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Nations and individuals have been constructing
and dissolving identities for millennia across all
cultural endeavours such as art, architecture and
drama. Identity formation is most easily done by
articulating, then excluding, the “barbarian”
whether it is Moslem, female, black or refugee.
These ideas are rich sites for dramatic commentary.
Shakespeare’s keen observation of his society’s
cultural and political fault-lines go to the heart of
much of his work. This book is about the extent
to which Shakespeare’s performative expressions
of primitive and barbarian characters in
Elizabethan England were metaphors for his
interrogation of an emergent national identity. It
asks whether there is a connection between
excluding the barbarian, and nascent national
awareness. It explores the question of whether
societies define what they are, by declaring what
they are not, and focuses on two themes that
have not been discussed together in great detail
till now, although each one has been the subject
of long-standing academic debate: the theme of
the “barbarian” and the growth of national
identity prior to the eighteenth century.
Ancient Greek and Roman models of the
barbarian theme are explored as they emerge in
classical drama. Cultural transmission of this
barbarian theme through the Middle Ages (where
it was pervasive in the visual arts in particular)
and on to Shakespearean drama is central to
understanding negative identity-formation
through excluding the Other. But there is no
discrete line of influence from antiquity to
Renaissance. Such a narrative ignores the
numerous complexities in the history of textual
transmission. These ideas are reviewed in detail
through two plays, Titus Andronicus and Othello,
written at least a decade apart. These two
performative representations of Goths and Moors
draw on classical and medieval prejudices against
the “barbarian” as a polluting and transgressive
influence on so-called civilised society.
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Shakespeare never delivered neat answers to
political and moral dilemmas. While drawing on
classical prejudices against the Other, his
performative expressions of the theme neither
confirm nor reject these old prejudices: his
appropriation of the “barbarian” surfaces as
ambiguous, often positive, portrayals of
characters traditionally stigmatised as inferior by
the Renaissance imagination.
If the exclusion of the barbarian Other was a
constitutive method of national identity, it is at
least arguable that in not portraying an
unequivocally negative view of the barbarian
Other, Shakespeare asks us to question the
human cost of our assumptions that identity can
be constructed by excluding Outsiders.

