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Cancelled 
Shakespeare?

There was a time in education when Shakespeare 
was sacrosanct. The embodiment of cultural 
achievement, his lines were acclaimed by teachers 

and learned by students, and everyone held it as an 
unassailable fact that Shakespeare was good for you. 
Now things aren’t so clear. The current production of 
Romeo and Juliet at the Globe comes with warnings that 
it ‘contains depictions of suicide, moments of violence 
and references to drug use’. A critical storm raged over 
The Tempest when an accompanying lecture cautioned 
that the play could be harmful because of its ‘violent 
colonial implications’.

Culture and control
While some argue that audiences deserve protection 
from offence and that Shakespeare’s privileged status 
deserves scrutiny, others see him as a poor player 
in a broader cultural war. Yet there are reasons for 
sensitivity, for questioning orthodoxies and for 
flagging difficult issues. While some trigger warnings 
— for example, alerting readers that Harry Potter books 
contain representations of magic — might seem absurd, 
few would argue against students understanding the 

context of the texts they are studying, so that they are 
prepared for the subject matter, themes and issues they 
will encounter.

Attempting to control the interpretation of literature 
is nothing new. Such actions usually tell us more about 
those who want to do the controlling, and the times in 
which they live, than the texts they control. In 1681, 
Nahum Tate rewrote Shakespeare’s tragedy, King Lear, 
giving it a happy ending by allowing Cordelia to live and 
the king to regain his throne. Written during the reign 
of King Charles II — who in 1660 was restored to the 
throne after 9 years in exile — Tate’s version responds 
to the spirit of its times. Its popularity endured and it 
became the standard King Lear until 1838. Eighteenth-
century audiences perhaps responded more to its 
sensitive and sentimental side than its depiction of the 
monarchy. In 1785, Samuel Johnson declared: 

I was many years ago so shocked by Cordelia’s 
death, that I know not whether I ever endured 
to read again the last scenes of the play till I 
undertook to revise them as an editor.

In the nineteenth century, Thomas Bowdler 
‘corrected’ upsetting elements in The Family Shakespeare. 
This gave rise to the term ‘bowdlerise’ — to censor by 
removing offensive content.

A
D

O
BE

 S
TO

CK

Luke McBratney takes a broad 
view of the censorship, control 
and ‘cancelling’ of literature

Should Romeo and Juliet come with 
a trigger warning?
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Forbidden texts
Banning is the most extreme form of censorship. This 
fate has befallen many texts that are now considered 
important literature. The Canterbury Tales fell foul of 
an American law of 1873 that made it illegal to send 
‘obscene, lewd or lascivious’, ‘immoral’ or ‘indecent’ 
publications by post. Bawdy content, swearing and 
Chaucer’s use of sexual terms all caused offence.

Possibly the most famous literary ban is that of D. 
H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover. First published in 
1928, it was bowdlerised or banned in the UK until its 
publisher won a landmark trial in 1960. That victory 
seemed to usher in a new way of life, as the ‘swinging 
sixties’ began and a new era of liberalism was born. 
Philip Larkin’s ‘Annus Mirabilis’ reflects this: 

Sexual intercourse began 
In nineteen sixty-three 
…  
Between the end of the ‘Chatterley’ ban 
And the Beatles’ first LP.

Writers became emboldened to use direct language. 
In his 1963 poem ‘Sunny Prestatyn’, Larkin uses the 
words ‘cock’ and ‘balls’. These words (which were cited 
by the prosecution in the Chatterley trial as examples 
of why Lady Chatterley’s Lover should remain banned) 
are used to describe the crude graffiti that defaces the 
poster of a young woman inviting people to ‘Come To 
Sunny Prestatyn’.

Interpreting interpretations
It might be argued that literary control has come full 
circle. Rather than protecting authors from a censorious 
establishment, some critics claim that liberal forces now 
control texts’ and readers’ interpretations — especially 
when writers’ ideas are judged to conflict with current 
values and attitudes.

Instead of being outraged by this, it might be better 
to take a broader view. Considering how different 
audiences at different times have responded to texts is 
one powerful way in which we can explore context. This 
approach is equally applicable to writers, editors and 
producers. Consider how Laurence Olivier — director, 

producer and star of the 1944 film version of Henry V 
(1944) — cut Henry’s harsh threats and actions and 
portrayed a humane and heroic young king. His film 
received financial support from the UK government’s 
War Office to boost morale, and was well-received by 
audiences during and soon after the Second World War.

New productions — as much as new editions and 
new criticism — offer new readings and interpretations. 
We should engage with them as well as with the texts 
themselves. French essayist Michel de Montaigne makes 
a useful contribution to the debate when he claims 
that instead of producing definitive interpretations, 
criticism often leads to confusion and further readings. 
The same is true of current critical practices, whether 
they edit, explain or warn. We could do worse than 
heed Montaigne’s advice that we need ‘to interpret 
interpretations’ more ‘than to interpret things’.

Activity
Research different productions of the Shakespeare 
play you are studying. Include responses from 
audience members where possible. What are 
the distinctive aspects of each version, and what 
do they say about the time in which each was 
produced?  The website of the Royal Shakespeare 
Society is an excellent starting point:  
www.rsc.org.uk/shakespeares-plays
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