view concerning . . . the ‘naïve and coarse sixteenth century,’ stressing the innocent 

character of these old-fashioned improprieties” that Shakespeare grew up with (Rablais 

146).  The urban wits of Restoration theater defined Shakespeare’s talents as rude and 

overly simplistic: “[i]n a cultural context established by the learned Jonson and the suave 

Fletcher, Shakespeare might appear even to his admirers as a peasant only just sustaining 

the role of a ‘Prince’” (Dobson 31).  As the seventeenth century progressed the popular 

belief that  “[r]ural origins . . . [were] synonymous with lack of culture” (Genius 7) 

established Shakespeare as an untutored genius in a boorish age.   As early as 1623, 

Shakespeare was “mythologized as a pure genius” (Genius 7) by Ben Jonson who 

famously suggested that Shakespeare had “small Latin and less Greek” (line 31).  Jonson 

describes his former rival as an illiterate genius whose “genius” derives directly from 

nature: 

Nature herself was proud of his designs, 
And joyed to wear the dressing of his lines 
Which were so richly spun, and woven so fit, 
As, since, she will vouchsafe no other wit. 

Lines 47-51 
 

For many Restoration writers Jonson’s poem, “To the Memory of My Beloved, The 

Author, Mr. William Shakespeare,” confirmed the popular belief that Shakespeare’s 

plays reflected nature’s resilient, yet unrefined beauty.  In “L’Allegro” Milton depicts 

Shakespeare as a Pan-like figure, inspired and instructed by mother nature: “sweetest 

Shakespeare, fancy’s child,/ Warble his native Wood-notes wild” (133).  After declaring 

that “of all modern, and perhaps ancient poets, [Shakespeare] had the largest and most 
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comprehensive soul,” Dryden remarks, “[a]ll the images of nature were still present to 

him, and he drew them, not labouriously, but luckily . . . he was naturally learned; he 

needed not the spectacles of books to read nature; he looked inwards, and found her 

there” (“Essay” 231).  The now generally accepted fact that Shakespeare was educated in 

“the fundamentals of Christian doctrine” (Genius 9) as well as Latin grammar and classic 

texts such as Ovid’s Metamorphoses was lost to “Restoration readers [who] knew almost 

nothing” (Reinventing 11) about Shakespeare’s life.  Consequently, Shakespeare’s re-

conception as an innocent artist who enjoyed a unique affinity with nature constitutes the 

first distortion of his reputation as a writer that would lead to subsequent appropriations 

of his literary legacy throughout history.  

Perceived as “an exceptional intellect or creative power” (Genius 5), Shakespeare 

was viewed by seventeenth century critics as having channeled nature directly onto the 

page to create a haphazard body of work.  In this respect, the Restoration was mired in 

“the conflict between admiration for Shakespeare’s ‘natural’ genius and anxiety about his 

violation of principles of composition derived from the ancients” (Wells 207).  

Shakespeare’s ambiguous reception during the Restoration combined with the period’s 

inability to see Shakespeare’s plays as “informed by an artistry that is different from, but 

no less valid and rigorous, than theirs” (Wells 207), quickly resulted in the common 

argument that his work needed “improvement” (Grady 47).  Most immediately, the 

extensive nature of Shakespeare’s body of work was attractive to Restoration playwrights 

in that it provided them with a wealth of tested dramatic material from which to construct 

their own plays.  Considered “a superabundant (if unrefined) harvest of wheat” (Dobson 
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73), Shakespeare’s collection of plays essentially provided Restoration dramatists with a 

diverse number of characters, locations and events from which to construct their own 

dramatic works without having to concern themselves with copyright or the meaning 

ascribed to them by Shakespeare, the uneducated dramatist from the country.  As a 

catalyst for nature’s meaning, Shakespeare was not considered personally  responsible or 

invested in the plays that carried his name and so Restoration playwrights assumed 

control over Shakespeare’s vast body of work, licensing themselves to interpret 

Shakespeare’s plays according to their own wishes.  Defined as “natural object[s], subject 

to the rules of classification and enumeration of instrumental reason,” Shakespeare’s 

plays had the added advantage of being perceived as politically and culturally neutral; 

consequently, Shakespeare’s plays  appeared as a particularly attractive resource to 

Restoration dramatists who wanted to avoid the complicated political situation of their 

time.  Consequently, Shakespeare’s plays constituted a unique resource for Restoration 

theater; their diversity provided for an abundance of ideas, while Shakespeare’s 

fragmented plots allowed his successors to insert their own ideas and themes within the 

loose context of his plays.  By the turn of the eighteenth century Shakespeare, the 

London-based playwright, had been converted into a child of nature whose talents were 

perverted by the coarseness of a primitive age and whose work was both spacious and 

flexible enough to accommodate the aggressive revision required by the exacting 

standards of the Restoration stage. 

During the latter half of the seventeenth century London’s theaters staged many 

successful adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays.  Taylor notes that “Restoration audiences 
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did not much care for Shakespeare’s rambling history plays or his sentimental romantic 

comedies, and as often as not, they preferred Shakespeare á la Davenent (or Dryden, or 

Tate, or someone else) to Shakespeare au naturel” (Reinvention 30).  An avid 

theatergoer, Samuel Pepys was more impressed with neoclassical versions of 

Shakespeare’s plays than the originals: “Pepys was ambivalent in his reactions to 

Shakespeare . . . He was best pleased by the Davenant and Dryden adaptations” (Wells 

187).  Fletcher’s The Tamer Tamed was more popular than The Taming of the Shrew on 

which it was based (Dobson 23) and Tate’s version of King Lear kept Shakespeare’s 

original off the stage for over one hundred and fifty years: “from 1681 to 1838, it was 

generally agreed that the Lear of Shakespeare could not be acted and that the Lear of 

Tate should be staged instead” (Shakespearean  130).  Bate describes how “[i]n The 

History of King Lear, Tate sought to polish and string the disordered ‘Heap of Jewels’ . . . 

that constituted Shakespeare’s original” (Shakespearean  61) whereas Wells notes that,  

“[l]ike Dryden with Troilus and Cressida, Tate congratulated himself on his perspicacity 

in recognizing merits in the original play beneath all its self-evident faults” (Wells 192).  

Like many of his contemporaries, Tate picked through Shakespeare’s texts, extracting 

choice passages that he then refashioned according to his own design: besides revising 

King Lear, Tate adapted Shakespeare’s Richard II and Coriolanus into The Sicilian 

Usurper and The Ingratitude of a Common-Wealth, respectively. Tate was one of many 

playwrights who commonly revised Shakespeare’s plays for Restoration and Neoclassical 

audiences: Cibber also rewrote Richard II, including material from 3 Henry VI in act one 

of the new version of the play, John Crowne rewrote 2 Henry VI; and Charles Johnson 
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rewrote The Taming of the Shrew as The Cobbler of Preston (Shakespearean  62).18  

Whereas Tate’s version of King Lear “survived to become one of the most successful, 

and in its way notorious, plays of the English stage” (Wells 191), Cibber’s Richard III – 

“[t]hat most popular of adaptations” (Shakespearean  62) - ran from 1699 until the late 

nineteenth century (Wells 193).  Thus, the seventeenth century “saw the substantial 

rewriting of every single play in the Shakespeare canon (the only exceptions were 

Othello and 1 Henry IV), and although numbers of these adaptations never established 

themselves in the repertory, many of the plays upon which Shakespeare’s reputation as 

the supreme dramatist of world literature is now most squarely based . . . were in practice 

only tolerated in the theater in heavily revised versions” (Dobson 3).  Consequently, 

while the liberal editing of Shakespeare’s plays resulted in Shakespeare becoming “not 

quite the author of his own texts” (Dobson 61), it also sheltered Shakespeare from hostile 

public and critical opinion by fusing his achievements with the reputations of popular 

seventeenth century dramatists.  As Shakespeare’s work was increasingly perceived by 

Restoration writers as an opportunity to explore as well as prove their literary skills, 

Shakespeare emerged as a lucrative location for professional and personal investment. 

Of all of Shakespeare’s numerous editors and adapters, the seventeenth-century 

Poet Laureate, William Davenant, was the most popular and prolific.  Wells notes that 

Davenant “is in numerous ways the central figure in the development of Shakespeare’s 

reputation during the seventeenth century, and his influence extended well beyond that” 

(179).  Actor, writer, theater manager, godson to the Bard and rumored to even be 
                                                 
18 For a more detailed discussion of adaptations of Shakespeare’s work see Bate 
(Shakespearean Constitutions) page 62 and Wells page 193. 
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Shakespeare’s bastard son, Davenant championed Shakespeare’s literary talent while 

producing many successful adaptations of his work.  Davenant rewrote Macbeth, Hamlet 

and The Tempest to great acclaim; his version of Hamlet “satisfies a neoclassical 

preference for unambiguous heroes and villains, for moral as well as structural clarity and 

contrast” (Reinventing 48), while his hugely popular The Law Against Lovers (1662) 

“combines the main plot of Measure for Measure with the Benedick and Beatrice 

episodes of Much Ado About Nothing” (Wells 188).  Davenant’s adaptations of 

Shakespeare’s plays are notable, not only because of their immense success, but because 

works such as The Law Against Lovers obviously blur the distinction between  

appropriation and adaptation of Shakespeare’s plays.  Instead of merely “improving” 

Shakespeare’s plays, Davenant “initiated the practice of full-scale adaptation” (Dobson 

18) in which Shakespeare’s supposedly inconsistent works were radically reconstructed 

and their meaning deliberately warped.  Davenant, accompanied by some of his 

contemporaries in Restoration theater, engaged in a massive overhaul of Shakespeare’s 

plays that reinvented them beyond easy recognition.  Tate, for example,  “introduced a 

love affair between Cordelia and Edgar because the Restoration theater demanded a 

romantic interest, but in doing so he was also altering the plays’ political complexion” 

(Shakespearean  61).  In a move that anticipates postcolonial discussions of race in 

Shakespeare’s plays, particularly with regard to Othello’s character which continues to be 

evoked to complicate traditional racial and cultural stereotypes, “new female roles were 

often added, and the original female roles fleshed out” (Reinventing 20) in Restoration 

versions of Shakespeare’s plays.  Thus, “adaptations” of Shakespeare’s plays quickly 
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developed into “full-scale adaptations” or “appropriations” of Shakespeare’s work.  As 

the Restoration progressed playwrights “ransacked their Shakespearean originals” 

(Dobson 62) in order to exploit the popular aspects of Shakespeare’s plays within new 

dramatic productions.  Popular Shakespearean characters and scenes were often removed 

from their original context and placed in the service of plots that were totally different 

from anything Shakespeare produced.   The Gravemakers, for example, was loosely 

based on the cemetery scene in Hamlet, and The Bouncing Knight was one of many plays 

that exploited Falstaff’s popularity in the Henriad (Wells 183): “Falstaff was already so 

dominant a character that reference is made to performances at court of the first and 

second parts of Falstaff rather than of Henry IV” (Wells176).19  Consequently, by the end 

of the Restoration, Shakespeare’s plays had been “wrestled away from their original 

author” (Dobson 38) and reflected the intentions of Shakespeare’s successors, more than 

they expressed Shakespeare’s original design.   

Despite vehemently denouncing the extravagances of the Restoration stage, 

Shakespeare’s eighteenth-century textual editors also appropriated Shakespeare’s plays to 

adhere to neo-classical principles.  Editors such as Rowe, Pope, Theobald, Warburton, 
                                                 
19 Although most prevalent during the Restoration period, the practice of developing 
popular Shakespearean characters and scenes beyond the boundaries of the original plays 
was not restricted to the seventeenth century.  The nineteenth century not only saw Mary 
and Charles Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare, but books like The Girlhood of 
Shakespeare’s Heroines written by female authors who depicted the lives of 
Shakespeare’s prominent female characters in an effort to educate young girls on proper 
conduct (Reinventing 209).  More recently, John Updike’s Gertrude and Claudius 
imagines what went on before Shakespeare’s Hamlet begins.  The difference between 
these works and those of Restoration writers is, however, that by the late eighteenth 
century Shakespeare was firmly established as the commanding literary figure we are 
familiar with today, so that later amendments and additions to his plays were not intended 
to replace the original work. 
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Johnson and Capell took great liberties with Shakespeare’s plays, thus exaggerating the 

disjuncture between Shakespeare’s reputation and the body of work he produced as a 

dramatist.  Pope, for example, marked the “best” parts of Shakespeare’s originals with 

inverted commas, whereas Rowe added acts, scenes and character lists to his edition 

while also taking the liberty of “alter[ing] spelling and punctuation to conform with the 

practice of his day” (Wells 199).20   Editors such as Alexander Pope and Nicholas Rowe 

added as much to Shakespeare’s plays as they removed.  Holderness observes that a 

number of Shakespearean “staples” do not appear in the original manuscripts, but were 

added by Shakespeare’s editors.  The stage directions for the gravedigger in Hamlet, for 

example, were changed from “He throws up a shovel” to “He throws up a skull”: “the 

gravedigger’s shovel, without which there would be no skull for the prince to 

contemplate, is edited out of the discourse of Hamlet in favour of an abstract and cerebral 

intellectualism” (Holderness 171).  Print versions of Shakespeare’s plays consequently 

departed from the original versions of Shakespeare’s work in much the same way as 

Restoration stage “adaptations” radically manipulated the substance of Shakespeare’s 

work for their own purposes.  Shakespeare’s eighteenth century editors imposed their 

views and values onto Shakespeare’s plays in much the same way that Restoration 

                                                 
20 Rowe’s 1709 edition of Shakespeare’s plays includes a “factually inaccurate” (Wells 
199) biography that provided the standard account of Shakespeare’s life for over a 
century after its publication.  Rowe is responsible, for example, for perpetuating the 
rumor that as a young man in Stratford-upon-Avon Shakespeare was a “deer-stealer”: 
“He had, by a Mistortune common enough to young Fellows, fallen into ill Company; 
and amongst them, some that made a frequent practice of Deer-stealing, engag'd him with 
them more than once in robbing a Park that belong'd to Sir Thomas Lucy of Cherlecot, 
near Stratford. For this he was prosecuted by that Gentleman” (Rowe). 
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dramatists rewrote Shakespeare’s entire body of work to comply with their personal and 

professional perceptions of art. 

Shakespeare’s eighteenth century editors assumed authority over Shakespeare’s 

plays in much the same way and for much the same reasons as their predecessors did in 

the theatre; they presumed Shakespeare to be “a rough, unpolished Poet of Nature” 

(Dobson 92).  Rowe, for example, took  “the ‘natural’ lack of verbal sophistication 

displayed by Shakespeare and his fellow Elizabethans . . .  as a guarantee of their 

supposedly apolitical and unintellectual appeal to the emotions alone” (Dobson 91).  

Pope also notes that “[t]he poetry of Shakespeare was Inspiration indeed: he is not so 

much an Imitator as an Instrument of Nature; and ‘tis not so just to say that he speaks 

from her as that she speaks thro’ him” (Critical Heritage 404).  Even in the mid-

eighteenth century Johnson reaffirms Shakespeare’s legacy as a brilliant, yet unschooled 

author: “I am inclined to believe, that he read little more than English, and chose for his 

fables only such tales as he found translated” (Johnson 229). Thus the early appropriation 

of Shakespeare and his plays suggests that Shakespeare’s reputation for unrivalled genius 

is grounded as much in what is present, in terms of biographical and textual evidence, as 

it is in the obscurity that informs both his work and his life.  Shakespeare provided his 

critics with enough substance to praise, but also with sufficient opportunities to assert 

their own opinions about the man and his work. 

Rather than further desecrate Shakespeare’s reputation as a writer, the 

appropriation of his work in the  theater and in print ultimately facilitated Shakespeare’s 

rise to prominence during the late seventeenth century.  Having tested the flexible nature 
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of Shakespeare’s body of work by radically altering his plots and adding numerous 

characters to his familiar casts, the Restoration proved Shakespeare’s near infinite 

capacity for appropriation and so unwittingly set Shakespeare on a course for future 

success.  While the malleable nature of Shakespeare’s plays ensured Shakespeare’s 

survival during the Restoration, the appropriation of his work from the late seventeenth 

onwards strengthened his position as a writer of importance.  Just as the radical revision 

of Shakespeare’s plays during the Restoration associated Shakespeare with the major 

playwrights of the day (Dobson 3),  during “the eighteenth century other men’s 

reputations ushered Shakespeare before the reading public” (Reinventing 71).  Taylor 

argues that the practice of rewriting Shakespeare’s plays led to a massive literary 

investment in his work: “The practice of theatrical adaptation, initiated during the 

Restoration . . . meant that for over a century the finest practitioners of the English 

language, from Dryden to Pope to Johnson, contributed to the public remodeling and 

transmission of Shakespeare’s plays . . . By the end of the eighteenth century 

Shakespeare had been, by such means, insinuated into the network of English literature; 

he could not be extracted without uprooting a century and a half of the national canon” 

(Reinventing 71).  During the early eighteenth century, the prestige of Shakespeare’s 

editors, most of them, like Pope, writers of distinction, bolstered Shakespeare’s 

reputation during a time when it was flagging.  Thus, “adaptation [/appropriation] and 

canonization, far from being contradictory processes . . . [are revealed as] mutually 

reinforcing ones” (Dobson 5).  Quoted, revised and appropriated by England’s most 

influential writers during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, 
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Shakespeare’s work, his themes and ideas, gradually became engrained in England’s 

literary consciousness.  Functioning according to other authors’ intentions and desires, 

Shakespeare became an essential aspect of English literature while his relationship to his 

work was ironically rendered increasingly tenuous by the endless appropriation of his 

plays.  Eighteenth century authors seized on Shakespeare’s plays as an opportunity not 

only to prove their literary sensibilities, but to outdo their literary rivals, so that while 

Shakespeare’s work was commonly discussed it was rarely criticized - criticism was 

reserved for the previous editor. 

 More than simply refashioning Shakespeare’s plots and characters to accord with 

the classical unities, Shakespeare’s eighteenth-century editors sought to establish 

Shakespeare’s plays as paradigms of Augustan morality, an action that ironically required 

that Shakespeare’s work be distanced from the theater.  The Glorious Revolution of 1688 

brought the decadent theater scene patronized by Charles II to an end; the new monarchs, 

William and Mary, forced London’s theaters to “make themselves palatable to middle-

class Protestant taste or close, if not by legal proscription then by commercial starvation” 

(Reinventing 55).  Jeremy Collier’s famous 1698 essay, “A Short View of the Immorality 

and Profaneness of the English Stage,” expressed the growing public disdain for theater 

productions during the late seventeenth century.  Capitalizing on the moral outcry against 

theaters as places of lewd and immoral activity, Shakespeare’s eighteenth century editors 

“set out to rescue Shakespeare from the theater” (Reinventing 84).  Pope’s edition of 

Shakespeare’s works, for example, “repressed the theatricality of the plays in favor of 

their readerliness” (Reinventing 82): “Pope’s edition reveals more clearly than any other 
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Augustan publication the connection between the desire to rescue Shakespeare from the 

theater in the interests of print culture and the urge to delete his plays’ lapses into 

vulgarity” (Dobson 129).  While London’s theaters moved to escape the moral standards 

encouraged by Britain’s new and devoutly protestant monarchs, entering “a period of 

hesitant redefinition and drift” (Reinventing 54), print versions of Shakespeare’s plays 

became increasingly available and popular: “The center of English culture was shifting 

from performance to print – and Shakespeare went with it” (Reinventing 62).  The 

marked spread of prosperity during the eighteenth century assisted the growing demand 

for books; the middle class had the financial means to buy books and so embraced print 

culture as it advertised itself as morally superior to the shared culture of the theater 

(Reinventing 87).  Outdoing Restoration playwrights who even converted Shakespeare’s 

plays into operas and musicals,21 Shakespeare’s eighteenth century editors, at least for a 

brief period, removed Shakespeare’s plays from the theater altogether, thus effecting one 

of the most influential appropriations of Shakespeare’s work to date. Shakespeare’s plays 

were converted from public spectacle to private reading experience, thus transforming 

Shakespeare from playwright to reclusive intellectual in a move that can still be felt 

today. Shakespeare’s plays are required reading for millions of American high school 

students and their counterparts in Great Britain who are more familiar with Shakespeare 

in print than they with him on the stage (Longhurst 153).  In The Shakespeare Trade 

Barbara Hodgdon observes that the pose and dress of Shakespeare’s mannequin in the 

Shakespeare Museum at Stratford upon Avon “imagines a Shakespeare who is not a 
                                                 
21 Taylor notes that “Macbeth and The Tempest became two of the most popular musicals 
of the age” (Reinventing 17). 
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theater man but an author, even an academic” (Hodgdon 200).  Such a pose is a testament 

to the influence of eighteenth century critics such as Pope who transported Shakespeare 

from the theater to the study, and eventually facilitated the impression of Shakespeare as 

an isolated genius. 

Ironically, the critical effort to establish Shakespeare as an honorable writer – a 

movement that was motivated by a strong dislike of the theater–eventually facilitated the 

triumphant return of Shakespeare’s plays to the stage and to public life in general.  

Shakespeare’s reemergence toward the mid-eighteenth century was largely due to the 

loyal support of his increasingly large number of female readers who embraced 

Shakespeare as a virtuous poet rather than a playwright and theater manager, occupations 

that were frowned upon by genteel eighteenth society.  Taylor notes that “women 

constituted an important and visible sector of the reading market” (Reinventing 92) and 

that they avidly read Shakespeare’s plays: “many of Shakespeare’s eighteenth-century 

readers were female, and their enthusiasm for his work was instrumental in creating and 

maintaining his status as a popular author” (Reinventing 91).  By the 1730s Shakespeare 

was so popular with women readers that the Shakespeare Ladies Club was founded “with 

the specific aim of persuading the theater managers to put on more Shakespeare” 

(Shakespearean  25).  Thus, not only had Shakespeare come to be considered respectable 

reading for Augustan women, but his genius was considered robust enough to withstand 

any potential corruption it might face in the theaters.  Between 1736-7 the Shakespeare’s 

Ladies Club “succeed[ed] in persuading theatrical managements to offer more 

Shakespeare, and a greater variety of Shakespeare, to the London public” (Reinventing 
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93).  As talented actors drew increasingly large numbers of people back to the theaters 

during the mid-eighteenth century, Shakespeare’s respectability was enhanced by the 

likes of Garrick who championed the view of Shakespeare “as national poet and his 

simultaneous representation as a patron of bourgeois morality” (Dobson 184).  Thus, the 

eighteenth century balanced Shakespeare’s reputation as a dramatist and as an author in 

order to preserve his artistic integrity while staging his plays as a popular form of 

entertainment; that Shakespeare formed an ambiguous figure in the late eighteenth 

century indicates a further appropriation of his legacy as a writer. 

Although musical adaptations of Shakespeare’s works remained popular 

throughout the eighteenth century (Wells 237), original versions of Shakespeare’s plays 

were becoming increasingly popular as Shakespeare was transformed into a morally 

respectable artist by writers such as Pope and Theobald.  As London’s theaters reformed 

their practices and regained their social prominence during the mid-eighteenth century, 

Shakespeare’s work was increasingly staged in the original: “By the early 1740s . . . 

Shakespeare’s . . . plays were performed in increasing numbers; many of them were still 

given in heavily adapted form, but the voice of protest was heard, efforts were slowly 

being made to restore original texts, and the repertoire was expanding” (Wells 211).22  As 

                                                 
22 As Wells indicates, the appreciation for Shakespeare’s original plays failed to halt the 
appropriation of Shakespeare’s work.  David Garrick, for example, publicly admired 
Shakespeare’s work in the original, but still “add[ed] passages of his own composition to 
the earlier adaptations and to make whole new versions” (Wells 216) of Shakespeare’s 
supposedly “original” plays.  Even as more authentic versions of Shakespeare’s plays 
appeared on the eighteenth century stage in increasing numbers, Shakespeare’s characters 
and themes continued to be appropriated, especially in the name of morality.  Miranda’s 
“Abhorred slave” speech in The Tempest (1.2.354-65), for example, was given to 
Prospero because it was thought to be too vulgar for a young maiden to deliver.  
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the original versions of Shakespeare’s plays became increasingly prized, Shakespeare 

emerged as the understated and underestimated genius behind the immense body 

dramatic work that had been fashioned around the characters, plots and themes of his 

plays: “[b]y the 1730s . . . Shakespeare is fully established as the ‘great Original’ behind 

all of these texts, whether corrected for the stage or for publication, and all subsequent 

uses of his plays must appropriate not only their contents but their author” (Dobson 133). 

As Dobson implies, the mid-eighteenth century witnessed Shakespeare’s emergence as a 

powerful artistic force; far from being a passive artistic presence within his plays, 

Shakespeare proved to be a commanding authority whose brilliance was encoded in every 

aspect of his work.  By the end of the eighteenth century Shakespeare’s reputation 

eclipsed those of his editors and adapters.  In the guise of dramatist and poet, 

Shakespeare emerged as a powerful symbol of respectability, forcing the adaptation/ 

appropriation of his plays to stop by the turn of the nineteenth century. 

Visual representations of Shakespeare during the eighteenth century also reflect 

his growing cultural significance while illustrating how the general lack of historical 

evidence concerning Shakespeare’s life provided his admirers with unprecedented license 

of appropriation.  As Holderness observes, “[t]he first sculpture of Shakespeare was the 

funeral effigy in Holy Trinity church at Stratford,” but “this particular image has not 

provided Shakespeare’ admirers with an acceptable effigy, a suitable object correlative 
                                                                                                                                                 
Similarly, Jeremy Collier’s criticism of the bawdy songs Ophelia sings in the midst of her 
madness caused London’s theaters to delete them from productions of Hamlet in 
(Reinventing 127).  The revision of Shakespeare’s plays during the late eighteenth 
century was dramatically less invasive, however, than the appropriation of his texts 
during the Restoration and was largely conducted to purge offensive material from his 
work. 
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for the amazing monument of this artistic achievement.  In his own funeral bust 

Shakespeare looked, to John Dover Wilson, like a ‘self-satisfied pork butcher’” (152).  

Consequently, Peter Scheemaker’s  sculpture of Shakespeare in Westminster Abbey of 

1741 was welcomed by many of Shakespeare’s growing admirers as providing a far more 

aesthetically and culturally appropriate portrait of England’s emerging national poet: 

“The supportive pedestal [“embossed with the faces of a pantheon of English monarchs”] 

expresses monumental authority and links the image to its surrounding context of royal 

and state power” (Holderness 154).  The highly subjective nature of Scheemaker’s statue 

is best illustrated by the sculptor’s failure to recognize Shakespeare’s roots in the theater: 

The Abbey monument may birth the canonical Shakespeare, but it simultaneously 
enacts his funeral, relocating the corpus as it does so from the theatre to the study.  
Certainly there is nothing about the statue to suggest that it commemorates a mere 
working playwright: dressed in an expensive suit of clothes derived from the 
aristocratic portraits of Charles I’s court, Shakespeare, meditating gravely in what 
appears to be a library, leans with one elbow on a lectern topped with a pile of 
immense leather-bound books – presumably his own works, in what can only be 
Pope’s thoroughly anti-theatrical edition. (The Making of the National Poet 160) 
 

While historically inaccurate, Scheemaker’s marble likeness of Shakespeare is no less 

authentic, however, than the effigy at Holy Trinity church that was produced soon after 

Shakespeare’s death.  Both sculptures reflect the wishes of their commissioners more 

than they provide a realistic likeness of Shakespeare’s physical features: 

whether Shakespeare at the point of death actually looked like the bust in Holy 
Trinity church is perhaps more an anachronistic curiosity of the modern 
photographic imagination than a proper concern of the seventeenth-century plastic 
artist, who was probably more interested in the question of whether the image 
‘looked like’ whatever the individual’s family and friends, the commissioners of 
the portrait, the commercial and professional middle class of Stratford and the 
governors of the church wanted to signify by means of the statue. (Cultural 
Shakespeare 152-3) 
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In fact, while certain aspects of the Abbey monument undoubtedly reflect fanciful 

eighteenth century impressions of Shakespeare’s likeness and character, there is no 

credible evidence to suggest that Scheemaker’s physical rendition of the Bard’s features 

is inaccurate.  As Holderness points out, “[t]he accuracy of the Droeshout engraving that 

appears on the title page of the First Folio and is probably the most recognizable 

illustration of Shakespeare, is seriously jeopardized by the fact that no human being could 

ever have had the features the engraving ascribes to Shakespeare” (161-2) - 

Shakespeare’s forehead is grossly disproportionate to his neck and body, so that his head 

as it is illustrated could not be supported by the body.   The question of Shakespeare’s 

appearance is obviously taken to the extreme by arguments which morph him into an 

entirely different person altogether: “Shakespeare was the son of a Stratford small 

businessman but England’s greatest poet must surely have had a more exalted parentage.  

So he became Lord Bacon, the Earl of Oxford, Sire Walter Raleigh, Queen Elizabeth 

herself” (Holderness 137).  The mystery surrounding Shakespeare’s appearance is ironic 

given Johnson’s famous description of Shakespeare as “the poet that holds up to his 

readers a faithful mirrour of manners and of life” (Johnson 210).  More importantly, 

however, the manipulation of Shakespeare’s physical appearance offers a powerful 

insight not only into how little is known about Shakespeare’s life, but also into how 

critics, writers and artists readily acted to fashion Shakespeare into the bourgeois 

intellectual we are familiar with today. 

During the eighteenth century the rise of the novel as a popular form of literature 

provided a new critical lens through which to perceive Shakespeare’s plays.  Taylor 
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observes that “[n]ovels did not need to worry about the unity of time or place, or the 

decorums of predetermined genres; they could, and often did, encompass an expansive 

sprawl of characters from every level of society,” thus “the burgeoning popularity of the 

novel in the  eighteenth century acclimatized the reading public to conventions that had 

seemed unnatural and objectionable to earlier critics” (Reinventing 137).  In this way the 

organic form of the novel encouraged the more comprehensive approach to 

Shakespeare’s plays reflected by Romantic criticism.  Shakespeare’s plays were produced 

by a literary genius, so that critics needed to accommodate, not edit, the diverse aspects 

of Shakespeare’s work: “[i]n the domain of creative literature the Romanticist concept 

justifies deviations from all that is static and humdrum, from documentation and 

typification” (Ramblais 125), and so radically departs from the principled approach to 

Shakespeare’s work adopted by the Neo-classicists.  Samuel Johnson’s “eloquent 

recognition that generic impurity may be truer to real life than a mechanical following of 

the rules” (Wells 232) prompted Romantic critics such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge and 

Charles Lamb not only to accept, but to celebrate the idiosyncrasies of Shakespeare’s 

work.  Seeing “in a masterpiece much more than that which appeared on the surface” 

(Ramblais 124), the Romantics embraced Shakespeare’s work as a riddle needing to be 

solved.  Instead of molding Shakespeare’s plays to comply with external critical 

standards, the Romantics believed that meaning was embodied in the works themselves.  

The late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries consequently saw a marked shift in 

Shakespeare criticism; instead of giving meaning to Shakespeare’s plays, critics sought to 

discover meaning within his writing.  Refusing to see Shakespeare’s work as deficient in 
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anyway, Romantic critics elevated Shakespeare’s reputation to dizzying heights.  Wells 

argues that the “Coleridgian search for organic unity is inclined to lead to the 

bardolatrous assumption that every detail in every work of Shakespeare is a figure in an 

intricately woven carpet, and that failure to see the point of every detail represents 

inadequacy on the part of the critic” (Wells 266).  Shakespeare constituted the “Romantic 

concept . . . of the beacon-genius of humanity” (Rablais 124) and so emerged at the 

beginning of nineteenth century as the reigning monarch of the British literary canon.  

Adopting the neo-classicists’ image of  Shakespeare as an author as opposed to a 

dramatist, the Romantics transformed Shakespeare into a uniquely gifted literary genius. 

While defining themselves in opposition to Neo-classical criticism, especially 

with regard to the historically invasive editing of Shakespeare’s plays, the Romantics 

continued the trend to remove Shakespeare’s work from the theater.  The perfection that 

the Romantics perceived in Shakespeare’s printed work led to disdain for the physical 

limits that theater productions placed on his plays: “The text became a thing, a perfect 

timeless thing, and any attempt to transform it back into an action came to be regarded as 

a transgression” (Reinventing 108).  Bate argues that the “novelistic appropriation” 

(Shakespearean 132) of Shakespeare’s plays emphasized the psychological aspect of his 

work and subsequently “questioned whether the stage could do justice to Shakespeare’s 

greatest plays” (Shakespearean  128).  Arguing that “Lear has more to do with the mind 

than with society, so it belonged in the mind,” Lamb effectively “privatized King Lear” 

(Shakespearean  131), taking it off a stage he considered incompatible with the force of 

the play  (Shakespearean  133).  For similar reasons, “Hazlitt, for all his appreciation of 
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fine acting, often expresses a preference for reading Shakespeare over seeing the plays 

acted” (Wells 265); Hazlitt even declared, “[w]e do not like to see our author’s plays 

acted, and least of all, HAMLET” (quoted in Reinventing 104).  The Romantics’ 

emphasis on reading Shakespeare’s work rather than seeing it performed, only thinly 

veiled, however, the same class prejudices that fueled similar biases in Neo-classical 

writers and critics: “Lamb’s reservations about the stage, which Coleridge shared, are 

symptomatic of a far-reaching desire to repossess Shakespeare for the self” 

(Shakespearean  134) and so isolate his work from the mainstream influences of lower- 

and middle-class British society.  Thus the Romantics’ “insistence on the separation of 

‘popular’ from ‘literary’ drama” (Dobson 100) helped solidify Neo-classical class biases 

with regard to Shakespeare’s work.  Thus, while the Romantic Shakespeare was very 

different from the Neo-classical, Shakespeare’s reputation as a writer went from strength 

to strength as each new appropriation built upon the principles established by its 

predecessor.23 

Political and National Appropriation 
 
Literary appropriations of Shakespeare and his plays have historically been 

accompanied by equally powerful political appropriations of Shakespeare’s work.  The 

                                                 
23 Admittedly, Shakespeare was by no means the exclusive property of the upper classes 
during the Romantic period. Bate mentions a late eighteenth-century caricature which 
depicted Shakespeare as “a weapon which could be put into the hands of the trampled 
people” (Shakespearean Constitutions 97).  Even at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, Shakespeare remained an ambiguous figure in the popular imagination.  The 
“Old Price” riot occurred in 1809 after audiences discovered that the recently refurnished 
Convent Garden Theater had replaced a number of cheaper seats with more expensive 
ones; the theater quickly reduced the price of admissions, thus terminating an attempt “to 
appropriate him [Shakespeare] for the elite” (Shakespearean Constitutions 42). 
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first political appropriation of a Shakespeare play famously occurred in 1601 when 

Shakespeare’s company was paid by Essex and his supporters to perform Richard II 

before they attempted to remove Elizabeth I from power.  The intimate affiliations 

between the theater and the government during the Elizabethan era automatically added a 

political element to Shakespeare’s plays as they were performed during his lifetime: 

“[t]heatre was political, and politics theatrical” (Reinventing 271).  Bate claims “that the 

structure of the theater in the [Elizabethan] period was ‘intimately connected with the 

political system’” and “that the theater could be used as an instrument of State control” 

(Shakespearean  177).  After his death the popularity of Shakespeare’s plays continued to 

fluctuate according to the prevailing political climate.  Taylor points out that Restoration 

theater was heavily influenced by Charles II’s politics: “when Charles II was at odds with 

Parliament over who would succeed him – at least seven Shakespeare plays were revived 

in new adaptations that emphasized their relevance to the political situation” (Reinventing 

24).  Taylor also comments that Shakespeare’s Pericles became popular during the 

Restoration for no other reason than it paralleled Charles II’s return from exile to assume 

the English throne (Reinventing 22).  In the early eighteenth century the popularity of 

John Dennis’s version of Coriolanus, entitled The Invader of His Country (1720), was 

similarly due to the fact that the play addressed the threat poised to England by the 

Pretender.  England’s volatile political climate censored as many productions of 

Shakespeare’s plays as it encouraged, or at least sanctioned: King Lear was banned 

between 1811 and 1820 because George III’s madness associated him with the humbled 

Lear (Shakespearean  85) - the play was a political danger.  More generally, 
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Shakespeare’s popularity as a writer often depended on whether his works were enjoyed 

by the reigning monarch.  Taylor and Dobson both describe Charles II’s patronage of the 

theaters as “one of the many indications of the close association between the political 

objectives of the restored monarchy and the activities of the reopened theaters” (Dobson 

19).  Taylor also comments that “[d]uring the reign of George III the king and queen 

regularly attended the theaters” (Reinventing 122), so that  “it would not be entirely 

perverse to suggest that in 1760 William Shakespeare and George III together 

simultaneously ascended the English throne” (Reinventing 114-5).  Thus, while 

Shakespeare’s public image was shaped by literary conventions, his reputation as a writer 

heavily depended on royal patronage. 

As Shakespeare’s reputation became increasingly secure from the mid-eighteenth 

century onwards, social commentators frequently politicized his plays. References to 

Henry IV, for example, often appeared in political cartoons because Prince Hal’s drinking 

companions had much in common with George III’s youthful acquaintances in “the 

Opposition group who were consistently criticized for their dissolute life-style” 

(Shakespearean  75).  Between 1760 and 1830 Macbeth proved extremely popular with 

political satirists who associated contemporary politicians with the witches in the play 

(Shakespearean  88 and 93).  Despite the “political appropriation of Shakespeare” 

(Shakespearean  69), however, Shakespeare’s “status of political neutrality” (Dobson 73) 

remained intact.  As has previously been alluded to, Shakespeare’s reputation as the poet 

of nature implied the apolitical nature of his writing, so that while Shakespeare’s plays 

were used for a variety of political purposes they were never considered politically 
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themed.  As Bate explains, “the politics of usurpation were not contained within the play 

text, but had been imposed upon it . . . [so that] Shakespeare was not implicated in the . . . 

political appropriation of his work” (Shakespearean  206).  In the late eighteenth century 

Coleridge, the “the father of twentieth-century apolitical ‘practical criticism’” 

(Shakespearean  175),  “contrive[d] to render Shakespeare both apolitical and anti-

Jacobin” (Shakespearean  178) by focusing on Shakespeare’s use of language instead of 

his use of character or plot.  Arguing that Shakespeare’s “canonical status enables him to 

be the means rather than the object of parody” (Shakespearean  108), Bate states that 

“Shakespearean parodies of the period . . . are never designed as attacks on Shakespeare; 

instead, his language – because it has the authority of genius and of his status as national 

Poet – is used as a weapon, turned against the follies of a later age” (Shakespearean  

107).  Consequently, while Shakespeare’s position as Britain’s national poet elevated him 

above domestic political squabbles, the political appropriation of his plays facilitated his 

rise to national importance during the eighteenth century. 

 The popular use of Shakespeare’s verse in eighteenth century political satire 

reduced Shakespeare’s plays to a few quotable lines while simultaneously making him a 

household name.  Bit by bit, quote by quote, Shakespeare’s plays became intricately 

enmeshed in British political and national culture:  “Shakespeare’s plays were broken 

down into fragments and then disseminated through the bloodstream of English society, 

droplets of poetry suspended in a stable cultural solution” (Shakespearean ).  Predictably, 

the wide-spread use of Shakespeare in political cartoons obscured the meaning attached 

to his work by suggesting that his plays could be understood through a few isolated 
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quotations.  Consequently popular passages were often quoted out of context and took on 

a life of their own.24  While certain Shakespeare plays contain patriotic themes – referring 

to Henry V as a national epic, Carlyle states, “[t]here is a noble Patriotism in it, – far 

other than the indifference you sometimes hear ascribed to Shakespeare” (Carlyle 292) – 

the eighteenth century came to see Shakespeare’s entire body of work as a 

comprehensive articulation of England’s national character, largely because they chose to 

“read” Shakespeare’s plays in bits. Shakespeare’s historical plays were read as historical 

narratives, with emphasis placed on the honorable nature of Shakespeare’s royal 

protagonists: “Caricature, like theatrical performance and history painting, entrenched the 

view that Shakespeare’s history plays were a prime source from which the English people 

could learn their own history” (Shakespearean  81).  Most notably, the practice of 

isolating passages from Shakespeare’s plays for political purposes led to  Shakespeare’s 

work being used “for the articulation of patriotic identity” (Shakespearean  28).  The 

closing lines from King John, for example, are often thought of as intensely patriotic – G. 

Wilson Knight described them as revealing “Shakespeare’s early feeling for England’s 

true strength” (Olive 12) – when in fact they are uttered by the bastard, Philip of France:  

This England never did, nor never shall, 
Lie at the proud foot of a conqueror 
But when it first did help to wound itself. 

                                                 
24 Garber notes that the practice of quoting Shakespeare’s verse out of context is also 
common in contemporary American politics: “everywhere in the corridors of power, 
Shakespeare authorizes a rhetoric of hero-worship and character assassination based upon 
this Orphic dismemberment of the text” (Symptoms 165).  Garber also laments the fact 
that Shakespeare’s plays are often quoted “[o]ut of context” so that he has become “de-
professionalized, timeless, transcendent, and empty, the literary version of the American 
flag, to be waved at the public in an apparently apolitical gesture toward universal 
wisdom” (Symptoms 159). 
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Now these her princes are come home again, 
Come the three corners of the world in arms, 
And we shall shock them.  Nought shall make us rue, 
If England to itself do rest but true. 

King John 5.7.112-8 
 

John of Gaunt’s speech in Act Two of Richard II is also commonly cited as proof of 

Shakespeare’s devout nationalism when, in the context of the play, the passage reads as 

“a lament for the passing of a feudal kingdom in which king and nobility were united by 

a natural balance of forces into a ‘happy breed of men’” (Holderness 60): 

This royal throne of kings, this sceptred isle 
This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars, 
This other Eden, demi-paradise, 
This fortress build by nature for herself 
Against infection and the hand of war,  
This happy breed of men, this little world, 
This precious stone se t in a silver sea 
Which serves it in the office of a wall 
Or as a moat defensive to a house 
Against the envy of less happier lands, 
This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England . . .  

Richard II 2.1.40-50 
 

Commenting on the above passage in detail, Holderness writes: “[c]ertainly outside the 

play his [Gaunt’s] famous patriotic speech has invariably been employed to endorse 

absolute authority, to support the autocratic will of many subsequently British kings and 

governments.  Within the play, of course, this speech actually functions as a diatribe of 

criticism against the ruling monarch: Gaunt is not even depicting the England which has 

long since vanished into the historical past.  It is precisely because the England he sees 

before him –Richard’s England – falls so far short of his idealised vision of what he 

believes England once was, that his poetic vision of national glory is so brightly and 

vividly imagined” (60).  Reduced to quotable parts, Shakespeare’s “works were, by and 
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large, successfully appropriated to fit what became the dominant, nationalist ideology of 

mid-eighteenth century England” (Dobson 12).  Passages such as those quoted above 

were repeatedly used throughout the eighteenth century to establish Shakespeare “as both 

a foe to tyranny and a genuinely national hero” (Dobson 138).  Consequently, “[b]y the 

end of the eighteenth century, Shakespeare had become part of the English constitution” 

(Reinventing 111), a point nicely illustrated by the fact that the eighteenth century 

celebrated Shakespeare’s birthday on St. George’s Day.  For the purposes of this study, 

however, the reduction of Shakespeare’s plays into isolated quotations reveals the 

complex ways in which the meanings of Shakespeare’s plays have been both advertently 

and inadvertently obscured throughout history and how, in turn, this “obscurity” has led 

to the appropriation of Shakespeare and his plays for many different purposes while 

simultaneously rendering them extremely flexible in the face of changing literary and 

political discourses.  Whereas Milton, for example, was implicated in the execution of 

Charles I, Shakespeare had no such embarrassing history – if he had any history at all – 

and so was perceived as political neutral, a quality which made  him an attractive 

candidate for Britain’s national poet (Reinventing 148).  The popular use of 

Shakespeare’s verse in eighteenth century political satire and the subsequent breakdown 

of his plays into quotable phrases consequently contributed significantly to Shakespeare’s 

emergence as Britain’s national poet.  

While the fragmentation of Shakespeare’s plays enabled Shakespeare to emerge 

as the author of a powerfully patriotic group of texts, England’s fierce rivalry with France 

secured Shakespeare’s position as Britain’s national Bard.  The resistance mounted 
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against “English power” by continental rivals fashioned Shakespeare into a national 

celebrity: “[i]n Pope’s lifetime English power began to be felt increasingly on the 

European continent; and where England led, Shakespeare followed” (Reinventing 98).   

At the beginning of the eighteenth century tense Anglo-Spanish relations bolstered 

Shakespeare’s status as Britain’s literary figurehead: “The Shakespeare revival of the 

1730s indeed thrived on anti-Spanish feeling, with which Shakespeare had already been 

identified on several previous occasions” (Dobson 154).  The Seven Years War and the 

Napoleonic Wars that succeeded it created a prolonged wave of anti-French sentiment in 

England that proved vital to “the national appropriation of Shakespeare” (Dobson 184).  

Bate notes that during the Seven Years War “Shakespeare was made to stand for England 

and its values . . . This was one of the first instances of what would become a recurring 

tactic: the patriotic appropriation of Shakespeare in time of war” (Shakespearean 28).  

Henry V, for example, was “performed every season during the Seven Years War, its 

playbills usually including the pointed subtitle ‘with the Conquest of the French at 

Agincourt’” (Shakespearean 28).  During the early nineteenth century King John was 

extremely popular – in 1811 Jane Austen professed to preferring it to Hamlet – due to the 

war with France: “it is beyond question that in the two decades of war against France 

many people cherished the lesser-known play for nationalistic reasons” (Shakespearean 

114).  As tensions with France extended into the nineteenth century, Shakespeare’s 

nationalistic character became even more pronounced: “Shakespeare’s reputation had 

been fed by nationalism, and the intensified nationalism dominant during the twenty 

years of Napoleonic wars only fattened it further” (Reinventing 148).  As the symbol of 
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British resilience in the face of an intimidating French military threat, Shakespeare was 

championed by the British people as the embodiment of a robust British national identity 

structured according to the organic principles of nature. 

Shakespeare’s appropriation as Britain’s patriotic Bard initially resulted from the 

fact that his plays were disliked by French critics: “the veneration of Shakespeare as 

English national poet was in the first place a response to a patronizing and disparaging 

attitude towards his works on the part of French critics and a Francophile court taste” 

(Genius 169).  As the animosity between Britain and France increased during the 

eighteenth century, Shakespeare “was perceived as quintessentially English; his artistic 

identity was defined for Georgian England in opposition to Continental traditions” 

(Reinventing 125).  Bate notes that “Shakespeare and caricature were twin weapons in the 

hands of English readers and critics waging chauvinistic battle against the neoclassicism 

associate with Voltaire and the French” (Shakespearean  20).  Taylor similarly comments 

that “Shakespeare’s Works, for [Edmund] Burke and [Edmond] Malone, are natural 

enemies to the ‘Works’ of the French Revolutionaries” (Reinventing 110) and that 

“[a]gainst the absolutist art of Corneile and Racine the English could defend themselves 

artistically only with Shakespeare” (Reinventing 66).  His reputation as a playwright 

increasingly secure, Shakespeare embodied an “organic” quality that stood in marked 

contrast to the rigorous demands of “French aesthetic theory” and so he quickly “became 

the exemplar of literary liberty, the titular champion of anyone who wanted to overthrow 

an exhausted critical system” (Reinventing 123).  Shakespeare became the “model of 

distinctly English (un-French, un-neoclassical) genius” (Shakespearean  28) as his plays 
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were considered a powerful testament to the power of the imagination over abstract 

critical thought: “The originality of Shakespeare’s supernatural characters, the way in 

which they seemed to embody the creative power of imagination, was perhaps the largest 

single factor in the English rejection of neoclassical theory” (Genius 170).  Consequently, 

“[d]uring the 1760s writers fell over one another in proclaiming Shakespeare the world’s 

greatest dramatist and poet.  Such praises were almost always nationalistic in tone and 

often specifically anti-French” (Reinventing 121).  Even the French revolution – a 

flagrant incident of “rule-flouting” (Meaning 148) - failed to weaken the seemingly 

relentless drive to establish Shakespeare as the emblem of British military and cultural 

prestige, for it encouraged Britons to cling to their culture for fear of losing it in the chaos 

that consumed post-revolutionary France (Reinventing 148).  Coleridge repeatedly railed 

against “the absurd notion of the French critics, who ground their principles on the 

presumption of an absolute delusion" (Coleridge 36); in Biographia Literaria Coleridge 

patriotically exclaims, “SHAKESPEARE becomes all things, yet for ever remaining 

himself.  O what great men has thou produced, England!  my country!”25  Consequently, 

by the early nineteenth century Shakespeare was “enshrined as the transcendent 

personification of a national idea” (Dobson 14) and heralded as “England’s patron Poet, 

even its patron Saint” (Shakespearean  6).  In 1840 Carlyle brought Shakespeare’s 

identification with Britain and the British people to a sentimental climax: “this 

Shakespeare is ours: we produced him, we speak and think by him; we are of one blood 

and kind with him” (Carlyle 298).  Thus, as a prominent, yet neutral, political figure, 
                                                 
25 This quote was taken from the Don Juan Project at the University of DePaul and can 
be found at: http://website.lineone.net/~ssiggeman/biographia15.html. 
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Shakespeare gradually rose above issues of domestic politics to depiction by satirists as 

Britain’s national poet.  As Nelson’s victory at Trafalgar and Wellington’s final defeat of 

Napoleon at Waterloo proved Britain’s military strength, Shakespeare’s image was 

appropriated by elitist British culture throughout the nineteenth century as the 

embodiment of emerging British military, economic and cultural influence upon Europe 

and, increasingly, throughout the world. 

Bullying Billy 
 

Despite the intensity of the cultural wars between Britain and France during the 

turn of the nineteenth century, Shakespeare’s reputation as Britain’s national poet was 

secured through military, rather than rhetorical prowess: “England’s victory in the Seven 

Years War was a decisive event in the growing international resistance to French political 

and cultural hegemony, and Shakespeare was the chief artistic beneficiary of that 

resistance” (Reinventing 122).  Having decisively defeated Napoleon in 1815, Britain was 

determined to expand its overseas empire; Shakespeare was positioned to follow and 

inform Britain’s imperial destiny.  Garrick, for example, pictured Shakespeare as a 

conquering general, ready to dominate the world: “our SHAKESPEARE’S matchless 

pen,/ Like Alexander’s sword, had done with men” (quoted in England 254).  Garrick’s 

contemporary, the poet and satirist Charles Churchill, declared that Shakespeare had 

made “England great in letters as in arms” and imagined the Bard as a mighty monarch 

ruling over a global empire:  

in one hand a wand he bore, 
For mighty wonders famed in days of yore; 
The other held a globe, which to his will 
Obedient turn’d, and own’d the master’s skill: 
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Things of the noblest kind his genius drew, 
And look’d through Nature at a single view: 
A loose he gave to his unbounded soul, 
And taught new lands to rise, new seas to roll:  

(Rosciad 47 and 49) 
 

Despite the national pomp that surrounded Shakespeare’s work during the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries, Shakespeare was not immediately suited to be the emblem 

of Britain’s expanding empire: “Conscripted as a national hero or prophet, Shakespeare 

was now tactfully rewritten as one: from the 1730s onwards, to redeem the ‘essential’ 

Shakespeare at times embarrassingly obscured by the archaic or immoral lapses of his 

uncorrected texts was to participate in the wider process of showing that Britain had 

always been the chosen home of mercantile virtue” (Dobson 187).  Representing the 

moral and intellectual accomplishments of an increasingly powerful Great Britain, 

Shakespeare also assumed the function of “the Englishman as producer of the knowledge 

that empowers him to conquer, appropriate, and manage” (Viswanathan 20).  Stratford’s 

Bard was consequently appropriated to include a mercantile, intellectual, cultural, and 

religious program with implications for British imperial practices throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

As Britain’s chief ambassador and “universal colonizing bard” (Hodgdon 202), 

Shakespeare was both a decisive and a divisive force within British imperial policy.  

Jonathan Hart argues that Shakespeare’s plays “haunt the speech and signs of imperial 

expansion and cultural conflict” (148).  Drawing on the discussion in Chapter One of the 

role of English language and literature in affirming British cultural authority throughout 

the Empire, the following section examines Shakespeare’s more immediate relationship 
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with British imperialism during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as it 

forms the basis of postcolonial engagements with his work.  Frequently employed to 

legitimate, and even encourage, Britain’s colonial presence in Asia and Africa, 

Shakespeare was a key player within the theater of British Empire.  Focusing on Anglo-

Indian relations (which provide the most detailed example of Shakespeare’s influence on 

colonial society) the following section addresses how Shakespeare’s reputation was 

appropriated to license British imperial expansion as well as reinforce the racial and 

cultural prejudices that underwrote British colonial policy.  Today, Shakespeare remains 

a commanding symbol of British imperial influence, but he also functions in terms of the 

political and economic discourses controlled by scholars and law makers located in 

Washington D.C. rather than London.  Far from being a mere relic of British imperial 

values and designs, Shakespeare remains a stubborn symbol of a bullying western 

intellectualism which continues to dominate contemporary scholarship and debates over 

postcolonial cultural identity. 

While Shakespeare’s imperial character was largely established from the late 

eighteenth century onwards, his association with British imperialism dates back to the 

sixteenth century.  Discussing a 1607 performance of Hamlet onboard a British military 

ship off the coast of what is now Sierra Leone, Michael Neill writes that “Shakespeare 

had begun to move out along the arteries of Empire even in his own lifetime” (171).  

More generally, David Johnson acknowledges that Shakespeare “is profoundly 

implicated in colonialism, from the sixteenth century to the present” (230).  A 1964 

publication sponsored by the Calcutta National Library also supports the claim that 
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Shakespeare was associated with Britain’s early imperialist explorations in South Asia: 

“Shakespeare came to India along with the first British adventurers who laid the 

foundation of the Indian Empire.  The officers of the East India company often staged 

plays of Shakespeare in big cities like Bombay, Calcutta and Madras” (8).  By the time 

Cook set sail from England in 1768 Shakespeare enjoyed a privileged place next to the 

British crown: “so far as the Anglophone Pacific is concerned, Shakespeare was there at 

the very beginning: included in the small library of mainly scientific and technical books 

that competed with other essential gear for accommodation in the cramped spaces of 

Captain Cook’s Endeavour was a copy of the collected works of William Shakespeare.”  

Shakespeare’s plays “had become . . . an important talisman of the superior English 

culture of which he was the emissary” (Neill 171 and 172).  Transported from the 

domestic safety of Britain’s eighteenth-century theaters and drawing rooms, and 

positioned in colonial outposts throughout the globe, Shakespeare was inextricably linked 

with the success of early British imperial conquest as it simultaneously attempted to 

exploit and enlighten the indigenous peoples of Africa and Asia. 

Despite Shakespeare’s affiliation with early British imperial explorations of South 

Asia and the Pacific during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, his colonial legacy 

was fully developed in the nineteenth century when the Empire transported British values 

throughout the world: “That Shakespeare was declared to rule world literature at the same 

time that Britannia was declared to rule the waves may, indeed, be more than a 

coincidence” (Dobson 7).  If Shakespeare in the eighteenth century was a symbol of “all 

that they [the British] wish their nation to become” (Dobson 202), by the late-nineteenth 
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century Shakespeare represented unrivaled British military and economic strength.  

During the reign of Victoria, Britain achieved power on the level that Charles Churchill, 

David Garrick and James Cook could only have feigned to imagine: “In 1871 the empire 

(including the United Kingdom itself) covered a total area of 7.7 million square miles and 

had a population of 235 million people.  By 1901 the respective figures were 12 million 

square miles – a quarter of the total land area of the globe – and 400 million people” 

(Powell 97).  An increasingly political symbol during the eighteenth century, 

Shakespeare became an international icon during the Victorian era, his name synonymous 

with British military and cultural authority around the world.  Dobson argues that “the 

transformation of Shakespeare’s status from the comparative neglect of the Restoration to 

. . . national, indeed global, pre-eminence . . . constitutes one of the central cultural 

expressions of England’s own transition from the aristocratic regime of the Stuarts to the 

commercial empire presided over by the Hanoverians” (8).  While Shakespeare’s 

international prestige is intimately affiliated with British military successes during the 

nineteenth century, Shakespeare became increasingly integrated into Britain’s imperial 

identity to function as a symbol of British imperial exploits. 

Like most great literary works, Shakespeare’s plays were introduced into the 

colonial classroom to teach Christian virtue.  The Reverend William Keane noted that 

“Shakespeare . . . is full of religion; it is full of the common sense principles which none 

but Christian men can recognize” (quoted in Viswanathan 80).  Singh describes 

Shakespeare as “a repository of Christian beliefs” (129) and an anonymous early 

nineteenth-century article in the Calcutta Review praises Shakespeare’s “Protestant 
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common sense” (quoted in Viswanathan 81).  The moral value of Shakespeare’s plays did 

not go unchallenged, however, by missionary activists.  Several instructors objected “to 

the teaching of Shakespeare and other dramatists in missionary schools” on the grounds 

that “Shakespeare’s language (which contains words like fortune, fate, muse, and nature) 

reflected a pagan rather than a Protestant morality and would therefore exert an unhealthy 

influence on the natives” (Viswanathan 88).  Works by Shakespeare and Milton were 

commonly used, however, “to supply religious values that could be introduced into the 

British control of India in no other way” (Viswanathan 169).  As the nineteenth century 

progressed and missionary schools were replaced by government-sponsored secular 

education, Shakespeare became a permanent fixture within the colonial classroom and the 

undisputed symbol of British hegemony.  Shakespeare was held in great esteem by the 

man who instigated the sweeping reforms of 1835 and so “took pride of place” (Bagchi 

151) in India’s British-run schools as they were organized around the principle that “a 

single shelf of a good European library was worth the whole native literature of India and 

Arabia”(Minute).  In a letter to Thomas Flower Ellis, dated July 1834, Macaulay writes, 

“I still think of Dante, as I thought when I first read him, that his is a superior poet to 

Milton, that he runs neck and neck with Homer, and that none but Shakespeare has gone 

decidedly beyond him” (Selected Letters 124).  While Bacon, Pope and Milton were 

commonly taught in colonial schools throughout the nineteenth century, Shakespeare’s 

work - Hamlet, Othello and Macbeth, in particular – dominated the colonial curriculum 

(Viswanathan 54 and Singh 130).  As colonial schooling was increasingly 

institutionalized during the Victorian era and colonial education developed into a 
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government monopoly, “Shakespeare’s works functioned as the ‘colonial book’ in the 

British Raj” (Singh 128). 

As an English education became synonymous with financial reward by the 

indigenous inhabitants of Britain’s colonies, Shakespeare’s plays were eagerly read by 

native students hoping to gain lucrative employment within the British Civil Service; 

Shakespeare consequently came to represent British economic power in the colonies.  

“Stimulated by the prospect of honourable and lucrative employment” (Trevelyan 113), 

Indian students studied Shakespeare’s plays as a means of achieving financial stability: 

“the Bard’s works undoubtedly constituted a form of ‘cultural capital’ with an exchange 

value in terms of job opportunities” (Singh 131).  Local demand for British-style 

education caused Shakespeare to be studied at the most advanced levels of higher 

education: “Shakespeare and English literature began to be formally studied in Indian 

universities in the 1860’s, some six decades before the rise of English studies in England” 

(Trivedi 23).26  Taylor emphasizes that the direct correlation between Indian students’ 

knowledge of Shakespeare’s plays and employment within the British government meant 

that “Shakespeare was no longer simply read for pleasure but was actively studied with 

an eye to examinations” (Reinventing 195).  Thus, “the compulsory question on 

Shakespeare” (Viswanathan 134) in British Civil Service examinations effectively 

institutionalized Shakespeare as a tool of British economic imperialism.  As a 

professional hurdle – the difference between financial security and less advantageous 

                                                 
26 By Trivedi’s calculations, instruction in English literature did not begin in England 
until the 1920s.  Viswanathan, however, notes that “[t]he discipline of English literature 
itself was formally instituted in British schools . . . as late as 1871” (142). 
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employment outside the British government - Shakespeare’s plays became synonymous 

with the microeconomics of British colonial administrations. 

 Shakespeare functioned as a common symbol of British economic influence upon 

colonial life, but he also acted in a cultural capacity, extolling the virtues of British 

society throughout the Empire.  Exported to Asia and Africa, Shakespeare’s plays 

represented a distinctly British brand of cultural, economic and military achievement.  In 

the late nineteenth century, the American critic, Ralph Waldo Emerson claimed that 

“[t]he rude warm blood of the living England circulated in” Shakespeare’s plays (247).  It 

was the twentieth century, however, that witnessed the most passionate appeals to 

Shakespeare’s uniquely English identity.  Raleigh describes Shakespeare as “English to 

the core” (Shakespeare’s England 45) and so stresses Shakespeare’s close bond with the 

English people: “Shakespeare’s admirers abroad do credit to him and to themselves, but 

they cannot teach the love of him to his friends at home.  Their public homage is an 

empty thing to those who celebrate him more intimately, who love him best not for his 

power but for his humanity, and who, while he still drew breadth among them, invented 

for him a name which can never be bettered, the name of the gentle Shakespeare” 

(Shakespeare’s England 46).   Shakespeare provides comfort, compassion and guidance 

for his British offspring as they venture into the “many blank spaces of the earth” (Heart 

of Darkness 22).  In his preface to A Book of Homage to Shakespeare, Israel Gollancz 

affirms Shakespeare’s English identity: “many of us had been looking forward to the 

Shakespeare Tercentenary as the occasion for some fitting memorial to symbolize the 

intellectual fraternity of mankind in the universal homage accorded to the genius of the 
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greatest Englishman” (vii).   In a poem printed in the same publication, Gollancz, 

Honorary Secretary of the Shakespeare Tercentenary Committee, emphasizes 

Shakespeare’s intimate bond with his native England: 

The songs of Wessex, preluding our march, 
Links us, lead homagers, on brotherhood,- 
Sons of the Mother-land, imperial hosts, 
Shakespeare’s own kindred, whatsoe’er their speech, 
Their climes, their colour, and their usages; 
And with us those, proud of their Englishry, 
Who to his music built their new-found world, 
In strength and freedom, - he their heritage;  

(Homage 553) 
 

In the mid-twentieth century Knight argues for the “direct Christian and chivalric 

affinities” of Shakespeare’s plays as he sees them “expanding . . . the one central legend 

of Saint George and the Dragon.  Let us face and accept our destiny in the name both of 

Shakespeare and Saint George, the patron saint of our literature and nation” (Olive 3).  

While Emerson admired the “royal trait[s]” (258) of Shakespeare’s characters, Knight 

labels Shakespeare “a national prophet if ever there was one, concerned deeply with the 

royal soul of England” (Olive 3).  Knight argues that many of Shakespeare’s characters 

reflect the chivalric virtues embodied in the legend of Saint George: “Hal must eventually 

prove himself the better soldier [than Hotspur].  This, too, has before now happened with 

Great Britain, as a nation” (Olive 28).  Shakespeare’s association with the historical 

figure of Saint George projects his influence back through history to connect him with the 

founding myths of English nationalism.  Furthermore, in his capacity as a benevolent 

patriarch, Shakespeare verges on being positioned as Britain’s biological, as well as 



 

 151 

cultural, father-figure in a rhetorical move that irrevocably roots Shakespeare’s identity in 

British soil. 

The self-congratulatory nature of British society during the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries – best captured by a book entitled, The English, Are They Really 

Human?, by French author G.J. Renier – promoted Shakespeare as the benevolent 

patriarch at the center of Britain’s civilizing mission in the colonies.  Convinced of its 

cultural superiority, imperial Britain justified the Empire by arguing that British rule 

provided indigenous cultures the benefits of Christian morality, modern technology and 

intellectual sophistication.  As the embodiment of British cultural accomplishments, 

Shakespeare was repeatedly invoked to license Britain’s imperial expansion throughout 

Asia and Africa.  Declared “a supreme achievement of the race,” Shakespeare was touted 

“as a measure of England’s general world wide superiority, and as an emblem of that 

English heritage whose propagation could properly be regarded as part of the white 

man’s civilising burden” (Trivedi 14).  Staged versions of Shakespeare’s plays in cities 

such as Calcutta enforced the idea of “improving” the minds of the Indian public: “the 

Victorian colonists in India, while apishly promoting Shakespeare’s works in colonial 

Calcutta, were, in effect, reproducing the metropolitan culture as a part of the ‘civilizing 

mission’ of the British Raj” (Singh 122).  Consequently, by the turn of the twentieth 

century British Poet Laureate Robert Bridges wrote, “One with thee [Shakespeare] is our 

temper in melancholy or might,/ And in thy book Great-Britain’s rule readeth her right” 

(Shakespeare’s England xxii).  As British jingoism reached its climax before the Great 

War, Shakespeare was evoked not only to legitimize the Empire, but to encourage, even 
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necessitate, Britain’s imperial policies.  Raleigh writes, “[w]e have spread ourselves over 

the surface of the habitable globe, and have established our methods of government in 

new countries.  But the poets are still ahead of us, pointing the way.  It was they, and no 

others, who first conceived the greatness of England’s destinies, and delivered the 

doctrine that was to inspire her . .  . Above them all, Shakespeare speaks for the English 

race” (Shakespeare’s England 44).   Knight describes Shakespeare as personally invested 

in empire building: “Shakespeare, at the youth of Great Britain’s imperial history, is 

necessarily fascinated by the accomplished imperialism of ancient Rome” (Olive 71).  As 

British imperial policies became increasingly secular during the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, the British Empire expanded according to Shakespeare’s, not God’s, 

authority. 

 Just as Britain’s civilizing mission thinly disguised the political and economic 

exploitation that inspired the British Empire, Shakespeare’s conception as a benevolent 

patriarch wishing to enlighten indigenous cultures throughout the world was undermined 

by the competing image of Shakespeare as a conquering monarch.  During the early 

twentieth century Shakespeare was identified with an increasingly aggressive British 

imperialism that had grown secure in its position of economic and military privilege.  Just 

as Garrick and Churchill conflated Shakespeare’s pen with the imperial sword during the 

eighteenth century their successors pictured Shakespeare as a victorious general.  Raleigh 

imagined Shakespeare “steadily advanc[ing] to the conquest of the world” (Shakespeare 

2), while in his ode to Shakespeare the British poet William Watson conjoins the Bard’s 
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conventional reputation as the poet of nature with his imperial persona to describe 

Shakespeare commanding India from atop the Himalayas: 

O let me leave the plains behind, 
And let me leave the values below! 
Into the highlands of the mind, 
Into the mountains let me go. 
 
My Keats, my Spenser, loved I well; 
Gardens and statued lawns were these; 
Yet not for ever could I dwell 
In arbours and in pleasances. 
 
Here are the heights, crest beyond crest, 
With Himalayan dews impearled; 
And I will watch from Everest 
The long heave of the surging world. 

(“Shakespeare” in Retrogression) 
 

Perched in the Himalayas, Watson’s Shakespeare unambiguously parallels British 

military power as it extended British rule as far north as present-day Nepal.  Thus 

“England’s gentlest son” (Shakespeare’s England xxii) was appropriated as “the iron fist 

of a hieratic cultural and social identity” (Gurr 304-5) that was defined by a bigoted 

patriotism and racial prejudice. 

Despite liberal arguments that claimed Shakespeare’s plays were introduced into 

colonial society for the benefit of indigenous populations, Shakespeare overwhelmingly 

functioned as an ominous symbol of British authority throughout the Empire.  Trivedi 

cites the example of William Miller, “an Englishman who taught Shakespeare to college 

students in south India,” to illustrate Shakespeare’s role as a gauge as well as an enforcer 

of British values: “For Miller, Shakespeare was a moral yardstick . . . [and] also a 

chastising rod by which to measure and reform some of the only too well known defects 
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of native character; if the Indian student but heeded the lesson of Shakespeare had to 

offer, he would have gained a master plan by which to lead his whole life” (14).  While 

educating native students and broadening their moral perspective, Shakespeare’s plays 

also emphasized the cultural differences between colonizer and colonized: “the name 

‘Shakespeare’ functioned as a key signifier within colonial discourse . . . demarcating the 

familiar binaries; barbarism and civilization, tradition and modernity” (Singh 124).  

Contrasting Shakespeare’s reception in the colonies to his reception in continental 

Europe, Kennedy argues that Shakespeare was a commanding cultural presence to be 

obeyed rather than embraced by Britain’s colonial subjects: “Shakespeare arrived in most 

Asian (and African) environments in the baggage of empire.  Whereas in Europe the 

Shakespeare project embraced the translation and outright appropriation of the texts, in 

Asia the imperial mode tended to bring them in the original language as a demonstration 

of the linguistic and cultural superiority of the conqueror” (291).  Consequently, rather 

than “improving” native students’ intellectual abilities and moral outlook, Shakespeare’s 

work played a vital role in Britain’s use of “English literature to maintain control of their 

subjects under the guise of a liberal education” (Viswanathan 85).  Shakespeare’s plays 

were used to quash the “superstitious prejudices” (Viswanathan 76) of indigenous 

populations and replace them with British values as part of an imperial effort to colonize 

the minds and the lands of Britain’s colonial subjects.  Michael Neill of the University of 

Auckland argues that “Shakespeare has been not merely part of our history, but . . . part 

of the cultural apparatus by which we have learned to know that history and our place in 

it - for the colonizers [Shakespeare was] an essential beacon of location; for the colonized 
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. . . an instrument of displacement and dispossession” (172).  Postcolonial critics 

consequently view Shakespeare’s reputation for intellectual and creative excellence as 

synonymous with an exploitative British imperialism; a beguiling presence within British 

colonial discourse, Shakespeare’s plays were used to champion the advantages of British 

society while simultaneously subverting entire systems of indigenous learning and 

traditions in a process that, as will be discussed later in this chapter, has had a permanent 

affect on colonial cultures. 

Characterized throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as a uniquely 

British writer, Shakespeare’s reputation as a staunch symbol of British imperial power 

was complicated, however, by his reputation as a poet of nature.  Celebrated as “Self-

school’d, self-scann’d, self-honour’d, [and] self-secure” (Arnold quoted in Gross 22), 

Shakespeare was prized throughout the modern period for his “rooted naturalism” (Olive 

11) and his universal wisdom.  As Britain’s Bard, Shakespeare stood for the unique 

strengths of British culture, but as “the poet of the human race” (Emerson 251) whose 

characters function less as individuals than as “species” (Johnson 210), Shakespeare 

represented a collective genius.  During the eighteenth century, Shakespeare’s dual role 

as the poet of nation and of nature was reconciled by defining “nature” in specifically 

English terms.  Johnson comments that “the composition of Shakespeare is a forest, in 

which oaks extend their branches, and pines tower in the air, interspersed sometimes with 

weeds and brambles, and sometimes giving shelter to myrtles and to roses; filling the eye 

with awful pomp, and gratifying the mind with endless diversity” (227).  Alternatively, 

Coleridge disassociates Shakespeare’s writing from the tropical environments of Asia and 
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Africa: “a sort of African nature, rich in beautiful monsters, as a wild heath where island 

of fertility look the greener from the surrounding waste, where the loveliest plants now 

shine out among unsightly weeds, and now are choked by their parasitic growth, so 

intertwined that we cannot disentangle the weed without snapping the flower” (470).  

Thus Shakespeare was retained within the context of an aloof British culture that thought 

itself superior to its colonized subjects.  As Watson’s ode to Shakespeare indicates, 

however, by the early twentieth century the spread of the British Empire had made 

Shakespeare the poet of mountains, monsoons, jungles and desserts, so that his natural 

wisdom could no longer be solely identified with the roses and oak trees of England. 

Rather than undermining Shakespeare’s British identity, his conventional 

incarnation as a natural genius, whose plays were infused with universal wisdom, was 

embraced during the twentieth century as further evidence for Shakespeare’s distinctively 

British character.  Whereas the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries interpreted 

Shakespeare’s affiliation with nature to suggest his innocence, lack of sophistication and 

political neutrality, the twentieth century imagined Shakespeare’s role as the poet of 

nature in terms of the evolution of his plays.  Writing during the Second World War, 

Knight argues for Shakespeare’s preeminent role in “the organic growth of our empire” 

(Olive 88) and labels Shakespeare one of “the root-principles of that growing imperial 

and international structure, or organism, which Britain consciously or unconsciously 

fosters” (Olive 86).  Shakespeare’s growth as a writer was thought to mirror, even 

anticipate, the processes by which Britain evolved into the world’s leading nation: 

“Shakespeare grew organically, like the English constitution, like English law, by 
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corporate incorporation, a prolonged and collaborative process of accumulation and 

inclusion” (Reinventing 130).  Thus, Shakespeare’s conventional affiliation with nature 

was redefined in the twentieth century in terms of how his plays were interpreted and 

received by British society.  Shakespeare’s genius was organic, not because of any 

inherent quality in his plays, but because his reputation flourished along with British 

culture; Shakespeare’s body of work became more universal, his meaning more 

encompassing with every new territory Britain added to its empire.  Irreversibly linked 

with the society that nurtured his talents and then interpreted his work with the finesse 

and agility it required, Shakespeare was so closely identified with British culture during 

the early twentieth century that the two entities were synonymous.  Shakespeare’s legacy 

was affected by British colonial expansion as much as Shakespeare contributed to British 

imperial identity, so that British society overtly assumed the general standards of truth 

and morality traditionally ascribed to Shakespeare’s work.  British culture became not 

only superior, it became universal:  “loftily unself-conscious equations . . . [were] made 

between Shakespeare’s universal genius and England’s all conquering imperial race, and 

the one could be patriotically and unproblematically identified with the other” (Trivedi 

13).  Thus, as British culture assumed the organic elasticity implied by Shakespeare’s 

conventional affiliation with nature, Shakespeare was poised to extend British authority 

beyond the increasingly unmanageable borders of the British Empire. 

Perceived as a natural and universal standard of intellectual, creative and moral 

excellence, Shakespeare fueled the conversion of the British Empire from a geographic to 

a cultural entity.  As early as 1840 Thomas Carlyle argued that Shakespeare was more 
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important and more permanent than the Empire: “Will you give up your Indian Empire or 

your Shakespeare, you English; never have had any Indian Empire, or never have had any 

Shakespeare?  Really it were a grave question.  Official persons would answer doubtless 

in official language; but we, for our part too, should not we be forced to answer: Indian 

Empire, or no Indian Empire; we cannot do without Shakespeare?  Indian Empire will go, 

at any rate, some day; but this Shakespeare does not go, he lasts for ever with us; we 

cannot give up our Shakespeare!” (297).  It wasn’t until the twentieth century, however, 

that Britain’s imperial identity was commonly perceived of in terms of Shakespeare’s 

genius. Writing during the Battle of Britain, Knight expands Shakespeare’s national 

identity to create an essentialist Shakespeare, whose brilliance defies political and 

cultural divisions: “Nationalism in Shakespeare is only so supremely important because, 

in the depths, he has a sense of the human essence, in joy or pain, that far outpaces all 

national and historic boundaries” (Olive 77).   Dereck Longhurst writes that Knight 

“extolled, in his war-time lectures . . . the virtues of patriotism, order, kingship, honour 

and martial glory, ostensibly through discussion of the history plays” (Longhurst 155).  

Knight himself claims that Shakespeare’s history plays are “mainly studies of internal 

disorder during the centuries leading to the England of Elizabeth,” and so  positions 

Shakespeare as an organizing principle within a collective world culture bound to British 

values: “the desire for world-order which fabricated the League of Nations is an 

expansion of a desire pulsing throughout Shakespeare” (Olive 5).  With British economic 

and military power seriously depleted after the Second World War, Shakespeare was 

fashioned into a diplomatic, almost ameliorative, figure in international politics: “Britain 
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tried to pull itself together at the end of the Second World War in 1945, stressing cultural 

rather than militaristic values, an impetus to international appreciation and, indeed, 

appropriation of Shakespeare came from a sense that enjoyment and discussion of his 

works formed a meeting ground which transcended national boundaries.  Shakespeare 

was considered in some quarters to be above politics and therefore as a potent healing 

force in the international arena” (Wells 370).  For example, Post-war Germany’s decision 

to promote several institutions dedicated to Shakespeare studies greatly assisted in 

reestablishing diplomatic ties with Britain: “This re-affirmation of Germany’s 

commitment to Shakespeare was significant in the European process of reunification” 

(Wells 371).  Thus, Wells concludes, “[w]ith the end of the war Shakespeare’s political 

function was to change gradually from that of a bolsterer of national morale to an 

instrument of cultural propaganda” (368).  Relatively unscathed by Britain’s losses in the 

Second World War, Shakespeare emerges in the aftermath of British colonial power to 

represent the final vestiges of British cultural authority. 

Whereas for mid-twentieth century Europe Shakespeare was a means to reaffirm 

cultural bonds severed by years of war, in Asia and Africa Shakespeare constituted “an 

instrument of cultural imperialism” (Reinventing 353).  Today, Shakespeare continues to 

colonize the thoughts and perspectives of people around the world.  Despite the decline 

of the British Empire,  “Stratford’s Empire of Shakespeare” (Hodgdon 191) is maintained 

through course requirements, examinations and performances that affirm Shakespeare’s 

canonical status throughout the world.  In “This Last Tempest,” Paul Washington 

observes that “Shakespeare has been so naturalized in Australia as to have been a 
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compulsory subject in our schools and our universities too” (247).  Discussing “the place 

of English studies in South African schools,” David Johnson notes Shakespeare’s 

extensive influence in “educational journals, syllabuses, examination papers, set-work 

books and recommended reading-lists, school editions of Shakespeare’s plays, and study 

aids” (5).  Orkin also stresses Shakespeare’s central place in South African education: 

“Shakespeare has been and remains at the present moment a compulsory set text for all 

matriculation candidates.  In tertiary education Shakespeare’s plays are read by 

undergraduates at most universities throughout South Africa” (187).  In Under Western 

Eyes, Balachandra Rajan comments that Macaulay’s “minute endures in India’s cultural 

history and haunts the aftermath of independence” and claims that “Macaulay’s 

peroration . . . was a resounding prophecy of the imperishable empire of England’s arts 

and letters, to which India hereafter would inalienably belong” (191 and 174).  Arguing 

that “[t]he data . . . reflects unmistakably the continued sway of colonial orthodoxy in the 

study of English literature in India,” Trivedi notes that English Honors students at the 

University of Delhi “read in detail as many as three plays by Shakespeare, while no other 

author in the syllabus from Chaucer to Naipaul was set down for more than one text 

each” (22 and 20).  Trivedi also mentions that “[t]he efficacy of a study of English 

literary classics as one of the surest means of getting on in various spheres of activity and 

achievement in contemporary India is a phenomenon easy to verify statistically” (20).  

Given the strong affirmation of Shakespeare’s importance to Indian culture, Viswanathan 

acknowledges the reverence that still exists in India for English literature: “assaults on 

the Western canon are virtually precluded in the land where the discipline of English was 
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shaped and . . . [where] unquestioning acceptance of Western literary values is now 

firmly institutionalized” (168).  Thus, “both Shakespeare and colonialism have left their 

imprint on cultures across the globe” (Orkin 1).  Shakespeare’s continued presence within 

secondary schools and universities throughout the world obviously preserves 

Shakespeare’s reputation for literary genius, while it continues to universalize British 

culture and locate Britain as a center of literary and intellectual debate. 

As “the sole vehicle of high culture ideology and establishment of literary 

criticism in schools” (Sinfield 153), Shakespeare contributes to the exclusive nature of 

literary studies as it initially functioned to reinforce the superior nature of British values 

and beliefs.  Derek Longhurst argues that Shakespeare’s “work has been used, especially 

since the 1920s, to construct and justify dominant conceptions of a literary education” 

(150) in which Shakespeare’s “plays are the ultimate instance of Literature” (Sinfield 

138).  Sinfield remarks that “[f]or literary criticism, Shakespeare . . . guarantees the 

ultimate stability and rightness of the category ‘Literature’.  The status of other authors 

may be disputed . . . But Shakespeare is always there as the final instance of the validity 

of Literature” (Sinfield 135). Without Shakespeare there is no literature, just as without 

the Bible there is no Christianity, so that Shakespeare’s plays continue to both authorize 

and establish the parameters of literary study.  Arguing for the immense authority of 

Renaissance writers in contemporary literary criticism, Greenblatt comments on their 

princely status in an argument that is most applicable to Shakespeare: 

In literary criticism Renaissance artists function like Renaissance monarchs 
at some level we know perfectly well that the power of the prince is largely a 
collective invention, the symbolic embodiment of the desire, pleasure, and violence 
of thousands of subjects, the instrumental expression of complex networks of 
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dependency and fear, the agent rather than the maker of the social will.  Yet we can 
scarcely write of prince or poet without accepting the fiction that power directly 
emanates from him and that society draws upon this power. (Shakespeare 
Negotiations 4) 

 
Firmly grafted onto British identity, Shakespeare’s continued influence on literary and 

cultural studies has allowed Britain to retain an authoritative voice in world politics and 

discourse.  The Royal Shakespeare Company sets the standards for innovative 

Shakespeare performances, the New Globe theater on the South Bank of the River 

Thames stages “authenticate” versions of Shakespeare’s plays and the Shakespeare 

Museum at Stratford-upon-Avon projects Shakespeare’s British identity throughout the 

world.  Thus, the fact that Shakespeare continues to set the standard for intellectual and 

creative accomplishment both within and outside of the western canon allows British 

values and perspectives to influence cultural and literary exchange on an international 

level. 

American Transfer 
 
 Stressing Shakespeare’s prominence in American culture, Garber describes 

Shakespeare “as the anchor of the canon, the Bloomingdales or Neiman Marcus . . . of the 

upscale shopping mall which is the present-day English department” (Symptoms 167).  

Garber’s comment indicates two recent patterns in Shakespeare’s appropriation history: 

the Americanization and the commercialization of Shakespeare’s legacy.  As the United 

States replaced Great Britain as the world’s dominant military, economic and cultural 

power in the mid-twentieth century, Shakespeare increasingly functioned as an exclusive 

brand name marketed primarily to American consumers.  Appropriately, the Shakespeare 

that was employed during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to maintain British 
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economic and political control of the colonies, now serves as an important source of 

revenue for the British government and tourist industry.  Noting that “Shakespeare was 

one of [eighteenth century England’s] most successful cultural exports,” Taylor writes 

that “[t]he English economy is still banking a handsome profit from the international 

market for Shakespeare opened by eighteenth century entrepreneurs” (Reinventing 123).  

Today “the Shakespearean exchange economy” (Hodgdon 191) revolves around admiring 

American and Japanese audiences who, Taylor complains, “love Shakespeare without 

always understanding him” (Reinventing 43).  Holderness is similarly disdainful of the 

“atmosphere of unscrupulous opportunism, commercial exploitation and gross 

imposture” (129) that contributes to “the Shakespeare myth.”  Financial investment has 

helped, however, keep critics like Taylor and Holderness “in business”; “If it weren’t for 

the homage of the rest of the world, and the financial support that brings through the 

tourist industry, the plays would probably by now be unperformed” (Duffy 103).  The 

New Globe Theater project, for example, not only generates millions of pounds in annual 

revenue for the British tourist industry, but attracted American and Japanese capital to 

improve the dilapidated London neighborhood of Bankside where the New Globe is 

located (Holderness 88).  While Japanese interest in Shakespeare is significant – Japan 

stages more Shakespeare performances than any other non-English speaking country 

(Wells 402) – American money has led the recent wave of investment in Shakespeare’s 

literary reputation.  Sam Wanamaker Jr., the former American actor, headed the crusade 

to build the New Globe Theater (Duffy 103) and Time-Life co-sponsored the BBC 

Shakespeare television series that produced all thirty-seven of Shakespeare’s plays for 
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broadcast on British television and distribution to educational institutions in Britain and 

the United States (Holderness 14).  Consequently, in what constitutes the most recent 

imperial appropriation of Shakespeare’s legacy, American investors, critics and 

politicians have altered how Shakespeare is perceived on both sides of the Atlantic. 

In Columbus, Shakespeare and the Interpretation of the New World, Jonathan 

Hart claims that Shakespeare is “as much a part of the debate over colonization of the 

New World as Columbus is” (129).  Hart elaborates to parallel Shakespeare and 

Columbus as the twin foundations of American culture: “they became figures of 

appropriation, especially to the interpreters and editors of posterity.  They became parts 

of national and imperial pride, Columbus first for Spain and Shakespeare then for 

England/ Britain.  The United States came to appropriate both of them in its own myths 

and in its education: Shakespeare was from the mother country and spoke the same 

language and Columbus became an honorary American” (10).  Whereas Columbus led 

the way to the Spanish conquest of the Americas in the sixteenth century, Shakespeare 

facilitated Britain’s strong cultural presence in North America despite losing the 

Revolutionary War of 1776.  With the rise of American military and economic strength at 

the turn of the twentieth century, Shakespeare was increasingly mapped onto the 

American context: “changes in historical circumstance, for instance the growth of English 

then British then American economic, political and linguistic power affected the 

translation of Shakespeare’s imperial theme and has become another ‘chapter’ in the 

translation of empire” (Hart 149).  Shakespeare’s intimate relationship with American 

society as it currently decides world economic and cultural trends has consequently 
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extended Shakespeare’s imperial legacy; backed by America’s military and financial 

might, Shakespeare functions as an emissary of a British culture propagated by American 

foreign policy. 

 The current American interest in Shakespeare’s plays is hardly surprising 

considering the historically close cultural ties between Great Britain and the United 

States.  Taylor comments that “Americans began by being Englishmen abroad” 

(Reinventing 196) and so naturally gravitated toward English culture.  Shakespeare’s 

prominent role within American society was not, however, automatic: “In America, 

Puritan opposition to the theatre inhibited interest throughout the seventeenth century.  

The age of Garrick has the distinction of being the first period during which Shakespeare 

began to make an impact on the American way of life” (Wells 246).  Opposition to 

Shakespeare’s plays had dissolved, however, by the late eighteenth century.  Dobson 

describes how “[t]he United States’s first ambassadors to England, Thomas Jefferson and 

John Adams, went so far as to retrace the Jubilee’s pilgrimage to the banks of the Avon in 

1786, specifically to declare Stratford utterly transcended” (229), thus facilitating 

America’s future appropriation of Britain’s Bard.  Jerry Brotton discusses how The 

Tempest became a “a key text of ‘early Anglo-American history’” and “part of America’s 

own cultural heritage and abiding relationship with one of its colonial creators, early 

modern England” (27); Shakespeare’s work functioned “as an exemplary bridge between 

early English culture and American letters” (Brotton 27).  Consequently, “[e]ven before 

the Age of Romanticism Shakespeare had become . . . in both England and America, a 

secular Bible, a revered body of thought, values, characters, words, and forms held to be 
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the common property of a culture” (Grady 36).  Drawn together by a mutual appreciation 

of Shakespeare’s plays Britain and the newly formed United States of America quickly 

reestablished diplomatic ties after the Revolutionary War in a move that allowed for the 

continued export of British culture to America throughout the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. 

The nineteenth century witnessed Shakespeare incorporated and institutionalized 

within an American culture that readily embraced its cultural affinities with Europe: “For 

a country swelled by European immigrants and struggling to formulate its national 

identity, Shakespeare’s own national origins, packaged together with the heroic 

characteristics of the Elizabethan age” helped ground an emerging American identity 

(Hodgdon ix).  As “industrialization progressed throughout the nineteenth century” 

(Grady 67) American schools replaced classical texts such as Homer’s Odyssey with 

works by canonical British authors, so that Shakespeare’s plays quickly became familiar 

to the American public.  Grady emphasizes the close association between Anglo and 

American culture throughout the nineteenth century: 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century occurred that stage of modernization in 
England and America in which the industrial system had become established and 
was producing its sweeping series of changes, without yet having entered its 
bureaucratic, corporate phase.  Shakespeare criticism was written for the 
‘cultivated’ public and disseminated in editions of the works, public lectures, 
books, and – above all – in magazines and newspapers.  Shakespeare’s plays were 
prominent in the repertory of both English and American theatres and were 
assumed to be the intellectual property of men (and increasingly women) of any 
cultural pretensions – and many without any such pretensions. 

(Modernist Shakespeare 35) 
 

In his “Artist’s Preface” to Charles Lamb’s Tales of Shakespeare (1809), Louis Rhead 

writes that “these tales have grown in favor and esteem by thoughtful American parents” 
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(Lamb).  Emerson was a particularly outspoken advocate of Shakespeare’s talents: “As 

long as the question is of talent and mental power, the world of men has not his 

[Shakespeare’s] equal to show” (259).  In 1852, the Philadelphia Shakespeare Society 

was founded by a group of prominent lawyers (Grady 38) and Shakespeare was well on 

the way to popular as well as critical success within American society. 

The early twentieth century was a decisive period for Shakespeare studies in 

America as writers and critics actively aligned the United States with Britain’s cultural 

and imperial past.  While Britain increasingly relied on Shakespeare’s genius to validate 

its central role in world affairs, the United States imagined itself as the organic extension 

– the “trunk and branch” – of Britain’s proud literary traditions and cultural beliefs.  

Discussing Percy MacKaye’s masque, Caliban by the Yellow Sands, Thomas Cartelli 

describes how “[f]or MacKaye, the native tree of American drama will be sustained and 

supported by the great works and models of the English literary tradition, a transaction 

whose product or result will seem as American as native-grown trees, but whose 

formative source or power will be the ‘uninterable spirit’ of father Shakespeare that 

speaks through it” (65).  MacKaye likens Shakespeare to a tree with roots that “will strike 

for nutriment deep into English tradition and language” while its “trunk and branch shall 

spread themselves over the nation as indigenous and beneficient as our American elms” 

(Cartelli 64).  Claiming that “Shakespeare’s plays . . . have been important to American 

culture for almost as long as it has existed,” Douglas Bruster argues that American 

society actively positioned itself as augmenting British cultural traditions during the early 

twentieth century: 
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Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, American artists and scholars worked to solidify 
apparent links connecting these special eras in Western history, with America 
somehow the logical descendent of these elevated cultures.  We see this in the 
foundation of institutions dedicated to the study of earlier literatures and history, 
such as the Folger Shakespeare Library and the Huntington Library.  The 
cornerstone of the Folger was laid in 1930, and the Huntington published its first 
Bulletin in 1931.  Scholars would use these libraries, and draw on some of the 
ideology they represented, to construct not only an ‘English Renaissance’ but an 
American one as well. 

(“Shakespeare and the end of history: Period as Brand Name” 173 and 175) 
 

Bruster’s remarks echo his comments in Quoting Shakespeare:  “Before America 

could have a Renaissance of its own, it needed to invent one for England.  Americans 

invented this [Britain’s Elizabethan] Renaissance through a conscious pattern of 

engagement that made quotation work like advertisement.  What they advertised was a 

culture they felt they were heirs to−yet needed, somehow, to earn through devotion” 

(Quoting 12).  As America assumed guardianship of Britain’s literary heritage, British 

critics such as Knight singled out the United States as the immediate and natural 

beneficiary of British economic, military and cultural accomplishment: 

We must therefore expect and work for a more self-conscious extension and 
expansion of Britain’s already formed imperial growth, yet not planning from any 
rigid imperialistic design, but rather getting back at all costs to that central core 
from which her imperial strength has hitherto branched, and re-nurturing that.  
Therefore it is that I urge the incomparable necessity of re-awakening the national 
imagination, which means a renewed respect for our poetic, and particularly our 
Shakespearian, heritage; since in a vital understanding of Shakespeare’s work lie 
the seed and germ of a greater Britain.  Shakespeare speaks, moreover, to nations 
beyond the Empire, especially to the United States of America, related to us by the 
greatest of all bonds, the bond of language and therefore of great poetry. (The Olive 
and the Sword 88) 

 
Shakespeare’s plays formed a cultural conduit between the United States and Great 

Britain, while at the same time contributing to America’s sense of national identity: 

“Shakespeare functions as one of the central ways in which America makes itself 
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meaningful in its own eyes” (Meaning 151).  As Cartelli points out, however, 

Shakespeare helped define and distinguish American society: “efforts to strengthen the 

historic bonds between Great Britain and America that were rooted in the ‘conviction that 

the British and American people were bolder, braver, truer, nobler, brighter, and certainly 

better than anyone else in the world’” (77).  In America, the Elizabethan Renaissance 

“function[ed] both as a ‘peak experience’ of Western civilization and as the originary 

source of America’s own exceptionalism,” just at it had functioned as proof of Britain’s 

superior cultural achievement not many years before (Cartelli 76).  Consequently, 

America’s appropriation of Shakespeare’s reputation in the early twentieth century 

anticipated the growth of American imperial power up to and including the present day. 

Henry Clay Folger was instrumental in grafting American culture onto 

Shakespeare’s artistic legacy as it represented the fading grandeur of a contracting British 

Empire and the promise of bourgeoning American imperialism.  While many writers, 

critics and business men helped “legitimize modern letters, and American culture, by 

casting them as the rightful inheritors of English forerunners” (“Brand Name” 174), 

Folger’s construction of “the world’s premiere Shakespeare library” (Hedrick 252) 

converted America into the center for Shakespeare studies: “[a] block from the U.S. 

Capitol, catty-cornered from the Supreme Court, the Folger is visited by about one 

thousand scholars a year” (Reinventing 347).  Today, the Folger Library acts as “a kind of 

permanent Shakespeare conference, the site of a continuous international interdisciplinary 

information-exchange” (Reinventing 347) where scholars from around the world come to 

learn and converse about topics pertaining to Shakespeare. The location of the Folger 
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Library in Washington D.C. highlights, however, that America’s investment in 

Shakespeare was a political act designed to fuse Shakespeare’s imperial legacy with 

America’s ambitions as a growing economic and military power: “Rejecting suggestions 

that it should be housed in Stratford-upon-Avon,  Folger insisted that his library should 

be  situated in close proximity to the Supreme Court, the Library of Congress, and other 

edifices in the heart of Washington D.C.” (Meaning 152).   Hawkes argues that “the 

interpretation of Shakespeare and the interpretation of American political culture are 

mutually determining practices” (Meaning 152).  Today Shakespeare forms an essential 

aspect of American political culture: “Washington, Lincoln, Shakespeare: the Bard as the 

completing elements of democracy’s Holy Trinity” (Meaning 152).  Given the 

geographic location of the Folger Library, it is not surprising that “in Folger’s funeral 

sermon, the Revd. S. Parks Cadman conjured up an extraordinary vision of Shakespeare 

and Folger as angelic heralds of a new imperium erected on the twin foundations of 

capital and culture” (Neill 166).  The massive twentieth century American investment in 

original textual material pertaining to Shakespeare’s plays, epitomized by Folger’s 

collection, consequently marks the United States’ emergence as an imperial power. 

Predictably, America’s economic resources have permitted American critics to 

assume a leading role in contemporary Shakespeare studies: “American scholars now 

dominate Shakespeare criticism, just as Washington D.C. – not London – now dominates 

Honduras.  Uncle Sam has power over Shakespeare” (Reinventing 354).  Stressing the 

connection between America’s wealth and its academic success, Wells points out that 

“[p]artly for reasons of funding, America tended to take the lead in Shakesperian 
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scholarship and criticism, though the products often appeared from British university 

presses” (380).  Just as  “Bradley’s lectures on Shakespeare were the most highly 

developed and influential specimens of the Victorian epoch of literary scholarship” 

(Reinventing 224), contemporary American critics interpret Shakespeare for a global 

scholarly community.  Hawkes describes Gary Taylor as “one of that indefatigable army 

who have astonishingly established a British playwright as a central institutional feature 

of the way of life of the United States” (Meaning 151); Stephen Greenblatt and Michael 

Bristol could equally be included in Hawkes’ “indefatigable army” of American 

Shakespeare scholars.  Alluding to America’s leading position within Shakespeare 

scholarship, Michael Neill, a professor of English at the University of Auckland, refers to 

himself as part of a group of scholars “who (as the Americans say) ‘do Shakespeare’ at 

the margins of Folger’s world” (167).  While Neill’s comment affirms the importance of 

American scholarship to Shakespeare studies it also suggests that current critical 

discussions of Shakespeare’s work are framed in American terminology; Shakespeare is 

studied in Great Britain and “done” in America.  In this respect Folger not only helped 

validate America’s burgeoning economic empire at the beginning of the twentieth 

century, but ensured that America retain the ability to define Shakespeare to suit its 

political and cultural purposes.  Rivaling the scholarly output of British academics, 

American literary criticism has had a major impact on Shakespeare studies, particularly 

regarding Shakespeare’s configuration as a symbol and producer of imperial power.  

Dobson argues, “[i]n the hands of the American Shakespeare industry . . . the connections 

established in the 1750s and 1760s between Bardolatry and imperialism have been 
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faithfully maintained, especially since the United States’ twentieth century accession to 

the status of a major world power” (230).  Along with Stratford-upon-Avon, the Royal 

Shakespeare Company and New Globe Theater, American literary scholarship authorizes 

“Shakespeare” for world consumption in a move that guarantees Shakespeare’s work will 

continue to legitimize western political and economic imperialism for the foreseeable 

future. 

Today, Folger’s dream of an American empire propped up by Shakespeare’s 

greatness has been realized via an American politics that often asserts its legitimacy 

through Shakespeare’s verse. Oliver Stone’s 1991 film,  JFK, which documents the life 

of America’s most famous recent president, includes five Shakespeare quotations to 

stress Shakespeare’s intimate associations with American government (Symptoms 162).  

Cartelli argues that Shakespeare’s plays are often cited in American political debates “as 

an unassailable source of wisdom and common sense, as a touchstone not only of what is 

right and just but also of what is necessary and practical.  His name lends both wisdom 

and probity to the positions his appropriator wishes to advance” (87).  Cartelli’s remark 

occurs after he mentions that “[d]uring the policy debate over Nicaragua in the 1980s,” 

U.S. Secretary of State George Shultz declared that America would not become “the 

Hamlet of nations” to suggest that “the United States is well prepared to play the role of 

late imperial Fortinbras” (87).  Discussing the Clarence Thomas confirmation hearings in 

the early 1990s Garber also comments on how Shakespeare is frequently quoted as a 

moral authority within American politics: “By citing Shakespeare this ‘most grave 

Senator’ was in effect giving moral weight to his own position.  Shakespeare said it: 



 

 173 

therefore it must be true.  True, somehow, to human nature, whatever that is.  

Universally, transhistorically true” (Symptoms 155).  Earlier in her argument, Garber 

notes that Congressmen  “invok[e] Shakespeare as often as the Bible as the disembodied 

arbiter of timeless moral and social truths” (Symptoms 14).  Shakespeare consequently is 

no longer exclusively exchanged on the FTSE index of the literary world, but is traded on 

the NASDQ and the DOW;  Emerson’s “best [dramatist] in the world” (Emerson 255) 

has become “a Wall Street of literary study” (Hedrick notes).  Consequently, while 

America succeeded Britain in the mid-twentieth century as the world’s dominant nation, 

Shakespeare’s central role within contemporary American politics maintained his 

traditional affiliations with politic and economic power. 

Hybrid Shakespeares 
 

In Foreign Shakespeare: Contemporary Performance, Dennis Kennedy argues 

that while the Anglo-American dominated critical discussion of Shakespeare’s work “has 

tended to cloak Shakespeare’s vast importance in the theatre in languages other than 

English . . . almost from the start of his importance as the idealized English dramatist 

there have been other Shakespeares, Shakespeares not dependent upon English and often 

at odds with it” (1-2).  The final section of this chapter explores Shakespeare’s multi-

cultural identities in combination with postcolonial approaches to Shakespeare as they 

have positioned the Bard beyond the confines of British national and colonial discourse 

to complicate Shakespeare’s identification with British imperialism.  I begin by noting 

Shakespeare’s influence on the literatures and cultures of continental European, 

specifically Conrad’s native Poland, before examining the extensive tradition of 



 

 174 

appropriating Shakespeare’s plays within the British colonial context.  Concentrating on 

India and Egypt, I focus on how the translation and adaptation of Shakespeare’s plays by 

native writers diluted his imperial authority.  The second part of my discussion examines 

postcolonial appropriations of Shakespeare’s plays; specifically, I focus on the prominent 

position of The Tempest and Othello within postcolonial discussions of empire and how 

both plays provide vocabularies through which to articulate and re-imagine a world free 

of colonial subjugation.  Tracing how “postcolonial cultures seek either to respond 

critically to the depredations and misrepresentations of colonialism, or to renegotiate 

Shakespeare’s standing as a privileged site of authority” (Cartelli 1), I argue that the 

postcolonial  “repositioning” of Shakespeare ultimately reaffirms Shakespeare’s central 

position within the western literary canon and, more generally, within world culture and 

politics.  While postcolonial criticism has radically altered how many of Shakespeare’s 

plays are read and has expanded Shakespeare’s literary and culture legacy beyond the 

binary intellectual constructs of imperial discourse, I maintain that postcolonial readings 

of Shakespeare and his plays ultimately enhance the Romantic construction of 

Shakespeare as an unrivalled universal genius. 

Europe’s Shakespeare 
 
 While Anglo-American institutions continue to dominate how Shakespeare’s 

plays are performed and perceived throughout the world, the attempted transfer of 

Shakespeare from British to American institutions was not a single process.  Folger’s 

efforts to relocate Shakespeare from London to Washington D.C. was seriously 

complicated by Shakespeare’s multiple identities as a writer.  Today, many critics 
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emphasize Shakespeare’s diverse cultural affiliations to distance him from British 

imperial power: “foreign Shakespeare is more present than ever before, interrogating the 

idea that Shakespeare can be contained by a single tradition or by a single culture or by a 

single language” (Kennedy 16).  Commenting on Shakespeare’s historical reception in 

continental Europe, Kennedy states that Shakespeare’s plays constituted the main part of 

a “bourgeois theatre separate from the court stages of the Hasburgs” (Kennedy 3) and 

emphasizes Shakespeare’s historically prominent role within German theatre.  In the 

early nineteenth century, William Hazlitt “express[ed] indignation over the fact that it has 

taken a German to do justice to Shakespeare” (Shakespearean 147); Bate explains 

Hazlitt’s annoyance by noting that “[t]he first work which bears some resemblance to our 

idea of a critical introduction came from Germany” and addressed Shakespeare’s plays 

(Shakespearean 146).  The wealthy Victorian manufacturer and Shakespeare enthusiast, 

Frederick James Furnival, complained in 1873 that “[i]t is a disgrace to England that 

while Germany can boast a Shakespeare Society which has gathered into itself all its 

country’s choicest scholars, England is now without such a society” (Grady 43).  A man 

of action, Furnival promptly established the New Shakespeare Society in England.  In the 

late nineteenth century non-English writers such as Freud and Marx repeatedly quoted 

Shakespeare in their writings as Shakespeare was embraced throughout Europe, even by 

the French (Wells 284), as an exemplar of literary excellence (Shakespearean 201).  

Consequently, by the beginning of the twentieth century, Shakespeare had permeated 

Europe’s international borders to the extent that he was no longer the exclusive property 

of British critics and nationalist politicians.  
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 Shakespeare’s European literary identity is best illustrated by the fact that 

Shakespeare was popular in Germany, Italy and Great Britain during the Second World 

War.  In 1944 Knight comments, “I am to show what reserves for the refueling of 

national confidence exist in Shakespeare’s poetry” (Olive 4); Knight proceeds to argue 

that Goneril and Regan in King Lear symbolize the evil of Nazi German pitched against 

the good people of England (Olive 54), and that “to equate, provisionally, Macbeth with 

Hitler is perfectly legitimate, and wrongs neither” (Olive 55).27  Similarly, the release of 

Olivier’s “great cinematic appropriation of” Henry V after the Allied success at D-day 

(Shakespearean 124), invoked “a patriotic celebration of Britain’s military strength and 

resolve” (Holderness 67).  Dedicated “[t]o the Commandos and Airborne Troops of Great 

Britain’” (Shakespearean 124), Olivier’s film omitted the infighting of Shakespeare’s 

Henry V to create a heroic tale of British military triumph.  Marjorie Garber describes 

“the Crispin speech . . .with which a living Olivier exhorted his fellow citizens to arms 

                                                 
27 Knight elaborates at great length how Shakespeare’s plays, particularly his tragedies 
and histories, condemn the evil embodied by the Axis powers.  Discussing Richard III, 
Knight claims that “Richard himself has much in common with Hitler” (Olive 16); 
Knight also comments that “’Young Harry’ is Shakespeare’s picturisation of ideal 
English youth” (Olive 98).  Echoing Carlyle’s claim that Henry V is a national epic - 
“There is a noble Patriotism in it, - far other than the ‘indifference’ you sometimes hear 
ascribed to Shakespeare” (Carlyle 293) – Knight claims, “[i]n Henry Shakespeare 
characterises a model of English generalship.  The King’s humility is contrasted with 
continental boasting” (Olive 387).  In the same vein, Knight writes, Hamlet’s character 
“may serve to reflect the soul of England during the last twenty years, suffering inward 
division and tortured by depth of insight and maturity of experience leading to what 
appears a relaxation of militancy, while younger, and seemingly more virile, nations, 
Italy and Germany, get down to business with the thoughtless energies of a Laertes or a 
Fortinbras” (Olive 42) and so anticipates Ian McKellan’s film version.  Knight’s 
exhaustive readings of Shakespeare’s plays in terms of England’s struggle with Germany 
illustrate the extent to which Shakespeare and his works were invoked as part of British 
nationalism during the Second World War. 
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during World War II” as the “most blatantly nationalistic and chauvinistic of English 

calls to arms” (Symptoms 176), while Maureen Duffy labels Olivier’s version of Henry V 

“a self-congratulatory piece of propaganda of the end of the Second World War” (103).  

Thus, “[i]n England the war against fascism was seen, like Henry V’s war against France, 

as a fight between the heroic and happy few against the evil many” (Wells 367).  

Ironically, however, in the months leading up to the war Shakespeare was a popular 

literary figure amongst Britain’s enemies; Coriolanus, for example, was admired in 

1930s Nazi Germany (Meaning 45) and Julius Caesar was often performed in Italy as 

one of Mussolini’s favorite plays (Reinventing 271).  Even Knight could not ignore the 

fact that Shakespeare’s work was often better received in Germany than in England: 

“True, Shakespeare is probably more widely loved in Germany than in England; and I 

confess that certain Shakespearian depths of the metaphysical imagination are more 

sensitively received in Germany than by us.  But such a response is surely potential in us 

too, for we, not Germany, produced Shakespeare, just as we, not Germany, invented 

aeroplanes, and even tanks” (Olive 101).  The fact that Knight’s “superbly British” (Olive 

101) Bard was more European than Knight cared to admit, reveals an important, yet often 

neglected, strain in Shakespeare studies that resists the Anglo-American monopoly on 

Shakespeare and his work.  As the fact that Britain now shares Shakespeare with America 

proves, the traditional notion that Shakespeare is the property of a single nation has 

become obsolete; enjoyed by non-English speaking audiences throughout Europe, 

Shakespeare was embraced by many European nations as a significant component of their 

cultural and ideological identities. 
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In the introduction to Jan Kott’s Shakespeare, Our Contemporary Martin Esslin 

notes the importance of Shakespeare’s plays to the formation of several Eastern European 

nation-states: 

In many Eastern European countries . . . the national literature, and therefore 
national consciousness itself, had crystallized around translations of Shakespeare.  
Only after a language had passed the test of being able to accommodate the form 
and content of the greatest drama (and Shakespeare is seen as that) could it lay 
claim, in the eyes of the people concerned, to be regarded as a vehicle for the 
highest flights of thought and poetic expression.  Once a language had its fully 
adequate version of Shakespeare it became able to support the foundations of a 
nation, its institutions, it political autonomy.  Only the Bible rivals Shakespeare in 
this aspect of archetypal significance. 

(Introduction to Shakespeare, Our 
Contemporary, xii) 

 
Describing Poland as “truly Western in its culture” (xiii), Esslin emphasizes Poland’s 

close association with the West and Shakespeare to prepare the reader for Kott’s 

influential work of Shakespearean criticism.  In Shakespeare in Poland, Josephine Calina 

documents Shakespeare’s extensive influence on Polish culture.  Noting that “English 

comedians” brought The Taming of the Shrew to Poland as early as 1616 (6), Calina 

comments that when the Warsaw Theatre was opened in 1765, Shakespeare “was referred 

to as one who could in many ways lead Polish literature into new and glorious paths” 

(Calina 7).  Shakespeare was consequently embraced not just as an accomplished 

playwright, but as a means of strengthening Polish national identity.  Calina also observes 

that “when the revolution of 1830-1 was crushed . . . we find the people [of Poland] going 

for consolation and strength to the . . . tragedies of Shakespeare, discovering in him a 

friend and a counselor in need” (17).  Shakespeare’s histories “were extolled by patriots” 

like Conrad’s father, Apollo Korzeniowski, as “plays which, by their example, might 
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arouse an enthusiasm in the Polish youth for the history of their own fatherland” (Calina 

17).  Shakespeare’s plays informed Poland’s national conscience throughout the 

nineteenth century, so that Apollo’s “excellent translation” (Record 71) of The Two 

Gentleman of Verona expresses both his intense appreciate for Shakespeare’s work and 

his devout patriotism.  Beginning with Kefalinski’s edition in 1840, Shakespeare’s plays 

were regularly translated for the Polish reading public, while in the theater Juliusz 

Slowacki aimed for “[t]he creation of a national drama for Poland with its own heroes 

figuring in it, all molded in the spirit of Shakespeare” (Calina 32 and 39).  By the early 

twentieth century Shakespeare was “fully establish in the heart of Poland” (Calina 61); 

his plays were required reading in Polish schools and frequently staged in Warsaw’s 

theaters.  Thus, Shakespeare was appropriated by Polish patriots to reflect a Polish 

nationalism fed by Shakespeare’s overwhelming literary genius. 

Shakespeare in the Colonies 
 

“It was a world in which men in loin cloths, seated on door-sills in industry lanes, 
said things about Shakespeare and Shelley that some of us would go far to hear.”  

Sister Nivedita,  The Web of Indian Life (1904)28 
 

In his concluding remarks in defense of the use of English as the language of 

instruction in British colonial schools Charles Trevelyan writes, “[t]he interest of a single 

million sterling, in addition to what is already expended, would be sufficient to answer 

every present purpose as far as education is concerned.  Even on the narrowest view of 

national interest, a million could not be better invested.  It would ensure the moral and 

intellectual emancipation of the people of India, and would render them at once attached 

                                                 
28Quoted in Bagchi, page 146. 
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to our rule and worthy of our alliance” (205).  Trevelyan’s enthusiasm for Anglicist 

policies in India could not have anticipated the many rewards Britain reaped from its 

“investment” in colonial education.  Despite the fact that Shakespeare constituted a 

divisive aspect of British imperial authority, his reputation flourished under British 

guardianship throughout the Empire in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

Unlike in Europe, where Shakespeare’s plays were approached solely in terms of their 

literary merit, Shakespeare’s popularity within the colonies was informed by the imperial 

policies his work was used to validate.  Upper-class colonial subjects embraced 

Shakespeare as a means of attaining employment within the English Civil Service and as 

a symbol of the cultural sophistication they had been taught to admire in British culture: 

“[p]rior to independence, the discourse about Shakespeare was framed within a colonial 

trope of civilization, the assumptions of which were eagerly accepted by the native elites” 

(Singh 141).  Forced to learn Shakespeare’s plays in school, many upper-class Indians 

came to embrace Shakespeare as a foreign yet welcome cultural influence: the 

“fashionable veneration of Shakespearean language and rhetoric undoubtedly surfaced in 

the numerous literary societies and other such institutions that sprung up with the spread 

of English education” (Singh 130).  The fact that “educational institutions in the city were 

promoting Shakespeare as part of the new English literary curriculum” resulted in 

“Shakespeare’s works . . . [being] treated with considerable reverence in colonial society” 

(Singh 128 and 124).  Singh’s comments are illustrated by the admiration for British 

intellectual accomplishment expressed by British-educated Indian intellectuals G. Muliyil 

and S.S. Husain.  Muliyil writes that “[f]or us the impact of the west was as exhilarating 
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as the Renaissance in Europe – indeed it was a rebirth of learning” (7).  Expressing his 

appreciation of Shakespeare’s plays, Husain remarks, “I remember that about thirty years 

ago when we were in school we had to read a full-length play by Shakespeare as an 

integral part of the English language course.  I would not say that everyone found 

Shakespeare’s language easy to understand.  But we all enjoyed him enormously once the 

textual difficulties had been explained by the teacher” (8).  Elaborating on his personal 

experiences, Husain observes that “[a]s the number of graduates trained at the new 

Colleges and Universities increased, opinion on Shakespeare began to crystalise.  He was 

increasingly spoken of as the great master.  The unrivalled poet and dramatist, supremely 

quotable, the writer who had something to offer to every class of reader” (2).  Thus, 

Macaulay’s aim of “forming . . . a class of persons, Indian in blood and colour, but 

English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect” (Minute) was achieved in India 

and throughout most of the British Empire. 

Predictably, Shakespeare’s popularity within elite colonial society led to 

Shakespeare’s substantial impact on native literature as it was often written by British-

educated indigenous writers.  Upper-class Egyptians greatly admired Shakespeare as a 

talented dramatist: “the Egyptian elite, who had an English cultural background, and 

could read and appreciate Shakespeare in the original united with the British residents in 

Egypt in hailing the English performances of Shakespearean plays, and enthusing over 

them” (Awad  4).   As the cultural elite in Britain’s colonies embraced Shakespeare as the 

pinnacle of intellectual and creative accomplishment, his plays inspired and influenced 

the work of indigenous writers.  Wole Soyinka, himself a great admirer of Shakespeare’s 



 

 182 

plays, notes that “Ahmad Shaqui, the poet laureate of Egypt who was hailed ‘the Prince 

of Poets’ and ‘Poet of Princes’ by his own peers [and] is often credited with introducing 

poetry into Arabic drama” (quoted in Gross 87), claimed Shakespeare inspired his poetry.  

Working within the British literary tradition, the Indian poet, Rabindranath Tagore, 

honored Shakespeare as a great playwright, worthy of colonized India’s respect and 

admiration: 

When by the far-away sea your fiery disk appeared from behind the unseen, O 
poet, O Sun, England’s horizon felt you near her breast, and took you to be her own 
. . .  
 Then at the silent beckoning of the Eternal you rose higher and higher till you 
reached the mid-sky, making all quarters of heaven your own. 
 Therefore, at this moment, after the end of centuries, the palm groves by the 
Indian sea raise their tremulous branches to the sky murmuring your praise. 

(“Shakespeare” in Homage 321) 
 

The nineteenth-century Bengali novelist, Bankinmchandra Chatterjje “was fond of 

using quotations from Shakespeare as chapter headings” (Husain 3) and the Indian 

playwright, Girish Ghosh, prided himself on “showing the glory of a Hindu heroism 

alongside his adaptations (through his own translations) of Shakespeare” (Bagchi 

155).  Despite the fact that in Shakespeare Through Eastern Eyes  Ranjee G. Shahani 

claims that “for the more thoughtful Indian, in the midst of more modern conditions, 

Ibsen and Dostoyevsky provide a keener stimulus” than Shakespeare and that India in 

the 1930s “failed to find in Shakespeare a profound thinker” (185 and 181), 

Shakespeare was a popular literary model in nineteenth century India and around the 

world.  Shakespeare’s plays were not only popular with British-educated Indians, but 

frequently merged with native literary traditions to influence indigenous forms 

literature. 
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 Although appreciation of Shakespeare’s plays was most pronounced amongst 

upper-class colonials, Shakespeare’s work was also enthusiastically embraced by a large 

segment of the indigenous population, many of whom did not have access to British 

schools.  Shakespearean productions, especially in Bombay’s theatres, were extremely 

popular with a broad segment of India’s population: “there is but one country in the 

world . . . where the plays of Shakespeare have of recent times formed the safest and 

surest attraction to the indiscriminate masses who attend popular theatres, where the 

proprietor of a theatre could count on a profit on a Shakespeare production.  That country 

is India” (Sisson 7).  While “Shakespearean productions in Calcutta drew in elite Indians” 

(Singh 128), touring groups of British actors, sponsored by the British government, 

staged Shakespeare’s plays in rural areas where populations were less affluent, but 

equally as enthusiastic about seeing Shakespeare’s plays performed.  In Egypt the British 

school system encouraged local appreciation of Shakespeare’s plays: “Whereas the 

interest of the Egyptians in Shakespeare during the first two decades of this [the 

twentieth] century was generally crude and sentimental, this interest, definitely, became 

learned and somewhat technical by the end of the third decade.  This was due to the 

spread of English education among the Egyptians” (3).  Awad notes how Atkins, a turn of 

the twentieth century British actor, praised Egyptian theatre audiences for their attentive 

appreciation of Shakespeare’s plays in performance: “Atkins was reported by the Arabic 

local press as saying that the Egyptian appreciation for his Shakespearean performances 

was no less than that of the London playgoers” (Awad 6).  Egyptian theater audiences 

clamored to see Shakespeare’s plays enacted by traveling British theatre groups as well 
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as local groups of actors.  Championed by a British school system, Shakespeare was also 

staged for the entertainment of the middle- and, to a lesser extent, lower-classes living 

under British rule, so that Shakespeare’s mythic personality was commonly understood 

by people from all walks of colonial life. 

As has been previously discussed, the emphasis placed on Shakespeare’s plays in 

the British imperial curriculum and through government sponsored theatre productions 

identified Shakespeare with Britain.  Most indigenous people experienced Shakespeare’s 

dramatic works, however, in translations that adapted the original plays to suit the tastes 

of local theatre audiences.  Estimating “that in India . . . only 2 percent of the population 

is literate in English,” Altbach argues that Shakespeare’s widespread popularity in Indian 

society was possible only through translation (487).  Trivedi mentions “the numerous 

translations of Shakespeare into various Indian languages since the 1870s, including for 

example over seventy full-length translations and adaptations and over one hundred 

further abridgements and narrative renderings of his plays in Hindi alone” (16); Singh 

comments that “Shakespeare has been translated into Bengali far more than any other 

foreign language” (141).  Speaking of Bombay’s dynamic theatre scene during the early 

twentieth century, English critic Charles Sisson notes,  “[h]ere, then, nightly from 9 p.m. 

till 1 a.m. the benign Shakespeare might be seen, masking in turban and gorgeous feudal 

vestments, speaking strange languages, and delighting audiences which were in part not 

even aware of his [Shakespeare’s] name except as a maker of interesting plays for their 

immediate entertainment” (7).  Noting Shakespeare’s impact on Sri Lanka’s theatres, 

Chandra De Silva comments,  “Tower Hall Theatre in Colombo flourished in the first two 
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decades [of the twentieth century] with numerous performances of plays written by John 

de Silva, Charles Dias and others.  These included adaptations from Shakespeare as well 

as plays written on themes from Sri Lankan history” (241).  The translation and 

adaptation of Shakespeare’s plays into many indigenous languages throughout the British 

Empire consequently incorporated Shakespeare, at least in part, into the cultures his plays 

were intended to suppress. 

In much the same way that Restoration adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays 

radically altered Shakespeare’s characters and plot lines to comply with contemporary 

tastes, Indian “translations” of Shakespeare’s plays often radically differed from the 

English language original.  The anonymous author of Shakespeare in India, published to 

celebrate “the fourth birth centenary of William Shakespeare,” explains that Indian 

language translations of Shakespeare’s plays took great liberties with Shakespeare’s 

original texts: “An analysis of Shakespeare’s works published during the last 114 years 

reveals that most of these adaptations are not faithful translations.  The reason is obvious.  

Shakespeare’s word is so alien to the average Indian readers that it is not possible for 

them to appreciate his works unless they are indianised to a certain extent” (8).  The 

author adds, “[i]t appears from a broad survey that in many cases it is difficult to 

recognize the original author.  The title, the locale, the characters and the general 

atmosphere have been totally indianised.  Shakespeare’s heroes and heroines have 

assumed Indian names and Indian costume; they speak, dance and sing in Indian fashion.  

The adapters have taken liberty to introduce new scenes; to omit passages which 

according to their moral standard smack of obscenity.  Very often a large number of 
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songs are added to make the play musical” (Library 8).  Shanker Moro Ranade’s version 

of King Lear, for example, was a comedy that totally disregarded the tragic elements of 

Shakespeare’s play (Library 8), and the role of the witches in Macbeth was commonly 

removed from Indian stage productions of the play because witches are not part of Indian 

legend or folklore (Sisson 8).  As Sisson notes, “[t]he orthodox Shakespearian would 

experience many a shock if he ventured into this strange temple of his idol” and be 

“horrified when he realised the extreme liberties that were being taken with the text and 

plot” (7).  Egypt also abounded with competing versions of Shakespeare’s plays 

performed in a variety of languages: “Egypt in the third decade teemed with an 

extraordinary cultural activity.  In addition to the Arabic versions of Shakespearean plays 

then performed, an Italian troupe was performing Hamlet and Othello in Alhambra 

theatre in Alexandria at the same time Atkins was producing his Shakespearean 

performances in Cairo Royal Opera House” (Awad 7).  Commenting that British 

productions set the standard for how Shakespeare’s plays should be performed, Awad 

also notes, however, that “the Egyptian troupes, more often than not, altered the 

Shakespearean plays” (Awad 8).29  Thus, as Orkin observes, “Shakespeare’s work . . . 

[was] itself hybridized by the various performances, mutilations and appropriations of his 

work” (8).  Despite Britain’s strenuous efforts to define Shakespeare as the embodiment 

of British accomplishment and values, popular versions of Shakespeare’s plays in India 

                                                 
29 Awad writes that “although the visits of the Italian and French troupes to Egypt were 
more frequent than those of the English troupes . . . none of them had the glamour and 
spectacular success of the English Shakespeare Company, particularly in 1927” (7). 
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and in the Arab World did not always adhere to the imperial image of Shakespeare 

fostered in British colonial schools. 

 As Shahani’s argument in Shakespeare Through Eastern Eyes indicates, despite 

the integration of Shakespeare’s plays into Indian languages and cultures, Shakespeare’s 

prestige remained sufficiently tied to British imperialism that it was challenged in the 

decades leading up to and immediately preceding Indian independence.  Trivedi writes 

that with “the changed political climate after World War I and the advent of Gandhian 

nationalism, Shakespeare began to be represented by some Indians as almost an agent of 

colonial subjugation whom it was their patriotic duty, therefore, to disparage and debunk” 

(14).  Arguing that “[t]o forget Shakespeare would be to throw away the best part of what 

we have received from the West,” Husain describes Shakespeare as a “remote figure” and 

mentions “the gradual withdrawal of Shakespeare from the syllabuses” of Indian colleges 

(6-7).  The 1965 Merchant Ivory film,  Shakespeare Wallah, poignantly suggests that 

Shakespeare’s popularity rapidly declined in India after the British left in 1947.  Having 

both failed to secure more than one show at a local school which usually commissioned 

nine Shakespeare performances and suffered the humiliation of a performance of Othello 

being disrupted by the sudden appearance of a famous Hindi film star (Miss Majula) in 

the audience, Mr. Buckingham, the British leader of a traveling Shakespearean acting 

troupe, questions why he, his wife and daughter, Lizzy, did not leave India in 1947: “We 

thought we would always have our audience,” Buckingham states, before bemoaning his 

naiveté in thinking that the “Indian audience will always love us.”  In the film Miss 

Majula, functions as a foil to the ill fortunes of the British lead group of Shakespearean 
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actors.  Majula is treated like royalty – a stage hand  comments, “Say what you like but 

they live grand lives” – with a wonderful dressing room and constant pampering by a 

personal servant.  The Buckinghams, on the other hand, are often depicted practicing 

their lines in make-shift rooms, squinting into broken pieces of mirror to apply their stage 

make-up, and using old, worn out costumes to ply their failing trade.  Most significantly, 

however, Majula, admittedly a superficial character, fails to recognize a production of 

Hamlet.  Consequently, while Buckingham describes the Indian audience as “the best 

audience in the world . . . they laugh at the jokes and cry in the right places,” the film 

argues that the next generation of Indians have little appreciation for, or knowledge of, 

Shakespeare’s plays.  David Johnson similarly argues for Shakespeare’s declining 

influence in Africa during the same era: “In the period of independence from colonial 

rule, African resistance to the European literary canon led to a diminution in 

Shakespeare’s stature within English syllabuses at many African universities” (230).  

Thus, there was considerable speculation, based on some factual evidence, that after 

Indian independence in 1947 Shakespeare would be unseated from his royal perch in the 

Himalayas and that his prominent status would decline in parallel with the fortunes of the 

British Empire. 

Despite some doubt as to Shakespeare’s influence on Indian literary arts after 

1947, Shakespeare’s plays continue to be performed and studied in former British 

colonies. As early as the 1920s, Sisson was convinced of Shakespeare’s lasting affect on 

Indian society: “a hundred years of study in the Universities and in the library have made 

Shakespeare’s works an integral part of their [Indian] thought and their English speech” 
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(6).  History has proved Sisson correct; Singh observes that “[g]iven the nineteenth-

century consensus between the ruler and the elite Indians about the role of English studies 

in building a civic society, the passage of the Shakespearean text from the British Raj to 

postcolonial education in India has been a relatively smooth one” (133).  In his “Editor’s 

Note” to Shakespeare Came to India, E.D. Narasimhaiah writes, “of the many things that 

came to India from England few in the long run are really as important as Shakespeare.  

For the England of trade, commerce, imperialism and the penal code has not endured but 

the imperishable Empire of Shakespeare will always be with us.  And that is something to 

be grateful for” (Note).  Consequently Shakespeare’s canonical status was little changed 

after 1947. 

 The Shakespeare that continues to affect Indian culture is a multicultural 

phenomena that draws equally from British and Indian society: “Almost simultaneously 

with the classroom Shakespeare, emerged Shakespeare, the writer for the stage.  In big 

cities like Calcutta, Bombay and Madras his plays were presented by the self-exiled 

English for the pleasure of other self-exiled English.  Over the years, these [productions] 

have developed into Shakespeare Scholarship, Shakespeare Criticism and a tradition of 

Shakespeare play-presentation which is neither wholly Western nor Indian” (Shankar 

vii).  D.A. Shakar elaborates: 

the Indian psyche . . . [has] assimilated and made Shakespeare a natural part of its 
growth toward modernity.  By focusing critical attention on the different modes of 
appropriation, expropriation, adaptation, translation and transformation our 
regional languages had taken recourse to, it was though a coherent image of an 
indubitably Indian Shakespeare would emerge . . .the real Indian Shakespeare was 
in our regional languages, in our long and unbroken tradition of essentially creative 
adaptation of his plays which are – as all true translations ought to be – 
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interpretations and assessments made on indigenous cultural and literary terms. 
(Shakespeare in Indian Languages vii) 

 
Similarly, Muliyil writes that, “[i]n spite of the attempts of some English critics to prove 

that he was very English, it is easier for the foreign student to dissociate Shakespeare 

from his national background.  We never think of his well-known characters as 

Englishmen” (7).  Muliyil adds, “[t]he Shakespearean understanding of life must have 

come to us as a revelation.  We need not fix any label to it.  It is neither eastern nor 

western – just new insights into the human predicament” (7).  Some critics do, however, 

oppose the idea of an Indianized Shakespeare.  In Homage to Shakespeare, S.S. Husain 

describes Shakespeare as “a writer who could be best understood only in the context of 

English history, and who could not be detached from this context in the way ‘universal’ 

writers can be abstracted from their immediate surroundings” (5).  The numerous 

“translations” of Shakespeare’s plays that appeared in India from the 1850s onwards 

affirm, however, the existence of an Indianized Shakespeare whose presence complicates 

British constructions of the Bard as a motivating force behind western imperial 

expansion. 

Specifically, D.A. Shankar’s argument that effective translation is both linguistic 

and cultural complicates the conventional reverence for Shakespeare’s use of language as 

it has historically distinguished Shakespeare from other canonical writers.  In other 

words, by asserting the legitimacy of the non-English language versions of Shakespeare’s 

plays that were once labeled inauthentic by British scholars, postcolonial critics have 

expanded the breadth of Shakespeare studies and challenged Anglo-American criticism’s 

traditional monopoly over Shakespeare’s plays.  Citing G. Wilson Knight, L.C. Knights 
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and Jonathan Dollimore, John Russel Brown writes, “[l]iterary critics have believed that 

the minutest details of the original words embody the very substance of Shakespeare’s art 

and vision: the text is a fine intellectual web in which the real presence of his mind may 

be discovered” (22).  Samuel Johnson, for example, praised Shakespeare’s fluid use of 

the English language: “[t]o him we must ascribe the praise . . . of having first discovered 

to how much smoothness and harmony the English language could be softened” (232).  

Shakespeare not only mastered the rhythms and harmonies of the English language, but 

invented many English words and phrases that are in common use today: in order to 

define its terms the New English Dictionary “cited Shakespeare more often than any 

other author” (Reinventing 193).  The act of translation compromises the linguistic force 

of Shakespeare’s plays: “Everyone knows that a good and faithful translation of 

Shakespeare’s text into another language is an impossibility.  Vocabulary, syntax, word-

order, idiom, phrasing, pointing, texture, weight, rhythm, tempo have no exact 

counterparts in other languages” (Brown 22).  While the translation of Shakespeare’s 

plays has traditionally been viewed as compromising Shakespeare’s talents, it suggests 

rival versions of the Shakespeare canon. 

Brown himself argues that translations of Shakespeare’s plays force a refreshing 

distance between the play being performed and English-speaking audience members who 

are often overly familiar with the Shakespearean text: “ordinary reactions are by-passed 

or displaced, and perception is quickened.  The critic comes away with an enthusiasm not 

easy to explain” (21).  In early twentieth-century Egypt, for example, a visiting 

production of Julius Caesar flopped because interest in the play had been exhausted by 
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repeated instruction in the colonial classroom: “so much repetitive and boring had the 

instruction of Julius Caesar in the Egyptian classrooms become that the English 

performance of this play in Cairo in 1928 failed to arouse the interest of the British 

teaching staff in the Egyptian schools” (The Egyptian Mail quoted in Awad 3).  More 

recently, Kennedy comments that the “greater political stability [of the West] has robbed 

Shakespeare of some of the danger and force that other countries have (re)discovered in 

his texts” (5).  By arguing that the translation of Shakespeare’s plays enhances 

performances that have been made stale by centuries of institutionalization, critics like 

Brown support the positive view of translation expressed by Salman Rushdie: “It is 

normally supposed that something always gets lost in translation; I cling, obstinately, to 

the notion that something can also be gained” (17).  Stating that “the west has been using 

the east to spice its food, its clothing, its speech, and its art for some time already,” 

Kennedy even suggests that, more than merely reanimating English language versions of 

Shakespeare’s plays, linguistic and cultural translations of Shakespeare’s works are in 

some respects more authentic than contemporary English Shakespeare productions: 

“Foreign experiences with Shakespeare are more capable, it seems, of restoring some of 

the original peril of the plays” (294 and 293).  Kennedy cautions, however, that “[t]hough 

westerners have a new, refreshing openness to eastern cultures, we have not abandoned 

the imperial mentality entirely” (292).  The argument that translations of Shakespeare’s 

plays reanimate Shakespeare’s meaning and themes, has consequently forced Anglo-

American scholars not only to recognize the various traditions in which Shakespeare’s 
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plays are celebrated, but to reassess the value traditionally ascribed to Shakespeare’s 

dramatic works. 

 More radically, the conventional charge that translations of Shakespeare’s plays 

are inauthentic has prompted increased scrutiny of and skepticism concerning the 

authenticity of Shakespeare’s works as they appear in The Riverside Shakespeare, Arden 

Shakespeare and The Norton Shakespeare.  As early as the eighteenth century, Johnson 

wrote, “[s]o careless was this great poet [Shakespeare] of future fame, that . . . he made 

no collection of his works” (233).  While contemporary critics might disagree with 

Johnson’s reading of Shakespeare’s intentions, they would agree with his central point; 

Dobson, for example, describes Shakespeare as the “authoritarian father of a 

problematically wanton body of texts” (1).  Stephen Greenblatt stresses the impossibility 

of establishing the textual integrity of Shakespeare’s plays: 

Indeed in the case of Shakespeare (and of the drama more generally), there has 
probably never been a time since the early eighteenth century when there was less 
confidence in the “text.”  Not only has a new generation of textual historians 
undermined the notion that a skilled editorial weaving of folio and quarto readings 
will give us an authentic record of Shakespeare’s original intentions, but theater 
historians have challenged the whole notion of the text as the central, stable locus 
of theatrical meaning.  There are textual traces – a bewildering mass of them – but 
it is impossible to take the ‘text itself’ as the perfect, unsubstitutable, freestanding 
containing of all of its meaning. 

(Shakespeare Negotiations 3) 
 

Beyond the fact that Elizabethan theatre was an area in which “authors frequently 

collaborated, and where some notion of a collective aesthetic must be entertained in order 

to account for their ability to produce unified literary works” (Appropriating xv), 

Shakespeare’s plays are “the products of [the] extend borrowings, collective exchanges, 

and mutual enchantments” (Negotiations 7) that constitute Shakespeare’s appropriation 
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history.  The lack of reliable primary evidence concerning the precise form and content of 

Shakespeare’s plays has diminished their once overarching authority; Shakespeare’s 

plays are even approached as “translations” or compilations of diffuse materials 

amalgamated to represent a coherent text.  Shakespeare’s plays are increasingly 

contextualized for contemporary readers unfamiliar with life in Elizabethan England, so 

that the meaning instilled in Shakespeare’s work has to be “translated” by critics and 

stage managers for English-speaking audiences who no longer use Elizabethan English.  

Hart, for examples asks: “Can the English today, who are culturally different from their 

ancestors, bridge the difference of time and interpret Shakespeare”? (152).  Given the 

nature of what Brown describes as Shakespeare’s “polluted text” (22 - 33) contemporary 

scholars are less likely than nineteenth and early twentieth century scholars to argue that 

Shakespeare’s plays (in English) are significantly more authentic than their translations.  

As Kennedy suggests, “[i]n the end Shakespeare doesn’t belong to any nation or 

anybody: he is foreign to all of us” (16).  Thus, the issue of translation with regard to  

Shakespeare’s plays blurs the historical distinction between western and eastern cultures, 

exposing contradictions in the former and stressing the legitimacy of the later. 

Postcolonial Shakespeares 
 

In his introduction to Repositioning Shakespeare, Cartelli argues that “[t]he 

commonplace Third World postcolonial construction of Shakespeare as a poet of empire 

or imperialism is clearly rooted in its advocates’ experience of, or reflections on, 

colonialism” (19).  As a symbol of the British Empire (and increasingly of American 

Imperialism), Shakespeare has traditionally prompted a split reaction from literary critics 



 

 195 

in Africa and Asia who either champion Shakespeare along with the superiority of 

western culture or condemn Shakespeare as the embodiment of foreign domination.  

Postcolonial scholars have criticized, however, conventional approaches to Shakespeare, 

claiming that they perpetuate the binary models of imperial discourse and, thus, 

inadequately address the cultural reality of postcolonial peoples.  Trivedi cites the 

example of two Indian writers - Jayavijaya Sharmma and Lala Sitaram - to illustrate the 

inadequacy of polarized political discussions of Shakespeare and his work: “[t]hese two 

distinct attitudes, the one obsequiously laudatory and the other bristlingly superior, are 

both alike in relating to Shakespeare not as a dehistoricised, universal and eternal author 

but as a political site, a veritable battle-ground.  While the virtues of the Empire were 

broadcast through the trumpet of Shakespeare by some Hindi translators, others used him 

as a stick with which to beat the Empire” (19).  Instead of condemning Shakespeare along 

with western imperialism, postcolonial critics have sought to renegotiate Shakespeare’s 

literary and cultural legacy as it forms an unavoidable aspect of postcolonial identity.  

Decades, if not centuries, of British colonial education irreversibly grafted Shakespeare’s 

plays onto indigenous colonial cultures: “the long and complicated history of 

Shakespeare’s entanglement with Empire has ensured that (for better or for worse) his 

work has become deeply constitutive of all of us for whom the world is . . . shaped by the 

English language . . . through four hundred years of imperializing history our 

Anglophone cultures have become so saturated with Shakespeare that our ways of 

thinking about such basic issues as nationality, gender and racial difference are 

inescapably inflected by his writing” (Neill 184).  Neill argues that “[t]o cut oneself off 
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from Shakespeare in the name of a decolonizing politics is not to liberate oneself from 

the tyranny of the past, but to pretend that the past does not exist.  The question that 

needs to be resolved is not whether but how he should be taught” (184).  An “urgent 

priority” (Neill 184) within postcolonial criticism, Shakespeare is emerging from the 

binary models of imperial discourse to function as a valuable source of non-western 

identity.  

Today, “Shakespeare figures prominently in . . . [the] hybrid endeavor of applying 

contemporary concerns to Western canonical texts” (Singh 141) and increasingly serves 

as “a means for ‘other’ people to negotiate their own past and contemporary contexts” 

(Post-Colonial 151).  A vital aspect of world culture, Shakespeare’s body of work cannot 

be ignored; thus, “alternative models of social and textual organization” (Cartelli 11) 

have been developed to “depoliticize” Shakespeare’s cultural legacy and align it with 

postcolonial concerns.  Contemporary critics such as South African Martin Orkin actively 

“seek out modes of using Shakespeare’s plays that might contribute to the development 

of . . . symmetrical knowledges, rather than ones that encourage reproduction of the 

dominance of Europe” (186).  Like Orkin, Cartelli entertains “the possibility of a 

decolonized or decommissioned Shakespeare, relieved of his obligation to circulate as a 

fixed object of scorn or emulation in the orbit of postcolonial applications” (Cartelli).  As 

Shakespeare’s plays are re-imagined outside of the conventional hierarchies of imperial 

discourse, Shakespeare is gradually developing into a dynamic location for postcolonial 

meaning. 
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Contemporary criticism has undone many of the racial and cultural stereotypes 

that previously confined Shakespeare’s “Eastern” characters to the “‘exotic’ in the 

comprehensive Elizabethan sense of being ‘outlandish, barbarous, strange, uncouth’” 

(Gillies 25).  Recently Shakespeare’s Moors, with perhaps the exception of Aaron in 

Titus Andronicus, have been viewed as complex characters unfairly limited by 

stereotypes.  Cleopatra, for example, who has traditionally embodied the lustful and 

deviant sexuality of the East - “O’er – picturing that Venus where we see/ the fancy 

outwork nature” (2.2.200-1) – has been recognised as a skillful tactician who 

outmaneuvers imperial Rome, not with her “gipsy’s lust” (1.1.9), but through her superior 

courage and intellect: “Shakespeare’s Cleopatra poses, repictures, and repositions herself, 

straining if not upsetting the realness of an imperial narrative that strives to fix her” 

(Little 145).  Postcolonial authors and critics have been particularly active in 

reinterpreting Shakespeare’s plays in order to complicate, critique and ultimately 

undermine the imperial assumptions that Shakespeare’s work broadcast throughout the 

British Empire.  As Loomba and Orkin observe, “[c]olonial masters imposed their value 

system through Shakespeare, and in response colonized peoples often answered back in 

Shakespearean accents” (Post-Colonial 7).  Shakespeare’s plays were essential tools “in 

the early phases of postcolonial writing and critique” during which authors from “many 

linguistic, racial and ethnic groups adapted Shakespeare to write back against the 

European empire that had, until so recently, governed them” (Hart 152).  Since the fall of 

the British Empire Shakespeare’s language, characters and plots have been appropriated 
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by postcolonial writers and critics as part of the attempt to write themselves out of 

imperial subjugation:  

Once the great aesthetic genius, and still that way to many, Shakespeare has 
become . . . a figure appropriated by the Establishment as all things good about 
England or the English-speaking world and its mission in the world or by radicals 
or writers from former European colonies who would either talk back to 
Shakespeare and the imperial center or cast his work as something that rebels 
against tyranny and false order. There are many Shakespeares between and beyond 
these, but the aesthetic and political allegories in The Tempest have been perhaps 
the most enduring and pressing issues in Shakespearean studies over the past few 
decades. (Hart, Columbus, Shakespeare and the Interpretation of the New World 8) 
 

Today, The Tempest and, more recently, Othello, have been radically reconceived by 

postcolonial writers and critics to form both an aggressive challenge to Europe’s colonial 

legacy and the latest appropriation of Shakespeare and his work to date.  The following 

discussion consequently documents how the postcolonial appropriation of Shakespeare 

has affected contemporary approaches to Britain’s chief playwright and his work, as well 

as how Shakespeare’s plays have affected the course of postcolonial studies. 

 The Tempest has commonly been viewed as depicting a contest between art and 

nature in which “Prospero is . . . the representative of Art, as Caliban is of Nature” 

(Kermode xlviii). Jonathan Hart describes  The Tempest as “an aesthetic icon in the 

revolutionary age of the Romantics” and comments that “many Romantics regarded 

Shakespeare’s play, which is perched between empire and creation, in artistic terms” 

(129).  In his introduction to The Tempest, Frank Kermode reiterates the conventional 

interpretation of the play as a lesson in art’s essential power over nature, where Caliban 

symbolizes a raw and unstrained natural environment that opposes “the world of Art, 

represented by Prospero’s divine magic and the supernaturally sanctioned beauty of 
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Miranda and Ferdinand” (xli).  Although Kermode acknowledges that “[t]here are points 

in the play at which Shakespeare uses Caliban to indicate how much baser the corruption 

of the civilized can be than the bestiality of the natural” (xxxviii), his conventional 

reading of The Tempest ultimately judges “Caliban’s deformity . . . [to be] the result of 

evil natural magic” (xli) and parallels Caliban with “Aristotle’s’ bestial man” (xliii).  

According to Kermode, “Caliban represents . . . nature without benefit of nurture; nature, 

opposed to an Art which is man’s power over the created world and over himself; nature 

divorced from grace, or the sense without the mind . . . the restraints of temperance he 

cannot, in his bestiality, know; to the beauty of the nurtured he opposes a monstrous 

ugliness; ignorant of gentleness and humanity, he is a slave and capable of all ill; he is 

born to slavery, not to freedom, of a vile and not of a noble union; and his parents 

represent an evil natural magic which is the antithesis of Prospero’s benevolent Art” 

(xxiv –xxv).  Kermode consequently imposes a moral hierarchy on The Tempest, one that 

has been easily adopted by more recent discussions of  the play in terms of the polarized 

relationship between European imperialists and their colonized subjects.  Ronald Takaki, 

for example, notes that Prospero’s book-based knowledge distinguishes him as Caliban’s 

colonial master: “A personification of civilized man, Prospero identified himself as mind 

rather than body . . . [with] the linear knowledge of books rather than the polymorphous 

knowledge of experience” (150).  Similarly, Kermode’s Caliban, the ignorant brute who 

embodies the wild excesses of untamed nature, is Takaki’s “‘thing of darkness’ [upon] 

whose ‘nature nurture [could] never stick’” (155),  a “savage” living beyond, but not 

necessarily below, the boundaries of western civilization.  Consequently, the Prospero 
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associated with higher learning and the Caliban conventionally linked with nature 

established a foundation for postcolonial discussions of The Tempest as a “site of conflict 

between the oppressors and the oppressed” (Orkin 3). 

Since the turn of the twentieth century The Tempest has commonly been staged 

and interpreted in terms of colonial politics: “an ethnocentric scholarly community has 

generally discerned in an ethnocentric Prospero the mirror image of its own self-

involvement and obliviousness to the claims of an Other who does not really seem to 

inhabit the same dimension of existence as itself” (Cartelli 98).  Orkin labels 

Shakespeare’s play a “colonial battleground” (Orkin 2) whereas Hart describes The 

Tempest as “a play about the meeting, if not the clash, of cultures” (Hart 129).  Read “in 

accordance with the contours of nineteenth-century British imperial history,” The 

Tempest presents Prospero as “a figure . . . akin to Cecil Rhodes and Henry Stanley” 

(Brotton 26).  As early as 1964, O. Mannoni argued that “Shakespeare’s The Tempest . . . 

presents a situation which is, psychoanalytically, almost identical with that of Crusoe.  

We can be sure that Shakespeare had no other model but himself [Crusoe] for his creation 

of Prospero” (99).  According to Philip Mason, “at his best” Prospero “stands for many a 

man conscious of powers which he cannot exert to the full among his peers, a 

magnificent leader among people who give him unquestioning homage and do not 

compete with his greatness.  Livingstone springs to the mind – but colonial history is full 

of them” (12).  “Prospero the prime” (1.2.72), the magician and the playwright who has 

the power to “Put the wild waters in this roar” as well as to “ allay them” (1.2.2), is an 

imposing figure of European power subduing the non-western world by means of his 
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technical and economic superiority.  In a statement directed at Miranda, but equally 

applicable to Caliban and Ariel, Prospero positions himself as the embodiment of 

colonial patriarchal authority: “I am more better/ Than Prospero, master of a full poor 

cell,/ And thy no greater father” (1.2.19-21).  Caliban, on the other hand, is a monstrous 

“mooncalf” whose ignorance is illustrated by the fact that he confuses the drunken butler, 

Stephano, for a “wonderous man” (2.2.157).  In The British Overseas, C.E. Carrington 

argues that “Caribs or Cannibals, the name is spelt either way, were beyond the bounds of 

pity.  Shakespeare’s monster, Caliban, offspring of the devil and a witch, whose name is 

but a poetic variant of ‘cannibal,’ presents the savage as an Elizabethan audience 

expected to see him” (24).  More than ignorant, Caliban was considered tainted by his 

mother’s evil: “Like Ham, progenitor of the Canaanite, the Negro and other supposedly 

bestial and slavish races, Sycorax is an outcast from the world of men, a wanderer 

beyond bounds and an active promoter of the degeneracy of her ‘vile race’.  Renaissance 

geographers would have recognized a telling consonance between the ideas of dispersal, 

isolation, sorcery, matriarchy and degeneration” (Gillies 143).  Caliban’s attempted rape 

of Miranda has traditionally been cited as proof of Caliban’s debased mentality, 

controlled by instinct rather than intellect.  According to Prospero, the incident also 

suggests that Caliban is an ungrateful savage who violates Prospero’s trust and disregards 

his kindness: “I have used thee,/ Filth as thou art, with humane care and lodged thee/ In 

mine own cell” (1.2.348-50).  Thus, “The Tempest . . . has made seminal contributions to 

the development of the colonialist ideology through which it is read” (Cartelli 89) in that 
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it conveniently reenacts the European colonial enterprise through Prospero’s relationship 

with Caliban. 

Historical evidence locating Prospero’s island in the Americas confirms that the 

characters and events in The Tempest were heavily influenced by British imperial 

expansion.  As early as 1898 Sir Sidney Lee “argued that Bermuda was the original of 

Prospero’s island and ‘Caliban . . . an imaginary portrait . . . of the aboriginal savage of 

the New World’” (Gillies 42).  Recent critical discussions of The Tempest’s geography 

uphold and extend the argument that, despite references to the Mediterranean sea, The 

Tempest “bears traces of the contemporary British investment in colonial expansion” 

(Brown 205).  In his influential essay, “Caliban,” written in 1971, the Cuban literary 

critic Roberto Fernández Retamar argues that Montaigne’s 1580 essay “Of the 

Cannibals” (translated into English in 1603 by Giovanni Floro) “was one of the direct 

sources of Shakespeare’s last great work, The Tempest” and that Gonzalo’s character 

“closely glosses entire lines from Floro’s Montaigne” (8).  In what has developed into a 

common position within Shakespeare criticism, Retamar argues not only that “Caliban is 

Shakespeare’s anagram for ‘cannibal’,” but that Caliban’s name also associates him with 

the Carib Indians who populated the Caribbean during Shakespeare’s lifetime (6).30  

Gillies and Brown agree with Retamar’s general argument, but differ with regard to exact 

location; Gillies specifies Britain’s efforts to establish a Virginian colony as a major 
                                                 
30 Takaki confirms that Caliban’s name is a likely variation on “Carib,” but complicates 
Caliban’s strict association with the Americas by suggesting that “Caliban seemed to 
resemble the Irish” (143).  Brown similarly argues that “we should note a general analogy 
between text and context; specifically, between Ireland and Prospero’s island” (216).  
Most critics, however, locate The Tempest within the context of European colonization of 
the Americas. 
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source for The Tempest:  “Prospero’s island has an obvious resonance with the discourse 

of the New World in general and that of Virginia in particular” (Gillies 147).  Despite 

disagreement as to exactly where in the Americas The Tempest is set, Retamar’s 

statement that “[t]here is no doubt at this point that The Tempest alludes to America” (8) 

is as accepted today as it was thirty year ago.   

Contemporary critics cite a diverse number of historical sources that jointly prove 

The Tempest’s intimate link to early European exploration of the Americas.  In their 

critical edition of The Tempest, Gerald Graff and James Phelan include Montaigne’s “Of 

the Cannibals,” William Strachey’s “True Repertory of the Wrack,” Sylvester Jourdain’s 

A Discovery of the Barmudas, and Richard Hakluyt’s “Reasons for Colonization” as 

examples of the “several contemporary [colonial] documents that suggested situations, 

ideas, and language that Shakespeare borrowed and adapted to his purposes” (116).  

Discussing allusions to the “New World” within The Tempest, Takaki contends that “both 

the imagery and the language [of the play] reveal America as the site of Prospero’s 

landing” (147).  Gonzalo comments, “How lush and lusty the grass looks!  How green!” 

(2.1.53), expressing the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century belief that America was a 

land of natural abundance.  Furthermore, Takaki argues that Caliban’s awe of Stephano 

and Trinculo echoes accounts of how Native American Indians initially received the 

European colonists as gods: Caliban asks, “Has thou not dropped from heaven?” 

(2.2.130) before stating, “I will kiss thy foot.  I prithee, be my god” (2.2.142).  

Stephano’s initial desire to capture Caliban and bring him back to Europe in the manner 

of Columbus further suggests The Tempest’s American context: “If I can recover him and 
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keep him tame and get to Naples with him, he’s a present for any emperor that ever trod 

on neat’s leather” (2.2.65-7).  Together Stephano and Trinculo insist that Caliban “kiss 

the book” (2.2.124) and corrupt Caliban with whiskey, or “firewater,” in much the same 

way as the early colonists in North America pacified the Native American Indians by 

introducing them to alcohol.  While Prospero represents the all-powerful European, 

historical and textual evidence associates Caliban with the Native American Indians in 

North America who “seemed to lack everything the English identified as civilized – 

Christianity, cities, letters, clothing, and swords” (Takaki 149).  While Kermode claims 

that “there is nothing in The Tempest fundamental to its structure of ideas which could 

not have existed had America remained undiscovered, and the Bermuda voyage never 

taken place” (xxv), contemporary critics like Takaki maintain that “The Tempest can be 

approached as a fascinating tale that served as a masquerade for the creation of a new 

society in America” (142). 

Locating The Tempest within the context of British colonial expeditions in the 

Americas, most contemporary critics read the play as a critique of European imperialism 

as it dominated world politics in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  As if to 

suggest the arbitrary nature of conventional categorizes of authority, Barker and Hulme 

argue that the opening scene in The Tempest “represents a disturbance in the normal 

hierarchy of power relations” (237).  Discussing the same opening scene, Hart argues that 

the authority usually enjoyed by Alonso and his fellow aristocrats not only appears futile, 

but is rendered irrelevant by a storm that only the Boatswain can potentially navigate: 

“The king and his counselor have no authority in the storm because they hinder, rather 
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than help, the survival of the crew.  Gonzalo may pun on the gallows the Boatswain will 

face, but the nobles are almost comic in the way they presume to assert authority where 

they have it in name only” (133).  Traditionally depicted as The Tempest’s overarching 

patriarch, guiding and governing daily life on the island, Prospero has been criticized by 

postcolonial scholars as a man who, while his  “tale . . . would cure deafness” (1.2.106), 

remains oblivious to all perspectives except his own: “[w]hat the colonial in common 

with Prospero lacks, is awareness of the world of Others, a world in which Others have to 

be respected” (Mannoni 108).  A self-described “prince of power” (1.2.55), Prospero 

appears an inept leader more concerned with scholarly pursuits than government - “my 

library,/ Was dukedom enough” (1.2.110-1) – and has increasingly been labeled a tyrant 

who even uses his magic to silence his daughter.  Miranda’s heart-felt description of the 

sailors battling Prospero’s tempest emphasizes the malicious undercurrent of Prospero’s 

grand scheme of revenge: “O, I have suffered/ With those that I saw suffer!  A brave 

vessel,/ Who had, no doubt, some noble creature in her,/ Dashed all to pieces.  O, the cry 

did knock/ Against my very heart!  Poor souls, they perished” (1.2.5-9).  Thus, while 

Prospero claims, “I have done nothing but in care of thee [Miranda]” (1.2.16) and 

preserves the lives of all the ship’s crew, the fact that he tortures the sailors, terrifying 

them in the monstrous storm, suggests a sadistic side to his character.  The similarities 

between Sycorax and Prospero further indicate that Shakespeare was wary of Prospero’s 

unchallenged position of authority in The Tempest.  The “biographical similarities such as 

[the fact] that both rulers are magicians, both have been exiled because of their practices, 

both have nurtured children on the isle” (Brown 220) associates Prospero with Sycorax, 
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who forcefully took control of the island, compelling Ariel to perform indentured service 

before eventually using “her more potent ministers” (1.2.275) to imprison the spirit in a 

“cloven pine” (1.2.277).  In fact, when reminding Ariel that he was previously Sycorax’s 

“servant,” Prospero refers to Ariel as “my slave” (1.2.271-2), implying that he is an even 

harsher master than Sycorax.  Contemporary criticism has consequently been extremely 

critical of Prospero’s use of power in a play that positions him as the European colonist 

asserting his authority over an indigenous culture he wishes to repress. 

As Prospero has become increasingly viewed as an arrogant and cruel imperialist, 

Caliban’s character has been interpreted with greater sympathy by many contemporary 

critics who question the conventional interpretation of Caliban as a brutal savage.  

Critical support for Caliban as the enslaved inheritor of the island surfaced as early as 

1904 when W.T. Stead “objected to the imperialism [he saw in the play] and sided with 

indigenous cultures” (Hart 130).  It was not until after the Second World War, however, 

when British society experienced a massive upheaval in terms of class consciousness, 

that the conventional view of Caliban as “the bad native” (Mason 12) was commonly 

replaced by a compassionate approach to his struggle against Prospero’s dictatorship: 

the post-Second World War audience for literature and theatre, having descended 
more from classes and backgrounds more analogous to these three [Caliban, 
Stephano and Trinculo] than to Prospero, tends to have shown more empathy for 
them than for the duke.  Dramatic irony leads the audience into laughter at the 
ironic inferiority of the three rebels to Prospero, but social and political change 
have made the reception, at least among many of the critics from the 1960s and 
beyond, more aware of this control in terms of class and colonization. 

(Columbus, Shakespeare and the Interpretation of the New 
World 139) 
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Many contemporary critics sympathize with Caliban’s plight, considering him “a tragic 

hero of the triumph of European colonialism” (Hart 167).  Furthermore, Caliban has 

recently been embraced as a powerful figure in what Barbara Harlow terms “resistance 

literature.”  Whereas “[t]he first appearance of Ariel is one of obedience.  He carries out 

Prospero’s art,” Caliban “is not [obedient] and is open to suggestion” (Hart 133 and 137).  

Retamar also dismisses Ariel as “nothing more than a timorous slave” and  condemns 

Prospero’s “obedient servant” for “serving Prospero” instead of  “allying himself with 

Caliban in his struggle for true freedom” (39).  In this respect, Retamar celebrates 

Caliban as an essential force within The Tempest: “To assume our condition as Caliban 

implies rethinking our history from the other side, from the viewpoint of the other 

protagonist . . . Caliban is the rude and unconquerable master of the island, while Ariel . . 

. [is] a creature of the air” (16).  Retamar consequently embraces Caliban as defiant 

against western imperial tyranny and uses him as a modern rallying cry against western 

oppression: “Our symbol then is not Ariel, as Rodó thought, but rather Caliban.  This is 

something that we, the mestizo inhabitants of these same isles where Caliban lived, see 

with particular clarity: Prospero invaded the islands, killed our ancestors, enslaved 

Caliban, and taught him his language to make himself understood” (14).  Traditionally 

“deformed by the hostile eye” (Retamar 40), Caliban has recently been elevated above his 

colonial master as a symbol of the colonial world’s unflagging struggle against the racial 

and cultural biases of European imperial discourse.31 

                                                 
31 The popular critical perception of Caliban as the island’s indigenous inhabitant is 
somewhat undermined by the fact that Caliban claims ownership of the island through his 
mother – “This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother” (1.2.334) – who, like Prospero, 
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Fictional engagements with The Tempest have also traditionally revised 

Prospero’s imperial legacy to celebrate Caliban’s rebellion against an oppressive colonial 

master.  As early as 1878, the French scholar Ernest Renan wrote “Caliban: Suite de ‘La 

Tempete’” in which Caliban, still depicted as evil, manages to topple Prospero from 

power (Retamar 9).  Nearly forty years later the American poet and playwright, Percy 

MacKaye, wrote a masque entitled Caliban by the Yellow Sands, in which “Caliban’s 

nature is developed to become the protagonist of aspiring humanity, not simply its butt of 

shame and ridicule” (MacKaye xvi).  Despite late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

attempts by European and American authors to question the standard imperialist 

interpretation of The Tempest, non-western creative writers are primarily responsible for 

promoting new understandings of the play: “It has been left to those who have suffered 

colonial usurpation to discover and map the traces of that complexity by reading in full 

measure Caliban’s refractory place in both Prospero’s play and The Tempest” (Barker and 

Hulme 242) as Shakespeare’s play arguably renders Prospero’s imperial performance 

ironic.  Of the many creative approaches to The Tempest, Aimé Césaire’s A Tempest 

(1969) has had the most profound impact on how Shakespeare’s play is read.  Césaire 

scripts Caliban as a black slave and Ariel as a mixed-race servant, both of whom, along 

with Miranda, bluntly state their grievances against Prospero’s authority: grievances that 

Shakespeare’s play only hints at.  In scene two of A Tempest a friar reveals that Prospero 

                                                                                                                                                 
emigrated to the island after having been forced to leave the community where she was 
born.  In this respect, Ariel is the indigenous inhabitant of the island and Caliban a recent 
transplant from Africa whose rights to the island are tenuous at best.   This contradiction 
has conveniently been ignored, however, in the growing body of criticism that champions 
Caliban as a symbol of bold opposition against European colonialism. 
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was banished from Milan for having “transformed that [his temporary] authority and 

made it into a tyranny”; additionally, Miranda describes her father as a “reclusive hermit” 

rather than a powerful public figure in command of Milan’s political destiny (248).  

Césaire’s Ariel openly sympathizes with the sailors’ struggle to navigate Prospero’s 

storm: “Not tired; disgusted.  I obeyed you but – well, why not come out with it? – I did 

so most unwillingly.  It was a real pity to see that great ship go down, so full of life” 

(249).  In A Tempest, Ariel “almost regret[s]” (249) having been “freed” from the tree 

Sycorax trapped him in, whereas Caliban asserts his independence by declaring that 

“Caliban isn’t my name” (251) and insisting that he be named “X,” “[l]ike a man without 

a name.  Or, to be more precise, a man whose name has been stolen.  You talk about 

history . . . well, that’s history, and everyone knows it!  Every time you summon me it 

reminds me of a basic fact, the fact that you’ve stolen everything from me, even my 

identity!” (252).  Césaire’s play anticipates many of the critical issues that flourish in 

contemporary critical  discussions of The Tempest. 

  Césaire is only one of many renowned Caribbean and African authors who 

confront the geographical and cultural hierarchies presented in The Tempest in their 

fiction.  Cartelli observes that “[t]he development of ‘new literatures,’ both critical and 

creative, in Africa and the West Indies have witnessed the repeated use of The Tempest as 

a site around which the age-old conflicts between colonizer and colonized continue to be 

played out and rehearsed” (89).  Similarly, Hart notes that “[d]issenting intellectuals and 

writers from these regions [Africa and the Caribbean] decided to appropriate The Tempest 

as a means of supporting decolonization and creating an alternative literary tradition” 
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(130).  While George Lamming’s novel, Water with Berries is probably the most famous 

example of Caribbean refashioning of The Tempest (in combination with Othello), 

Michelle Cliff’s novel, No Telephone to Heaven, alludes to The Tempest in the context of 

the poverty and the  violence that plagues a Jamaican society haunted by its colonial past: 

“Mixture.  Confused.  Jamaican.  Caliban.  Carib.  Cannibal” (116).  As Cartelli points 

out, “The Tempest operates less as a plot than as a residual presence in No Telephone to 

Heaven allow[ing] both the new plots and new subject positions to emerge in the novel’” 

(116).  Thus, The Tempest remains a powerful model for colonial/postcolonial identity 

throughout the world.  As critics and fiction writers provide alternative discursive models 

to Prospero’s commanding narrative, The Tempest has become a vital part of many 

postcolonial authors’ literary consciousnesses and, subsequently, a well-recognized 

means of reversing the restrictive hierarchies imposed upon indigenous people by 

European colonization. 

While contemporary readings of The Tempest, both critical and creative, 

commonly side with Caliban against Prospero – an ironic shift considering that Prospero 

has historically been paralleled with Shakespeare – most discussions of the play focus on 

how the dialogue between these two central characters illustrates language’s prominent 

role within the history of European colonialism.  Loomba writes that “[t]he linguistic 

exchange between the learned Prospero and the unlettered Caliban has become an 

allegory of colonial relations” (Alternative 171).  A self-described “schoolmaster” 

(1.2.172), Prospero sets sail “with volumes that/ I prize above my dukedom” (1.2.167-8) 

and permits Miranda to teach Caliban their language: Miranda “Took pains to make thee 
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[Caliban] speak, taught thee each hour/ One thing or other . . . I endowed thy purposes/ 

With words that made them known” (1.2.357-61).  Prospero’s attempt to “educate” 

Caliban is generally perceived, however, as a manifestation of Prospero’s self-interested 

desire to consolidate his power over the island in much the same way that the imperial 

school curriculum encouraged obedience amongst indigenous students.  In A Tempest, for 

example, Caliban accuses Prospero of teaching him to “jabber in your own language so 

that I could understand your orders: chop the wood, wash the dishes, fish for food, plant 

vegetables, all because you’re too lazy to do it yourself” (250).  Arguing that “Caliban is 

right to see his education as a strategy of subjection and a step in the direction of his 

present ‘abjection’,” Gillies writes:  

While Sycorax reduces nature on the island to the state of wilderness and 
abomination, Prospero and Miranda attempt to reclaim it (both in the sense of 
improving it, and in the sense of taking possession of it).  The second moment in 
the island’s history is patently colonial: the island is nurtured, worked, 
territorialised, troped, ‘translated’, idealized and commodified.  All these themes 
are present in Caliban’s memory of his ‘first encounter’ with Prospero.  Caliban’s 
name (an anagram of ‘cannibal’) and his education permanently implicates him 
within the full colonial discourse of reclamation, demarcation and territory-
formation.  Prospero and Miranda are inveterate line-drawers, dichotomising 
between: good and bad, pure and impure, useful and useless, fertile and barren, 
cultivated and uncultivated, bestial and human, languaged and languageless.  
Having learned their ‘language’, Caliban has no choice but to dichotomise too. 

(Shakespeare and the Geography of Difference 144 and 
143) 

 
Restricted rather than liberated by Prospero’s language, Caliban learns the colonizer’s 

vocabulary only to be denied an effective means of self-expression: “Over and above the 

fact of imposition of the colonial language is the possibility that the new language – 

presumably the duke of Milan was teaching Caliban English – was not in fact a language 

in which Caliban’s purposes could be made known” (Washington 243).  Caliban’s 
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knowledge of English famously reduces him to cursing instead of expanding his moral 

and intellectual horizons: “You taught me language, and my profit on’t/ Is, I know how to 

curse.  The red-plague rid you/ For learning me your language!” (1.2.364-6).  

Furthermore, Brown argues that Caliban learns Prospero’s langue only to be manipulated 

by it: “In his powerful narrative, Prospero interpolates the various listeners – calls to 

them, as it were, and invites them to recognize themselves as subjects of his discourse, as 

beneficiaries of his civil largesse.  Thus for Miranda he is a strong father who educates 

and protects her; for Ariel he is a rescuer and taskmaster; for Caliban he is a colonizer 

whose refused offer of civilization forces him to strict discipline; for the shipwrecked he 

is a surrogate providence who corrects errant aristocrats and punishes plebeian revolt.  

Each of these subject positions confirms Prospero as master” (218).  Caliban is 

consequently trapped, not only by the colonizer’s language, but by a discourse that 

constantly reasserts Europe’s intellectual and cultural superiority at the expense of 

indigenous traditions and beliefs.  Caliban and Prospero represent the colonized and the 

colonizer, respectively, as The Tempest becomes a textual location through which to 

examine the general practices and policies employed by European imperial discourse. 

Despite being severely restricted by and within Prospero’s language, Caliban is 

able to employ his newly learnt vocabulary to some advantage.  Brown describes Caliban 

as “a producer, provoking reaction in the master.  He does not come when called, which 

makes Prospero angry (316-23).  Then he greets the colonizers with a curse, provoking 

the master to curse in reply, reducing the eloquent master of civil language to the raucous 

registers of the other (324-33)” (221).   Ultimately, however, recent discussions of The 
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Tempest focus, not on Caliban as an immediate, if somewhat tame, threat to Prospero’s 

authority, but on how the play reveals the potentially shattering inconsistencies that exist 

within imperial discourse itself.  Maintaining that “[c]olonialist legitimation has always 

had . . . to tell its own story, inevitably one of native violence,”  Barker and Hulme claim 

that Prospero himself devises the subplot in which Caliban, Trinculo and Stephano 

conspire to remove Prospero from power:  “Prospero reduces Caliban to a role in the 

supporting sub-plot” but then unfairly uses Caliban’s attempt at revenge “as final and 

irrevocable confirmation of the natural treachery of savages” (239-40).  In Prospero and 

Caliban, O. Mannoni even accuses Prospero of orchestrating Caliban’s attempted rape of 

Miranda so that he can justify his harsh treatment of Caliban.  Describing Prospero’s 

sentencing Caliban to chop wood for attempting to rape Miranda as irrational, Mannoni 

argues that “[t]he ‘inferior being’ always serves as scapegoat; our own evil intentions can 

be projected on to him.  This applies especially to incestuous intentions: Miranda is the 

only woman of the island, and Prospero and Caliban the only men” (106).  Agreeing with 

Mannoni, Mason writes, “one is inclined to wonder whether Prospero did not, by 

projecting his own desire on to Caliban, first put the thought [of raping Miranda] into his 

head” (12).  In A Tempest, Césaire’s Caliban calls Prospero an “old goat” before accusing 

Prospero of encouraging him to rape  Miranda (251).  Consequently, Caliban’s “evil 

nature” has been recently interpreted, not as an accurate description of Caliban’s 

personality, but as a function of Prospero’s imperial narrative, which duplicates the 

processes by which imperial Europe negatively stereotyped peoples in the Americas, Asia 

and Africa in order to justify colonization.  By focusing on the fact that  “the colonist 
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narrative requires and produces the other – an other which continually destabilizes and 

disperses the narrative’s moment of conviction” (Brown 228), contemporary critical 

approaches to The Tempest have developed beyond merely disdaining Prospero and 

championing Caliban.  Today, The Tempest is commonly read as exposing the 

contradictions of imperial discourse which, within the play, pose a greater threat to 

Prospero’s authority than any outside force mustered by Caliban. 

  Ironically, while Prospero both fashions Caliban into a “thing of darkness” 

(4.1.275) and potentially orchestrates Caliban’s political and sexual rebellion in order to 

justify his commanding role in the play, his narrative is filled with anxiety concerning his 

self-designed rule of the island.  Discussing Prospero’s retelling of Sycorax’s story to 

Ariel, Gillies comments that “the narrative is rehearsed by Prospero to Ariel in an urgent, 

quasi-liturgical monologue.  Responses are invited, but as in liturgy, their purpose seems 

only to confirm.  No room is allowed for disagreement or even minor variations in detail” 

(141).  Discussing Caliban’s planned overthrow of Prospero with the support of Stephano 

and Trinculo, Barker and Hulme claim that Prospero’s “somewhat hysterical” reaction to 

these three rebellious “subjects” indicates “Prospero’s anxiety over his sub-plot” (238 

and 241) even though Prospero appears to rely on Caliban’s disobedience to justify his 

presence on the island.  Similarly, Brown argues that Prospero’s “continued insistence on 

the power of desire to disrupt courtly form . . . evidences an unease, an anxiety, about the 

power of civility to deliver control over a [rival cultural] force”   (222).  Prospero’s 

anxiety does not stem from the threat directly posed by Caliban’s constant thoughts of 

rebellion, but from a fear that Caliban will eventually have to be recognized as an equal 
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who does not require Prospero’s “guidance”: “[w]hat is resented in Caliban is not really 

his physical appearance, his bestiality, his ‘evil’ instincts – for after all it is matter of 

pride to keep half-tamed pages or other wild animals in one’s household – but that he 

should claim to be a person in his own right and from time to time show that he has a will 

of his own” (Mannoni 117).  If the “puppy-headed” (3.1.147) Caliban is accepted as a 

human being Prospero can no longer justify his presence on the island by claiming that, 

as a European, he is obligated to educate the “savage” Caliban.  Complicating this 

scenario, Gillies argues that Prospero’s anxiety exists not because he fears a loss of 

credibility, but because his reasons for staying on the island have long expired: The 

Tempest shows “the civilizing task as having comprehensively failed . . . Prospero and 

Miranda have already given up on Caliban” (Gillies 150).  Thus, while Prospero might 

have feared Caliban’s humanity when he initially established himself on the island, by the 

time the events in The Tempest take place, Prospero is more anxious over the fact that the 

basis – his civilizing mission - for his assumed role as governor of the island no longer 

exists: “[b]y implying the impossibility of any type of exchange between Prospero and 

Caliban, Shakespeare subtly undermines Prospero’s title to the island.  One reason 

Caliban so infuriates Prospero is that he is constantly able to expose the embarrassing 

truth that there is no social basis for their relationship; that Prospero’s rule has no 

authority beyond force.  Slavery is no relationship at all when the slave refuses to 

acknowledge the master’s authority” (Gillies 153).  Thus contemporary criticism has 

employed The Tempest as a means to expose certain subtle truths about how imperial 
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discourse creates the conditions for its own success and, more generally, to reveal the 

deep rooted anxieties that plagued Europe’s seemingly mighty empires. 

 As Prospero’s position of power in The Tempest is increasingly viewed as 

untenable, critics have moved beyond Prospero’s imperialist narrative, which is no longer 

thought to represent Shakespeare’s opinions and beliefs, to argue that the play’s 

ambiguous construction deliberately contradicts the binary model adopted by Prospero in 

relation to the other characters in the play, particularly Caliban.  The ambiguity that 

allowed The Tempest to be redefined as a postcolonial, as opposed to a colonial, play is 

now commonly cited by contemporary critics as evidence that the form of the play 

purposely disorients Prospero’s narrative in the same way that the opening scene with the 

Boatswain suggests that authority often depends on context.  Cartelli, for example, 

cautions that The Tempest is a complex, often elusive, text that undercuts appearances: 

For the character and author alike, The Tempest supplies a pedigreed precedent for 
a politics of imperial domination premised on the objectified intractability of the 
native element.  It provides a pretext for a paternalistic approach to colonial 
administration that sanctions a variety of enlightened procedures, ranging from the 
soft word to the closed fist.  The plays ability to fix the sacred parameters of two 
otherwise opposed ideological positions should not, of course, obscure the extent to 
which The Tempest resists oversimplification and subordination to ideological 
functions it has been made to serve. 

(Reinventing Shakespeare 96) 
 
Arguing that “The Tempest is not simply a reflection of colonialist practices but an 

intervention in an ambivalent and even contradictory discourse,” Brown moves beyond 

the image of “Caliban, scrambled ‘cannibal,’ savage incarnate” to read The Tempest as 

illustrating Europe’s failed “struggle to produce a coherent discourse adequate to the 

complex requirements of British colonialism in its initial phase” (205, 221 and 206).  
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According to Brown, “The Tempest . . . declares no all-embracing triumph for 

colonialism.  Rather it serves as a limit text in which the characteristic operations of 

colonialist discourse may be discerned – as an instrument of exploitation, a register of 

beleaguerment and a site of radical ambivalence” (228).  In other words, by framing 

Prospero’s assertive narrative within a highly ambiguous context, The Tempest undercuts 

Prospero’s position to mock his authority and, more importantly, to suggest that the 

binary principles that underlie both his narrative and his actions in the play offer an 

inadequate, and therefore unsustainable, view of life.  Discussing how “Caliban describes 

the effects of the island music” in Act III of The Tempest, Brown explains that “[t]here 

seems to be a quality in the island beyond the requirements of the colonizer’s powerful 

harmonics, a quality existing for itself, which the other may use to resist” (225).  Imperial 

discourse is limited; it cannot impose its will on the colonized culture to the extent it 

believes is its duty and its right, and so it is haunted by the continuous threat that lies at 

the fringes of its influence.  Agreeing with Brown’s assessment of the rhetorical 

structures explored within The Tempest, Barker and Hulme suggest that “[t]he lengths to 

which the play has to go to achieve a legitimate ending may . . . be read as the quelling of 

a fundamental disquiet concerning its own functions within the projects of colonialist 

discourse” (242).  Thus, for many postcolonial critics The Tempest facilitates examining 

imperial discourse from within and exposing its inconsistencies in a way that renders it 

illegitimate without having to stage a conflict between two polarized positions in 

imitation of the binaries of imperial discourse. 
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  While recent critical and literary engagements with The Tempest “have served to 

carry over one of the most canonical texts of Western culture into a central place in the 

discussion of postcolonialism, in departments of literature at least” (Washington 240), the 

play has also had a significant impact on postcolonial discourse itself.   As The Tempest 

is increasingly cited within the debate over the effects of European colonialism on 

contemporary society, the play has provided critics with a vocabulary with which to 

better understand and express the issues emerging in postcolonial studies.  Today, The 

Tempest is applied to a wide variety of colonial situations – “Caliban” is often used to 

refer to indigenous people oppressed by imperial authority – both in passing and as a 

means of explaining colonial politics as they form the background for postcolonial 

studies: 

The names Prospero, Caliban, Ariel, and Miranda now operate as interpretive 
touchstones for critics who search out their permutations in writing as far a field as 
the poetry of Ireland’s Seamus Heaney and the novels of the Canadian Margaret 
Atwood, the Australian David Malouf, and the South African, Nadine Gordimer.  
In the process, Caliban has become the aggressively defiant muse of both West 
Indian espousers of a militant ‘nation language’ and French-language writers of 
Quebec; the paternalistically silenced Miranda has become the oft-cited surrogate 
of Canadian writers still responsive to Britain’s imperial influence; and Ariel has 
been reconstituted as the name of an influential journal of postcolonial writing. 
(Repositioning Shakespeare 106) 
 

According to Loomba and Orkin, “Shakespeare’s plays [The Tempest, Othello, Merchant 

of Venice] overlap with post-colonial concerns in . . . [that] they regularly provided a 

vocabulary for theorizing the colonial encounter and psyches” (Post-Colonial 10).  First 

published in French as Psychologie de la Colonisation in 1948, O. Mannoni’s Prospero 

and Caliban represents the colonizer and the colonized through Prospero and Caliban, 

respectively. Arguing that “the colonial vocation . . . exists in the unconscious before 
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there is any question of influence or emulation,” Mannoni coins the term “Prospero 

complex” to describe “the paternalist colonial, with his pride, his neurotic impatience, 

and his desire to dominate” (99 and 110).  Mannoni contrasts the “Prospoero complex” to 

“the dependence complex and the inferiority complex [that] are present in rudimentary 

forms in everyone” (Mason 13) and most evident in Caliban’s character.  While 

Mannoni’s argument, that “colonial situations . . . [are] primarily the results of 

misunderstanding, of mutual incomprehension” (31), has long been dismissed as baseless 

and naïve, his work pioneered the practice of appropriating Shakespeare’s characters in 

The Tempest to explain the suppressive policies of colonial Europe in respect to 

indigenous beliefs and culture.32  As critics such as Brown, Barker and Hulme use The 

Tempest as a blue print to explain how imperial discourse functioned and reveal the 

hypocrisy and anxiety that underlined Europe’s seemingly self-confident imperial policy, 

the play provides an increasingly influential framework through which to theorize the 

postcolonial situation.  Thus, The Tempest has been converted from a “pastoral romance” 

(Barker and Hulme 235) to become “as much a part of a movement from colonialism to 

postcolonialism as a Romantic aspect of Shakespeare’s farewell to his art that many 

previous generations had garnered from the play” (Hart 149).  Radically reoriented by 

postcolonial theory, The Tempest continues to shape how postcolonial critics engage the 

massive system of cultural oppression enacted by European imperial powers such as 
                                                 
32 In Chapter Four of Black Skin, White Masks Fanon dismisses Mannoni’s theory that 
colonialism is a psychological phenomenon.  Citing the fact “that Europe has a racist 
structure,” Fanon argues that colonialism is grounded in exploitative economic policy and 
racial prejudice; consequently, he comments that “although he has devoted 225 pages to 
the study of the colonial situation, M. Mannoni has not understood its real coordinates” 
(White Masks 92 and 84). 
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Britain and France and offer unique insights into the rhetoric of European empire 

building.  

 Although The Tempest is now commonly read in terms of British territorial 

interests in North America, the most recent phase in the postcolonial appropriation of the 

play is characterized by cautious skepticism concerning approaching The Tempest solely 

in terms of the colonial paradigm.  In “Contesting colonialism in The Tempest,” Jerry 

Brotton stresses the significance of textual evidence than runs contrary to arguments that 

unequivocally situate The Tempest in terms of Britain’s emerging empire.  According to 

Brotton locating The Tempest in North America exploits the ambiguity of the play in a 

selective, and therefore misleading, manner; he states that postcolonial criticism “has 

been too quick to insist on the validity of claiming a direct relation between what it terms 

early English colonialist discourse and the play [The Tempest] itself” (25).  By 

“dismissing the significance of the Mediterranean, or Old World references in The 

Tempest,” Brotton argues, “colonial readings have offered a historically anachronistic and 

geographically restrictive view of the play, which have overemphasized the scale and 

significance of English involvement in the colonization of the Americas in the early 

decades of the seventeenth century” (24).  Brotton also complains that, by rendering 

Prospero “a prototypical English colonizer” (30), critics such as Barker, Hulme and 

Baker ignore Prospero’s Italian identity, the fact that Alonzo’s ship is caught in the 

tempest while returning from Tunis, and that Caliban’s mother, “The foul witch Sycorax” 

(1.2.58), was born in North Africa thousands of leagues from the Americas.  Brotton 

advocates a more inclusive interpretation of The Tempest, one that accommodates 
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Europe’s orientation toward peoples in both North America and the Eastern 

Mediterranean: 

to interrogate the specificities of The Tempest’s complex negotiation of its 
Mediterranean contexts does not simply call for a rejection of its New World 
readings in favour of its Old World resonances.  Such an argument would only 
reinstall the problematic binaries and exclusion which so much Tempest criticism 
has reproduced over recent years.  Instead, I would argue that the play is precisely 
situated at the geopolitical bifurcation between the Old World and the New, at the 
point at which the English realized both the compromised and subordinated 
position within which they found themselves in the Mediterranean, and the 
possibility of pursuing a significantly different commercial and maritime initiative 
in the Americas. (“‘This Tunis, sir, was Carthage’: Contesting colonialism in The 
Tempest” 37) 
 

Brotton complicates the paradigm of “Prospero as the archetypically paternal figure of 

colonial domination and authority, and his treatment of Caliban as a colonized subject” 

(Brotton 28) in an attempt to liberate Shakespeare’s play from critical models that have 

become restrictive.  In a world in which “the decentering of Shakespeare has generally 

been more rhetorical than real” (Neill 184), Brotton’s argument suggests that, at the very 

least, Shakespeare scholars must critique both the literary text being examined and the 

theoretical frameworks that inform critical discussions of plays such as The Tempest.  By 

focusing on textual, as opposed to historical, evidence, Brotton is one of a growing 

number of critics spearheading a movement “to recuperate The Tempest as an historically 

‘innocent’ text that [has been] . . . corrupted by later historical developments” (Cartelli 

95), including those in postcolonial studies. 

 As the postcolonial situation becomes increasingly demarked by cultural rather 

than geographical divisions, Othello has emerged as an alternative critical location in 

which to develop the binary cultural, racial and discursive oppositions initially raised 
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with regard to The Tempest.  In “Issues of race, hybridity and location in post-colonial 

Shakespeares,” Loomba writes that  “[f]or at least two hundred years, Othello’s origins 

and Moorishness have been the focus of critical debate” (153).  Today, as the steady 

emigration of Asian, African and South American peoples to western metropolises such 

as New York, Paris and London has rendered “[t]he local and the global . . . interrelated 

and the old opposition of center and margin . . . no longer tenable” (Hart 167), Othello 

has been embraced as a more authentic expression of what Salman Rushdie has referred 

to as “The New Empire Within Britain” or the sizeable immigrant communities that exist 

within most western countries.  In “Moor or less? the surveillance of Othello, Calcutta 

1848,” Chatterjee and Singh observe that “it is commonplace today to discuss Othello in 

relationship to discourses of race at specific moments in colonial and postcolonial 

history” (66).  Cartelli even claims that Othello is “well on the way to replacing The 

Tempest as a favored field of debate and contention both for scholars and critics of 

Shakespeare, and for the increasingly numerous workers in the field of postcolonial 

studies” (125).  The recent emergence of Othello in postcolonial discussions of cultural 

politics partly derives from a mounting frustration with The Tempest’s relatively rigid and 

somewhat outdated articulation of the relationship between colonizer and colonized: 

“[u]nlike Caliban, locked into his island kingdom where he must sink or swim, Othello 

has functioned from his moment of production as the exotic outsider, licensed, from the 

early modern period to the present, to move freely about the metropolitan ‘First World’ 

and to interact, on a privileged basis, with its movers and shakers” (Cartelli 124).  As 

Othello represents the outsider in western culture - “the African in Europe and not the 
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African in Africa” (“Issues of Race” 148) - Othello provides a more flexible paradigm for 

postcolonial discussions that wish to separate themselves from “those anti-colonial 

discourses that merely inverted these binaries [“the binary oppositions between races and 

culture produced both by Orientalist and other imperialist discourses”] and suggest an 

absolute separation of colonizers and the colonized” (“Issues of Race” 145).  Far from 

mimicking the “Calibanistic model of revolt” (“Issues of Race” 146) that was eagerly 

embraced by recently independent nations fighting to establish cultural autonomy in the 

wake of European colonialism, Othello presents “a conforming alien-insider” (Burton 46) 

who travels to Europe and immerses himself in Venetian culture in the same way that 

minority communities living in countries such as the United States and Great Britain have 

often assimilated to western cultural mores. 

 As Loomba points out, Othello’s assimilation into Venetian society is just as 

threatening, however, as Caliban’s rebellion against Prospero’s colonial rule in The 

Tempest.  Othello’s professional success in Venice’s navy suggests the fluidity of cultural 

barriers erected by imperial governments to elevate western culture above that of the 

East; his example defies European pretensions of superiorities over the abilities and 

intelligence of non-western peoples.  Thus, postcolonial critics such as Loomba argue 

that Othello reveals “a pervasive cultural anxiety at the heart of European expansion, an 

anxiety about a reverse movement whereby Europeans are swallowed up by foreignness . 

. . . Islam’s proximity to Christianity and their mutual animosity together made the slide 

from one to the other a constant nightmare” (Alternative Two 187).  Francoise Lionnet 

emphasizes Europe’s fear of the being mobbed by emigrants from Africa and Asia: 
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“Today, conservative political rhetoric in many countries of Western Europe associates 

multiracialism with the specter of an imminent conquest of Europe by the Third World” 

(11).  Like that of The Tempest, the anxiety in Othello derives from a fear of the Other, 

but unlike The Tempest, Othello illustrates western imperialism’s concern to separate and 

“defend” European culture against foreign influences. 

 Declaring that “the Caliban-Prospero model of cultural and linguistic difference 

was not the only one operating either within Shakespearean and Renaissance theatre or in 

early modern English culture at large” (Alternative Two 175), Loomba argues that 

Othello presents an alternative, yet equally damaging, stereotype of the Other, 

characterized by excessiveness, especially with regard to language: “Othello and 

Cleopatra’s verbosity is thus a sign of a specific kind of cultural difference – not simply 

their difference from Venice or Rome, but their difference from Caliban . .  . The East 

was not, at least not then, Europe’s silent ‘other’. . . Colonial discourse may have 

subsequently muffled the ‘voice’ of the colonized people around the world, but the 

processes of silencing differed” (176).  Loomba states that “if New World natives were 

placed within a discourse of primitivism, the peoples of the East – Turkey, Egypt, India 

and Persia – were embedded within a discourse of cultural excess,” which she sees 

embodied by Othello: “his linguistic abilities are also part of his particular foreign-ness, 

of the seductive charm of another kind of non European-ness” (176 and 175).  According 

to Loomba, the fact that Othello’s “success depends substantially on his ability to mingle 

socially in Venetian society, and on his gift for telling stories” forces him to use 

“language . . . laced with hyperbole and ornament” (174).  Consequently, just as 
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Caliban’s attempted rape and failed rebellion are arguably orchestrated by Prospero, 

Othello is required to perform the part of the effusive Easterner for the satisfaction of his 

Venetian masters, who unfairly and dishonestly, interpret his deliberately exaggerated 

language and actions as signs of his inferiority.  Brabantio, for example, accuses Othello 

of “enchant[ing]” (1.2.63) Desdemona and shackling her wits in “chains of magic” 

(1.2.65), when it was Othello’s fantastic stories that prompted Brabantio to befriend the 

African-born general: “her father lov’d me, oft invited me;/ Still question’d me the story 

of my life/ From year to year – the [battles], sieges, [fortunes],/ That I have pass’d” 

(1.3.128-31).  The Duke also alludes to Othello’s oratory talents: “I think this tale would 

win my daughter too”(1.3.171).  The most poignant example of Othello’s self-fashioning 

through language occurs, however, at the conclusion of the play where Othello 

effectively becomes what he describes himself to be: “in a simultaneous affirmation of 

his otherness and desperate attempt to reclaim his standing, a forlorn Othello delivers his 

schizophrenic final soliloquy, within which he inhabits the dual role of ‘a malignant and a 

turban’d Turk’ and the redeeming Crusader who ‘smote him’” (Burton 57).  As this 

climatic scene in Shakespeare’s play suggests, Othello is not empowered by his 

sophisticated ability to reinvent himself, but rather is limited to playing a role prescribed 

by Venetian culture; Othello has murdered his wife and so converts himself into a savage 

to be killed by the righteous Christian knight in shining armor, the twin facets of his 

tragically divided personality.  Othello performs for his superiors in much the same way 

that Caliban performs tasks for Prospero, except that Othello’s obedience is managed 

rhetorically instead of through the direct threat of “cramps,/ Side-stitches that shall pen 
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they breath up” (1.2.228-9).  Thus, when compared to The Tempest, Shakespeare’s 

Othello provides a more detailed insight into the subtle ways in which imperial narratives 

locate the Other at the extremes of human behavior in order to claim the west as the 

cultural and political center of world affairs. 

The attempt to extract Shakespeare’s plays from the imperial paradigms that have 

determined their meanings since the late eighteenth century has disconcerted western 

critics such as Harold Bloom and Brian Vickers who consider Shakespeare’s plays “the 

outward limit of human achievement: aesthetically, cognitively, in certain ways morally, 

even spiritually” (Bloom xii).  Close examination of contemporary critical trends reveals, 

however, that the anxiety, discussed in the introduction to this chapter, over 

Shakespeare’s prominent place in the western canon is less concerned with the future of 

Shakespeare studies than with the future of Shakespeare studies as we know it.  Today’s 

Shakespeare is undoubtedly different from the traditional “conception of Shakespeare as 

a formative producer and purveyor of a paternalistic ideology that is basic to the material 

aims of Western imperialism” (Cartelli 89).  As “[e]mpire, race, colonialism and cultural 

difference are . . . becoming central to Shakespeare criticism” (Alternative Two 164), 

Shakespeare’s reputation is changing in that it is becoming detached from the pomp and 

ceremony of empire: 

This delegation of Shakespeare to the largely superseded domain of anti-colonial 
applications has a number of possible consequences, including the bard’s own 
liberation from an interpretive consensus that has colonized his plays just as surely 
as the plays have imposed themselves on subjects, both colonial and domestic, who 
have grown up in the shadow of Othello [and] Caliban . . . A decolonized or 
decommissioned Shakespeare, freed from his service to imperial interests and from 
the circuit of counter textual applications such service inspires, could presumably 
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be remobilized to address ancillary concerns about social or sexual redefinition. 
(Repositioning Shakespeare 169) 
 

More generally, Wells observes that “during the later part of the [twentieth] century, in 

criticism as in theatre, an alternative, iconoclastic, subversive Shakespeare has emerged, 

much abetted by an explosion in academic activity and by the development of a variety of 

theoretical approaches” (383) that have sought to liberate Shakespeare from the 

restrictive narratives of imperial discourse.  Shakespeare’s reputation appears little 

affected, however, by the radical changes in critical attitudes toward his work.  

Describing Shakespeare as “the champion example of a distinctive and abiding literary 

tradition,” Kennedy writes that “[d]espite the redefinition . . . Shakespeare has not lost 

much of his dominating position; the Shakespeare industry, especially in the theatre, is 

more active and more extensive than ever before” (Kennedy 1-2).  With Shakespeare’s 

prestigious reputation intact, the recently anxiety over the Shakespeare canon is 

concerned less with Shakespeare’s importance as a writer than with postcolonial 

criticism’s attempt to reinvent Shakespeare in radically different ways.  Vickers, for 

example, complains, not about Shakespeare’s declining influence, but about how each 

group of new critics “is attempting to appropriate Shakespeare for its own ideology or 

critical theory” (x).  In this context, the current debate about Shakespeare’s central 

position within the canon is clearly focused on how Shakespeare’s authority and his plays 

are conceived rather than if they are worthy of definition. 

 In a statement made in reference to his operatic adaptation of King John, 

composer Ralph Vaughan Williams maintains, “[w]ith regard to Shakespeare my only 

excuse can be that he is fair game, like the Bible”  (quoted in Gross 295).  The 
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assumption behind Williams’ comment - that Shakespeare’s work is divine product of an 

immortal genius – is misleading, however, in the same way that all bardolatrous 

references to Shakespeare are problematic: whereas a god remains constant throughout 

time, Shakespeare is one of the most dynamic authors in the literary canon, his 

personality expanding with every new adaptation and reinterpretation of his work.  While 

the Romantic “notion of the sacrosanct text . .  is central to the literary criticism of 

Shakespeare” (Longhurst 152) it is also a misnomer.  Shakespeare’s works “are forever 

being re-created, appropriated in the name of conflicting political and aesthetic 

ideologies” (Constitutions 2) so that  “Shakespeare” functions as a dynamic cultural 

construction created by a nearly continuous process of literary and social appropriation.  

Bate defines “Shakespeare” as “a history of stagings – each of them different from every 

other in particulars of text, business, and interpretation – and of editions and of readings 

and of appropriations in the culture at large” (Constitutions 207).  By “staging” 

Shakespeare, critics read his plays in terms of the contemporary intellectual climate while 

simultaneously embedding social and personal meaning into Shakespeare’s work;  The 

Tempest, for example, “will seldom any longer be taken up in isolation from what 

postcolonial writers and critics have made of [it]” (Cartelli 110).  This same process 

permits critics to infuse their critical and personal perspectives into Shakespeare’ legacy, 

thus, partly fashioning Shakespeare in their own image. 

 Ironically, while Vickers sees Shakespeare’s reputation as tarnished by 

contemporary critics, his conservative views are actually more damaging to 

Shakespeare’s legacy than is the postcolonial appropriation of Shakespeare’s work that 
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he opposes.  Shakespeare’s reputation is both expanded and solidified with every cultural 

and literary appropriation as these appropriations increasingly encourage diverse critics - 

from Pope to Keats to Soyinka - to engage his works.  While Taylor cautions that chance 

events have helped fashioned Shakespeare’s powerful literary persona – “Shakespeare is 

just as vulnerable [as any other writer] to accidents of war and shifts of ideology, just as 

helpless against the political power of a reigning orthodoxy” (Reinventing 379) – he 

maintains that “the history of Shakesperotics repeatedly demonstrates that his 

[Shakespeare’s] reputation is a function of larger social and cultural movements” 

(Reinventing 379).  Employed against corruption in the theatre and in politics, 

championed against the French throughout the eighteenth century and distributed 

throughout the world as a major justification of British imperial expansion, Shakespeare’s 

plays are products of a complex history of critical and cultural appropriation that is 

enhanced by the current postcolonial engagement with his plays.  With “no ‘authentic’ 

Shakespeare there for the picking” (Grady 4), Shakespeare has become one of Bakhtin’s 

“great novelistic images” that “continue to grow and develop even after the moment of 

their creation; they are capable of being creatively transformed in different eras, far 

distant from the day and hour of their original birth” (Ramblais 422).  Trying to limit 

Shakespeare to a particular context would arrest the processes by which he is constantly 

being reaffirmed at the center of the literary canon.  As “the transferential love-object of 

literary studies” (Ghosts xiv), Shakespeare is a fluid construct whose “survival and 

continuing influence . . . [is largely due] to his exceptional capacity to be appropriated” 
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(Constitutions 5); consequently, the postcolonial appropriation of Shakespeare confirms 

his reputation as a uniquely brilliant writer and thinker. 

Despite the great strides made to recast Shakespeare in a less imperial role, 

postcolonial criticism has yet to produce a fully “decolonized or decommissioned 

Shakespeare.”  While the postcolonial appropriation of Shakespeare has placed him at the 

center of pressing contemporary cultural and political concerns, it has been only partly 

successful in reconstructing the perception of Shakespeare as a commanding literary 

figure.  Cartelli notes that the postcolonial focus on plays such as The Tempest and 

Othello “produce[s] the unintended effect that such texts will be ‘timelessly taken up’” 

(110), so that in many respects Shakespeare’s conventional authority within colonial 

discourse has been inadvertently transferred to postcolonial studies.  The fact that “there 

continue to be people today who ‘honestly’ believe that Shakespeare holds the answers to 

the afflictions of the ‘Third World’” (Raina 271) is problematic in that such a paradigm 

reenacts the imperial notion that the West can and will solve the East’s problems.  As 

much the function of critical discourse as the literary talent revealed in his plays, 

“Shakespeare” is vulnerable to cultural biases within literary criticism.  Kennedy warns 

that postcolonial discussions of Shakespeare’s work have “tended to retain a major 

assumption of the old approaches: they start with the linguistic text, and in English” (20), 

so that despite the recent emphasis on hybridized Shakespeares, most critics still privilege 

Anglo-American constructions of the Bard.  Speaking specifically about The Tempest, 

Brotton maintains that reading the play in the context of European colonization of the 

New World ironically affirms the Anglo-American constructions of Shakespeare that 
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postcolonial readings of the play attempt to challenge: “failing to explore the historical 

complexities of English engagements with the East through this period” critics both 

reenact early twentieth century efforts to import Shakespeare into American culture and 

“reproduce[] the discursive pattern of orientalist discourse” (Brotton 36).33  Thus, Brotton 

argues, contemporary readings of The Tempest often unconsciously perpetuate the 

polarized discourses that traditionally separated East from West: “in dismissing the 

significance of the Mediterranean geography of the play, colonial criticism of the The 

Tempest leaves the play curiously one-dimensional, implying that the eastern frontier of 

the play’s geography is politically inert, thus suggesting that significant contemporary 

English expansion was confined to a western horizon encompassing the Atlantic and the 

Americas.  Such an assumption is significant and troubling in its implicit reproduction of 

an orientalizing discourse which occludes any possible traces of English involvement 

with the eastern Mediterranean and North Africa” (31).  While postcolonial criticism has 

invigorated Shakespeare studies by presenting different approaches to Shakespeare’s 

plays, it has also perpetuated certain traditional assumptions about Shakespeare’s work 

that need to be dismantled before Shakespeare can be effectively placed outside the 

western imperial context. 

The fact that “Nigerian playwright, Wole Soyinka, winner of the 1986 Nobel 

Prize for Literature, has been rebuked by some African critics for his interest in and 

                                                 
33 Given Brotton’s argument that The Tempest was Americanized in the early twentieth 
century as part of what I have already described as a massive cultural campaign to 
relocate Shakespeare to the United States, it is ironic that Retamar locates The Tempest in 
the Americas and embraces Caliban as a literary ally to challenge U.S imperialism in the 
1970s. 



 

 232 

indebtedness to Shakespeare, who for them epitomizes European cultural imperialism” 

(Reinventing 379) is a clear reminder that Shakespeare remains a potent icon of the 

British Empire and western imperialism in general.  Despite the fact that contemporary 

critics such as Hawkes, Kamps and Taylor argue that Shakespeare functions as an 

infinitely malleable location where meaning can be forged but not found – “the Bard 

continues to offer a central forum wherein . . . far reaching and complex transactions of 

‘meaning by’ are still negotiated” (Meaning 8) – Shakespeare also affects the critical 

frameworks through which he is interpreted.  Bate argues that  “[t]he strong reader . . . 

expands the range of signification with the text; the strong text expands the horizon of the 

reader.  We make the classic our own, bring it into our world, but we also give ourselves 

up to it, enter into its world.  Without this reciprocity, appropriation will become 

misappropriation” (Constitutions 210).  Despite being riddled with ambiguity, 

Shakespeare’s plays function not as passive discursive spaces, but as charged arenas of 

meaning: “Nor can we speak naively of him reflecting the assumptions of his readers, for 

he is capable of both shaping and modifying those assumptions” (Constitutions 212).  

While the values and meanings ascribed to Shakespeare’s plays over time have been 

affected by the recent wave of postcolonial interest in Shakespeare Studies, they have not 

been erased.  Shakespeare’s legacy continues to serve the imperial paradigms that 

brought about its conception as an instrument of Empire. In her conclusion to Masks of 

Conquest, Viswanathan states that “it is impossible to evade the political context of 

expanding territorial control and power in which the merging of literature and history was 

first seriously considered and then actively urged as a principle of study and criticism” 
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(119).  Taylor comments that “[s]ome considerable proportion of Shakespeare’s current 

international reputation is the fruit not of his genius but of the virility of British 

imperialism, which propagated the English language on every continent” (Reinventing 

379).  Hawkes similarly describes Shakespeare “[a]s a major component of the monolith 

‘English Literature’” whose “works helped to reinforce a particularly restrictive notion of 

the culture of Britain and elsewhere” (Alternative Two 11) and Chatterjee and Singh note 

that “the works of the Bard are used in attempts to set boundaries between elite and 

popular culture” (66) in ways that maintain the historic division between East and West.  

As prestigious as he is popular, Shakespeare still defines and defends the boundaries of 

official culture, while “colonizing new territory” (“Shrinking” 198) within western and 

postcolonial discourse.  No longer an uncomplicated symbol of British imperial authority, 

Shakespeare nonetheless retains the trappings of western imperialism and so remains a 

powerful cultural icon for postcolonial authors seeking legitimacy in a western literary 

tradition. 

Given Shakespeare’s central position within the western canon, the fact that his 

legacy is informed by both colonial and postcolonial discourses has far-reaching 

implications for literary studies in general.  With “the empire of Shakespeare studies” 

(Burton 44) still very much intact, Shakespeare continues to legitimize literary and 

critical discourses within and beyond the English speaking world: “to study Shakespeare 

professionally is to become initiated; it is to learn the secret handshake, to join the old 

boy’s club (which now counts a significant number of powerful women among its 

members), to become associated with our culture’s most potent literary name, and to have 
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access instantly to the vast network of institutions and people that have been created 

around the name of Shakespeare” (Kamps 23).  In Political Shakespeare Sinfield writes 

that “[f]or literary criticism, Shakespeare . . . guarantees the ultimate stability and 

rightness of the category ‘Literature’.  The status of other authors may be disputed . . . 

But Shakespeare is always there as the final instance of the validity of Literature” (135).  

According to Sinfield Shakespeare’s “plays are the ultimate instance of Literature” so 

that “Shakespeare remains as the great witness to the universality of literary experience, 

of a theory, of which he is the only undoubted instance” (138 and 153).  Similarly, 

Dereck Longhurst comments that “Shakespeare’s  function is to ratify the category of 

“Literature’ itself” (151-2) and David Holbrook remarks that Shakespeare “is the 

touchstone when we discuss literature – we may dispute the value, say, of Pope or 

Milton, but we can all agree that Shakespeare is a great poet” (Holbrook 40-1).34  

Consequently, as Kavanagh argues, “to discuss Shakespeare is to discuss the study of 

English itself.  The word ‘Shakespeare’ is less the name of a specific historical figure, 

than a sign that has come to designate a vaguely defined, but fiercely defended, set of 

characteristics that function as the touchstone of value for what we commonly call the 

‘English literary tradition’” (144).  Given Shakespeare’s unrivalled influence within the 

western literary canon any “reassessment of Shakespeare . . . contributes to the larger 

projects of rewriting the Renaissance and of reevaluating the entire literary tradition” 

(Erickson 5).  Loomba and Orkin go one step further to suggest that “reinterpreting 

Shakespeare’s plays . . . [is] part of the business of reinterpreting  and changing our own 

                                                 
34 Sinfield quotes Holbrook on page 147 of Political Shakespeare. 
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world.  How ‘Shakespeare’ functioned in contemporary classrooms, in films, television, 

theatre and the tourist trade, and how his cultural authority was built up over the past four 

hundred years, became the subject of new critiques” (Post-Colonial 3).  Although 

problematic in many respects, current postcolonial attempts to situate Shakespeare within 

less reductive political ideologies have the potential to enact major shifts within literary 

studies as a whole, as they encourage a more inclusive and dialogical approach to 

Shakespeare’s work and canonical texts in general. 
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The Third Gentleman of Verona: Writes of Passage in Joseph Conrad’s A 
Personal Record 

 
In Chapter Four of A Personal Record Conrad describes his first encounter with 

English literature: 

My first acquaintance [with English literature] was (or were) the “Two Gentlemen 
of Verona,” and that in the very MS. of my father’s translation.  It was during our 
exile in Russia, and it must have been less than a year after my mother’s death, 
because I remember myself in the black blouse with a white border of my heavy 
mourning.  We were living together, quite alone, in a small house on the outskirts 
of the town of T -. That afternoon, instead of going out to play in the large yard 
which we shared with our landlord, I had lingered in the room in which my father 
generally wrote.  What emboldened me to clamber into his chair I am sure I don’t 
know, but a couple of hours afterwards he discovered me kneeling in it with my 
elbows on the table and my head held in both hands over the MS. of loose pages.  I 
was greatly confused, expecting to get into trouble.  He stood in the doorway 
looking at me with some surprise, but the only thing he said after a moment of 
silence was: 
 “Read the page aloud.” 
 Luckily the page lying before me was not over blotted with erasures and 
corrections, and my father’s handwriting was otherwise extremely legible.  When I 
got to the end he nodded and I flew out of doors thinking myself lucky to have 
escaped reproof for that piece of impulsive audacity. (71-72) 
 

Located at the physical and thematic center of A Personal Record, the scene in 

Conrad’s father’s study reveals the conflicting literary and cultural patrimonies that 

shaped Conrad’s personal history.  Conrad’s reference to Shakespeare’s The Two 

Gentlemen of Verona suggests his early initiation into English language and letters, 

whereas the presence of Conrad’s father, Apollo Korzeniowski, in the study doorway, 

symbolizes Conrad’s aristocratic standing and his obligation to free Poland from 

Russian imperial aggression.  The image of Conrad at eight years old reading his 

father’s translation of Two Gentlemen while in exile in northern Russia reveals 
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Conrad’s complex cultural heritage, one that encompassed two competing conceptions 

of national identity. 

A Personal Record explores a conscience “fashioned by the words, the looks, 

the acts, and even by the silence and abstentions surrounding [Conrad’s] . . . 

childhood” (Morf 94).  Cloaking his feelings in the events and concerns of 

Shakespeare’s Two Gentlemen, Conrad’s second autobiography examines the rival 

duties and expectations that claimed his personal and professional loyalties for most of 

his adult life.35  Reading his personal history through the themes of travel and 

adventure in Two Gentlemen, Conrad proves his allegiance to Poland while 

simultaneously challenging the “distinctly Polish romantic tradition” (Batchelor 9) he 

inherited from Apollo. A Personal Record explores Conrad’s ambiguous feelings 

toward his father and chronicles his struggle to replace Apollo’s rigid patriotic ideals 

with a multicultural narrative that was flexible enough to accommodate the disparate 

elements of Conrad’s cultural heritage.  Conrad’s allusion to Two Gentlemen helps 

him to articulate a sense of national pride based, not on armed resistance, but on the 

notion of “self-rescue” as it forms an essential theme in Conrad’s life and works. 

Shakespeare’s presence in A Personal Record assimilates Conrad’s role as a patriot 

and a critically acclaimed writer of English novels; it integrates the competing 

“psychological impulse[s]” (Najder, “Introduction” xv) that characterized Conrad’s 

childhood and undermines the binary formulations of colonial politics as they surface 

throughout his literary works.   
                                                 
35Conrad published his first autobiography, The Mirror of the Sea, in 1906, six years 
before A Personal Record appeared in book form. 
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 This chapter is divided into three sections, each of which addresses a specific 

element of Conrad’s autobiography as it comments on his unique sense of national and 

literary identity. The first section argues that A Personal Record has been repeatedly 

misread as an evasive and inferior work of autobiography.  The unconventional 

qualities of A Personal Record enhance Conrad’s personal narrative; rather, they 

demonstrate Conrad’s sophisticated understanding of literary convention and facilitate 

a nuanced understanding of the truth as a mixture of fact and fiction.  The second 

section of the chapter examines Conrad’s complex relationship to Poland and his 

father’s austere sense of national pride and obligation.  Conrad’s conflicting feelings 

toward Poland are those of a son who loved, but also felt betrayed by, a father for 

whom nation was more important than family.  The final section of this chapter 

discusses how Conrad’s reference to Shakespeare’s Two Gentlemen helps reconcile 

his decision to go to sea with the principles of courage and self-sacrifice that he 

inherited from Apollo Korzeniowski.  Conrad’s Shakespearean allusion advocates a 

more integrated view of cultural identity than was available to him as a young man 

whose departure from Poland was chastised by friends and family as an act of 

betrayal. 

Literary Passage 
 

A Personal Record was a critical and popular failure during Conrad’s lifetime, 

largely because it failed to define the genius behind such renowned texts as Heart of 

Darkness and Lord Jim.  By Conrad’s own account, his second autobiography was 

“charged with discursiveness, with disregard of chronological order (which is itself a 
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crime) with unconventionality of form (which is an impropriety)” (xx).  Gustav Morf, 

author of The Polish Heritage of Joseph Conrad, describes Conrad’s autobiography as 

“disappointing” and argues that it “was written by fits, without the faintest hint of a 

directing idea” (190).  Conrad is frequently accused of keeping aloof from his readers.  

GoGwilt argues that the “comic shape” of A Personal Record “determines a profoundly 

uncertain frame of reference for the life and works of Joseph Conrad” (112); Eloise 

Knapp Hay describes Conrad’s memoir as “unreliable” (191).  In Fiction of 

Autobiography Edward Said labels A Personal Record a “mock biography” and notes that 

Conrad’s “combination of evasion with a seemingly artless candor in his 

autobiographical pronouncements poses intricate problems for the student of his fictions” 

(58,11).  Conrad’s obscure references and disorderly narrative style frustrate critics who 

considered A Personal Record “a minor supplement to the canonical Conrad” (GoGwilt 

110). 

Conrad’s autobiography races between diverse subjects in a seemingly random 

fashion that prevents the reader from obtaining a clear understanding of the author’s 

personality.  No sooner has Conrad established himself on the Adowa “gripped by the 

inclement winter alongside a quay in Rouen” (3) at the beginning of A Personal Record, 

than he is overshadowed by a myriad of topics including Almayer’s Folly, Flaubert and 

the short-lived Franco-Canadian Transport Company, none of which have significant 

biographical value.  Figures like Conrad’s grand-uncle Nicholas B. and Madame 

Delestag distract from Conrad’s character, which frequently appears “off-center, even 

back-to-the-viewer, like the artist in a Velasquez or Vermeer self-portrait” (Hay 193).  
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Conrad’s discussion of Almayer’s Folly typifies the elusive nature of A Personal Record.  

Despite claiming that “the immediate aim” of his autobiography is to present “faithfully 

the feelings and sensations connected with the writing of my first book” (xx), Conrad 

admits to “losing sight of ‘Almayer’s Folly’” (68) less than half-way through his personal 

history.  Additionally, Conrad fails to disclose the impetus for his conversion from sailor 

to writer; he recalls feeling “perfectly calm” (68) before beginning to write Almayer’s 

Folly, but he never describes the climatic point when he puts pen to paper to create his 

first novel.  After stating that “I was not certain that I wanted to write, or that I meant to 

write, or that I had anything to write about” (70), Conrad abruptly changes the subject 

and never explains the “feelings and sensations” he experienced before writing his first 

novel.  Irritated by the elusive nature of Conrad’s autobiography, Conrad’s early critics 

dismissed A Personal Record as an inconclusive collection of idle musings. 

Conrad was acutely aware of the criticisms of A Personal Record.  In a letter to 

Barrett Clark, dated May 4, 1917, Conrad writes, “[s]ome critics have found fault with 

me for not being constantly myself” (quoted in Fiction of Autobiography 74).  Despite 

the negative reviews of the book, Conrad expressed a great affinity for A Personal 

Record, which he considered both an honest and comprehensive account of his life.  In a 

letter to J.M. Dent, dated March 29, 1919, Conrad claims that A Personal Record “is 

closer to me than my own skin and can be neither stretched out nor have pieces let into it 

without losing its fundamental unity and its artistic character” (Letters 219).  In the same 

letter to Dent, Conrad attests to the credibility of his memoirs: 

The Reminiscences are not a collection of loose papers.  The book is an elaborately 
planned whole in a method of my own, and in the Preface too it is pointed out 
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distinctly as being specially concerned with my first book and my first contact with 
the sea. 
 This, apart from the revelation of personality, is the subject; and I have nothing 
more to say about it. (Letters 219) 
 

In his Preface to A Personal Record, Conrad admits that the events in his personal 

history were “put down without any regard for established conventions”; he also 

claims, however, that his remembrances were “not . . . thrown off without system and 

purpose” and that “[t]hey have their hope and their aim” (xxi).  A Personal Record is a 

carefully crafted work of autobiography that does not confuse good writing with 

“established conventions.”  Conrad’s personal history thwarts expectations and fails to 

realize its stated aims in order to suggest news ways of imagining autobiography as a 

literary as well as historical genre. 

For an increasing number of critics, the “intricate problems” traditionally 

associated with A Personal Record are less indicative of deficiencies within Conrad’s text 

than suggestive of Conrad’s critical engagement with the traditional assumptions that 

govern autobiography.  Albert Guerard, for example, claims that A Personal Record is 

“one of Conrad’s most subtly and most deliberately constructed books” (3).  Despite 

announcing that A Personal Record is “one of the more anomalous texts in its subgenre,” 

Porter Abbot maintains that Conrad’s autobiography is a highly sophisticated work of 

literature that recognizes its place within an established literary tradition: “A Personal 

Record contains numerous references to the scene of writing.  The text is littered with 

pens and paper, and includes a notable example of the conceit of the manuscript 

battlefield” (135,151).  GoGwilt argues that A Personal Record “shows more design than 

raggedness” and that it “resituate[s] the temporal and spatial coordinates of 
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autobiography” (140,146).   In Jocelyn Baines’ view, “Conrad handled his 

[autobiographical] material with consummate adroitness and there is no impression of 

scrappiness” (351).  A Personal Record is no longer considered a “disappointing” 

autobiography; Conrad’s elusive and frequently haphazard prose-style is praised by 

critics as a deliberate attempt to disrupt the established and perhaps antiquated rules of 

self-life-writing. 

In the Preface Conrad questions the chronological structure of standard 

autobiography: “Could I begin with the sacramental words, ‘I was born on such a date in 

such a place?’  The remoteness of the locality would have robbed the statement of all 

interest.  I haven’t lived through wonderful adventures to be related seriatim” (xx).  

Shunning convention, Conrad begins A Personal Record with the line, “[b]ooks may be 

written in all sorts of places” (3).  The frantic, seemingly chaotic pace of A Personal 

Record enforces the idea that time does not always function linearly.  Conrad’s personal 

history does not have a clear beginning, middle and end; rather, it relates Conrad’s 

disparate experiences with little regard for chronological order.  In Chapter One Conrad 

mentions that “the sun of my sea-going was setting,” but quickly shifts perspective to 

comment on his early childhood in Poland, his journey to Stanley Falls while a sailor and 

his first return trip to Poland since he left for Marseilles in 1874 (4).  A Personal Record 

formulates a sense of history that is perpetually in motion.  The events and feelings 

within Conrad’s autobiography are not anchored to a particular context; rather, they are 

constantly evolving to produce new and innovative perspectives on human existence as it 

is measured by and contained within time. 
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A Personal Record takes great liberties with both history and “the facts” to 

suggest that truth, like time, is not the product of strict scientific reasoning.  Said argues 

that “[t]he often willful inaccuracy of Conrad’s memory about his works and life . . . is 

too persistent a habit to be glossed over” (Fiction of Autobiography 11).  Said elaborates: 

“it is almost impossible to reconcile the history of Almayer’s Folly found in the letters 

with the arch set-piece offered in A Personal Record.  In the latter, Conrad has contrived 

a reduced version that conceals or ignores his intense personal struggles” (Fiction of 

Autobiography 22).  The contradictions and errors in A Personal Record are not signs of 

carelessness, but “reflect[] the difficult process of remembering” (GoGwilt 140).  

Discussing his grand-uncle Nicholas B., Conrad suggests that memory is a highly 

subjective, even incongruous, record through which to understand life: “he remains the 

most incomplete figure . . . if I try to call up his image, a sort of mist rises before my 

eyes, a mist in which I perceive vaguely only a neatly brushed head of white hair . . .  and 

a thin, curved, dignified nose” (31).  Memory cannot produce an objective account of an 

individual’s life; our remembrances form a personal truth that exists somewhere between 

the realms of history and fiction. 

The fictional qualities of A Personal Record foreground the unconventional 

aspects of Conrad’s personal history.  In a letter to Alfred A. Knopf, dated July 20, 

1913, Conrad describes A Personal Record as a “bit of autobiography –and a bit of 

good writing as well” (quoted in Szczypien 12) to suggest that his second personal 

history is both aesthetic and historical.  From the beginning of his autobiography, 

Conrad refers to the characters in Almayer’s Folly as if they were tangible people: 
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I had been treating myself to a long stay on shore, and in the necessity of occupying 
my mornings, Almayer (that old acquaintance) came nobly to the rescue.  Before 
long, as was only proper, his wife and daughter joined him round my table, and 
then the rest of that Pantai band came full of words and gestures.  Unknown to my 
respectable landlady, it was my practice directly after my breakfast to hold 
animated receptions of Malays, Arabs and half-castes. (9) 
 

In the case of the General’s Daughter in Chapter Five of A Personal Record, Conrad 

even privileges fiction as “more poignant and real” than history (102).  Emphasizing 

the literary aspects of Conrad’s autobiography, Guerard argues that A Personal Record 

is so stylized that it should be received as a work of fiction: “evasiveness, however 

irritating to the biographer, can be one of the foundations of a high art.  And Conrad’s 

A Personal Record (1912) is a true work of art” (3).  A Personal Record reconfigures 

received ideas of “the truth” to encourage less rigid formulations of history and more 

creative means of personal expression. 

The literary allusions in A Personal Record present an ambiguous portrait of 

an author whose life has literally become his craft, but they also function as important 

sources of “historical” meaning within Conrad’s autobiography.  Hay argues that 

Conrad’s literary references “reveal as much about Conrad as they do about 

themselves, if not more” (194).  Famous protagonists like “the romantic daughter” (5) 

Madame Bovary and “the ingenious hidalgo of La Mancha” (36) complement the 

historical content of Conrad’s autobiography.  Gustav Morf famously reads Conrad’s 

“inexplicable desire” to go to sea through the example of the outlandish Don Quixote: 

It is as if Conrad had wanted to prove to himself and others, that he was not alone 
to give way to such forces.  In A Personal Record, this intention is quite evident.  
He compares himself (or better: he identifies himself) with Don Quixote.  The case 
is now quite clear: Don Quixote (i.e. Joseph Conrad) was faithful to his ideal, 
becoming thereby unfaithful to his village (i.e. native country).  And Conrad 
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explains that there are two sorts of fidelity: the fidelity to a personal, unselfish 
ideal, to one’s call, and the fidelity to a family tradition, and that there are cases 
when the latter need must give way to the former. (The Polish Heritage of Joseph 
Conrad 98-9) 
 

According to Morf, Conrad’s “excusing Don Quixote is only a way of excusing himself” 

(99), and so Conrad finds redemption through this ironic literary hero.  Conrad’s 

association with Don Quixote is curious considering the mad antics of Cervantes’ 

protagonist, but it must also be taken seriously in a text that harbors a great fondness and 

respect for fictional characters.  The literary references in A Personal Record are 

consequently less evasive than they are insightful. 

Rather than undermine Conrad’s promise of “sincerity” (xiii) in the Preface, the 

fictional qualities of A Personal Record represent alternative versions of the “truth.”  At 

the end of Chapter One Conrad claims: 

Only in men’s imagination does every truth find an effective and undeniable 
existence.  Imagination, not invention, is the supreme master of art as of life.  An 
imaginative and exact rendering of authentic memories may serve worthily that 
spirit of piety towards all things human which sanctions the conceptions of a writer 
of tales, and the emotions of the man reviewing his own experience. (A Personal 
Record 25) 
 

To be truthful, one must be imaginative - an extremely appropriate philosophy for a man 

whose “personal life . . . became a matter for the writing project” (Said, Beginnings 234).  

The aesthetic quality of A Personal Record adds a sincerity to Conrad’s personal history 

that facts could not provide; they also identify Conrad as an experienced writer who is 

eager to make his mark on English literature.  A Personal Record is neither wholly 

historical nor wholly fictional; it is an honest account of Conrad’s character and a 
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sophisticated work of literature, that deserves the type of thorough analysis commonly 

reserved for works like Heart of Darkness, Nostromo and Lord Jim.   

Pole-arized Values 
 

A Personal Record was written to discredit critics who considered Conrad’s 

decision to leave Poland a cowardly act of betrayal.  Batchelor observes that Conrad “was 

very sensitive to the charge that he had deserted Poland . . . [and] was very hurt by an 

attack made on him in April 1899 by Eliza Orzeszkowa” whom Conrad later referred to 

as a “hag” (22).  Orzeszkowa accused Conrad of abandoning his national obligations and 

profiting from living in England: 

I must say that this gentleman [Joseph Conrad] who writes popular and very 
lucrative novels in English has almost caused me a nervous breakdown.  My gorge 
rises when I read about him . . . creative talent forms the very head of the tree, the 
pinnacle of the tower, the life-blood of the nation.  And to take away that flower to 
remove that pinnacle, to drain away that life-blood from the nation in order to pass 
it on to the Anglo-Saxons who anyway lie on a bed of roses because they pay 
better!  It is hard to even think about it without shame!  And to make matters 
worse, that gentleman bears the name and possibly is a very close descendant of 
Jozef Korzeniowski whose books when I was a teenager brought tears to my eyes, 
the first tears of compassion, and fired me with my first noble enthusiasm and good 
resolutions. (quoted in Najder, A Chronicle 256) 

 
Conrad was not immune to charges that he betrayed Poland and he resented his 

accusers for dismissing his strong sense of fidelity and personal responsibility (Morf 

97).  Conrad is quick to address his critics within A Personal Record: “Alas!  I have 

the conviction that there are men of unstained rectitude who are ready to murmur 

scornfully the word desertion.  Thus the taste of innocent adventure may be made 

bitter to the palate.  The part of the inexplicable should be allowed for in appraising 

the conduct of men in a world where no explanation is final” (35).  Conrad rejects the 
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idea that he betrayed Poland as a gross misreading of his youthful intentions and 

personal history, a misreading Conrad seeks to avoid by writing A Personal Record. 

While Conrad felt compelled to write a second autobiography in order to 

defend his public reputation, A Personal Record offers considerable insight into 

Conrad’s life and character.  Conrad describes his autobiography as “a bit of 

psychological document” (xx) to suggest that, rather than exclusively engaging his 

critics, he wrote the appropriately titled A Personal Record to investigate his own 

emotional and intellectual character.  Conrad’s personal history reveals his lifelong 

struggle “to attain a peace within himself regarding Poland” (Szczypien 3) and his 

father, whose revolutionary spirit blinded him to Poland’s tragic situation as a nation 

worn out by decades of failed military conflicts.  A Personal Record reveals Conrad’s 

deep sense of kinship with Poland, while simultaneously exploring his ambiguous 

feelings toward the proud nation where he spent most of his youth.  A Personal 

Record affirms Conrad’s steadfast allegiance to Poland, but it also represents an 

attempt to “place to rest” (x) the standards of a past which Conrad cannot quite 

extricate himself from.  Guerard’s observation that A Personal Record is “in its secret 

burden, an attempt to prove . . . [Conrad’s] fidelity” (7) to Poland accurately reflects 

Conrad’s own thinking. 

The charge that he had betrayed Poland touched “a painful nerve” (Edward 

Garnett quoted in Tarnawksi 144) in Conrad whose initial decision to leave Poland 

was ridiculed by both family members and the general public.  Conrad’s family 

history was steeped in feelings of “Pro patria!” (35) and his relatives had no patience 
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or understanding for his wish to go to sea.  In the Preface Conrad recollects that he 

departed Poland “under a storm of blame from every quarter which had the merest 

shadow of right to voice an opinion” (xiv).  Similarly, in Chapter One of A Personal 

Record Conrad recalls how family members condemned his ambitions as “folly . . . 

[and] would call it to my face” (44).  Conrad’s Uncle and guardian, Tadeusz 

Bobrowski, was greatly distressed by his nephew’s unorthodox plans and showed 

Conrad his disdain; he considered Conrad’s ambition for travel “a childish whim 

which would soon pass” (Szczypien 17).  The local population too was critical of 

Conrad’s desire to travel abroad:  

a wave of scandalised astonishment (it could not have been greater if I had 
announced the intention of entering a Carthusian monastery) ebbing out of the 
educational and academic town of Cracow spread itself over several provinces.  It 
spread itself shallow but far-reaching.  It stirred up a mass of remonstrance, 
indignation, pitying wonder, bitter irony and downright chaff.  I could hardly 
breathe under its weight, and certainly had no words for an answer.  People 
wondered what Mr. T.B. would do now with his worrying nephew and, I dare say, 
hoped kindly that he would make short work of my nonsense. (A Personal Record 
41-2) 
 

Conrad describes how he “faced the astonished indignations, the mockeries and the 

reproaches of a sort hard to bear for a boy of fifteen” and “went through agonies of 

self-conflict and shed secret tears” before eventually being allowed to leave Poland 

(110).  The hostility directed at Conrad for going to sea remained with him for most of 

his life and he shouldered an immense “guilt over leaving Poland” (Watts 56), a guilt 

that as it represented an important cite of personal and cultural meaning. 

In “Poland Revisited” Conrad voices the fear that his life was merely “a series 

of betrayals” (Notes on Life and Letters 149).  Conrad’s return visit to Poland in 1890, 
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at the age of thirty-three, the first since he departed at sixteen, was marred by feelings 

of unease: “he resented suggestions that he ought not to have gone abroad . . . there 

were problems of adjustment for this mature man returning to a place where people 

were accustomed to thinking of him as a wayward child” (Batchelor 18).  Even into 

his fifties Conrad was susceptible to the suggestion that he no longer cared for Poland: 

“on his visit to Poland in 1914 he still had a sense of guilt and a fear of being slighted 

by other Poles” (Baines 353).  Conrad’s description of his grand-uncle’s desperate 

hunger in A Personal Record serves as a constant reminder of the patrimony Conrad 

had rejected.  His grandmother’s seemingly innocent response to Conrad’s childhood 

insistence that, “I could not have eaten that dog” is charged with the suggestion that 

Conrad lived a much easier life than his immediate ancestors: “Perhaps you don’t 

know what it is to be hungry” (34).  Conrad was haunted by his decision to leave 

Poland; he felt his actions needed “to be explained and somehow justified, especially 

in the light of his parents’ sacrifice for their country” (Najder, Conrad in Perspective 

108). 

Conrad was born into a proud family tradition characterized by a strong sense of 

national honor and public duty.  In Chapters Two and Three of A Personal Record, 

Conrad recalls the distinguished figure of his grand-uncle Nicholas B. who joined 

Napoleon’s army to take up arms against Russia, but who was later caught by Russian 

forces and exiled for treason.  Nicholas B. was a model patriot; he was a Knight of the 

Legion of Honor and received the Polish Cross for valor (Poland’s highest military 
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commendation).36  Conrad’s grand-uncle suffered “for the sake of his country” and 

embodied the “unappeasable and patriotic desire” that motivated many of Conrad’s 

relations and comrades to commit brave acts of rebellion (35).  Referring to his mother 

and Nicholas B., respectively, Conrad alludes to the cycle of patriotism running in his 

family: “The little child a few months old he had taken up in his arms on the day of his 

home-coming after years of war and exile, was confessing her faith in national salvation 

by suffering exile in her turn” (63).   Conrad inherited a strict sense of national duty from 

his immediate and extended family, which was only partly assuaged by his 

accomplishments as a sailor and later as an author writing in the tradition of Shakespeare. 

Conrad’s parents were devout patriots who embraced their national duty and 

willingly sacrificed their lives for Polish independence.  Conrad’s mother and father died 

prematurely after an emotionally and physically grueling exile in northern Russian; his 

mother, Evelina Bobrowski, died when Conrad was seven, his father when Conrad was 

eleven.  Conrad describes his mother as “meeting with calm fortitude the cruel trials of a 

life reflecting all the national and social misfortunes of the community” (29); he refers to 

his father as “a patriot in the sense of a man who believing in the spirituality of a national 

existence could not bear to see that spirit enslaved” (viii).  Although Conrad was close to 

his mother, his recollections of his childhood primarily evoke his father who was a kind 

yet imposing patriarch.  In his “Author’s Note,” Conrad describes Apollo Korzeniowski 

as “a man with . . . a strong sense of responsibility in the region of ideas and action and 

so indifferent to the promptings of personal ambition” (vii).  Conrad lived with the “fame 

                                                 
36 See footnotes for A Personal Record, page 159. 
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of his [father’s] fidelity” (viii) and the expectation that his actions would reflect the 

fortitude and humility demonstrated by his parents in the face of great political opposition 

and the threat of physical danger. 

Conrad’s mother was a brave woman, but his father was the political activist 

who publicly denounced Poland’s colonial occupiers and actively worked toward 

Polish independence.  Apollo was “a heroic figure” and “a brilliant passionate, 

courageous patriot, totally committed to the liberation of Poland from Russia” 

(Batchelor 7,3).  He died a “mortally weary” man who throughout his life had 

remained true to the “one guiding emotion” (viii) that united his fellow Poles against 

their Russian oppressors.  A relentless revolutionary, Apollo expected Conrad to take 

up arms against Russia and dedicate himself to what Conrad refers to in A Personal 

Record as “the Idea” (viii).  In a letter to his cousin, Stefan Buszczynski, written in 

1868, Apollo wrote, “[m]y first object is to bring up Konradek . . . as a Pole” (quoted 

in Batchelor 1).  Apollo named his son after Mickiewicz Wallenrod’s famous Polish 

protagonist, Konrad Wallenrod, who is the “hero of a medieval struggle between 

Lithuanians and Germans which was understood, by all Poles, to stand for their 

contemporary struggle with the Russians” (Batchelor 8).  Having both loved and 

respected his father, Conrad experienced his decision to go to sea as a betrayal, not 

only of Poland, but of his father’s conceptions of courage and honor. 

While A Personal Record reflects the “patriotism [that] can be found explicitly 

and implicitly in many of his [Conrad’s] works” (Watts 54), it also acknowledges the 

immense personal costs accrued by his family’s narrow sense of patriotic duty.  
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Tarnawski describes Conrad’s proud family history as a double-edged sword that 

inspired both repulsion and compulsion in Conrad: “not many [Polish émigrés] had 

such tragic family histories of political and personal persecution as the young Conrad 

– or such a legacy of patriotic obligations” (55).  Conrad associated Poland with a 

“hazardous childhood” (vii) that was defined by his parents’ suffering and illnesses.  

Cedric Watts observes that the loss of his parents at an early age made Conrad 

“capable of seeing ways in which loyalty to nation might entail disloyalty to family – 

or at least a sacrifice of family happiness on the altar of a patriotic ideal” (56).  Conrad 

describes his youth as scarred by his distress over his parents’ deaths and besieged by 

solitude: “My young days, the days when one’s habits and character are formed, have 

been rather familiar with long silences” (xx).  In the Preface Conrad acknowledges the 

tragedy of his mother’s short life: “I remember her smiles, too.  Perhaps for me she 

could always find a smile.  She was young then, certainly not yet thirty.  She died four 

years later in exile” (x).  Conrad felt compelled to fight for his country, but he also 

resented how his father’s zealous patriotism devastated his family and left Conrad to 

fend for himself at the age of eleven. 

Conrad’s childhood experiences made him acutely aware of the private history of 

suffering that underlined Poland’s defiant brand of nationalism and deep hatred for 

Russian imperialism.  Sadly, Conrad’s family was destroyed by the patriotism it 

esteemed.  Ian Watt notes that both “sides of the family, and especially, of course, the 

men, had suffered heavily in the insurrection and the pitiless reprisals which followed: 

three died, others were imprisoned or exiled” (4).  The forlorn photograph, included in 
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Morph’s Conrad biography, of Apollo sitting in exile with two equally morose looking 

comrades epitomizes the misery that Conrad’s family and compatriots shouldered in the 

effort to liberate Poland.  The dedication on the back of the photograph reads: “To my 

relative and brother in suffering and spirit Apollo Korzeniowski I dedicate this memory 

of the bitter and heartrending moments of deportation” (quoted in Morph 58).  Praising 

his Uncle Tadeusz’s kind, if somewhat overly protective, nature, Conrad indirectly 

alludes to the widespread suffering of Poland’s children: “He had been guardian of many 

orphans of land-owning families from the three southern provinces” (23).  Conrad 

sympathized with Poland’s cruel fate, but his experiences as a child made him wary of 

the hotheaded idealism that led to his parents’ premature deaths. 

 The tragedy of Conrad’s parents’ lives as well as his own sad childhood, 

prompted Conrad’s early realization that Poland’s proud national history was 

characterized by bloody carnage and a gross waste of human life.37  In the beginning 

of A Personal Record Conrad describes Poland as “a kindly, bread giving land” for 

which he feels an intimate connection (26).  This fertile image of the Polish plains 

                                                 
37 While Conrad was critical of the revolutionary spirit that characterized Polish 
nationalism, he blamed Russian imperialism for orphaning generations of Polish children 
and for crippling the Polish nation as a whole.  Conrad describes Poland as a land marred 
by death: Conrad’s aunt died of “inflammation of the lungs,” his tutor died young and the 
servant Joseph had cholera (30,44 and 22).  Poland’s decrepit state is due in large part to 
Russian oppression: “There was my cousin, a delightful, quick-tempered little girl, some 
months younger than myself, whose life, lovingly watched over, as if she were a royal 
princess, came to an end with her fifteenth year.  There were other children too, many of 
whom are dead now and not a few whose very names I have forgotten.  Over all this hung 
the oppressive shadow of the great Russian Empire” (24).  Russia’s cruel treatment of the 
Polish people does not excuse Apollo’s willingness to put country before family; it does, 
however, temper Conrad’s criticism of his father’s valiant if ill-conceived attempts to free 
Poland from colonial oppression. 
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distracts, however, from the fact that Conrad’s impression of Poland was burdened by 

“memories of irreparable national and personal loss” (Watt 5).  In a letter to Garnett, 

dated October 1907, Conrad mocks the endless cycle of violence inflicted in the name 

of Polish independence: “you remember always that I am a Slav (it’s your idée fixe) 

but you seem to forget that I am a Pole.  You forget that we have been used to battle 

without illusions . . . We have been ‘going-in’ these last hundred years repeatedly, to 

be knocked on the head” (quoted in Fiction of Autobiography 63).  Leo Gurko argues 

that Conrad’s feelings of patriotic pride were tainted by an overwhelming sense of 

helplessness: 

He longed as much as any Pole for his country’s independence, but did not believe 
it would come.  He had seen his father and mother swallowed up by Poland’s 
oppressive situation, learned of the melancholy death of his father’s two brothers in 
misadventures that were partly political in character, and was constantly reminded 
of the heroic sacrifices made by his patriotic ancestors for the Polish cause.  These 
reminders filled him with pride, but also with futility.  Polish patriotism was 
marked by valor and self-sacrifice; yet it seemed always to end in failure and death. 
(Joseph Conrad: Giant in Exile 14) 
 

Conrad depicts Poland as a desperate nation whose fate mirrors his parents’ forlorn 

situations as martyrs whose heroic efforts did little to liberate Poland from Russian 

occupation. Conrad considered the struggle for Polish independence to be a disaster – 

an endless cycle of violence that achieved little except for further humiliation and 

suffering - which he avoided by going to sea. 

Rather than reiterate the romantic ideals celebrated by generations of Poles, 

including Conrad’s father, A Personal Record presents an ambiguous portrait of Poland 

and Polish nationalism.  Conrad acknowledges his family’s valiant struggle against 

colonial oppression; he also suggests, however, the painful truth that despite Apollo’s 
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bravery, he was “an unsuccessful conspirator against the Russian occupation” (Gurko 8).  

Apollo’s devout patriotism did little except destroy his family; he died a “vanquished 

man” (viii) whose failure “as a rebel personifies the failure of Poland in the same role” 

(Gurko 8).  A Personal Record illustrates that “the claims of honor, the claims of the law 

and the claims of affection” (Watts 16) are often contradictory and, in the case of Poland, 

can produce disastrous results.  Conrad’s Poland is a nation in desperate need of self-

repair; Apollo Korzeniowski failed to emancipate the country he loved and so Conrad 

suggests the need for new leadership and national perspective if Poland is to reemerge as 

the independent and powerful nation it was during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 

Two Gentlemen and One Pole 
 

The act of clambering into his father’s chair to read Apollo’s blotted translation of 

Two Gentlemen represents a pivotal moment in Conrad’s unconscious development as a 

writer: “in reading Shakespeare, whose loyal disciple he remained for the rest of his life, 

he [Conrad] was brought into the orbit of English literature” (Najder, A Chronicle 22).  

Hay observes that “the scene in which he [Conrad] reads Shakespeare for the first time 

(in his father’s Polish translation) leads by free association from his first English reading 

to the scene in London where he wrote the beginning of Almayer’s Folly” (199).  

Conrad’s reference to Shakespeare interrupts his account of his state of mind immediately 

before “plung[ing] into my writing life” (73) and beginning to write his “much-delayed” 

first novel (68).  In this respect, Conrad’s exposure to Shakespeare as a child anticipates 

his departure from Poland as well as his success as a writer within the tradition of English 

letters. 
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Shakespeare had an immediate effect on Conrad’s youthful imagination.  At the 

beginning of A Personal Record, Conrad dismisses his decision to go to sea as a “sin of 

childish audacity” (13); in reality, Conrad’s choice to leave Poland was motivated both 

by the loss of his parents and his compulsion to realize the adventures narrated in his 

favorite works of fiction.  Ian Watt comments that Conrad left Poland in order to escape 

“a homeland which was heavy with memories of irreparable national and personal loss” 

(5).  Watt also acknowledges, however, that “Conrad’s reading . . . certainly played a part 

in shaping his wish” to embark on what Conrad refers to in A Personal Record as “my 

romantic folly” (Watt 5; 43).  Elaborating on Watt’s statement, Gurko argues that “[t]o 

the boy caught within the enclosed world of Russia and Russian Poland in the 1860’s . . . 

[Shakespeare’s] plays supplied whatever élan, whatever impulse to self-fulfillment that 

he may not have secured from Marryat, Hugo, and Mungo Park” (19).  As will be 

discussed in more detail later in this chapter, the characters and themes of Two 

Gentlemen introduced Conrad to a world where father’s encouraged their sons to journey 

abroad as a means of preparing them for the challenges of statesmanship.  Shakespeare 

inspired Conrad to imagine a reality defined by possibly instead of the misery that 

determined so much of Conrad’s childhood, and consequently facilitated Conrad’s 

departure from Poland despite fierce family opposition. 

Reading Shakespeare as a counterforce to Conrad’s Polish heritage is complicated 

by the fact that “Shakespeare” functions as an ambiguous cite of cultural and literary 

meaning within A Personal Record.  Conrad is not only “brought into the orbit of English 

literature” by reading Two Gentlemen in Polish translation, but he inherits his 
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appreciation for Shakespeare’s plays from his father.  Apollo Korzeniowski expected 

Conrad to uphold his family’s strong sense of public service; he also “worshipped 

Shakespeare” (Batchelor 5) and, by Conrad’s account, was “a remarkable translator of 

Shakespeare” (ix) who instilled in his son a life-long admiration for Shakespeare’s 

literary accomplishments.  In this respect, Shakespeare is paradoxical figure within A 

Personal Record; he is the impetus for Conrad’s career as a sailor and intimately 

connected to Conrad’s Polish heritage.  Shakespeare’s work appears to mitigate the 

significant differences that exist between Conrad and his father: “Books are an integral 

part of one’s life and my Shakespearean associations are with that first year of our 

bereavement, the last I spent with my father in exile . . . and with the year of hard gales, 

the year in which I came nearest to death at sea, first by water and then by fire” (73).  Far 

from isolating Conrad from Poland and his family, Shakespeare appears to encompass the 

intricate web of cultural, literary and personal relationships that shaped Conrad’s 

character from childhood. 

“Conrad’s admiration of Shakespeare” (Najder, A Chronicle 233) is best 

demonstrated by his habit of infusing Shakespearean themes and motifs into his novels.  

Discussing Conrad’s “desire to do homage to Shakespeare,” Batchelor notes Conrad’s 

tendency “to ‘match up’ his own work to that of Shakespeare” (6,307).  Adam Gillon, 

whose four part essay, “Shakespeare and Conrad,” offers the most comprehensive 

analysis of Shakespeare’s influence on Conrad’s writing, comments that “Shakespeare 

must have exercised an abiding influence upon Conrad, for many of his stories and 

novels have Shakespearean figures” (Part One 5).   Jim’s desperate situation in Lord Jim 
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is commonly linked to the “misfortune and disaster” (Gurko 18) that characterize 

Hamlet’s fate.  Jim and Hamlet are romantics who fail to act resolutely; they “suffer . . 

.‘acute consciousness of lost honour’” (Batchelor 108), yet fail to take deliberate and 

decisive action to remedy their situations.  Similarly, Kurtz’s character in Heart of 

Darkness has much in common with Macbeth; encouraged by their wives (Kurtz’s 

Intended), Kurtz and Macbeth commit murder and are eventually driven mad by their 

relentless ambition and boundless greed.38  Conrad’s habit of modeling his characters on 

Shakespeare’s theatrical personalities is most apparent, however, in Victory.  Robert 

Hampson argues that Victory’s protagonist, Heyst, “is a re-enactment of Prospero” living 

on an isolated tropical island: Heyst’s “existence on Samburn is a version of 

Shakespeare’s The Tempest – with Lena as Miranda; Wang as Ariel; Mr. Jones as Duke 

Ferdinand; Pedro as Caliban” (154).  Conrad’s extensive use of Shakespearean allusion 

“to magnify and universalize the significance of his characters and their actions” (Lodge 

199) strongly suggests that the themes of A Personal Record are elucidated, at least in 

part, by the concerns expressed in Two Gentlemen.   

Conrad’s Shakespearean allusions highlight specific aspects of his novels without 

creating rigid parallels between Conrad and Shakespeare’s characters.  Without allowing 

Shakespeare’s plays to dictate the concerns of his literary works, Conrad appropriates 

Shakespeare to convey the complexity and poignancy of his characters’ situations.  Lord 

Jim overtly and repeatedly refers to Hamlet, but it also differs from the play it draws 

                                                 
38 Whereas Lady Macbeth encourages her husband to murder Duncan and assume the 
Scottish thrown, Kurtz journeys to the Congo to satisfy the (financial) expectations of his 
Intended and her family, only to assume control over a tribe of native Africans. 
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from.  Jim is motivated more by shame and guilt than impelled by the revenge which 

provokes Hamlet; Jim receives assistance, whereas Hamlet is totally isolated from friends 

and family; and Jim’s experiences in Patusan have no parallel in Shakespeare’s play.  

Stein’s reference to Hamlet’s “To be, or not to be” (3.1.55) soliloquy “adapt[s] the words 

of your great poet” (Lord Jim 199) rather than quoting Shakespeare verbatim.  His 

adaptation of Hamlet’s lines adds meaning to Shakespeare’s most famous play: “The 

soliloquy in Hamlet contemplates suicide – whether to be – but Stein rightly feels that 

‘how to be’, how to continue to live, is the central preoccupation of Shakespeare’s play” 

(Batchelor 108).39  Conrad’s novels do not mirror Shakespeare’s plays; rather, they 

reinvent established Shakespearean themes to reflect the turmoil and unease of Conrad’s 

volatile age. 

Despite the overt similarities between Victory and The Tempest, Conrad’s prose 

narrative differs significantly from Shakespeare’s dramatic script.  Heyst is hardly the 

commanding authority that Prospero is in The Tempest and Lena is neither as naïve nor as 

malleable as Miranda.   Wang’s “optical stunts” (Dike 96) mirror Ariel’s sprightly 

powers, but, as Gillon argues, “while Ariel remains faithful to the stern and demanding 

Prospero, Wang steals the revolver of his kindly and benevolent master, thus rendering 

him helpless in the face of the diabolical trio of invaders” (Part Four 277).  More 

fundamentally, Victory suppresses the racial and cultural tensions represented within The 

Tempest.  Discussing the role of imperialism in Conrad’s work, Hampson comments that 

“the colonial encounter is kept in the background” of Victory (155).  Whereas The 
                                                 
39 For a more detailed discussion of Jim’s relationship to Hamlet, see Batchelor (107-98) 
and Gillon (Part Two). 
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Tempest reflects the dangers and excitement associated with Britain’s early colonial 

missions to North America, Victory expresses the pessimism that permeated European 

society after the Great War of 1914.  Batchelor argues that Victory illustrates the 

“irredeemably horrible” nature of the modern world: “Its lack of order indicates that life . 

. . is now beyond hope of control.  Conrad is saying in effect, ‘the tidiness of 

Shakespeare’s valedictory romance needs to be countered by something which is both 

untidy and hopeless’” (235).  The fact that Victory is a “modern” work of fiction 

(Batchelor 235), one that anticipates the collapse of European imperial power, does not, 

however, deny that The Tempest remains a “part of the conscious or unconscious of . . . 

[Conrad’s] novel” (Lodge 195).40 

The attention to travel within Two Gentlemen connects Shakespeare’s play and 

Conrad’s experiences as an adolescent determined to go to sea.  At the beginning of Two 

Gentlemen, Valentine informs his friend Proteus that “My father at the road/ Expects my 

coming, there to see me shipp’d” (1.1.53).  Proteus also leaves Verona for Milan; taking 

his leave of Julia, his devoted admirer and future wife, Proteus exclaims, “My father 

stays my coming; answer not;/ The tide is now – nay, not the tide of tears,/ That tide will 

stay me longer than I should” (1.1.53; 2.2.13).  The idea of a sea voyage is reiterated by 

Panthino’s rebuke of Launce for being late for Proteus’ departure: “Launce, away, away! 

aboard!  Thy master is/ shipp’d, and thou art to post after with oars.  What’s the matter?  

Why weep’st thou, man? Away, ass, you’ll/ lose the tide, if you tarry any longer” (2.2.33-

                                                 
40 Given The Tempest’s influence on Victory’s characters and themes, it is appropriate 
that Conrad celebrated the success of the novel with a trip to London to see a 
Shakespeare production–Romeo and Juliet (Najder, A Chronicle 409). 
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6).  In Act Three, the mention of ships allows Launce to pun on Speed’s referring to 

Proteus as his “mastership”: “With my [master’s ship]? why, it is at sea” (3.1.282).  The 

nautical language of the play clearly contradicts the geography of Northern Italy where 

Two Gentlemen is set.  The repeated references to ships and to the sea combine to form, 

as Margaret Maurer points out, one of “an unusually large number of small places 

[where] a reader has difficulty rationalizing details of the text” and where language 

overpowers any pretence of a realistic landscape (405).  Nevertheless, the importance of 

sea journeys to both A Personal Record and Two Gentlemen links the two texts. 

Two Gentlemen extols the virtues of travel as a right of passage designed to 

prepare the next generation of city leaders for the responsibilities of office.  The 

chivalrous Valentine must have appealed to the youthful Conrad who “intensely . . . 

identified himself . . . with heroes, adventurers, and explorers” (Morf 95).  The opening 

lines of Two Gentlemen could have been muttered by Conrad instead of Valentine: 

Cease to persuade, my loving Proteus: 
Home-keeping youth have ever homely wits. 
Were’t not affection chains thy tender days 
To the sweet glances of thy honor’d love, 
I rather would entreat thy company, 
To see the wonders of the world abroad, 
Than (living dully sluggardiz’d at home) 
Wear out thy youth with shapeless idleness. (1.1.1-8) 

 
Chastising Proteus for his initial decision to stay at home and pursue his infatuation with 

Julia, Valentine clearly envisions travel–Conrad’s “adventure”–as a challenge meant to 

toughen and expand his personality.  According to Valentine, travel and exploration 

sharpen one’s wits, while “living dully sluggardiz’d at home” softens one’s intellect.  As 

a comment on Conrad’s decision to leave Poland, Two Gentlemen suggests it is a 



 

 262 

courageous act that literally and figuratively expanded his horizons.  Remaining at home 

would have slowed Conrad’s inquisitive mind and left him idle; his adventures at sea 

forged the robust, informed and perceptive intellect displayed in his fiction. 

Panthino, advisor to Antonio, Proteus’ father, affirms the idea that journeying 

abroad is an essential part of a youth’s coming of age: 

He [Antonio’s brother] wond’red that your lordship 
Would suffer him [Proteus] to spend his youth at home, 
While other men, of slender reputation, 
Put forth their sons to seek preferment out: 
Some to the wars, to try their fortune there; 
Some to discover islands far away; 
Some to the studious universities. 
For any or for all these exercises 
He said that Proteus, your son, was meet; 
And did request me to importune you 
To let him spend his time no more at home, 
Which would be great impeachment to his age, 
In having known no travel in his youth. (1.3.4 –16) 

 
Antonio’s response to Panthino’s counsel establishes the benefits of leaving home and 

making one’s way through unfamiliar territory: Proteus “cannot be a perfect man,/ Not 

being tried and tutor’d in the world,” and so he is sent to Milan (1.3.20-1).  Speaking 

specifically of Valentine and Proteus, Arthur Holmberg observers, “[e]ach must venture 

forth into the world in a movement away from his family of orientation in order to learn 

the skills and crafts necessary to advance in society, Proteus’ father recognizes his son’s 

need to acquire competency and send him to Milan . .  .All of these themes are united, of 

course, in the overall movement of the play from adolescence into maturity” (41-42).  

Advocating travel as a means of honing one’s intellectual skills for the challenges of 
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adulthood, Two Gentlemen supports Conrad’s controversial decision to leave Poland as a 

step toward a more comprehensive understanding of the world.   

 While Two Gentlemen unequivocally advocates travel as invaluable preparation 

for public service and political leadership, it also paints a realistic view of the sacrifices 

involved in leaving home.  Shakespeare’s play is a bitter-sweat celebration of adventure 

that mirrors Conrad’s mixed feelings about leaving Poland at age sixteen.  Julia bestows 

on her personal servant, Lucetta, the same comforts that Conrad forfeits by leaving 

Poland: “All that is mine I leave at thy dispose,/ My goods, my lands, my reputation” 

(2.7.86).  Launce’s grief at having to attend Proteus abroad witnesses the personal cost 

that generally accompanies leaving home, even when this act is the result of personal 

choice: 

I have receiv’d my proportion, like the prodigious son, and am going with Sir 
Proteus to the Imperial’s court.  I think Crab my dog be the sourest-natur’d dog that 
lives; my mother weeping, my father wailing, my sister crying, our maid howling, 
our cat wringing her paws, and all our house in great perplexity. (2.2.3-9) 
 

Exaggerated and overstated, Launce’s feelings are nonetheless genuine and the sadness 

that lies just beneath his comic veil represents the “secret tears” Conrad shed at his 

departure from Poland.  The emotional and material similarities between Conrad’s 

personal history in A Personal Record and the haphazard antics of Shakespeare’s 

characters in Two Gentlemen highlight the excitement of travel as well as the sadness of 

leaving home.  Conrad’s determination to go to sea was more than “romantic folly”; it 

represents a courageous decision between upholding his family’s legacy and his personal 

desire to be free from the misery he associated with Polish life. 
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Reading Conrad’s decision to go to sea through the events in Two Gentlemen 

absolves Conrad of the dishonor associated with his youthful insistence on journeying 

abroad.  Julia’s fears of scandal were all too real for Conrad whose desire to go to sea 

was ridiculed by family members and the subject of malicious local gossip: “how will the 

world repute me,/ For undertaking so unstaid a journey?/ I fear me it will make me 

scandaliz’d” (2.7.59-61).  Far from being “scandaliz’d,” however, Julia arrives in Milan 

and recaptures Proteus’ affections, which were temporarily distracted by Sylvia’s beauty.  

Julia’s gamble pays off, just as Conrad’s decision to go to sea liberates him from the 

unrealistic expectations of a country exhausted by years of conflict.  Just as Valentine 

“leaves his friends, to dignify them more” (1.1.62), Conrad departs from Poland to fight 

battles of a different, yet no less arduous kind than those undertaken by his fellow Poles 

against their Russian oppressors.  Two Gentlemen affirms Conrad’s claim that the sea is 

“strong medicine” (100) and suggests that his “leaving Poland leads not to ruin and 

disgrace, but eventually to family honor upheld in a new and (to Poles) novel career at 

sea” (Szczypien 18).  Following in the tradition of Sir Francis Drake and Sir John 

Franklin, Conrad leaves Poland to claim independence from the patriotic models he was 

forced to accept as a child; he never compromises, however, the tradition of courage and 

self-sacrifice he inherited from his parents, particularly his father.   

Conrad’s seemingly analogous relationship with Valentine is complicated by the 

fact that Valentine is banished in Act Three of Two Gentlemen.  Valentine’s 

transformation from adventurer to outlaw shifts the focus from Conrad’s wonderful 

“world abroad” to the harsh realities of exile suffered by his father.  Valentine’s fortunes 
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in the Imperial Court of Milan are radically undercut after Proteus reveals his fellow 

Veronan’s plan to elope with the Duke’s daughter, Sylvia.  The Duke is furious at the 

news of Valentine’s intended betrayal; he declares Valentine “banish’d from her 

[Silvia’s] sight” (3.2.2) and threatens him with severe punishment if he dares to return to 

Milan: 

if thou linger in my territories 
Longer than swiftest expedition, 
Will give thee time to leave our royal court, 
By heaven, my wrath shall far exceed the love 
I ever bore my daughter. (3.1.163-7) 
 

Valentine is devastated by the Duke’s sentence and publicly laments his fate: 
 

And why not death, rather than living torment? 
To die is to be banish’d from myself, 
And Silvia is myself: banish’d from her 
Is self from self, a deadly banishment. (3.1.170-3) 
  

In the same speech Valentine exclaims, “I fly away from life,” as if banishment were a 

more torturous punishment than death (3.1.185).  Even Launce’s usually raucous 

comedy, centered around his deafness and subsequent mishearing of what is being said, is 

mute in the face of his master’s exile: “Sir, there is a proclamation that you are vanish’d” 

(3.1.217).  Not only is Launce’s humor arrested by the severity of Valentine’s 

punishment, but his confusion over “banish’d” and “vanish’d” emphasizes the gravity of 

Valentine’s punishment.  While Valentine’s actions in the first act of the play endorses 

Conrad’s decision to go to sea, his role as an outlaw evokes, ironically, the tradition of 

patriotic sacrifice exemplified by Apollo Korzeniowski to suggest Conrad’s competing 

conceptions of heroism. 
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Rather than contradict the initial implication that Conrad’s decision to leave 

Poland was an act of courage and integrity, Valentine’s dual role as adventurer and 

outlaw integrates Conrad’s accomplishments with his father’s legacy of national heroism.  

Banishment in Two Gentlemen is a badge of honor: “Indeed because you [Valentine] are 

a banish’d man,/ Therefore, above the rest, we parley to you” (4.1.57-8).  Valentine and 

his fellow Outlaws acknowledge the hardships of banishment with the same sense of 

pride that characterized Apollo’s attitude toward exile.  In June 1862 Apollo wrote to his 

cousins, Gabriela and Jan Zagorski, regarding his situation in Russia: “We do not regard 

exile as punishment but as a new way of serving our country.  There can be no 

punishment for us, since we are innocent” (quoted Batchelor 4).  Like Apollo, the 

Outlaws are men of sound judgment and steadfast morals who were unjustly banished for 

minor crimes against the state: “we cite our faults/ That they may hold excus’d our 

lawless lives” (4.1.51-2).  The fact that the Outlaws are victims of circumstances also 

evokes, however, Conrad’s experiences as a man who lived most of his life away from 

Poland.  Far from hardened felons, the Outlaws’ lives were radically altered by a single 

act of youthful exuberance: 

some of us are gentlemen, 
Such as the fury of ungovern’d youth 
Thrust from the company of aweful men. 
Myself was from Verona Banished 
For practicing to steal away a lady, 
[An] heir, and [near] allied unto the Duke. (4.1.42-7) 

 
Punished for “the fury of ungovern’d youth,” the Outlaws embody the “inexplicable” 

nature of “innocent adventure” that Conrad associates with his decision to go to sea. As 

the leader of the Outlaws, Valentine’s actions and attitudes integrate Apollo’s sense of 
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national duty with Conrad’s decision to journey abroad.  While their “crimes” are 

different, Conrad and Apollo were men who, like Valentine’s Outlaws, were punished for 

defying laws which were inherently unfair. 

Valentine’s status as an outlaw evokes, ironically, the injustice and indignity 

associated with Apollo Korzeniowski’s exile and Conrad’s understandable desire to 

escape an oppressive family tradition.  In this respect, Conrad conflates his 

accomplishments as a sailor with his father’s status as a national hero to prove that he 

never gave up on either his childhood heroes–“outcasts, living far from their home or in 

strange surroundings . . . [with] little or no hope for them ever to return” (Morf 96)–or the 

chivalrous values he inherited from his father.  Conrad’s allusion to Two Gentlemen 

highlights the similarities between Conrad’s nomadic life at sea and his parents’ rootless 

exile: “I may safely say that through the blind force of circumstances the sea was to be all 

my world and the merchant service my only home for a long succession of years” (xiv).   

Contrary to Morph’s claim that Conrad was “unfaithful to his village” but true to his 

personal ideals, Conrad, in A Personal Record, locates himself within the same tradition 

of national sacrifice that belittled his decision to leave Poland. 

While Valentine’s character reveals the common ground between Conrad and his 

father, Valentine’s accomplishments ultimately align him more with Conrad whose 

success came in life, not, as in Apollo’s case, in death.  Valentine suffers for being 

banished, but he also assumes the title of “general” and leads the Outlaws in “an 

honorable kind of thievery” in the tradition of Robin Hood (4.1.36 and 39).  Upon 
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returning to Milan, Valentine is celebrated as a hero whose time in exile matured his 

youthful sensibilities:  

Valentine has the last word, and he now speaks with the assurance of a man and is 
treated as such by the Duke.  There is a new-found confidence and authority in his 
voice; he gives commands easily and banters with the Duke as only an equal can.  
He has successfully endured the ordeals of initiation which often include a form of 
banishment into the wilderness to test a young man’s mettle. (Holmberg, 
“Shakespearean Comedy as Rite of Passage” 42) 
 

Confident of his position and his abilities, Valentine requests that the Duke pardon his  
 
Outlaw band: 
 

These banish’d men, that I have kept withal, 
Are men endu’d with worthy qualities. 
Forgive them what they have committed here, 
And let them be recall’d from their exile; 
They are reformed, civil, full of good, 
And fit for great employment 

(5.4.148-57) 
 

Valentine’s story is not one of suffering, but of triumph.  He withstands the ardors of 

travel and the indignation of exile to return to Milan a true gentleman worthy of both 

public office and marrying the Duke’s daughter.  He exhibits the same determination and 

stamina Conrad employed when he battled inclement weather at sea and later struggled to 

master the difficulties of writing in English. 

Valentine’s resourceful and determined nature highlights the self-sufficient and 

strong-minded aspects of Conrad’s character that prompted him to escape his family’s 

expectations.  In contrast to his father, who was a valiant, yet “miscast man” (Gurko 19), 

Conrad appears a unique example of self-confidence and ingenuity.  Porter Abbot 

comments that “to Conrad’s knowledge, no Poles . . . had gone to sea” (143) and 

certainly no Polish author rivaled Conrad’s achievement in English literature.  Like the 
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“big, high-class cargo-steamer” that Conrad describes at the end of A Personal Record as 

“the first English ship on whose side I ever laid my hand” (135), Conrad forges his own 

path without needing the assistance of outside forces.  Throughout A Personal Record, 

Conrad asserts his ability to determine his own fate and achieve lasting success.  

Discussing his Master’s certification, Conrad claims, “[i]t was an answer to certain 

outspoken skepticism, and even to some not very kind aspersions.  I had vindicated 

myself from what had been cried upon as a stupid obstinacy or a fantastic caprice” (120).  

Conrad determined to go to sea to escape the miseries of a nation overburdened by an 

archaic and ultimately self-destructive sense of nationalism, but his decision was also an 

act of courage that presented unforeseen challenges and opportunities. 

 Evoking Valentine’s personal and political success, Conrad, in A Personal 

Record, champions a new model of Polish patriotism that transgresses the binary 

paradigms of colonialist and nationalist politics.  Having successfully navigated powerful 

ocean storms and overcome the challenges of writing in English, Conrad directs his 

energies at a Polish nation which remains “averse from change and timid before the 

unknown” (114).  Claiming that “all ambitions are lawful except those which climb 

upward on the miseries of credulities of mankind” (xviii), Conrad defines himself, not as 

a renegade, but as the savior of a nation whose hopes have historically been betrayed by 

its leaders.  Discussing Conrad’s attitude toward Poland before the outbreak of the Great 

War, Edward Said remarks: 

The shame he felt . . . at having left Poland was gradually alleviated by a troubled 
sense of pride and moral achievement.  This is not to say that after 1900 he was 
openly contemptuous of Poland.  Rather he was tentatively implying that if Poland 
had followed his own expedient (self-rescue), it would not be “deprived of … 
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independence, of . . . historical continuity . . . [and of] definite character.” (Fiction 
of Autobiography 26) 
 

Like Prince Roman’s loss of his wife in Conrad’s short story by the same name, Conrad’s 

departure from Poland provides him with rare insight into his Polish heritage: “Her loss 

had been to him a moral shock.  It had opened his heart to a greater sorrow, his mind to a 

vaster thought, his eyes to all the past and to the existence of another love fraught with 

pain but as mysteriously imperative as that lost one to which he had entrusted his 

happiness” (303).  Rather than accept the antiquated terms of his father’s patriotism, 

Conrad sets a new course for a Poland which, Conrad argues, must look to itself, not its 

enemies or potential rescuers, for a sense of direction and identity. 

Conrad’s use of Shakespeare, Britain’s national and literary figurehead, to 

sanction his decision to go to sea complicates his claims of solidarity with the Polish 

people.  While Conrad’s reference to Two Gentlemen integrates his role as adventurer 

and patriot, it also suggests that Conrad was neither as confident nor as clear about his 

national loyalties as he implies.   Shakespeare’s intimate association with British 

political and imperial power suggests Conrad’s emerging British identity as it is 

symbolized by the “The Red Ensign” at the conclusion of A Personal Record.  Rather 

than assimilating Conrad’s roles as a Polish national and “English” writer, 

Shakespeare’s influential role within A Personal Record suggests that Conrad was less 

Polish and more English than he cares to admit: “for Englishmen especially, of all the 

races of the earth, a task, any task, undertaken in an adventurous spirit acquires the 

merit of romance” (96).  Conrad’s seemingly conventional use of Shakespeare as an 

all-knowing literary patriarch displaces the Shakespeare of Conrad’s childhood whose 
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plays fueled Apollo Korzeniowski’s romantic idealism and zealous patriotism.  

Conrad appears to exchange one patriarch for another; he evokes Shakespeare’s 

canonical authority to liberate him from the stifling national legacy he inherited from 

his father. 

Despite the fact that Conrad employs Two Gentlemen to articulate (and even 

sanction) his relationship to Poland and its patriarchal traditions of national loyalty 

and heroism, Conrad relates to Shakespeare as a literary equal.  He retains firm control 

over his personal narrative: Two Gentlemen is only as valuable as Conrad’s reading 

and positioning of the play allows.  The themes of A Personal Record naturally edit 

the concerns presented in Two Gentlemen; Valentine’s character explains Conrad’s 

feelings toward Poland, but only because Conrad frames Shakespeare’s play in terms 

of his experiences a sailor and self-exiled writer.  Shakespeare’s concerns in Two 

Gentlemen do not dictate Conrad’s project in A Personal Record.  Rather, Conrad 

creates meaning by fusing, albeit temporarily, his life with the fictional lives in 

Shakespeare’s play.  Conrad’s vague allusion to Two Gentlemen implies that meaning 

exists, not in isolation, but through the exchange of metaphors and ideas to suggest 

that Shakespeare’s canonical authority is as much the function of his readers as it is of 

his work.  By empowering the reader as the final bastion of textual meaning, Conrad 

facilitates an expansionist reading of the Shakespeare canon that avoids the common 

practice of interpreting Shakespeare’s plays to support a particular national, social or 

personal agenda. 
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Conrad’s manipulation of Shakespeare’s literary and cultural authority extends 

beyond the immediate context of Two Gentlemen to include Conrad’s choice of 

Shakespeare play.41  Shakespeare’s reputation as a commanding literary patriarch is 

hardly sustained by Two Gentlemen’s “solidly minor status in the canon” (Maurer 

405).  The absurd plot and cruel misogyny of this early play proves that even the 

playwright whom Conrad considered “the embodiment of English heroic ideals” 

(Batchelor 107) came from humble literary beginnings.  Samuel Johnson observes that 

Two Gentlemen “is not indeed one of . . . [Shakespeare’s] most powerful effusions” 

and lists a number of his contemporaries who considered the play “one of 

Shakespeare’s worst” (3-4).  Allotting Two Gentlemen only five of the seven hundred 

and forty-five pages he dedicates to Shakespeare’s dramatic production, Harold 

Bloom, in Shakespeare: Inventing the Human, condemns Two Gentlemen.  Bloom 

                                                 
41 Cedric Watts reports that as a child, Conrad was “reproached for being a brooding 
Hamlet by his cousin” (74).  In his discussion of the influences of Cervantes and 
Shakespeare on Conrad’s life and works, Watts states, “[w]hat is certain is that the 
Hamlet/ Don Quixote dichotomy has obvious application both to Conrad’s . . . 
personality and to the loom of characterization in his works” (72-4).  Similarly, Said 
refers to Conrad’s “Hamlet-like puzzlement” regarding European politics and likens 
Conrad to Hamlet “attempting to bring himself to a meaningful point of action” (Fiction 
of Autobiography 82,16).  Batchelor’s claim that “[t]here is a strong argument for the 
view that Lord Jim is a self-portrait” (109) further evidences the powerful analogy 
between Conrad and Hamlet, since Jim embodies many of Hamlet’s characteristics.  The 
direct parallel between Conrad and Hamlet made by Conrad’s cousin, coupled with the 
fact that, out of all Shakespeare’s characters, Hamlet monopolizes Conrad’s literary 
output, strongly suggests that Hamlet would be a much more appropriate choice than Two 
Gentlemen to illustrate Conrad’s character.  While Conrad’s decision to include Two 
Gentlemen in A Personal Record was influenced by an historical event, plot detail and 
thematic concerns, Conrad was not obligated to refer to the play in his autobiography.  
The frequent disregard for historical accuracy within A Personal Record also suggests an 
element of choice regarding Conrad’s use of Two Gentlemen and not Hamlet in this 
work. 
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refers to Valentine and Proteus as the “cad and the booby” and comments that “only 

The Merry Wives of Windsor ranks lower, in my judgment” (Bloom 40,36-7).42  The 

hasty conclusion of the play after Proteus’ attempted rape of Sylvia is particularly 

unsettling: Valentine easily forgives Proteus for conspiring against him and Julia, 

equally as quickly, forgives Proteus for his earlier indiscretions with Silvia.  The 

Shakespeare who wrote Two Gentlemen was not the artistic genius who later was 

revered as the father of English literature and identity; he was a clumsy writer who had 

yet to mature into the writer of King Lear and Hamlet. 

Two Gentlemen is an anomalous, but appropriate play for Conrad to include in 

A Personal Record.  The farcical aspects of Two Gentlemen–Lance’s deafness and 

Speed’s stupidity to name two obvious examples–are appropriate for an author who 

found “an open display of sentiment . . . repugnant” (xvi).  Furthermore, the 

inconsistencies and improbabilities that characterize Two Gentlemen match the 

absurdity embodied in Don Quixote de la Mancha and contribute to the overall sense 

of irony that pervades Conrad’s autobiography.  Shakespeare’s play is appropriate to 

an autobiography in which Conrad’s last “great sea adventure” is spent tied-up “along 

side a quay in Rouen” (3) and Conrad’s breakfasts are attended by “Malays, Arabs and 

half-castes.”  The ridiculous banter of Two Gentlemen eases the tensions in Conrad’s 

exploration of his tragic childhood and contribute to the general mood of acceptance 

that Conrad evokes when he states that “some of our griefs . . . have their source in 

                                                 
42 Both Arthur Holmberg (33) and Margaret Maurer (405) summarize the traditional 
criticism of Shakespeare’s Two Gentlemen. 
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weaknesses which must be recognized with smiling compassion” (xvi).  Conrad 

transforms Two Gentlemen from “the least loved and least regarded of Shakespeare’s 

comedies” (Barton 143) into an important source of autobiographical and literary 

meaning.  By attributing new meaning and importance to one of Shakespeare’s few 

literary failures, Conrad proves his talents as a writer and establishes himself as a 

major contributor to British national identity at the turn of the twentieth century. 

Unlike the young boy who reads his father’s “blotted” manuscripts, the Conrad 

who wrote A Personal Record was a successful writer who evokes his 

accomplishments to establish new forms of creative and personal expression.  

Conrad’s decision to integrate his personal history with the events in Two Gentlemen 

literally inserts him into the canon.  Whereas Apollo Korzeniowski’s translations of 

Shakespeare’s plays introduced Shakespeare to a Polish literary audience, Conrad 

writes Poland into English literature.  Unlike his father who celebrated Shakespeare as 

a universal literary genius, Conrad encourages “alternative” readings of the 

Shakespeare canon that are not restricted by national or colonial concerns.  Conrad’s 

subtle use of Two Gentlemen defies conventional conceptions of Shakespeare as an 

intimidating icon of British colonial power and cultural influence to celebrate 

Shakespeare’s work as an important resource for personal meaning, one that 

frequently transcends political boundaries and social mores.  A Personal Record 

unsettles conventional ideas of “nation” and ‘literature” to suggest a more dynamic 

relationship between cultures than was permitted by the prevailing ideologies of either 

occupied Poland or Imperial Britain.  Conrad produces a social and literary narrative 
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in A Personal Record that is sufficiently expansive to accommodate his multicultural 

heritage and nourish his literary aspirations.   
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Running in the Lear Family: Familial and Cultural Patrimony in Michael 
Ondaatje’s Autobiography 
 
 Michael Ondaatje concludes his autobiography, Running in the Family, in a kind 

of ironic confusion: 

we see ourselves as remnants from the earlier generations that were destroyed.  So 
our job becomes to keep peace with enemy camps, eliminate the chaos at the end of 
Jacobean tragedies, and with “the mercy of distance” write the histories. 

Fortinbras.  Edgar.  Christopher, my sisters, Wendy, myself.  I think all of our 
lives have been terribly shaped by what went on before us.  And why of 
Shakespeare’s cast of characters do I remain most curious about Edgar?  Who if I 
look deeper into the metaphor, torments his father over an imaginary cliff . . . I long 
for the moment in the play where Edgar reveals himself to Gloucester and it never 
happens. (179-180) 

 
Ondaatje’s brief association with Edgar in King Lear parallels the patriarchal bonds in 

Shakespeare’s play with Ondaatje’s “attempt to rediscover a relationship to a father who . 

. . [was] largely absent from . . . [his] childhood” (Anderson 119).  Ondaatje’s reading of 

King Lear reconciles him with the specter of his father, Mervyn Ondaatje, while 

simultaneously defining Ondaatje’s relationship to Shakespeare, the reputed “father to a 

line of poets who in the mass balance that one massive life-work” (Knight, The Olive and 

the Sword 95).  Shakespeare’s presence in Running in the Family informs and distracts 

from Ondaatje’s vexed relationship with his alcoholic father as Ondaatje’s reference to 

King Lear raises questions about his attitude toward the patriarchal literary tradition in 

which he writes.  Shakespeare’s ability to articulate a truth that Ondaatje cannot directly 

express—that Ondaatje is as responsible as his father for their failed relationship—

positions Shakespeare in his conventional capacity as the spokesman of human nature: 

Shakespeare stands firm, a bold symbol of clarity, whereas Ondaatje’s thinking remains 

shrouded in obscurity.  To quote Shakespearean drama is, however, automatically to 
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mobilize various historical, political and cultural factors which attach multiple meanings 

to Ondaatje’s reference to King Lear.  Shakespeare’s presence in Running in the Family 

consequently muddies Ondaatje’s attempt to reacquaint himself with “the family I had 

grown from” (22), but it also broadens the focus of Ondaatje’s autobiographical narrative 

to include themes of cultural as well as familial reconciliation. 

Drawing upon his personal recollections of his father as well as the collective 

memory of family and friends, Ondaatje recreates his relationship with Mervyn in order 

to insert himself into his childhood relationship with his father – this time as an adult no 

longer subjected to, but  still haunted by, his father’s legacy.  Throughout Running in the 

Family, Ondaatje engages a variety of national, ethnic and personal assumptions as he 

struggles to come to terms with the emotionally and culturally fractured figure of Mervyn 

Ondaatje.  Given the diverse concerns embodied in Ondaatje’s narrative, my essay is 

partitioned into three sections, each of which engages a specific aspect of Ondaatje’s 

overarching interest in paternity as cultural patrimony.  I begin by addressing Ondaatje’s 

unconventional perception of autobiography as a genre equally invested in history and 

fiction.  Ondaatje suggests that historical narratives are subject to the rules of literary 

convention and evokes literature as an essential source of personal identity.  After 

qualifying Ondaatje’s unique approach to autobiography, I examine his relationship with 

his father, an obscure yet “hazardous” (180) presence throughout Running in the Family.  

Ondaatje’s curiosity concerning an Edgar who “torments” Gloucester on the Dover Cliffs 

reveals his own sense of culpability in his failed relationship with his father, while 

shifting attention from the father to the guilt-ridden son.  Shakespeare informs Ondaatje’s 
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ambiguous feelings toward a father who loved, but also neglected his children to 

ultimately suggest Ondaatje’s critique of conventional masculine behavior as emotionally 

and physically destructive.  The final section of my argument addresses Ondaatje’s 

relationship to western culture as it informs his literary heritage, but also reflects the 

imperial assumptions regarding European supremacy which destabilized Mervyn 

Ondaatje’s sense of personal and national identity.  In a text that is acutely aware of 

colonial and postcolonial concerns, Ondaatje’s use of Shakespeare to reveal his 

relationship with his father indicates Ondaatje’s reliance on the same authoritarian values 

that he rejects in his reading of Edgar.  At the same time, however, Ondaatje employs 

King Lear to renegotiate the imperial binaries that shaped, but also splintered, his father’s 

cultural identity in order to re-conceive the literary tradition in which he writes.  Ondaatje 

ultimately positions “Shakespeare” as a powerful yet malleable literary patriarch whose 

works constitute a valuable source of postcolonial identity. 

Imaginative Autobiography 
 

Unlike Sir Walter Elliot in Jane Austen’s Persuasion, to which Ondaatje alludes 

at the beginning of Running in the Family, Ondaatje fails to reveal “the history and rise of 

[his] . . . family, in the usual terms” (228).  Rather than providing a realistic, historically-

based narrative in Running in the Family, Ondaatje frames his fantastic family history in 

equally fantastic prose.  Ondaatje’s serene description of his grandmother, Lalla, 

drowning in a flood is the most overt example of his highly subjective portrait of his 

flamboyant Sri Lankan relatives: “Lalla took one step off the front porch and was 

immediately hauled away by an arm of water, her handbag bursting open.  208 cards 
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moved ahead of her like a disturbed nest as she was thrown downhill still comfortable 

and drunk, snagged for a few moments on the railings of the Good Shepherd Convent and 

then lifted away towards the town of Nuwara Eliya” (127-8).  Slipping into fiction, 

Ondaatje narrates the solitary final moments of his grandmother’s eccentric life: “there 

was the great blue ahead of her, like a sheaf of blue wheat, like a large eye that peered 

towards her, and she hit it and was dead” (129).  Similarly, toward the end of his memoir, 

Ondaatje imagines his father’s thoughts as Mervyn, drunk and alone in his Rock Hill 

estate, observes a battalion of ants “attack” a novel: “He sat down forgetting the mirror he 

had been moving towards.  Scared of the company of the mirror.  He sat down with his 

back against the wall and waited.  The white rectangle moved with the busy arduous ants.  

Duty, he thought.  But that was just a fragment gazed at by the bottom of his eye.  He 

drank.  There.  He saw the midnight rat” (189).  Ondaatje’s literary fancy devises “new 

stories” (27) to express the conflicted lives of his opaque family members; consequently, 

critics must engage the fictional elements of Running in the Family in order to access the 

meaning embodied in Ondaatje’s “well-told lie” (206). 

Ondaatje’s exaggerated accounts of family life in Sri Lanka have led critics to 

dismiss Running in the Family as inauthentic: “Running in the Family is not, in fact 

cannot be, autobiographical” (Kamboureli 81).  Running in the Family has also been 

described as “autobiographical fiction” (Ayothi 94) and “fictionalized memoir” (Davis 

267) by critics unable to embrace Ondaatje’s work as historically accurate.  Yet, Running 

in the Family is an autobiography in a genre that has been radically renegotiated by 

authors such as Maxine Hong Kingston, whose The Woman Warrior uses ancient 
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Chinese myths as well as “talk-story” to narrate Kingston’s childhood.   Reveling in “the 

subjective blurring and multiplicity of everyday facts” (Leahy 69), Ondaatje engages in 

the dynamic form of self expression celebrated by such contemporary critics as Jerome 

Buckley, Georges Gusdorf, Avrom Fleishman and Paul John Eakin.43  Eakin, for 

example, rejects “the traditional view of fiction as a potential threat to the success of the 

autobiographical process” and “regard[s] fiction . . . as a central feature of that truth, an 

ineluctable fact of the life of consciousness” (7).  Despite the fictional and poetic 

elements in Running in the Family, Christopher Ondaatje defiantly defends the integrity 

of his younger brother’s work: 

The great achievement of my brother Michael’s superb book Running in the Family 
was to re-create the world of the Ondaatjes, Sproules, and de Sarams, even though 
he had been too young to remember it in its heyday.  Through interviews and 
research, by traveling back to Ceylon in reality and in his imagination, he 
painstakingly assembled the pieces of the puzzle that had been the Somerset 
Maughan existence of Colombo high society at the clubs, just before it collapsed 
into nothingness.  And he got it right: the mood, the irresponsibility, the jazz, the 
frivolity, and the ultimate uselessness.  Even when he exaggerated certain facts, he 
remained truthful to their spirit. (The Man Eater of Punanai 51) 
 

In a move that anticipates Running in the Family’s mixed critical reaction, Ondaatje 

simultaneously acknowledges and defends the fictional quality of his autobiography: “I 

must confess that the book is not a history but a portrait or ‘gesture.’ And if . . . [family 

and friends] disapprove of the fictional air I apologize and can only say that in Sri Lanka 

a well-told lie is worth a thousand facts” (206).  Thus, Ondaatje’s “gesture” demonstrates 

not a flippant disregard for the truth, but a carefully orchestrated effort to “get this book 
                                                 
43 For more information see: Buckley, The Turning Key: Autobiography and the 
Subjective Impulse since 1800; Gusdorf, Conditions and Limits of Autobiography; 
Fleishman, Figures of Autobiography; and Eakin, Fictions in Autobiography: Studies in 
the Art of Self-Invention. 
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right” (201) by exploring the anxieties that lurked within the eccentric personalities that 

filled his childhood.  That is, Ondaatje’s use of fiction within Running in the Family 

obfuscates his family’s history while presenting a more honest and intimate account of 

his familial and cultural heritage than facts could explain. 

While Ondaatje’s attempt to expand the discourse of self-identity does not 

diminish Running in the Family’s status as an autobiography, his unconventional 

approach to autobiographical writing suggests that he is as concerned with historical facts 

as he is with the literary tropes through which, he argues, historical narratives are 

constructed.  Ondaatje advocates fiction as the only means to account for a history that is 

marred by uncertainty in terms of lost or damaged historical records: silverfish eat 

through the fading pages of the ledger at St. Thomas’ Church as well as some old 

photograph albums left in storage, and the Ondaatje name, chiseled in the church’s stone 

floor, is worn away by the regular shuffle of feet.  At certain points in his narrative, 

Ondaatje expresses frustration at the difficulty of obtaining facts about his family history 

– “I want to sit down with someone and talk with utter directness, want to talk to all the 

lost history” (54) – but he quickly moves beyond his skepticism of history to celebrate 

the oral traditions that provide him with dynamic, albeit fragile, insights into the past.  

The chapter entitled “Lunch Conversation” documents Ondaatje’s repeated attempts to 

make sense of the tales told to him by his extended family before he gives up, admitting, 

“they knit the story together, each memory a wild thread in the sarong (111).  Gossip and 

rumor inform most of Ondaatje’s understanding of his family’s history as it is converted 

into a subjective narrative by his loquacious aunts: “In the heart of this 250-year-old fort 
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we will trade anecdotes and faint memories, trying to swell them with the order of dates 

and asides, interlocking them all as if assembling the hull of a ship.  No story is ever told 

just once.  Whether a memory or funny hideous scandal, we will return to it an hour later 

and retell the story with additions and this time a few judgments thrown in.  In this way 

history is organized” (26).  Indicating that “the distinction between fiction and history 

seems tenuous and is erased as both become the material of story” (Ratcliffe 20), 

Ondaatje implies that gaps in the historical narrative, such as Lalla’s funeral “voyage,” 

are not easily, but naturally completed with anecdotes from his imagination.  “[N]either 

wholly factual nor wholly invented in relation to the reality outside the text” (Snelling 

22), Running in the Family never isolates history and fiction as separate discourses, but 

intertwines them to argue that the imagination is an essential aspect of an ongoing 

historical process heavily invested in literary practices.  Running in the Family is, 

consequently, an ambiguous text that is as invested in historical accuracy as it is in 

imaginative creativity.  

Ondaatje’s numerous allusions to well-known authors formalize the fictional 

qualities of his autobiographical narrative.  References to such diverse writers as Pablo 

Neruda, a fourteenth-century Franciscan Friar named Oderic, and Sri Lankan historian 

Ian Goonetileke, suggest that Running in the Family draws from multiple literary 

traditions.  Despite Ondaatje’s quoting the poetry of Lakdasa Wikkramasinha  and 

mentioning the “free verse about the struggle, tortures, the unbroken spirit, [and] love of 

friends” scribbled on the walls of Vidyalankara campus by prisoners of the Insurgency of 

1971 (81), his literary references are primarily western.  Leonard Woolf, D.H. Lawrence, 
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Daniel Defoe and Jane Austen feature prominently in Ondaatje’s highly aesthetic 

rendering of his family’s past, which also includes references to Greek myths and tales of 

European castaways.  Consequently, while Ondaatje’s autobiographical narrative 

synthesizes many different forms of artistic expression – history, fiction, journal entries, 

poetry and photography, to name a few – into an organic whole, he ultimately inserts 

Running in the Family into the western literary tradition. 

Recreating the Father 
 

Running in the Family centers around the figure of Ondaatje’s estranged father 

whom Ondaatje never sees after leaving Sri Lanka for England at age eleven.  Ondaatje 

claims, “I am writing this book about you [father]” (180).  Toward the conclusion of 

Running in the Family, Ondaatje describes Mervyn as “an utterly charming man, always 

gracious,” a generous and gentle patriarch who loved dogs and whose sad face quietly 

reflected immense personal suffering (175, 182 and 177).  Commenting on Ondaatje’s 

vague yet romantic impression of his father, Christopher describes Running in the Family 

as “a love letter to the father he [Michael] never knew [as an adult], a large and 

glamorous man away in the distance” (52).  To interpret Ondaatje’s autobiography as a 

tragically romantic tale of a son’s failed relationship with his often absent father is to 

disregard, however, Mervyn Ondaatje’s history of violent alcoholism and neglect of his 

family.  Christopher recollects that his father was always “in charge, at the helm, and 

everyone viewed him with a mixture of awe and fear.  In his darkest moods, his character 

became very strange.  These times could be quite terrifying, because we never understood 

what was happening or when it would end.  Suddenly, everything simply went wrong.  
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His control, his order, his love, his charisma – nothing worked anymore.  As a family we 

were in disarray, waiting for the dawn, and praying that it would come soon” (98).  

Inspired by a tragic cocktail of suffering and confusion made more potent by 

geographical and cultural separation, Running in the Family is haunted by Mervyn 

Ondaatje’s “moments of darkness” (171) that made for a “nightmare” childhood (178).  

Ondaatje mentions how his father, gin bottle in hand, played havoc on the Ceylonese 

Railway; in one episode Mervyn held the passengers on a train hostage, while in another 

incident he entered a railway tunnel, took off his clothes and refused to come out for 

hours.  At his “darkest,” Mervyn is portrayed as a desperate drunk, stopping at nothing to 

satisfy his alcohol cravings.  Ondaatje describes his father “walking up to the kerosene 

lamp hanging in the centre of the room at head level, and draining that liquid into his 

mouth” and comments, “[i]f his new wife Maureen had hidden a bottle, he would bring 

out his rifle and threaten to kill her” (60, 58).  Thus, despite the fact that most of 

Ondaatje’s stories about his father stress the “chaos and hilarity in the parentheses” (154) 

of colonial life, Mervyn Ondaatje was a degenerate father who grossly mistreated his 

family. 

An innocent victim of his father’s volatile emotional state, Ondaatje also 

suffered due to Mervyn Ondaatje’s gross mismanagement of the family fortune that 

eventually expired, leaving Ondaatje, his mother and his siblings financially desperate.  

A man “accustomed to servants and idle times” (Christopher Ondaatje 93), Mervyn’s 

incessant drinking led him to squander the immense wealth that he inherited from his 

father, Philip Ondaatje.  By the time his parents divorced, the family fortune was 
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spent: “They [Ondaatje’s parents] had come a long way in fourteen years from being 

the products of two of the best known and wealthiest families in Ceylon: my father 

now owning only a chicken farm at Rock Hill, my mother working in a hotel” (172).  

Mervyn Ondaatje not only reduced himself and his family to poverty, but forfeited his 

children’s birthright: “Bampa had willed the land to his grandchildren but my father, 

whenever he needed to, would sell or give away sections of the land so that houses 

were gradually built up along the perimeter of the estate” (57).  Upon returning to Sri 

Lanka, Ondaatje notes that the Rock Hill estate had been reduced to a single house 

owned by a Sinhalese family; he describes himself “walk[ing] around the house, 

through the depressed garden of guava trees, plantations, old forgotten flowerbeds.  

Whatever ‘empire’ my grandfather had fought for had to all purposes disappeared” 

(60).  Mervyn Ondaatje physically and emotionally bullied his children, but Lear-like 

he also compounded their suffering by forfeiting their inheritance. 

Despite Ondaatje’s resentment of a father whose drinking destroyed his family, 

most critical readings of Running in the Family  assume Ondaatje’s ability “to keep peace 

with enemy camps” and reconcile, at least in part, with his estranged father.  John Russell 

claims that by the end of Running in the Family, “Michael is beginning to sense the 

painful aftermath of chaos; and as he ponders such ameliorative figures as Shakespeare’s 

Fortinbras and Edgar, he sees himself and his siblings as ‘remnants’ and conservators” 

(37).   Chelva Kanaganayakam also argues that Ondaatje makes peace with a father who 

first appears as “a dipsomaniac, a bully, a spendthrift” by subsequently “asserting the 

significance of . . . [his] roots” through a process that “recalls for the author the 
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predicament of Edgar, misunderstood and exiled, returning to make peace” with 

Gloucester (40).  To imagine Ondaatje as consoled at the end of his autobiography 

ignores, however, the confusion he readily admits characterized his relationship to his 

father and that he evokes by making reference to Edgar’s “tormenting” Gloucester on the 

Dover Cliffs.  Rather than “ameliorating” his sentiments toward his father, Ondaatje’s 

reference to King Lear dramatizes and complicates his relationship with Mervyn 

Ondaatje.  Ondaatje’s suggestion that Edgar “torments his father over an imaginary cliff” 

(179) denies the possibility of a harmonious reunion between the father and his son in 

both Running in the Family and King Lear, and even suggests an antagonistic relationship 

between them.  Numbed to the desperate picture of Gloucester’s tortured body, Edgar, 

according to Ondaatje, toys with his father; rather than an “Edgar . . . hunted down like 

an animal, trying desperately to save his father from suicidal despair” as Stephen 

Greenblatt reads the scene on the Dover Cliffs (284), Ondaatje’s Edgar punishes his 

father for some unexpressed sin.  What results from Ondaatje’s reference to Edgar is 

consequently not an avoidance of the chaos that Ondaatje claims typifies the conclusions 

of Jacobean tragedies, but a deeply complex father-son relationship that appears more 

torturous than loving. 

Although Ondaatje never directly parallels himself with Shakespeare’s Edgar – he 

simply “remain[s] most curious” about Edgar – Ondaatje’s separation from his father 

aligns him with Edgar, whom Gloucester banishes in Act Two of King Lear.  Edgar’s 

banishment parallels Ondaatje’s forced emigration to England and separation from 

Mervyn Ondaatje due to the latter’s unstable and often dangerous drunken behavior.  
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Furthermore, both scenarios harbor the potential for reconciliation and closure, but 

ultimately fail to deliver on this hope.  Despite Gloucester’s plea that he “Might . . . but 

live to see thee [Edgar] in my touch” (4.1.23), Edgar never reveals himself to his father 

on stage, just as Ondaatje, as an adult, never renewed contact with his father before 

Mervyn’s death.  Both Ondaatje and Edgar also fail to provide their fathers the protection 

and comfort that might have spared them a great deal of suffering toward the end of  their 

lives: Mervyn Ondaatje experienced dementia in his old age and was often isolated in a 

nursing home; Gloucester is tortured and attempts suicide out of despair.  While 

significant differences distinguish Ondaatje’s situation in his autobiography and Edgar’s 

in Shakespeare’s play—Edgar has no mother and never leaves his native Britain; 

Ondaatje was primarily raised by his mother and left Sri Lanka while still a child—

Ondaatje’s antagonistic relationship with Mervyn  parallels Edgar’s equally anguished 

relationship with Gloucester. 

The parallel between Gloucester and Edgar and Mervyn and Michael Ondaatje is 

compromised by the fact that, despite Ondaatje’s claim that “ I long for the moment in 

the play where Edgar reveals himself to Gloucester and it never happens,” Edgar does 

make himself known to his father, albeit off stage.  Amidst the confusion and slaughter of 

the end of King  

Lear, Edgar recounts the death of his father after their reconciliation: 

Never (O fault!) reveal’d myself unto him, 
Until some half hour past, when I was arm’d. 
Not sure, though hoping, of this good success, 
I ask’d his blessing, and from first to last 
Told him our pilgrimage.  But his flawed heart . . .  
‘Twixt two extremes of passion, joy and grief, 
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Burst smilingly. (5.3.193-200) 
 

Focusing on this disjunction between Ondaatje’s and Shakespeare’s narratives, Daniel 

Coleman argues that “Mervyn’s remoteness and insanity remind Ondaatje of Gloucester 

and Edgar on the edge of Shakespeare’s imaginary cliff . . .  But unlike the moment in 

Shakespeare’s play, the eclaircisse-ment never takes place” (72).  King Lear hardly 

accommodates, however, Coleman’s “eclaircisse-ment” for the audience never witnesses 

Edgar revealing himself to Gloucester; Edgar recounts his appeasement with his father in 

a flurry of on-stage activity that includes Edgar’s duel with his half-brother, Edmund, 

Goneril and Regan’s deaths – by stabbing and poisoning respectively – and Lear’s 

bringing in Cordelia’s corpse, only to collapse himself.  Edgar’s report of his 

reconciliation with his father is neither memorable nor emotionally satisfying – it appears 

as a brief footnote to the action on stage.  Perhaps to avoid detracting from Lear’s 

dramatic stage entrance with the dead Cordelia, Shakespeare does not include a public 

reconciliation between these secondary characters.  In addition, Edgar describes his 

father’s emotions as he dies, not as a rush of ecstasy, but as hesitant and troubled, to 

suggest that many things remain unspoken and unresolved between father and son: “his 

flaw’d heart/ Alack, too weak the conflict to support!/ ‘Twixt two extremes of passion, 

joy and grief,/Burst smilingly” (5.3.197-200).  Gloucester’s smile hides his distress at the 

impending confrontation—indicated by the fact that Edgar is “arm’d”—between Edgar 

and Edmund, which will result in one of his sons following him to the grave.  Gloucester 

never gives Edgar his blessing to fight Edmund and so, while the former reveals himself 

to his father, he does so too late to reconcile himself with Gloucester and to reaffirm the 
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value of the lost paternal bond.  Consequently, although Edgar mentions that he makes 

amends with Gloucester, King Lear, much like Running in the Family, fails to include a 

public and satisfying reunion between father and son.  Just as Gloucester’s heart attack 

prevents a peaceful reconciliation with Edgar, Mervyn Ondaatje’s death prevents his son 

from exorcising the demons that haunt him. 

Ondaatje’s charge that Edgar “torments” his father on the Dover Cliffs suggests 

that he sees a deep and hateful rift between Edgar and his father that he subsequently 

projects onto his relationship with Mervyn.  In this view of the play, Edgar morphs into 

the disinherited, bastard son whose loathing for Gloucester re-plays Edmund’s vehement 

hatred for his father.  Calling Gloucester “the foul [fiend] Flibbertigibbet” (3.4.115), 

Edgar, disguised as mad Tom, expresses hatred for his father even before he leads him to 

Dover.  Refusing to reveal his identity until just before Gloucester’s death, Edgar denies 

his father’s soul any peace and prolongs Gloucester’s guilt.  Noting that Lear regains his 

sanity through visually recognizing Gloucester (4.6.95-106), Stanley Cavell argues that 

“Edgar’s avoidance of Gloucester’s recognition precisely deprives Gloucester of his eyes 

again . . . [and] links him, as Lear was and will be linked, to Cornwall and the sphere of 

open evil” (229).  Cavell supports his claim by citing Gloucester’s statement, made 

within Edgar’s earshot, that, “Might I but live to see thee in my touch,/ I’d say I had eyes 

again” (4.1.23-4).  In this view, Edgar’s actions on the Dover Cliffs torture Gloucester by 

reinforcing Cornwall’s removing of Gloucester’s eyes, and his menacing actions suggest 

to Ondaatje a vindictive son wanting revenge for the sins committed by his father. 
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Edgar has cause to be furious with Gloucester for his hasty and vicious 

condemnation of a son who had committed no wrong: 

O villain, villain! His very opinion in the 
letter.  Abhorred villain! Unnatural, detested, brutish 
villain! Worse than brutish!  Go, sirrah, seek him; I’ll 
apprehend him.  Abominable villain! (1.2.76) 
 

Gloucester’s malice towards his legitimate son mirrors his brutal treatment of Edmund in 

the beginning of the play - a treatment that, in a matter of seconds, is redirected at Edgar.  

Contrary to Paul Kahn’s claim in Law and Love that the opening scene of the play 

demonstrates “the public display of a father’s private affection” (3), Gloucester is both 

buffoonish and bullying in his dealings with Edmund.  Crudely describing Edmund’s 

conception as the result of an adulterous affair, Gloucester, in locker-room fashion, 

announces to Kent, “Though this knave came something saucily to the world before he 

was sent for, yet was his mother fair, there was good sport at his making, and the 

whoreson must be acknowledged” (1.1.21-24).  In his lecture on King Lear, Samuel 

Taylor Coleridge blasts Gloucester for his vulgar comments: 

But alas! In his [Edmund’s] own presence his own father takes shame to himself 
for the frank avowal that he is his father . . . He hears his mother and the 
circumstances of his birth spoken of with a most degrading and licentious levity – 
described as a wanton by her own paramour, and the remembrance of the animal 
sting, the low criminal gratifications connected with her wantonness and prostituted 
beauty assigned as the reason why ‘the whoreson must be acknowledged’ . . . Need 
it be said how heavy an aggravation the stain of bastardy must have been, were it 
only that the younger brother was liable to hear his own dishonor and his mother’s 
infamy related by his father with an excusing shrug of the shoulders, and in a tone 
betwixt waggery and shame. (Shakespeare and Milton 34-5) 
 

Cavell notes that Gloucester “does not acknowledge him [Edmund], as a son or a person, 

with his feelings of illegitimacy and being cast out.  That is something Gloucester ought 
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to be ashamed of” (223-4).  In the context of Gloucester’s abuse of patriarchal authority, 

Cornwall’s heartless opinion, expressed before Edmund reveals his father’s contact with 

France, that Gloucester’s faults warrant his death—“a provoking merit, set a-work by a 

reprovable badness in himself” (3.5.7-8)—appears accurate as well as malicious.  While 

Gloucester’s dealings with Edmund establish his tyrannical nature, his similar treatment 

of Edgar explains the latter’s fury at having been cruelly cast out.  Thus, through the 

analogy to Edgar Ondaatje not only implicates himself in evil doings, but he criticizes 

Mervyn for his rash and aggressive temperament.   

 But Gloucester is not the villain in King Lear: he cares diligently for Lear and 

suffers the agony of his being blinded by Cornwall.  While Gloucester’s blindness is 

arguably apt punishment for a man who “stumbled when I saw” (4.1.19), it is cruel 

treatment of an elderly duke defending an old ally, Lear.  Cavell comments that 

“Gloucester suffers the same punishment he inflicts” (224), but no matter how 

appropriate Gloucester’s punishment, he is, to borrow Lear’s phrase, “a man/ More 

sinned against than sinning” (3.2.59-60).  Even considering that Gloucester’s greatest 

“stumbling” was denouncing Edmund while privileging Edgar and then readily turning 

against Edgar, and that Gloucester’s blindness compounds this fault by rendering Edgar 

indistinguishable from Edmund (Edgar is “as well compact . . . and . . . shape as true” 

[1.2.7-8] as his brother, so they would appear the same to Gloucester’s touch), the cruelty 

of Gloucester’s blinding, combined with his subsequent despair, evokes the audience’s 

sympathy for the grieving old man.  G. Wilson Knight insists that “[t]he gouging out of 

Gloucester’s eyes is a thing unnecessary, crude, disgusting” (Knight, Wheel of Fire 169).  
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Cavell agrees:  Cornwall’s action “embodies the most open expression of cruelty . . . it 

suggests the limitlessness of cruelty” (222).  What Gloucester suffers provokes 

compassion: Albany mourns “poor Gloucester[’s]” plight (4.2.80).  Even the 

unsympathetic Regan recognizes how pitiful a figure the blinded Gloucester makes: “It 

was great ignorance, Gloucester’s eyes being out,/ To let him live; where he arrives he 

moves/ All hearts against us” (4.5.9-11).  Gloucester is transformed from a commanding 

patriarch, Lear’s trusted friend and advisor, to an aged man whose helplessness parallels 

Mervyn Ondaatje’s predicament at the close of Running in the Family.  The portrait of 

Mervyn growing obese and suffering prolonged bouts of dementia evokes a sympathy 

similar to that which Gloucester receives after his blinding by Cornwall.  Thus, Ondaatje 

adopts a complex scenario from Shakespeare’s play with many characters at fault: 

Gloucester’s crimes are great, but they do not warrant the revenge enacted by Edmund 

and Cornwall, and perhaps Edgar; Mervyn Ondaatje was a reckless, yet tormented father 

who Ondaatje feels he should have saved from a miserable, lonely death by returning to 

Sri Lanka to ensure his father the best possible medical care. 

 By paralleling himself to Edgar, Ondaatje not only regrets his failure to reconcile 

with his father, but expresses the intense derision he experienced due to his father’s 

abusive behavior.  If we exclude the possibility that Gloucester is aware of Edgar’s 

presence on the cliff, the focus in this scene remains on Edgar, and consequently on 

Ondaatje, as the child whose stubborn silence is ultimately responsible for the loss of a 

father who, although a tyrant, never isolated himself from his children.  Regardless of 

whether the humorous anecdotes that infuse Ondaatje’s narrative—stories of Mervyn’s 
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playing havoc on the Ceylon trains and Lalla’s roaming false breast—function as denial 

or psychological resolution, they mask the horror of his father’s drinking and violent 

outbursts.  By seeing himself as a vengeful Edgar, Ondaatje also admits his own guilt at 

lacking the emotional resources to forgive and save his father.  The rapidly aging Mervyn 

undergoes a slow demise due to his excessive drinking that his absent son does nothing to 

address, or even try to prevent.  Ondaatje remains willfully ignorant of his father’s 

medical condition and so perpetuates the pattern of neglect that spoiled his childhood: 

Mervyn’s “first family was in England or Canada or Colombo totally unaware of what 

was happening to him.  That would always be the curse on us, the guilt we would be left 

with” (199).  Ondaatje’s remorse over his prolonged isolation from his father echoes 

Edgar’s “I am worse than e’er I was” (4.1.26).  Like Edgar, Ondaatje “is ashamed and 

guilty . . . He failed to confront his father, to trust his love” (Cavell 229).  Edgar 

rationalizes his treatment of Gloucester—“Why I do trifle thus with his despair/ Is done 

to cure it” (4.6.33-4)—and he describes his silence as anguished: “I cannot daub it 

further” (4.1.52).  Edgar’s self-doubt concerning his behavior toward his father 

distinguishes him from Edmund, who is defined by remorseless hatred and treachery, but 

Edgar nonetheless self-righteously punishes Gloucester after he had been tortured.  Thus, 

Ondaatje assumes Edgar’s faults as his own: young men who reject their fathers rather 

than look to rekindle and perhaps reinvent their severely strained family relationships. 

The guilt and neglect that characterize both Edgar’s relationship with Gloucester 

and Ondaatje’s relationship with Mervyn ultimately critique the inadequacies of the 
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destructive patriarchal bonds in both texts.  Coppélia Kahn defines Gloucester and Lear 

as all-engendering male tyrants: 

In the crucial cataclysmic first scene of his [Shakespeare’s] play, from which all its 
later action evolves, we are shown only fathers and their godlike capacity to make 
or mar their children . . . The aristocratic patriarchal families headed by Gloucester 
and Lear have, actually and effectively, no mothers.  The only source of love, 
power, and authority is the father – an awesome and demanding presence. 

But what the play depicts, of course, is the failure of that presence: the failure 
of a father’s power to command love in a patriarchal world and the emotional 
penalty he pays for wielding power. (“The Absent Mother in King Lear” 35-6) 

 
Kahn reiterates the fact that the world of King Lear is every bit a patriarchal construction: 

“Lear (like Gloucester) ignores the mother-child fleshy bond and insists that his children 

are, simply, his ‘flesh and blood’” (43).  Although extremely male oriented, King Lear 

critiques its fiercely patriarchal male protagonists as incompetent heads of their 

households and the state.  Highlighting Edgar and Gloucester’s mutual suffering, 

Ondaatje criticizes the system that encourages sons to rebel against their fathers: 

“Gloucester and his sons are pitted against one another because the younger generation 

perceives the authority of the elder as ‘the oppression of aged tyranny’ (1.2.47-52)” 

(Kahn 44).  Edmund’s revenge becomes Edgar’s, fulfilling the former’s prophecy that 

“[t]he younger rise when the old doth fall” (3.3.25).  Despite evoking Edgar’s guilt for 

punishing Gloucester within the context of his own relationship with his father, Ondaatje 

expresses sympathy for Edmund’s rebellion against a hierarchical system that rewards the 

first-born and legitimate male at the expense of the other siblings, thus perpetuating an 

extreme disparity of wealth among family members.44  Gloucester and Lear evoke 

                                                 
44 Lear intends to reward Cordelia, his youngest daughter, with the choicest region of the 
country: “what can you [Cordelia] say to draw A third more opulent than your sisters’?” 
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compassion only after their public humiliation and suffering at being cast out of the 

society they had governed; additionally, while Lear reconciles with Cordelia, the failure 

of both aging patriarchs to unite their families remains proof of their shortcomings as 

single parents.  Consequently, by evoking Edgar and Gloucester, Ondaatje suggests that 

his own family’s patriarchal practices and rituals are faulty and, to use his term, 

inherently “incomplete.” 

Ondaatje’s critical focus on his relationship with his father, to whom all other 

concerns are subservient, is explained by Ondaatje’s own anxieties over his role as a 

parent.  In his biography of Ondaatje, Ed Jewinski states that Running in the Family was 

“written at a time when Ondaatje, like his own father before him, was experiencing the 

powerful desires, moods, and tensions that would separate him from his wife and 

children” (115).  Ondaatje’s anguish is evident in the statement, “My loss was that I 

never spoke to him as an adult.  Was he locked in the ceremony of being ‘a father’?” 

(180-1).  Suffering as an individual and as a son, Ondaatje seeks to avoid the patriarchal 

ceremonies that ruined his childhood relationship with his father and silenced Mervyn in 

the face of Philip Ondaatje.  Philip left little room for failure, let alone affection.  

“Bampa’s” relationship with his son, despite kisses before bedtime, is epitomized by “the 

great row which my grandfather had looked forward to for weeks and weeks” and the fact 

that it “was deflected by my father’s useful habit of retreating into almost total silence” 

                                                                                                                                                 
(1.1.85-6).  Lear’s decision arises, however, only because he lacks a son to assume the 
kingdom in its entirety.  Furthermore, Lear’s desire to divide his kingdom between his 
three daughters results in the confusion and horrors that constitute the body of the play.  
Consequently, Lear is effectively punished for violating the patriarchal code that requires 
him not only to have a son, but to bestow the entire kingdom upon a single male heir. 



 

 296 

(32).  While Ondaatje describes his paternal grandfather as “a good father and patriarch,” 

the image of him “living in his empire” and the fact that “[t]he whole family lived in 

terror of him” (56) suggest that Mervyn’s experience growing up under his father’s roof 

was so oppressive that it drove him to drink.  Philip Ondaatje “was a strict, aloof man,” 

who, like Ondaatje’s maternal grandfather, came to dictate the lives of people around 

him: “both my grandmothers lived cautiously, at least until their husbands died.  Then 

they blossomed, especially Lalla who managed to persuade all those she met into chaos” 

(55 and 41).  Christopher Ondaatje, who repeatedly speculates that his grandfather’s 

authoritarian manner doomed Mervyn to failure, describes his grandfather as “stern, 

powerful, studious, often bad-tempered . . . He was always the boss, the head of the 

family, the one with the money, and I inherited my father’s awe of him” (37).  

Christopher also mentions that Mervyn “seemed very frustrated and full of self-contempt.  

Perhaps the dark side came from the shadow of my grandfather, whose drive, legal 

aptitude, and financial success made him a powerful and intimidating model” (142).  

Ondaatje situates Mervyn as the victim of the exacting expectations of an emotionally 

unavailable father whose rigid standards ultimately led his son to drink rather than to 

succeed.  Ondaatje’s hypothetical question to his father concerning the ceremony of 

parenting is consequently presented less as a personal challenge than as an extension of 

sympathy for the irresponsible parent who lost himself to alcohol to escape the damaging 

patriarchal legacy of his father.  Ondaatje suggests parallel chains of abuse: Gloucester’s 

failed relationship with Edgar (and Edmund), Lear and his daughters, and himself, his 

father and his grandfather. 
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In revealing the destructive nature of conventional masculine values, Ondaatje 

conforms his life to the plot of Shakespeare’s play, which, for all its misogyny, 

emasculates the elder patriarchs by reducing them to children.  The “unnaturalness 

between the child and the parent” (1.2.144-5) that Edgar fears at the beginning of King 

Lear both expresses a tension between father and son and anticipates a reversal in the 

parent/child relationship; Goneril says, “Old fools are babes again” (1.3.19) and the Fool 

mocks Lear for infantilizing himself when he states, “thou mad’st thy daughters thy 

mothers” (1.4.172-3).  After his blinding, Gloucester becomes like a child with Edgar, for 

he needs the guidance of his commanding son; like Lear, the “child-changed father” 

(4.7.16), he becomes unable to care for himself.  Crawling at the edge of “the cliff,” 

Gloucester enacts Lear’s pronouncement at the beginning of the play that “tis our fast 

intent/ To shake all cares and business from our age,/ Conferring them on younger 

strengths, while we/ Unburthen’d crawl toward death” (1.1.38-41).  Although Gloucester 

is not “unburthen’d,” he leaves Edgar to defend the Dukedom of Gloucester and revive 

the prosperity and good standing of the house, while he creeps on his hands and knees 

toward the edge of the cliffs he imagines to be in front of him.  Coppélia Kahn notes that 

“[i]n a striking series of images in which parent-child, father-daughter, and husband-wife 

relationships are reversed and confounded, Lear re-enacts a childlike rage against the 

absent or rejecting mother as figured in his daughters” (41).  The theme of regression in 

King Lear implies that these great patriarchs, Gloucester and Lear, are little more than 

insolent children suckled on a system of privilege that precludes maturing into fully 

fledged adults.  Both Lear and Gloucester eventually learn their lessons, but the cost of 
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their instruction demonstrates the faults of a patriarchal system that stunts the emotional 

growth of its embodiments.  Thus, Ondaatje’s use of King Lear combines with his 

reference to “the ceremony of being ‘a father’” to  broaden his personal situation to 

address the institution of fatherhood in general. 

By consciously avoiding the infantile rages of Lear and Gloucester, Ondaatje 

marks his maturing into adulthood; Ondaatje distinguishes himself from a father who, 

like Gloucester and Lear, is concerned only with his immediate and selfish pleasure.  By 

revealing his part in his failed relationship with his father, Ondaatje breaks the cycle of 

irresponsible behavior that characterizes Mervyn’s, as well as Lear and Gloucester’s, 

actions.  Establishing himself as Mervyn’s equal, Ondaatje asserts himself not only as a 

product, but as a controlling force in the history that both runs in him and that he runs in.  

Suggesting the possibility of a dialogue with a father whom he reconstructs through his 

prose, Ondaatje ultimately expresses sympathy for Mervyn as a means of freeing himself 

from the antagonism embodied within patriarchal constructs of power.  By the conclusion 

of Running in the Family Ondaatje is neither the child who reluctantly played out 

fantastic scenes in front of his father with the hope that he would stop drinking nor the 

brooding father whose self-centeredness fails to embrace the love of his children.  As 

Edgar (along with Albany) is positioned as heir to the English throne, Ondaatje emerges 

as a capable leader and father, able to tame past abuses of patriarchal power in order to 

manage the present. 

Cultural Patrimony 
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Reading Ondaatje as freeing himself from the system of male hegemony that 

drove Mervyn to drink is complicated, however, by Ondaatje’s conventional use of 

Shakespeare as an all-knowing literary patriarch.  While the act of writing a memoir 

witnesses Ondaatje removing himself from the stoic patriarchal values that separated him 

from his father, his use of  Shakespeare as an infallible genius suggests that Ondaatje fails 

to detach himself completely from the male-oriented social constructions of power he 

contests.  In a text that is acutely aware of European colonialism, Shakespeare functions 

as a literary authority, but also as the symbol of an aggressive western cultural 

imperialism that has traditionally sought to undermine and suppress indigenous cultures 

in parts of Asia and Africa.  Throughout Running in the Family Ondaatje both chronicles 

and comments on British colonialism in Sri Lanka so that his reference to King Lear 

evokes Shakespeare in his traditional role as an imperial monarch who dictates the terms 

of Ondaatje’s relationship with his father.  Ondaatje’s embrace of Shakespeare, combined 

with his references to numerous western novelists, implies that he privileges western 

civilization at the expense of his ethnic and cultural ties to Sri Lanka.  Rather than 

liberate himself from patriarchal systems of authority, Ondaatje indicates that he has 

exchanged the models of his father and grandfather for the western cultural patrimony 

embodied by Shakespeare.  Despite his ethnic and cultural ties to Sri Lanka, Ondaatje 

appears to side with the colonizer against the colonized in a move that associates him 

with the “benevolent” paternalism of European imperialism. 

The British assumed control of Ceylon from the Dutch in 1796 and established 

deep roots in Sri Lanka, instituting programs of cultural as well as political and economic 
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“reform.”  In Sri Lanka: A History Chandra Richard De Silva writes that “[i]n the course 

of the nineteenth century the British had not merely completed the political subjugation 

of Sri Lanka but had also established a unified administration” (171).  Delivered before 

Parliament on February 2, 1835, Macaulay’s Minute on Indian Education argued that 

British schools teach colonial subjects English language, literature and customs to the 

exclusion of native history and art.  Macaulay’s declaration that “the English tongue is 

that which would be the most useful to our native subjects” (Macaulay) recognized  

English as the official language of the empire and subsequently instituted a system of 

cultural oppression which strengthened Britain’s political and economic control over its 

colonies.  Macaulay’s Minute also created, however, “a class of persons, Indian in blood 

and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect” (Macaulay).  In 

The British Overseas, Charles Carrington comments, “teachers believed that Macaulay’s 

system would create an educated upper-class with English notions of politics and ethics” 

(233).  Macaulay’s infamous Minute creates what Homi Bhabha labels the “mimic man”; 

a man who exists in “the ambivalent world of the ‘not quite/ not white’, on the margins of 

metropolitan desire” and represents a fusion of colonial and native cultures (87, 92).  

Consequently, while the British remained aloof from the indigenous cultures subject to 

their control, the polarized model of colonizer and colonized was complicated by a 

limited, yet significant, cultural exchange. 

Despite being “well known on the island . . . [and] associated with public service 

and private achievement for almost three hundred years” (Christopher Ondaatje 34), the 

Ondaatje family was a “fit vehicle” for disseminating British culture (Macaulay).  A 
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leading figure within Sri Lankan society, Philip Ondaatje greatly admired British 

customs—to the point where “[m]ost people considered him a snob” (56)—and instilled 

British virtues in his children.  Ondaatje mentions that, “[l]ike some other Ondaatje’s, 

Bampa had a weakness for pretending to be ‘English’ and, in his starched collars and 

grey suits, was determined in his customs” (56).  Ondaatje also describes how “[e]very 

two years he [Philip] would visit England, buy crystal, and learn the latest dances” (56) in 

order to keep up-to-date with the current English fashions.  The Ondaatjes enjoyed 

playing billiards, tennis and cricket with their affluent friends as well as “going to the 

races,” dancing the foxtrot and the waltz, and listening to “imported songs” (46).  Mervyn 

was enrolled in British schools in colonial Ceylon before being sent to Cambridge for a 

university education; he was never admitted, but spent several years in England spending 

the money his father had allocated for his university tuition on, among other things, 

champagne (32).  At home in Sri Lanka, Mervyn lived “an English existence, with 

servants and dinner parties and Western food” (Christopher Ondaatje 141); he even 

harbored a passion for Sri Lanka’s British built railway system: “I think my father 

believed that he owned the railway by birthright.  He wore the railway as if it was a 

public suit of clothes” (148).  Ondaatje’s mother, Doris Gratiaen, also embraced British 

cultural ideals: Doris “believed herself to be English, and was one of those anglophiles 

who manage to be more English than the English” (Christopher Ondaatje 65).  Mervyn 

groomed his sons “for an English education“ (Christopher Ondaatje 42); Christopher was 

sent to British boarding school as part of a process that he describes as “truly the making 

of an Englishman” (45) and Ondaatje, the younger brother, attended St. Thomas’ College 
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Boy School in Sri Lanka.  Ondaatje’s family represents “a class of persons” that 

identifies with both eastern and western culture, thus obscuring the binary distinctions 

within western imperial discourse that elevated European culture above the indigenous 

societies of Asia and Africa. 

Throughout Running in the Family, Ondaatje emphasizes his family’s diverse 

ethnic and cultural roots: 

This was Nuwara Eliya in the [nineteen] twenties and thirties.  Everyone 
was vaguely related and had Sinhalese, Tamil, Dutch, British and Burgher blood in 
them going back many generations.  There was a large social gap between this 
circle and the Europeans and English who were never apart of the Ceylonese 
community.  The English were seen as transients, snobs and racists, and were quite 
separate from those who had intermarried and who lived here permanently.   My 
father always claimed to be a Ceylon Tamil, though that was probably more valid 
about three centuries earlier. (41) 

 
Like most of the affluent families vacationing “up-country” in the exclusive mountain 

resort town of Nuwara Eliya, the Ondaatjes descend from Ceylonese, Tamil and 

European bloodlines.  Ondaatje’s description of the English “as transients, snobs and 

racist” reaffirms, however, the colonizer’s presence within the culturally and ethnically 

diverse climate in which Mervyn Ondaatje grew-up.  Ondaatje portrays life in early 

twentieth-century Ceylon as a dual existence divided between British and indigenous 

values.  Mervyn was the product of a British school system as well as his father’s 

admiration for British culture, but the European aspects of his personality were not 

integrated, and in fact were at odds, with his indigenous roots.  Mervyn’s cultural 

diversity functioned more as a liability than a strength; in a cruel irony Mervyn was 

besieged by the same British values and customs that formed an irretrievable aspect of his 

personality, but according to whose standards he was automatically labeled inferior.  
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Mervyn lives in a “torn state” (198) caused by the cultural and racial prejudices embodied 

in British imperial culture.  Having failed to meet his father’s exacting expectations, 

Mervyn was particularly vulnerable to the condescending values of British culture: 

“despite his very attractive qualities and his aristocratic demeanour, he lacked self-

esteem.  This lack perhaps stemmed from the awe in which he held my grandfather, and 

also perhaps from being the only Ceylonese among Carson’s Scottish and English tea 

agents.  Despite his initial competence as a manager, he never felt he fulfilled the 

expectations of either, and when the appearance of moderate success collapsed, he had no 

inner confidence to fall back on” (Christopher Ondaatje 142).  The victim of an abusive 

familial and cultural patrimony, the values of which he nevertheless instilled in his sons, 

Mervyn was haunted by a failure ultimately defined, not by his father, but by the corrupt 

moral and cultural standards which shaped Philip Ondaatje’s conceptions of 

accomplishment.  Consequently, Ondaatje’s critique of the patriarchal standards 

dominant in the family implicates the British cultural patrimony that Ondaatje reveals 

informed Philip and Mervyn Ondaatje’s principles of success. 

Rather than confront the double standards inherent in the British culture he 

internalized as a child, Mervyn denied the obvious British aspects of his character while 

asserting his exclusive identity as “a Ceylon Tamil.”  Chelva Kanaganayakam argues that 

“Ondaatje’s choice of beginning his work in Jaffna and not in Colombo suggests at least 

a partial recognition of his father’s claim to be a Jaffna Tamil” (36).  Mervyn’s dark 

complexion (29, 163) was the most obvious indication of his ethnic identity; Ondaatje 

also mentions, however, that Mervyn was related to the Reverend Jurgen Ondaatje, “the 
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last Tamil Colonial Chaplain” (67) and that his father took great pride in the “mutual 

ancestry” (187) he shared with a Tamil cinnamon peeler.  As Mervyn’s diverse racial and 

cultural background suggests, his identification with Tamil society was more of a vanity 

than a legitimate ethnic distinction: “Lalla continued to stress the Tamil element in my 

father’s background, which pleased him enormously” (119).  In jovial moments, Mervyn 

himself indirectly alluded to his family’s diverse ancestry: “A Mr. Hobday has asked my 

father if he has any Dutch antiques in the house.  And he replies, ‘Well . . . there is my 

mother’” (27).  Discussing attempts by indigenous intellectuals to construct an authentic 

national identity through native customs and traditions that exited before colonization, 

Franz Fanon argues that “we must not . . . be content with delving into the past of a 

people in order to find coherent elements which will counteract colonialism’s attempts to 

falsify and harm” (233).  Ondaatje similarly reveals Mervyn’s claim to be a Tamil as 

arbitrary and untenable because it denied Mervyn’s strong cultural and ethnic affiliations 

with British society. 

Mervyn’s retreat into his family’s distant Tamil past failed to alleviate his feelings 

of inferiority since it did not free him from the racial and cultural distinctions embodied 

in imperial discourse.  In Culture and Imperialism Edward Said notes that the “us/ them” 

opposition was “the hallmark of imperialist cultures as well as those cultures trying to 

resist the encroachments of Europe” (xxv).  Derek Walcott similarly argues, “[a]s much 

as the colonial, however, they [nationalists] are children of the nineteenth-century ideal, 

the romance of redcoat and savage warrior, their simplification of choosing to play Indian 

instead of cowboy, filtered through films and adolescent literature, is the hallucination of 
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imperial romance” (21).  Like many indigenous people who were prominent within 

colonial society during the period leading up to and immediately following independence, 

Mervyn Ondaatje emphasized his native identity in opposition to an oppressive European 

colonialism.  Instead of rejecting the assumption that cultures are self-sufficient entities 

that develop in isolation, Mervyn merely reversed imperial arguments that asserted 

Europe’s racial and cultural superiority.  Mervyn’s exclusive pride in his Tamil ancestry 

compromised the British values that were fundamental to his character so that he 

remained in uncertain relationship to two opposing spheres of cultural influence.  

Mervyn’s identification as a Tamil failed to address the complex concerns of his hybrid 

cultural identity and, consequently, contributed to a cycle of opposition in which the 

colonizer’s ideals are inadvertently perpetuated by the colonized. 

Mervyn Ondaatje’s incapacity to escape the devastating effects of European 

colonialism was all too apparent.   Unable to balance the competing cultural allegiances 

that constituted his splintered identity, Mervyn degenerated into an alcoholic who 

endangered himself and his family.  Ondaatje describes his father and his “drunken 

friends” (35) as “part of another lost world” defined by extremes.  Like most of his 

friends and family—“Most Ondaatjes liked liquor, sometimes to excess” (57)—Mervyn 

gallivanted from one party to the next, living a life of reckless abandonment: “everyone 

very drunk, the convoy of cars would race back to Gasanawa in the moonlight crashing 

into frangipani, almond trees, or slipping off the road to sink slowly up to the door 

handles in a paddy field” (52).  Echoing Gloucester and Lear’s predicament in King Lear, 

Mervyn and his group of friends acted like children: “[f]rom the fifties until the war 
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nobody really had to grow up.  They remained wild and spoiled” (53).  Forced to inhabit 

the opposing worlds of British imperial culture and indigenous traditions, Mervyn 

consoled himself by drinking imported British liquor in what is a metaphor for the direct 

and devastating effects of British imperialism on colonized peoples.  Mervyn primarily 

consumed spirits manufactured in Britain—“My whiskey comes over the ocean/ My 

brandy comes over the sea” (59)—and his drink of preference was gin, bottles of which 

he hid throughout the house.  Mervyn Ondaatje’s denial of the British aspects of his 

character as well as his drinking constitute failed attempts to escape the racist standards 

embodied in imperial culture.  Instead of allowing him to reconcile the opposing cultural 

influences embedded in his personality, Mervyn’s habit of running from his problems 

inadvertently increased his dependence on British colonial rule; Britain supplied Mervyn 

with alcohol and so facilitated his deterioration into physical, mental and financial ruin. 

Given Mervyn Ondaatje’s debilitating relationship with British colonial culture, 

Ondaatje’s frequent allusions to Shakespeare throughout Running in the Family not only 

imply his personal identification with western culture, but that Ondaatje adheres to the 

same cultural binaries he reveals as complicating his father’s sense of self.  Throughout 

his autobiography, Ondaatje illustrates the vital contribution of language and literature to 

European imperial exploits.  Commenting on Sri Lanka’s bloody colonial history, 

Ondaatje depicts his native country as “a paradise to be sacked”: 

The island seduced all of Europe.  The Portuguese.  The Dutch.  The English.  And 
so its name changed, as well as its shape, - Serendip, Ratnapida ("island of gems"), 
Taprobane, Zeloan, Zeilan, Seyllan, Ceilon, and Ceylon – the wife of many 
marriages, courted by invaders who stepped ashore and claimed everything with 
the power of their sword or bible or language. 
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This pendant, once its shape stood still, became a mirror.  It pretended to 
reflect each European power till newer ships arrived and spilled their nationalities. 
(81 and 64) 

 
Deliberately regurgitating the clichés of imperial rhetoric—seduction, courtship and 

marriage—Ondaatje evokes “the spectacular use of the female body in colonial 

discourses as a metaphor for the colonized land” (Loomba 166).  Words are as 

destructive as guns and swords; Sri Lanka is transformed through language into a 

“gem,” before being enticed and finally raped by the colonizer’s phallic weaponry.  

The quotation from the Ceylon Sunday Times that prefaces the body of Ondaatje’s 

autobiography humorously affirms the intimacy of language and power: "The 

Americans were able to put a man on the moon because they knew English.  The 

Sinhalese and Tamils whose knowledge of English was poor, thought that the earth 

was flat."  As the new imperial power, America extends its borders into space on the 

strength not only of its economic and technical accomplishments, but on the values 

and ideas that are reflected in the English language.  Quoting from a poem by 

Wikkramasinha, Ondaatje addresses the close affiliation between European military 

and intellectual imperialism, while specifically emphasizing the devastating impact of 

western art on Sri Lanka’s cultural landscape: 

Don’t talk to me about Matisse . . . 
the European style of 1900, the tradition of the studio 
where the nude woman reclines forever 
a sheet of blood 
Talk to me instead of the culture generally – 
how the murders were sustained 
by the beauty robbed of savages: to our remote 
villages the painters came, and our white washed 
mud-huts were splattered with gunfire. (85-6) 
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Britain’s “rage for order in the tropics” (154) involved the systematic annihilation of 

indigenous cultures, much of which was conducted through instruction in English 

language and literature.  European art undermined Sri Lanka’s native traditions while 

European science converted Sri Lanka into a “Latinized garden” (81) so that native 

traditions were ceaselessly undercut by British imperial pretensions. 

In Masks of Conquest, Viswanathan argues, “the recognition of the standards of 

excellence in literature was one step toward establishment of ‘the Law’ in the minds of 

Indians” (131).  Works by British authors were employed to “endor[se the] legitimacy 

and authority of British institutions, laws, and government” (Viswanathan 117) 

throughout the Empire.  Shakespeare’s plays were essential to Britain’s carefully 

executed use of “English literature to maintain control of their subjects under the guise of 

a liberal education” (Viswanathan 85).  Introduced to quash the “superstitious prejudices” 

(Viswanathan 76) of indigenous peoples living in colonial territories such as Sri Lanka, 

the study of British literature fostered a hierarchical relationship between colonizer and 

colonized that was frequently projected through Shakespeare’s works: “Shakespeare 

arrived in most Asian (and African) environments in the baggage of empire . . . in Asia 

the imperial mode tended to bring them [Shakespeare’s plays] in the original language as 

a demonstration of the linguistic and cultural superiority of the conqueror” (Kennedy 

291).  Whereas “for the colonizers [Shakespeare was] an essential beacon of location,” 

for the colonized he represented “an instrument of displacement and dispossession” 

(Neill 172).  “[P]laying Prospero to beast Caliban,” the “superbly British” (Olive 99, 101) 
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Shakespeare emerged within imperial politics as a formidable symbol of British literary 

and cultural hegemony.   

 Shakespeare’s presence within Running in the Family suggests that Ondaatje is 

another of Sri Lanka’s long line of suitors, seducing the island with his carefully 

measured prose.  David Leahy accuses Ondaatje of “partially recapitulating or 

reinternalizing the oldest colonial discourse” (70) and Sangeeta Ray argues that Running 

in the Family “unfortunately is reminiscent of nineteenth-century European colonizing 

ethnographic depictions of landscape and people” (45).  Ondaatje’s frequent allusions to 

Shakespeare confirm his western cultural and literary orientation.  Ondaatje describes his 

melancholy aunts as “four star-crossed sisters” (56) —echoing Shakespeare’s famous 

description of the “pair of star-cross’d lovers [who] take their life” (1.1.6) in Romeo and 

Juliet—and makes several passing allusions to Othello (81).  In a dreamlike sequence that 

appears more inspired than historically accurate, Ondaatje draws a parallel between his 

father’s life and the confusion that characterizes the events in A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream: “Shakespeare . . .  With dark blue bindings.  You creaked them open and stepped 

into a roomful of sorrow.   A mid-summer dream.  All of them had moved at times with 

an ass’s head, Titania Dorothy Hilden Lysander de Saram, a mongrel collection part 

Sinhalese part Dutch part Tamil part ass moving slowly in the forest with foolish serious 

obsessions . . . don’t talk to be about Shakespeare” (188-9).   Ondaatje parallels the 

mischievous spirits in A Midsummer Night’s Dream with the liquid spirits Mervyn 

consumed to escape “the frivolity, and the ultimate uselessness” that became his mortal 

life.  Thus, Ondaatje presents Shakespeare’s plays as powerful sources of self-revelation, 
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informing both his and his father’s life—“those plays of love he wept over too easily” 

(188)—while simultaneously emphasizing Shakespeare’s imperial legacy and the 

disastrous effects of British colonialism. 

Accusing Ondaatje of disseminating the colonizer’s discourse misjudges the 

distress he experiences regarding his failed relationship with his father, one ruinous effect 

of a familial and cultural patrimony that infantilizes its males.  Learning from his father’s 

mistakes, Ondaatje does not discredit his western literary training.  Rather, he subjects it 

to an informed critique to see the potential for understanding as existing within dialogue 

as opposed to rigid categories of cultural meaning.  Ondaatje’s use of Shakespeare and 

his many references to writers such as Leonard Woolf and D.H. Lawrence speak to the 

inevitable fact that, just as western culture has had a permanent affect on postcolonial 

societies, western literary works are an essential and defining aspect of the postcolonial 

writer’s literary consciousness.  By refusing the stubborn, dogmatic and polarized models 

of thinking that characterize patriarchy and the imperialism which it spawned, Ondaatje 

suggests the need for an acceptance that was denied to Mervyn both by an oppressive 

system of colonial control and by a son who failed to recognize and relieve his father’s 

suffering. 

 Ondaatje’s unusual reading of King Lear avoids the patriarchal constraints that 

plagued his relationship with his deceased father and works to complement and expand 

his designs in Running in the Family.  By highlighting Edgar’s ethically dubious 

treatment of Gloucester, Ondaatje casts doubt on the traditional assumption that order is 

restored at the end of King Lear; consequently, Ondaatje undermines the historical faith 
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in patriarchal hierarchy to guard the corridors of power against corruption.  Furthermore, 

by opposing the predominant critical reading of King Lear, Ondaatje acts against the 

narrow definitions that characterize imperial attitudes toward cultural and intellectual 

discovery.  Rather than present Shakespeare as the embodiment of a single, common 

wisdom, Ondaatje’s reading Edgar as a revengeful son speaks to the wide variety of 

meanings embodied in King Lear and to increasingly diverse understandings of the 

Shakespeare canon as a whole.  Ondaatje consequently reads King Lear against the 

traditional interpretations that fashioned Shakespeare into the bullish, proudly British, 

colonizing Bard that haunted Mervyn Ondaatje’s appreciation of Shakespeare’s work.  

Ondaatje does not simply model his relationship with Shakespeare on his relationship 

with his father, but applies what he has learned from his father’s example to celebrate the 

literary relationships he cultivates as an author.  Thus, Shakespeare becomes a diverse 

force within Running in the Family, able to accommodate Ondaatje’s position as a 

postcolonial author, rather than challenge it. 

Confronting his failure to see his father as complex and multifarious, Ondaatje 

incorporates Shakespeare into Running in the Family as a literary ally whose breadth of 

meaning facilitates Ondaatje’s inclusion in a tradition defined by British writers such as 

Carlyle, Tennyson and Kipling.  Ondaatje does not limit himself, however, to celebrating 

the plurality of meanings within Shakespeare’s work; such a position merely reinforces 

Shakespeare’s reputation as a universal genius and insists on the centrality of the western 

literary canon to world culture.  Ondaatje’s marginalizing of Lear in his discussion of the 

play snubs conventional authority; focusing on Gloucester and Edgar, Ondaatje 
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highlights the significant contribution of secondary characters to literary and historical 

narratives which are traditionally anchored by the power of kings and the genius of 

canonical authors such as Shakespeare.  More significantly, by suggesting alternative 

readings to King Lear, Ondaatje privileges the reader as the final location of textual 

meaning.  Implying, but never enforcing, a specific reading of King Lear, Ondaatje 

encourages readers to interpret the play for themselves.  Within this reader-centered 

context, Ondaatje’s illustration of Shakespeare as a dynamic resource for knowledge and 

cultural understanding derives as much from Shakespeare’s traditionally touted genius as 

it does from the reader’s ability to discover meaning, intended or otherwise, within 

Shakespeare’s works.  Shifting the locus of meaning from Shakespeare’s plays to the 

critical perspectives applied to Shakespeare’s work, Ondaatje diffuses Shakespeare’s 

literary and cultural authority as it symbolizes the monopolizing force of western ideas on 

so-called “Third World Nations” like Sri Lanka.  Ondaatje does not merely imply that 

Shakespeare’s work has sufficient breadth to accommodate his postcolonial identity, but 

images a critical discourse in which texts do not function as privileged sites of meaning, 

but create meaning through an exchange with their readers and critics.  Challenging the 

traditional authority bestowed on canonical authors, Ondaatje fosters a dialogue with 

Shakespeare, something he could not do with his father; Ondaatje extracts himself from 

the impassive patriarchal traditions that infantilize Gloucester, Lear and Mervyn Ondaatje 

to mark his personal and intellectual maturation.  

The dialogic approach to literature that Ondaatje’s expansive reading of King 

Lear demonstrates simultaneously resists Shakespeare’s legacy as “the universal 
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colonizing bard” (Hodgdon 202) and undermines the polarized models of cultural 

understanding perpetuated by imperial discourse.  By fusing the events in King Lear with 

the drama of his family history, Ondaatje avoids the “us/them” paradigm that has 

historically divided white from black, colonizer from colonized, cosmopolitan from 

provincial and so forth.  Paralleling himself and his father to Edgar and Gloucester, 

Ondaatje forces his readers to engage two historically opposing cultural frameworks in 

order to form an accurate understanding of Ondaatje’s central relationship with his father.  

Just as the themes in King Lear complete Ondaatje’s personal narrative, Ondaatje’s 

alternative interpretation of Shakespeare’s play adds to our critical understanding of 

Shakespeare’s work.  Ondaatje’s decision to couch his relationship with his father in 

Shakespearean metaphor consequently illustrates a more encompassing approach to 

cultural and intellectual difference than was available to his father.  Far from suggesting 

that “Ondaatje takes sides with the colonizer” (Mukherjee 56), Ondaatje’s use of 

Shakespeare places Running in the Family at the forefront of postcolonial discussions “in 

which destructive cultural encounter is changing to an acceptance of difference on equal 

terms” (Ashcroft 36).  Rather than dominating Ondaatje’s narrative, Shakespeare’s 

presence within Running in the Family contributes to the poly-vocal quality of the text; 

Shakespeare functions as one of  “the many voices and versions that co-exist in his 

[Ondaatje’s] biography, [which] all provide a significant challenge to the coherence and 

authority of Western historiography” (Snelling 31).  Ondaatje defies the expectation that 

eastern peoples locate meaning within western literary texts; he offers a critical and 

cultural environment in which “division and categorization are no longer the bases of 
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perception” (Ashcroft 35).  Working with the “shifting and unstable memories, fragments 

of discourse and stories which are not anchored in ‘fact’” (Anderson 116) but which 

inform his ethnic identity, Ondaatje models a theme of cultural inclusion that seeks to 

“redefine the formal criterion and codifications” still active in western discourse.  

Interrelating his familial and literary heritages in such a way that they come to depend on 

one another for clarity, Ondaatje “strive[s] for an affinity which has nothing to do with 

the handing on of power” (Anderson 120) and produces a culturally hybrid discourse in 

which William Shakespeare and Mervyn Ondaatje participate as equals. 
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Maddening Methods: the Prince and his Protégé 

In his autobiography, Out of Place, Edward Said describes how he read Hamlet 

with his mother, Hilda Said, in preparation for seeing Sir John Gielgud perform the title 

role at the Cairo Opera House in 1944:   

 The two of us sat in the front reception room, she in a big armchair, I on a stool 
next to her, with a smoky smoldering fire in the fireplace on her left, and we read 
Hamlet together.  She was Gertrude and Ophelia, I, Hamlet, Horatio, and Claudius.  
She also played Polonius as if in implicit solidarity with my father, who often 
admonishingly quoted “neither a borrower nor a lender be” to me as a reminder of 
how risky it was for me to be given money to spend on my own.  We skipped the 
whole play-within-a-play sequence as too bewilderingly ornate and complicated for 
the two of us.  There must have been at least four, and perhaps even five or six, 
sessions when, sharing the book, we read and tried to make sense of the play, the 
two of us completely alone and together, for four afternoons after school, with 
Cairo, my sisters, and father totally shut out. (51-2) 
 

Said describes the series of Hamlet readings he shared with his mother as “one of the 

great moments in my childhood” (52).  At the age of nine, Said “only half-consciously 

understood the lines” he recited with his mother, but cherished the intimacy that the 

readings inspired.  Said comments that “these readings confirmed the deepness or our 

connection to each other” (52) and created “a sustaining intimacy” (155) between mother 

and son that continued until Hilda’s death in 1990. 

While Said’s description of his “Shakespeare readings” (155) with his mother is 

notable for the strong emotional attachment it suggests Said harbored for Hilda, it also  

parallels Said with Shakespeare’s Hamlet.  While Said and his mother read the parts of 

several characters in Shakespeare’s play, Said emphasizes his role as Hamlet and his 

mother’s role as Gertrude: 

What I remember above all was the change from her normal voice to a new 
stage voice in Gertrude: it went up in pitch, smoothed out, became exceptionally 
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fluent and, most of all, acquired a bewitching flirtatious and calming tone. “Good 
Hamlet,” I remember her clearly saying to me, not to Hamlet, “cast thy nighted 
colour off and let thine eye look like a friend in Denmark.”  I felt that she was 
speaking to my better, less disabled, and still fresh self, hoping perhaps to lift me 
out of the sodden delinquency of my life, already burdened with worries and 
anxieties that I was now sure were to threaten my future. (52) 

 
Said’s description of his mother speaking “to me, not to Hamlet” obscures the 

conventional distinction between reality and fiction to suggest that Said and Hilda acted 

out their relationship with one another through Shakespeare’s text.  The suggestion that 

art and reality combine within this “extraordinary theatrical experience” (51) is further 

indicated by the similarities Said suggests between Hilda and Gertrude and himself and 

Hamlet.  Said’s reference to his “better, less disabled . . . self” suggests that Said suffered 

from a sense of inner-conflict analogous to the self-contradictions which plague Hamlet’s 

character.  Similarly, the fact that Hilda’s “concentration on the play” seems to “draw[] 

her in and away from” her son (52) at the same time that her words attempt to lift Said  

“out of the sodden delinquency of my life” associates her with Gertrude, a notorious 

figure of filial ambivalence.  The intensity with which Said assumes the role of Hamlet as 

he reads Shakespeare with Hilda, implies that Said identifies with the prince as a 

character who struggles to reconcile a fractured sense of self. 

 At the age of nine, Said considered “the whole play-within-a-play sequence . . . 

bewilderingly ornate and complicated”; as an adult, however, Said evokes the idea of a 

play-within-a-play to situate Hamlet as the organizing principle within his autobiography.  

Hamlet acts as a biography within the autobiography; the Prince’s “crack[ed]” (5.2.359) 

personality emphasizes Said’s fractured political, cultural and linguistic identity as well 

as his feelings of isolation as a child living in a world characterized by “a tangle of 
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departures, exiles, and brief returns” (212).  The strong structural similarities between 

Hamlet and Said’s characters provide an emotional depth to Said’s autobiographical 

persona as it is often buried under a “blizzard of names” and “minutely recalled 

incidents” that “verge on self-pity” (Lively).45  Said’s powerful association with Hamlet 

also complicates Said’s suggestion at the end of his autobiography that he is comfortably 

“out of place.”  For Said, being “out of place” fundamentally means rejecting the notion 

of a “solid self” that synthesizes multiple identities into a unified whole.  Out of Place 

shifts the focus from unifying the fractured self - a prominent theme within Said’s 

academic writings - to accepting the self as a product of multiple parts that can exist in 

harmony with one another without necessarily being hybridized.46  Said’s dismissal of the 

“solid self” (295) is, however, belied by Said’s inability to let his fractured selves live in 

peaceful coexistence.  Ultimately, Said’s use of Hamlet to illustrate his multiple 

identities, undermines his claim to be a peacefully fractured self.  Like Hamlet who is 

ruled by the patriarchal values he inherits from his parents, Said remains subject to 

                                                 
45 Penelope Lively’s article, “State of Confusion,” is an electronic source and has no page 
numbers; it was published by the Guardian Saturday Pages and hosted by InfoTrac 
Newspapers.  Other electronic sources with no pages numbers cited in this chapter 
include: Julian Borger’s “Friends rally to repulse attack on Edward Said” (Guardian 
Unlimited); Stephen Howe’s “An outsider’s inside story” (InfoTrac Newspapers); Robert 
Porter’s “Autobiography, Exile, Home: The Egyptian Memoirs of Gini Alhadeff, Andre 
Aciman, and Edward Said” (Academic Search Premier); Edward Said’s “Palestine, Then 
and Now” (Academic Search Premier); Justus Reid Weiner’s “‘My Beautiful Old House’ 
and Other Fabrications by Edward Said” (Academic Search Premier); Edmund White’s 
“Edward Said: Out of Place” (Academic Search Premier); and Janny Scott’s “A 
Palestinian Confronts Time” (InfoTrac Newspapers). 
46 In Culture and Imperialism Said argues that “all cultures are involved in one another; 
none is single and pure, all are hybrid, heterogeneous, extraordinary differentiated, and 
unmonolithic” (xxv).   
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“Edward,” the smothering self constructed by the social narratives imposed upon him by 

his mother and father as well as British imperialism. 

This chapter is divided into three parts. The first section locates Out of Place as a 

major contribution (and correction) to the highly contentious autobiographical narrative 

Said initiates in his scholarly works.  Said’s scrupulous documentation of his personal 

history within Out of Place reestablishes him as the sovereign and sole author of his 

biography after his integrity was questioned by Justus Reid Weiner in his infamous 

article, “‘My Beautiful Old House’ and Other Fabrications by Edward Said” 

(“Fabrications”).  I argue that Said’s meticulous documentation of people, places, dates 

and events throughout his autobiography does not exclude literary allusion as an 

important source of personal meaning.  The second and most extensive section of this 

chapter situates Said’s conception of living “out of place” in the context of Hamlet’s 

feelings of a divided and melancholic self to explore Said’s conflicting views of his 

colonial past and postcolonial present.  The final section of this chapter examines how 

Said alludes to Hamlet, but also draws attention to the powerful colonial narratives which 

framed Shakespeare’s work as the embodiment of British creative and intellectual 

accomplishment.  By acknowledging the critical and cultural narratives that situate 

Shakespeare’s work at the heart of the literary canon, Said creates a deliberate tension 

between his role as Hamlet within Out of Place and more traditional views of the Prince 

as an “English hero” (53). 
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Authoring the Self 
 

Said’s scholarly research is intimately related to his personal situation as a 

displaced Palestinian nationalist living in the United States of America; his many books 

and articles evoke his political identity as the impetus behind his academic interests.  In 

the Introduction to Orientalism Said claims that “my study of Orientalism has been an 

attempt to inventory the traces upon me the Oriental subject, of the culture whose 

domination has been so powerful a factor in the life of all Orientals” (25).  Said makes a 

similar claim regarding his personal relationship to his scholarship in Culture and 

Imperialism.  Discussing British, French and American conceptions of imperial power 

Said writes, “[a]lthough I feel at home in them, I have remained, as a native from the 

Arab and Muslim world, someone who also belongs to the other side.  This has enabled 

me in a sense to live on both sides, and to try to mediate between them” (xxiii).  In essays 

like “Palestine, Then and Now” and “Between Worlds,” Said asserts his identity as a 

Palestinian who was forced to leave his native country: “I was born, in November 1935, 

in Talbiya, then mostly new and prosperous Arab quarter of Jerusalem.  By the end of 

1947, just months before Talbiya fell to Jewish forces, I’d left with my family for Cairo” 

(“Palestine, Then and Now”).   Writing in the London-based newspaper, The 

Independent, Stephen Howe comments, “Said has reflected many times on being an 

outsider.  He has stressed the intellectual advantages of such a position and has granted 

the figure of the exile or migrant a crucial role in modern culture.”  In “Autobiography, 

Exile, Home,” Roger Porter categorizes Said as one of many displaced writers who “do 

not merely resign themselves to a state of exile but use it to their advantage.”  Said 
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conventionally locates his sense of displaced political and cultural identity as the source 

of the “originality of vision” presented in his work (Reflections 186). 

 The autobiographical narrative Said presents in his scholarly works is 

overshadowed by Weiner’s infamous essay, “Fabrications,” which appeared in 

Commentary magazine a year before Said published Out of Place in 2000.  Weiner 

charges Said with “retailing the facts of his own personal biography” to further his 

political and literary agendas: “There can be no doubt that a great deal of the moral 

authority accruing to Edward Said derives as much from his personal as from his 

intellectual credentials.”  Citing personal testimonies and public records, Weiner states, 

correctly, that Said was not forced to leave Jerusalem in 1948 and that he spent most of 

his childhood in Egypt where “the affluent Cairo-based Saids” had their permanent 

residence.  Using this information as leverage, Weiner accuses Said of speaking 

“anything but the plain, direct, or honest truth” about his connection to Palestine and 

concludes that Said’s family “cannot be considered ‘refugees’ or ‘exiles’ from Palestine 

in any meaningful sense of those two very weighty and politically charged terms.”  

Weiner’s accusations “stirred fierce emotions” (Borger) within the academic 

communities to which Said belonged and exposed Said to “lively scorn” (Marrouchi 95) 

from his numerous political adversaries. 

 Since its publication in 1999, Weiner’s article has been attacked by Said’s critical 

supporters and opponents alike.  Howe comments: “Weiner’s attack is malevolent, 

strident and, in many details, obviously wrong.  It certainly fails to convict Said of 

deliberate dishonesty.”  Weiner’s analysis is wholly uncritical: he presumes the accuracy 
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of the public records he cites and relies too heavily on the personal remembrances of 

Said’s aging acquaintances – the “clear recollections” of the elder David Ezra, for 

example – to refute Said’s claims that his family fled Palestine in the wake of Israeli 

occupation.  Nadia Gindi, a family friend of the Saids whose sister, Huda Gindi, was 

implicated in Weiner’s argument, complains of Weiner’s “mis-use and abuse” of her 

sister and argues that Weiner’s article is riddled with “misinterpretations, blatant errors 

and loopholes,” as well as anti-Palestinian sentiment (293).  Like many critics infuriated 

by Weiner’s charges, Gindi complains that Weiner misreads Said’s personal statements: 

“‘spent most of my formative years’ does not mean “living continuously there’” (293).  

Weiner has also been criticized for oversimplifying the politics of exile and the 

complicated cultural concerns that emerged in the wake of British colonialism: “To move 

within the Middle East was not, as it became, to traverse clearly defined, sovereign 

nation-states.  To suppose that a family like the Saids ‘must have been really’ one thing 

or another, Palestinian or Egyptian or simply, generically ‘Arab’ (or, indeed, American, 

as Said’s father sometimes liked to insist) is to project backwards a more recent rigidity 

of national identities and boundaries” (Howe).  Because “Fabrications” was embraced by 

Said’s political detractors, Weiner’s claim that Said’s personal history constitutes a 

“carefully crafted deception” remains highly contentious. 

 Said’s immediate response to Weiner’s article was stilted.  In an interview with 

Janny Scott of The New York Times, Said “denied ever having misrepresented his past. 

He insisted he had always made it clear that he had grown up not only in Jerusalem but 

also in Egypt and Lebanon. He said his family had frequently traveled between Cairo and 
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Jerusalem.”  In the same interview with Scott, Said deflected the controversy incited by 

Weiner’s article: “I don't think it's that important, in any case. It doesn't make that much 

difference to the case I'm representing. I never have represented my case as the issue to 

be treated. I've represented the case of my people, which is something quite different.”  

Said’s casual dismissal of Weiner’s remarks is both predictable and justified – 

“Fabrications” is a slanderous attack, not a scholarly examination of Said’s life, and so in 

many respects is unworthy of respect.  For Said, whose scholarly work and political 

writings are intimately tied to his sense of national identity and personal convictions, 

Weiner’s remarks must, however, have had an unsettling effect.  Said was acutely aware 

that Weiner’s article “pose[d] a real challenge [to his] . . .  reputation” (Howe) and, 

despite Said’s reticence, needed to be addressed in his autobiography, which he was in 

the process of writing when Weiner published his essay. 

Although Out of Place neither overtly challenges Weiner’s claims nor 

acknowledges the controversy that it inspired – Weiner describes his essay as a 

“bombshell” – Said’s intensely historical account of his life clearly affirms his authority 

over his personal history.  Out of Place is a relatively long autobiography that chronicles 

Said’s childhood in extensive detail: “While in Cairo during my November 1998 trip, I 

went to pay a call to our neighbors Nadia and Huda, and their mother, Mrs. Gindy, who 

for many years lived three floors below us, on the second floor at 1 Sharia Aziz Osman.  

They told me that number 20, our old apartment, was empty and up for sale” (x).  The 

minor details that Said effortlessly shares with his readers about his life in Cairo suggest 

Said’s role as an exacting historian who clearly desires to control his personal narrative.  
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Said’s specific references to Palestine and Palestinian identity – from his participation in 

“a conference on Palestinian landscape held at Bir Zeit” (x) to his assertion that his 

mother “was Palestinian, even though her mother, Munira, was Lebanese” (5) – reinforce 

his familial and personal ties to Palestine, while also suggesting Said’s exclusive access 

to the in-depth historical narrative that made-up his life.  Said’s closing remarks in the 

Preface make clear his desire to restore himself as the sole author of his life story: “I, and 

only I, am responsible for what I recall and see, not individuals in the past who could not 

have known what effect they might have on me” (xiii).  Even though Out of Place does 

not address Weiner’s article, it returns Said to a position of authority regarding his life 

history as this authority was threatened by Weiner’s attempt to “rewrite Edward’s life for 

him” (Gindi 292). 

 In his 2000 review of Out of Place, Edmund White argues that Said “is careful to 

avoid all pat theories about his own past” and that he “is excruciatingly honest in 

detailing all the ways his childhood scarred him” (134).  While Said’s emphasis on dates, 

names, locations and other historical facts in Out of Place disparages the vague 

remembrances and obscure historical details that Weiner cites as proof of Said’s 

“fabrications,” the meticulous nature of Said’s autobiographical narrative does not 

compromise the aesthetic qualities of Out of Place as it functions within a genre that is 

indebted to historical and literary conventions.  In the Acknowledgments section of Out 

of Place, Said implies that his personal history is the result of extensive revision: “My 

dear friend Richard Poirer, surely America’s finest literary critic, gave me early 

encouragement and read through various drafts, as did Deirdre and Allen Bergson” (vii).  
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Said also gives special thanks to his editors from Knopf publishers: “Frances helped me 

to see what I was trying to do, then made the most acute suggestions for sculpting a 

bulky, disorderly manuscript into a semblance of form.  Always patiently and 

humorously, Shelley sat with and guided me as we went through hundreds of pages of 

often overwritten and inchoate prose” (viii).  Out of Place is also the product of 

substantial self-editing with regard to Said’s intellectual and professional interests: “my 

political writings about the Palestinian situation, my studies of the relationship of politics 

and aesthetics, specifically opera and prose fiction, and my fascination with the subject of 

a book I have been writing on late style . . . must have fed into this memoir 

surreptitiously” (ix).  Howe describes Said’s “process of selection and distortion” as 

“immeasurably elaborate” before commenting that “Out of Place is “a major work of art” 

and “the great literary statement at which . . . [Said’s] previous books had only hinted.”  

Out of Place provides a highly stylized portrait of Said’s life and consequently can be 

read as an imaginative as well as historical text. 

The analytical nature of Said’s autobiography is notably different from the overtly 

aesthetic narratives presented within Conrad’s A Personal Record and Ondaatje’s 

Running in the Family.  While Conrad and Ondaatje cultivate the impression that history 

is a collaborative effort between “the facts” and the imagination, Said maintains a critical 

distance between his personal identity and the many artistic and literary figures – 

Beethoven, Adorno, Walter Scott and Dostoyevsky as well as Shakespeare – that he 

mentions throughout Out of Place.  Said does not allow fictional characters to appear in 

his personal narrative as they do in A Personal Record; he also does not perceive history 
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as the product of gossip and exaggeration as it is in Running in the Family.  Said does, 

however, position literature within Out of Place as an important source of personal and 

social meaning: 

I was aware of myself making connections between disparate books and ideas with 
considerable ease, wondering about, for example, the role of the great city in 
Dostoyevsky and Balzac, drawing analogies between various characters . . . that I 
encountered in books that I liked and comparing them with individuals I had met or 
known about in Dhour and Cairo. (165) 
 

Reading provided Said with a more complex understanding of both the world and the 

personal relationships that affected his life: “As I read The Brothers Karamazov I felt I 

had found an elaboration of the family dispute between my father, his nephew, and my 

aunt, now entering its terminal phase of almost daily incidents, recriminations, shouting 

scenes, and disputes both with and about employees” (220).  For Said, literature is a 

source of enjoyment and intellectual fascination; it also provides “a kind of reflection and 

self-reflection” (165), which allows for a more nuanced understanding of Said’s role 

within the intricate pattern of familial, cultural and political influences that shaped his 

childhood. 

“Tender” Princes 
 

Hamlet struggles to reconcile his sense of honor and masculine pride with the 

more mysterious, “whorish” impulses that prevent him from avenging his father’s “foul 

and most unnatural murther” (1.5.25).  Hamlet’s ruptured consciousness is characterized 

by a series of polarized conflicts that merge to create a ceaseless “dance of contraries” 

(Bloom, Inventing the Human 407).  Shakespeare depicts Hamlet’s character as an 

amalgamation of competing issues: right and wrong, rational and absurd, individual and 
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community, feudal prince and Renaissance scholar, selfishness and selflessness, action 

and contemplation, sincerity and falsehood, refinement and vulgarity, hero and villain.  

Bloom argues that Hamlet is always “two beings at once” (Inventing the Human 392) and 

Ewan Fernie characterizes Hamlet as a man divided: “outraged filial love and respect for 

himself as a man of honour prompt him to revenge: deeper moral feelings forbid it” 

(121).  Hamlet’s character is, however, not easily reduced to rigid oppositional 

relationships.  Matthew Arnold describes Hamlet’s world as “the world of man viewed as 

a being ondayant et divers, balancing and indeterminate, the plaything of cross-motives 

and shifting impulses, swayed by a thousand subtle influences physiological and 

pathological” (176).  Hamlet’s consciousness is “at war with itself” (Bloom, Hamlet: 

Poem Unlimited 86), but Hamlet’s war is fought between multiple armies on multiple 

fronts.  As Swinburne contests, Hamlet’s “inner nature” is not defined by “irresolution or 

hesitation,” but by a “strong conflux of contending forces” (quoted in Bloom, Hamlet: 

Poem Unlimited 96) which resists the common assumption of a single, comprehensive 

identity. 

 Hamlet’s inner-conflict fuels feelings of self-loathing and unworthiness on the 

part of the Prince who contemplates “[self-]slaughter” (1.2.132) as a way of escaping the 

“sea of troubles” (3.1.58) that threaten to engulf his sense of self.  Having sworn 

allegiance to his father’s ghost – “thy commandment all along shall live/ Within the book 

and volume of my brain,/ Unmix’d with baser matter” (1.5.102-4) – Hamlet repeatedly 

questions his failure to assume the role of the Herculean hero: “I do not know/ Why yet I 

live to say, ‘This thing’s to do,’/ Sith I have cause, and will, and strength, and means/ To 
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do’t” (4.4.43-6).  Hamlet’s puzzlement is accompanied by intense feelings of frustration 

for failing to kill Claudius.  In Act Two, Hamlet labels himself “a rogue and peasant” 

(2.2.550) and reprimands himself for failing to avenge his father’s murder: 

Why, what an ass am I!  This is most brave, 
That I, the son of a dear [father] murthered, 
Prompted to my revenge by heaven and hell, 
Must like a whore unpack my heart with words, 
And fall a-cursing like a very drab, 
A stallion. (2.2.582-7) 
 

Imagining his internal conflict as a struggle between a public, masculine self and an ill-

defined, private feminine identity, Hamlet feels himself a “whore” and “A stallion” in a 

world in which “‘woman’ represents everything denied by reasonable men” (Leverenz 

144).47  The Prince celebrates action and “godlike reason” (4.4.38) as masculine ideals 

while he condemns contemplation and vacillation as cowardly and feminine: “‘[w]hore’ 

is  . . . [Hamlet’s] word for changeable feelings’” (Leverenz 144).  Unlike Laertes, 

                                                 
47 James Russel Lowell comments that “Hamlet seems the natural result of the mixture of 
father and mother in his temperament” (186-7).  Lowell attributes “resolution and 
persistence” to King Hamlet and “infirmity of will and discontinuity of purpose” to 
Gertrude (187).  While the King is consistent in his demand that Hamlet kill Claudius and 
leave Gertrude’s “fighting soul” (3.4.113) to heaven, Gertrude’s character is more 
obscure than Lowell’s comments suggest.  Rebecca Smith observes that, while “Gertrude 
. . . has traditionally been played as a sensual, deceitful woman” the Queen’s “words and 
actions compel one to describe Gertrude as merely a quiet, biddable, careful mother and 
wife” (80,87).  Lowell assumes Hamlet’s description of his mother as a woman in whom 
“compulsive ardure . . . actively doth burn” (3.4.86-7) to be true when in fact Gertrude 
herself gives little indication that she is either the “most pernicious woman” (1.5.105) or 
the “lewd and lustful” queen (French 97) that Hamlet portraits her to be: “Nay, but to 
live/ In the rank sweat of an enseamed bed,/ Stew’d in corruption, honeying and making 
love/ Over the nasty sty!” (3.4.91-4).  Gertrude’s identity as a “whor’d . . . mother” 
(5.2.64) is a dubious, if not outright artificial construction: “So unjustly does Hamlet’s 
vision darken fact” (Knight, Imperial 109). Hamlet’s character is consequently best 
discussed in terms of conflicting masculine and feminine impulses, rather than disparate 
parental figures. 
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Hamlet is unable to force “The woman . . . out” (5.1.189) and imagines his “unmanly 

grief” (1.2.94) transformed into unmanly cowardice.  Hamlet’s inability to reconcile his 

“filial duty” with the feminine self that symbolizes “sensitivity to his own heart” 

(Leverenz 133) traps him in a seemingly endless cycle of self-rebuke and remorse. 

The irony of Hamlet’s character is that he feels compelled to honor ideals that he 

perceives as morally and ethically bankrupt.  George Lyman Kittredge argues that “it is 

out of the question . . . [for Hamlet] to give the real reason for sheathing his sword; for 

that would be to make him repudiate the traditional code to which he still subscribes, 

though he has outgrown its literal savagery” (184).  The ghost’s “fair and warlike form” 

(1.1.47) symbolizes King Hamlet’s “majestical” (1.1.143) power as a courageous 

monarch who successfully defeated Norway in battle: “Such was the very armor he had 

on/ When he the ambitious Norway combated” (1.1.60-61).  Hamlet is acutely aware, 

however, that his father’s victory over Norway inspires Fortinbras to revenge and is the 

reason for Denmark’s political troubles under Claudius’ rule.  Hamlet is simultaneously 

enamored with and repulsed by the masculine codes of honor he inherits from his 

courageous, yet “bloody-minded” father (Bloom, Inventing the Human 388).   

The Prince rejoices in his “bloody” thoughts (4.4.66), but he also remains aloof 

from a system of patriarchal rules that inhibit rather than enhance his sense of self-worth.  

Fernie argues that “[t]hough Hamlet tries to see Laertes . . . [and Fortinbras] as ideal 

images of himself, he actually sees them as horrible anti-selves, who irresistibly repel 

him even while embarrassing him with their proficiency.  He wants them to shame him 

and they do, but he cannot help feeling that they are more shameful” (129).  At worst, 
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Hamlet’s delay shows him to be a reluctant defender of “patriarchal order” (Leverenz 

138); at best, it reveals that Hamlet’s moral scruples refuse to permit him to participate in 

the mindless cycle of violence that demands that sons redeem their fathers’ honor by 

committing murder.  Hamlet is trapped by patriarchal codes of conduct which he sees as 

simultaneously corrupt and redeeming; he is perturbed by the pointless slaughter 

authorized in the name of nation and of honor, but he also fails to embrace the numerous 

“actions that a man might play” (1.2.83-6) in opposition to the endless cycle of carnage 

embodied by King Hamlet, Fortinbras and Laertes. 

If the irony of Hamlet’s character is that he cannot extract himself from the 

patriarchal codes that compel him as well as the “delicate and tender” (4.4.48) Fortinbras 

to revenge, the tragedy of Hamlet’s situation is his total isolation.  Hamlet’s relationships 

with his parents are characterized by ambiguity and disdain, so that he is denied a reliable 

and sustaining source of familial support.  Gertrude, an ambivalent figure throughout the 

play, commits actions that leave her son in a state of perpetual emotional turmoil.  

Hamlet feels demoralized by his mother whose hasty marriage to Claudius creates a 

powerful rift between her and her son.  Hamlet repeatedly admonishes Gertrude for 

exposing her “treasure . . . [to] unmast’red importunity” (1.3.31-2): 

She married – O most wicked speed: to post 
With such dexterity to incestuous sheets, 
It is not, nor it cannot come to good. (1.2.55-7) 
 

On the one hand, Gertrude is a “most pernicious woman” (1.5.105) and a “lewd and 

lustful” queen (French 97); on the other, she is a caring and considerate mother who 

expresses genuine affection for her son.  In Act One Gertrude communicates sincere 
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sympathy for her son’s distress; responding to Hamlet’s comment that “all that lives must 

die” (1.2.73), Gertrude asks, “If it be,/ Why seems it so particular with thee?” (1.2.74-5).  

Similarly, in Act Five Gertrude expresses considerable concern for Hamlet as he 

overexerts himself during his duel with Laertes: “He’s fat, and scant of breath.  Here, 

Hamlet, take my napkin, rub thy brows” (5.2.287-9).  Not only does Gertrude beckon to 

her son, “Come, let me wipe thy face” (5.2.294), but she defies Claudius’ command not 

to drink in order to toast Hamlet’s accomplishments (5.2.291).  Gertrude’s final thoughts 

are not of Claudius, but of Hamlet whose life she attempts to save: “No, no, the drink, the 

drink-O my dear Hamlet -/ The drink, the drink! I am pois’ned” (5.2.309-10).  Gertrude’s 

relationship with Hamlet is mired in ambivalence: she displays maternal affection for her 

son, but also retires to the “incestuous sheets” of her marriage bed. 

Gertrude’s wedding at a time when it befits the nation “To bear our hearts in 

grief” (1.2.3) places an immense emotional strain on Hamlet; it also passes critical 

judgment on his character.  The fact that Gertrude marries Claudius so soon after King 

Hamlet’s death, reveals her inconstancy, but it also suggests Hamlet’s inability to council 

his mother’s grief or provide for the welfare of a vulnerable Danish nation.  While 

Gertrude encourages Hamlet to “cast thy nighted color off,/ And let thine eye look like a 

friend on Denmark” (1.2.68-9), her role as “Th’imperial jointress” (1.2.9) jeopardizes 

Hamlet’s rightful inheritance.  Far from validating Hamlet’s privileged position within 

the Danish court, Claudius’ declaration that Hamlet is “the most immediate to our throne” 

(1.2.109) emphasizes that Gertrude’s marriage undermines Hamlet’s position as the heir 

to the Danish kingdom.  Furthermore, Gertrude appears both deeply concerned and 
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totally oblivious to her son’s fate.  She begs Hamlet to stay in Denmark, only to be 

oblivious to his forced exile to England: 

Gertrude:   Let not they mother lose her prayers, Hamlet, 
I pray thee stay with us, go not to Wittenburg. 

Hamlet: I shall in all my best obey your, madam. (1.2.118-20) 
 
Hamlet: I must to England, you know that? 
Gertrude:    Alack, 
  I had forgot.  ‘Tis so concluded on. (3.4.199-201) 
 

Gertrude soothes her son’s anguish, but she also undermines Hamlet’s authority as the 

heir apparent and appears only half concerned that Hamlet remains at Elsinore.   

 Gertrude’s ambivalence is shared by King Hamlet’s ghost, which remains 

emotionally detached from Hamlet even though the Prince continues to mourn his “noble 

father[’s]” (1.2.71) death.  King Hamlet is the embodiment of conventional masculinity.  

He evokes Hamlet’s love in order to carry out his revenge (1.5.23), but he also resists any 

emotional intimacy with Hamlet: “Pity me not, but lend thy serious hearing to/ What I 

shall unfold” (1.5.5-6).  Despite the fact that the ghost displays “A countenance more/ In 

sorrow than in anger” (1.2.231-2), King Hamlet’s appearance – “Armed at point exactly, 

cap-a-pe” (1.2.200) – symbolizes his stern, patriarchal demeanor:  

Hamlet:   Arm’d, say you? 
Marcellus and Barnardo:  Arm’d, my lord. 
Hamlet:   From top to toe? 
Marcellus and Barnardo:  My lord, from head to foot. 
Hamlet:   Then saw you not his face. 
Horatio:   O yes, my lord, he wore his beaver up. (1.2.226-230)  
 

The ghost is a commanding and bullying force within Shakespeare’s play: “King Hamlet 

continues to govern from beyond the grave and seems oblivious to Hamlet’s political 

rights as royal heir” (Charnes 195).  Hamlet immediately assumes a subordinate position 
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when speaking to his father’s ghost; in contrast to his initial conversation with Marcellus, 

Barnardo and Horatio in which he questions their every observation about the ghost, 

Hamlet listens passively to the “goodly king[’s]” (1.2.186) lengthy account of his murder 

and never questions his obligations to his father.  The ghost demands that Hamlet respect 

rather than love his father, and that Hamlet participate in a patriarchal system of honor 

based on antagonistic rather than compassionate relationships. 

 Hamlet’s relationship with his father reveals the tension between the “patriarchal 

fantasy of cloning” (Charnes 202) and the traditional masculine desire for conquest.  

Dressed in “complete steel” (1.4.52), King Hamlet encourages his son to commit murder, 

while simultaneously ridiculing Hamlet as inferior: 

I could a tale unfold whose lightest word 
Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood, 
Make thy two eyes like stars start from their spheres, 
Thy knotted and combined locks to part, 
And each particular hair to stand an end, 
Like quills upon the fearful porpentine. (1.5.15-20) 
 

Despite stating that it is “forbid/ To tell the secrets of my prison-house,” (1.5.13-4), the 

ghost frames its fiery punishment in Purgatory in terms of a standard of courage and 

bravery that Hamlet will never be able to embody.  Leverenz argues that the ghost’s 

language is “designed to exaggerate the father’s strength and the son’s weakness.  

Feelings are frivolous; manly endurance is true fortitude” (139).  Hamlet’s reluctance to 

kill Claudius fuels, rather than inspires, his feelings of inadequacy as they are rooted in 

his more general feelings of “shame” at “not being a proper man” (Fernie 126).  Hamlet’s 

acute sense of personal failure and cowardliness causes him to doubt his place within 

both his father’s affections and the honor-bound world of feudal Denmark.  In this 
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respect, Hamlet represents a divided, but also a traumatized and repressed consciousness 

that fails to attain harmony between its various parts. 

Hamlet’s dilemma as an individual struggling to reconcile his sense of self with 

the demands placed upon him by his parents and his society is reflected in Out of Place 

as it chronicles Said’s quest to fit in with his cultural and familial surroundings.  In the 

Preface to his autobiography Said argues that “[t]he basic split in my life was the one 

between Arabic, my native language, and English, the language of my education and 

subsequent expression as a scholar and teacher” (xi).  The opening pages of Out of Place 

reinforce the notion of Said’s split linguistic identity that he introduces in the Preface: “it 

took me about fifty years to become accustomed to, or, more exactly, to feel less 

uncomfortable with, ‘Edward,’ a foolishly English name yoked forcibly to the 

unmistakably Arabic family name Said” (3).  Said explains that “Edward” was named 

after the Prince of Wales “who cut so fine a figure in 1935” (3), whereas the “non-

Edward part of myself” (4) was associated with “various uncles and cousins” (3) who 

shared the name “Said.”  The split between “Edward” and “non-Edward” – a distinction 

that Said maintains throughout Out of Place – indicates a division between Said’s English 

self, which reflected the colonial paradigms that influenced his childhood, and his Arab 

self, the product of his Palestinian heritage.  Edmund White comments that Said’s “name 

summarizes the colonial history of the Arab world--half English, half Arab, and entirely 

invented.”  In this respect, Out of Place appears to map the colonial concerns discussed in 

Said’s scholarly works onto Said’s divided, indigenous conscious. 
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The multiple fractures within Hamlet’s identity resonate with Said, whose 

personal development is characterized by numerous linguistic, racial and national 

displacements.  As “a Palestinian, Anglican, American boy” (Reflections 270) living in 

Cairo, Said’s identity is shaped, but not confined, by imperial politics; he identifies his 

“emerging consciousness . . . as something altogether more complex and authentic than a 

colonial mimic” (195).  At the beginning of Out of Place Said writes, “I have retained . . . 

[an] unsettled sense of many identities – mostly in conflict with each other-all my life” 

(5).  At Mount Hermon, his New England boarding school, Said comments that he felt 

“out of place in nearly everyway” (231) and that he quickly realized that “I was to remain 

the outsider, no matter what I did” (248) and no matter where he lived.  Within the Arab 

world, Said’s Palestinian identity isolated him from his Egyptian school mates so that he 

never felt fully at home, even in cosmopolitan Cairo: “Despite the fact that I spoke-and I 

thought looked-like a native Egyptian, something seemed to give me away.  I resented the 

implication that I was somehow a foreigner, even though deep down I know that to them 

I was, despite being an Arab” (195).  Said experiences a similar moment of cultural 

“isolation” (177) when he encounters some Lebanese students who “jovially exchanged 

jokes and anecdotes in an Arabic dialect that was clearly their language, and just as 

clearly not mine . . . Their accent was Lebanese, mine was Egyptian overlaying a thin 

remnant of Palestinian” (176).  Said’s character is a polyglot of cultural narratives and 

“internalized histories” (Reflections 301) that overlap in increasingly complex ways 

throughout his personal narrative. 
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While Out of Place chronicles the many geographical and political displacements 

that influenced Said’s childhood, the “Edward” Said introduces at the beginning of his 

autobiography develops in the highly regulated spaces of Said’s schools and his home.  

Named after an English prince, “Edward” reflects Hamlet’s struggle to embrace the role 

assigned to him by his parents and by society.  “Edward” is the product of a colonial 

school system intent on enforcing British standards on its colonial subjects.  Said’s “first 

extended contact with colonial authority” (42) was at Gezira Preparatory School (GPS) 

where he was forced to “read about meadows, castles, and Kings John, Alfred, and 

Canute,” while repeatedly being subjected to lessons “in English glory” (39).  As a 

teenager Said attended Victoria College - “the British Eton in Egypt” (213) - where he 

was prohibited from speaking Arabic and was further indoctrinated into British culture: 

“the authorities had divided us all into ‘houses,’ which further inculcated and naturalized 

the ideology of empire.  I was a member of Kitchener House; other houses were Cromer, 

Frobisher, and Drake” (181).  The faculty at Victoria College was made-up of 

“unfortunate and bedraggled” (184) teachers like Mr. Sugg, Mr. Gatley and Mr. 

Mundrell, who Said portrays as “cruel, impersonal, and authoritarian Englishmen” (183).  

Said depicts himself and his fellow “VC-boys” as “inferiors pitted against a wounded 

colonial power that was dangerous and capable of inflicting harm on us, even as we 

seemed compelled to study its language and its culture as the dominant one in Egypt” 

(186).  Thus, “Edward” the linguistic self that Said mentions at the beginning of Out of 

Place is transformed by the “authoritarian Brits” (85) who supervised Said’s “education” 

into “a false, even ideological, identity” (91) that adheres to the conventions of Empire.  



 

 336 

 The rigid control that Said experienced in the colonial classroom bred a sense of 

inferiority in the young Said who is plagued by feelings of puzzlement and humiliation as 

he attempts to navigate the paradigms of power perpetuated by imperial rule.  Said 

describes himself as a “semi-outcast” (219), a “fees-paying stranger” (108) and a “wog” 

(183) in an education system that considered Arab students to be “debased human 

material, not English, not really gentlemen, not really teachable” (203).  Discussing his 

time at GPS, Said recalls that Mrs. Wilson’s “daily homilies were simultaneously 

condescending and cloying, her bad British teeth and ungenerous lips shaping the words 

with unmistakable distaste for the mongrel-like collection of children who stood before 

her” (38).  During his middle school years, Said increasingly sinks “into protracted 

‘disgrace’” (58) as it is associated with the “Edward” aspects of his character.  Said 

explains that he “became delinquent” and developed into “the ‘Edward’ of punishable 

offenses, laziness, loitering, who was regularly expected to be caught in some specific 

unlicensed act and punished by being given detentions, or, as I grew older, a violent slap 

by my teacher” (42).  Said’s feelings of “disgrace” and “delinquency” continued 

throughout his time at GPS and at Victoria College where “Edward” frequently received 

humiliating beatings from his teachers.  Under the strict gaze of his English school 

teachers, “Edward” develops into a “flawed, frightened, uncertain construction” (90) 

whose constant fear of failure parallels Hamlet’s feelings of self-reproach and 

cowardliness for resisting his duty as a son and as a prince. 

The rigid discipline Said was exposed to at his British schools was exacerbated at 

home.  Just as Hamlet struggles to reconcile his inner, rather obscure sense of identity 
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with the patriarchal values he inherits from his father, Said is forced to comply with his 

parents’ strict rules of conduct and achievement.  Said describes “Edward” as the product 

of “fearful parental injunctions . . . intended to keep us psychologically enclosed within 

our own tight family circle” (163).  Wadie and Hilda’s inflexible rules and constant 

criticisms reinforce Said’s sense of being divided between a public (“Edward”) and a 

private (“non-Edward”) self: 

the extreme and rigid regime of discipline and extracurricular education that my 
father would create and in which I became imprisoned from the age of nine left me 
no respite or sense of myself beyond its rules and patterns. 

And thus I became “Edward,” a creation of my parents whose daily travails a 
quite different but quite dormant inner self was able to observe, though most of the 
time was powerless to help. (19) 

 
Said’s parents were severe disciplinarians whose strict policies dictated every aspect of 

Said’s childhood: “My parents were at the heart of an entire administered system that 

determined my time minute by minute and my father’s attitude toward me for the rest of 

his life, a system that allowed me only the smallest of spots of relief to enjoy and feel that 

I was out of its clutches” (28).  Said recalls “the choking impingements of family and 

school” (33) and being “boxed in by schedules, chores, assignments, with not a moment 

for leisurely enjoyment or reflection” (104).  Hilda was complicit in the “disciplinary 

regime” (24) that Wadie orchestrated, one that left little or no room for Said to explore 

his own sense of identity.  “Edward” represents “an internalized framework in a world of 

volatile change and turbulent upheaval” (261), but he also represents an oppressive set of 

rules and regulations that emphasized order over personal insight and development. 

The “Cairo cocoon” (268) designed by Wadie Said to ensure his family’s stability 

represents a highly volatile combination of love, brutal discipline and relentless criticism.  
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Wadie’s “unbending, mostly silent iron will” (222) left little room for deviation; Said was 

forced to comply with his father’s “preordained molds” (164), while constantly being told 

by both his parents that he will never achieve success.  At the beginning of Out of Place, 

Said observes that “[f]rom the moment I became conscious of myself as a child, I found it 

impossible to think of myself as not having both a discrediting past and an immoral 

future in store” (18-9).  “Edward” was the product of constant parental critique and 

harassment: “Don’t make noise, Edward” (26); “Come along now Edward” (41); 

“Practice your piano, Edward!” (54).  “Edward” is chided by Wadie for “never do[ing] 

your best” and beset by demeaning questions from his mother: “What’s going to become 

of you, Edward? Are you always going to fail and do badly” (172).  Said struggles to 

comply with his parents’ high standards of success, but remains a “naughty boy,” 

constantly disgraced by the fact that, like Hamlet, he is “woefully, indeed comically 

inadequate” (Fernie 121) to succeed in the role created for him by his parents.  

A Gertrude-like figure, Hilda manipulates her son’s feelings, leaving him in a 

perpetual state of emotional angst.  Said describes himself as wholly “dependent . . . on . . 

. [his] mother’s approval and love” (46), but also a prisoner to her whimsical moods:  

[Hilda] had the most deep-seated and unresolved ambivalence toward the world, 
and me, I have ever known.  Despite our affinities, my mother required my love 
and devotion, and gave them back doubled and redoubled; but she also could turn 
them away quite suddenly, producing in me a metaphysical panic I can still 
experience with considerable unpleasantness and even terror.  Between my 
mother’s empowering, sun like smile and her cold scowl or her sustained frowning 
dismissiveness, I existed as a child both fortunate and hopelessly miserable, neither 
completely one nor the other. (13) 
 

Hilda’s pessimism characterizes her relationship with all her children, but particularly her 

son: “She had developed an extraordinary capacity to draw one in, convincing you of her 
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total commitment and then, with scarcely a moment’s notice, making you realize that she 

had judged and found you wanting” (45).  Hilda provides her children with an “amazing 

sense of assurance” (60) and demonstrates a “fabulous capacity for letting you trust and 

believe” (60); she also represents a “destructive and . . . dislocating” (52) force within her 

son’s life as Said was forever being judged deficient.  Hilda kept Said in constant 

anticipation of her love and esteem; he was permanently trapped between the mother who 

“really understood me” and the mother whose “capacity for manipulating” was 

“limitless” (174) and kept him permanently “off balance” (57).   

 As Said suggests in his description of his reading Hamlet with his mother, 

Hilda was an emotionally destabilizing force within his life.  She was “an 

extraordinary mixture of naivety and sophistication” (Lively) whose “critical 

ambivalence” (57) simultaneously affirmed and denied Said’s accomplishments as 

well as his sense of self-worth.  Said describes his mother as both a “silent 

companion” (54) and a grueling taskmaster: “My mother’s radical ambivalence 

expressed itself in her extraordinary physical embrace of her children . . . and at the 

same time offering a great deal of devastating negative commentary” (61).  Hilda’s 

critical gaze exacerbated the “worries and anxieties” that plagued Said’s childhood 

and fueled his sense “of always being out of place” (3).  Said explains that his mother 

“seemed unconsciously to take away from my achievements after initially celebrating 

them” (45) and would constantly ridicule Said for his perceived failures: “Mummy 

doesn’t love you, naughty boy” (4); “You’re very clever . . . but you have no 

character, you’re lazy, you’re naughty” (27); “My children have all been a 
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disappointment to me.  All of them” (56).  Hilda loved her children, but her damning 

personal critiques and her “tortured and yet nourishingly hypnotic” love (202) 

complicated Said’s struggle to understand his fractured sense of personal and cultural 

identity. 

Said’s problematic relationships with his colonial teachers and his mother, 

culminated in his relationship with his father who, like King Hamlet, charged his son 

with a duty he never believed Said could complete.  Howe observes that Said’s 

“relationship with his father was distinct and sometimes tortured.  Edward found Wadie 

mysterious, severe, taciturn, even terrifying.  He could never do, or be, quite the right 

thing in his father’s eyes.”  Said played the role of “the buffeted and cosseted son” (236) 

who was relentlessly ridiculed and discredited by his father, a “parent, disciplinarian, and 

imperious master” (153).  As a child, Said was forced to watch his father play bridge with 

humiliating aptitude: “every card flipped onto the table, every bid, every laconic 

postmortem after the hand was played out signified my mental and mortal subordination 

and increased my sense of his authority over me” (30).  Said’s feelings of “dispiriting 

blankness” (30) continued even after his graduation ceremony at Princeton, where he was 

humiliated by his father who expressed skepticism regarding his son’s academic 

achievements: “Though I had done very well, my father persisted in asking my teachers 

whether in fact I had done my best, with a tone suggesting that I hadn’t” (284).  Said 

called his “father Daddy until his dying day” (18); he both admired and feared his father 

as Wadie “came to represent a devastating combination of power and authority, 

rationalistic discipline” (12).  Said remained a child trapped in perpetual service and 
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obedience to a father who demanded that his son conform to the rules and regulations he 

set forth without any consideration for Said’s own needs and interests.  

Wadie asserted his will over Said’s physical as well as mental character; he 

subjected his son to a series of “improvements” designed to strengthen Said’s body and 

enhance his appearance.  By the age of eight, Said was “locked into a demanding set of 

repeated corrections . . . most them having the effect of turning me against myself” (62) 

and all of them making him feel “deeply self-conscious and ashamed” (63) regarding his 

body.  At age fourteen, Said was enrolled in the Gezira Club where he was forced to 

complete endless series of “knee bends, medicine-ball raises and lifts, sit-ups, jogging, 

and jumping” routines (67) designed to firm up his stomach muscles.  Said’s parents 

scrutinized every aspect of Said’s body from his feet to his tongue and attempted to 

change Said’s walk as well as how he sat down.  Said was left feeling deficient and weak 

compared to his father whose “strength, moral and physical, dominated the early part of 

my life” (55).  Said “internalize[d]” his father’s “criticism, and became even more 

awkward about and uncertain of my physical identity” (67); he comments that multiple 

“tear[s] opened in the relationship to my body” (67).  The struggle between Said and his 

father over his “imperfect and morally flawed” (66) body left Said feeling physically and 

mentally deflated as he is continually forced to compete with his father’s “indomitability” 

and “overpowering confidence” (55).48 

                                                 
48 Said’s account of his parents’ rigorous critique of his body is underlined with a sense 
of perverse irony; the same parents who attempted to “correct” Said’s body in so many 
superficial ways were the source of the “intransigent, treacherous leukemia” (106) that 
Said’s death caused in 2003.  Said’s father underwent several serious operations 
throughout his lifetime, the last of which related to “the worst of cancers” (257), 
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Even as a young adult, Said is imprisoned by his father’s critical gaze and 

increasingly high standards of achievement as they prevent him from realizing the 

extensive multiplicity of his character.  Said describes how in his twenties he was still 

subjected to his father’s criticism and correction regarding his posture: 

In June of 1957, when I graduated from Princeton, it culminated in my father’s 
insisting on taking me to a brace and corset maker in New York in order to buy me 
a harness to wear underneath my shirt.  What distresses me about the experience is 
that at age twenty-one I uncomplainingly let my father feel entitled to truss me up 
like a naughty child whose bad posture symbolized some objectionable character 
trait that required scientific punishment. (64) 
 

Said also mentions how as an adult he was subject to humiliating beatings by his father: 
 

He could be physically violent, and threw heavy slaps across my face and neck, 
while I cringed and dodged in what I felt was a most shameful way.  I regretted his 
strength and my weakness beyond words, but I never responded or called out in 
protest, not even when, as a Harvard graduate student in my early twenties, I was 
bashed by him humiliatingly for being rude, he said, to my mother. (65) 
 

Like Hamlet who feels inadequate to his father, Said functions as a “twenty-five-year-old 

child” who cannot extract himself from his father’s critical gaze as it masks itself through 

a claustrophobic framework of unyielding expectations and impossibly high standards of 

success. 

Behind the “Edward”-side of Said’s character lies the more elusive “non-Edward” 

part of his personality, which is characterized by an “unpredictable will to go on past 

rules and deadlines that had already been accepted by ‘Edward’” (89).  Said explains that 

underneath Edward’s “well-known infirmities and sins” lurked a “real or best self 

(undefined, free, curious, quick, young, sensitive, even likeable)” (87).  Reflecting on his 

                                                                                                                                                 
melanoma, a disease that eventually killed him.  In 1990, Said’s mother, having refused 
chemotherapy, also died of cancer after. 
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decision to write an autobiography, Said states: “The underlying motifs for me have been 

the emergence of a second self buried for a very long time beneath a surface of often 

expertly acquired and wielded social characteristics belonging to the self my parents tried 

to construct” (217).  Like Hamlet’s reasons for not killing Claudius, the “non-Edward” 

aspects of Said’s personality remain vague.  Describing a fight he had with his schoolboy 

rival, Claude Brancart, Said writes: 

another self beg[an] to surge inside me, just as “Edward” had passed and was now 
a prisoner of Claude Brancart, so this new self came from some region inside 
myself that I knew existed but could only rarely have access to.  My body, instead 
of remaining supine and abject underneath Brancart, began to push up against him, 
first disengaging in my arms, then pounding his chest and head until he was forced 
to defend himself, loose his grip on me, and finally roll over sideways as I got up 
and continued pummeling him. (89) 
 

Said repeats this process of “defeat and regeneration” (89) when he is chased by his 

friend, Guy Mosseri, in the local swimming pool: “‘Edward’ had given up only to 

discover that “some new energy was propelling my legs and arms farther and farther 

away from Mosseri, who was perplexed by the sudden change in the relationship between 

the hunter and hunted” (90).  Said’s “private, inner life” appears confident and self-

assured; it reflects Said’s individuality – his suppressed identity – but it also remains an 

obscure and largely undeveloped presence within Out of Place, which focuses almost 

exclusively on “Edward” the product of various rules and regulations. 

At the time of writing Out of Place Said continued to struggle with the “Edward” 

who lived in fear of external judgments and failure.  Reflecting on his battle with cancer, 

Said explains that he attempted “to live in my system of time, working, sensing lateness 

and deadlines and that feeling of insufficient accomplishment I learned fifty years ago 
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and have so remarkably internalized” (106).  Even as an adult with a family of his own 

and a secure reputation as a scholar, Said was unable to extract himself from the 

compulsion for order instilled in him by his father.  Recalling the grueling routine that 

Wadie imposed on his son – “the discordant uses of tutorials, sports, piano lessons that 

kept me fruitlessly, aridly busy from morning to night” (188) – Said writes, 

[what] remained of him in me, unfortunately, was his relentless insistence on doing 
something useful, getting things done, ‘never giving up,’ more or less all the time.  
I have no concept of leisure or relaxation and, more particularly, no sense of 
cumulative achievement.  Every day for me is like beginning a new term at school, 
with a vast empty summer behind it, and an uncertain tomorrow before it. (12) 
 

“Edward” represents “an internalized framework in a world of volatile change and 

turbulent upheaval” (261), but he also represents a repressive “regime” which did not 

allow for a sense of personal satisfaction or calm. The “loose, irresponsible fantasy-

ridden churning metamorphoses” (137) that is “non-Edward” was ultimately unable to 

displace “Edward’s” dependency on the rules and regulations that characterized his 

childhood. 

The persistent fear of not living up to expectations and the ensuing humiliation, 

both of which Said experiences as “Edward,” extended throughout Said’s adult life.  Said 

observes that “over time ‘Edward’ became a demanding taskmaster, registering lists of 

flaws and failures with as much energy as accumulated obligations and commitments” 

(12).  Minor details became insurmountable challenges for Said who was haunted by his 

father’s forceful character long after Wadie’s death: “I recall with stunning clarity my 

father’s injunction against remaining in pajamas and dressing gown past the early-

morning hours; slippers in particular were objects of contempt.  I still cannot spend any 



 

 345 

time at all lounging in a dressing gown: the combined feeling of time-wasting guilt and 

lazy impropriety simply overwhelms me” (105).  Time, for Said, was intimately 

associated with feelings of inefficiency, underachievement and humiliation: “‘Edward’ 

still has to begin every day anew and by the end of it normally feels that very little has 

gone right” (12).  The idea of an endless summer was a negative image for Said who 

constantly feels culpable for wasting time: “This sense of the day divided into periods of 

appointed labor has never left me, has indeed intensified.  Eleven a.m. still imbues me 

with a guilty awareness that the morning has passed without enough being accomplished” 

(105).  Said failed to overcome the “deep sense of generalized fear” that his father 

instilled in him as a young boy: “I still sometimes think of myself as a coward, with some 

gigantic lurking disaster waiting to overtake me for sins I have committed and will soon 

be punished for” (66).  Said remained confined by the pattern of psychological abuse and 

degradation that he eventually internalizes as “Edward,” the self that overshadows the 

various aspects of Said’s “non-Edward” character. 

 Both Hamlet and Out of Place depict figures who struggle under the weight of a 

public self.   The endings of both texts offer a release from the social pressures that 

oppress their protagonists’ private lives; this sense of release is, however, facile, and 

ultimately fails to resolve the anguish that Hamlet and Said express throughout their 

stories.  Fernie argues that “[a]fter all his bitter resistance to the course of his own life, 

Hamlet’s tragedy comes to an end not only with a peculiar ease and swiftness but also 

with the implication of a destiny in heaven” (134-5).  Horatio’s reference to singing 

angels after the Prince’s death is, however, no guarantee of Hamlet’s “destiny in heaven”: 
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“Now cracks a noble heart.  Good night, sweet prince,/ And flights of angels sing thee to 

thy rest!” (5.2.359-60).  Most immediately Horatio’s words are totally inadequate to 

Hamlet’s sordid view of death in which kings (and princes) are destined for the “the guts 

of a beggar” (4.3.31); Horatio cannot save Hamlet, or at least his body, from the worms 

that have already started digesting Polonius and Ophelia’s corpses as they lay in “th’ cold 

ground” (4.5.70).  Furthermore, the “peculiar ease and swiftness” of Hamlet’s death fails 

to mitigate either the “havoc” (5.2.364) that greets Fortinbras as he enters the court or the 

torment that Hamlet voices with increasing venom throughout the play.  Hamlet’s killing 

of Claudius - the “incestuous, [murd’rous], damned Dane” (5.2.325) - is an impulsive 

rather than deliberate action; it is performed during a temporary suspension of “pale . . . 

thought” (3.1.84) and not because Hamlet can justify killing Claudius in order to avenge 

his father’s murder.  Hamlet’s inner-struggle survives his fatal poisoning by Laertes’ 

“envenom’d” foil (5.2.321); thus, Hamlet embodies an irreconcilable conflict that, like 

Said’s feelings of being “out of place,” transcend the boundaries of the text. 

Said concludes Out of Place in a fashion remarkably similar to the unsatisfactory 

ending of Shakespeare’s play.  The last line of Said’s autobiography reads: “With so 

many dissonances in my life I have learned actually to prefer being not quite right and out 

of place” (295).  Discussing how at age sixteen he left for the United States, Said 

explains: 

 
My search for freedom, for the self beneath or obscured by “Edward,” could only 
have begun because of that rupture, so I have come to think of it as fortunate, 
despite the loneliness and unhappiness I experienced for so long.  Now it does not 
seem important or even desirable to be ‘right’ and in place (right at home, for 
instance).  Better to wander out of place, not to own a house, and not ever to feel 
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too much at home anywhere, especially in a city like New York, where I shall be 
until I die. (294) 

 
Said imagines himself as “a cluster of flowing currents” (295) and claims to accept 

“displacement and homelessness” as an “optimum state” (Porter) that exists independent 

of “the idea of a solid self, the identity to which so many attach so much significance” 

(295).  Porter argues that Said embraces cultural “complexity as the fertile soil in which 

he has been able to live as a man of West and East.”  Said’s claim to have pacified the 

conflicts between his multiple selves as they developed during his childhood and to have 

achieved a fractured yet harmonious state of being, fails, however, to accommodate the 

fact that “Edward” continued to dominate Said’s other selves, particularly and most 

immediately “non-Edward.”  Said’s use of “Edward” and “non-Edward” (as opposed to 

“Edward” and “Said”) avoids reducing Said’s highly complex cultural identity to a 

competition between colonized and indigenous self; it also implies “Edward’s” 

dominance in that “non-Edward” is less a separate identity than a reaction to the 

“Edward” shaped by Said’s parents and his schooling. 

The New English Hero 
 
 Said’s use of Hamlet to structure his autobiography is both informative and 

problematic within a text that chronicles the injustices of British cultural imperialism 

even if Said cannot fully extract himself from the colonial narratives that shaped his 

childhood.  Said’s use of Hamlet to understand and give meaning to his life appears to 

locate western literature as a universal script which can, and should, be used to interpret 

all world cultures.  Of all of Shakespeare’s protagonists, Hamlet is the “whitest” in terms 

of both skin color and cultural perspective.  Bloom argues that Hamlet is “the most 
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original literary work in Western literature” and that Shakespeare’s play presents “the 

leading Western representation of an intellectual” (Inventing the Human 404,383).  Said’s 

use of Hamlet within Out of Place is unsettling; it appears to participate within a literary 

tradition that “almost universally” reveres Hamlet as “the chief masterpiece of one of the 

greatest minds the world has ever known” (Jones 20), where “greatest” is as much the 

product of empire as it is of literary talent.  Said’s allusion to Hamlet is as troubling as it 

is informative; it suggests that “Edward,” the creation of his parents and his colonial 

schools, triumphs over the inner, more genuine, aspects of Said’s personality. 

 In marked contrast to Conrad and Ondaatje, who do not address Shakespeare’s 

imperial legacy within A Personal Record and Running in the Family, respectively, Said 

deliberately calls attention to “Shakespeare” as a symbol of imperial as well as literary 

greatness.  Said recalls reading several of Shakespeare’s plays during the formative years 

he spent studying English literature in British colonial schools.  In his first English class 

at Victoria College Said read Twelfth Night, which he describes as “a highly 

inappropriate play for coarse teenagers for whom ‘the music of love’ conjured only the 

rhythmic sound of a masturbating hand” (182).  Said says that he was required to read 

one Shakespeare play a year as part of a curriculum designed to inspire loyalty and 

subservience to the ruling British.  Said mentions that in his second year at Victoria 

College his entire English class was physically assaulted by their teacher for refusing to 

read Shakespeare’s sonnets: Mr. Lowe “decided to take a stand on Shakespeare and in 

unwonted aggressive pursuit of his aim he waded into the front row of desks, failing at 

his resistant charges” (208).  Said refers to the incident as “an awful tempest” (208), 
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which almost got him expelled from the College; Mr. Lowe’s actions also reveal, 

however, the importance of Shakespeare’s work to the imperial curriculum, while 

illustrating indigenous resistance to “Shakespeare” as a symbol of colonial authority.  By 

the time Said began his studies in the United States, Shakespeare was intimately 

associated in his mind with the “British colonial attitudes” (19) that sought to regulate 

rather than educate the indigenous populations within the colonies. 

 Before describing the enjoyment he experienced reading Hamlet with his mother, 

Said draws attention to the importance of Shakespeare’s work as an extension of colonial 

authority.  The “beautiful” volume of Shakespeare’s works from which Said and his 

mother read Hamlet hints at the traditional connection between Shakespeare’s literary 

greatness and the prosperity of the British Empire: 

a beautiful one-volume complete Shakespeare was brought down from the shelf, its 
handsome red morocco leather binding and delicate onion-skin paper embodying 
for me all that was luxurious and exciting in a book.  It’s opulence was heightened 
by the pencil or charcoal drawings illustrating the dramas, Hamlet’s being an 
exceptionally taut tableau by Henry Fuseli of the Prince of Denmark, Horatio, and 
the Ghost seeming to struggle against each other as the announcement of murder 
and the agitated response to it theatrically gripped them. (51) 
 

Said’s description of the “handsome red morocco leather binding” and the “delicate 

onion-skin paper” emphasizes Shakespeare’s political as well as literary significance 

during the colonial era.  The “beautiful one-volume” publication of Shakespeare’s plays 

signifies the role of Shakespeare’s work in authorizing British imperial expansion and 

securing massive profits for British companies that invested in British colonial 

enterprises.  The “opulence” Said associates with “Shakespeare” represents the opulence 
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of an Empire, which at the time of Said’s birth dominated international commerce and 

monopolized intellectual production throughout the world.   

Said’s account of seeing Hamlet performed with his mother in the Cairo Opera 

House affirms the idea that “Shakespeare” is a location of imperial authority as well as 

literary meaning: 

I was . . . disheartened by the physical incongruencies between myself and the men, 
whose green and crimson tights set off fully rounded, perfectly shaped legs, which 
seemed to mock my spindly, shapeless legs, my awkward carriage, my unskilled 
movements.  Everything about Gielgud and the blond man who played Laertes 
communicated an ease and confidence of being – they were English heroes, after all 
– that reduced me to inferior status, curtailing my capacities for enjoying the play. 
(53) 
 

At the age of nine, Said felt emasculated by the English actors whose tights reveal not 

only their “perfectly shaped legs,” but their fully-formed genitals.  While Said 

acknowledges that Gielgud’s performance “raised my sensuous apprehension to a pitch I 

do not think I have ever again experienced at quite that intensity” (53), the actors remind 

Said of his inferior status as a colonial subject who had been conquered by a series of 

blond English heroes.  Geiguld and his fellow actors embody colonial ideals of 

dominance and power: “A few days later, when an Anglo-American classmate called 

Tony Howard invited me to meet Gielgud at his house, it was all I could do to manage a 

feeble, silent handshake.  Gielgud was in a grey suit, but said nothing; he pressed my 

small hand with an Olympian half-smile” (53).  Thus, Said overtly distinguishes between 

“Shakespeare” as text (available for private consumption and open to personal 

interpretation) and “Shakespeare” as performance (interpreted, financed and ultimately 

sanctioned by the state). 
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 A critic as opposed to a writer of fiction like Conrad and Ondaatje, Said makes a 

clear distinction between the “Shakespeare” of empire and of the canon, and the 

“Shakespeare” which represents an extensive and diverse body of work that is open to 

multiple interpretations and appropriations.  By acknowledging Shakespeare’s complex  

functions within literary and cultural discourse, Said distinguishes his performance of 

Hamlet from Gielgud’s rendition of Hamlet as the latter symbolized the massive cultural 

and political machine that continues to frame “Shakespeare” in terms of western 

imperialism.  Said rejects imperial or even Euro-centric readings of Hamlet; rather, he 

assumes the role of Hamlet not in imitation of Gielgud, but in contrast to the numerous 

English heroes (Garrick, Burbage Olivier, Branagh) who have monopolized stage 

representations of Hamlet’s character for centuries.  Rather than implicate him within the 

network of cultural and intellectual assumptions that continue to privilege western 

literature at the center of artistic and critical discourse, Said’s decision to play Hamlet 

unsettles conservative readings of the Shakespeare canon.  Said does not enact the 

Hamlet staged by British Empire; rather, he shifts the racial and national assumptions 

concerning the Shakespeare canon to create a black-haired, olive-skinned, Palestinian, 

American, Anglican Hamlet that is “out of place” within both western and non-western 

society. 
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