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			Introduction

			Read by almost everyone at school, staged in theaters across the land, and long valued by conservatives as highly as by liberals, Shakespeare’s plays remain common ground, one of the few places where Americans can meet and air their disparate views. For well over two centuries, Americans of all stripes—presidents and activists, writers and soldiers—have also turned to Shakespeare’s works to give voice to what could not readily or otherwise be said.

			That engagement dates back to before the Revolutionary War, when Hamlet’s famous soliloquy—“To be, or not to be”—was appropriated both by defenders of British rule and by those seeking to overthrow it. Not long after, Shakespeare’s contentious histories offered the Founding Fathers, all too aware of the vulnerabilities of the government they had created, a road map for where the young republic might be heading. Those who read these plays “with a view to . . . the treachery, perfidy, treason, murder, cruelty, sedition, and rebellions of rival and unbalanced factions,” President John Adams warned, would “find one of the most instructive examples for the perusal of this country.” A prescient Adams even reworked a passage from Henry V to show how a foreign despot might collude in putting a more pliable leader in the White House.

			Yet in those early years of the republic it seemed improbable that Americans would adopt England’s national poet as their own. They had fought the British in 1776 and in 1812 would again be at war. Moreover, the strain of puritanism entrenched in the northern colonies was rabidly anti-theatrical. The Quaker William Penn, who founded the Pennsylvania colony, had attacked “the infamous plays” of writers like Shakespeare and helped enact laws suppressing their performance. In 1774 the first Continental Congress was still admonishing colonists to shun theaters. Pennsylvania only ended its ban on playgoing in 1789 and Massachusetts, the last holdout, in 1793.

			How Shakespeare won over America in the early nineteenth century is something of a mystery. The absence of rivals had a good deal to do with it. So too did the growing familiarity with his works. Actors from Britain toured the land with a repertory rich in Shakespeare while schoolbooks featured his famous speeches. One of them, McGuffey’s Reader, first published in 1836, sold more than 120 million copies over the next eighty years. Another, Scott’s Lessons in Elocution, found its way into the humblest of American homes, including the log cabin in which Abraham Lincoln was raised. Yet there was more to it than the lack of competitors and Shakespeare’s widespread availability in schoolbooks and cheap editions. The French author Alexis de Tocqueville, gathering material for his book Democracy in America, noted that he first picked up a copy of Henry V in a log cabin while touring the United States in 1831, and added that there “is hardly a pioneer’s hut that does not contain a few odd volumes of Shakespeare.” A half century later, the German writer Karl Knortz said of America that “there is certainly no land on the whole earth in which Shakespeare and the Bible are held in such high esteem.”

			It helped that in a Bible-obsessed nation, Shakespeare’s language sounded so similar to that of the King James Version (1611), contributing to the sense that his plays were a kind of secular scripture. Yet it was more than the thees and thous of Elizabethan English that drew Americans to his words. Many of the issues that preoccupied Shakespeare and his contemporaries in the late sixteenth century—the dangers of autocratic rule; the imagined threat posed by those of different races, religions, or nationalities; the slippery boundaries of gender—were still unsettling to nineteenth-century Americans. Shakespeare had usefully framed these as conflicts (resolved through bloodshed in his histories and tragedies, and more peacefully, if provisionally, in his comedies), social and political collisions that could be readily viewed through the prism of America’s past and present. Yet much of the mystery of “Why has America embraced Shakespeare?” remains unsolved. All one can safely say is that Shakespeare took root in the United States because he spoke to what Americans cared about. But his plays were not interpreted by everyone in the same ways, especially as divisions deepened between social classes, between the industrial North and slaveholding South, between new waves of immigrants and earlier settlers, as well as between those who believed in America’s Manifest Destiny and those wary of such imperial ambitions.

			At first glance it seems almost perverse that Americans would choose to make essential to their classrooms and theaters a writer whose works enact some of their darkest nightmares or most lurid fantasies: a black man marrying then killing a white woman; a Jew threatening to cut a pound of a Christian’s flesh; the brutal assassination of a ruler deemed tyrannical; the taming of a wife who defies male authority. Hamlet alone touches on incest, suicide, drunkenness, adultery, and fratricide. As I write these words in November 2018, a news report describes how parents of students at Mitchell High School in Bakersville, North Carolina, were shocked to discover that a performance of the satirical 1987 adaptation The Complete Works of William Shakespeare (Abridged) at the school included “suicide, alcohol consumption, and ‘bad language.’” What they seem to have found even more objectionable was a same-sex kiss. The troubled parents later gathered in a prayer circle before circulating a petition calling for the local school board to “ban any group from performing in the District if they promote ‘Homosexuality, Incest, Suicide, or any other [sic] that would be contrary to life.’” It’s hard to invent a better example of how Shakespeare speaks to the fears that divide us as a nation. Yet calls for censorship will not make those divisions (and what some may find disturbing) disappear. His writing continues to function as a canary in a coal mine, alerting us to, among other things, the toxic prejudices poisoning our cultural climate. At some deep level Americans intuit that our collective nightmares are connected to the sins of our national past, papered over or repressed in the making of America and its greatness; on occasion, Shakespeare’s plays allow us to recognize if not acknowledge this.

			It turns out that who gets to perform in Shakespeare’s plays is a fairly accurate index of who is considered fully American. As far back as the 1820s, when Ira Aldridge had to move from New York to London in order to play Othello, Shylock, and other roles denied to African Americans in the United States, those who aren’t accepted as truly American—because they don’t look or sound the part—have been rejected when it comes to being cast as one of Shakespeare’s heroes or heroines. Their experience is epitomized in a short story, “The School Boy Hamlet,” published in 1946 by the Japanese American writer Toshio Mori in the Pacific Citizen, a San Francisco–based newspaper that during the war moved to Utah’s Topaz War Relocation Center, a euphemism for what was more or less a concentration camp, where Mori and other Japanese Americans—most, like himself, American born—were incarcerated after the attack on Pearl Harbor. “The School Boy Hamlet” is about a young Japanese American living in San Francisco before the war who has an overwhelming desire to play Hamlet on Broadway. It’s a compulsion that takes over his life, which he spends rehearsing speeches from the plays. His family and even his only friend eventually abandon him because he cannot understand what everybody else sees but will never tell him directly: there’s no way that someone of his ethnicity will be cast as Hamlet. Mori’s story crystallizes the prejudices and unspoken assumptions that everybody in America in the 1940s understood—except, sadly, for the protagonist of the story, Tom Fukunaga, who doesn’t fit contemporary notions of what a hero like Hamlet should look like. Community in Shakespeare’s plays is often built on (and quietly critiqued for) its principle of exclusion—we need only think of the puritanical Malvolio in Twelfth Night or Shylock the Jew in The Merchant of Venice, who are both left out of the charmed circle of inclusion at play’s end. American identity has been formed on analogous lines: we define ourselves against those whom we reject, keep out, or lock up.

			To write a comprehensive history of Shakespeare in America that would take us from East Coast to West Coast and from Revolutionary times until our own is an impossible task. There is simply too much territory and too long a time span to cover, and individual and regional responses to his work are too varied to reduce to generalizations. As much as many want to believe in the universality of his plays, it is more accurate to say that while they may be read by almost everyone, we often disagree about what they mean and how they ought to be staged. The experience of seeing Othello performed in the antebellum South (where it was quite popular, though the title role was only played by white actors who darkened their skin color) could not have been more different than watching Paul Robeson play Othello in 1943 on Broadway (the first time an African American would do so). The pressure of the times matters. The “G.I. Hamlet” performed by and for infantrymen fighting in the Pacific in 1944 was a far cry from a production Abraham Lincoln saw during the Civil War in Washington. And Lincoln’s understanding of Macbeth was radically different from that of the actor and white supremacist John Wilkes Booth, who assassinated him.

			Instead of attempting a rushed survey, I have chosen to drill down more deeply into eight defining moments in America’s history, hoping that a sustained analysis of core samples from those years might reveal features of our past that are otherwise less visible to us. In the course of a career spent researching and writing about Shakespeare, I gravitated early on toward studying particular years in depth, devoting nearly a quarter century to learning all that I could about two consequential years in his life. I came to know more about the preoccupations of Londoners in 1599 and 1606 than I did about political concerns in my own nation’s past. But this focus shifted as my forays into advising local productions of the plays kindled an interest in Shakespeare in the United States. This led in turn to my assembling an anthology for the Library of America on what Americans had written about Shakespeare. While undertaking research for that volume I stumbled upon material I had never heard of or only knew about in a cursory way. It was a revelation. Reading the reformer Jane Addams’s 1895 essay “A Modern Lear” (on the recent Pullman workers’ strike) uncovered more about the bloody conflict between labor and management in Gilded Age America than anything I had ever been taught in school. Mary McCarthy’s skewering essay “General Macbeth” in 1962 exposed the hollowness of our military-industrial complex during the Cold War as powerfully as her friend Hannah Arendt would expose the banality of evil in her book Eichmann in Jerusalem the following year.

			This new direction in my work brought me into the orbit of Americans in positions of authority for whom Shakespeare clearly mattered. President Bill Clinton provided a foreword to my anthology in which he recalled his early engagement with the plays in Hot Springs, Arkansas, where memorizing lines from Macbeth in high school taught him about “the perils of blind ambition, and the emptiness of power disconnected from higher purpose.” I entered into an extended exchange over the politics of who wrote Shakespeare with retired Supreme Court justice John Paul Stevens, who had written to me about it. I was invited to speak at Bohemian Grove, a secretive retreat north of San Francisco, where, it was my impression, mostly mainstream and wealthy Republicans (all men, as women were excluded), many of whom knew Shakespeare’s works well, gathered every July. And I was asked to participate in a mock appeal of Shakespeare’s Shylock, presided over by Supreme Court justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, in Venice. My limited role there was to engage in conversation with fellow Shakespearean Stephen Greenblatt; we essentially stalled for time while Ginsburg and her fellow judges reached their verdict. But the event gave me an opportunity to observe the exacting and brilliant Justice Ginsburg closely, and it was hard to ignore the messages of gender equality and religious tolerance implicit in her rulings: she declared that Portia should go to law school, and Shylock was to have his loan returned to him and his coerced conversion to Christianity nullified. Supreme Court justices weren’t supposed to go around promoting their ideological views; I saw how Shakespeare proved an effective way of doing so indirectly.

			At the same time, I was learning more about how Americans with considerably less power or status responded to Shakespeare. Since 2012, in addition to my work as an English professor at Columbia University, I’ve served as the Shakespeare Scholar in Residence at the Public Theater in New York, assisting ninety-minute Mobile Unit performances of Shakespeare that tour local prisons and community centers. Shakespeare’s plays are rich in the extremes of experiences—injustice, separation, violence, revenge—and it was soon obvious that while I might have been more familiar with Shakespeare’s language, these playgoers grasped far better than I what was at stake in the plays. Some of those imprisoned, such as the women in the Bedford Hills Correctional Facility—as engaged and responsive an audience as I have ever witnessed—had seen a half dozen or more of the plays. Watching their reactions to professional productions of Macbeth and Romeo and Juliet was both humbling and illuminating.

			While all this deepened my interest in how Shakespeare mattered to Americans, it was the election of Donald Trump in 2016 that convinced me to write about Shakespeare in a divided America. After the election, I headed to some of the red states in the South—lecturing and talking with audiences about America’s Shakespeare in Alabama, Kentucky, Texas, and Tennessee—to grapple with what, from inside my blue state bubble, I had failed to understand about where the country was heading. I wasn’t the only one turning to Shakespeare to make sense of the moment. On the eve of the election, Stephen Greenblatt published a powerful op-ed in the New York Times likening Trump to a Shakespearean tyrant. And a month after Trump was elected, Oskar Eustis, the artistic director of the Public Theater, decided to respond to this seismic event by directing a production of Julius Caesar the following summer at the Delacorte Theater. The open-air Delacorte is located in Central Park, and since Joe Papp built it in 1962, spectators—by now, more than 5 million—have flocked to see Free Shakespeare in the Park. Fifty thousand more would see this timely Julius Caesar. Because that production, and reactions to it, powerfully shaped my understanding of much of what follows in these pages, it will help if I describe it here at some length.

			Julius Caesar hadn’t been staged at the Delacorte in many years, and Shakespeare’s account of the end of the Roman republic and the rise of autocratic rule (marking the end of democracy in the West for nearly two thousand years) spoke directly to the political vertigo many Americans were experiencing. As Eustis told New York magazine, “the election of Trump really reveals to us that what we thought of as norms were really historically limited and may change completely.” He hoped that staging Julius Caesar could “provide a cathartic experience for those of us who are losing our minds. What I could feel in myself and in the audience is that we were playing out this violent fantasy and, by playing it out, puncturing its power.”

			This was the fourth time since the 1980s that Eustis would direct Julius Caesar, and his understanding of the play had evolved over the years. “When I first did this,” he said, “my stance was that Cassius was right, Brutus was wrong, and that the only thing they did wrong was that they didn’t go far enough.” He likened his earliest take on it to Bertolt Brecht’s late play The Days of the Commune, which argued “that the Paris Commune failed because they didn’t go far enough. They didn’t actually decide to hang on to power. They just tried to stay pure.” Thirty years later Eustis had come to a different understanding: “It’s not that I think Brutus is right. It’s not that I think Julius Caesar is right. What I’m watching is a group of people struggling with how” to “take political power,” and how, then, “does that political power reflect their values?” For Eustis, Antony is “somebody who can take power, but has no idea how to make that reflect” his values. With “Brutus and Cassius, you have the case of people who don’t know how to take power.” And with Caesar and Octavius, “you have people who are able to take power and who are able to use that to reflect their values, which is to have power. Power becomes an end in itself. And that of course is the destruction of democracy.”

			My work at the Public Theater has also involved helping out with the pair of large-scale Delacorte Shakespeare productions every summer. This has typically meant joining the company for the first week or two of rehearsals when the text is unpacked and analyzed, and before that helping directors prepare a working script. Eustis knew the play’s opening moves, its gambits, traps, and endgame. He also knew, as anyone who has tackled the play soon learns, that Julius Caesar is broken backed, the second half—mostly involving a quarrel between Brutus and Cassius, followed by a blur of confusing battle scenes culminating in their self-inflicted deaths and the triumph of Antony and Octavius—invariably a letdown, never quite matching the drama of the buildup to Caesar’s assassination. I didn’t direct, couldn’t act, and wasn’t a dramaturge, but I was invited into the rehearsal room because I could explain what Shakespeare’s words meant and speak about the play’s Elizabethan contexts. Eustis recognized the power and precision of Shakespeare’s words and his cast understood that a deeper knowledge of that language offered vital clues to their characters’ actions and motivations. My small role meant that I could watch what turned out to be a remarkable production take shape, then see it performed at the Delacorte as many times as I liked.

			One reason why Julius Caesar is rarely staged nowadays is that its large cast (so many of whom deliver major speeches) demands so many talented actors. In this respect it differs from Hamlet, Macbeth, Othello, Romeo and Juliet, and Richard III—Shakespeare plays that have long dominated the American theater—which could be staged with just a star or two. Eustis was charismatic and the Public Theater a showcase for top actors. He quickly assembled a strong cast, their faces familiar from television, film, and Broadway shows, including Corey Stoll as Brutus, John Douglas Thompson as Cassius, Nikki M. James as Portia, and Teagle Bougere as Casca. Eustis had initially toyed with the idea of having a woman play both Calpurnia and Octavius. In the end, he decided against that and cast Tina Benko as Calpurnia and Robert Gilbert as Octavius. In what turned out to be an inspired decision, he cast Elizabeth Marvel (who had just played the president of the United States on Homeland) as Antony.

			It would be a modern-dress rather than a “toga” production, set in contemporary America, with giant banners depicting George Washington and Abraham Lincoln framing the stage. A tall, blond Caesar, dressed in a business suit and wearing overlong blue or red ties, resembled Donald Trump, and an elegant and Slavic-accented Calpurnia his wife Melania. When Eustis told me early on about what he was envisioning, I asked whether he would reach out to Alec Baldwin, who had a long history at the Public Theater and whose wicked impersonation of Donald Trump on Saturday Night Live had infuriated Trump and captivated viewers—and he shook his head. I had misunderstood: this was not going to be satiric. He cast Gregg Henry as Caesar; familiar to moviegoers from his many roles as a tough guy, Henry was slimmer and younger than Trump, but his gait, intonation, and swagger perfectly captured those of the new president.

			Eustis drew on his own previous experience as well as decades of seeing versions of the play directed by others, though the longest shadow over his production was cast by one directed by Orson Welles in 1937 at Broadway’s Mercury Theatre. This landmark show had been America’s first major modern-dress Shakespeare. And, whether directors were aware of it or not, it would profoundly influence all subsequent American productions of the play. Arguably, no other interpretation of any Shakespeare play in America would exercise so powerful a gravitational pull on its successors.

			The 22-year-old Welles, fresh from his success with an innovative “Voodoo” Macbeth in Harlem the previous year, again broke sharply with tradition. His production cut two ways. It was, as Welles later said, “overtly anti-fascist.” The pro-Caesar camp dressed in military garb and gave fascist salutes, and Joseph Holland’s Caesar, with his jutting chin, even bore a passing resemblance to Mussolini. The subtitle that Welles added—The Death of a Dictator—made his political slant unambiguous. Yet Welles refused to celebrate the conspiracy or depict Brutus (whose role he kept for himself) as noble. Quite the contrary. He saw Brutus as an “impotent, ineffectual, fumbling liberal; the reformer who wants to do something about things but doesn’t know how and gets it in the neck in the end. He’s dead right all the time, and dead at the final curtain,” a “bourgeois intellectual, who, under a modern dictatorship, would be the first to be put up against a wall and shot.” Reviewers at the time struggled, without much success, to reconcile the production’s warnings about the dangers of fascism with its equal insistence on the limits and cluelessness of liberalism. Welles, who saw both sides, was drawn to the play precisely “because Shakespeare has feelings for and against everyone in it.”

			Welles’s production was also notable for its insights into emerging media and their capacity to manipulate the masses and undermine democracy. Newsreels at the time showed how carefully choreographed large-scale rallies in Germany and Italy were stirring up bigotry and nationalism. His production cost roughly $6,000, a pittance for a Broadway show—but Welles insisted on using the latest in playhouse technology, installing thirteen 500-watt “uplights” to create the so-called Nuremberg effect, reproducing for Broadway audiences some of the frightening impact of a Nazi rally.

			For two centuries, directors had cut a scene that comes shortly after Caesar’s murder which threatened to undermine the nobility of the conspirators; including it might suggest that they too had acted like a bloodthirsty mob. Welles restored this scene, and for many playgoers and reviewers it was the most searing one in his production. In it, a poet named Cinna wanders out in the evening and is accosted by fellow citizens who, stirred up by Antony, are angrily seeking out supporters of the conspiracy. He protests that he is Cinna the poet and not Cinna the conspirator, and tries to escape, but they surround then brutally murder him—their anti-elitism signaled in their desire to “Tear him for his bad verses” (3.3.31).

			While most of the mob in Welles’s version was dressed like working-class Americans, a few wore paramilitary garb, and the scene suggested that mob violence and fascistic tendencies were domestic issues, not merely foreign ones. As Welles told the New York Times, “It’s the same mob . . . that hangs and burns negroes in the South, the same mob that maltreats the Jews in Germany.” For Welles, the heart of the play was the assassination scene, the funeral orations, and the death of Cinna. He ruthlessly cut what followed, eliminating the proscription scene (in which an ascendant Antony and Octavius callously horse-trade over which of their political enemies in Rome they will kill off), and radically reduced Acts four and five to fewer than three hundred lines.

			Welles was focused on fascist Europe, Eustis on Trump’s America. Eustis too retained the scene in which Cinna is assaulted. The part of the doomed poet was movingly played by Yusef Bulos, a Jerusalem-born actor well into his seventies. In an encounter that evoked recent acts of police brutality across America, he is subjected to a “stop and frisk” and harshly beaten. Eustis also included the proscription scene; in his staging of it, Cinna the poet, assaulted and arrested earlier, is summarily executed along with Trebonius and others either implicated in the assassination of Caesar or unluckily swept up in the crackdown that followed. The final two Acts of the play, while shortened, still ran to roughly nine hundred lines, and the fast-paced production, which ran without an intermission, lasted two hours.

			The show, which began as the sun was setting in Central Park, opened with a brief prelude, a “day-after-the-Hillary-defeat” moment, during which playgoers were invited to walk about the flower-strewn stage and were given markers to share their thoughts on long paper scrolls taped to walls. This somber interlude was interrupted by the arrival onstage of a group of white men wearing red MAKE ROME GREAT AGAIN baseball caps, who proceeded to poster over the handwritten reflections. Someone was shoved and a body went flying (it was as yet impossible to know who was an actor and who a surprised member of the audience). Confused spectators who had wandered onstage were hurriedly ushered off as Flavius, speaking for those on the losing side of the now divided nation, rebuked the celebratory mood of the aggressive newcomers; the opening lines of the play now had a timely edge: “Hence! Home, you idle creatures, get you home! Is this a holiday?” (1.1.1–2).

			Though the play bears his name, Caesar appears in only three scenes (not counting his brief return as a ghost). Eustis made the most of them. Gregg Henry’s Caesar first appears onstage in the play’s second scene, in full campaign mode, waving and smiling, gestures that always drew responsive cheers from the mostly liberal spectators, who were happy to play along (Trump had won less than a fifth of the vote in New York City). Other, nonverbal details further linked Trump and Caesar, and these too were mostly received with smiles or the shock of recognition. In Shakespeare’s text, Caesar asks Antony to touch Calpurnia before he runs in a footrace on the Feast of the Lupercal, to ensure her fertility; Gregg Henry’s Caesar, in demonstrating to Antony what he means, engages in what Trump had referred to as grabbing women “by the pussy.” It was one thing to hear Trump brag about doing it in the notorious Access Hollywood tape; it was another to see a man resembling the president casually grab a woman’s crotch. And it helped motivate a subsequent moment when a Trump-like Caesar reaches back to grab his wife’s hand, only to have it brushed away—Calpurnia’s gesture recalling Melania’s on a tarmac when she was accompanying her husband on a state visit but clearly wanted no part of him at that moment.

			Eustis didn’t have to work very hard to identify Trump with Caesar. Like Caesar, Trump was easily flattered and scornful of political adversaries. Trump’s obsession with his rivals’ appearance gave new weight to Caesar’s remarks about Cassius—“Yond Cassius has a lean and hungry look. He thinks too much. Such men are dangerous. . . . Would he were fatter” (1.2.194–98). When John Douglas Thompson’s Cassius subsequently ran onstage waving a RESIST banner and wearing one of the pink “pussyhats” worn by thousands of postelection protesters, you could look around the Delacorte and see smiles and nods, as many in the audience made a very personal connection to the action. More than anything else, Caesar’s arrogance uncannily anticipated Trump’s. When he is asked to explain why he refuses to go to the Senate and says “The cause is in my will: I will not come. / That is enough to satisfy the Senate” (2.2.71–72) his petulance almost always provoked laughter. Like Trump, Caesar seemed easily persuaded by the last person who speaks to him. Calpurnia, who partly disrobes and joins a naked and cigar-smoking Caesar in a Trumpian gold-plated bathtub, is relieved after persuading him not to go to the Senate—then looks on helplessly as Decius enters and, with a few flattering words, gets him to change his mind.

			Eustis, who had remained faithful to Shakespeare’s words throughout, decided to add three of his own—or rather Trump’s own. After Casca recounts how Antony thrice offered Caesar a crown, and Caesar refused it, sensitive to how this might appear to the disapproving people, and then swooned, Brutus asks him what happened next. In Shakespeare’s original, Casca recounts how Caesar won over the crowd by saying, “if he had done or said anything amiss, he desired Their Worships to think it was his infirmity” (1.2.269–71). Casca then witheringly adds: “Three or four wenches where I stood cried ‘Alas, good soul!’ and forgave him with all their hearts. . . . If Caesar had stabbed their mothers they would have done no less” (1.2.271–75). Eustis, recalling Trump’s boast during his campaign that he “could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody and I wouldn’t lose any voters,” amended Casca’s words, so that he now said: “If Caesar had stabbed their mothers on Fifth Avenue, they would have done no less.” As Teagle Bougere spoke this line he gestured behind him toward Fifth Avenue, a block or so to the east, collapsing for a moment ancient Rome, Elizabethan London, and the site of the production.

			Until this moment the not-so-subtle hints of a Trump-like Caesar were of a piece: they were played for laughs and highlighted Trump’s bluster. But they had steered clear of Trump’s darker, bullying side that for many Americans rendered him unfit for the office of the presidency. That would change when Caesar, expecting to be crowned, enters the Senate. The audience was primed. Even those who hadn’t recently read or seen the play half-remembered from tenth-grade English classes that his assassination was imminent. Gregg Henry stood at a podium as he recited Caesar’s lines, drifting into self-praise and insisting on his superiority to all those gathered there. When he asks, “What is now amiss / That Caesar and his Senate must redress?” (3.1.32–33), that his recalled Trump’s habit of speaking in proprietary ways (“my generals”). At that point, an Iranian-born woman, Marjan Neshat—the kind of person Trump could never quite treat respectfully—stepped forward and addressed Caesar flatteringly: “Most high, most mighty, and most puissant Caesar, / Metellus Cimber throws before thy seat / An humble heart——” (3.1.34–36 ).

			But before she can finish, Caesar brusquely cuts her off: “I could be well moved, if I were as you” (3.1.59). And working himself up into a tirade, he mocks her “Low-crookèd curtsies, and base spaniel fawning” (3.1.44), accompanying these words with an ugly gesture which he clearly thinks is funny—jerkily flailing his arms and hands—that recalled what for many was the low point of Trump’s presidential campaign, when he mocked the disability of Serge Kovaleski, a New York Times reporter who suffered from a medical condition that impeded the movement of his right arm and hand. For those at the Delacorte who hated Trump, that cruel gesture was a reminder of how sinister a leader he was, the kind on whom you wished the worst. A few moments later, that wish came true. First Casca, then Cassius, Metellus Cimber, and the rest of the conspirators stabbed the Trump-like Caesar as they dragged him down from the podium. As he fought for his life they knifed him repeatedly before Brutus delivered the fatal blow. As Caesar bled out, Brutus sprawled backward, in shock at what he and the others had just done.

			After seeing this riveting scene staged a few times, I turned my attention to how those seated around me were reacting to it. Many were slack-jawed; others covered their faces. Night after night a deathly silence descended on the house. On two occasions that silence was punctuated by the sound of a lone playgoer applauding, in each instance clapping just once or twice, as the pleasure of seeing a fantasy fulfilled was overtaken by embarrassment or shame. I would not have been surprised if on any given night this first sound of clapping might have triggered a groundswell of involuntary applause, much as it does at the end of every theatrical performance. But that never happened. There was just a long and uncomfortable silence.

			That silence was only broken when Cinna at last cried out, “Liberty! Freedom! Tyranny is dead!” (3.1.79). As the conspirators regained their footing, stooping and washing their hands and daggers in Caesar’s blood and holding them aloft, something quite unnerving happened, night after night. In ones and twos, outraged playgoers, most of them on the young side, began to stand up and angrily shout about what they were witnessing. Within a short time nearly fifty of them, scattered through the house, were on their feet, waving their fists, shouting recriminations, and expressing outrage. Brutus struggled to be heard above the din. I watched this outburst, as well as the anxiety of some of those seated near the protesters, with interest. Unlike those caught off guard by their outrage, I knew that they were additional cast members that Oskar Eustis had planted throughout the Delacorte. Until now four dozen of them had been sitting quietly, indistinguishable from other actors or from spectators in this modern-dress production. Eustis was not the first director of this play to employ supernumeraries, but he was the first to use them in such a way.

			Eustis had set a trap. He was offering a counterpoint, a rival perspective. It was as if he had slammed on the brakes and 1,800 playgoers were experiencing whiplash. What had we been wishing for? By giving voice to the opposition, he was forcing on playgoers a set of moral questions not unlike those Brutus was struggling with: Do the ends justify the means? How do we reconcile our values with our desires? As Eustis put it in a radio interview during previews: “Brutus is hoping that this assassination will be seen as a liberation. But the moment the knives come out it is a horror show. It is nothing but a horrible tragic event that leads to terrible results. So I don’t have a moment of thinking, ‘I am promoting assassination as a technique or making light of the murder of the leader of the country,’ not at all.”

			That last sentence points to what Eustis understood were the risks of his approach: the resistance, in an increasingly polarized America, to hearing more than one side of a story. In insisting on allowing opposing voices to question the motives of the conspirators, Eustis was staying true to something essential to the play’s handling of Caesar’s assassination, which Shakespeare had set on a razor’s edge. Julius Caesar offers as many arguments justifying the assassination as it does condemning it. Every speech can be read two ways. It boiled down to whom you believed and trusted. As good an argument can be made that Caesar was wrongfully slaughtered as one in support of Brutus’ conclusion that it was better to kill a potential tyrant than allow him to amass power and destroy the republic.

			Shakespeare’s habit of presenting both sides of an argument is especially characteristic of his Roman tragedies: Does Lucius mount a coup at the end of Titus Andronicus, backed by foreign soldiers, or is this simply a restoration of order? Are Antony and Cleopatra tragic figures or rather “a strumpet’s fool” and a “Triple-turned whore”? (1.1.13; 4.12.13). Does Coriolanus celebrate the defeat of authoritarianism or lament its loss? In so habitually offering competing perspectives, and in assuming that his audiences were capable of appreciating this, Shakespeare was very much of his age, a product of an Elizabethan educational system that trained young minds to argue in utramque partem, on both sides of the question. Eustis, in urging us to confront the moral quandaries of Julius Caesar and in injecting oppositional voices that challenged the violent action of the conspirators, assumed that contemporary audiences were no less up to the task. In an age in which so many were quick to dismiss the views of the other side that was a risky assumption.

			Watching the production’s tipping point, when first Brutus and then Antony speaks directly to the crowd, I often thought of this. One was trying to justify the conspirators’ violent actions, the other turn an increasingly frenzied onstage crowd against them. It felt like changing the channel from MSNBC to Fox News. Elizabeth Marvel’s Antony at first fails miserably when addressing her “Friends, Romans, countrymen” (3.2.75); she seemed stiff, almost robotic, in her delivery. The supernumeraries, initially swayed by Brutus, now shout her down. Marvel could barely be heard as she slumped to the ground, utterly defeated. But she then suddenly shifted tactics and slowly won the crowd to her side.

			It was a bravura performance, one of the highlights of the production. Marvel’s Antony briefly mentioned Caesar’s will but only returned to it when the crowd around her was fully primed. The last time I had seen a group of people so itching with expectation—“read us the will! Caesar’s will!” (3.2.150)—was when Oprah Winfrey told her television show’s live audience that small gift boxes would be passed to everyone, one of which would contain a key to a new car. When she gave them permission to open the boxes, everyone screamed for joy—for each box contained one of those car keys. It was much the same with the dozens onstage gathered around Antony when Marvel read from the will and described what Caesar had left them. The emotional appeal of a savvy political leader and that of a television personality became indistinguishable:

			
				Moreover, he hath left you all his walks,

				His private arbors, and new-planted orchards,

				On this side Tiber; he hath left them you,

				And to your heirs forever—common pleasures,

				To walk abroad and recreate yourselves.

				Here was a Caesar! When comes such another? (3.3.248–53)

			

			In rehearsals, Marvel started pronouncing the verb recreate (in the sense of “walking abroad and enjoying yourselves”) in the next-to-last line as re-create. Her choice was inspired, and tapped into that American conviction that we can easily re-create ourselves—personally, religiously, politically. The moment in which the dozens of supernumeraries, drunk with the excitement of it all, raced off wielding makeshift weapons to do Antony’s bidding—driving Brutus and Cassius from Rome—marked a political re-creation and the end of the republic.

			On opening night, Oskar Eustis took to the stage before the performance began, and had this to say about how both theater and democracy depend upon competing points of view:

			
				This play . . . warns about what happens when you try to preserve democracy by nondemocratic means. And . . . (spoiler alert) . . . it doesn’t end up too good. But at the same time, one of the dangers that is unleashed by that is the danger of a large crowd of people, manipulated by their emotions, taken over by leaders who urge them to do things that not only are against their interests, but destroy their very institutions that are there to serve and protect them. This warning is a warning that’s in this show, and we are really happy to be playing that story tonight. . . . I am proud to say . . . that we are here to uphold the Public’s mission. And the Public’s mission is to say that the culture belongs to everybody, needs to belong to everybody, to say that art has something to say about the great civic issues of our time, and to say, that like drama, democracy depends on the conflict of different points of view. Nobody owns the truth. We all own the culture.

			

			His insistence that democracy depends on the expression of competing viewpoints echoed the language of one of the principles guiding public discourse since the end of World War II. The war and its immediate aftermath had taught Americans about the threat to democracy in countries where the people were fed only a single version of what passed for truth. In 1946 the Federal Communications Commission, which controlled licenses to America’s media frequencies, issued an extraordinary ruling, which came to be called the “Fairness Doctrine”:

			
				If, as we believe to be the case, the public interest is best served in a democracy through the ability of the people to hear expositions of the various positions taken by responsible groups and individuals on particular topics and to choose between them, it is evident that broadcast licensees have an affirmative duty generally to encourage and implement the broadcast of all sides of controversial public issues over their facilities.

			

			Radio and television stations were now required to present a diverse set of viewpoints as a way of best serving the American people and preserving democracy from demagoguery. Though challenged from time to time, the Fairness Doctrine would remain in force until the 1980s, when it came under assault under Ronald Reagan’s push to deregulate. It was further undermined in 1986 by a 2–1 ruling by the DC Circuit of the US Court of Appeals; the two judges in the majority, Robert Bork and Antonin Scalia, declared that the doctrine was only a doctrine, not a law. Enforcement soon stopped and it was repealed a year later.

			It doesn’t take much imagination to predict what followed: the rapid rise of partisan programming and the emergence of echo chambers, as Americans retreated to their respective camps, some turning to right-wing media, others to liberal commentators and websites. Talk during the Obama years of restoring the Fairness Doctrine was met by stiff resistance from the Right; nothing came of it, as Sean Hannity characterized the effort as “an assault on the First Amendment” and Newt Gingrich dismissed the Fairness Doctrine as “Affirmative Action for liberals.” By the time that Eustis urged that “democracy depends on the conflict of different points of view” on opening night, it was too late. Those on the political Right could only see one side of the story being enacted onstage: the brutal assassination of President Donald Trump. And they were bent on stopping it. I’ll return to that—and its implications for the future of Shakespeare in America—in the final chapter.

			

			•   •   •

			WE MAY EXPERIENCE Shakespeare’s plays communally in classrooms and theaters, but we react to them in highly personal ways, and in the chapters that follow I have tried to be especially attentive to that. Each of these chapters delves deeply into how (in most cases) a pair of individuals have experienced Shakespeare. The focus of each chapter is limited to a play or two, and each revolves around a significant social or political conflict in the nation’s history. My choices also reflect a desire to capture the extraordinary range of ways in which Americans have experienced Shakespeare, through solitary reading, amateur and professional performances, and adaptations of the plays in musicals, movies, and large-scale civic spectacles. My hope is that, taken together, these stories offer a fresh perspective on the history of the United States over the past two centuries, one that may shed light on how we have arrived at our present moment, and how, in turn, we may better address that which divides and impedes us as a nation.
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					The Fruits of Amalgamation, E. W. Clay.

				
			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			

			1833: Miscegenation

			On New Year’s Eve of 1835, former president John Quincy Adams wrote a long letter to a friend about Othello. Three months later most of that letter appeared in American Monthly Magazine as an essay on “The Character of Desdemona.” In it, Adams vilifies Desdemona for desiring and then marrying a black man:

			
				My objections to the character of Desdemona arise not from what Iago, or Roderigo, or Brabantio, or Othello says of her; but from what she herself does. She absconds from her father’s house, in the dead of night, to marry a blackamoor. She breaks a father’s heart, and covers his noble house with shame, to gratify—what? Pure love, like that of Juliet or Miranda? No! Unnatural passion; it cannot be named with delicacy. Her admirers now say this is criticism of 1835; that the color of Othello has nothing to do with the passion of Desdemona. No? Why, if Othello had been white, what need would there have been for her running away with him?

			

			Adams has little patience for critics who accuse him of misreading the play in light of the increasingly fraught racial politics of America in 1835, and even less for those who in recent years had begun to claim that Desdemona’s “love for Othello is not unnatural, because he is not a Congo negro but only a sooty Moor.” Othello himself says that he is black (and had been “sold to slavery” (1.3.140) earlier in his adventurous life). For Adams, there can be only one conclusion: “the passion of Desdemona for Othello is unnatural, solely and exclusively because of his color,” and because of this “her elopement to him, and secret marriage with him, indicate a personal character not only very deficient in delicacy, but totally regardless of filial duty, of female modesty, and of ingenuous shame.”

			Contemporaries may well have been surprised to see these words appear under the former president’s familiar initials—“J.Q.A.”—and not simply because of the harsh views expressed here. Adams, a tireless writer, whose correspondence and daily journal entries totaled many thousands of pages, was widely admired as one of the most literate individuals of his day. But he was also a cautious politician, extremely reticent about expressing his opinions in print, especially controversial ones, so published surprisingly little in his long career, and absolutely nothing on interracial marriage.

			Stranger still, he was doubling down on a companion piece he had just published (that had prompted the attack on the “criticism of 1835”). This too was on Shakespeare—“Misconceptions of Shakspeare Upon the Stage”—and had appeared earlier that month in the New England Magazine. While this first essay dealt with his views on King Lear and Juliet, it included a few choice words for Desdemona’s interracial marriage that anticipated his subsequent and longer diatribe. As this earlier essay unfolds, it becomes increasingly clear that it is Desdemona’s physical intimacy with Othello that so discomforts Adams: “her fondling with Othello is disgusting.” That essay similarly concludes that “the great moral lesson of the tragedy of Othello is, that black and white blood cannot be intermingled in marriage without a gross outrage upon the law of Nature; and that, in such violations, Nature will vindicate her laws.” Insistent on being understood, Adams puts this even more bluntly. Any pity we might feel as we watch Othello kill Desdemona must give way to the grim satisfaction that she got what was coming: “when Othello smothers her in bed, the terror and the pity subside immediately into the sentiment that she has her deserts.”

			Why had a former president and now member of Congress felt it necessary to weigh in publicly not once, but twice, and so unflinchingly, on Desdemona’s interracial marriage? It’s the sort of claim that we might expect from a Southern slaveholder. But John Quincy Adams was from Massachusetts, which as far back as 1783 had renounced slavery. More puzzling still, Adams was widely recognized as one of the leading abolitionists in the land. He had spearheaded the opposition to the Gag Rule (intended to prevent petitions against slavery from being acknowledged by Congress), would fight against the annexation of Texas and thereby the creation of additional slave states, and would soon successfully argue the Amistad case (in which he defended captured African slaves) before the Supreme Court. Adams’s advocacy led to a spate of death threats. His congressional opponent (and later Confederate general) Henry Wise called him “the acutest, the astutest, the archest enemy of southern slavery that ever existed”—and Wise didn’t mean this as a compliment.

			Disturbing prints by the Philadelphia artist E. W. Clay that circulated in 1839 tried to stir up racial antagonism through depictions of interracial mingling, called at the time amalgamation (the term “miscegenation” was not invented until 1864). In one of those prints, “Practical Amalgamation,” a black man and woman are seated on a couch, each with a white lover. Behind them, in framed portraits, three men look down approvingly on the scene: Arthur Tappan (a fierce abolitionist about whom it was reported, falsely, that he was married to a black woman); Daniel O’Connell (who was the Irish leader of the Catholic Emancipation movement and another strong abolitionist); and, on the right, J. Q. Adams.

			How could a man seen by opponents of interracial union as one of their greatest foes publish a pair of essays condemning Desdemona for marrying a black man and claiming that in her murder at his hands she got what she deserved?

			
				
					[image: Part of digital collections catalog through a grant from the Institute of Museum and Library Services as administered by the Pennsylvania Department of Education through the Office of Commonwealth Libraries, and the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, Tom Corbett, Governor, 2013-2014.]
				

				
					Practical Amalgamation, E. W. Clay.

				
			
			A partial answer, at least to what precipitated Adams’s surprising decision to publish his views on Desdemona, can be traced back to a disastrous encounter at a dinner party a few years earlier. The occasion was the arrival in the United States of one of the most celebrated Shakespeare actors of the day, Fanny Kemble. The Kembles were British theatrical royalty. Fanny Kemble’s uncle and aunt, John Philip Kemble and Sarah Siddons, had been the greatest Shakespeare actors of their time, and Fanny’s father, Charles Kemble, who had performed alongside his famous siblings in minor roles, was a notable actor in his own right, and joint owner of the Covent Garden Theatre. Her mother acted as well. When threatened with bankruptcy in 1829, her parents persuaded the nineteen-year-old Fanny Kemble to enter the family business. She studied the role of Juliet for three weeks, then made a triumphant debut at Covent Garden in October 1829. She was an immediate success, and the family’s financial ruin was averted. Fanny Kemble was quick at learning parts (a new one every month, including those of Portia and Beatrice) and was enormously popular, both onstage and in London’s social scene, where as a well-informed and engaging conversationalist she more than held her own. With the retirement, decline, and deaths of John Philip Kemble, Sarah Siddons, and the no less celebrated Edmund Kean, Fanny Kemble stood at or very near the pinnacle of the London theater world.

			By 1832 she was not only acting in plays but also writing them. By then, however, insolvency again threatened. Charles Kemble persuaded his reluctant daughter to accompany him on what turned out to be a lucrative two-year tour of the United States. Fanny Kemble was at the peak of her career when she arrived in the States, a celebrity as much as a star performer. Her warm reception in prominent circles in Britain had ensured that
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