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SHAKESPEARE 400: From Playwright to PLC 

A speech for Moscow: December 2016 – with research and co-authorship by Andrew Dixon 

Graham Sheffield 

In the unlikely case it’d somehow escaped your attention, it’s been the 400th anniversary of 
Shakespeare’s death this year, marked in April and throughout 2016 around the world. You’d 
have to have been trying hard not to notice the anniversary: just in the UK Shakespeare has been 
the subject of everything from a major exhibition at the British Library to seasons at the British 
Film Institute and the Southbank Centre and across the BBC. There have been global academic 
conferences; a plan by the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington DC to tour a copy of the 
First Folio to every US state; a visit by the Royal Shakespeare Company to China – even, for 
those of you who felt energetic, the annual Shakespeare Marathon, which took place in  Stratford-
upon-Avon on 24 April, the day after the actual anniversary.  

You’ll forgive me if I add to that list our own £4m British Council project, Shakespeare Lives, 
created in partnership with the Great Britain campaign and Voluntary Service Overseas charity, 
which will – we hope – by the end of the year have enabled people in 140 countries to engage 
with Shakespeare’s work in a multitude of forms, from an online Massive Open Online Course in 
association with the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust to our largest-ever touring film programme in 
partnership with the British Film Institute (over 250 events in over 100 countries).  

In Russia there has been a multiplicity of projects, several of them opening up Shakespeare’s 
world in new ways, and all of them with worthy and valued Russian partners:  

 

…a photo exhibition (selected from an open call) at Domodedovo airport, an emoji Shakespeare 
app (with digital partner Arzamas Academy), Translit (an art residency for Russian and British 
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writers) which took place along the length of the Trans-Siberian railway, a Sonnet Exchange, a 
Midsummer Night Festival (featuring a star visit by Sir Ian McKellen), and even a Shakespeare 
train on the Moscow Metro, which I was fortunate enough to catch just the other day. 

And there was a massive Shakespeare Schools Day and All-Russia Shakespeare Olympiad, which 
reached all 40k schools across Russia with a Shakespeare lesson, touching almost a million 
schoolchildren. 

Millions of children globally now encounter Shakespeare at school; but just as importantly, we’re 
aiming to reach the roughly 250 million young people who are unable to read or write, with a 
programme aimed at improving literacy and brightening educational opportunities. Education 
transformed Shakespeare’s own life, lifting him from an obscure rural background to the highest 
apex of Elizabethan culture. It’s something still denied to far too many children across the world. 

There is a great deal going on throughout the year, not just in the UK but globally, right through 
to the end of 2016 and beyond. Four centuries on, it might be said – with apologies to Mark 
Twain – that rumours of Shakespeare’s death have been greatly exaggerated. We might note in 
passing that Twain had serious doubts about whether William Shakespeare was in fact Sir Francis 
Bacon, but you’ll forgive me if we don’t get into all that … 

But what would Shakespeare think of all this, if he were here among us, encountering such high-
end merchandise such as a Shakespeare plastic wind-up toy or a Shakespeare air freshener pad.. 

  

…a Shakespeare bath toy or a Shakespeare magnetic dress-up set?  And there’s more, much more  
where those came from … 

Well, he would feel surprise, certainly – he undeniably had remarkable linguistic gifts, he was 
able to operate in French and Italian as well as Latin and Greek, but he might have balked at the 
idea of the Sun newspaper translating the plays into emoji form, prior to the BBC launching an 
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app that does exactly that. I don’t know if you saw them, but personally I found it hard to resist 
the idea of Macbeth reinterpreted as the number 3 next to an emoji of a devil, rapidly followed by 
a knife and a crown.  

 

As far as biographers know Shakespeare never travelled outside England – so he’d also no doubt 
be astonished by the idea of his plays cropping up on the other side of the globe as Chinese 
martial arts movies or Indian folk tales. The “Indies” do make fleeting appearances in the plays –
 think of the “lovely boy, stolen from an Indian king” fought over by Titania and Oberon A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream. But even this most far-sighted of playwrights might be surprised at 
the remarkable impact his work has had in Bollywood, which has now produced more screen 
adaptations than anywhere else in the world, in every existing Indian language. Conversely, we 
can imagine Shakespeare cocking a wry eyebrow at Helsingor in Denmark – we know it as 
Elsinore – rebranding itself as the “Home of Hamlet” in 2016. Make sure you don’t linger behind 
anything resembling an arrass during your visit, is my suggestion.  And don’t wander about on 
the ramparts at night – you might not be alone! 

Such is the extent of all this activity that some cultural theorists – not entirely unseriously – now 
talk about the global Shakespeare “brand”. He’s a multinational business, we’re told, a symbol of 
free-flowing capital: ShakesCorp, or Shakespeare PLC. He has regional offices in every country, 
generates income in territories as far-flung as Alaska and Ankara, Tasmania and Trinidad and 
Tobago – more even than Apple or Amazon (biographers tell us he was equally bad at paying 
tax).  

And it isn’t just Stratford-upon-Avon making a fuss of William Shakespeare this year: so is 
Stratford, Ontario in Canada, home of one of North America’s most important Shakespeare 
festivals; so too is Stratford, New Zealand, where 67 streets have been named after characters 
from the plays. Even more remarkably, American management theorists have invested in the 
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Bard: at the American Shakespeare Centre in Staunton, Virginia, I am reliably informed, you can 
sign up for a week-long Executive Retreat led by Shakespearian actors, who use the speeches of 
Richard III and Henry V for the insights they offer into leadership. I’m told even colleagues in the 
British Embassy in Washington DC have availed themselves of this facility.   Though the mind 
positively boggles at what that might do to our foreign policy, particularly (in the case of Henry 
V) when it comes to our relations with the French. 

It’s easy to be a little cynical about all this: anniversaries are excellent cash cows; fantastic 
opportunities for money-making and money-spinning; everyone seems to want to get in on the 
action. And by the very fact of his global omnipresence Shakespeare could be accused of 
drowning out other voices. How many of us in this room are as familiar with the complete works 
of Cervantes as we should be – the 400th anniversary of his death also falls this year. Or to 
choose writers from just one country, China, how well do we in the west know the output of the 
Tang-dynasty poet Du Fu, sometimes called China’s Shakespeare? Or that of his Ming dynasty 
successor Tang Xianzu, who also died in – you’ll detect a theme – 1616? Tang’s most famous 
work, The Peony Pavilion, is often described as the Chinese Romeo and Juliet, but it’s hard to 
imagine the Sun rendering that in emoji form.  

In another world Shakespeare would be referred to the UK monopolies commission for gross 
distortion of the free market! 

But in other ways perhaps there is something to celebrate in Shakespeare’s apparent 
inescapability in 2016. When I was at school – and perhaps I speak for some people in the 
audience too – Shakespeare was a name I encountered on textbooks and at the top of exam 
papers. I remember slogging through Julius Caesar in what seemed to be endless English 
Literature lessons: hard enough to unravel the language or pronounce the characters’ names, still 
less work out what was meant to be going on in the plot.  Things got more fun when I appeared as 
Ariel in The Tempest, wearing a miniskirt, at the age of ten or eleven…  
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I also vaguely recall my wildly inauthentic Welsh accent as Fluellen in Henry V, at the age of 
twelve (luckily no sound recordings or images of that!) 

In the educational field Shakespeare was largely regarded as literature, not drama; he certainly 
wasn’t something whose plays were to be enjoyed. There was a strong sense of the Almighty 
Bard up on his pedestal. Someone to be endured, sometimes suffered through. It was like that for 
generations of schoolchildren, not just in Britain, but in what had been the British Empire, where 
Shakespeare’s works were imposed as part of the colonial, English-language-based education 
system. Shakespeare was someone you had to learn if you wanted to speak “right”, someone you 
had to get your head around if you wanted to get on in colonial countries across Africa and Asia. 
We in the British Council were part of that too: our founding Royal Charter in 1940 made the 
promotion of the English language part of our core mission. Shakespeare was part of this cultural 
diplomacy: one of the very first British Council-supported theatre projects was a European tour  
by the Old Vic company in 1939, the company including Alec Guinness and Anthony Quayle -  
so we “sent the very best”! Clive Barker and Maggie Gale wrote in their book British Theatre 
between the Wars: “Shakespeare became central to a pioneering act of modern soft diplomacy, 
when the British Council…toured Hamlet and Henry V to Egypt, Greece and fascist Italy”. 

There was also a tour of Hamlet to Denmark – in fact to Elsinore itself, with John Gielgud in the 
title role. 

  

 

The show wasn’t apparently a success, due to stormy weather and their hotel being full of Nazi 
officers on leave!  We’re told that one of the actors cut up Nazi banners and flushed them down 
the hotel toilets…. 



 

 6 

But Shakespeare is surely changing, as the British Council has changed. Looking around – and 
particularly if one takes the global view – it is the sheer variety of forms his work now inhabits 
that astonishes.  

WATCH SHAKESPEARE SHORT: JULIUS CAESAR HERE 

…that was one of a great series of Shakespeare Shorts we have commissioned from a range of 
directors and partners, to re-imagine 12 of the plays in under five minutes in a contemporary 
interpretation.  

Part of the reason the plays now exist in so many cultures worldwide is that they are so resilient 
and flexible, so able to put down roots in any number of different languages and soils. You don’t 
need to do Hamlet in tights and ruffs – or even in English – to get at what it’s really about – if, 
indeed, it’s about any one thing. During my time at the Barbican Centre, London, as Artistic 
Director we presented Shakespeare in innumerable languages, including two in Korean – and 
very effective they were, as well as Hamlet in Japanese. 

During the Romantic period, particularly in Germany and France, Hamlet was interpreted as a 
portrayal of the conflict between thought and action. In the Freudian era it was picked over for its 
insights into psychology. Behind the Iron Curtain it was translated by Boris Pasternak and often 
performed as a parable against autocracy and censorship; the great Polish critic Jan Kott saw in 
its depiction of a society under surveillance echoes of the one he lived in: Claudius, he suggested 
was “the image of Stalin”. For Shakespeare himself Hamlet might have been something else 
entirely: we will probably never know. 

One could say the same for nearly every play. In Britain we are used to thinking of Shakespeare 
as a literary export – but of course they have long been far more than that. Nowadays they exist 
as Japanese manga comics and a Canadian sitcom called Slings and Arrows, based at the festival 
in Stratford, Ontario (I’m told it’s very funny). Courtesy of the Lambs’ Tales from Shakespeare, 
which were hugely popular across Asia in the nineteenth century, they were repackaged as genre 
fiction for Chinese readers in the 1910s.  In contemporary China, publishers are doing their best 
to promote Shakespeare as a “lifestyle” choice for internationally-minded consumers; they call it 
the Downton Abbey effect. (The mind positively boggles.) In Germany, Shakespeare has long 
been honoured as the third national poet, alongside Goethe and Schiller. 

Are these Shakespeares still Shakespeare? I think so. Different cultures find things in the plays 
that we’ve long since lost touch with in the contemporary UK – the conflict between different 
forms of government, or the difficulties of making art under conditions of censorship. Other 
things seem to be coming back to haunt us: the bitter clash between religious freedoms, the costs 
of ongoing civil war. Would Shakespeare have had a view on Brexit? Just read King Lear, a 
parable about the dangers of breaking up a kingdom. Other cultures and contexts will find things 
in these plays that we can barely imagine. Shakespeare, as so often, is ahead of us. And as a 
working man of the theatre – a working playwright who collaborated closely with actors and was 
well used to adapting his scripts on the hoof – he would’ve perhaps rather liked the idea that he 
wasn’t entirely in control of what his works meant. Even, possibly, when one result is a corporate 
training course for ambitious executives. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uyaBs4gBHFU
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And while we’re on the subject of ambitious executives, Shakespeare would hardly be allergic to 
the thought of making money; he made rather a lot of the stuff himself. As well as him being a 
supreme artist – surely one of the greatest in all of civilization – one of the lesser known facts 
about Shakespeare is that he was an extremely canny businessman and entrepreneur, with a large 
property portfolio and numerous other investments. To celebrate this year’s anniversary, the 
Shakespeare Birthplace Trust is reopening the site of New Place, Shakespeare’s final home in 
Stratford-upon-Avon. A grand, five-bay house built around a courtyard with its own well, New 
Place was reputedly the second-largest property in town, and cost the playwright the eye-watering 
sum of £120 – not bad by current property prices in Stratford, but a huge amount of money in 
1597, when Shakespeare bought it - four or five times what it cost to buy the average house. For a 
mere playwright to acquire a place so large confirms what we already know by other means: that 
Shakespeare had a gift for making money as well as plays, as well as being litigious and distinctly 
tight-fisted. So that perhaps gives us another answer to what he would have thought about the 
hoopla in 2016 – he’d be after everyone for his share of the royalties. 

Graham Sheffield 

(with Andrew Dixon) 

2500 words 




