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Else my project fails: Applause and the authority of 

Shakespeare's texts 

 

A monologue has been brilliantly delivered; it is followed 

by the slightest of pauses. Then applause brings the house 

down. The actors freeze, wait for it to die down, then 

continue. We are all familiar with such situations; they are 

part of what makes theatrical performances memorable. 

Yet applause has met with remarkably little interest among 

scholars, not even in theatre studies.
1
 This reflects a 

general lack of interest in the behaviour of the audience—

most strikingly in semiotics
2
—which, in turn, is due to 

certain notions of the work of literature and of the role of 

the audience in the theatre. 

Where scholars have shown some interest in the audience, 

this has usually been from the perspectives of sociology or 

reception aesthetics. The sociology of the audience has led 

to lively debate in Shakespeare studies in the past decades. 

Positions were far apart, between Shakespeare's theatre as 

an anticipation of democratic conditions and as the 

expression of a strictly hierarchical society. New studies, 

like those by Andrew Gurr, here have led to a more 

balanced view. In recent years studies of the audience 

have usually started from the model of reception 

aesthetics.
3
 This model was originally developed with 

fiction and the reading process in mind. Where it is 

transferred to the theatre, it assigns the audience an 

important but narrowly defined position. The spectators 

produce the meaning of the performance in their minds. 

They fill the gaps and resolve the indeterminacies that the 
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performance leaves at their disposal. 

This model is particularly popular in the so-called 

'performance criticism' of Shakespeare's plays, which is 

usually practised by people with a strong commitment to 

the theatre, but trained in drama and literature. They tend 

to be interested in how the author's text is interpreted on 

stage, but not in what audiences do in the theatre; in other 

words, they are interested in productions rather than 

performance. 

The consensus among these critics is neatly summarized 

by Klaus Lazarowicz, who distinguishes three steps in the 

theatrical process: 

The author devises a literary sign system of a 

special kind, a play, which is not addressed to 

readers, but to actors and spectators. The actors, 

usually instructed and controlled by a director 

nowadays, transform the literary sign system into a 

scenic one, which consists of verbal as well as non-

verbal elements. The contribution of the 

spectators...consists in registering the information 

offered by the scenic sign system, in structuring it 

while apperceiving it, and in understanding, 

interpreting and experiencing it, thus making it part 

of their aesthetic experience.
4
 

This model makes three assumptions: that spectators 

passively 'receive' a performance,
5
 that 'reception' happens 

in the mind of the single spectator, and that the author's 

text is the source and origin of the performance. All three 

need to be questioned. Spectators actively contribute to the 

performance by their actions, expressing approval and 

disapproval; they do so not as individuals but as members 

of a group (either others join in when we applaud or we 

feel embarrassed and stop); and the text is just one element 

among many in a production, the use and authority of 

which may have changed in the course of history. 

The implications of this and the conclusions to be drawn 

from it will be discussed in the following, using the 
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epilogue to The Tempest for illustration.
6
 

In the theatre the action of Shakespeare's Tempest is 

wound up in a familiar manner. The wicked are punished, 

or regret their crimes. Prospero renounces his magic, and 

is ready to leave the island for his own dukedom. He 

invites his guests to sit down with him and talk about the 

strange events they have experienced. Exeunt omnes. 

At this moment we can expect applause to begin. The 

speaker of the epilogue may, if he has not left with the 

others, prevent it by immediately addressing the audience; 

or he can wait for a moment, and then, spreading his arms, 

ask for silence—for the 'Epilogue spoken by Prospero'
7
 

Now my charms are all o' erthrown, 

And what strength I have's mine own, 

Which is most faint. Now 'tis true, 

I must be here confin' d by you, 

Or sent to Naples. Let me not, 

Since 1 have my dukedom got, 

And pardon' d the deceiver, dwell 

In this bare island by your spell, 

But release me from my bands 

With the help of your good hands. 

Gentle breath of yours my sails 

Must fill, or else my project fails, 

Which was to please. Now I want 

Spirits to enforce, art to enchant, 

And my ending is despair, 

Unless I be reliev' d by prayer; 

Which pierces so, that it assaults 

Mercy itself, and frees all faults. 

As you from crimes would pardon' d be, 

Let your indulgence set me free. 

Prospero no longer wields the power of his magic. It is 

now for the spectators to decide, whether he should remain 

a prisoner or return home, and he implores them not to 

keep him on the island by their magic, but to free him with 

their hands—i.e. with their applause. They have the power 

to do so,
8
 in the same manner that they have created the 

magic circle in which Prospero, and in which the actors 

could perform. 
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The epilogue raises questions that do not seem to be 

directly linked with the issues discussed. Who speaks? Is it 

Prospero or the actor who has played his role and is still 

wearing his costume?
9
 Or should we reckon with another 

speaker, one of many possible combinations or fusions 

between figure and actor? Just because of these 

ambiguities a further possibility suggests itself, one that 

has become a cliché of post-Romantic Shakespeare 

criticism: Is the author of the play speaking, presenting 

himself allegorically in the figure of Prospero, or of the 

actor? Editors have seen this view of the epilogue 

supported in the serious allusions to the Lord's prayer.
10

 

Further, is this strangely wooden text, in which rhymed 

verse and the syntax uneasily run beside each other, really 

by Shakespeare, or, like other epilogues, by some hack 

associated with the company? Some critics have been of 

this opinion; at least one expressed his hope that it is not 

by Shakespeare, because "these sorry lines" are "nothing 

more than a series of wire-drawn conceits".
11

 Finally, a 

question that is implicit in the other two: Is the epilogue 

really part of The Tempest, or is it, as the typography in 

the Folio seems to suggest, a kind of afterword? 

In analyzing the epilogue we can ponder various 

possibilities concerning authorship, the speaker, and the 

status of the text; we can even try and settle on a single 

solution. But it is more important in the context of my 

argument that we ask ourselves these questions. We do so 

because the epilogue is no longer part of the fiction of the 

play; it rather crosses the threshold between play and non-

play, between performance and non-performance. In other 

words, we find ourselves precisely in that area of 

transition which scholars have so studiously avoided. The 

epilogue thematizes the performance as a process—with 

an ending, and thus also a beginning. It thematizes the 
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performance as an occasion of which the audience is part. 

Applause makes visible thresholds as a problem, between 

the performance and what is not part of it. When actors 

pause during the action and only continue when the 

applause is getting weak, is this part of the performance, 

or does the performance pause too? Is the applause at the 

end of a performance part of it, or does the performance 

end with die last words spoken?
12

 

Applause is not, as it is commonly understood, just a 

gesture showing approval; it is first of all one of gaining 

distance.
13

 We free ourselves from emotional tension, and 

only gradually our attitude transforms itself into one of 

critical distance. The members of the audience 

communicate to each other and the actors how they feel 

about what they have experienced.
14

 Applause inspires, as 

those know who have ever acted in a play. Applause at a 

particular moment changes the shape of a performance, as 

those know who have seen the same production on 

succeeding nights. 

Applause breaks the magic circle which has made possible 

the fiction of the story performed. The final applause 

makes the performance visible as a process that does not 

begin with the first word spoken and end with the last—it 

is no coincidence, for example, that arranging the curtain 

call is part of the director's responsibilities in 

contemporary theatre.
15

 

If repeated such processes soon harden into rituals, as 

demonstrated by the curtain call. These rituals fix certain 

kinds of behaviour, and at the same time reinforce the 

effect of deviation, as demonstrated by applause during 

action. During the curtain call, especially in today's 

theatre, there is applause even if there is no emotional 

tension, even if nobody feels like encouraging the actors to 
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do things again in the same manner. 

For all we know the behaviour of Shakespeare's audience 

was more straightforward, also more violent than today, 

but not essentially different. People in Shakespeare's 

Globe theatre kept moving in the pit; seating arrangements 

have since made it increasingly difficult for audiences to 

express themselves freely.
16

 Above all, today's audiences 

are usually literate and middle-class; they value highly 

virtues like self-discipline and reticence. 

Shakespeare's audience took an active part in the 

performance, and was often loud and undisciplined.
17

 

Objects were thrown onto the stage, in order to hasten the 

beginning of a performance, or even, in extreme cases, to 

force the company to perform another play. However, 

audiences cannot have been too rowdy. One of the most 

frequent complaints concerns the cracking of hazelnuts 

during performance, noise that could not be too disturbing 

in a crowded theatre. There must, therefore, have been at 

least moments of intense silence. Approval was shown 

both by clapping hands and by shouts; also the epilogue to 

The Tempest indicates such shouting: “Gentle breath of 

yours my sails / Must fill, or else my project fails.”
18

 

Rejection was shown with various noises, hissing, clicking 

one's tongue, mewing, and whistling—from here the word 

catcall is derived.
19

 There are also indications that the 

audience, at least at court, was continually exchanging 

commentaries; there are the familiar examples from the 

performances in Shakespeare's plays, especially in A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream (V.1.108-362), Hamlet 

(III.2.136-270), and The Tempest (IV 1.60-141). 

In the evidence we possess the function of applause is 

understood entirely in terms of judgement. Shakespeare's 

contemporaries Ben Jonson and Thomas Dekker say so 
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explicitly, and the end of The Tempest is suggestive of 

this.
20

 Jonson and Dekker also insist that members of the 

audience should judge for themselves and not 'by 

contagion'.
21

 They reject the social dimension of applause 

mentioned earlier; Shakespeare's epilogue, on the other 

hand, is silent on this. 

However, the references to audience behaviour (except 

where the authorities had to intervene) are not neutral 

accounts. They usually come from dramatists and are 

contributions to a debate in which they were one of the 

parties. They request behaviour appropriate to their own 

contribution to the performance, the text. They try to 

establish their authority in the theatre against other forces 

trying to control performance, especially against the 

audience, but also against actors who see themselves as 

serving the audience rather than the text. Hamlet warns the 

clowns against saying more than the author has put down 

for them (111.2.39-40); the clowns obviously felt 

encouraged to do so by the audience. 

This debate between authors and audiences can best be 

understood in the larger context of the tensions between 

literacy and orality, between authors who, by definition, 

promote literate culture, i.e. the reactions of the literate 

individual, the reader, and the audience that to a large part 

still consisted of illiterate people;
22

 between those who 

themselves would like to determine as much in advance as 

possible, and the audience that does not want to give up its 

traditionally powerful role in defining the event. 

What we know about Elizabethan audience behaviour, and 

the source from which we have it, both suggest definite 

conclusions. The occasion of performance is shaped by the 

collaboration of several contributors, whose interests may 

clash, as the conflict between dramatists and the audience 

suggests. These were mentioned earlier already; I am 
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listing them again, programmatically, in reverse order: the 

audience, the actors, the author.
23

 Moreover, this order 

should be understood as one of weight rather than 

causality. By no means can the text of the author claim 

some kind of natural authority over the actors and the 

audience. By no means is the text the ultimate source of 

the performance event. 

Here attention has mainly been focussed on die 

relationship between the audience and the author's text. 

But some other elements that play an important role 

should at least be mentioned—significantly they have 

been collected in theatre semiotics, which tries to turn 

even the mise en scène into a text: Intonation (Can the 

epilogue be spoken ironically?), facial expression, gesture 

(Does Prospero extend his arms?), movement (Does he 

step forward? Are the others waiting in the background?), 

make-up (Is Prospero an old man?), hair-do (Has he long 

or short hair
?
), costume (Is he dressed as a Renaissance or 

as a fairy-tale duke?), properties, space, scenery, lighting 

(Is it gradually getting bright in the auditorium?), music 

and noise.
24

 Depending on the type of theatre, the 

historical period, and their respective audiences, different 

elements may dominate the relationship with the others. In 

a literary culture, for example, the dominant element may 

well be the text.
25

 But even here the audience plays the 

crucial role; as the epilogue to The Tempest suggests it is 

the audience that makes everything else possible.
26

 

This claim has wide-ranging implications I can only touch 

upon the one that presents the most formidable problem. It 

concerns the status of the author's text, which, after all, 

seems to give us direct linguistic evidence on the play, 

unlike the other elements I have mentioned. The text is 

determined by the audience in at least two ways, how it is 

constituted, and how it is understood. 
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The situational variability characteristic of oral cultures, 

and represented, in this case, by the audience, will always 

prevail, even in the preparation of texts for scholarly 

editions. The attempt to find Shakespeare in his texts led 

to the assumption, valid for a long time, that there must 

have been one correct text from Shakespeare's hand, a 

single source from which all other texts are derivations or 

corruptions.
27

 For some years now, however, we have 

learnt to reckon with the possibility that there may be 

more than one 'correct' text, that Shakespeare may have 

revised his own plays. We can only speculate on the 

reasons for this, but they would certainly have to do with 

the adaptation of the plays to new occasions and different 

conditions of performance.
28

 The decision on which text 

we should choose as editors, even whether we can choose 

a single one, depends on the concepts of authorship and of 

the text that we apply, concepts about which the text itself 

is silent. 

Even where we have a single text as with The Tempest, 

this text has been determined by the occasion, and 

therefore an audience, even before its words have been put 

on the page. They determine the horizon of expectation 

which authors take into account when writing a play, and 

thus the choice of material, the manner it is dealt with, the 

definition of parts, etc.
29

 It does not matter whether 

authors are trying to serve these expectations, or 

struggling against them, whether they are trying to educate 

their audience, like Ben Jonson, or whether there is no 

sign of this as with Shakespeare. In the end the authors 

must make sure that their intention is understood and 

accepted by the audience. The epilogue to The Tempest 

puts this quite simply. “My project ... was to please.”
30

 

Our understanding of the text depends on the meanings we 

associate with its words, on the nature of the language that 
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we have learnt, on the kind of knowledge at our disposal, 

and on which aspects of it we consider pertinent. Our 

understanding is limited by the boundaries of what is 

acceptable and possible to imagine in our culture. 

In other words, which text we choose, how we see the 

relationship between the audience and the theatre, how we 

assign meanings to a text—all this cannot be derived from 

'the text itself'. It is rather defined by how texts are used, 

by the occasion as part of which it serves a specific 

function. To give just one example: Romantic critics like 

Charles Lamb were convinced that Shakespeare's plays 

should be read rather than performed, that everything we 

see and hear in die theatre distracts from the heroism of 

the figures and their inner conflicts.
31

 Nowadays, the 

contrary opinion has become orthodoxy. Shakespeare's 

plays are thought to acquire their full life only in 

performance. Neither view can be proved from the texts; if 

we seem to find evidence, it is because we use the text in a 

manner which makes visible what we observe. This 

explains why critics have always been, and will always be, 

able to use texts as evidence, no matter how contradictory 

their views. 

If the text does not possess the authority usually ascribed 

to it, we have offer a different explanation for the 

agreement on what texts mean. The continuity of 

understanding is due to traditions of using texts, traditions 

passed on orally. These traditions determine which texts 

are assigned the highest authority, which attitudes authors 

expect from their audiences, which use of the text is 

considered appropriate, and which meanings are available 

in interpretation. 

The epilogue to The Tempest is a good illustration of how 

the text serves as part of an occasion. As we have seen, the 

speaker asks the audience to free him from the spell cast 
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on him, from the role in which they have imprisoned him. 

The power of the audience, described as royal, even 

divine, has created the magic circle in which Prospero's 

magic could develop its force. 

The authority of the audience also affects the allegory of 

Prospero, of the author as magician. It presents the 

author's fragile dream of a kind of authorship which, with 

the help of magic, has authority in the theatre against all 

other forces. What other dramatists like Jonson and 

Dekker formulate in criticizing audience behaviour, 

appears as a utopia in the epilogue to The Tempest. It can 

only become reality if the audience, in the narrow sense of 

the expression, plays along. 

Under these circumstances the metaphor of the text as the 

source from which everything else flows is no longer 

appropriate. Another offers itself, one that we find in the 

epilogue to The Tempest. The text is a boat which floats on 

the sea of oral tradition, which is tossed about by changing 

winds and currents, but which also needs both to get 

ahead. It was built to survive under the circumstances that 

could be anticipated. Its crew sets sail and tries to steer it 

in a specific direction. But it may also be becalmed or 

sink. 

I have tried to show how important applause, how 

important audience behaviour in general is for 

understanding Shakespeare and his theatre (but not only 

his). The audience does not receive passively, but actively 

contributes to performance, in a manner familiar from oral 

culture. Orality remains dominant even where there are 

fixed texts. As evidence for my thesis I have used the 

epilogue to The Tempest, a text which moves across the 

threshold between the fiction of the story performed and 

the world of the audience. 
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At this point I might conclude if I did not have to reckon 

with the objection that the epilogue to The Tempest has 

been ascribed precisely the kind of authority that has been 

denied to texts in general. This would be unfair. I have 

acted according to the traditions of using a text valid in 

our culture; and what I have said is subject to the authority 

of an audience in the same way that it was the case with 

Shakespeare's texts and his audience. 
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