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SHAKESPEARE, LOVE AND LANGUAGE

What is the nature of romantic love and erotic desire in Shakespeare’s
work? In this erudite and yet accessible study, David Schalkwyk
addresses this question by exploring the historical contexts, theory
and philosophy of love. Close readings of Shakespeare’s plays and
poems are delivered through the lens of historical texts from Plato to
Montaigne and modern writers including Jacques Lacan, Jean-Luc
Marion, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Jacques Derrida, Alain Badiou and
Stanley Cavell. Through these studies, it is argued that Shakespeare
has no single or overarching concept of love, and that in Shakespeare’s work, love is not an emotion. Rather, it is a form of action
and disposition, to be expressed and negotiated linguistically.
  is a Professor of Shakespeare Studies at Queen
Mary University of London. He was formerly Director of Research at
the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington DC and editor of the
Shakespeare Quarterly. His books include Speech and Performance in
Shakespeare’s Sonnets and Plays (), Literature and the Touch of the
Real (), Shakespeare, Love and Service (), Hamlet’s Dreams:
The Robben Island Shakespeare () and The Word against the
World: The Bakhtin Circle ().
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Introduction




Shaping Fantasies



A Midsummer Night’s Dream: “Thou art translated”
The Two Gentlemen of Verona: “Love . . . ’against the nature of love”
Twelfth Night: “One face, one voice, one habit, and two persons!”



Love’s Troubled Consummations
Troilus and Cressida: “Truth tired with iteration”
Othello: “Tis yet to know”



The Impossible Gift of Love

The “Finality of the You”








Much Ado About Nothing: “There is no love in you”
Romeo and Juliet: “Take all myself”







As You Like It: “What ’tis to love”
The Merchant of Venice: “With all my heart”







Is Love an Emotion?






Antony and Cleopatra: “Husband, I come!”
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This book has been a long time in the writing. I ﬁrst had the idea of
writing about love in Shakespeare while working on what became Speech
and Performance in Shakespeare’s Sonnets and Plays at the turn of the
century. However, overwhelmed by the enormity of the task and increasingly intrigued by the aﬀective dimensions of service in Shakespeare’s text
and society alike, I narrowed my focus in Shakespeare, Love and Service in
. But that was not the end of it. I continued to be haunted by the
need to investigate love in Shakespeare that was neither bound by service
nor reduced to desire or sex. Almost ten years later, Shakespeare, Love and
Language has reluctantly pronounced that it is now or never. I might have
called it “Love not service, and love not desire”, but I have discovered that
love and desire cannot be kept as chastely apart as I had ﬁrst thought, and
the saturation of the early modern period by the discourses of service
meant that the latter had to be given its due, even if it is not the focus of
the present study.
In the time it has taken to write the book I have incurred and accumulated an enormous number of debts to people with whom I have tried out,
tested, described and argued for my ideas. Inevitably, those ideas have
changed, sometimes radically, as a result of these interchanges.
They have been developed at four institutions, on as many continents:
in the English Department of the University of Cape Town, the Folger
Shakespeare Library in Washington DC, and Queen Mary University of
London and the University of Warwick. Shakespeare, Love and Language
has been a communal endeavour, and I am endlessly grateful to the
friends, colleagues, family and strangers who have been willing to listen
to and engage with me with such patience and generosity. Without the
Lacan Reading Group at the Folger, Lacan’s texts would have remained
impenetrable. My close and supportive contact with the community of
scholars and fellows at the Folger and during my tenure as Director of
Research and editor of the Shakespeare Quarterly contributed more to my
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understanding of love in Shakespeare than I could possibly acknowledge.
Special thanks go to Geoﬀ Masten and Marc Shachter for their help with
my argument on friendship and Twelfth Night. A semester at Gallatin
College, New York University provided superbly gifted students with
whom I was able to test my ideas at a crucial stage of their development,
and the invaluable support and conversation of Jacques Lezra and Susanne
Woﬀord. The community of Theatre Without Borders helped me more
than they knew. An eye-opening workshop on King Lear run by Tim
Supple of Dash Arts showed me ways in which love may be embodied
through diﬀerent cultural and linguistic practices, as have the many people
I have met across the world in the establishment of Global Shakespeare.
I list the interlocutors who have not escaped my memory. I hope that
I will be forgiven for any omissions. My thanks then to Debra Aarons,
Shaul Bassi, Sarah Beckwith, Kate Belsey, Silvia Bigliazzi, Christian
Billing, Anston Bosman, Carol Brobeck, Jerry Brotton, Carrol Clarkson,
Kent Cartwright, Jim Carrol, Ann Coldiron, Tony Dawson, Natasha
Distiller, Heather Dubrow, Steve Ennis, Ewan Fernie, Stephen Greenblatt, John Higgins, Jonathan Hope, Tony Howard, John Kerrigan, Paul
Kottman, Doug Lawrie, Julia Lupton, Sonia Massai, Madhavi Menan,
Steve May, Barbara Mowatt, Fabio Mangolini, Simon Palfrey, Lena Orlin,
John Parker, Gail Paster, Daniel Roux, David Ruthenberg, Carol Rutter,
Jim Siemon, Bruce Smith, Alan Stewart, Richard Strier, Paul Stevens, Tim
Supple, Melissa Walter, Valerie Wayne, William West, Richard Wilson,
Paul Yachnin, Bob Young and especially, my UCT colleague,
Sandra Young.
I owe special thanks to Elizabeth Hersh who not only helped shape my
understanding of love but also saved it; to Ruth Morse, a tireless companion and guide, who taught me what to throw away; to Elena Pellone, who
always brings me back to the text; to Maurizio Calbi, who spent three days
in Paris talking through my ideas with me, and read numerous drafts; to
Tom Bishop, for his emotional and intellectual support; to Gill Harris,
who talked me through my arguments over many a Chinese lunch in DC;
to Colette Gordon who did the same over sushi; to Bradin Cormack, a
kindred soul; to Stephen Orgel for his gentle, patient guidance; to David
Hillman, without whose work on Shakespeare and psychoanalysis the
book would have been much poorer; to Lars Engle, for enduring friendship and wisdom; to Ted Leinwandt, for his uncompromising engagement
and friendship; to the late David Evett, for his gentleness and boundless
generosity; to Lynne Magnusson, for showing me how language works;
and to Michael Neill, for whom words are not suﬃcient. I cannot thank
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my family, Christina, Andrew and James (and now Pip) enough. My work
is always for them, and through them.
It is always customary to thank one’s anonymous readers, but in my case
such thanks are doubly due. I cannot say that they did not cause some
heartache and frustration, even a dollop of resentment, but the scrupulous
fairness and, most important, toughness of their initial reports made this a
much better book. Indeed, they made it publishable.
Finally, I wish to thank my editor at Cambridge University Press, Sarah
Stanton, who ﬁrst encouraged me, when I was a young South African
academic, to publish with the press, and whose gentle guidance, friendship
and patience has been extraordinary. I’m afraid that I tarried too long over
Shakespeare, Love and Language, because Sarah retired in January ,
weeks before I was able to submit the ﬁnal manuscript.
All the chapters in this book contain ideas and arguments, always
reworked and rethought, that have been published elsewhere.
The section in Chapter  on Twelfth Night contains material originally
published as “The Discourses of Friendship and the Structural Imagination of Shakespeare’s Theatre: Montaigne, Twelfth Night, De Gournay”,
Renaissance Drama New Series  (): –. Chapter  contains
extensively reworked material from “Othello’s Consummation” in Othello,
Arden State of Play, ed. Ann Thomson and Lena Orlin (London: Bloomsbury, ). In Chapter , the work on The Merchant of Venice is an
extension of “The Impossible Gift of Love in The Merchant of Venice and
the Sonnets”, Shakespeare . (): –. Chapters  and  contain
arguments ﬁrst tried out in “‘Love’s Transgression’: Service, Romeo, Juliet,
and the Finality of the You”, The Shakespearean International Yearbook 
(): – and “Is Love an Emotion?: Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night
and Antony and Cleopatra”, Symploke: An Interdisciplinary Journal for the
Mixing of Discourses, .– (): –.
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