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Abstract
This Introduction uses the example of Langston Hughes's volume Shakespeare in Harlem to meditate
on the connections between the two terms joined by the copula in this essay cluster's title, "Shakespeare
and African American Poetics."

Seventy years ago, Langston Hughes published Shakespeare in Harlem, a volume of selfdescribed "light verse," illustrated with etchings by the well-known British graphic designer E.
McKnight Kauffer and set in the contemporary modernist typeface of Vogue Extra-Bold.1 The
volume foregrounds, as Rebecca Walkowitz suggests, multiple questions about the location and
meaning of both terms in the title. Is "Shakespeare" subject, or predicate? Are poem (and volume)
located in Harlem, "where Shakespeare stands for 'great poetry'? . . . Or does the poem contain
the elements of Harlem that sounds like Shakespeare: does it register moments of Shakespeare in
Harlem, a refinement of Harlem into Shakespeare?" (Walkowitz 1999, 513).
The "brief and saucy" title lyric, only eight lines long, comprises two quatrains, rhymed
abcb in a pattern that some have compared to folk song or "'Negro' call and response," depending
on whether the second speaker belongs to the Harlem community or stands outside it (Walkowitz
1999, 513). It tells a story of love, loss, and community: the first stanza concludes plaintively,
"Where, oh, where / Did my sweet mama go?" and the second retorts that "they say" she "Went
home to her ma" (Hughes 1942, 111). The droll refrain, which appears in lines one, two and five,
modifies the early modern nonce-phrase "hey nony nony," as "hey ninny neigh," and "nonny noe."
"Nonny nonny" is also, as the OED notes, an Elizabethan slang term for the female genitalia,2 and
it appears as such in Ophelia's lament in Hamlet 4.5.164, in Balthazar's arch song "Sigh no more,
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ladies" in Much Ado 2.363, 71 and in Edgar's injunction (as Poor Tom) to keep "hand[s] out of
plackets" with the interjection "suum, mun, ha, no, nonny" (King Lear 3.4.90, 92; Shakespeare
1997).3 Walkowitz continues, "As 'Shakespeare in Harlem' points to Shakespeare's bawdy songs,
it represents not 'low' Shakespeare so much as Shakespeare's own conjunction of high and low
cultures," including the "oral . . . [and] performance tradition that constituted Shakespeare as
such" (Walkowitz 1999, 513). In other words, we can look at Hughes's volume as an appropriation
or collaboration with Shakespeare, one that deliberately and wittily takes on the "low" or parodic
elements of Shakespeare.
Hughes's wit and his self-conscious presentation of the volume as — "light verse.
Afro-Americana in the blues mood. Poems syncopated and variegated in the colors of Harlem,
Beale Street, West Dallas, and Chicago's South Side" (Hughes 1942, Foreword, n.p.) — have,
however, "almost certainly doomed [the volume] to critical neglect" (Ford 1992, 446). But scholars
have re-evaluated both Hughes's deliberately casual description of these poems and the physical
presentation of the volume. Karen Jackson Ford quotes the volume's colophon in order to argue
that its material form develops Hughes's own poetics: "The headings are set in Vogue Extra-Bold,
a typeface designed in our time with the aim to express the utmost simplicity" (Hughes 1942, 125,
quoted in Ford 1992, 446). The volume's "un-sonnet sequence . . . treats love as a social rather than
a merely private problem," she argues, and its form, content, and sources participate in Hughes's
ongoing "poetry of simplicity" (Ford 1992, 448).
The volume also, it seems, enjoys a more complex relationship to nostalgia and the
past than earlier critics had assumed. Arnold Rampersad notes that, although Hughes initially
detested E. McKnight Kauffer's black-and-white etchings of African Americans with what Hughes
called "nappy hair" — hair that was completely out of fashion in the Harlem Hughes knew —
Hughes later found himself delighted with both the "bold type" and with the images, comforting
himself with the thought that "nappy" hair would one day become fashionable again (Rampersad
2002, 2:9, 35) and that his own work, like Shakespeare's, would be read long into the future.
The typeface's being "designed in our time" and the volume's descriptors, "syncopated" and
"blues," suggest that Shakespeare in Harlem might do more than merely translate elements of
Harlem into Shakespearean lyric, or move bits of Shakespeare into Harlem to see what became
of them, or find Shakespearean words and situations in Harlem music and life. Douglas Lanier
quotes this short lyric in its entirety and suggests instead that "Hughes, chronicler of the Harlem
Renaissance, makes the even more daring claim that an African American poet working in the
quintessential idiom of his culture might claim the mantle of the exemplar of the earlier Renaissance
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— Shakespeare"; moreover, "for Hughes conjoining Shakespeare and black music was potentially
empowering" (Lanier 2007, 77).
This essay cluster briefly commemorates this "potentially empowering" conjunction of
Shakespeare and African American cultural production, and the release of Hughes's volume in
1942. Each essay-submission for this issue went through a more complex review process than
usual, being blind-reviewed by a Shakespearean from the board of Borrowers and Lenders: The
Journal of Shakespeare and Appropriation, and by an African Americanist from the board of the
Langston Hughes Review. We therefore present two outstanding essays that contribute significantly
and provocatively both to the study of Shakespeare and appropriation and to the scholarship
of African American poetics. Chris Roark's posthumous essay claims for Toni Morrison what
Lanier claims for Hughes: that Morrison's work constitutes appropriation in its truest sense, and
that her writing fundamentally challenges a Western or Shakespearean notion of identity or what
he calls a "soliloquy sense of self." Adam Meyer's essay investigates the productive use that
African American authors have made of Shakespeare's Shylock; such appropriations, he argues,
can transform the character "to represent a wide range of attitudes towards Jews and towards BlackJewish relations." We are grateful to the current and former editors of the Langston Hughes Review,
for allowing us to use their board and readers, and to all the scholars who sent us submissions for
this cluster.

Notes
1. E. McKnight Kauffer is best known for his iconic Modernist poster designs, including Flight,
"the first Cubist advertising poster published in England" (Heller 1992).
2. OED int. and n., B2 quotes John Florio, Queen Annas New World of Words (1611): "a womans
pleasure-pit, nony-nony or pallace of pleasure." Oxford English Dictionary Online, University
of Georgia [accessed 18 December 2012]. The original citation appears in the third column,
page 194, sig. R1v. Early English Books Online, GALILEO, University of Georgia [accessed
18 December 2012].
3. References to the plays of Shakespeare come from the Norton Shakespeare, edited by Stephen
Greenblatt et al. (Shakespeare 1997).
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dynastic violence in brutal masculine warfare, and locates the instigation for regicide in
an unsexed, maternal, and barren Lady Macbeth. Sleep No More picks up these gender
questions through one of its most seductive figures, a bare-breasted actress/dancer with
a shaved head and androgynous features who seems at times to represent Hecate, Lady
Macbeth, both, or possibly someone else altogether, depending on what snippets of her
performance cycle the viewer happens to catch.
I could go on.
What does such an explication of intertextual echoes yield? Not very much, it turns
out, particularly since much of what I've mapped here is merely the common representational
vocabulary for a psychoanalytic understanding of guilt, gender, identity, and desire — an
understanding anticipated by Macbeth, articulated by Freud, literalized by Psycho, and deployed
by Sleep No More. While it may offer more precise analogues than Rebecca or Vertigo, for the
project of interpreting or describing what happens in Sleep No More, Psycho is for the most part
another Macguffin.
But wait; there's more. Sleep No More now offers a $20 souvenir program for purchase
as one exits the McKittrick Hotel. Surely this will explain everything, I thought. And indeed, the
program does suggest interpretive frames for Sleep No More that are not available to the more
frugally minded visitor. Among its standard cast photos and interviews with the production team,
the program reprints the Confession of Agnes Sampson (the "Wise Wife of Keith") from the
1591 Newes from Scotland. The Confession describes the demonically led efforts of a coven of
Scottish witches to obstruct King James's marriage to Anne of Denmark by creating a tempest at sea
(Souvenir Program 2011). Perhaps inspired by Stephen Greenblatt's Will in the World chapter on
Macbeth, the program suggests a subtext for Sleep No More by invoking historical events roughly
contemporary with the composition of Macbeth: the attempted obstruction by demonic women
of Scottish regal power, the personal oversight of the North Berwick witch trials by King James,
and the publication of the King's 1597 tract on witchcraft, Daemonologie. Unlike Greenblatt's
book, however, the Sleep No More program makes no claims about what Shakespeare saw, knew,
thought, or felt about these events as he wrote Macbeth. In fact, it makes no claims at all about the
relationship of the North Berwick witch trials to the play, merely reprinting the Confession with
two brief, explanatory footnotes about King James's interests in the trial. The only observable trace
of this material in the production itself is the name of its fictitious King James Sanitorium.
By contrast, the program's Relationship Diagram, a sketchy sort of character map, claims
explicit connections between Sleep No More and Scottish witches. But it is the Paisley witch trials
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of 1697, not the North Berwick trials of 1591, that the Relationship Diagram invokes. Ending in
the condemnation and death of seven men and women, the Paisley witch trials were set off by
the complaint of eleven-year-old Christian Shaw, who accused several townspeople of harassing
her through witchcraft. She appears in Sleep No More as an adult, Nurse Christian Shaw of the
King James Sanitorium, "former prior [sic] patient now running the sanitorium." Gallow Green, the
spot in Paisley where six of the convicted seven were hanged and burned (the seventh committed
suicide in prison), is represented in Sleep No More as a street in Glamis comprising the shopfronts
mentioned above. The final page of the program features ads for these shops: M. Fulton Tailors is
at 16 Gallow Green, Glamis; Bargarran Taxidermy is 15 Gallow Green, and so on. The program's
Relationship Diagram tells us that Mr. Fulton, the tailor, is a "cunning man," his name suggesting
kinship to Margaret Fulton, one of the accused witches. The taxidermist, Bargarran, also points to
a figure in the Paisley trials, the father of the young Christian Shaw. Two of the Paisley witches are
themselves characters in Sleep No More: Catherine Campbell is "housekeeper at the McKittrick
Hotel," and Agnes Naismith "has come to Gallow Green to look for her sister," a wink perhaps
at Marion Crane's sister in Psycho, who crucially shows up in the vicinity of the Bates Motel
attempting to trace Marion's whereabouts (Souvenir Program 2011.
While the Scottish witch lore referenced in the Relationship Diagram would seem to suggest
an affinity with elements of Macbeth, the production itself links the Paisley witches to Hitchcock.
Without purchasing the program, visitors would infer from their appearances and actions that
the characters named as Catherine Campbell and Agnes Naismith are Rebecca's second Mrs. de
Winter and the creepy Manderley housekeeper, Mrs. Danvers. I found only one hint of the Paisley
witches within the production itself (though admittedly there may be many others). On a desk in
what appeared to be Duncan's study was an opened letter from Lady Macbeth thanking him for a
necklace he had given her as a hostess gift. The envelope was addressed to Duncan Mac Crínaín,
The McKittrick Hotel, Gallow Green, Glamis.
This address constellates Hitchcock, Macbeth, and the Paisley witches more explicitly
than anything else I encountered apart from the program, which I think must be bracketed as a
footnote to the production rather than an element of it. While not only Rebecca and Psycho but the
Paisley witches, the North Berwick witches, and even Macbeth itself prove to be red herrings, I
wish to suggest that the McKittrick is no Macguffin. Unlike its other citations of people, places, and
narratives, Sleep No More's invocation of the McKittrick Hotel articulates something fundamental
about what it means to experience this production.
The McKittrick appears in only one scene of Vertigo. After following her to the florist,
graveyard, and art museum, John Ferguson tails Madeleine to a grand Victorian mansion-turned-
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hotel. He watches her get out of her car and enter the front door, then sees her a few seconds later
looking out from a second-story window. Ferguson then proceeds into the hotel, stopping briefly
at the front desk to question the proprietress about the occupant of the room above. She tells him
that the room is rented under the name Carlotta Valdes (the woman with whose spirit Madeleine
seems to be possessed) but that Carlotta has not been to the hotel in several days. When Ferguson
demands to inspect the room from which he has just seen Madeleine looking out, he finds it empty.
He looks down to the street from the window in which she had appeared and sees that her car
is gone. Was Madeleine/Carlotta really there? Where has she disappeared to, and how? In a film
that ultimately explains its supernatural-seeming events through the murder scheme, Ferguson's
mysterious visit to the McKittrick resists resolution, leaving an opening for the occult in the film's
tidy plot — a haunted house in the middle of an otherwise rationalist San Francisco.
John Ferguson later learns from a keeper of local legend that the McKittrick building was
once the home of a tragic figure, the jilted Carlotta Valdes, who went mad with heartbreak and
committed suicide. While this origin story of the McKittrick seems at first to be a crucial element
of the plot, the story gradually reveals itself to be a Macguffin. What is important to Vertigo about
the McKittrick Hotel is not its function in the film's narrative or its connection to the narrative of
Carlotta but its resistance altogether to narrative — its irreconcilability to the machinery of the
film's logical plot.
Sleep No More's McKittrick Hotel is as mysterious as its namesake, leaving its visitors
not with an understanding but a haunting. The Hotel is thus more than simply another Hitchcock
allusion or a tantalizing invitation to intertextual analysis. It is the place where analysis becomes
frustrated, where image and event refuse to constitute plot or allusion. It is where Vertigo resists
the neatness of Spellbound and instead opens into the terrifying opacity of The Birds. Sleep No
More's setting in the McKittrick is an invitation to enter not into specific stories, characters, moods,
or even psychological states but into an epistemological mode — a way of seeing more than we
expect but less than all that's there.
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