
On Shakespeare, and Uncle Ben 

 “It is likewise the case with Mozart that only one of his works makes him a classic 
composer and absolutely immortal.  That work is Don Giovanni.  Everything else he has 
composed can please and delight, arouse our admiration, enrich the soul, satisfy the ear, 
delight the heart; but no service is done to him and his immortality by throwing 
everything together and making it all equally great.  Don Giovanni is his reception piece.  
With Don Giovanni, he enters that eternity which lies not outside time but in the midst of 
it, which is not hidden from the eyes of men by any curtain, into which the immortals are 
not admired once and for all but are continually being admitted, inasmuch as the 
generation passes by and directs its gaze toward them, is happy in its contemplation of 
them, goes to its grave, and the next generation in turn goes by and is transfigured in 
contemplating them.”  1

   

This is something that I have thought about over the years.  Some people’s works 
are considered great because they are attached, through authorship, to other works.  
Consider Shakespeare festivals and companies.  It is rare that a Shakespeare company 
will perform something outside of Shakespeare’s works (whether you are convinced of 
the validity of Shakespeare as author of the work is beside the point, or argues the point 
for me depending on how you look at it).  However, is it not true that many of 
Shakespeare’s works are inferior to others by him and some inferior to those by some of 
his contemporaries?  And yet, Measure for Measure, as fine a play as it is (and it may be 
a stroke of genius by the Bard) is not very entertaining or funny at all.  Isn’t our desire to 
be entertained and to laugh when attending a comedy?  It is likely that people who watch 
Measure for Measure are not interested or even aware of it being an allegory but are 
merely paying the money to be “cultured” and feel they must labour through its odd plot 
and saccharine ending (unless aware of the allegory) and pretend to laugh at the meagre 
humour because it is considered a comedy by the greatest of all playwrights.  Meanwhile, 
Ben Jonson’s Volpone gathers dust.  Volpone is clever, hilarious, and stands the test of 
time.  It may not be as funny as A Midsummer Nights Dream or as clever as Twelfth Night 
but it is certainly better than Measure for Measure in most ways (except for allegory).  
And yet Measure for Measure was performed by Bard on the Beach in Vancouver twice 
while I lived there and I do not recall Volpone ever being performed unless it was done by 
a very small company. 
 To press my point about Measure, I once met someone in a coffee shop whom I 
recognized as an actor from the local Shakespeare company.  It wasn’t a long 
conversation, but it is highlighted in my memory with two comments he made.  The first 
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was that, since I recognized him from a play, he automatically assumed that I was a part 
of the local arts scene.  Why is that?  Does it take an artist to recognize another artist?  Or 
did he think that only actors went to plays?  Would that not be a problematic scenario?  
How is that sustainable?  The second comment, and more important for this discussion, is 
that he seemed completely confused as to the meaning of his current project, Measure for 
Measure.  He was in the play and didn’t understand why they were performing it.  When I 
suggested that it was Shakespeare’s attempt to outline the biblical narrative in drama 
form, he looked for an opportunity to cut the conversation short.  Perhaps he mistook my 
enthusiasm for the subject matter as a gateway to evangelism.  Whatever the case, my 
question is, when the actors don’t understand a play, why perform it?  Volpone, on the 
other hand, is a straight-forward farce (if it is possible for a farce to be straightforward), 
with anti-heroes and buffoons that moderns would love.  And it goes relatively 
unacknowledged because only English and theatre majors know who Ben Jonson is. 
 These points make me look like a snob, which is not my purpose.  In fact, it is the 
opposite.  Measure for Measure is a play for snobs while Volpone is a play for the 
common person.  In Jonson’s play, the nobility is perceived as money-grubbing slobs and 
even the moral centre spits all over himself while performing his heroism.  It’s great fun, 
while Measure for Measure is for people who care only to be “cultured”.  How boring.  
Where I might come across as being a snob is when I suggest that those people who care 
to be cultured only think they care to be cultured or they only want to be perceived as 
cultured.  The laughter that I generally hear at Shakespeare comedies always come across 
to me as laughter to save face.  There’s some sort of cue by the actors that says that this 
line is supposed to be funny, and so half the audience laughs an uneasy laugh.  It’s like 
that old joke we used to tell in grammar school:  “Two penguins were sitting in a bath 
tub.  One says to the other, ‘Please pass the soap.’  The other says, ‘What do you think I 
am?  A typewriter?’ ”  Then, the joke teller laughs in order to see if the listener will laugh 
on cue or because something’s funny.  It’s mean spirited, whereas the actors in As You 
Like It are trying to help you save face.  Unfortunately, it doesn’t work.  We all look like 
bores or morons.  And it’s all because of branding.  A problem that’s been brewing way 
before Naomi Klein came along. 
 Consider the epigram by Kierkegaard.  What makes Either/Or so appropriate for 
this point is that the book itself is most likely read because it is by Kierkegaard, despite 
its brilliance.  It was largely ignored at the time it was published when (a) very few 
people knew who Kierkegaard was and (b) no one knew he wrote it anyway.  He did 
almost everything he could to (a) draw publicity to the book alone and (b) see to it that no 
one knew that he wrote it.  But now that we do know he wrote it, more layers of intrigue 
seep through it.  Consider the essay on Mozart.  It is “written” by A, an unknown entity 
who “contributed” to much of the first half of Either/Or.  Of course, A is Kierkegaard 
himself writing under a pseudonym (actually an anonym since he is unnamed).  To add 
intrigue to intrigue, the works of A that made it into Either/Or are drawn upon and edited 
by Victor Eremita, who is another pseudonym of Kierkegaard.  There is another ‘author’ 
edited in Either/Or by Eremita called B.  Oh, and two weeks after publication, 
Kierkegaard published an article called “Who is the Author of Either/Or?” under yet 



another pseudonym.  And then one of the points of the essay is to question branding.  
Some things are given credence because of their name alone and other things are 
forgotten because they are not associated with a name, despite how good they are. 
 This isn’t always a problem, of course.  Watching Shakespeare is usually a good 
idea.  It certainly makes it easier if you don’t have a lot of time to do research.  But it also 
creates some unnecessary laziness and this attitude spills over into other aspects of our 
lazy lives.  Consider the following:  I buy my rice basmati and raw.  I do this because it’s 
an extremely simple product to make and it’s cheap.  The ingredients are water and rice 
and the steps are 4:  (1) rinse the rice, (2) cover it with twice the amount of water as there 
is rice, (3) boil the water, (4) turn stove down to lowest setting for about 15 minutes.  
While doing steps three and four I cook the rest of my meal.  Unless I’m reheating 
leftovers, 15 minutes is about the minimum for a healthy and simple meal.  This is not a 
long time at all to prepare a supper.  But there is a problem.  I have no idea what company 
sells my rice.  Actually, I don’t consider this a problem myself.  To quote someone, and it 
matters not who, “That which we call a rice by any other name would smell as sweet.”   

Well this is a major problem if you want to make a lot of money and no one can 
remember your name.  So the savvy rice company must make its rice stand out.  But what 
can you do to rice to make it stand out?  I guess you make it more convenient and call 
your product Minute Rice or Uncle Ben’s Instant.  I, personally, have never really 
understood why anyone would need to save 8 minutes on a meal that has added 
chemicals, extra packaging, is more expensive, and tastes bad, especially when more than 
8 minutes of my rice making process is entirely idle.  You might say that the reason is 
because we are addicted to branding.  But this is only partly true.  We go with branded 
items for a while until they become too expensive, then we try to substitute.  But instead 
of substituting with the real thing, we forget that there ever was something other than the 
branded item.  We buy knock-off brands of instant rice!  It’s slightly less expensive, 
worse quality rice that’s still more expensive and way worse tasting than that product 
called “rice”, a product that’s so simple to make that billions of people prepare it per day.   

 There is a trend in academia that wants to derail the ‘Canon’ of literature to make 
way for cultural studies in general.  That is, rather than study Shakespeare or Joyce or 
Faulkner, we should study things that are more democratic, like Stephen King or P.D. 
James.  But might this only exacerbate the problem?  Doesn’t this idea, despite its 
populist intentions, merely rely on market forces to decide what’s worth reading?  It 
relies on who is the best at marketing themselves or potential convenience (P.D. James is 
surely easier to read than Joyce just as Uncle Ben must be easier to make than normal 
Basmati rice, or so the marketers want us to believe).  But the convenience is usually only 
perceived and the perceived convenience is sly and devious (such as with the high brow 
convenience of the Shakespeare brand).  And just as with the democratic process, as great 
as it is, the election of one means the marginalization of another.  And the election of one 
usually has to do with the amount of money one has to spend on marketing or a 
memorable name, not the good that they will bestow on the people who elected him or 
her—and that goes for the next president and Shakespeare and Uncle Ben—to the 



detriment of the real Uncle Ben, of whom it can be said the following (from Volpone 
itself):  “In all his poems still hath been this measure:  To mix profit with your pleasure.”  
If only we knew what was good for us. 

     


