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Stratford and the Canonization of Shakespeare 

 

Balz Engler 

 

Some years ago, visitors entering Shakespeare's Birthplace at Stratford-upon-

Avon passed a huge metal globe, gratingly turned by an electric motor, on 

which it read: 'From the four corners of the earth they come / To kiss this shrine, 

this mortal breathing saint' (Merch. 2.7.39-40).
1
 In Shakespeare, these lines do 

not, of course, refer to his birthplace; they are Morocco's extravagant praise 

of Portia in the casket scene. But sacred language does not depend on the 

legitimation of context; it creates legitimacy. 

The vocabulary of religion, in particular that of pilgrimage, has 

frequently been used in speaking about Stratford-upon-Avon; a recent brochure 

begins with the sentence: For 400 years, Stratford-upon-Avon has been a 

shrine to one man's genius'.
2
 But increasingly this vocabulary has been used 

between quotation marks, as it were. It seems to be inappropriate for 

something outside institutionalized religious forms,
3
 especially something so 

closely associated with commercial interests. At the beginning of this century, 

Marie Corelli, the popular novelist living in Stratford, had to advise American 

tourists: ‘Don’t expect to buy picture postcards, photographs, or sweeties 

at Shakespeare's Birthplace. It is a shrine, not a shop'.
4
 Since then, shops have 

become part of the prescribed itinerary at most of the Shakespeare properties; 

and Stratford now seems to derive a considerable part of its sedate wealth from 

the assumption that a world-famous author was born there. 

Discussions of Stratford therefore tend to play pilgrimage and tourism 

against each other, often in a jocular, occasionally in a  stern manner.  

Graham Holderness, in his cultural materialist's guide to Stratford-upon-Avon, 

takes the view that the town lives on a Shakespeare myth, characterized by 

'an atmosphere of unscrupulous opportunism, commercial exploitation and gross 

imposture; the laissez-faire environment of a cultural industry in which the free 

play of market forces determines all values'.
5
 But while Holderness is good at 

exposing what he rightly sees as abuses,
6
 his historical account has little to say 

about how Stratford became the sacred place that made desecration possible. 
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Such a limited, and limiting, view makes it difficult for us to describe the 

status of Shakespeare in contemporary Western culture. It does not take into 

account the fact that the anthropological study of pilgrimage and tourism in recent 

years has shown the similarity of the patterns underlying them.
7
 In the 

following study, I shall therefore take seriously the notion of pilgrimage, and of 

Stratford as a sacred place. I shall describe Stratford as a site where, in the 

words of the most influential anthropological study on pilgrimage, 'miracles 

once happened, still happen, and may happen again', a site marked out by 

`symbolic structures: religious buildings, pictorial images, statuary, and 

sacralized features of the topography
'
.
 8

 I shall also give a  brief 

account of how Stratford acquired the status and the shape it has today. 

But this account is not an end in itself. It will lead to more general 

conclusions concerning the way Shakespeare became canonized, and how his texts 

should be considered in their interaction with other types of cultural symbolism. 

With the exception of Anne Hathaway’s cottage, added for its romantic 

interest, and beyond these borders,
9
 all the important sanctuaries are to be found 

within a perimeter marked by the Avon, Old Town, Chestnut Walk, Rother Street, 

Windsor Street, and Guild Street (Fig. 1). This hallowed ground has two main 

approaches, one from the railway station to the west, the other from the car park in 

die east. Both approaches are marked by imposing monuments, the American 

Fountain on the market square and the Gower Memorial at Bridge Foot.
10

 The 

Birthplace is located at one end, Shakespeare's grave in Holy Trinity Church at the 

other, and the Royal Shakespeare Theatre, the Shakespeare Centre and the 

Shakespeare Institute of the University of Birmingham, the seminary, as it were, on 

die margins. The symbolic centre of the sacred precinct is marked by the profound 

hole where New Place, Shakespeare's home after his retirement, used to stand. 

Inside this perimeter, basic activities like eating, shopping and resting are 

often distinguished by Shakespearean associations in the names of restaurants, 

shopping malls and hotels, such as Sir Toby, Bards Walk, and the Arden Hotel. At 

the same time these Shakespearean associations are universalized by references to 

nations and institutions all over the world: in addition to the American Fountain, the 
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lamp posts along Waterside have been donated by, for example, Jordan, Israel, 

Portugal and the Hungarian People, but also by the Douglas Corporation, 

presumably as the manufacturer of the planes that used to bring Americans 

there.<357>> 

 

 

Fig. 1. The sacred precinct at Stratford. (Courtesy Geographisches Institut, University of Basel.) 

 

Buses take visitors on an itinerary from one site/sight to the next. Not all of these 

have the same status; some of the more important landmarks are Holy Trinity 

Church, the Royal Shakespeare Theatre and the Birthplace. 

Holy Trinity Church (no bus stop) is picturesquely located on the banks of 

the Avon. It contains the oldest shrine, Shakespeare's grave. In our culture, this is 

traditionally the place of veneration for a great person,
11

 and therefore also thc place 

where on official occasions, like the annual celebration of Shakespeare's 

birthday, homage is done to his person. Unusually though, other members of his 

family are also buried beside him, which suggests that the prominent place in the 

chancel accorded to him  may not be due to his fame as a poet in the first place, but 

rather to his standing <358>> as a prominent and wealthy Stratford citizen. His 

monument, even though it clearly commemorates an author, seems to confirm 
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this, and it has often been considered an embarrassment because it shows a well-

fed, self-complacent elderly man, the icon of a kind of dull respectability, 

contradicting everything Shakespeare has come to stand for. 

Sacred places also attract other monuments, subsidiary ones, as it were, which 

profit from and extend their significance. In Holy Trinity Church, for example, there 

are two further Shakespearean mementoes, both presented by Americans, which 

link Shakespeare with other powerful narratives of our culture. One is a stained-glass 

window beside the grave presenting the seven ages of man, as celebrated by Jaques 

in As You Like lt (2.7.139-66), in terms of Biblical figures. The other is the so-

called American window in the south transept, which shows links and parallels 

between English and American history rather than Shakespearean motifs. Its location 

proclaims Shakespeare's role in creating a bond between two great English-

speaking nations.
12

 

The disappointing figure that Shakespeare cuts may be one reason why his 

grave has no very high status among the sacred places visited by today' s 

tourists/pilgrims; others, more compelling, were first suggested in Jonson's and 

Digges' prefatory poems to the Folio: Shakespeare is remembered in his works, not 

for his past achievement; he is, remembered for what has remained alive, in 

Jonson's words: 'Thou art a monument without a tomb, / And art alive still while 

thy book doth live'.
13

 

The Royal Shakespeare Theatre is the place where Shakespeare's plays are 

brought to life daily. Here, his spirit is supposed to be present in the reenactment of 

his texts. These may be modified only cautiously, and only with the aim of 

presenting Shakespeare authentically (in the full meaning of the word) to the 

needs of a modern audience.
14

 It is the place where people from all over the 

world gather in the hope of being reinvigorated by <359>> the spirit of 

Shakespeare. Its location on the Avon, surrounded on three sides by parks and 

fields, is important. As the actress Constance Collier wrote in 1929, taking part in 

the Stratford Festival was  

like a pilgrimage, as believers go to Lourdes and dip themselves in 

sacred waters. One felt in touch with the very spirit of Shakespeare.... You 

dressed for your part and, between acts, drifted about in a boat, listening 

to the nightingales and the rippling water; looking down the river toward 

Warwick — the same river that Shakespeare knew, and loved, and 

dreamed by as a boy.
15

 

From here Shakespeare's spirit also radiates to other places; it is no coincidence 
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that the Royal Shakespeare Company usually rehearses its productions in 

Stratford, and from there takes them to London and elsewhere in die world. In 

the same way that public institutions have tried to profit from the spirit of 

Shakespeare, so de corporations sponsoring the RSC- today, no matter whether 

the)
,
 sell

-
 insurance policies or drinks. 

But the most sacred site is
 
certainly Shakespeare's Birthplace, 'the shrine of 

his nativity'.
16

 It is separated by open spaces from the mundane town life going on 

around it. These raise the prestige of the building, and suggest that it is actually a 

country house. The garden is planted with the trees, plants and herbs that occur in 

his works, forming a kind of Shakespearean floral universe. 

Inside the building, on the top floor, the best sleeping room has come to be 

considered the birthroom, a sort of inner sanctum. Here poets and members of 

the acting professions
-
 have done what so many visitors would like but are 

forbidden to do: they have inscribed their naives to mark the fact that they did 

homage here, drew inspiration from here, and wanted to be associated by later 

visitors with this scene of origin.
17

 

<360>> The importance of Shakespeare's Birthplace, along with the 

relative unimportance of his grave, reinforces the view that he was born into the 

world as a natural genius.
18

 And the way the Birthplace has been separated from 

its urban surroundings, along with the locations of Holy Trinity Church and the 

Royal Shakespeare Theatre, strengthens the view of him as a poet of nature, 

specifically of a genial English nature of lanes and hedges. 

The situation as it exists today has its history; it is the story of 

Shakespeare’s emergence as the greatest poet of mankind, as the very icon of 

poetic genius. There are several accounts of this history, written from different 

perspectives, and with different interests.
19

 In this history two phases may be 

distinguished. During the first, largely from die Restoration to the mid-eighteenth 

century, Shakespeare stood for specific positions in debate, and he had to be 

established as a great author against certain odds; he played a crucial part in the 

process of displacing rule poetics by the poetics of genius, legitimizing the interest 

in complex characters (as they. appeared in novels), and defining a sense of 

English nationhood.
20
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In the second phase, properly starting with Garrick's Jubilee of 1769, 

culminating in the second half of the nineteenth century
21

 and still 

continuing today, Shakespeare's position has become unassailable, indeed continues 

to be extended; in the eyes of many, attacks on it automatically disqualify the 

attacker. It is die position that came to be called 'idolatry' as soon as it was 

established.
22

 Shakespeare has risen above controversy; indeed all positions in 

cultural debate may now be articulated in terms of <361>> Shakespeare.
23

 His 

works have been taken to support both patriarchal and feminist positions, both 

conservative notions of a stable political order and the need for political struggle. 

However, the increasingly bitter conflict between the positions for which they 

have been enlisted seems to be bringing to an end this second phase, at least to 

the extent that the conditions shaping it become visible and can be debated. 

The sanctification of Stratford is a phenomenon of the second phase. In 

1769, at Garrick’s Jubilee, when Stratford first saw a large gathering of people 

who met in the name of the
 
Bard, but without a line of his being delivered, it was 

first declared 'enchanted ground'.
24

 When Washington Irving came to Stratford in 

1815, on what he called his 'poetical pilgrim age',
25

 he took in three sights in 

particular. After visiting the Birthplace and Shakespeare's grave, then already 'the 

usual objects of a pilgrim's devotion',
26

 he took a walk in the countryside, out to 

Charlecote, where young Shakespeare was supposed to have done some poaching 

(a deed of romantic transgression), reflecting on Shakespeare's ability 'to spread 

the magic of his mind over the very face of nature’.
27

 His account of Stratford 

with its emphasis on Shakespeare as a poet of nature proved influential with many 

later pilgrims, especially Americans, who came to Stratford with his Sketch Book in 

hand. 

Stratford thus gradually became what Garrick had anticipated, a place of 

pilgrimage. It acquired its symbolic structures from the 1840's onwards (no doubt 

helped by the opening of a railway line in 1861). The Birthplace was the first site to 

be adapted to the purpose of a religious building. It used to be part of a row of 

houses as we find them everywhere in the centre of Stratford (Fig. 2); in the late 

eighteenth century, it had served as a butcher's shop. By 1844, it had acquired 

enough significance for. P.T. Barnum, the American entrepreneur, to consider 

buying the house and taking it to his <362>>  
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Fig. 2. Shakespeare’s Birthplace in 1847. From Halliwell’s biography of Shakespeare. 

 

American Museum, a kind of early theme park, in New York.
28

 Instead, it 

was eventually bought for the nation in 1847,
29

 and restored between 1857 

and 1864 (when the tercentenary was celebrated in Stratford). It was then that 

the adjoining houses were pulled down, an act serving the apparent technical 

purpose of fire protection, but also fulfilling the ideological programme 

formulated in the eighteenth century, and anticipated by an idealizing picture 

in James Orchard Halliwell's 1848 biography.
30

 

Other religious structures soon followed: The Memorial Theatre, to 

which a library and a picture gallery were later attached, opened on 23 April 

1879, <363>> 

 

 

 

                                                 
28

 P.T. Barnum mentions this in his autobiography, The Life of P.T. Barnum, Written by Himself 

(London: Sampson Low- 1855), p. 344; he had visited Stratford in August 1844 (p. 275). 
29

 It was then that the Shakespeare Birthplace. Trust was first founded. It acquired its modern 

shape and organization in 1892. 
30

 James Orchard Halliwell, The Life of William Shakespeare (London: John Russell Smith, 1848), 

p. 33.  



 

 

Fig.3. Shakespeare’s Birthplace as a house in the country. From Halliwell’s biography. The 

illustration is actually based on an engraving in The Gentleman’s Magazine, July 1769, where 

the countryside surrounding the building is not developed in as much detail, however.   

 

but it only housed its own resident company from 1919 onwards.
31

 The 

American Fountain (Fig. 4) on the Market Square was erected in 1887,
32

 in 

Queen Victoria's Jubilee year (thus constituting a triple link between 

Shakespeare, the Crown, and the United States), the Gower Monument on the 

river in 1888. This monument, then located in the gardens behind what is 

now the Swan Theatre, was moved to its present site in 1933. People 

sometimes find it strange that Shakespeare now overlooks the car park, but the 

location of the Gower Monument shows the consistent development of the 

sacral topography I have outlined. The latest addition to it has been the bronze 

statue of a jester, unveiled in 1994, where Henley Street meets the perimeter near 

the Shakespeare Centre.
33

 

How was a pattern established? How did the single sites acquire the 

significance they possess today? Pilgrimage and its history, as it has been 

described by anthropologists, is helpful in answering these questions. At the 

beginning, pilgrimages may be spontaneous and haphazard, but they soon 

become routinized.
34

 The pilgrims, on their journeys and in their behaviour at 

the sacred site, arc aware that they follow practices established before <364>>  
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Fig. 4. The American Fountain. From The Graphic, Oct. 22, 1887. (Courtesy The Shakespeare 

Birthplace Trust Records Office.) 

 

them, practices the meaning of which they need no longer reflect on, but can 

take for granted. In other words, they begin ritually to repeat the perfor- <365>> 

mance of certain acts; and it is this kind of repetition which highlights acts and 

objects, isolates them from their mundane contexts, and gives them the significance 

of cultural symbols. 

Significance, as I have introduced the term here, is distinct from meaning; 

it refers to a pragmatic notion of cultural symbolism rather than the common 

semantic one. The anthropologist Dan Sperber, who rejects 'the absurd idea that 

symbols mean , considers symbolism 'not a means of encoding information- 



but a means of organizing it':
35

 he therefore rejects what he disparagingly 

calls the cryptological notion of symbolism.
36

 Cultural symbolism, 

according to him, 

focuses the attention of the members of a single society in the same 

directions, determines parallel evocational fields that are structured in the 

same way, but leaves the individual free to effect an evocation in them as 

he likes. Cultural symbolism creates a community of interest but not of 

opinions.
37 

We need not subscribe to the notion of individual freedom that seems to be 

implied here to see the usefulness of this account. The symbol, according to 

this definition, does not have meaning, but it invites the ascription of meaning 

— it has what I have called ‘significance’. The hole at New Place is 

therefore the perfect symbolic site.
38 

It is the ritual process, in the form of pilgrimage and its secularized successor, 

tourism, that has shaped the sacred topography of Stratford, the buildings and 

monuments defining it, and the institutions founded within its boundaries over a 

long period. 

The process of creating significance as it has been sketched here is not 

restricted to sites and institutions, but is at work in all areas of cultural practice. 

Ritual repetition also creates significance in areas more familiar to students of 

literature, drama and the theatre. It functions with the perfor-<366>> mance of 

plays (not least with the Shakespeare productions at the Royal Shakespeare 

Theatre), and with the reading of texts (not least with the works of Shakespeare). 

And it is in this light, I suggest, that we should understand Jonson's remark, 'Thou 

art [...] alive still while thy book doth live’. 

Works may at first have been performed and read because they 

seemed to offer something specifically new and interesting. If they are later 

reproduced, reread, ritually repeated, the process becomes self-sustaining, and they 

gradually develop as part of what, in Sperber's words, focuses our attention and 

creates a community of interest. They become part of cultural symbolism, of what 

students of literature in their field usually call the canon. They become the site 

where acts, objects and texts may be used to articulate contending meanings. But 

in doing so, these articulations, no matter whether they are radical or 

conservative, themselves sustain the process of ritual repetition, and thus 

contribute to the continuing effectiveness of cultural symbolism. Even where 

critics try to make visible the way 'Shakespeare' has been constructed, and how he 

has been used and abused, they extend this process, by drawing attention to the 

need of doing so, and, often, by suggesting alternative constructs.  
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But the sacred topography of Stratford also reminds us of the precarious 

status of texts. Though students of literature may posit that texts need to be 

contextualized, even that they are not accessible in any pristine form, in their 

practice they still tend to take the text to be the ultimate if elusive authority, a 

consequence of the unassailable status it has acquired in the process of ritual 

repetition. But the reading and interpretation of texts is always preceded and 

accompanied by other, often non-verbal kinds of symbolic presence in the culture, 

which affect the readers' critical understanding.
39

 In these circumstances, the division 

between the history of the Shakespeare myth, or Shakespeare cult, on the one hand, and 

the history of Shakespeare production and criticism, on the other, does not make 

sense.
 40

 They affect and complement each other to form, in more generally valid 

terms, the history of Shakespeare as a cultural symbol. 
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