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SHAKESPEARE AND SEXUALITY
ANN THOMPSON

Sexuality must not be thought of as a kind of natural
given which power tries to hold in check, or as an
obscure domain which knowledge tries gradually to
uncover. It is the name that can be given to a
historical construct: not a furtive reality that is
difficult to grasp, but a great surface network in
which the stimulation of bodies, the intensification
of pleasures, the incitement to discourse, the for-
mation of special knowledges, the strengthening of
controls and resistances, are linked to one another, in
accordance with a few major strategies of know-
ledge and power.

The history of sexuality supposes two ruptures if one
tries to center it on mechanisms of repression. The
first, occurring in the course of the seventeenth
century, was characterized by the advent of the great
prohibitions, the exclusive promotion of adult
marital sexuality, the imperatives of decency, the
obligatory concealment of the body, the reduction
to silence and mandatory reticences of language. The
second, a twentieth-century phenomenon, was
really less a rupture than an inflexion of the curve:
this was the moment when the mechanisms of
repression were seen as beginning to loosen their
grip; one passed from insistent sexual taboos to a
relative tolerance with regard to prenuptial or extra-
marital relations; the disqualification of ‘perverts’
diminished, their condemnation by law was in part
eliminated; a good many of the taboos that weighed

on the sexuality of children were lifted.
Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, volume 1
(1976), translated by Robert Hurley (Penguin,
1990), pp. 105—6 and p. 115.

‘Sexuality’ is a fashionable and controversial
topic today, not just in literary studies but
throughout the whole range of the humanities

and social and behavioural sciences. It is both a
new topic and an mterdisciplinary one. This is
explicitly recognized by the University of
Chicago Press which publishes a periodical
called the Journal of the History of Sexuality, now
in its second year, which claims to cover rele-
vant areas ‘from incest to infanticide, from
breast-feeding and women’s sexuality to female
prostitution, from pornography to repro-
ductive politics, and from the first homosexual
rights movement to AIDS’. Advertising for the
journal stresses the marked increase in scholar-
ship in the history of sexuality in the past
decade, and points out that publications have
been widely scattered across traditional subject
boundaries in social, political and cultural
studies. It is evident from the list of topics cited
that this explosion of interest relates to the
coming together of three current modes of
academic discourse: feminism, post-Freudian
psychoanalysis, and homosexual or gay studies.
A modest amount of time spent browsing in
any bookstore, library or even publisher’s cata-
logue will demonstrate how much work is
being done in all of these fields.

In Making Sex: Body and Gender from the
Greeks to Freud, Thomas Laqueur claims that
‘Sometime in the eighteenth century, sex as we
know it was invented’,! but he argues that this
‘invention’ depended on the cultural reorient-
ation that went on during the Renaissance

I (Cambridge, Mass., 1990), p. 149.



ANN THOMPSON

period when there occurred a shift in per-
ception from a one-sex model of humanity to a
two-sex model: that is, instead of seeing the
female body as a lesser (inverted) version of the
male body, people began to see it as its incom-
mensurable opposite. The early modern period
does seem to feature heavily in histories of
sexuality. As my second quotation from Fou-
cault suggests, our twentieth-century focus on
sexuality can perhaps be seen as a result of the
loosening of the mechanisms of repression,
while our interest in the seventeenth century
can be seen as an attempt to investigate the
supposed point of the imposition of those
mechanisms. The strong influence of Foucault
on literary critics (especially new historicists)
has made it seem inevitable that the debate
about sexuality is conducted primarily in terms
of knowledge and power; despite Laqueut’s
investigation of the history of the disappearing
female orgasm, it seems almost quaint these
days to associate sexuality with pleasure.

Shakespeare studies have of course been
affected by these debates. ‘Shakespeare and
Sexuality’ was the topic of the twenty-fifth
International ~ Shakespeare  conference at
Stratford-upon-Avon in August 1992, and this
volume of Shakespeare Survey includes several
of the papers delivered at the conference. It was
a controversial topic from the start: when it was
proposed by the Advisory Committee at the
previous conference in 1990, one delegate
immediately objected and said “Why can’t we
call it “‘Shakespeare, Love and Marriage?”’
During the conference itself more than one
person complained to me in similar terms:
‘Can’t we stop talking about sex and talk about
romance?’ A female scholar from India con-
fided that she had not dared to put the topic on
her application for funding which would be
seen by her male colleagues. Several women
complained that male speakers took the topic as
an excuse to talk in overly self-indulgent ways
about two obsessions, women’s bodies and
male sexual anxiety.

Nevertheless, the papers given at the confer-

ence and the debates that went on around them
reflected the ‘state of the art’ in this field in
interesting ways. I do not feel it is appropriate
to attempt either a complete retrospect of work
on ‘Shakespeare and Sexuality’ or a detailed
account of the conference. Rather, I propose to
draw out what seem to me to be a number of
key concerns of the past decade under some
fairly broad general headings: ‘Feminism’,
‘Men in Feminism and Gay Studies’, “The Boy
Actor’ and ‘Language’.

FEMINISM

In the preface to Making Sex Thomas Laqueur
says that he could not have written the book
‘without the intellectual revolution wrought by
feminism since World War II and especially
during the last twenty years’. Certainly in
Shakespeare studies there can be no doubt that
feminist criticism has been enormously influen-
tial in putting issues of sexuality and sexual
difference on to the critical agenda. In his 1991
annotated bibliography of Shakespeare and
Feminist Criticism, Philip C. Kolin covers four
hundred and thirty-nine items from the publi-
cation of Juliet Dusinberre’s Shakespeare and the
Nature of Women in 1975 to his cut-off point in
1988.2 While all these books and essays could be
seen to relate to the question of sexuality in the
broadest sense, Kolin lists just thirty-eight items
under ‘sexuality (female)’ in his subject index
and eighteen under ‘sexuality (male)’, of which
only thirteen are different from those listed
under ‘sexuality (female)’. A quite surprisingly
high proportion of these, in fact about half,
authored by both men and women, deal with
the topic of male anxiety about female sexuality
— the speakers at Stratford were not unusual in
their concentration on this issue. Other topics
which recur, but less frequently, are sexual
stereotyping, sexuality (and sexism) in the

2 (New York and London, 1991). Dusinberre’s book was
published in London.
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reproduction and reading of Shakespeare, and
ambivalence about male sexuality and the issue
of homoeroticism.

The focus on male anxiety testifies to the
prevalence of psychoanalytical approaches,
especially in feminist criticism from North
America. A strong tradition can be traced from
Representing Shakespeare: New Psychoanalytic
Essays edited by Murray M. Schwartz and
Coppélia Kahn in 1980° through Kahn’s own
Mar’s Estate: Masculine Identity in Shakespeare,*
Marjorie Garber’s Coming of Age in Shake-
speare,> David Sundelson’s Shakespeare’s Restor-
ation of the Father® and Kay Stockholder’s Dream
Works: Lovers and Families in Shakespeare’s
Plays” to Janet Adelman’s Suffocating Mothers®
and Valerie Traub’s Desire and Anxiety: Circula-
tions of Sexuality in Shakespearean Drama® (both
published in 1992). At times earlier contri-
butions to this approach have been attacked for
exhibiting an ahistorical essentialism (see, for
example, Kathleen McLuskie’s essay ‘The Patri-
archal Bard: Feminist Criticism and Shake-
speare: King Lear and Measure for Measure’),1°
but it has provided us with many valuable
insights into Shakespeare’s treatment of infantile
sexuality, family relationships, the formation of
sexual identity, male bonding, misogyny, the
fear of cuckoldry and other related issues.

The subtitle of Valerie Traub’s book, Circu-
lations of Sexuality in Shakespearean Drama, is, as
she explains, a deliberate allusion to Stephen
Greenblatt’s Shakespearean Negotiations which
was subtitled The Circulation of Social Energy in
Renaissance England.'! Greenblatt’s work in that
book as well as in his earlier Renaissance Self-
Fashioning'? has been an important influence on
all critics who have examined the issue of
individual identity in the early modern period,
but there has been some tension between
feminist critics and new historicist critics with
the former accusing the latter of treating issues
of sexuality almost entirely in terms of power
to the exclusion of gender: see Lynda E. Boose,
‘The Family in Shakespeare Studies; or —
Studies in the Family of Shakespeareans; or —

The Politics of Politics’,!> Carol Thomas
Neely, ‘Constructing the Subject: Feminist
Practice and the New Renaissance Discourses’*
and my own ‘Are There Any Women in King
Lear?'> In this respect, the work of Michel
Foucault, in The History of Sexuality and
especially in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of
the Prison,'® has perhaps had an overly negative
effect on our definitions of early modern sexu-
ality. At the same time one should in fairness
record that feminists have been accused of
introducing a new kind of Puritanism into the
discourse of sexuality.

Feminist critics have often objected to nega-
tive views of Shakespeare’s female characters.
They have argued that the plays are less sexist
than the theatrical and critical traditions which
continually reproduce them. Barbara Mowat
pointed out in 1977 the discrepancy between
Shakespeare’s women and the way they are
perceived by male characters,!” and other
feminist critics have shown that male directors
and critics are all too likely to agree with male
characters — to take as it were Hamlet’s view of
Gertrude rather than Shakespeare’s. Irene Dash
has used stage history to demonstrate, in
Wooing, Wedding and Power: Women in Shake-
speare’s Plays,'® how regularly women’s roles

3 (Baltimore, 1980).

4 (Berkeley, 1981).

5 (London, 1981).

¢ (New Brunswick, N.J., 1983).

7 (Toronto, 1987).

8 (London, 1992).

¢ (London, 1992).

19 In Political Shakespeare edited by Jonathan Dollimore
and Alan Sinfield (Manchester, 1985), pp. 88—108.

11 (Oxford, 1988).

12 (Chicago, 1980).

13 Renaissance Quarterly, 40 (1987), 707—42.

Y4 English Literary Renaissance, 18 (1988), s—10.

15 In The Matter of Difference edited by Valerie Wayne
(Hemel Hempstead, 1991), pp. 117-28.

16 Translated by Alan Sheridan (New York, 1979).

7 ‘Images of Women in Shakespeare’s Plays’, Southern
Humanities Review, 11 (1977), 145—57.

18 (New York, 1981).



ANN THOMPSON

have been distorted and limited in productions,
often with the effect of reducing a robust
interest in sexuality to the more coy attitudes
thought of as feminine by later ages. In her
paper in the present volume Juliet Dusinberre
argues that editors have performed the same
‘softening’ service by underestimating the
amount of sexual innuendo in Rosalind’s
speech.!® As long ago as 1957 Carolyn Heilbrun
argued that Gertrude had been misunderstood
and wrongly condemned by male critics;?°
Linda T. Fitz explored a similar phenomenon
in ‘Egyptian Queens and Male Reviewers:
Sexist Attitudes in Antony and Cleopatra’,?! and
Jacqueline Rose has argued in ‘Sexuality in the
Reading of Shakespeare: Hamlet and Measure
Jor Measure’ that the ‘problems’ in those plays
relate to the sexual anxieties of male critics and
their determination to hold female desire
responsible for any breakdown in moral or
aesthetic order.?

MEN IN FEMINISM AND GAY
STUDIES

There has clearly been a male response to
feminist criticism in the publication of a
number of books dealing directly with men’s
relationship to it: see for example Men in
Feminism edited by Alice Jardine and Paul
Smith?* and Engendering Men: The Question of
Male Feminist Criticism edited by Joseph Boone
and Michael Cadden.?* The work of many
male critics is listed in Kolin’s annotated biblio-
graphy of Shakespeare and Feminist Criticism
though not all of them would necessarily des-
cribe themselves as feminists. One critic who
has explicitly engaged with what it means to
write as a male feminist is Peter Erickson whose
Patriarchal Structures in Shakespeare’s Drama pro-
vides a clear and at times grim analysis of the
sexual politics of the plays.?® In his recent
Rewriting  Shakespeare, Rewriting Ourselves
Erickson discusses in an afterword his own
project which ‘involves undoing the automatic,
apparently given, equation between Shake-

speare as white male author and myself as white
male critic’.?

At the same time, there has been a growing
mterest in the history and construction of
homosexuality and lesbianism. Did they even
exist in the modern sense in the Renaissance
period? The issue has been explored by James
M. Saslow in ‘Homosexuality in the Renais-
sance: Behavior, Identity, and Artistic Expres-
sion”” and by Alan Bray in Homosexuality in
Renaissance England.®® Literary scholars have
also been contributing to this debate: Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Between Men: English
Literature and Male Homosocial Desire® invigor-
ated discussion by distinguishing between
homosociality and homosexuality and locating
male homoerotic desire in the specific social
context of patriarchal heterosexuality. She dis-
cussed Shakespeare’s Sommets which are an
inevitable focus of attention in this context,
despite Margreta de Grazia’s brave attempt in
her paper in this volume to locate the ‘scandal’
elsewhere.®® While the eighteenth century did
its best, as Michael Dobson demonstrates
below,*! to eliminate the tricky question of
Shakespeare’s own sexuality altogether, a

19 See below, pp. 9—21.

2 “The Character of Hamlet’s Mother’, Shakespeare Quar-
terly, 8 (1957), 201—6. When Heilbrun reprinted this as
the first essay in her collection Hamlet’s Mother and Other
Women (New York, 1990), pp. 9—17, she commented in
the Introduction that as a critic of Shakespeare in 1957 ‘I
was a feminist waiting for a cause to join’ (p. 2).

2! Shakespeare Quarterly, 28 (1977), 296—316.

22 In Alternative Shakespeares edited by John Drakakis
(London, 1985), pp. 95—118.

2 (London, 1987).

2% (London, 1991).

% (Berkeley, 1985).

% (Berkeley, 1991), p. 169.

27 In Hidden From History: Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian
Past edited by Martin Duberman, Martha Vicinus and
George Chauncey Jr (New York, 1989), pp. 9o—105.

2 (London, 1982). See also Bruce R. Smith’s Homosexual
Desire in Shakespeare’s England (Chicago, 1992).

% (New York, 198s).

30 See below, pp. 35—49.

3 Pp. 137-144.
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twentieth-century scholar like Joseph Pequig-
ney in Such is My Love: A Study of Shakespeare’s
Sonnets tries to put it back, claiming a specific-
ally homosexual identity for the author and
deploring the way that most commentators
neglect or dispose of the issue.> Such an
identity today (or, more precisely, such an
implied commitment to specific erotic prac-
tices) is of course overshadowed by the history
of ADs which makes the association between
desire and death grimly literal.

Other related areas of debate have been the
differences between Marlowe and Shakespeare
in this respect (see Marilyn J. Thorssen,
‘Varieties of Amorous Experience: Homosexual
and Heterosexual Relationships in Marlowe
and Shakespeare’,®® and Joseph A. Porter,
‘Marlowe, Shakespeare, and the Canonization
of Heterosexuality’#), and the question of
homoeroticism in The Merchant of Venice where
the Antonio/Bassanio/Portia triangle has been
read as a struggle between homosexual and
heterosexual love (see Seymour Kleinberg,
‘The Merchant of Venice: The Homosexual as
Anti-Semite in Nascent Capitalism’,?> Keith
Geary, ‘The Nature of Portia’s Victory:
Turning to Men in The Merchant of Venice’,*
and Karen Newman, ‘Portia’s Ring: Unruly
Women and Structures of Exchange in The
Merchant of Venice’.>")

There has been far less written about les-
bianism, though Valerie Traub has recently
explored the question of homoerotic desire
from a lesbian angle, especially in her chapters
on ‘Desire and the Differences it Makes’ and
“The Homoerotics of Shakespearean Comedy’
in Desire and Anxiety.’® Making use of feminist
film criticism on the ‘male gaze’ and the posi-
tioning of the audience in relation to screen
representations, she argues eloquently for an
eroticism which does not flow directly from
gender identity and is not limited to the binary
homosexual/heterosexual opposition. (See also
her more recent essay on ‘The (In)Significance
of “Lesbian” Desire in Early Modern
England’.*)

THE BOY ACTOR

Male homosexual desire in the Renaissance
period is often represented as something which
involves an age difference if not a sex differ-
ence: it is seen as the desire of adult men for
‘boys’, and the use of such terms for the younger
partner as ‘ganymede’, ‘catamite’ and ‘ingle’ all
testify to this. The boy actor of women’s parts
has been the focus of considerable interest to
gay critics as well as to feminist critics in recent
years. At the same time a more general interest
in transvestism as a widespread social phenom-
enon not exclusive to the Renaissance is shown
in two recent books by prominent Shakespear-
ian critics: Marjorie Garber’s Vested Interests:
Cross-Dressing and Cultural Anxiety,** and Jona-
than Dollimore’s Sexual Dissidence: Augustine to
Wilde, Freud to Foucault,*! which has a chapter
on ‘Cross-Dressing in Early Modern England’.
In the light of this it is perhaps surprising that
there has not yet been a major new book on the
boy actor, but at least two scholars, Juliet
Dusinberre and Stephen Orgel, are working on
such projects. In fact we still know extra-
ordinarily little about the actual performers,
their lives and careers, but we can argue, both
from the texts themselves and from secondary
material (notably the attacks on the immorality
of the stage), that this particular dramatic con-
vention gave rise to a number of debates about

32 (Chicago, 1985).

33 In Human Sexuality in the Middle Ages and Renaissance
edited by Douglas Radcliff-Umstead (Pittsburgh: Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh Publications on Middle Ages and
Renaissance, 1978), pp. 135-52.

34 South Atlantic Quarterly, 88 (1989), 127-47.

35 Journal of Homosexuality, 8 (1983), 113—26.

36 Shakespeare Survey 37 (1984), §5—68.

37 Shakespeare Quarterly, 38 (1987), 19-33.

38 As cited in n. 9 above.

3% In Erotic Politics: The Dynamics of Desire in the Renaissance
Theatre, edited by Susan Zimmerman (New York and
London, 1992), pp. 150—69.

40 (London, 1992)

41 (Oxford, 1991).
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sexual identity, sexual difference and sexual
transgression.

Several scholars working in this area have
discussed cross-dressing as a real-life social
phenomenon in Renaissance England as well as
a theatrical practice. They have investigated the
social and religious background and the pos-
sible relationships between women wearing
men’s clothes on the streets and men wearing
women’s clothes on the stage. Such work
includes Juliet Dusinberre’s section on ‘Disguise
and the Boy Actor’ in chapter 4 of Shakespeare
and the Nature of Women,*? Lisa Jardine’s chapter
on ‘Female Roles and Elizabethan Eroticism’ in
Still Harping on Daughters,*> Mary Beth Rose’s
essay on ‘Women in Men’s Clothing: Apparel
and Social Stability in The Roaring Girl’,*
Laura Levine’s ‘Men in Women’s Clothing:
Anti-theatricality and Effeminization from
1579 to 1642’,% Jonathan Dollimore’s ‘Subject-
ivity, Sexuality and Transgression’,* Stephen
Orgel’s ‘Nobody’s Perfect: Or Why Did the
English Renaissance Stage Take Boys for
Women?#” and Jean E. Howard’s ‘Crossdress-
sing, the Theatre, and Gender Struggle in Early
Modern England’.*®

Others have concentrated more specifically
on the immediate dramatic effects of the con-
vention: such work includes Paula S. Berg-
gren’s ‘The Woman’s Part: Female Sexuality as
Power in Shakespeare’s Plays’,* Kathleen
McLuskie’s ‘“The Act, the Role, and the Actor:
Boy Actresses on the Elizabethan Stage’,’° Mary
Free’s ‘Shakespeare’s Comedic Heroines:
Protofeminists or Conformers to Patri-
archy?’,5! Matthew H. Wikander’s ‘“As secret
as maidenhead”: The Profession of the Boy-
Actress in Twelfth Night',>? Phyllis Rackin’s
‘Androgyny, Mimesis, and the Marriage of the
Boy Heroine on the English Renaissance
Stage™* and Lorraine Helms’s ‘Playing the
Woman’s Part: Feminist Criticism and Shake-
spearean Performance’.>*

A central issue of debate about the boy actor
has been over whether the convention
empowers women, by allowing female char-

acters to adopt freedoms denied them in a
patriarchal culture, or whether in the end the
disguises serve only to reaffirm the sexual hier-
archy. On the more positive side, critics such as
Dusinberre, Berggren, and Rackin (as well as
Catherine Belsey in ‘Disrupting Gender Differ-
ence: Meaning and Gender in the Comedies’™)
see at least the possibility for an escape from the
constraints of femininity, an opening up of
rigid gender distinctions, a playfulness with
ideas of androgyny. On the negative side,
critics such as Free and Howard reject the view
of Shakespeare’s heroines as proto-feminists and
argue that cross-dressing on the stage was not in
fact a strong site of resistance to traditional
assumptions about gender. In this context,
more than one critic has contrasted Shake-
speare’s use of the boy-disguised-as-a-girl-
disguised-as-a-boy in As You Like It and
Twelfth Night, usually arguing that Rosalind is
empowered by her disguise while Viola is
trapped by hers: see Nancy K. Hales” ‘Sexual
Disguise in As You Like It and Twelfth Night'>®
and Valerie Traub’s chapter on “The Homo-
erotics of Shakespearean Comedy’ in Desire and
Anxiety.”> Peter Erickson on the other hand has
interpreted both the ending and the epilogue in

4 (London, 1975).

43 (Brighton, 1983).

4 English Literary Renaissance, 14 (1984), 367-91.

4> Criticism, 28 (1986), 121—43.

4 Renaissance Drama, 17 (1986), $3~81.

47 South Atlantic Quarterly, 88 (1989), 7—29.

48 Shakespeare Quarterly, 39 (1988), 418—40.

4 In The Woman’s Part: Feminist Criticism of Shakespeare
edited by Carolyn Ruth Swift Lenz, Gayle Greene and
Carol Thomas Neely (Urbana, 1980), pp. 17-34.

50 New Theatre Quarterly, 3 (1987), 120—30.

5! Shakespeare Bulletin, 4 (1986), 23—s.

52 Comparative Drama, 20 (1986), 349~62.

53 PMLA, 102 (1987), 29—41.

54 In Performing Feminisms edited by Sue-Ellen Case (Balti-
more, 1990), pp. 196—206.

5 In Alternative Shakespeares edited by John Drakakis
(London, 1985), pp. 166—90.

56 Shakespeare Survey 32 (1979), 63—72.

57 As cited in n. 9 above, pp. 122—44.

o
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As You Like It as means of containing and even
eliminating female power.>®

Surveying this necessarily selective run of
references, it seems surprising that two partici-
pants in the debate have seen fit to scold femin-
ist critics for neglecting the issue: they are James
L. Hill, in *““What, are they children?’: Shake-
speare’s Tragic Women and the Boy Actors™®
and P. H. Parry in ‘The Boyhood of Shake-
speare’s Heroines’ . Hill argues that the rela-
tively straightforward roles given to the
women in the tragedies could reflect Shake-
speare’s awareness of the limitations of the boy
actors as much as his actual views of real
women, while Parry stresses that the original
audience must always have been fully aware of
the male actors under the female costumes. In
the light of this last remark it is interesting that
Juliet Dusinberre queries in ‘As Who Liked It?’
below whether women in the plays’ original
audiences responded any more positively to the
boy actors than women did to the recent
all-male production of As You Like It by the
Cheek by Jowl company.b! (Some women I
spoke to after this paper said that they had liked
the production well enough, but others had felt
excluded, particularly by the ending.)

LANGUAGE

If sexuality is socially constructed, it is also, and
necessarily on the English Renaissance stage,
verbally constructed. Language itself, as femin-
ist linguistics has shown, is far from being
gender-neutral. Male/female stereotypes are
built into everyday language use as well as into
more elaborated literary contexts. In Literary
Fat Ladies: Rhetoric, Gender, Property®® Patricia
Parker explores the sexual politics of Shake-
speare’s plays through an analysis of their rhe-
torical structures, arguing that the ‘women are
words, men deeds’ cliché gave rise to an anxiety
about effeminization associated with linguistic
excess or ‘fatness’: Hamlet associates impotence
with talking like a drab. Specific tropes such as
hysteron proteron, dilation and delation, are seen as

moulding the gender hierarchy in King Lear
and the destruction of Desdemona in Othello
respectively. Women’s supposed lack of verbal
self-control is associated with other kinds of
‘fluency’ or ‘leakiness” by Gail Kern Paster in
‘Leaky Vessels: The Incontinent Women of
City Comedy’,®® while in his paper in this
volume, Russ McDonald contrasts what he sees
as the generally ‘masculine’ language of Shake-
speare’s tragedies with the more ‘feminine’
language of the late romances, associating the
gender stereotypes with the genres them-
selves.®

Men arguably control language, in the plays
as in real life. In ‘““The Blazon of Sweet
Beauty’s Best”: Shakespeare’s Lucrece’, Nancy
Vickers shows how female characters such as
Lucrece, Desdemona and Innogen can become
victims of the blazon, the elaborated verbal
description of a woman’s beauty, a trope which
originates in the male imagination and func-
tions in situations of male rivalry.$ (An
excellent reading of The Rape of Lucrece in a
shortened version prepared by Russell Jackson
during the Stratford conference, performed by
the Royal Shakespeare Company actors Sam-
antha Bond and Paul Jesson, emphasized for me
how firmly patriarchal the story is, beginning
with men arguing over the virtues of their
wives and ending with men arguing over who
has the right to revenge the dead heroine.) To
somewhat similar effect, though in relation to a
very different text, Carol Cook claims in “The
Sign and Semblance of Her Honor: Reading

58 As cited in n. 25 above, pp. 24—5, 34.

59 Studies in English Literature, 26 (1986), 235—58.

60 Shakespeare Survey 42 (1989), 99—109.

81 See Shakespeare Survey 45 (1993), 128—130.

62 (London, 1987).

63 Renaissance Drama, 18 (1987), 43-65.

64 See below, pp. 91-106.

65 In Shakespeare and the Question of Theory, edited by
Patricia Parker and Geoffrey Hartman (London, 1985),
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Gender Difference in Much Ado About Nothing’
that ‘what is at stake is a masculine prerogative
in language, which the play itself sustains’.%
The contest in ‘phallic wit’ between Beatrice
and Benedick contributes in the end to the
survival of the masculine ethos. Women can
play with words but men own them.

Some critics have been more optimistic
about the possibility of a more positive femin-
ine use of language. Deborah T. Curren-
Aquino argues in ‘Toward a Star that Danced:
Woman as Survivor in Shakespeare’s Early
Comedies’ that the women in these plays have
more adaptable verbal skills than the men.®’
Taking a comparable line on Isabella and
Helena in ‘Speaking Sensibly: Feminine Rhe-
toric in Measure for Measure and All’s Well That
Ends Well’, Christy Desmet nevertheless con-
cedes that the women are finally consigned to
silence in a male world.%®® Paradoxically, as
Philip C. Kolin notes in the Introduction to his
annotated bibliography of Shakespeare and
Feminist Criticism, many studies of women’s
distinctive language in the plays have in fact
focused on their silence.®

Sometimes, however, Shakespeare’s women
speak when male critics and directors would
prefer them to be silent, and this is especially
evident when they talk about sexuality. I have
already mentioned Juliet Dusinberre’s discuss-
ion of the suppression of ‘rudeness’ in Rosa-
lind’s language: for years that character’s expla-
nation of her moodiness in 1.3 — ‘some of it is
for my child’s father’ — was prudishly emended
to ‘some of it is for my father’s child’. George

Bernard Shaw revealed himself to be a true
Victorian when he remarked of Beatrice that ‘In
her character of professed wit she has only one
subject, and that is the subject which a really
witty woman never jests about, because it is too
serious a matter to 2 woman to be made light of
without indelicacy’.”® In Wooing, Wedding and
Power Irene Dash points out that the part of the
sexually outspoken Princess in Love’s Labour’s
Lost has often been severely abbreviated, both
on stage and in expurgated editions, in a series of
attempts to save her from ‘vulgarity’ and to
make her speech more ‘ladylike’ by post-
Renaissance standards.”! In his paper in this
volume William C. Carroll discusses the issue
of female sexuality and linguistic obscenity —an
area which still poses problems for editors.”?

We are not always entirely easy talking
about sexuality even today, and we don’t
always know if we are getting the tone right,
but at any event, as I hope I have shown, the
topic ‘Shakespeare and Sexuality’ has generated
a great deal of language, both spoken and
written, witty and serious, and this volume is
unlikely to be the last word on it.

% PMLA, 101 (1986), 186—202.

67 Selected Papers from the West Virginia Shakespeare and
Renaissance Association, 11 (1986), 50—61.

68 Renaissance Papers 1986 (1987), 43—51.

%% As cited in n. 2 above, p. 42.

™ In Shaw on Shakespeare, edited by Edwin Wilson
(Harmondsworth, 1969), p. 156.

7 As cited in n. 18 above, pp. 14—20.

72 See Carroll below, pp. 107-19.



