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After an enormous expenditure of money and effort,
Shakespeare's Globe Theater has risen again, four centuries later,
on London's south bank of the Thames. Designed as a faithful
reconstruction of the original, it uses the building methods of the
time and traditional materials (oak timbers, plaster walls, wooden
pegs, water-reeds for thatching the roof). From above, the shape
seems circular (actually, it is twenty-six sided) with three covered
tiers of seats surrounding a central area which is open to the sky..
There the "groundlings" may stand to see the action taking place
on the stage, which occupies almost half of the inner space. There
are no artificial lights, no conventional sets, no fancy rigging.
Seeing a Shakespeare play in the afternoon sunlight at the
new Globe must come very close to the experience of those earlyday Londoners, except, of course, that we in the twentieth-century
behave better. We don't yell insults at the actors, spit, or toss
orange peels on the ground. We also smell better: the seventeenthcentury playwright, Thomas Dekker, calls the original audience
"Stinkards . . . glewed together in crowdes with the Steames of
strong breath" (Shakespeare's Globe: The Guide Book [London:
International Globe Center, 1996], 42). And we are safer. The first
Globe burned to the ground. The new theater has more exits, fireretardant insulation concealed in the walls, and water-sprinklers
that poke through the thatch of the roof.
That hard-headed capitalists and officials would be willing,
even eager, to invest in the project shows that Shakespeare is good
business. The new Globe is just one example. Cedar City's own
Utah Shakespearean Festival makes a significant contribution to
the economy of southern Utah. A sizable percentage of all the
tourist dollars spent in England goes to Shakespeare's birthplace,
Stratford-on-Avon, which would be a sleepy little agricultural
town without its favorite son. The situation seems incredible. In
our whole history, what other playwright could be called a major
economic force? Who else--what single individual--could be listed
along with agriculture, mining, and the like as an industry of a
region? Why Shakespeare?

The explanation, of course, goes further than an attempt to
preserve our cultural traditions. In an almost uncanny way,
Shakespeare's perceptions remain valuable for our own
understandings of life, and probably no other writer remains so
insightful, despite the constantly changing preoccupations of
audiences over time.
The people of past centuries, for example, looked to the plays for
nuggets of wisdom and quotable quotes, and many of
Shakespeare's lines have passed into common parlance. There is an
old anecdote about the woman, who on first seeing Hamlet, was
asked how she liked the play. She replied, "Oh, very nice, my dear,
but so full of quotations." She has it backwards of course. Only the
King James Bible has lent more "quotations" to English than
Shakespeare.
Citizens of the late nineteenth century sought in the plays for
an understanding of human nature, valuing Shakespeare's character
for traits that they recognized in themselves and in others. The
fascination continues to the present day as some of our best-known
movie stars attempt to find new dimensions in the great characters:
Mel Gibson and Kenneth Branagh in Hamlet, Lawrence Fishburn
in Othello, Leonardo de Caprio in Romeo, to name just a few.
Matters of gender, class, and race have preoccupied more
recent audiences. Beatrice sounds a rather feminist note in Much
Ado about Nothing in her advice to her cousin about choosing a
husband: Curtsy to your father, but say "Father, as it please me."
Coriolanus presents a recurring dilemma about class relations in its
explorations of the rights and wrongs involved in a great man's
attempt to control the masses. Racial attitudes are illuminated in
Othello, where the European characters always mark the hero by
his race, always identify him first as the "Moor," are always aware
of his difference.
London's new/old Globe is thus a potent symbol of the plays'
continuing worth to us. The very building demonstrates the utter
accuracy of the lines written so long ago that Shakespeare is not
"of an age" but "for all time."

