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In recent years, Theatre Journal, reÿecting trends in theatre scholarship, has significantly 
broadened its scope through, among other things, an ever-increasing acknowledgment 
of plays originating from outside Europe and America, and a radically expanded notion 
of both the dramatic text and the performance event. In this context, the five essays in 
this general issue may at first blush seem somewhat old-fashioned: all focus on plays (in 
the conventional sense of the word) by American, English, or Irish playwrights, most of 
whom—such as William Shakespeare, Thomas Kyd, and Suzan-Lori Parks—are already 
highly familiar to students of theatre. Where each of these essays makes its distinctive con-
tribution is by reframing the plays within carefully selected, rigorously defined, and richly 
restored contexts of performance. Archbishop Tutu, in a statement quoted in Sara Warner’s 
essay, observes that “a person is not basically an independent, solitary entity. A person is a 
human precisely in being enveloped in the community of other beings, in being caught in 
the bundle of life.” As the essays in this issue amply illustrate, Tutu’s observation applies 
just as well to plays as to people.

Thomas Postelwait has clearly articulated the intimate relationship between theatrical 
event and context, emphasizing that “an event and its context are, by necessity, mutually 
dependent conditions. Intersecting both synchronically and diachronically, the event and 
context participate together in an historical matrix.”1 The first three essays in this issue, by 
Warner, Paul Murphy, and William West, exemplify attempts to reframe context synchron-
ically, extending and deepening our understanding of the world within which the plays 
were originally performed; the final two essays, by Edward Kahn and Yeeyon Im, exem-
plify attempts to reframe it diachronically, investigating the interpretation, performance, 
and reception of canonical Shakespearean tragedies within a geographical and temporal 
context far removed from that of the plays’ composition. The essays all reinforce Postle-
waitõs basic point that to delineate the field of events, ideas, and sociopolitical facts that 
constitute a performance’s context is a decisive act of interpretation in itself, one that not 
only profoundly inÿuences the conclusions one draws about the meaning of a play and/or 
its performance, but also the questions one asks—and even how one perceives the identity 
of the performance event itself.

Suzan-Lori Parks’s controversial play Venus, the subject of the opening essay, has hard-
ly been a victim of critical neglect. The play, rooted in historical fact, revisits the story of 
Saartjie (Sarah) Baartman, an aboriginal South African woman who in the early nineteenth 
century was exhibited in Europe as “The Hottentot Venus.” While there have been many 
superb critical treatments of this play, including a recent essay in Theatre Journal,2 most have 
analyzed it either in terms of contemporary American theatre and society—the context of 
its composition—or early nineteenth-century South Africa and Europe—the context of its 
historical narrative. Sara Warner’s inspiration is to stir post-apartheid South Africa into 
this contextual stew. Warner observes that Venus’s debut in April 1996 occurred only one 
day after the first South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) hearing (it-
self the focus of a recent Theatre Journal essay),3 and six years before Baartman’s remains, 
which had been on display in Parisõs National Museum of Natural History, were finally 
returned to South Africa for burial in April 2002. Warner designates the TRC hearings and 
the commemorations of Baartman’s South African homecoming as “acts of interment.” By 
contrast, she regards Venus, along with much of Parks’s other work, as a “drama of disin-

1Thomas Postlewait, “Constructing Events in Theatre History: A Matter of Credibility,” in Theatrical 
Events: Borders, Dynamics, Frames, ed. Vicky Ann Cremona et al. (New York: Rodopi, 2004), 33.

2Jennifer Johung, “Figuring the ‘Spells’ / Spelling the Figures: Suzan-Lori Parks’s ‘Scene of Love 
(?)’” Theatre Journal 58, no. 1 (2006): 39–52.

3Catherine M. Cole, “Performance, Transitional Justice, and the Law: South Africa’s Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission,” Theatre Journal 59, no. 2 (2007): 167–87.

Editorial Comment
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terment”: “Acts of interment such as Baartman’s funeral and the proceedings of the TRC 
are rites designed to provide closure. Dramas of disinterment, on the other hand, are aes-
thetic and cultural productions that insist upon a never-ending opening.” Critics’ failure 
to recognize the difference between these two projects accounts for much of the antipathy 
directed toward Venus. Although Venus’s detractors accuse the play of gratuitously sullying 
Baartman’s reputation and dignity, on Warner’s reading the play accomplishes nothing less 
than Baartman’s “aesthetic resurrection.”

Paul Murphy’s essay examines the work of early twentieth-century Irish playwrights 
such as Maud Gonne, Padraic Colum, Lennox Robinson, and T. C. Murray. Murphy situates 
their work within the nationalistic effort to define the role of women, both real and imagi-
nary (in the Lacanian sense), in Irish society. He shows how the movement toward Irish 
independence that culminated in the war of 1919–21 and resulted in the Irish Free State in 
1922 produced an intense pressure to subsume feminism into nationalism, severely inhibit-
ing activism in support of women’s rights. He moves on to examine the way Irish nation-
alism constructed an image of the Ideal Irish Womanñself-sacrificing, devoted to family, 
modest, and unreservedly embracing her place in patriarchal society—and the way some 
dramatists helped to propagate this construction of womanhood by depicting characters 
who embody it, while others problematized it by depicting characters who resist, challenge, 
or are oppressed by it.

With William West’s essay, “’But this will be a mere confusion’: Real and Represented 
Confusions on the Elizabethan Stage,” the focus of the issue shifts to early modern British 
playwrights, where it stays for the rest of the issue. The heart of this essay consists of an in-
depth reading of The Spanish Tragedy in the context of what West describes as a widespread, 
concerted effort to confuse theatre audiences. West traces a development, starting with the 
opening of Londonõs playhouses in the 1570s, that moves from òfirst a recognition and 
gradually an acceptance of the part confusion at every level plays in theatrical mimesis.” 
He identifies the decade separating the 1592 and 1602 editions of The Spanish Tragedy as a 
period characterized by a “particular conception of theatre [whose] particular attributes are 
its insistence that confusion is a necessary part of dramatic representation, and, more sig-
nificantly, its willingness to cultivate confusions in its theatres.ó By the end of this period, 
dramatists such as Shakespeare had abandoned the effort to elicit real confusion, striving 
instead to “control [confusion] by rendering it thematic” through plot devices such as trans-
vestite disguises and mistaken identities.

Edward Kahn’s essay, “Desdemona and the Role of Women in the Antebellum North,” 
probes performances and critical interpretations of Desdemona, from Shakespeare’s Othel-
lo, in the early nineteenth-century northern United States. Kahn’s primary concern, like 
Murphy’s, is with cultural constructions of women. His assiduous examination of sources 
including critical essays, performance reviews, prompt books, and journal entries reveals 
a series of transformations in the way actors, spectators, and critics perceived Desdemona 
between the American Revolution and the Civil War. Kahn argues that “the prevailing atti-
tude toward [Desdemona] in the North as a whole changed with the times, moving roughly 
from idealization of her virtue, to disapproval of her passivity, and finally to condemnation 
of her independence.ó These changes in attitude toward the fictional Desdemona, Kahn 
suggests, were in large part the product of a fascinating and complex interaction between 
the abolition movement and the nascent women’s rights movement.

The final essay, Yeeyon Imõs òThe Location of Shakespeare in Korea: Lee Yountaekõs Ham-
let and the Mirage of Interculturality,” takes us full circle, continuing Kahn’s focus on the 
Shakepearean text while bringing us back to contemporary theatre. Im critically probes a 
recent production of Hamlet by renowned Korean director Lee Yountaek. Grounding her 
analysis firmly in the òhistorical specificity of South Korea,ó she elucidates Leeõs òreveren-
tial attitude toward Shakespeare” and his attempt “to recover Korean cultural roots without 
resisting the Western culture that has replaced it.” Im characterizes Lee’s production as 
an “uncritical pastiche of an incongruous Korean past and present under the overriding 
structure of Shakespeare,” and ultimately reaches the conclusion that “Lee’s unchecked 
bardolatry and dream of universality made it impossible to encode any strong message 
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directly addressing contemporary Korean issues.” Im’s uncompromising analysis of Lee’s 
contradictory impulses and unexamined presuppositions offers not only an invaluable win-
dow into contemporary Korean theatre, but also a penetrating contribution to the ongoing 
theoretical discourse about intercultural and postcolonial performance generally.

By virtue of their painstaking attention to the context of reception, these five essays yield 
astute critical insights that cut in two directions: the authors not only provide new perspec-
tives on the dramatic texts they discuss, but perhaps even more significantly, they all dem-
onstrate, in different ways, how a rigorously contextualized analysis of the theatre event 
can make a genuine contribution to our understanding of the world of which that event is 
a part.

—David Z. Saltz


