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Introduction
Shakespeare and the Cultures of
Commemoration1
Ton Hoenselaars and Clara Calvo

Over the past few decades, much attention has been devoted to the
theme of ‘memory’ in the plays and poems of Shakespeare, but surprisingly little has been written about the ways in which this ‘memory’ cult interrelates with the ‘cultures of commemoration’ involving
the playwright and poet.2 ‘Cultures of commemoration’ – by which
we mean a series of more or less conscious or active attempts to
rehearse Shakespeare in the present, as well as efforts to guarantee
the remembrance of Shakespearean occurrences past and present in
the future – may be identified within Shakespeare’s plays and poems,
in his biography, as well as the joint afterlives of the man and his
work. The Sonnets famously envisage the act of narration as one of
vital commemoration, and like Hamlet’s father who tells his son
‘Remember me’, so Hamlet the son wishes to be remembered in
Horatio’s account of him.3 Cultures of commemoration abound in
the Histories, which, as Emily Shortslef in our collection argues, have
an epitaphic tradition all their own; Shortslef’s contribution explores
the epitaph’s cultural significance and its commemorative force in
the Histories, arguing that they subvert the expectations called for
by the genre; from a site of memory, the epitaph turns into a site of
Notes for this section begin on page 10.
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‘unsettling’ and as a memory cult is not unproblematic either, since
it is continually being critiqued and challenged.
The play most explicitly occupied with traditions of history and
memory is Henry V, and perhaps this concern is never more apparent than when King Henry – to use Jay Winter’s phrase to distinguish
conscious historical acts of commemoration from what he terms
‘passive memory’4 – projects the ‘historical remembrance’ of a battle
yet unfought:
This story shall the good man teach his son,
And Crispin Crispian shall ne’er go by
From this day to the ending of the world
But we in it shall be rememberèd.5

With reference to the Agincourt speech in Henry V, Joep Leerssen and
Ann Rigney have convincingly argued that Shakespeare not only kickstarted the cultures of commemoration around himself and his works,
but that also the celebration of other writers across Europe began here
as it fanned out from Shakespeare.6 This subsequent process was
largely unpredictable and could traverse many routes, but the original
dynamic appears to have come from Stratford’s greatest son.
In Shakespeare, explicit constructions of posthumous remembrance often seem possible only by means of an act of forgetting. Both
in Henry V and in Much Ado About Nothing, the glorious account of
the war dead provides us with a glimpse of its wry reality. Henry the
Fifth, who before the Battle of Agincourt had democratically argued
that the fight would ‘gentle’ the condition of his ‘band of brothers’,
has no qualms later about reverting to a social hierarchy in death, and
of commemorating by name those of high rank only.7 A similar tendency may be discerned in the dialogue between Leonato and the
Messenger in the opening scene of Much Ado About Nothing:
Leonato: How many gentlemen have you lost in this action?
Messenger: But few of any sort, and none of name.8

As Thomas Laqueur has argued with reference to these two instances
in Shakespeare, they really show up a device, operative from ancient
times until World War I, ‘to efface the overwhelming majority of dead
soldiers from public memory.’9 In broader historical and cultural
terms, however, the strategy also copies Benedict Anderson’s observation about national identity, and the apparent tendency, when
establishing a collective memory on the basis of some events, also
to relegate others to oblivion.10
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These and other complex cultures of commemoration do not only
occur in the work of Shakespeare. Also the man Shakespeare and
his work have become part of a ritual of commemoration across the
centuries. In the case of Shakespeare, David Garrick’s ‘Great Shakespeare Jubilee’ in Stratford (1769) started a trend and became the
predecessor of the hundreds of festivals that have followed in its
wake to commemorate the master, like the Royal Gala of 1830, discussed by Robert Sawyer in his contribution to this collection.11 In
his essay, Sawyer shows how the 1769 Jubilee and the 1830 Gala promoted a particular kind of social memory in relation to Shakespeare,
as, together, they paved the way for a combination of tourism and
theatre on which the Stratford Shakespeare industry still relies today.
With the help of Connerton’s analysis of how societies remember,
Sawyer’s contribution argues that celebrations in honour of Shakespeare soon became an ‘invented tradition’ in Hobsbawm’s sense,
showing that western cultures of commemoration, and Shakespeare’s in particular, thrive on ritualistic practices. Such acts of
remembrance have been performed in Britain and abroad, in times
of peace, notably in 1864, but also in times of war, like the tercentenary of the playwright’s death in 1916.12 They have been celebrated
on a relatively small scale – like the annual birthday celebrations in
Stratford-upon-Avon, which, in their regularity, resemble the April
meetings of the Deutsche Shakespeare-Gesellschaft – and on a
worldwide scale, like the quatercentenary of Shakespeare’s birth in
1964, whose historical proximity may well account for the fact that
its grandeur still stands in no proportion to the current academic
interest in the phenomenon. As an event, the quatercentenary of
Shakespeare’s birth has already been surpassed, in terms of ambition, scope, as well as its unprecedented global-cum-commercial
dynamic, by the 450th celebration of the playwright’s birth in 2014,
and, more recently, by the global commemoration of the quatercentenary of his death in 2016.
But the Shakespeare industry does not focus on 23 April only to
put on exhibitions, erect statues, mount plaques, or build theatre
replicas. Given Shakespeare’s historical association with England and
that ever so difficult to define notion of Englishness, he is often a
welcome guest at official commemorative gatherings that really concern the nation. This partly explains how, as Anita Hagerman
demonstrates in her contribution to this essay collection, the Histories appeared as cycles at the Festival of Britain in 1951 which itself
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commemorated the Great Exhibition of 1851. However, as she
astutely points out, the opportunistic theatre makers were, perhaps,
less interested in commemorating Shakespeare or the Histories,
than they were in asserting a new artistic creed on this occasion.
Hagerman focuses on two English productions that presented the
Histories as cycles in 1951, Barry Jackson and the Birmingham Rep’s
Henry VI, Part Two and Anthony Quayle’s second tetralogy for the
Shakespeare Memorial Theatre, and dissects their differences in
aims and politics. Both productions were interested in presenting
the Histories as cycles to advance their own agendas and, while doing
so, they capitalised on nostalgia and a longing to define national identity at a time when a post-war, post-Empire, Austerity Britain was
forced to redefine its role in international politics and world culture.
Considerably less complex was the appearance of ‘Shakespeare’
at the inauguration of the Channel Tunnel on 6 May 1994.13 On the
occasion of this historic event, the Théâtre Impérial de Compiègne –
in collaboration with the Royal Shakespeare Company – appropriately staged Ambroise Thomas’ opera about Shakespeare and Queen
Elizabeth I, entitled La Songe d’une nuit d’été (Opéra-Comique, Paris,
20 April 1850). Also, it soon turned out that the production could
serve more that just a single commemorative purpose, because on
22 November 2003 the film version of the Compiègne production
of Le Songe d’une nuit d’été – following a short trip on the Eurostar
train – was screened at London’s Covent Garden (Lindbury Studio
Theatre), to commemorate the quatercentenary of Elizabeth’s death.
There are many modes of active commemoration other than those
specifically grafted onto the playwright’s biography like saints’ or holy
days in the church calendar. The production of the First Folio in 1623
was still an act of remembrance undertaken to ‘out-liue’, as Leonard
Digges put it in the first dedicatory poem there, Shakespeare’s ‘Stratford Moniment.’ This gesture, however, was to generate a response
that emphatically meant to counter the hero worship of Shakespeare:
the erection in 1896 of a statue in London for John Heminge and
Henry Condell, Shakespeare’s colleagues who took the initiative to
publish his plays, as Graham Holderness demonstrates in his contribution to our collection. Several decades later, though, it was the
First Folio itself that held centre stage at the celebration of its tercentenary in 1923.14 It is along similar lines that we witness events
like the celebration of 400 years of the Sonnets (2009), or the joint
initiative of the German Shakespeare-Society and the European
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Shakespeare Research Association to devote a conference to 400
years of The Tempest (2011).15
Instances of commemorating the writer, the plays, and the poems,
inevitably enhance our appreciation of the functions of authorship,
the transmission of the text, and dynamics of literary fame. However,
on the whole the cultures of commemoration also tend to be complex
in social and political terms, thus providing the scholar with an unusually rich and interdisciplinary site for Shakespearean research. Acts of
commemoration, identified as historically specific manifestations of
social memory and group attitudes may shed new light on academic
and popular Shakespeare, on amateur and professional appropriations
of Shakespeare, or serve as an occasion to express the ways in which
social groups – like the American women’s Shakespeare clubs during
the early decades of the twentieth century, here rescued from oblivion
as discussed by Katherine Scheil – seek to formulate and express their
views on what binds the group, or how it should move forward. In her
essay, Scheil shows that women’s clubs all over the U.S. generated a
commemorative culture of their own by enlisting Shakespeare to help
in their civic programmes to advance education, women’s suffrage, or
community care, and in doing so transformed domestic practices into
acts of commemoration. Even if at times their agenda aimed beyond
the plays and poems, as Scheil argues, the commemorative acts conducted by these women’s clubs help us to account for the pervasiveness of Shakespeare in American culture today.
Acts of Shakespearean commemoration performed in wartime –
like those in World War I – may show up unexpected modes of
allegiance, as Monika Smialkowska demonstrates with reference to
several regional masques in the U.S. which sought to unite all Americans (marginally including Native Americans) behind Shakespeare,
but wryly seem to have excluded the African Americans. Smialkowska’s contribution shows some remarkable new research opportunities regarding the study of the 1916 tercentenary as she shows
how the considerable attention granted to Percy MacKaye’s New York
masque Caliban by the Yellow Sands has led to a blurred representation
of the real nature of the festivities in North America. After her study
of three pageants in Georgia, Massachusetts, and North Dakota, the
tercentenary in the U.S. seems less a top-down affair than has long
been assumed. The variety and scope of the celebrations effectively
challenge a view of the tercentenary as the product of the cultural
hegemony of dominant social groups. Monika Smialkowska’s essay
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reminds us that cultures of commemoration are not exclusively metropolitan in nature and often generate powerful local cults promoting
civic pride and regional interests; for certain social groups, they may
provide a measure of cultural legitimation.
Celebrations in wartime also have a tendency to polarize political
views, and even to alienate the Bard. In fact, World War I, as Adrian
Poole demonstrates, proved an occasion for some, like the poet David
Jones in In Parenthesis (1937), to embark on what can perhaps best
be described as a negative commemorative trajectory, an attempt to
decentre Shakespeare. Poole examines how Jones, a survivor of the
Somme, recreated his earliest memories of the Western Front in the
tercentenary year partially through a memorialisation of Shakespeare. Henry V, for Jones the trench soldier, provided a quasi-shorthand language to encode experience in a fractured, fragmentary,
intertextual modernist collage of verse and prose. In Parenthesis, however, as Poole shows, offers an alternative view of English literary
history and of commemoration practice which, by decentring Shakespeare, critically contrasts with the aims behind Israel Gollancz’s
monumental Book of Homage (1916).16
Cultures of commemoration are unstable processes. They are no
guarantee for any permanence in the individual’s afterlife, not even
Shakespeare’s. In other words, some memories are not automatically
performed ‘until the ending of the world’, as Henry the Fifth seems
to believe.17 Sonnet 55 alerts us to this as well, as it captures how, in
the course of time, ‘marble’ and ‘gilded monuments / Of princes’ are
bound to lose their original gloss, and will gather dirt that no-one
seems inclined to remove. When sonnet 55 also alerts us to ‘wasteful
war [that] shall statues overturn’, it effectively captures the fate of the
Paul Fournier Shakespeare statue in Paris, which was erected in 1888,
a week after the unveiling of the Gower Monument in Stratford-uponAvon during what was obviously the climax of French statuemania.18
The Gower Monument is still on display in Shakespeare’s hometown
and even though, to the annoyance of some, it is no longer in the
place where it originally stood, nor in the configuration that the sculptor devised, its counterpart object in Paris no longer exists, except as
a memory in its own right.19 The Paris Shakespeare statue has vanished because on 11 October 1941 the Vichy government issued an
act for the removal across France of most bronze statues, in view of
the metal they would yield. In the course of the months and years that
followed, statues were removed from public places across the country,
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and melted down for the war effort. And ‘Shakespeare’ did not survive
the terror now known as ‘The Death of the Statues.’ The Fournier
statue was removed on 13 December 1941.20 Apart from the occasional academic interest, what continues to remind us of the statue
is the stationary shop located diagonally across from the original site
which, in the 1890s, derived the name ‘À Shakespeare’ (still legible
on the shop facade) from its proximity at 109 boulevard Haussmann
to the French monument for Stratford’s greatest son.
Fortunately, the Vichy intervention did not signal the end of
Shakespeare’s career in France, and the playwright is more popular
there than ever before. Also, the Paris Shakespeare statue has since
been replaced by a garden and an open air theatre in the Bois de
Boulogne (‘Jardin Shakespeare’), and the activities during the recent
commemorative years 2014 and 2016 demonstrate that Shakespeare
is very much alive in France, and in the language of Molière.21 Yet,
there are some real lessons that cultures of commemoration research
may learn from the complex ‘Death of the Statues’ episode involving
the Paul Fournier statue in Paris.
The statue in Paris shows that ‘Shakespeare’ is a worldwide phenomenon. It inevitable alerts us to the fact that studying the cultures
of commemoration involving Shakespeare, we must be prepared to
cross regional, national, continental, and linguistic borders, continually reminding ourselves of the very plurality of the cultures we
study. The now absent Paris statue further shows that the cultures
of commemoration are really processes, and these need to be studied
diachronically, with an ever careful eye for their proper historical and
cultural contexts and traditions.
The case of the missing Paul Fournier statue also makes us see that
as we acknowledge the historical dimension of the cultures of commemoration, we must be prepared for the fact that certain cultures
and landmarks may have all but faded out of existence, may have
become invisible, just as other modes of commemoration (like those
currently developing in new, social media, like Facebook) are seeking
to define alternative approaches to remembrance, to commemoration.
Finally, for the diehard Shakespearean, it might be worth remembering that the Fournier ‘Shakespeare’ was not the only statue in
France to be melted down by the Vichy government. As ‘Shakespeare’
was taken off his pedestal and temporarily dumped in a Paris scrapyard, he found himself in the company of other artists including
Hector Berlioz, Victor Hugo, Jean De la Fontaine, Jean-Jacques
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Rousseau, Victorien Sardou, François Villon, Voltaire, and Émile
Zola.22 This situation brings into focus that still rarely explored avenue
of comparative commemoration research.
Were not the earliest cultures of commemoration involving Shakespeare part of a larger cult sweeping through Europe and beyond, from
the end of the eighteenth century onwards, and was it not already
some time before Shakespeare that the German-born composer Georg
Friedrich Handel was appropriated by the British and turned into a
national hero, with a statue in Vauxhall Gardens erected in his own
lifetime by popular subscription?23 Garrick’s historic 1769 Jubilee taking place no less than five years after the two-hundredth anniversary
of the playwright’s birth was really an afterthought. Yet, the Shakespeare cult was clearly emerging. As it got under way, it may well have
eclipsed the fame of some writers, but it also triggered new events,
like the centenary celebrations for Robert Burns in 1859.
Transversal connections are still waiting to be explored between
the burgeoning Shakespeare cult of commemoration and the cult
of European writers including Dante, Racine, Voltaire, Molière,
Calderón, Cervantes, Goethe and Schiller, who were all appropriated
by the secular cult of hero-as-poet worship in the nineteenth century,
so well envisioned by Thomas Carlyle.24 Comparative work on the
unique phenomenon of Shakespeare as the third German classic
alongside Johann Wolfgang Goethe and Friedrich Schiller shows
what kind of fascinating results this may yield.25 Naturally, in our
open-ended field, such comparative research would soon provide an
occasion for a number of interdisciplinary sorties, to include the
commemorative fate of painters and composers, their work and their
afterlives, in Europe but also beyond.26
Despite the obvious richness of this research area, it has long
continued to suffer neglect, even in recent years. Shakespeareans
have predictably, perhaps, tended to concentrate on the conspicuous
key dates, and done occasional research around the time of these
key dates, but many plaques and statues and festivals and other
occasions on which Shakespeare and his work are commemorated
have no immediate basis in biographical or bibliographical fact. This
should enhance their interest, since the literary gods employ strange
means to bring their will to be. In addition to devising new ways to
celebrate the Bard, it seems valuable and even vital also to reflect
on past practices and future research strategies into the dynamics
of Shakespeare’s memory.
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This collection ends with an afterword in the form of a short story
by Graham Holderness, appropriately entitled ‘The Seeds of Time.’
Underpinned by a cultural materialist study of the presence of Shakespeare in a series of great national festivals – the great Exhibition of
1851, the Festival of Britain in 1951, and the London Olympics of
2012 – this story uses imaginative methods to pursue a critical
inquiry, combining documentary evidence and critical argument
with imaginative speculation. To study Shakespeare diachronically
through a time-line of national commemorations, the kind of work
featured in this volume, is really analogous to travelling in time. Here
H. G. Wells’s Time Traveller, scientist, engineer, and devotee of
progress, returns to the past in search of Shakespeare, and finds in
the Great Exhibition a Shakespeare surprisingly assimilated to the
priorities of mechanical engineering and industrial design. Shuttling
forward to 1951, he discovers similar evidence, including a steam
locomotive named William Shakespeare. Inadvertently coming
across the London Olympics in 2012 (by carelessly setting his GPS
navigation system to ‘Stratford’), the Time Traveller encounters lines
from The Tempest spoken by an impersonation of Isambard Kingdom
Brunel. In this story historical, critical and scholarly questions are
explored imaginatively in fictional form.27
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