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Preface: Sustaining
Shakespeare Studies Amidst Transitions and Tumult

Diana E. Henderson

If you are reading this preface, it is quite likely that—even in or after 2026—you have a physical book in your hands. There is a good chance that you are in an academic library that still maintains open stacks or a browsing shelf for current journals, have contributed your own writing or labor to this volume, or have a friend or relation who has. And as such, you are among the ever-decreasing percentage of the readership who will peruse this fifty-fourth annual volume of Shakespeare Studies in the way the journal was and continues to be conceived: as a timely and enduring collection that is more than the sum of its parts. Or—as regards that claim about readership percentages in the digital age—so I hope, as well as regret. For the parts are well worth the attention of many more eyes, hearts, and minds than will likely access the hardback in its entirety.

When J. Leeds Barroll conceived and edited the first volume of Shakespeare Studies in 1965, its codex format would hardly have been the aspect of his enterprise most remarked upon by colleagues. Nor is this preface (only) an elegy for open stacks, library subscriptions to complete journal series, and affordable hardbacks, as e-books and digital rentals increasingly replace and deconstruct multi-part scholarly collections. Rather, what I aspire to make visible is just a sliver of the amazing mixture of continuity and change, intentionality and serendipity, that has led to my now becoming only the fourth lead editor of a distinguished series that has continued for over sixty years, and in doing so to honor the legacy of the diverse collection of contributors who, working collaboratively, have modeled the strength, commitment, and expertise to have made the academic humanities matter, and endure.

The weight of this responsibility has become increasingly apparent as I have learned more, first when then-editor Susan Zimmerman invited me onto the editorial board and subsequently under James R. Siemon’s invaluable leadership for more than a decade: all three of these predecessors have modeled an extraordinary combination of grace, vision, dedication, wisdom, hard work, and generosity in their capacity as lead editor that is, quite simply, overwhelming. It is also humbling—although their own humility has perhaps made their work less visible and comprehensible for those born more recently than the journal itself. What I have learned has tended to come through personal conversations. That said, we have taken advantage of the necessary process of updating our website this year with the move from Boston University to MIT to compile a bit more information to share: thanks to the labor of our graduate student intern Eli Dietrich working in the Boston College library, our “Past Issues” site now includes the journal’s complete tables of contents right back to 1965. (For the first set of reviews, Eli had to scan each title and the names of author and reviewer individually, as they were not yet itemized in the ToC.) This compilation is an historical treasure trove I am just beginning to explore with the specific aim of charting the journal’s growth and changes.

These times call for increasing transparency and an expansion of professional understanding in all senses. I hope that the addition of a short editorial preface to the year’s volume as a regular feature, including some historical tidbits alongside shoutouts to the present contents, might help emerging scholars recognize and established ones recall that they too are part of a valued, impressive heritage and a collective enterprise worth sustaining—even as we acknowledge (to cite the tragedy featured among this year’s articles) “the weight of these sad times” as I write. No longer among “we that are young,” I have been struck by how many of our earlier career colleagues (especially) want to know more about how we got here, for good and ill. Even in trying to chart this journal’s development, I soon realized the story is too large for one person or volume, and so hope here simply to begin modeling such sharing in a digestible form.

In an era of both digital dominance and mega-conglomeration, the founding business model of Shakespeare Studies may itself feel almost pre-modern; if so, that was intentional, in that Leeds Barroll chose not to cede oversight to any larger university or commercial entity. Instead, he created his own company with a board of directors made up of academics, which he oversaw until his passing in 2022. The copyediting and print-setting were overseen by a long-time friend, then carried forward by that friend’s son (as Rosemont Publishing), under the auspices of what was once the Associated University Presses but more specifically Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, with Harry Keyishian as a long-time faculty champion there. (See our dedication to vol. 47 honoring Harry’s historic role in creating the legal right to Academic Freedom, knowledge again all too timely.) Even in retirement, Harry continued as a staunch advocate, helping with the transition to our publication by Rowman & Littlefield, which was subsequently purchased by Bloomsbury … and so, through an unlikely series of personal choices, professional networks, and good fortune, Shakespeare Studies now shares a home with the Arden Shakespeare. The whirligig of time has been a friend indeed.

In 1965, the journal looked like many others, then as now, in its basic organization: primarily academic articles, plus some reviews. There was a three-year gap in publication during the early 1970s and another four-year gap during George Bush Sr’s presidency; the return after one other single-year gap in 1984 kicked off with “Sermons in Stones,” an article by Bruce R. Smith that provides a direct connection with some of the material in this year’s Forum honoring his “phenomenal” accomplishments—to which I would add his many years of exemplary service on this journal’s editorial board. The Forum as a distinctive feature in Shakespeare Studies first appeared in 1996, allowing special attention to a timely topic, the work of a valued colleague, or a new critical approach: the first three, on Editing Early Modern Texts, Studying Early Modern Women, and Race and the Study of Shakespeare, were edited respectively by Susan Zimmerman, Leeds Barroll, and—initiating the practice of inviting guest experts as single-issue Forum editors—Margo Hendricks. By this time, the journal was approaching its twenty-first-century norms of fewer articles and greater flexibility in the lengths of reviews and review articles; the only subsequent sectional innovation arrived with the Shakespeare Association of America’s inauguration of the Next Gen(eration) Plen(ary) at its 2015 annual conference in Vancouver (SAA and NGP). Shakespeare Studies is honored to have archived the entire NGP corpus of talks over the following decade (vols. 44-), lightly redacted and annotated for the page. With this collaboration, we both sought to increase attention to emerging scholars and deferred to the judgment of the SAA committee choosing among anonymous submissions by those within three years of attaining their doctorates. Similarly, the journal (just as gratefully) delegates responsibility to guest editors in their organization of the Forum feature; these expansions of editorial/peer review are among many exemplary reminders that all such journals rely on a larger group of colleagues to ensure broad representation and specialized expertise within each volume. This work involves first and foremost our editorial board, but extends well beyond to all who volunteer their time as anonymous peer reviewers and those who offer their own writing for review.

The fruits of these efforts appear in the pages to come, many years in the making and months in the compilation and publication. As an annual, Shakespeare Studies tries to combine the timeliness of journals and the lasting power of the best book collections. With this year’s volume, we add yet one more special feature, a space for “Critical Interventions” that might depart from norms of single authorship or conventional argumentation. This year’s example, a roundtable highlighting new approaches to Anne Shakespeare, originated in 2023 (the tercentenary of her death), but both its fresh insights and the consequent interest sparked by Jessie Buckley’s sweep of the 2026 awards season for her performance as Anne/Agnes in Chloé Zhao’s film of Maggie O’Farrell’s Hamnet make its inclusion here particularly apt. A related type of “intervention” receives substantial attention in these pages as well, with critical-creative projects or experiences referenced repeatedly, including in Rachel Willie and Katie Bank’s discussion of inset songs, Scott Maisano’s reconsideration of “study” and imagination, and Evey Reidy’s feminist drama drawing from an early modern legal case. Performance practices and theater history also come to the fore in Patrick Durdel’s vivid experimentation with pigs’ bladders and Bill Carroll’s attention to setting in recent productions of Love’s Labour’s Lost. (That comedy thus features twice among the articles and in Margo Kolenda-Mason’s NGP talk as well—another serendipitous convergence.)

Connectivity across art forms features in two of the volume’s most extensive explorations: Tom Rutter’s exquisite attention to the embedded verse in Robert Peake’s painting as it intersects with sonnet patterns (especially Shakespeare’s) from the 1590s; and Lena Cowen Orlin’s “face-to-face” encounters with funerary monuments as they transpose patterns Bruce Smith categorized within Shakespeare’s drama. Orlin’s essay serves both as the culmination to a suitably diverse, wide-ranging Forum and as a pivot to the volume’s article-length contributions, and like Rutter’s study demonstrates the potential for fresh discoveries through deep archival research. Similarly, the full range of contributions which Forum Editor Heather James has collected in honor of “Phenomenal Bruce” beautifully illustrates the generativity of his scholarship across an assortment of intersecting specializations, including sexuality and queer studies, sound studies, historical phenomenology, and close reading itself. Recalling again the longer history of which this volume is now part, it is particularly delightful to note that Shakespeare Studies’ very first Forum included a piece by Stephen Orgel, who here returns in the company of three of our editorial board members and several other fine colleagues who collaborated with and learned from Bruce.

The variety of works and approaches discussed in the Forum, from the canonical to less familiar, is nicely mirrored in the selection of book reviews that (literally) bookends the volume—with another serendipitous appearance of The Night-Walker there, to boot! All credit here goes to John Yargo, whom I am both pleased and grateful to hail as the journal’s first official Reviews Editor. I also want to call attention to others whose labor is less visible, and though I cannot know every person involved within Bloomsbury’s publishing operations—something Margaret Maurer’s NGP piece on EEBO-TCP’s invisible labor has made me conscious to register—closer to home I can thank Mary Erica Zimmer, Belinda Yung, Mary Crane, Shankar Raman, and Zach Nycum, without whom the transfer to MIT and the continuity in publication processes would have been impossible. Of course, the biggest source and reason for the smoothness of this transition is the person who for the past twelve years has modeled how to lead, support, and maintain with care a journal of high quality, creating the standard to which we aspire: Jim Siemon.

Early in this preface, I invoked the tragic conclusion of King Lear, spurred by Xing Chen’s impressive article here in defense of rhetoric itself. Her reappraisal of Cordelia’s assumptions exemplifies how scholarly energy and serious contextualization can bring fresh excitement to even the most tragic, seemingly familiar representation. It inspires me to end not with the vividly present challenges of sustaining Shakespeare Studies (and much more) as a collective enterprise at a bleak time in academia and America, but instead by celebrating the enduring possibilities of performed speech to elevate and repair community. Knowing there is much more substantial inspiration along those lines to follow within this volume, I recall a bit of past whimsy, just one of many such instances occasioned by the Shakespeare-related conventions that have memorably connected many of us professionally and personally through the decades.

This one took place at the Westin Bonaventure Hotel in Los Angeles, the postmodern architectural icon that fueled many lively conversations during the 2018 convention that also, more importantly, marked Lena Cowen Orlin’s final year as the SAA’s longest-serving Executive Director. Behind the scenes, Peter Holland, Bruce Smith, his husband Gordon Davis, and Tom Bishop (among others) were with characteristic energy and dedication bringing to fruition a spectacularly public tribute that we knew would mortify more than please Lena and would make us all look silly in the process, yet could not be resisted: a poolside Masque of Gratitude, in which Heather James and at least six other current Shakespeare Studies contributors or board members besides myself frolicked as anti-masquers and goddesses to a no doubt mixed reception from those among the annual SAA luncheon crowd still in attendance. This mention of overlapping participation might now sound nepotistic, but in truth the networks that brought us together then were ones of professional service, nor did we all know each other personally: the common ground was respect for Lena and what the Shakespeare Association, with its ground-breaking emphasis on widely participatory seminars begun during Ann Jennalie Cook’s term, had achieved under Lena’s steady direction. But the creation of that brief performance also created fun and new friendships: it will forever remain one of my fondest recollections of Bruce Smith. That such an august convention and these pages have space for good humor, community, and sincerity as well as deep learning strikes me as worth remembering and celebrating now.

Leeds Barroll took the lead in founding the SAA as well as this journal, a fact that does not feel coincidental; serendipitously, due to those gap years in publication, the calendar year 2026 witnesses the 54th annual meeting of that organization as well as the 54th volume of Shakespeare Studies. The wheel has come full circle, as has this preface, even as we spiral forward—embracing change, widening the community, building on the memories of what led us here to imagine new futures, and using our knowledge and words to keep hope alive.




Forum
In Honor of Bruce R. Smith

Heather James,
Forum Editor 




Introduction: Phenomenal Bruce

Heather James

In his published work and teaching on early modern poetry and drama, Bruce R. Smith brought reason and the senses into close contact, and it is to the generativity of his approach that the contributors to this Forum speak. Bruce was well-known and beloved for his intellectual play, the lightness with which he wore his deep learning, and his embrace of material and sensual forms of learning, all of which the contributors to the Forum engage in their own critical practice. Jeffrey Masten reflects on the ways in which Bruce combined “classical and early modern genius (tutelary spirit, inhabiting guide)” and “modern genius (thinker of exceptional achievement)” to become a “critical begetter,” able to generate, produce, and reproduce these gifts in others, while Stephen Orgel extends Bruce’s acoustic and musical offerings by exploring the songs and dances that permeate Shakespeare’s plays and often bring them to a close. At the end of his contribution, Orgel suggests that Shakespeare at times invited his immediate audiences to think of the local dissonances of their times in relation to nothing less than the music of the spheres—the musical counterpart to utopias—and reflects that Bruce was a rare reader who could hear this music on Shakespeare’s stage. For modern critics who—inspired by Bruce’s work—attend to the sounds of the stage, the distance between the playwright’s times and ours functions not as a fissure or a breach in time and space but as an expansion. I think here of John Donne, who in “An Elegy, Forbidding Mourning” calls on the reader to refigure the geographies of world and soul in such a way as to map out what holds human beings together in common experience and sense even when temporal forces seem bent on separating them.

Bruce Smith brought expansive energies to his academic, cultural, and personal lives. I had the pleasure of being his colleague at the University of Southern California for nearly twenty years. In our work with students, we relied on considerable overlap in our areas of academic expertise and interest but, as I quickly and gratefully learned, the things that brought us most closely together had to do with the extension of our interests in the lives, minds, and careers of our innovative graduate students. A deep and yet elastic bond grew among three colleagues—Bruce, Rebecca Lemon, and me—as our graduate students created a triangulated space among us in which they could create open-ended, original work. The students, whom we considered as shared and not divided among us, independently chose points of contact with our collective as well as individual strengths and generated work that was fully their own. Bruce was essential to a scholarly alchemy in the early modern studies division of our graduate program: time and again, the material and sensual experience of literary, historical, and theoretical texts prompted in our students deep reading, rigorous historical investigations, and theoretical and philosophical speculation followed by new returns to their chosen textual materials. He was, in his practice as a colleague and mentor, a true scholar-teacher who continuously sought new ways to pay forward to the next generations the best of our own experiences in literary criticism.

In his archival and theoretical research, teaching, conference participation, and abundant publications, Bruce Smith put potentially marginal discourses and voices at the forefront. This focus began in earnest with Homosexual Desire in Shakespeare’s England (1991), in which he reviewed the juridical, medical, and moral discourses of homosexuality in Shakespeare’s day and then showed how the “STEM” studies generated within late Tudor and early Stuart England, due to their default mode of proscriptive literature, fell short of the innovation, flexibility, and insight to be found in the period’s rapidly growing body of drama and verse. This book, with its capacious interest in history and poetry, fueled a sense of urgency in the attention paid to queer studies across all divisions of Renaissance studies. Bruce extended this work in Shakespeare and Masculinity (2000), a book which inspired and sustained many an early career scholar, as I learned through the repeated experience of finding conversations with Bruce at the Shakespeare Association of America happily paused when yet another young man approached us to speak a quiet, heartfelt word of thanks to a celebrity and intellectual mentor. “Homosexual Desire in Shakespeare’s England?” I asked at one point. “Shakespeare and Masculinity,” he replied, “it’s always that one.” This book arose from one of Bruce’s classrooms, specifically a course he taught at Georgetown shortly before he left the east for the west coast. I always imagined that these moments were the first of many conversations between Bruce and these early career scholars.

In our Forum, Jeffrey Masten offers a powerful meditation on the lasting importance of Homosexual Desire in Shakespeare’s England to queer studies as well as to new developments in trans studies. Bruce’s more recent work on phenomenology and sound studies is no less influential, as the innovative contributions of other participants in the Forum attest. Scott Trudell bridges two fields, queer studies and phenomenology, in his reading of The Night-Walker. In an essay on the turning point of The Tempest, Evelyn Tribble directly engages Bruce’s influence on phenomenologically attuned readings of Shakespeare’s theater, while Amanda Ruud, in a thought-provoking reading of Hamlet, speaks to the transformative effects of Bruce’s simultaneously creative and rigorous work on phenomenology in the classroom. Katie Bank and Rachel Willie address Bruce’s companion field of soundscapes, while Stephen Orgel attends to the role of song in Shakespeare’s plays. In the closing piece of the Forum, Lena Cowen Orlin considers Bruce’s phenomenological approach in her own research on statuary, specifically the funerary monuments that provoke face-to-face encounters between viewers and the men and women who crafted their tombs to initiate dialogues beyond the grave. Orlin’s essay further attests to the challenge felt by others to contain their witness to Bruce’s generativity to the small spaces usually allotted to Forum entries: her contribution is both part of the Forum and the first full-length essay in this volume of Shakespeare Studies. In an Ovidian manner that would greatly please Bruce, the Forum thus tests and plays with the apparent solidity of formal boundaries and protocols of boundedness. In this, the present Forum emulates Bruce, who knew well how to overflow the measure while maintaining perfect decorum.




A Scholarly Biography: 1946–2024

Katherine Rowe

Bruce R. Smith, to whom this Forum is dedicated, was a scholar with a global reach. He brought the well-tuned insights of a translator to his explorations of knowing and being across time. In his published work, he welcomed perspectives from around the world and from many different disciplines into his capacious memory theater. Above all, his scholarship is marked by his appreciation of the rich contributions so many different fields make to historical phenomenology—the study of embodied human experiences of the past—where his life work took root and blossomed. That relish for and delight in the expertise of others cultivated the deep connections evident in the essays gathered in this Forum.

Raised in Jackson, Mississippi, Smith graduated magna cum laude from Tulane University in 1968. Study abroad at the University of Birmingham, England, heralded a transatlantic career. After earning a PhD from the University of Rochester, New York, in 1973, he accepted a faculty post at Georgetown University, where he taught for thirty years. In 2003, the University of Southern California recruited him west. In 2024, he retired there as Dean’s Professor of English and Theater. He and his beloved husband, the artist Gordon Davis, forged lasting communities of art and intellect at every waystation on this journey.

In the broader field of Renaissance history and culture, Smith’s innovative scholarship blazed new pathways of inquiry. Methodologically omnivorous, he drew insights voraciously from sister fields: history, economics, medicine, dance, theater, fine arts, architecture, philosophy, music history, and more. This interdisciplinary range and rigor sparked the work of numerous students and colleagues around the world, as the essays in this Forum attest.

In nine books and critical editions, plus hundreds of articles, interviews, and talks, Smith’s vivid voice beguiled wide audiences. An ardent foodie who relished tastes of all kinds—known to pair a cheesesteak with a fine Zinfandel—he wrote for Shakespeare fans, students, high school teachers, theater professionals, and fellow scholars. His gift for unexpected insights welcomed them to works old and new, heightening their understanding and savor. To sit beside Bruce in a theater earned one a bounty of complex listening—the plangency of Dido’s “When I am laid in earth” sharper for the shared experience of audition.

Across half a century of writings on Renaissance culture, Smith fetched us jewels from the deep. His landmark studies share an abiding interest in embodied experience. In Homosexual Desire in Shakespeare’s England (Chicago, 1991), he explored the power of fiction and poetics to convey amorous life. The Acoustic World of Early Modern England (Chicago, 1999) opened modern ears to the soundscape of playgoing in the Globe and other contemporary theaters and helped launch new directions in music studies. Mining the rich sensations indexed to a single color, The Key of Green (Chicago, 2009) contemplated emotion and pleasure in Renaissance life with synesthetic rigor few will match. Smith’s dazzling work earned laurels from the National Endowment for the Humanities, the Mellon Foundation, and the Guggenheim Foundation.

A person of deep empathy, Bruce Smith’s professional life was distinguished by his intellectual generosity, fellowship, and warm wit. His tightly knit crew of collaborators bridged generations and geographies. While serving as general editor for the award-winning Cambridge Guide to the Worlds of Shakespeare (2016), he gathered hundreds of practitioners from five continents to survey the life and afterlife of Shakespeare’s works over four centuries. This network grew out of decades spent in residencies, fellowships, and visiting lectures from Canada to Italy, Hawaii to the UK. In teaching and research stints at the Folger Shakespeare Library, and as president of the Shakespeare Association of America (SAA), he opened doors for many younger colleagues.

Smith’s insights grew through partnerships with actors, directors, and theater professionals around the world. This made him a natural choice as the first invited holder of the International Globe Fellowship in 1997. In London, he flexed his ability to connect, giving public lectures, leading actors’ workshops, and convening undergraduate seminars. He charted new courses for editorial boards—including those of PMLA, Shakespeare Quarterly, and Borrowers and Lenders—as well as the Modern Language Association and the American Historical Association, where he served on the Committee for Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender History. Fearless in play as in scholarship, he cheerfully joined in an amateur masque at the SAA to honor a colleague stepping down from leadership.

Among the professional roles Smith most valued were his summers leading master classes for high school teachers at Bread Loaf School of English, which he did periodically for over twenty-five years. That work introduced him to Santa Fe: a city of creative, rebellious spirits that became his heart’s home. In New Mexico’s airy sky and high desert, he affirmed the power of extraordinary teachers to free young minds from constraining circumstances. A complete human being, Bruce Smith’s memory sings, helping so many who follow him to hear the world differently.

Out of this wood do not desire to go.

Thou shalt remain here whether thou wilt or no.

I am a spirit of no common rate.

The summer still doth tend upon my state,

And I do love thee. Therefore, go with me.

I’ll give thee fairies to attend on thee,

And they shall fetch thee jewels from the deep

And sing while thou on pressed flowers dost sleep.

And I will purge thy mortal grossness so

That thou shalt like an airy spirit go.

—A Midsummer Night’s Dream 3.1.154–631


NOTE


	1William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, ed. Barbara Mowat, Paul Werstine, Michael Poston, and Rebecca Niles (Folger Shakespeare Library) [January 19, 2026], https://www.folger.edu/explore/shakespeares-works/a-midsummer-nights-dream/.
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