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GENERAL NOTE 
 

All citations from Shakespeare are taken from The Arden Shakespeare: Complete Works, 

Revised Edition, ed. Richard Proudfoot, Ann Thompson and David Scott Kastan (London: 
Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd, 1998). 
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PREFACE 
SHAKESPEARE INVENTING THE HUMAN INVENTING SHAKESPEARE 
 

 

 

 

“The answer to the question ‘Why Shakespeare?’ must be ‘Who else is 

there?’” (Bloom 1). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Before you lies yet another study of Shakespeare. Yes, one may wonder why after all these 

years of study, attention, deconstruction and scrutiny the bard is still so often in the academic 

spotlight. His omnipresence in both high and low culture has been undeniable since his plays 

first became popular during his lifetime from 1564 to 1616. Today, in the 21st century, he is 

still part of the English national curriculum and in various ways frequently sighted in all 

corners of popular culture. Shakespeare’s survival is often attributed to the universal character 

of his work. The argument goes that his plays are, as Ben Jonson famously put it, “not of an 

age, but for all time” (qtd in Sanders 48) because they deal with universal themes that long 

have been and today still are applicable to our society.1 In addition, Shakespeare’s work 

presented a break with the literary tradition of presenting characters. 

Indeed, Shakespeare managed to capture in his plays the essence of the human 

character like none before him. In Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human, Harold Bloom 

                                                      
1 See Grady 1-19 for examples of the enduring living political issues Shakespeare deals with. Also, BBC Radio 4 
discusses what can be learned from Shakespeare in a broadcast of Today that responds to an analogy made by 
Boris Johnson, the mayor of London, in the House of Commons, between Mercutio’s death in Romeo and Juliet 
and the London knife crimes that took place in July 2008. The broadcast is archived at the following link: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/today/hi/today/newsid_7515000/ 
7515224.stm. 
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suggests that the bard was the first to expose the inner self (1) and Bloom calls on Samuel 

Johnson’s assessments of Shakespeare in regard to the unique qualities of the bard’s many 

voices when he argues the following: 

We owe Shakespeare everything, Johnson says, and … intimates the true tenor 

of Shakespearean mimesis: “Imitations produce pain or pleasure, not because 

they are mistaken for realities, but because they bring realities to mind.”  … 

Johnson knew that realities change, indeed are change. What Shakespeare 

invents are ways of representing human changes, alterations not only caused by 

flaws and by decay but effected by the will as well, and by the will’s temporal 

vulnerabilities. (2) 

Bloom here argues that Shakespeare presented the world with a new view on reality and 

taught us to better, if not simply, understand human nature, by carefully capturing our 

imperfections and susceptibilities; the aspects that entail our humanity. 

It is true that Shakespeare’s characters initiated a break with their traditional 

representation and rang in a new era for the literary persona. Many critics agree that 

Shakespeare was the first to hold up a polished and clear mirror to its audience. However, 

Bloom goes as far as to state that Shakespeare invented the human. He notes the following in 

regard to the effect Shakespeare has had on the human psyche: “His models must have come 

more frequently from other spheres than his own, yet he may not have been ‘imitating life’ 

but creating it, in most of his finest work” (6). Bloom here insinuates that Shakespeare’s 

work, at times, inverted the mimetic aspect of art. Bloom argues that Shakespeare changed us 

and presented us with psychological self-awareness. The difference between Shakespeare and 

his predecessors lay in their inner selves. In Shakespeare, characters first overheard 

themselves. Characters were not only thinking out loud, they were also reflecting on their 

thoughts. Their soliloquies contained a new function. They were no longer solely a means to 
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tell the audience that which could not be shown, but also a character’s private self-reflection 

which could initiate change. Bloom then argues that Shakespeare provided humanity with a 

new self-awareness. The playwright led life to imitate art instead of vice versa; an idea that 

leans towards Bardolatry in the least. 

This thesis does not support the claim of Shakespeare as creator of humanity. This is 

not to say that there is little to be learned from the bard’s ‘invention’ of the human. 

Shakespeare’s characters contributed to the inauguration of the western literary subject as it is 

known today, with the self as moral agent; a valuable breakthrough which can be accredited 

to him. Shakespeare thus described us. His personalities represented human cognition. This 

can still be ascribed to the bard’s function in our present time, and particularly to 

Shakespeare’s presence in popular culture. 

Although Shakespeare’s plays are nowadays associated with high art and primarily 

appeal to a highbrow audience, the bard has never left the popular stage. Shakespeare’s 

presence in pop culture may be dismissed as yet another postmodern twitch. However, the 

bard’s presence in popular culture surpasses the temporal boundaries of the postmodern era. 

Shakespeare’s place in popular culture is a natural one that dates back to the 18th century, 

when England experienced a growing distinction between the popular and legitimate stage. 

Shakespeare’s plays belonged to the ‘patented’ plays, which dated from before 1660, and 

could only be performed on the legitimate stage. Unofficial theatres were prohibited from 

performing Shakespeare’s plays under influence of the Licensing Act that was passed in 1737. 

They were, however, uneager to give them up.2 Theatres were thus forced to give different 

shape to the bard’s plays in order to perform them. Consequently, the tradition of 

appropriating and adapting Shakespeare came into being. The division into two types of 

                                                      
2 Shakespeare’s de-popularization was met with resistance a number of times. For examples see Douglas Lanier, 
37-39. 
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stages also caused a segregation of audience. The break presented two dissimilar audiences 

with varying tastes. As a result, the plays developed into different directions. Whereas the 

legitimate performances aimed to meet elitist standards, the popular ones reflected the 

opinions of the masses. The popular stage gradually introduced Shakespeare as a means to 

comment on and criticize issues of a cultural, but also political, historical and social origin; an 

idea that will be discussed later on in this thesis. 

Shakespeare in pop culture thus represents more than whimsical reference. He has 

become a cultural specter and it is hard to conceive that his presence in popular culture today 

is insignificant. Bloom expresses similar sentiments regarding the bard’s omnipresence: “I 

hardly see how one can begin to consider Shakespeare without finding some way to account 

for his pervasive presence in the most unlikely contexts: here, there and everywhere at once 

… visible where most of us will never go” (3). The first step in defining Shakespeare in 

popular culture is then to recognize his significance. Douglas Lanier previously noted the 

following in regard to Shakespeare’s function in pop culture in his book Shakespeare and 

Modern Popular Culture: “One way to answer the question ‘What is Shakespeare doing in 

popular culture?’ is to recognize that these allusions are doing something, that pop culture 

uses Shakespeare to create meaning and not merely as an inert decoration or simple-minded 

token of prestige” (16). This thesis aims to define the ‘something’ that Shakespeare is doing 

in popular culture. 

Shakespeare in popular culture is of particular interest because it is a pivotal area 

within the realm of culture. The most accepted definition of the term culture is that it 

represents a certain way of life of a group, a people or a certain time period.3 Fiske notes the 

following in regard to the term popular: “If the cultural commodities or texts do not contain 

                                                      
3 For a very complete discussion of the term culture and how it is related to nature and ideology, see Eagleton’s 
The Idea of Culture (2000). 
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resources out of which the people can make their own meanings of their social relations and 

identities, they will be rejected and will fail in the marketplace” (qtd in Lanier 52).4 That is to 

say, the term popular defines that which is accepted into culture by the masses. Popular 

culture is thus a realm in which a political struggle takes place about who can assert the power 

and authority to define social reality (Storey ix). In short, popular culture is the site on which 

cultural change takes place. 

Bloom provides the following motive for researching Shakespeare’s cultural 

persistence: “I am not concerned, in this book, with how it happens but why it continues” (3). 

Unlike Bloom, however, I am not interested in why it continues, but in what it tells us. This 

thesis does not aim to support the coining of Shakespeare’s work as secular Scripture — 

recognizing the bard’s relevance does not require his sanctification or an act of Bardolatry —

rather, it aims to expose Shakespeare’s function in our modern western society and attempts 

to unveil how Shakespeare still reveals the cultural status quo within a framework of popular 

culture. The focus will not lie on what the mirror reflects, but rather on how the mirror is used 

to portray its subjects. A close analysis of Shakespeare within popular culture will tell us 

more about contemporary anxieties within the present-day literary cultural context. Bloom 

states the bard’s relevance quite simply when he states the following: “We keep returning to 

Shakespeare because we need him; no one else gives us so much of the world most of us take 

to be fact” (17). Shakespeare is thus a fundamental barometer in our understanding of 

ourselves and the time we have come to live in. He is not indispensible, but denying his 

cultural and historical value would be imprudent. Bloom argues Shakespeare invented us. I 

argue we have started to invent Shakespeare. This idea differs from the idea that Shakespeare 

contains ‘all’. That is to say, it has been argued that Shakespeare’s level of universality has 

made it possible for all critical discourses to find in his work crucial topics and evidence for 

                                                      
4 For a thorough discussion of the term popular, see Fiske’s “The Popular Economy” in Storey 495-512. 
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the causes they serve. The idea of society inventing Shakespeare, however, is based on the 

assumption that Shakespeare has become a tool. If the bard is indeed useful to all critical 

discourse, or simply to the many layers of society, it is because he has been re-invented to 

serve different purposes. Like the word culture, Shakespeare has been inscribed with a variety 

of meanings. Today, Shakespeare no longer holds up a mirror to society. However, he is made 

to reflect it. 

The parameters of this study include only the visual arts within popular culture, in 

which the focus will lie on Shakespeare’s occurrence in television series and films. Popular 

culture of course partakes in many more shapes and sizes, but it would be injurious to this 

thesis to try and include all its elements.5 A further restriction of this study includes the 

analysis of the invention of Shakespeare in two areas. The first is of citation of and allusion to 

Shakespeare in popular culture. The second is of the bard’s apparition as character within 

popular culture. Adaptations and appropriations of the playwright’s work thus fall outside this 

study. 

 

 

 

                                                      
5 Shakespeare’s presence within popular culture stretches to all its possible corners. His plays have been adapted 

in Japanese Manga, American graphic novels, and appropriated into pop music as well as hip-hop and rap. The 

latter connection has proven to be a particularly fruitful research area. Lanier dedicates a number of pages to the 

noteworthy connection between Shakespeare and rap music, and additionally to the connection of the two to Star 

Trek. One of the most recent and current musical productions in this area is the Shakespearean hip-hop theatre 

retelling The Bomb-itty of Errors. In addition, London hip-hop underground artist Akala produced a song 

entitled “Shakespeare” on his album It’s Not a Rumour (2006). Furthermore, the less artistic elements that 

construe pop culture also make regular use of Shakespeare. An American popular brand of fishing products is 

named after the bard. See Richard Burt (2002) 1-32 for a significant number of examples. Burt’s book also 

contains a number of essays on Shakespeare and the theme park; a subject also discussed in Lanier 143-176. The 

areas within popular culture that Shakespeare has touched are as vast as the amount of criticism he has produced. 



Syreetha Domen 0487597  12 

 

INTRODUCTION 
SHAKESPEARE THE UN-COOL: 

DE-POPULARIZING SHAKESPEARE IN POPULAR CULTURE 
 
The common misbelief is that Shakespeare is still highly popular. His omnipresence in 

western culture is a great contributor to this assumption. One of the most recent references to 

Shakespeare can be found in Matthew Vaughn’s fantasy film Stardust (2007), in which 

Robert De Niro plays a pirate whose merciless reputation goes by the name of Captain 

Shakespeare. In addition, the BBC has recently produced Shakespeare Retold (2005), a series 

consisting of modern adaptations of the bard’s plays. Apart from the many contemporary 

renditions of Shakespeare’s plays, the author himself often appears as character in the many 

representatives of western culture. Perhaps the most famous representation of the bard can be 

found in John Madden’s Shakespeare in Love (1998), while other examples include the lesser 

known A Waste of Shame (2006), Germaine Greer’s novel Shakespeare’s Wife, in which the 

playwright figures in the background, a guest appearance in an episode of the recent Dr. Who 

(2005) television series and numerous examples in non-fiction, such as advertisements and 

magazine covers. 

The bard’s ever-presence, however, is no indication of his popularity and thus falsely 

implies it. Recently, the only Shakespeare related films that have been critically acclaimed 

and at the same time successful with a mass audience are the previously mentioned 

Shakespeare in Love, Baz Luhrmann’s Romeo + Juliet (1996) and perhaps Kenneth 

Branagh’s Much Ado about Nothing (1993).6 However, a far greater number of contemporary 

productions or adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays faced mediocre receptions. Amongst them 

are films as 10 Things I Hate About You (1999), O (2001), A Midsummer Night’s Rave 

                                                      
6 See Lanier 124, who refers to Madden’s Shakespeare in Love (1998), Zeffirelli’s Hamlet (1990), Branagh’s 
Much Ado about Nothing (1993) and Luhrmann’s Romeo + Juliet (1996) as popular successes part of a 
Shakespeare film boom. 
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(2002), She’s The Man (2006) and Hamlet: The Ultimate Revenge (2000). These films were a 

response primarily to Luhrmann’s film and aimed at gaining popularity by trying to ride the 

tidal waves of success of their triumphant predecessors. They were part of a trend to adapt 

and modernize Shakespeare’s plays. They did not, however, prove to be equally valuable to 

the popular audience. The Hamlet film is the only one to maintain Shakespeare’s play text, 

with the occasional additions and omissions, and is therefore the only one that cannot be 

viewed without explicit reference to its subtext. The other three plays can be enjoyed either as 

independent productions or in light of their Shakespearean predecessors. According to The 

Internet Movie Database, Hamlet, the film that maintained most of Shakespeare’s play, was 

least popular and grossed an estimated $1.5 million opposed to the $10-30 million of the other 

films.7 Hamlet is thus evidence that Shakespeare does not guarantee success, or rather, 

popularity. Shakespeare in Love and Romeo + Juliet’s appeal thus cannot solely be ascribed 

to their Shakespearean association. Shakespeare alone is not enough to succeed. The 

successful films must therefore have a unique quality that lies not in their relation to 

Shakespeare; a quality that may be ascribed to their Hollywood association. However, all five, 

but specifically the former four, are Hollywood productions. Apart from A Midsummer 

Night’s Rave and She’s The Man, which rely on B-list actors, they feature an at the time 

popular and established cast, recognizable to its target audience.8 In addition, the films lower 

the threshold to Shakespeare as they attempt to bridge the temporal and linguistic gap 

between the plays and the audience. They modernize their language and transpose the plays’ 

                                                      
7 This discussion draws upon Taylor’s “The Incredible Shrinking Bard”, 97-105. 
8 Interestingly enough, the more mature adaptations of Shakespeare have been the successful ones, compared to 
their later teenage followers. Romeo + Juliet is the exception to the rule. This result adheres to Richard Burt’s 
idea of Shakespeare as the mark of the outmoded loser within youth culture. Attempts to popularize and recreate 
a hip Shakespeare are, according to Burt, destined to fail (Lanier 16). In the essay “Parting ‘totally sucks’: 
Filming Romeo and Juliet for Generation X”, Xenia Georgopoulou argues that Romeo + Juliet distinguishes 
itself from the other teenage productions by combining MTV aesthetics and Luhrmann’s personal style that calls 
to mind a historical connection to opera and theatre (217-219). Romeo + Juliet is therefore not solely aimed at 
constructing a hybrid, hip Shakespeare. 
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settings to contemporary society while simultaneously remaining fairly loyal to Shakespeare’s 

plotlines. The audience is thus given access to Shakespeare and relieved of all barriers 

between themselves and the bard. This, again, indicates that Shakespearean association is not 

the key to success. It remains unclear wherein the popularity of Madden and Luhrmann’s 

films lie, but it cannot be assumed to be in Shakespeare. Therefore, the bard cannot simply be 

considered popular. 

In addition, the process of Shakespeare’s de-popularization already commenced 

shortly after his death in 1616, during England’s Restoration period. From 1660, 

Shakespeare’s plays were transformed to suit the elite. The plays underwent a hostile takeover 

so as to serve the contemporary tastes and concerns of a predominantly aristocratic 

Restoration audience. Lanier notes the following in regard to this shift in function of the 

bard’s plays: “Shakespeare was modernized to eliminate what was perceived as archaic or 

unsophisticated, and plots were recast to serve royalist perspectives” (26). Lanier here 

confirms that Shakespeare’s plays underwent alteration and that they were ‘upgraded’ to suit 

the upper classes. In establishing Shakespeare’s popularity, the increased attention of the 

cultural elite is balanced by the decline in interest of the masses, and so Shakespeare is still 

labeled popular. However, the plays were made to belong less to the common people and, 

therefore, became less popular.  

This process of de-popularization was an important development in the 

institutionalization of Shakespeare. It involved a depoliticizing and domesticating of the 

plays, after which they attained a transcendent and universal status. The idea of Shakespeare’s 

plays representing universal values is nowadays still applied. It is, however, also debated 

whether this is a satisfactory point of view when interpreting the plays.9 Nonetheless, the 

                                                      
9 Again, see Grady’s 1-19 for an in-depth history of the ongoing debate concerning the universal character of 
Shakespeare’s plays and the need to periodize them. Margolies 42-53, “Teaching the Handsaw to Fly: 
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plays have become part of the western cultural consciousness. Lanier explains how 

Shakespeare’s plays became common points of reference: “Shakespearian citations served as 

touchstones in popular political discourse such as caricature throughout the eighteenth 

century” (27). The plays had thus reached a somewhat legendary status and were entrenched 

in people’s awareness. Shakespeare, then, became a shared value within the Anglo-Saxon 

world and has since not ceased to function as such; a status that has at least expanded its 

territory throughout the western (academic) world. Julie Sanders describes Shakespeare’s 

mythical status as follows in her book Adaptation and Appropriation: 

There are particular bodies of texts and source material, such as myth, fairy 

tale, and folklore which by their very nature depend on a communality of 

understanding … [Shakespeare’s] oeuvre functions in a remarkably similar 

way to the communal, shared, transcultural, and transhistorical art forms of 

myth and fairy tale. (45) 

Sanders here underlines that Shakespeare’s cultural status has shifted from being 

popular to, what she describes as, communal. It is thus the institutionalization of 

Shakespeare that is greatly responsible for the high level of awareness of the bard, his 

work and his place in cultural memory, and not popularity. 

Another causative aspect of this misconstruction, then, is the longstanding survival of 

the bard’s work. The argument goes that Shakespeare has withstood history and must 

therefore be popular. The cultural products mentioned before are evidence of the endurance of 

his work. The bard’s historical contestation, though, is an indication of his institutionalization 

rather than his popularity. The canonization of Shakespeare greatly contributed to his 

survival. Even today his work is a protected part of the English national curriculum to assure 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Shakespeare as a Hegemonic Instrument”, complements Grady as it further explores the idea of Shakespeare as 
universal in the light of hegemonic discourse and ideology. 
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its legacy. Attempts to take Shakespeare off the English syllabus have failed time and again. 

At the same time the Shakespeare exam for 14-year-olds has undergone severe simplification 

in 2003, making it possible for students to pass half of the exam without any knowledge of 

Shakespeare’s plays. In addition, English newspaper The Guardian reported in July 2008 that 

“school children as young as five will be introduced to the works of William Shakespeare, 

under a new government initiative for English schools” (Gilbert, par 1). In the article, schools 

minister Jim Knight gives the following primary reason for the mandatory acquaintance with 

Shakespeare at such an early age: “Shakespeare is the most famous playwright of all time. 

One of our great Britons, his work is studied all over the world. It is fitting then that his work 

is a protected part of the curriculum in the country he came from” (Gilbert, par 6). Knight’s 

argument is circular. It is unclear why Shakespeare, who is already studied all over the world, 

would not survive on his own, in his own country. Knight insinuates that the bard is in need of 

preservation. He must therefore be under protection to prevent mass, if not scholarly, 

desertion. Knight further explains that he wants to ensure that Shakespeare’s plays can be 

enjoyed and would like people to start experiencing them as such from an earlier age. The 

schools minister recognizes the difficulties pupils have with Shakespeare and aims to solve 

them by introducing pupils to Shakespeare at an earlier age. These two moves by the English 

government reveal the extent to which Shakespeare is forcefully being preserved. Knowledge 

of the bard is mandatory. Shakespeare has become a literary sanctity that may not be touched. 

The bard’s survival is thus an indication of his institutionalization and not his popularity. 

There are more arguments to be made to demonstrate Shakespeare’s de-

popularization. The bard is, for example, free of copyright, which makes his work an 

appealing fundament of appropriation. In addition, he is no longer accessible enough to 

naturally appeal to the popular audience and thus be accepted by it without mediation. 

Moreover, citing the bard may be motivated by a desire to create a false sense of 
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intellectualism, which may lead to cultural as well as economic capital. These ideas are 

closely connected to the ideological struggle that takes place in popular culture and will 

therefore be discussed in the following paragraphs. 

It is safe to say, then, that the bard’s omnipresence and historical survival are not a 

symbol of his popularity. The idea of Shakespeare as popular is grafted into our cultural 

memory, but it is precisely the bard’s place herein that underlines his status as un-popular. If 

Shakespeare’s presence in popular culture is not a sign of his popularity, it is therefore 

interesting to see what his presence in popular culture is an indication of. 

As mentioned above, Shakespeare’s presence in popular culture has been natural since 

the 18th century, when a division emerged between the popular and legitimate stage. The 

division initiated the appropriative tradition that surrounds the playwright and has given shape 

to Shakespeare as known in popular culture today. It is at times argued that Shakespeare has 

been re-invented. That is to say, his work has been modified, perhaps even revolutionized, to 

apply to our present time. His plays have, for instance, often been transposed to contemporary 

settings to facilitate a reapplication of his universal themes and characters to an environment 

that is close to the modern audience. In short, it simplifies the process of deriving and 

constructing meaning from the bard’s work. However, this thesis argues that Shakespeare has 

been, not re-invented, but invented. The bard has become an instrument of society, rather than 

a reflection of it. This is not to say that in essence, although not as extensively as Bloom may 

argue, Shakespeare does not carefully depict humanity. On a social level, his plays do indeed 

expose the transcendental issues that concern modern man. Rather, it is to say that 

Shakespeare is now used to communicate the cultural status quo, either as reference or in 

person. The bard often appears in popular culture as a mere citation, in the shape of an 

allusion or as character himself. In all cases, his apparition forms an interesting case. The 

playwright’s appearance persistently corroborates the idea that culture is viewed through a 
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transitory lense.10 One could argue that the bard not only confirms the existence of a 

contemporary view, but also contributes to its establishment. That is to say, the modern use of 

the bard and his work partake in the creation of postmodern dynamics. This thesis focuses on 

the primary assumption only. It will study Shakespeare as a beacon of contemporary anxieties 

rather than postmodern re-invention. Hugh Grady explains this idea of Shakespeare as a 

signifier of transitory perspectives as follows in the introduction to Shakespeare and 

Modernity: 

[O]ur own aesthetic conceptions, the formal ‘lenses’ through and with which 

we constitute literary texts in the creative act of reading, have changed in new, 

postmodernist directions, in yet another shift of the waves of disparate 

aesthetics which modernity has produced. The postmodernist Shakespeare that 

emerges represents, not the final truth about Shakespeare, but rather the state of 

the art of literary/cultural criticism, the Shakespeare that our own peculiar 

conjunction of history has produced. (13) 

Shakespeare, then, is a valuable subject to the humanities. Grady here argues that Shakespeare 

is at all times linked to a cultural and historical context in that there is no neutral perspective 

in which to regard him. To look at Shakespeare in our time is then to study our own view. 

Shakespeare thus contains knowledge of our society. Consequently, the specific analysis of 

the bard in western popular culture unveils the western status quo. Again, this thesis does not 

aim to indulge in acts of Bardolatry. Therefore, it must be underlined that the cultural 

knowledge that can be gained from studying the bard is concentrated in certain areas. This 

thesis focuses on the following ones. 

                                                      
10 See Grady 13. 
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 Firstly, Shakespeare has been invented to reflect and expose the perimeters of the 

dominant and the marginal. The citation of and allusion to Shakespeare in popular culture 

regularly acts as a signifier of a larger discussion that concerns the tensions between the 

popular and high art. The bard is continuously called on in popular culture in an ongoing 

process of resistance to a dominant ideology. However, in these instances, Shakespeare 

functions as a representative of high art. The opposition is thus not aimed at Shakespeare 

himself, but at what he has come to represent. Consequently, popular culture participates in 

the paradoxical process of resistance and preservation of the bard’s legacy. In addition, 

Shakespeare has been devised into an ideological tool by the institutions as well as popular 

culture. Again, Shakespeare’s place in popular culture is characteristically paradoxical. The 

bard is used as an emblem to revolt against, but also as a means to educate and create a social 

perspective. Shakespeare has thus been constructed into a flagstaff that signals contemporary 

discussions of high and low. Secondly, Shakespeare as a character is continuously reinvented 

to discuss postmodern anxieties. The playwright’s literal appearance in popular culture 

signifies a discussion on authority. In addition, his function as character is closely connected 

to ideological purposes. This thesis explores the idea of Shakespeare as character and its 

relation to contemporary concerns. 
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1 | CITATION AND ALLUSION: 
SHAKESPEARE AND THE CONTEST FOR AUTHORITY 
 

 

Throughout the long transition into agrarian capitalism and then the 

formation and development of industrial capitalism, there is a more or less 

continuous struggle over the culture of working people, the laboring classes 

and the poor … The changing balance and relations of social forces 

throughout that history reveal themselves, time and again, in struggles over 

the forms of culture, traditions and ways of life of the popular classes. 

(Hall 455) 

 
 
 
 
 
As previously mentioned, a division was made between the legitimate performances of 

Shakespeare’s plays and his appearance in popular culture. The patenting of all plays from 

before 1660 allowed only the official theatres to perform Shakespeare, forcing popular culture 

to appropriate him. The division inaugurated the continuing tradition of appropriating 

Shakespeare. Thus his presence in popular culture became a natural one. From this period 

onwards, the Shakespeare’s appearance in popular culture came to function as a mirror to 

society. The division in theatres encouraged unofficial stages to mould the playwright’s work 

into different forms that were nonetheless recognizable as Shakespeare. Accordingly, there 

was a conscious preoccupancy with the transformation of the bard’s work. The process of 

transformation frequently involved an implementation of contemporary political issues, either 

by highlighting valuable themes present in the plays, or altering them to ensure that they 

applied to current issues. 

The intermediate process that precedes the appropriative transformation is essential to 

the Shakespeare that appears to the audience. It is a key determiner in the shaping of 

Shakespearean representation. In pop culture today, citing and alluding to Shakespeare is a 
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more common practice than the adaptation of a complete work. However, the same 

transitional procedure is applicable. This is not to say that the author’s presumed intention is 

crucial to the image of Shakespeare. The author’s intention can indeed be of great influence 

on the final representation of the bard and the way in which he is used. However, an author’s 

intention implies that the product is indeed intentional; a consciously constructed and 

adequate representation of the author’s meaning. It is, however, to reveal the unconscious 

aspect of the construction and use of Shakespeare that is the objective of this thesis. A close 

analysis of the bard’s use in popular culture reveals the intrinsic lens through which we view 

art; namely as a dynamic area in which boundaries between high and low culture are defined. 

Similar to art within the modern age, then, popular culture is a site of resistance. This 

characteristic is underlined by Shakespeare as his appearance is typified by the breakdown of 

the division between high and low culture. Popular culture is, then, a site of resistance in 

which Shakespeare is incessantly employed as a representation of high culture in a continuing 

struggle over authority. The bard’s appearance thus signals a postmodern discontent with the 

established order. However, his use as an emblem of the highbrow initiates a twofold process 

of resistance and preservation. Consequently, the bard’s presence in pop culture often serves 

both high- and lowbrow ideologies. Shakespeare has, in a sense, been invented as a 

postmodern tool to reveal the dialogical struggle between high and low culture.  

 

1.1 | PRESERVATION AND RESISTANCE 

 

The appearance of Shakespeare in popular culture typically signals a rejection of the 

established cultural order. This idea coincides with Stuart Hall’s notion of popular culture as a 
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site of containment and resistance.11 However, the revolt is often not directed at the 

playwright himself, but rather at what he has come to represent; namely high culture. As 

mentioned above, Shakespeare is no longer popular. His presence in pop culture signifies that 

he has become the epitome of high art. The playwright is continuously called on to participate 

in an ongoing process of resistance to a dominant ideology. That is to say, Shakespeare has 

become a tool of resistance; an object moulded by society’s cultural trend. Grady argues the 

following in regard to this: “The subversive, transgressive, early modern/postmodern 

Shakespeare of recent criticism is very much a representative figure of what literature 

becomes in modernized societies” (13). Here, Grady underlines the subversive nature of 

Shakespeare in popular culture which is characteristic to our time. 

An example of the use of Shakespeare as a subversive tool can be found in an episode 

of Family Guy. In “Fast Times at Buddy Cianci, Jr. High”, the value of cultural capital is 

subverted when Romeo and Juliet is discussed in a remedial English class. It remains unclear 

whether the students truly fail to understand the play or simply lack the motivation to engross 

themselves in it. In an attempt to “communicate in a way that speaks to the students’ 

experience” (00:11:24-00:11:26), their teacher tries to summarize Romeo and Juliet in the 

style of a hip hop rap song, in which Romeo and Juliet are members of rivaling east and west 

side gangs.12 The students, however, find this rewrite racist, offensive and ‘un-cool’. The 

rejection here is not aimed at Shakespeare’s work, but the way in which he is represented.13 In 

a last attempt to school the teenagers in Shakespeare, the teacher writes the title ‘Romeo & 

Juliet’ on the blackboard. The students reply that they are unaware of the meaning of the sign 

that connects Romeo to Juliet; the ampersand. After this final discouraging moment, the 

teacher explains to his students that without a proper education, they might end up as a ditch 

                                                      
11 See Hall, 456. 
12 The retelling echoes Robert Wise’s West Side Story (1961). 
13 Again, Burt’s idea of doomed failure regarding a new hip Shakespeare applies. 
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digger, hotel maid or hooker. Shakespeare, then, is used to expose the demands of society and 

the strenuous attitude it can assume towards the lower cultural classes. The episode underlines 

Shakespeare’s plays’ functioning as a symbol of cultural capital which, in this case, lays the 

basis for a respected career. The teenage students undermine this value by embracing the 

commonly less-respected careers that await them without ‘proper’ education and choosing an 

unconventional path in life. Society’s expectations of them are destabilized by the students’ 

lack in ambition and their content in not understanding Shakespeare. The playwright thus 

represents the values that are associated with high culture and therefore the object of 

resistance. 

The cultural transgression is extended in the students’ reaction to their teacher being 

the first to tell them they can become anything. In their response, the students climb their 

tables proclaiming “Oh Captain! My captain!” (00:16:18-00:16:32). Their quoting of Walt 

Whitman’s “Oh Captain! My Captain!” insinuates that the remedial students are culturally 

better informed than we are led to believe. However, the reference to Whitman also conceals a 

reference to Peter Weir’s Dead Poets Society (1989). The film trails the story of an English 

teacher who uses poetry to teach his students to resist a life of conformity. When the teacher 

is replaced due to his inappropriate beliefs, his students commit their first act of resistance. 

They pledge allegiance to their teacher by climbing onto their desks and quoting Whitman’s 

poem. The resemblance between the film and the scene in Family Guy insinuates that the 

students draw their cultural knowledge from pop culture, rather than, in this case, traditional 

poetry. However, the former assumption does not necessarily exclude the latter. The episode 

of Family Guy, then, invents Shakespeare as a representative of cultural capital to overturn the 

values of high culture. 

In addition, the invention of Shakespeare lies in the act of his usage and his 

consequent conservation. The incessant references to Shakespeare in popular culture lead to 



Syreetha Domen 0487597  24 

 

an inevitable preservation of his legacy. His continuous appearance ensures the bard’s 

survival and his place in cultural memory. Consequently, popular culture participates in the 

paradoxical process of resistance to and preservation of the bard’s legacy. Shakespeare, then, 

is invented as literary heritage. 

Even the simplest occurrence of Shakespeare in pop culture that appears to solely 

serve an act of associated intellectualism contributes to the preservation of the playwright’s 

mythical status. One example hereof can be found in the Baby Einstein series, an educational 

programme for babies and toddlers. The series gradually introduces children to basic 

knowledge of the world by focusing on major characters in the arts. The series includes an 

episode on Shakespeare. 

Another example of the continuous allusion to Shakespeare in contemporary works 

and its relation to false intellectualism can be found in Marisha Pessl’s Special Topics in 

Calamity Physics (2006). This highly popular novel that The New York Times elected one of 

the ten best novels of 2006 contains two chapters that are connected to Shakespeare. The first 

is entitled “Othello”, whereas chapter twenty is named after The Taming of the Shrew. At this 

point the novel’s relation to Shakespeare ends. Pessl’s protagonist, Blue van der Meer, has 

written a story that externally resembles a syllabus. The novel’s index reveals a list of 

required readings of which each title represents a chapter. Alongside Shakespeare’s two plays, 

the reader is referred to the works of James Joyce, Gustave Flaubert, Vladimir Nabokov, 

George Bernard Shaw and Emily Brontë amongst many others. The novels precisely represent 

chapters and not vice versa as the chapters’ contents reveal nothing of the works they have 

been named after. In chapter one, “Othello”, Blue tells the tale of her mother’s death, which is 

closely related to her mother’s fascination with nocturnal butterflies. A careful analysis of the 

chapter, however, reveals neither an implicit nor explicit link to Shakespeare, save its title, 

and perhaps the fact that a woman dies. It thus adds to the novel nothing more than a sense of 
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intellectualism. Pessl’s novel is dominated by references to canonical works and a mere 

detective novel would remain without them. The citation thus adds something to the novel; a 

quality it initially lacks. Max Watman notes Pessl’s cunning use of the canon in his article 

“Severe Manner”: “[f]or the most part, Pessl stays well within the bounds of what people 

know. Rather than exercise any intellectual muscle, she alludes to things of which the reader 

is bound to be aware already, therefore elevating the author/narrator and flattering the reader” 

(63). This flattery, or false intellectualism and its author’s familiarity with essential literary 

works is, however, what is most often praised in Pessl’s novel. The book is considered 

erudite, brainy and nerve-wreckingly original.14 Her success lies in what the canon, 

Shakespeare in our particular case, has added to the novel. 15  Shakespeare’s presence in this 

popular novel thus establishes and maintains his cultural status as highbrow. Pessl’s 

references assure the playwright’s active presence in cultural memory. His myth is thus 

partially invented by popular culture’s acceptance of the cultural order. 

 

1.2 | DOUBLE-ACCESS 

 

Shakespeare is, so far, characterized by his appeal to both high- and lowbrow culture. Lanier 

notes the following in regard to the layers that typify art and the double meaning that can 

reside in it: “[P]ostmodern art is designed to reward its audience’s cultural fluency with both 

high art and pop culture, what Jostein Gripsrud calls ‘double-access’” (18).  Lanier here 

argues that postmodern art serves not only a high or low audience, but also an overlapping 

one that embodies both factions. Gripsrud’s idea of double-access is not exclusive to 

                                                      
14 See CalamityPhysics.com (2006). 
15 See my paper “Shakespeare the Un-Cool: Notes towards the De-Popularization of Shakespeare” for a more in-
depth discussion of the link between false intellectualism and Shakespeare. 
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postmodern art. It has also been characteristic of popular culture since the 18th century. Grady 

ascribes the origin of popular plays’ double-access to the initial cultural diversity of their 

audience: “[P]laywrights responded by producing plays deliberately open to the disparate 

individual viewpoints of the socially ‘mixed’ audiences of the day. Shakespeare’s theatre, in 

short, created drama ‘as you like it’ in more ways than one” (16). That is to say, playwrights 

were faced with an audience that came to the theatre for different reasons. 

Shakespeare’s appearance in popular culture is thus historically typified by Gripsrud’s 

double-access, which simultaneously undermines and supports high- and lowbrow 

perspectives. Shakespeare in popular culture often involves pop culture’s self-reflexive 

parodying. Examples can be found in the episode of Family Guy mentioned above and John 

McTiernan’s film Last Action Hero (1993), as well as the satirical BBC television series 

Extras, written by Ricky Gervais,. The series focuses on the behind-the-scenes lives of, as the 

title suggests, extras. Each episode features a guest appearance by an existing established 

artist, whose fictional current production serves as the backdrop to the extras’ lives, reversing 

the roles of peripheral character and traditional protagonist. In the series, the guest actors 

portray stereotypes or caricatures of the idea of the ‘celebrity actor’, which often involves an 

inversion of their own image. Season one features an episode with Patrick Stewart, known for 

his affinity with Shakespeare both as an actor as well as his best-known on screen character, 

Captain Jean-Luc Picard in the series Star Trek: The Next Generation.16 The episode opens 

with Stewart’s portrayal of Prospero as he delivers a speech from the final act of 

Shakespeare’s Tempest, namely 5.1.44-50 and 56-57. After the scene is cut, the following 

dialogue takes place between Andy, the series’ protagonist, and a competitive extra, Robert, 

in which the punch line is delivered by a third participant, Maggie: 

                                                      
16 The connection between Shakespeare and Star Trek has become a field of research in its own. The publishing 
of a Klingon Hamlet has secured the tie between the two cultural phenomena. The link is thoroughly discussed 
in Lanier 1-20, alongside numerous essays regarding the bard and the science fiction series; e.g. Craig Dionne 
discusses Shakespeare Star Trek and the commonplace tradition in “The Shatnerifictation of Shakespeare”. 
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R: ‘Now that is acting.’ 

A: ‘Yeah I know what acting is.’ 

R: ‘You know what watching acting is. Actually, you can watch me later, I’ve 

got a line: ‘All’s lost. To prayer, to prayer. All’s lost’.’ 

A: ‘Embarrassing.’ 

R: ‘You don’t know what it means, do you?’ 

A: ‘Not the way you did it, no.’ 

R: ‘But you don’t know what it means?’ 

A: ‘No I don’t care what it means, so..’ 

R: ‘You’ve no idea?’ 

A: ‘No, because while you were at school swatting up on Shakespeare, I was 

out living a real life, shagging birds.’ 

M: ‘Really? You told me you didn’t have sex until you were twenty-two.’ 

(00.01.36-00.02.06) 

Here the viewer learns that Andy is not extensively familiar with Shakespeare. His fellow 

extra is astonished by his unawareness of what seems to be an apparent meaning behind 

Shakespeare. The way the dialogue is delivered insinuates that the fellow extra takes pride 

and a feeling of superiority over Andy in ‘knowing’ Shakespeare. Andy in his turn tries to 

regain authority when he tries to diminish Robert’s knowledge by equating it with real life 

experience. His plan, however, fails miserably when he stands corrected by his friend Maggie 

and turns out to be lying about his counter-capital. Andy’s lying indicates that he recognizes 

his cultural inferiority and is embarrassed to admit that he simply isn’t very familiar with 

Shakespeare. The scene uses the bard, or knowledge of his plays, to stress that intellect is of 

importance in cultural society. Shakespeare is again cultural capital. The difference between 

the two extras is that Robert has lines, an important step towards becoming an actor as 
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opposed to an extra. Moreover, Patrick Stewart, who in the episode serves as a representative 

of high culture and who is highly associated with Shakespeare, is considered a serious actor 

and has the lead in the production. Both actors possess significantly more cultural capital than 

Andy and are thus more accomplished actors. 

Although the scene appears solely to recognize the significance of cultural capital, it 

simultaneously undermines its value. It is uncertain whether Robert’s lines from Shakespeare 

are deliberately quoted erroneously, but to the attentive viewer, Robert’s cultural superiority 

is subverted by his citation of Shakespeare. The lines he reads should be “All lost! To prayers, 

to prayers! All lost!” (1.1.50), instead of the abovementioned “All’s lost. To prayer, to prayer. 

All’s lost” (00.01.47-00.01.57). The minor discrepancy between the two excerpts can be of 

great consequence to the meaning the audience will ascribe to the scene. To the highbrow 

viewer, Robert’s character is here discredited because he flaunts his knowledge of 

Shakespeare’s plays, or at least the meaning behind the lines he has been given, but fails to 

identify the alteration they have undergone. Robert has falsely granted himself highbrow 

status. The scene, then, at first glance seems to acknowledge high art as cultural capital, but 

later becomes a comment on the cultural hierarchy. 

In the subsequent scene, the importance of cultural capital is more overtly overturned 

when Andy and Stewart first meet. Andy has written a script and turns to Stewart for help in 

distributing it in higher circles. Stewart, however, turns out to be a simpleton. He agrees to 

read Andy’s script on the basis that it will contain female nudity. Moreover, Stewart has 

written his own script which consists of a number of scenes in which female celebrities lose 

their clothes by the sole power of Stewart’s mind. The roles, then, have again been reversed 

and the importance of cultural capital is trivialized in a more explicit manner. 

Citing and alluding to Shakespeare in the episode of Extras thus introduces the 

contemporary dialogical perspective on high and low culture. Grady argues the following in 
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regard to the double meaning behind Shakespeare in popular culture: “Unsurprisingly, there 

now appears to be a virtual consensus among critics that Shakespearean texts are multi-valent 

and open to numerous different, often incompatible interpretations. In short, they have begun 

to seem decidedly postmodern” (9). Here Grady argues that the modern Shakespeare can be 

ascribed a number of meanings. Occurrences of Shakespeare that show a relationship with the 

double-access format therefore signify the postmodern idea of plurality. This idea also applies 

to Shakespeare and his relation to ideology. 

 

1.3 | IDEOLOGY 

 

Shakespeare’s presence in popular culture is often made to serve the ideology of both high 

and low. Karl Pilkington, the anti-Shakespeare and embodiment of lowbrow comedy within 

English popular culture, has had the following to say on Shakespeare and the definition of 

culture in a brief interview for the BBC television programme The Culture Show: 

He could, like, write about anything, whereas now if you write a book you 

really have to think of what everyone else has done … He even made his own 

words up … but it was easier back then, to come up with a new word, whereas 

now every one’s been said. Like the word culture, what does it mean, whereas 

ages ago it was probably a lot clearer. (par. 1) 

The interview is part of a project in which celebrities were asked to give their definition of 

culture. Pilkington, who only attained his GSCE in history, nonetheless makes a valuable 

observation. Terms such as culture, ideology, society, nature and, according to Stuart Hall, 

popular have become problematic in this postmodern era. They have come to embody a 

variety of meanings. The term ‘ideology’ therefore deserves some elaboration. Louis 
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Althusser is regarded as the theorist who put ideology on the literary theoretical map. In his 

chapter “Ideology: An Ideological State Apparatus” he describes ideology as following: 

“Ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of 

existence” (151). In simple terms, ideology is a set of ideas or way of life that binds a group 

of people. James H. Kavanagh embroiders on this Althusserian definition of ideology as 

following: 

Ideology … is emphatically a relation, supported, reflected, or elaborated in 

‘sets of ideas,’ but never reducible to them; it is firstly an unconscious relation, 

in which the subject is typically held on the condition of not knowing its 

effective determinations. Ideology's predominantly practical function, enabling 

the subject to ‘get on’ with the ‘business of living’ as directed by a given socio-

economic order, makes it an ‘indispensable’ structure, ‘essential to the 

historical life of societies’. (26) 

In this view of ideology, Grady notes the following in regard to the use of Shakespeare in the 

late pre-modern period: “[C]ritics set out to produce a Shakespeare who would represent a 

vanished, idealized past. Irretrievably lost, such a past was nonetheless useful in the twentieth 

century as a means of measuring how far from grace modernity had fallen” (4). That is to say, 

Shakespeare was introduced as a measurement for art in general. The bard’s work was 

ascribed a certain timelessness that superseded cognition of humanity. The focus of 

Shakespeare’s value shifted from character to more transcendent issues. David Margolies 

notes the following in regard to this in his article “Teaching the Handsaw to Fly: Shakespeare 

as Hegemonic Instrument.”: “Refusal to recognize the dramatic context not only makes 

[them] difficult to grasp; it makes the plays ‘timeless’ and ‘universal’. The qualities of 

specific human interchange are made into eternal elements of human behaviour and made 
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irrelevant to the lives of ordinary people” (51). The purely aesthetic pleasure of Shakespeare 

was reduced to underline the more cultural values that can be found in his plays. 

In the past Shakespeare has been used as an intermediate to bring a moral message to 

the audience. In the 19th century, the bard was subject to heavy scrutiny. His plays were at 

times re-interpreted to suit the straitlaced Victorian morality. However, this process was 

applied to the majority of the plays and not to Shakespeare in particular. It can therefore not 

yet be argued that Shakespeare was invented as an ideological apparatus. Shakespeare in pop 

culture can be associated with the communication of ideology in particular. In the 

introduction to Cultural Theory and Popular Culture: A Reader , John Storey notes the 

following in regard to the ideological potential of popular culture: “[M]aking popular culture 

(‘production in use’) can be empowering to subordinate and resistant to dominant 

understandings of the world” (x). Here Storey argues that the creation of popular culture can 

lead to an expropriation of the current dominancy. Popular culture’s appropriation of 

Shakespeare, then, will ideally lead to a subversion of high, yet marginal, culture. Examples 

can be found in the previously mentioned episode of Extras and Family Guy. 

In addition, the institutionalization of Shakespeare has led to an increase in cultured 

responses to the play, which serves as another example of the ideological deployment of 

Shakespeare.  Margolies notes the following in regard to the use of Shakespeare to educate, or 

rather cultivate, students: “Shakespeare, as a central component of British culture, has 

inevitably been incorporated into the dominant ideology and made an instrument of 

hegemony. The plays are used in a deeply ideological fashion, to propagate and ‘naturalise’ a 

whole social perspective” (43, italics added).  That is to say, the playwright is used to impose 

a particular point of view. Culture here attempts to become nature. 17  This new social 

                                                      
17 See Eagleton, 87-111. The term nature is here deployed in Eagleton’s terms as the fundament that is cultivated 
and on which culture is thus inscribed. Culture, then, is an ever-changing set of meanings that depends on social 
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perspective may be the recognition or amalgamation of high and low views in a unified and 

single Shakespeare, whereas today, he is defined by duality in the areas discussed above. 

Again, Grady’s idea of a multi-valent Shakespeare canbe applied. It underlines Shakespeare’s 

function as a reflection of cultural trends. The postmodern Shakespeare is a result of a new 

contextualization of the playwright. 

James McTeigue’s V for Vendetta (2005) is a practical example of how pop culture 

has invented Shakespeare as an ideological worker. The film focuses on a dystopian variant of 

western society in which culture is highly censured. The United Kingdom has become a 

totalitarian state with a fascist government. The film’s protagonist, V, seeks to cause 

sociopolitical change by disrupting government protocols. In the film, literature and culture 

serve as the counter-forces of the dominant political ideology. V, a rebel, is an overflowing 

well of literary knowledge, who cites Shakespeare on numerous occasions. The film presents 

a highly romanticized view on today’s society. The future, which is an extrapolation of 

today’s world, is in a state of dystopia in which ‘colourful’ culture is banned. That is to say, 

the future culture presented in the film is neutral, characterless, safe and purely western. The 

Koran, for example, has become a banished book. By presenting V as the anti-hero with 

constructive political ideas, the film glorifies the arts and therefore idealizes, in part, 

Shakespeare. V’s association with Shakespeare lies in the quotations of his plays in his 

speeches, which are sometimes constructed in iambic pentameter. The following speech by V 

is an example of his bias towards literature: 

[W]hile the truncheon may be used in lieu of conversation, words will always 

retain their power. Words offer the means to meaning, and for those who will 

listen, the enunciation of truth. And the truth is, there is something terribly 

                                                                                                                                                                      
context. Culture, according to Eagleton, serves as an extension of nature. Culture tells us something about nature 
because it represents a potential within human nature. Culture imitates nature much like life, in Wilde’s words, 
imitates art. 
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wrong with this country, isn't there? … Cruelty and injustice, intolerance and 

oppression, and where once you had the freedom to object, to think and speak 

as you saw fit, you now have censors and systems of surveillance coercing 

your conformity and soliciting your submission. (00:19:40-00:20:15). 

The film here glorifies literature and Shakespeare by underlining the power of words. In 

addition, cultural capital, both concrete and abstract is presented as desirable. V possesses a 

number of literary works that are forbidden in future reality; among them are works by 

Shakespeare and Marlowe. The film thus uses Shakespeare as an ideological instrument to 

insinuate that intellectualism will lead to utopia. V for Vendetta is an example of the use of 

Shakespeare as means to communicate the ideological values of high culture in popular 

culture. 

Another example of Shakespeare in popular culture as an ideological tool for high 

culture can be found in a number of episodes of the original Star Trek and Star Trek: The Next 

Generation in particular, but also in the subsequent series. The episode “Emergence” from 

The Next Generation refers to Shakespeare on two occasions. It opens with the same scene 

from Shakespeare’s Tempest as the previously mentioned episode from Extras. The other 

parallel between the two scenes is that they both feature Patrick Stewart. However, in the Star 

Trek episode, Prospero is portrayed by Data, a synthetic humanoid, rather than Stewart’s 

Jean-Luc Picard. Data, who is similar to humans apart from his lack of emotions, frequently 

works on his acting to better understand the human being. In the series, Picard is mostly 

responsible for the frequent references to Shakespeare. In this particular scene, the captain 

tries to teach Data about emotional dichotomies. According to Picard, Shakespeare liked to 

mix opposites, referring to hope and despair. Next, the scene is interrupted to lead in the 

actual plot. During the episode, the crew discovers that their starship is developing a 

consciousness and trying to create an entity. In the final scene, Data announces to Picard that 
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he will be staging a scene from The Tempest again, namely Miranda’s first encounter with 

other human beings as he thought it an appropriate scene in light of current events. 

“Emergence” is an episode that voices the ideological views behind the Next 

Generation series. In the article “The Shatnerification of Shakespeare: Star Trek and the 

Commonplace Tradition” Craig Dionne argues that within the genre of science fiction there 

are works that aim to depict a future that springs forth from the world we live in. They are, as 

he states, “a result of material conditions of the past” (174). According to Dionne, one of the 

greatest western ideals is the myth of progress. He describes this concept as follows: “the idea 

that history naturally progresses toward a more prosperous and democratic civilization” (174). 

Although it has been argued that science fiction particularly has the power to subvert this 

ideal,18 The Next Generation series participates in precisely the opposite process, namely the 

maintaining of the myth. 

The myth of progress is part of an ideological structure that underlies the series. It 

represents a belief-system that embraces today’s western civilization, underlining its positive 

aspects and anticipating even more optimistic developments. The series sets a highly idealistic 

tenor, which can be traced through all the episodes, including this one. In the final scene, Data 

remarks that Picard took a substantial risk in allowing their conscious starship to take over 

control and release the new alien species it created. Picard’s reply is as following: “The 

intelligence that was formed on the enterprise, didn’t just come out of the ship’s systems, it 

came from us, from our mission records, personal logs, holodeck programmes, our fantasies. 

Now, if our experiences with the Enterprise have been honourable, can’t we trust that the sum 

of those experiences will be the same?” (00:41:27-00:41:49). Although the captain’s intention 

is indeed honourable, it is also precarious and perhaps even naïve. It relies on the assumption 

                                                      
18 See Jameson, 247. 
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that a person, or in this case an entity, will develop in the same manner as it has been created; 

an idea that is proven to be true in the episode. On a higher level, Picard’s remarks imply that 

life is and has been fair, perhaps even predictable; an unrealistic concept in the world that is 

known today. The series therefore participates in the establishment of the ideal of democratic 

and prosperous progress. 

 Dionne notes the following in regard to the many references to Shakespeare in the 

different Star Trek series and their connection to the series’ idealist messages: “[T]he 

references and allusions of Shakespeare appear at key moments when the future is meant to 

speak to us like the twenty-third-century Elizabethan world it seems to be, oddly familiar as 

telos and origin to a Western culture that sees itself everywhere in the cold alien remoteness 

of an (as yet) uncolonized space” (175). Shakespeare, then, is used in the episode as a tool to 

portray Star Trek’s hidden political messages. 

The series attributes a high status to the bard as he is allowed to survive. Dionne 

describes this as following: “Shakespeare not only survives in the future, but remains in 

untouched form as an icon of poetic truth and authority for all cultures” (176). That is to say, 

in the future Shakespeare has maintained his common place in western culture, if one can 

speak of a western culture in the Star Trek universe. The playwright’s existence in the future 

world answers any questions the spectator may have regarding the literary future. Dionne 

extends this idea when he argues that Shakespeare’s presence in the series also elaborates on 

what literacy might look like in the future (175). This question is particularly relevant to the 

current dot.com age, in which literacy is part of a larger discussion that deals with the rapid 

changes of modernity and the consequences they have on youth’s communication skills. The 

recurrence of Shakespeare in this future world functions as a kind of assurance to its audience. 

Shakespeare’s continued existence and fixed status implies two things in particular. Firstly, it 

underlines Shakespeare’s unique status as emblematic for literary tradition. Secondly, the 
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series implies that the institutionalization of Shakespeare, and therefore educational values, 

will continue to exist. Unlike previously mentioned examples that ascribe paradoxical 

meanings to Shakespeare, “Emergence” presents its audience with a highly one-sided view on 

what the bard represents and how he can be used. On the surface, the episode underlines that, 

like Data, we can learn to be human from reading and experiencing Shakespeare. It is, 

therefore, very much in line with Bloom’s perspective on the bard. On a deeper level, the 

episode engages in an ideological dialogue and uses Shakespeare to make its message explicit 

to a contemporary audience. Shakespeare has, therefore, been turned into an ideological 

means. In addition, Shakespeare participates in the transmission of a lowbrow ideology. The 

examples given above that describe Shakespeare in pop culture as a representative of high art 

suffering resistance fall into this category. In these instances Shakespeare is used as an 

embodiment of high art. This use of Shakespeare concretizes popular culture’s ideology. By 

turning Shakespeare into the object of resistance, popular culture has created an actual body to 

set itself off against.  

These functions serve as one justification, amongst others, for popular culture’s 

worthiness of academic scrutiny. Lowbrow culture has then, like highbrow art, become 

academically valuable. Michael Schudson elaborates on how popular culture has come to be 

celebrated by academia over the past three decades in his article “The New Validation of 

Popular Culture: Sense and Sentimentality in Academia”. Schudson argues that the 

incorporation of pop culture into the academic research area has been a political move and is a 

result of what he calls “a skeptical stance towards the academic institution as an imposer of 

valuations” (487). That is to say that universities attained a heightened awareness of the 

authority their institutions hold. This awareness, as mentioned above, is shared by pop 

culture. It is popular culture then, which, by the use of Shakespeare, initiates a level of self-

awareness in the academic institutions concerning the motivations for their exaltations and the 
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cultural boundaries they define. The distinction between high and low art has given rise to 

many discussions. However, the two have proven to be highly similar in a number of aspects. 

Grady mentions the following in regard to art and its function in our time: “Art in a modern 

world, as a number of theorists have emphasized, is a site of resistance against the 

systematizing and technical thrusts of modernity” (13).  The purpose Grady here ascribes to 

art can today be accredited to both high and low art. This is not to say that the two have 

become indistinguishable. However, they may have become equally valuable. John Peter 

argues the following in regard to the two cultural classes in an interview published in Graham 

Holderness’ The Shakespeare Myth: “You have to accept for better or for worse, that high 

culture and popular culture are different things. This is not necessarily a value judgement: it is 

a question of identifying a difference of technique and of content” (56). The question that then 

arises, and which Schudson justly poses, is the following one: “If popular culture is valid for 

serious study, is there still a high culture that is even more valid?” (487). Due to the 

limitations of this thesis, it is impossible to explore the answer to this question. However, it 

underlines the significance of Shakespeare in popular culture. His presence opens up a critical 

dialogue regarding the lowbrow/highbrow division and questions levels of authority and the 

cultural status quo. Shakespeare is then being invented as he does no longer belong to 

himself. He has become part of a larger process, in which references to the bard have become 

instruments that serve ideological purposes. He has been invented as a cultural gauge of 

cultural significance. Accordingly, the presence of such a literary greatness as Shakespeare in 

popular culture and the double-access that often accompanies his appearance is an indication 

of the ongoing ideological struggle between the dominant high culture and popular culture. 

Popular culture has thus invented Shakespeare as a double bind. High and low culture 

can be compared to the two sides of the same coin. In a toss, it is uncertain which side will 

fall up or down. Both sides are ever present, but not always visible. The two sides are 
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connected, but dissimilar and only together do they make up a coin. Shakespeare, then, is the 

connection between these two sides of high and low. He is the hand that holds up the coin in 

order to examine its sides and the vessel that distributes them. To say that the coin invented 

the hand is absurd. However, it is the unique value that society has ascribed to coins that 

causes the hand to use them. Shakespeare is no exception. The playwright has been invented 

into a priceless stature of high culture. Consequently, he is relentlessly called on to figure in 

pop culture. As the embodiment of high art, he is rejected in pop culture. However, as a result 

of his incessant use, pop culture not only destabilizes, but also preserves the playwright’s 

iconic status. Shakespeare in pop culture is therefore often marked by a possible double 

accessibility. Whether his allegiance to high, low or both cultural classes applies is 

determined by the meaning the viewer ascribes to him. He is therefore invented, not only by 

pop culture, but also by its audience. Moreover, the playwright has become the messenger of 

ideology. In the past he has been used to moralize society. Again, Shakespeare is 

characterized by a level of duality. Citation of and allusion to him are deployed to serve both 

dominant and marginal ideologies. The institutions attempt to alter the nature of culture by 

citing Shakespeare, whereas low culture draws on the playwright to both glorify as well as 

denounce him as cultural supremacy. This development in pop culture has made it worthy of 

academic study. Consequently, the playwright’s presence in both high and low culture 

questions the essential differences between the two; a question, as mentioned above, that 

occupies postmodern critics today. Shakespeare, then, has become the subject of invention in 

his reflection of a large range of contemporary anxieties. The next chapter will focus on the 

playwright as character and the way in which he represents questions of authority. 
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2 | SHAKESPEARE AS CHARACTER 
 
Roland Barthes proclaimed the death of the author in 1967, but Shakespeare is far from dead. 

Paul Franssen and Ton Hoenselaars note the following in regard to the rebirth of the author in 

their introduction to The Author as Character: “[T]he very postmodernism that proclaimed 

the death of the author and the demise of character delights in resurrecting historical authors 

as characters” (11). Aleid Fokkema continues this argument in her article “The Author: 

Postmodernism’s Stock Character” by stating the following on the real-world author as 

character: “They are the flesh and bones, so to speak, of postmodernism, embodying its major 

themes: concern with writing, origin and loss, the question of representation” (41). 

Shakespeare as character is therefore an interesting trend within popular culture. 

The general distinction that is made in the author as character genre is between the vie 

romancée and vie imaginaire. A broad description of the two defines the vie romancée as 

focusing on an real-life character while attempting historical accuracy. The vie imaginaire is a 

variant on the vie romancée and can abandon any level of historical reference. 19 Lanier 

loosely adds the category of modern fan fiction to this.20 In addition, he segments 

fictionalizations of Shakespeare that attempt historical fidelity into the following three 

categories: (i) fictionalizations for children, (ii) fictionalizations for adults that focus on the 

bard’s life in the theatre, and (iii) fictionalizations for adults that focus on his love life, which 

can be divided into the following two categories: (a) those that focus on Shakespeare’s 

marriage to Anne Hathaway, or (b)  the more common category that focuses on Shakespeare’s 

involvement with a lover or muse (116-119). 

                                                      
19 See Franssen 15, and Lanier 115. 
20 See Lanier 82-86. 
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The playwright is again in a unique position as, in his case in particular, biography and 

fictionalization lie closely together. Stephen Greenblatt mentions the following in the 

introduction to his own biography Will in the World, in regard to the known facts surrounding 

Shakespeare’s life: “there are huge gaps in knowledge that make any biographical study of 

Shakespeare an exercise in speculation” (18). That is to say, there runs a fine line between the 

biographies and fictionalizations of Shakespeare’s life. Greenblatt’s first chapter begins with 

“Let us imagine, that Shakespeare found himself from boyhood fascinated by language, 

obsessed with the magic of words” (23). Although the assumption of Shakespeare as 

fascinated by words is a logical one, it is also purely hypothetical. In this hypothesis lies the 

assumption that a man capable of producing new words and eloquent language must be 

fascinated by them. Greenblatt’s assumption reveals the necessity to solve the Shakespeare 

myth: the genius that society ascribes to him must be given an explanation. Modern society is 

characterized by yet another dual break, namely that of tradition and the individual talent.21 

Shakespeare as character, then, symbolizes contemporary anxieties of authorship.22 

Lanier notes the following on Shakespeare and his relation to matters of authority: 

Shakespeare is popular culture’s favourite symbol for the principle of literary 

authorship, and his appearance brings into play related issues, among them the 

origins and nature of genius, the relation between expressive freedom and 

artistic, commercial, or political constraints, the interplay between authorial 

experience and a work’s meaning, and the relation between the author’s 

‘original’ conception and latter-day adaptations or reinventions. (114-115) 

                                                      
21 Cf. T.S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1982). 
22 Other postmodern anxieties that can be traced in Shakespeare as character in popular culture include those 
concerning identity. The modern identity is a de-centered one that can be segregated into personal and collective 
identities. The types loan from each other, which causes overlap between the two. The topic relates to 
Shakespeare in its resemblance between the discussion of boundaries between high and low and Eliot’s tradition 
and individual talent. Again, Shakespeare portrays a reflection of the present as postmodernism is generally 
concerned with dynamic concepts that do not lend themselves to easy categorization. 
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Here, Lanier picks up an idea that T.S. Eliot discussed in his essay “Tradition and the 

Individual Talent”. Eliot argues that our modern literary society presents us with yet another 

dichotomy: on the one hand, originality is valued over repetition. Each author, poet, director 

or artist of any other kind is praised for their originality and the degree in which they achieve 

distinction between themselves and all other artists. Eliot describes this attitude towards art as 

follows: “We dwell with satisfaction upon the poet’s difference from his predecessors, 

especially his immediate predecessors; we endeavor to find something that can be isolated in 

order to be enjoyed” (36). One the other hand, we live in a time in which appropriation, 

adaptation, borrowing, recycling, re-visioning, among others, are most common practices. 

Juxtaposed to this concept of the original artist, then, stands the idea that all texts have 

become an echo of preceding texts. Originality has become a non-existent concept in the 

sense that texts always draw on other texts – whether consciously or subconsciously so. 

History has left an inheritance of literary DNA. In Palimpsests: Literature in the Second 

Degree, Gérard Genette describes this process as following: “[a]ny text is a hypertext, 

grafting itself onto a hypotext, an earlier text that it imitates or transforms” (ix). Indeed, 

imitation was an art more common to earlier ages, whereas today we live in a culture of 

adaptation and appropriation, in which the experience of meaning greatly relies on the 

reader’s knowledge of other texts. Eliot proves useful once more when he says that “[n]o 

poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone” (37). Shakespeare is no exception 

to this idea. In The Appropriation of Shakespeare, Jean Marsden notes that “each new 

generation attempts to redefine Shakespeare’s genius in contemporary terms, projecting its 

desires and anxieties onto his work” (1). That is to say, the bard’s meaning lies not in what we 

bring to his plays, but in what we make of them; how we adapt or appropriate them. Marsden 

then brings us back to Eliot, who claimed that no author stands on his own, an idea 

characteristic to the concept of intertextuality. The meaning the audience produces relies on 
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cultural knowledge. The meaning a popular audience ascribes to Shakespeare in popular 

culture is different from the meaning a highbrow viewer will construe when recognizing the 

playwright. This idea complements the previously mentioned cases of ‘double-access’. Grady 

notes the following in regard to Shakespeare’s ever-changing meaning: “To ‘periodize’ a 

major figure like Shakespeare, then, is clearly both arbitrary and absolutely necessary if we 

are to try and understand our own relation to him and his texts. But it can never be done once 

and for all. It is always a provisional exercise, open to contestation and modification” (7). 

That is to say that Shakespeare can only be viewed through the temporal lenses possessed 

today; what Grady refers to as periodizing. In addition, our lenses can only be identified by 

contrasting them to previous views. There is then no longer a natural Shakespeare. Views on 

Shakespeare shift according to the changes in our culture. The bard’s cultivation, or rather his 

meaning, is thus subject to change due to the changes in culture. Moreover, Grady argues the 

following in regard to historical reconstruction: 

The crucial point to note here is that because historical interpretation always 

has a creative dimension, and because there is no way simply to reconstruct 

‘the truth’ without interpretation, our histories are always also allegories of the 

present: they inevitably represent the historian’s situation in the present as well 

as his/her best attempt objectively to reconstruct the past. In that sense some 

sort of ‘presentism’ is inevitable and desirable. (8) 

A close analysis of the use of Shakespeare as character in popular culture thus exposes the 

cultural paradigm. His life as created in popular culture is also subjected to a level of 

‘presentism’ and cannot be fully decontextualized. Franssen refers to Marcel Schwob, the 

developer of the vie imaginaire, who argues the following in regard to the relationship 

between biography and fiction: “Historiography … leaves one in doubt about the individual. 

The individual as presented in history, [Schwob] argued, is always related to general events, 
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and the writer or reader ought to be granted the license to imagine, on the basis of the facts 

and shreds of evidence, what may well have been true even if it was never recorded by 

historians” (15). Schwob underlines the impossibility of decontextualization and the 

inevitability of presentism. 

One example of Shakespeare as character can be found in the episode “The 

Shakespeare Code” in the renewed BBC series Dr. Who. The most famous embodiment of the 

bard can be found in Madden’s Shakespeare in Love. This particular representation has been 

the object of many studies. For this reason, the focus will lie on other representations of the 

playwright. The Dr. Who episode is dedicated entirely to the mystery that surrounds what 

many critics consider to be Shakespeare’s lost play and sequel to Love’s Labour’s Lost, 

Love’s Labour’s Won. It therefore falls into Lanier’s adult category that focuses on the bard’s 

life in the theatre. In addition, it has inclinations towards the category that centers on 

Shakespeare’s love life. The code that is to be cracked is then that of Shakespeare’s life and 

its connection to his work. The nameless doctor, the show’s protagonist and hero, is an alien 

time traveler, who takes his companion, Martha Jones, on her first journey through time. The 

doctor takes Jones back to 1599 London where they will attend a performance at the newly 

opened Globe theatre. The two encounter the successful performance of Love´s Labour´s Lost 

and when Jones calls out ‘author’, the audience joins in and Shakespeare, who looks nothing 

like his famous portraits, appears on stage, after which the doctor says the following: “Genius, 

he’s a genius, the genius. The most humanly human has ever been. Now we’re going to hear 

him speak. All as he chooses the best words, new, beautiful, brilliant words” (00:06:33-

00:06:44).  Here, Shakespeare is established as the ultimate genius that Bloom describes in his 

book and could indeed have invented the human. This position is instantly countered by 

Shakespeare’s own first words in the episode, namely: “Ah, shut yer big foul mouths … 

You’ve got excellent taste, I’ll give you that” (00:06:46-00:06:58).  Shakespeare’s colloquial 
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language collides with the image of him as a linguistic magician. Later in the episode the idea 

of Shakespeare as an exceptionally cognitive and therefore gifted playwright is re-established 

in a scene in which Shakespeare, the doctor and Jones are alone. When the bard tries to 

decipher his mysterious visitors, he reads them accurately, even though he has only known his 

new friends for a number of hours.  

The episode’s plot is closely interknitted with part of Shakespeare’s oeuvre. The 

doctor’s, and Shakespeare’s, opponents in the episode are three Carrionite witches. When 

Jones explains their enemy´s link to Shakespeare, she mentions that he has written about 

witches. The bard´s response is one of incomprehension. It is then insinuated that the 

Carrionites are the source of inspiration for Macbeth´s three prophesying witches. Moreover, 

in the final scene, Shakespeare improvises a sonnet for Martha Jones, who is black. This 

implies that she is the dark lady Shakespeare frequently refers to in his sonnets. The fair 

friend may be interpreted as being the doctor. In addition, a reference is made to Hamlet’s 

most famous soliloquy when Shakespeare reflects on the traumatic experience of his son’s 

death. The farewell to his son nearly drove him mad and Shakespeare elaborates that he 

started to question his own existence; whether he should be or not be. Also, throughout the 

episode, the doctor frequently quotes numerous of Shakespeare’s play. To many of these 

quotes the playwright replies that he might use them. The origin of Shakespeare’s plays is 

thus, in the episode, closely related to a sense of presentism. The episode imposes today’s 

culture on Shakespeare’s plays. In doing so, it questions the ideas of authority that surround 

him. Again, there is a level of double access. Although the episode is mostly directed at the 

single-access audience - the literary references in the episode are elaborately explained by the 

doctor, who contextualizes them for his companion Jones – the questions the episode poses  in 

regard to authority are primarily aimed at the higher cultural class. In addition, the episode 
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incorporates the differentiating highbrow and lowbrow perspectives on Shakespeare and the 

mysteries that surround his life and work. 

Consequently, “The Shakespeare Code” also serves an ideological purpose. The 

episode aims to educate the lowbrow viewer by providing them with knowledge of 

Shakespeare. Althusser’s idea of ideology is closely connected to the fictionalizations of 

Shakespeare. He argues the following in regard to ideology: 

We commonly call religious ideology, ethical ideology, legal ideology, 

political ideology, etc., so many ‘world outlooks’. Of course, assuming we do 

not live one of these ideologies as the truth (e.g 'believe' in God, Duty, Justice, 

etc. ...), we admit that the ideology we are discussing from a critical point of 

view, examining it as the ethnologist examines the myths of a ‘primitive 

society’, that these 'world outlooks' are largely imaginary, i.e. do not 

correspond to reality'. (153-154) 

Althusser here explains that ideologies are often interpolations of facts, or rather, behaviour. 

A parallel can then be drawn between ideological perspectives and representations of, or 

rather views on, Shakespeare’s life. As the playwright’s life in pop culture is highly 

fictionalized, we can assume his fictionliazations not to correspond to reality. His life, like 

ideology, is an interpolation of the few known facts that he has left. Althusser goes on to 

argue the following: “However, while admitting that [ideologies] do not correspond to reality, 

i.e. that they constitute an illusion, we admit that they do make allusion to reality, and that 

they need only be 'interpreted' to discover the reality of the world behind their imaginary 

representation of that world (ideology = illusio/allusion)” (154).  Again, a parallel can be 

drawn between ideology and the fictionalizations of Shakespeare. As argued above, the 

imaginary lives of Shakespeare in pop culture are inevitably linked to the present. A close 

analysis of the illusions society creates around the playwright, reveals the world behind this 
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representation, which consists of an accumulation of contemporary anxieties that have been 

discussed in previous chapters. Therefore, Shakespeare functions as a mirror to society in the 

many ways in which he appears in popular culture. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
 
 
After Bloom argued that Shakespeare invented the human, the tables have turned on the bard. 

Today, Shakespeare is invented in two areas within the arena of popular culture; namely in 

the realm of citation and allusion and literally in the author as character genre. The playwright 

is thus invented on both an abstract and concrete level. He is devised as a mediator between 

high and low culture when he is deployed as a flagstaff of the ongoing discussion surrounding 

the boundaries of the dominant and marginal. Shakespeare is herein used as the epitome of 

high art, and becomes the object of popular culture’s resistance. Pop culture’s use of 

Shakespeare as a totem to subvert, simultaneously participates in a process of preservation. 

Incessant repetition and reference to the bard and his work enforce his position as canonical. 

Shakespeare in pop culture is thus characterized by a double meaning. This idea is underlined 

by double-access references to Shakespeare, in which cultural fluency with both high- and 

lowbrow values is prized and therefore stimulated. History provided the double-access, 

cultural subject many years ago, but today they represent the potential unification of high and 

low. Shakespeare, in this discussion, is of importance as he is ever-present in both variants. In 

this sense, the bard has perhaps become the epitome of not only high culture, but also pop 

culture. The playwright belongs to neither high nor low culture and at the same time to both. 

He no longer belongs to himself, yet stands on his own.This idea can be traced through 

Shakespeare’s physical appearance in the pop genre. His invention manifests itself most 

obstinately in the invention of his character and life. The bard’s character reflects 

contemporary anxieties on authorship. 
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Society, then, figuratively and literally invents Shakespeare. We project our own 

concerns onto the playwright’s function and life, when we determine his value and status, and 

literally create his life. Shakespeare in popular culture has become our invention as he is more 

often a symbol whose meaning is constructed for various purposes. He has been invented as a 

symbol of high culture, which exposes him as an instrument in the struggle between dominant 

and popular culture. In addition, he has been invented, in all meanings of the word, to 

represent our anxieties regarding the mystery that surrounds the bard’s legacy in life and 

work, while simultaneously engaging in a dialogue of authorship. Again, Shakespeare is of 

particular interest because he is one of the few recognized literary figures that is enduringly 

ever-present in popular culture. Furthermore, Shakespeare’s fictionalized life is closely 

related to ideology. Firstly, his fictionalized biography provides a blank canvas that can be 

inscribed with ideology, and secondly, the development and significance of the playwright’s 

biografictions can be traced alongside the ideas behind ideology. Both phenomena, then, 

reveal to us our own society. Shakespeare, then, is the invention of the present. 
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