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Foreword 

Whenever themes intertwine in any work of art, it should 

not surprise us that, in the process of their unravelling, some 

strands are simply discarded while others assume a dispro­

portionate girth and relevance. The influences in that selec­

tion, a kind of survival of the fittest, is what is often ignored, 

mostly because too close an examination may reveal uncom­

fortable motivations that lie outside the original work of art, 

and tell us more about the environment, history, politics, 

economic givens, culture, etc.—of selection and emphasis— 

than about the work itself, or the artist. 

In any case, the notion of'survival of the fittest' is in itself 

a presumption of objective appraisal. Is it 'fittest* as in mus­

cularity and dominant genes or 'fittest* as being fit or unfit for 

the ear, comfortable to the conscience, what best fits into 

fashionable thinking, into the latest theories of society and 

human development? In short, is it the kind of 'fitness* that 

simply fits into a structure that leaves society at ease with 

itself or sharply challenges its complacencies. 

Conscious, undoubtedly, of this pitfall in thematic unrav­

elling, Ismail Serageldin has chosen to focus, in the main, on 

what he astutely discerns as uncomfortable threads in most 

(European) analyses of Shakespeare's plays: the themes of 

marginalization, and—to put it bluntly—racism. Focussing 

especially on two plays that illuminate this region of under­

stated themes, he restores the focus of race and prejudice to 



a rounded reading of the texts, and does justice to the 

English bard regarding his own position, much misunder­

stood, on these questions. 

At the same time, Serageldin does not fall into the trap of 

what we have identified as Exclusive thematism'. Is our 

Jewish moneylender indeed an archetypal formulation of the 

vindictive soul? Assuming that a case can be made for such 

a reading, the question most critics do not ask is: what turned 

Shylock into such an implacable missionary of vengeance? 

More pertinently, are there trails that have been carefully, 

and subtly laid in the working out of this drama—in the very 

language—to challenge such considerations in its reading— 

or theatrical presentation? Is the background of 'genteel' but 

bigoted Venetian mercantilism irrelevant? To position it 

directly, can Shylock be morally faulted in any absolutist 

terms, or could it be that we need to penetrate, and there­

fore address out of what circumstances, what history and 

experience a Shylock was born and, ultimately, what values 

of such societies demand our thorough scrutiny? Why should 

we presume to ignore these probabilities (among others) of a 

writer's intention? Only if we are uncomfortable with them! 

Similarly, in Othello—but in a more complex way— 

Serageldin does not underplay the psychological theme of 

jealousy—this would be to deny Shakespeare his dimension 

of the astute observer of the playground (or battleground) of 

'humours'. Our interlocutor however restores the claims of 

racial (and related) indictments to a central position in this 

drama that is often cited as evidence of the playwright's reac-
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tionary attitudes towards race and—in these days of the ram-

paging mindlessness of 'political correctness*—even gender 

and class. 

Othello is of course even more compelling within this 

structure of a delineation of authorial attitudes. Yes, our 

tragic hero may have indeed been prey to a jealous morbid-

ity but, the real foundation of his tragedy, argues Serageidin, 

is that he was black, a doubly estranged outsider, one who 

was indeed excruciatingly conscious of this fact and was pos-

sessed of a futile (and fatal) ambition—to demonstrate his 

credentials to be, at the very least an 'honorary white'—my 

choice of expression, not Serageldin's, borrowed from 

apartheid South Africa which sought to overcome a political 

problem by creating this racial category for the Japanese. 

The theme of the outsider—sui generis—sometimes sub-

sumes even issues of colour, and this Serageidin elicits force-

fully in his entire discourse, but—why not read the man 

himself? My task is not to repeat his arguments but (I suspect) 

simply to admit to a fascination with the insights that he 

brings to bear on familiar texts. I felt—just one more bit of self-

indulgence—I felt, for example, especially gratified by his 

imaginative attention to the theme of Portia's 'betrothal' cas­

kets, whose interpretations tend to concentrate on the sym­

bolic, opening up the most bizarre readings. Our essayist here 

directs our attention to a much neglected area which pro­

poses, and weaves a new thread of continuity within the over­

all tapestry of this play of multiple paradoxes—but now I really 

must leave Ismail Serageidin to address his readers directly. 
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The author of these lectures is an architect; it is clear 

however that he is truly possessed of what has come to be 

known in Western parlance as a Renaissance mind., There 

is a quality in his writing, and interplay of ideas that combines 

a connoisseur's palate with the artist's palette (pun definitely 

intended!)—selective/eclectic, a temperament for the 

instant correlation of motifs between disciplines, and a felic­

itous sense of both linguistic and imagic coloring that 

seduces through ease of expression. And not for nothing 

does the expression 'archetectonic' feature in some analyti­

cal writings on music and literature—there is a temper of 

perception which recognizes in all works of art a spatial orga­

nization and interplay of themes—both physical and con­

ceptual—that appears most evident (and are sometimes 

thought to be exclusive to) architecture. 

My only regret therefore is that Ismail Serageldin has 

granted too much space to the various propositions of exist­

ing Shakespearean industry—and that word 'industry' is not 

really perjoratively employed. Obviously he cannot ignore 

them, but his readers, I am certain, would have wished to lis­

ten more to his own voice, which is as confidently persuasive 

as it is resonant. The last word will never be said on William 

Shakespeare. Ismail Serageldin has joined that special band 

for whom Shakespeare is a continuing marvel and rediscov­

ery outside space, time and fashion. 

Wok Soyinka 

May 1998 
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