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SHORT SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 

What use is Shakespeare criticism? 
 

Yes, I’ve decided to grasp the nettle this time. And please don’t think of this 

short exploration of this question as a final answer. This is merely a first draft in 

which I’m going to kick around a couple of ideas. I will no doubt return to this 

question in greater depth on another occasion. 

But for today’s purposes, why does this activity in which you and I are united 

– critical engagement with the writings of William Shakespeare – matter? What is the 

point of it? What is it for? Why should we or anybody else care about the labour of 

research that investigates the works of Shakespeare? 

Well, I suppose the first answer is because of the detailed attention to 

language. Shakespeare is a writer who paid attention to language and who forces you 

to pay attention to language. He coined hundreds of new words. And by engaging 

critically with this fertile linguistic environment, we become more sensitised to 

language. 

Now, what is the virtue of being more sensitive to the use of language? 

Language is all around us. Indeed we cannot escape language. It is the advertising 

copy on our cereal packets, the campaigning slogans of political parties, it is in 

religious and philosophical texts, it is both the way that we communicate quietly with 

our most intimate companions and online with an audience of potentially billions. 

Language has done quite as much damage and quite as much good as any other device 

or system you can name. What could be more worthy of our attention than that? 

But to bring it back to Shakespeare, his language particularly is worth 

studying because it is so packed with meaning. To give you one small example, at the 

end of Sonnet 138, the final couplet reads: 

 

Therefore I lie with her and she with me, 

And in our faults by lies we flattered be. 
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The sonnet has played with the meanings of lie, in the sense of false and in the 

sense of lie with, sleep next to, have sex with, all the way through. In this couplet, it 

brings those together in a knot that keeps multiple meanings in the air simultaneously. 

At the sharp end, and to skip a couple of steps of logic, I suppose my 

contention is that after you’ve tackled that, thinking twice about the politician’s sound 

bite trying to con you out of your vote without actually promising anything will be a 

doddle. 

The other thing I’ll mention in this all-too-short podcast is the mental and 

emotional flexibility that arguing about dramatic texts creates. If one spends time 

debating, for example, the merits of the positions of Antony, Cleopatra and Caesar in 

Shakespeare’s play, one gets used to sifting pros and cons, finding little details you 

didn’t find last time round. But that process, that dialectic, to borrow a more 

philosophical term, makes you more likely to listen to and assess in an open-minded 

way other people’s opinions. We don’t want minds so open that our brains fall out of 

course, but I think we can all agree that bigotry is not a good thing. 

This is not to claim, by the way, that Shakespeare criticism necessarily makes 

you a nicer person. Plenty of self-avowed fascists have liked and staged and written 

about Shakespeare, which takes us neatly to the elephant in the room. Does the art, 

Shakespeare itself, have any value; moral, political, philosophical? It’s all very well 

saying the analysis is important, but there are lots of difficult things to analyse. Why 

literature? Why drama? Why Shakespeare? 

But I’ll leave that for another time. I hope this podcast series as a whole 

convinces you, even a little, that Shakespeare criticism is a worthwhile activity. 

 

Thank you for listening. As a new feature I’m going to tag a bit of 

Shakespeare news onto the end of these episodes, so here is the first bulletin. 

- Shakespeare’s Globe launches its Globe on Screen series this week, 

broadcasting recorded productions from last year’s season to cinemas across Britain. 

And, as I know we have some international listeners, they will be glad to hear that The 

Tempest, Macbeth and A Midsummer Night’s Dream will be coming to cinemas in 

North America, Australasia & Europe this summer as well. 

- I found that advertised, by the way, in a new publication called Shakespeare 

Magazine, available for free at shakespearemagazine.com, which I should recommend 

to you both for the quality of its features and its UK Shakespeare news. 
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- And finally, the BBC has got some Renaissance drama programming this 

weekend. Tonight, Saturday 24th May, will see Professor James Shapiro exploring the 

life and times of John Webster, a Jacobean contemporary of Shakespeare who gave us 

some of the darkest, bloodiest tragedies of the era. Tomorrow night BBC Four will 

show Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi starring Gemma Arterton. This is a film of the 

stage production that got the Sam Wannamaker Playhouse’s inaugural season off to 

such a flying start a few months ago. Both of these should also be available on BBC 

iPlayer after broadcast. 

So, I hope you can catch some of those. Join me next week when I’ll be 

talking about The Taming of the Shrew. Until then, farewell. 


