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Abstract
Prospero’s renunciation of his book in The Tempest acknowledges its power as a kind of ‘fetish’. This essay traces the idea of the book as ‘commodity fetish’ and as material text. The argument examines how post-Marxist thought, in a new reading of Louis Althusser, might be used to challenge the Shakespeare of late capitalism. It suggests how a complex reading of the ‘fetish’ in historiography, combining a history of the material book in Shakespeare, with a theoretical reading of Pietz, Greenblatt, and Stallybrass, sheds light on the First Folio, one of the most famous – and fetishized – books in history.
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At the end of The Tempest, Prospero makes his famous farewell. As well as a leavetaking, it is also a moment of the punctilious performance of a quasi-religious ritual involving a book:
prosp.

But this rough Magicke 
I heere abiure: and when I haue requir’d 
Some heauenly Musicke (which euen now I do) 
To worke mine end vpon their Sences, that 
This Ayrie-charme is for, I’le breake my staffe, 
Bury it certaine fadomes in the earth, 
And deeper then did euer Plummet sound 
Ile drowne my booke. 



Solemne musicke.

The scene invokes an ambiguity which could be felt to be central to that play. The mood is of religious ceremony. The stage direction, ‘Solemne musicke’, is used just five times in the First Folio. In Henry VIII, ‘Sad and solemne Musicke’ accompanies Queen Katherine’s heavenly vision.
 It is used twice in Cymbeline, for instance in the apparition of his dead family to Posthumus Leonatus.
 There, as in Henry VIII, it is a mark of the funeral rites of mourning, or the imitation of them as a memento 
mori. The direction is also used twice in The Tempest, each time to suggest the performance (by Ariel, as Chief Priest) of a ritual. There is also ‘solemne and strange Musicke’ at TLN 1567. At the point of Prospero’s farewell it is not a ritual of mourning but of public penitence: ‘Heere enters Ariel before: Then Alonso with a franticke gesture, attended by Gonzalo. Sebastian and Anthonio in like manner attended by Adrian and Francisco: They all enter the circle which Prospero had made, and there stand charm’d’ (TLN 1930). The music thus assists a religious ceremony of purgation.
 
Yet there is a contradiction here, too. Prospero, at the identical time of the completion of the penance of Alonso and his companions, performs a penance of his own. The word ‘abjure’ has perhaps a much more specific resonance in the seventeenth century than it does today. An abjuration was the technical term used in the Catholic Church for a denial, disavowal, or renunciation under oath. In common ecclesiastical language it was restricted to the renunciation of heresy made by a penitent heretic on the occasion of reconciliation with the Church. Such a renunciation, accompanied by appropriate penance, was a formal demand in heresy proceedings, originating in patristic texts. Sometimes, abjuration was the only ceremony required; in other cases, abjuration was followed by the imposition of hands or by ritual unction, or else both. Abjuration is by no means an exclusively Catholic process, however. In the aftermath of the Gunpowder Plot, a new Oath of Allegiance was proclaimed law on 22 June, 1606, in which all were required to swear: ‘And I do further swear that I do from my heart abhor, detest, and abjure, as impious and heretical this damnable doctrine and position, that princes which be excommunicated by the pope may be deposed or murdered by their subjects or by any other whatsoever’.

Like many performances in Shakespeare, Prospero’s abjuration has the character of a ‘counterfeit ritual’: a direct mimesis of a sacramental action which is nonetheless distinguished from any known specific practice in the Christian church.
 Part of its mimetic effect is in the use made of a sacred object as a necessary prop in the performance of ritual: in this case two, both magic staff and book. Prospero’s book gives us the opportunity to reconsider, in this year of anniversary, what Stephen Greenblatt famously called ‘the mimetic economy’.
 While he offers at first sight a model of how the theatre relates to its surrounding institutions (158), Greenblatt concludes that the principal beneficiary of Shakespeare’s legacy was not the theatre but ‘the institution of literature’ (160). He recounts a story told by H. M. Stanley, of how in Mowa in central Africa in 1877 the chief Safeni demanded that he destroy his note-book, or otherwise the whole country, its crops and its women, would become infertile and his people would die. Stanley did not wish to destroy the book, which contained ‘a vast number of valuable notes’, plans and sketches of ethnological and philological interest.
 By a clever trick he substituted a copy of the works of Shakespeare and set fire to that. Safeni was satisfied; Stanley got to keep his note-book
. The colonization of Africa is saved by the Burning of Shakespeare. For Greenblatt, the episode is iconic. Only the Bible could have rivalled Shakespeare for this metanarrative purpose. For modernity, after secularization, though, the Bible comes second, and ‘Shakespeare is the discourse of power’.
 It is the First Folio, indeed, that we might now call Prospero’s Island. 
British readers and anglophiles the world over will feel a special shiver (or wince) at this story, in the remembrance that for the last 73 years, since just before D-Day, the BBC has run a highly idiosyncratic weekly radio programme called Desert Island Discs. This consists of an autobiographical interview with a famous person of the day, who is invited to imagine herself or himself entirely alone, a sovereign subject on an island surrounded by the ocean. The allusion to The Tempest is probably not unconscious. To while away their solitary confinement, they are provided with eight pieces of music, along with three books. One of the books is chosen personally, but the other two are compulsory: an English Bible, and (what else, of course) a copy of the Complete Works of Shakespeare.
It would be nice to think that each of the island sovereigns receives an imaginary copy of the First Folio itself. But there have been several thousand guests now, and seventeenth-century print runs being what they were, the BBC has long since run out even of putative imaginary Fourth Folios.
 However, ‘Desert Island Shakespeare’ does raise for us important questions about Shakespeare’s reputation and how it relates to the First Folio; also about the book as a material object and how its status as thing has changed between his time and ours. How does Prospero’s drowning of his book relate to Stanley’s burning of his, and how does this frame Shakespeare’s book? For Greenblatt, the book is triumphant, in what we can see are Marxian terms, because of its exchange value. Unlike the Globe Theatre, which is fixed in time and place, Greenblatt says, the book is ‘supremely portable’, and detached from its physical and geographical origins. It is ‘endlessly reproduced, circulated, exchanged’, thus conforming to Greenblatt’s ruthlessly capitalist model of cultural poetics.
 If the Globe appeals to a pre-modern ideal of community or of gift culture, the Shakespearean Folio is like the invention of paper money or of capital itself.

I. Shakespeare and the Commodity Fetish 

It is worth looking more closely at Marx at this point. In
 Volume I of Das Kapital, he states that while ‘The commodity, first of all, is an external object, a thing’ (ein Ding); it becomes commodified only in so far as it has a ‘value-form’.

 Yet this is a paradox, something we cannot resolve easily. Rather proving Greenblatt’s point about the triumph of Shakespeare, Marx quotes from Falstaff to say what he means: ‘Fal. Why? She’s neither fish nor flesh; a man knowes not where to haue her’.
 ‘Not an atom of matter enters into the objectivity of commodities as values; in this it is the direct opposite of the coarsely  sensuous objectivity of commodities as physical objects’.
 The value of commodities has a purely social reality: indeed value only realises itself in the social relation of commodity to commodity. This is, indeed, what Marx calls das Geldrätsel (62), or ‘the mystery of money
’ (139).

While a commodity appears at first sight as something ‘trivial’, we might say a mere thing, it is anything of the sort: ‘its analysis brings out that it is a very strange thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties’.
 This has nothing to do with usefulness or functionality. Wood can be transformed into a table, but still remains wood; but in becoming a commodity, it is changed into something ‘transcendent
’ (163). Indeed, worse, the existence of things qua commodities, and even the value-relation which makes them products of labour, ‘have absolutely no connection with the physical nature of the commodity and the material relations arising out of this’ (165). Thus linen is no longer dinglich (86), but becomes commodified first as paper and then as book. To find a corresponding analogy to this mysterious process Marx has recourse to the dubious regions of the religious world. In religion, he recalls, the productions of the human brain appear as independent beings endowed with life, in a process called by the philosophers of religion a ‘fetish’. Fetishism (der Fetischismus, (87)), Marx declares, ‘attaches itself to the products of labour as soon as they are produced as commodities, and is therefore inseparable from the production of commodities
’ (165).
As David Harvey comments, this section in Capital is written in a distinctive, even literary style: ‘evocative and metaphoric, imaginative, playful and emotive’.
 For some economists and political scientists, indeed, the ‘fetish’ concept is treated as extraneous to Marx’s argument, one not to be taken too seriously. But for those with a philosophical or literary interest, as Harvey continues, it is ‘the golden nugget’, even ‘the foundational moment to Marx’s understanding of the world
’ (38). Marx’s concern is to show how the system of markets and the very forms of money ‘disguise real social relations through the exchange of things’.
 The freedom of the market is no freedom at all: it is a ‘fetishistic illusion’.

In Lire le Capital, Louis Althusser transfers the idea of the fetish to the sphere of reading and writing. He does so historically, by juxtaposing ‘a theory of history and a philosophy of the opacity of the immediate’.
 And he does so also by means of a reading of Marx’s development as a reader and a writer, from the 1844 manuscripts, where Marx reads ‘human essence at sight’, in what Althusser calls ‘the transparency of alienation’, towards the philosophical luminaire represented by Das Kapital itself, which uncovers ‘a distance and an internal dislocation (décalage) in the real, such that the effects of reading and writing become “illegible
”’ (17). This is what he calls the fetishism of reading: ‘the illusion of an immediate reading of them [are made] the ultimate apex of their effects: fetishism’.
 The ‘fetish’ is thus a signifier for the sense of hermeneutic surplus or the unquantifiable. Althusser’s argument here originates in a seminar at the École Normale Supérieure early in 1965. It bears the marks of its time in assuming a radical epistemological break in the early modern period between the transparency of pre-modernity and the ‘opacity’ of modernity. Lacan dated the break to Erasmus; Althusser prefers Spinoza. Behind both choices lies a narrative of teleological secularization. The aspiration towards a reading ‘at sight’, Althusser declares, is bound up with ‘the religious fantasies of epiphany and parousia, and the fascinating myth of the Scriptures, in which the body of truth, dressed in its words, is the Book’.

Shakespeareans in their historicist guise tend to be torn between leaving their author in a happily pre-capitalist condition, or placing him in a more anxious state of emergent capitalism. While New Historicism insisted on the latter, what some are calling the post-theory moment in Shakespeare studies has leaned heavily back to the former. This is especially true of the ‘religious turn’ in Shakespeare, where the forms of societal consent attributed to Shakespearean religion have appeared not so much as pre-capitalist as socially Edenic. Along the way (between Shakespearean Negotiations (1988) and Hamlet in Purgatory (1999) perhaps), the politics went out of Shakespeare. The apogee of this – or using Marx’s playful mode, I would call apotheosis – could be said to be the 2016 anniversary, summed up by an astonishing abasement before the god of capital, in front of royalty, at the Royal Shakespeare Theatre in Stratford-upon-Avon, and formally fetishized on BBC TV iPlayer.

A symptom of this ambivalence can already be seen in the way Greenblatt retells Stanley’s story in Shakespearean Negotiations. For the political analysis is downplayed, even deflected, in the comic primitivism of the book-burning. Stanley, Greenblatt whimsically imagines, might even have made the whole thing up. But he could do so only because of the power that is felt to reside within Shakespeare’s book. However, in that sense we could say that the book’s commodification is also related to its physical reality – its commodity fetish is also an object fetish, even when it is thought of as imaginary.
 As metonymic intermediary the book still possesses such a charge today. The First Folio has become an object of so much cultural (never mind financial) value in our time that it is rarely possible for anyone other than a textual scholar or a member of royalty to be allowed to touch one. In the digital age, nonetheless, the desire to touch old objects, especially one with such a powerful aura of authenticity as the First Folio, has become newly enhanced to the status of the fetish. Touching the Folio is the nearest we can come to touching the sacred body of the author. The discovery of the Saint-Omer First Folio is a reminder of this: along with Paris (at the Bibliothèque Nationale), this is the only place in France where the real presence can be felt.
II. The Problem of the Fetish Revisited

Althusser’s reading in Lire le Capital appears to place the fetish of the book in Shakespeare caught in a moment of passage between transparency and décalage. Yet here we may wish to expand the horizon of the argument to investigate the ‘fetish’ in more general terms. Peter Stallybrass in an essay on ‘Marx’s Coat’ enjoins us to take the fetish outside of its theoretical home and to uncover its ideological origins: ‘the fetish as a concept was elaborated to demonize the supposedly arbitrary attachment of West Africans to material objects. The European subject was constituted in opposition to a demonized fetishism, through the disavowal of the object’.
 That is, we may wish to distinguish between, on the one hand, objects that may be called ‘fetishes’ from, on the other hand, the ‘fetish’ as an idea, in particular an idea of a kind of object, to which the term applies. Calling something a fetish, then, is a kind of fetishization: a religious or other practice is objectified, reified, we might say often ridiculed, as a surrender to a supposedly pre-historic form of subjectivity. 
Something of this kind is going on in Greenblatt’s iconic parable of Shakespeare’s book. First, Stanley himself objectifies the material practices of the Mowa in Central Africa. Then, by means of a casual technique of demystification, substituting a copy of the economically useless Shakespeare for the materially powerful notebook, he further reinforces the comedy of the fetish. Does Greenblatt repeat this trick? For all the sensitivity and intellectual acuteness of his analysis of cultural poetics and the discourse of power (which are not here in question) his exemplary fable has the effect of making a fetish of the fetish. The argument in that way conforms to William Pietz’s brilliant anthropological analysis of the ideology (and historiography) of philosophical theory in his series of essays entitled ‘The Problem of the Fetish’. Pietz delineates four common principles in the development of the fetish. The first is ‘that of the fetish object’s irreducible materiality’.
 Indeed, Pietz argues that this ‘untranscended materiality’ attaches to all the otherwise disparate fields in which the fetish has become central: ethnography and the history of religion; Marxism and positivist sociology; psychoanalysis and the clinical psychiatry of sexual deviance; modernist aesthetics and Continental philosophy.
 The second principle is ‘the radical historicality of the fetish’s origin: arising in a singular event fixing together otherwise heterogenous elements’. The third and fourth themes follow from this: ‘(3) the dependence of the fetish for its meaning and value on a particular order of social relations, which it in turn reinforces’; and ‘(4) the active relation of the fetish object to the living body of an individual’.

The idea of the fetish, Pietz argues, came into being at a very peculiar point in colonial history, a triangulation (as it were) of Christian feudalism, West African lineage ties, and emerging capitalist merchant systems. Indeed, we can see this in the history of the word, from the late medieval Portuguese feitiço, to the sixteenth-century pidgin Fetisso on the African coast, to various northern European versions of the word fetisch via a 1602 text by the Dutchman Pieter de Marees.

 The fetish, Pietz insists:
could originate only in conjunction with the emergent articulation of the ideology of the commodity form that defined itself within and against the social values and religious ideologies of two radically different types of noncapitalist society, as they encountered each other in an ongoing cross-cultural situation.

The ‘fetish’ is an inherently relational term, only meaningful in the axis by which one society comes to imagine itself in contra-distinction to another pre-capitalist society. And yet, in post-Enlightenment theories of subjectivity, it comes to occupy a much stranger territory, of being able to transcend almost any disciplinary boundary as a key to the mysteries of object relations or the social organisation of subjectivity. This is so despite the fact that the term is almost always cited within double- or even triple-bluff scare-quotes, above all via its most famous rendition in Freud as a universal ‘substitute for the penis’.
 
Is Shakespeareanism inside or outside this circle of the ‘fetish’? I suggest that the study of Shakespeare does indeed partake of Pietz’s object lesson in theorization. It does so first of all via its peculiar relationship to the scruple of historicism. ‘Tout objet historique est fétiche’ [‘Every historical object is a fetish’], Maurice Merleau-Ponty speculated in the margin of his notebooks towards Le Visible et l’invisible (1964).
 Think of Shakespeare’s fetishized book, perhaps above all the First Folio itself. Shakespeare studies contorts itself between two ever-present demands, to historicize, and to disown history. Shakespeareanism veers between being a proxy form of historical method, or a substitute for history itself. So a presentist deontic is matched by an equally relentless historical forensics.
At the same time Pietz’s analysis of the metatheory of the fetish may help us strike a pathway through the labyrinth of early twenty-first century Shakespeareanism, as the apparently all-consuming sway of New Historicism gave way to the (supposed) counter-balance of post-theory. Some of these new movements, presentism first among them, are avowedly anti-historicist. But others – the turn to religion, ‘“thing” theory’, book history itself – are offered either as counter-new-historicist manoeuvres, or else as moves towards a more transcendent version of historical Shakespeare – a Shakespeare at last at home among his co-religionists, or else at ease back in his own home with his own stuff, or at least in his study within the comfortable literary garb of his own historical editions. The drive towards history is absolved of (or abjures?) its own encounter in the décalage between then and now.
Within this, Shakespeare’s book proffers a re-engagement with the material ‘fetish’ of knowledge as it enters the dangerous epoch of its own apparent dematerialization. A sense of the book as an object with an aura is at some distance from that other contemporary concept, of the eBook as devoid of any physical value whatsoever, a mere container of knowledge. The internet as a metaphor for information itself has fostered an idea of knowledge as a vast, indeed illimitable, abstract entity. Yet this has generated in turn a profound cultural anxiety, I feel, about those moments when the boundary between knowledge as infinite system, and knowledge as physical entity, comes into question. Here we need only to recall the paranoia over the Ed Snowden affair, felt by governments and civil liberties groups alike. This goes well beyond the perfectly serious issues raised. It involves a more palpable fear of the breach of the infinite web of knowledge as a totality, via the apprehension of a finite contact with its individual contents. Somewhere out there I am not only an algebraic signifier in a hypothetical algorithmic chain, but an address on a list.
Perhaps this seems a long way from the Shakespearean Folio. Shakespeare has value because of the words on the page, because of how we read him, and how we perform the words we read. ‘Reade him, therefore; againe, and againe’, John Heminges and Henry Condell enjoin us in the second preface, ‘To the great Variety of Readers’ in the First Folio.
 However, it is not always clear in the contemporary status of Shakespeare that this injunction is obeyed altogether literally, even as homage is paid to him, day after day. Desert Island celebrities are given a copy of the Complete Works as if they are going to spend their time in avid reading, catching up on Timon of Athens or King John, just as the copy of the Bible gives them a long-lost opportunity to savour every last word in Leviticus or 1 Timothy. It is just possible that the two volumes will sit instead on the carefully constructed bamboo bookshelf as unread heirlooms. Meanwhile, within the First Folio, Prospero himself drowns his book.
III. Fetishism and the History of the Book

The lives of books on shelves, and as objects within lives, are gaining ever closer attention. A new discipline of the material culture of the book has arisen in the last generation to study this.
 Here, the material textuality of Shakespeare’s books meets half-way the philosophical and anthropological questions about how to read Shakespeare in our own time. ‘Looke, / Not on his Picture, but his Booke’, Ben Jonson’s poem ‘To the Reader’ in the prefatory material of the First Folio, commends.
 What does it mean to look on his book, rather than the words in his book? Shakespeare himself recognises the book as ‘fetish’: 
cal.
Why, as I told thee, ’tis a custome with him 
I’ th afternoone to sleepe: there thou maist braine him, 
Hauing first seiz’d his bookes: Or with a logge 
Batter his skull, or paunch him with a stake, 
Or cut his wezand with thy knife. Remember 
First to possesse his Bookes; for without them 
Hee’s but a Sot, as I am; nor hath not 
One Spirit to command: they all do hate him 
As rootedly as I. Burne but his Bookes.

If ‘discourse is power’, as Greenblatt avers, then Caliban also feels that power is discourse. The anxiety of cultural capital is attested by the extreme violence Caliban invokes in countering the fetish. He will smash his oppressor’s skull. Claudia Richter has suggested how this dialectic of the aesthetic, linking ‘braining’ with religious ideology, is hardly accidental.
 Power is invested in the physical object of the book, and can only be answered by a physical counteraction. To disempower Prospero it is necessary to take away his book. But to disempower the book it is necessary to burn it.
As James Kearney observes, in the early modern period ‘the ritual destruction of books was the conventional means by which the sorcerer turned away from necromancy’.
 The most notorious necromancer of all, Doctor Faustus, faces his damnation as an end without limits. As the clock strikes twelve, he makes one last bargain with his soul, and offers to burn his books:
Faustus. 
No Faustus, curse thy selfe, curse Lucifer, 
That hath depriude thée of the ioyes of heauen: 
The clocke striketh twelue.
O it strikes, it strikes, now body turne to ayre, 
Or Lucifer wil beare thée quicke to hel: 
Thunder and lightning.
Oh soule, be changde into little water drops, 
And fal into the Ocean, nere be found: 
My God, my God, looke not so fierce on me: 
Enter diuels.
Adders, and Serpents, let me breathe a while: 
Ugly hell gape not, come not Lucifer, 
Ile burne my bookes, ah Mephastophilis. ………………..
exeunt with him.

The offer, it appears, comes to nothing, and Faustus falls into the pit with the devils. Yet as Kearney notes, the act is not only one of renunciation but of sacrifice, and retains within it a mark of the power of necromantic books.
 Traditional scholarship of Marlowe has assumed that this magical power is subsumed onto the book as a mere instrument or container. But the alternative view is that the book itself is held to be ‘incarnate’, since it possesses a power of its own which it subsequently confers onto the magician. To Caliban, indeed, it appears that the magician without his book is nothing, ‘Hee’s but a Sot, as I am’ (3.2.93). Prospero’s renunciation of the ‘fetish’ of the book at the end of The Tempest thus shows a circulation of energy which makes fetishism into the subject of metaphysical enquiry and part of the mediation of mimetic self-reflection rather than as a mere site of materialistic text.
Book-burning, in the sixteenth century no less than the twenty-first, was associated with the instrumental practice of censorship. The Reformation was acutely sensitive to a parallel with the burning of the body of heretics. From Martin Luther onwards, controversy batted back and forth as to who was most responsible, Catholic would-be tyrants or Protestant would-be sectarians. Johannes Sleidan narrates how Luther, threatened with the burning of his own books, retaliated in advance by burning the books of the Canon Law in December 1520.
 By and large, each side approved of the burning of the books of the others, while decrying the philistinism of burning books from their own side. Following on from John Jewel’s Apology for the Church of England, a series of writers, including Thomas Dorman, Anthony Newell, and Thomas Stapleton, traded insults as to which side likes burning books more, and how much the books of the others deserve the flames.
 
Of course, not all book-burning carried a negative charge. Jonson commented ironically that the destruction of some books was necessary to allow others, including his own, to flourish.
 
Some books deserve to die, he says. However, as Caliban’s practice suggests, the aura surrounding books went beyond their contents. In The Confutation of Unwritten Verities, Thomas Cranmer is made to say that while the Papists will burn his books, it will do no good, since like Hydra’s head, more will come forth.
 John Ponet in 1556 argued that the book has a life of its own: ‘as thy booke shall continew / ye as longe as the World shall continew / though ye slander / rayle and rage vntill your bellies brust in peces / ye and burn the books as fast as ye will there be copies enow left to print a thousand in a moneth’.

 The suggestion, indeed, is that the book as an object has religious value, is a carrier of sacred charge. This is a suggestion re-evaluated by Milton a century later in Areopagitica.

The book as fetish is naturally a matter of religious controversy. Cranmer plays both sides here. In 1551, Martin Bucer, the eminent Strasbourg theologian and former Dominican friar, was asked by Cranmer to comment on the text of the brand new Book of Common Prayer, an experimental manual of Protestant liturgy. Bucer was exasperated by the remnants he found throughout the new vernacular book of ritual actions which he felt were redolent of superstition, as if the Mass, say, happened quasi magica. In the middle of this is a doubt which he expresses about the status of the book itself in the performance of its own contents:
[T]here are people who endeavour to represent that Mass of theirs, which we can never sufficiently execrate, with all the outward show they can, with vestments and lights, with bowings and crossings, with washing the chalice and other gestures from the Missal, with breathing over the bread and chalice of the Eucharist
, with moving the book on the table from the right side of it to the left, with setting the table in the same place where the altar used to stand, with displaying the bread and chalice of the Eucharist to elderly men and to others filled with superstition, who adore them and yet do not communicate in the sacraments.

Bucer here refers to a practice familiar from his own earlier life as a friar. The Canon of the Mass began with a prayer Te igitur. The priest precedes the prayer by raising his hands a little, joining them, looking briefly up to heaven, then bowing deeply before the altar and resting his hands on it.
 The initial T was hierarchically signaled in manuscripts by a larger size, more elaborate decoration, and sometimes a miniature. The canon was laid out in large script for ease of reading, and was often copied (or later, printed) on parchment even if the rest of the book was on paper, to ensure its survival in spite of very frequent use. Directly preceding the Canon, in manuscripts of the late middle ages and in printed copies throughout the sixteenth century, there was often a Crucifixion miniature. On beginning the Canon, the priest would kiss the image of the Crucifixion.
 In a Pierpont Morgan example produced around 1400 in France for use in Châlons-sur-Marne, the miniature has a small gold cross in the lower margin, so that the priest might not damage the miniature in kissing the cross.
 
Don Skemer in Binding Words: Textual Amulets in the Middle Ages quotes Michael Camille as saying that copies of missals are often damaged irreparably by kissing: this is perhaps a romantic exaggeration.
 But fabrication or not, the idea of religious books falling apart through ritual use is a powerful obverse of the hostility felt by Bucer (expressed on many occasions) towards the use of physical objects in the performance of prayer. Hugh Latimer, the radical Bishop of Worcester, had a special horror of the use of the Bible as a ritual object.
 It seemed to him to transgress the status of the Bible as a conveyor of God’s word to enhance its value as a holy object or amulet. Just as he made violent fun of the practice of venerating relics, he excoriated the widespread practice of carrying a holy book on the person as a means of warding off death or other unlucky events.
There is at least a memory of such things in Shakespeare, especially in the re-enactment of ritual in the history plays. Thus at the beginning of Act III of 3 Henry VI, Henry comes onto the stage in disguise, with the stage direction (in the First Folio) Enter the King with a Prayer booke in his hand.
 Carrying a book is a frequent topos of the Renaissance stage, but it can mean very different things. Sometimes it suggests the presence of a scholar, as when Faustus comes on; sometimes it suggests inward thought; sometimes it is a mark of conscience. Here the semiotics of the book readily infer that the bearer of the book is a holy man, but they also signify that the book itself is a carrier of more than meaning. The king’s own speech in the scene is followed by an argument about oaths and how they are to be interpreted. The special charge of the physical book now comes into its own: for the book (and especially a holy book such as a Bible or a prayer book) is the traditional transitional object in the performance of oaths. To swear by the book is not only to portend the seriousness of the intention of the person taking the oath, but in some sense to enact the oath itself. It is not an oath unless the book is present. ‘But did you neuer sweare, and breake an Oath’, asks the King of his companion. ‘No, neuer such an Oath, nor will not now’, comes the reply.
 Do not make oaths lightly, the presence of the book tells us; words can be unsaid or bought back, but an oath once made cannot be undone, only broken. In 2 Henry VI, the Weaver declares, ‘H’as a book in his pocket with red letters in’t’. Cade rejoinders: ‘Nay, then, he is a conjuror’.
 A book with rubrics, a prayer book, is a book for swearing by. They trade jokes about the meaning of a signature on a document. Can you write your own name, asks Cade. ‘Or hast thou a mark to thy selfe, like an honest plain-dealing man?’ The Clerk replies, ‘Sir I thanke God, I haue bin so well brought vp, that I can write my name’. Cade is not so impressed: ‘Away with him I say: Hang him with his Pen and Inkhorne about his necke’.
 Cade prefers the honesty of an illiterate, someone who can only mark his name with a cross. Literacy brings with it the inevitable capacity for duplicity. It creates a gap between signifier and signified: identity is no longer a singular thing.
In Love’s Labour’s Lost, the physical book has a distinctly different set of meanings. Armado is a Spaniard who keeps at court; he is ‘one that makes sport / To the Prince and his book–mates’.
 The act of reading is a sexual pun, going o’er the book equals climbing on top of a woman. The Prince and his friends are book-mates both in that they are humanists and that they have an equally playful attitude to the artefact of the book as to its contents: indeed they see no difference between a book and its contents. This makes the book more easily available for physical jokes. Nathaniel can feed off the ready association of book-learning and carnal knowledge: ‘Sir, hee hath neuer fed of the dainties that are bred in a booke. He hath not eate paper as it were: He hath not drunke inke. His intellect is not replenished, he is onely an animall, onely sensible in the duller parts’.
 The passing of pieces of paper in the play is an automatic carrier of erotic investment, as in a Vermeer painting: it is the inevitable foreplay to assignation. And so it makes light of the equation of the book with oath-making which in 3 Henry VI is so seriously charged. The courtiers make an oath of chastity but no one really believes them, least of all themselves: ‘O who can giue an oth? Where is a booke?’
 laments Berowne in Act 4. Rosaline and the Princess at the end of the play debate the signification of love letters. ‘O he hath drawne my picture in his letter’, cries Rosaline. Is it anything like her, asks the Princess. ‘Beauteous as Incke: a good conclusion’. ‘Fair as a text B. in a coppie booke’. The capital letter B uses too much black ink: she cannot be as fair as she thinks. Beware of pencils, ho!, cries Rosaline. She wants to swap the black letter B for ‘My red Dominicall, my golden letter’.
 The sexual jokes are thickening fast. The dominical letter is one of seven letters used to denote the days on which Sunday falls: in calendars in prayer books and almanacs alike they were printed in red. The golden letter is more difficult: is she confusing it with the golden number used to calculate Easter? Or is the gold an illuminated letter?
 Either way, the physical book has become lost in sexual banter.
The contrast between book as ritual object and the book as sexual metaphor is easy to extrapolate into a conflict felt throughout the sixteenth century between word and object. Frequently, in intellectual history and indeed in the history of religion, a dialectic will be drawn between the battle lines of the literal and the figurative. However, Protestant liturgy deconstructs as much as it deconsecrates: it renders the ritual object as semiotic meaning, it disembodies the mass into doctrine, as penance becomes repentance, or sacrifice remembrance. Bucer himself in his commentary on the Book of Common Prayer attempted to draw these lines. The manual acts which accompanied the performance of ritual were to be excised, because they carried with them the assumption that in their performative utterance a physical change could be engendered in the nature of things. Nevertheless, in some liturgical actions, he approved physical actions: such as in the service of ordination, where the laying on of hands accompanies the words of ordination.
 His approval here was vouched by scripture, where it is said that: ‘And when Paul laid his hands upon them, the holy ghost came on them. And they spake with tongues and prophesied’.
 
Bucer made the distinction here that the laying on of hands was a confirmation of meaning rather than a sacred action. But he was on difficult ground. The attempt to create a hard and fast distinction between Catholic and Protestant practice is often too readily made. Two decades before Bucer’s warnings against fetishizing books, Thomas Sommers was arrested in London for possession of books banned by Thomas More, the Lord Chancellor. An elaborate physical penance was designed for him: he would be made to ride horseback backwards, carrying the filthy books on his person.
 As described in John Foxe’s Actes and Monuments, Sommers responded by adapting the ritual to his own purposes, saying: ‘I haue alwayes loued to goe hansomly in my apparell, & takyng the bookes and openyng them, he bound them together by the stringes and cast them about his necke’.
 Ordered to throw Tyndale’s New Testament into the fire, he repeatedly threw it over the fire to protect it. The heretic festoons his body with books, but in the process changes their status. He has reified them, making the book part of his body. As he protects his book from the flames, he participates in a similar act, celebrating and preserving the book as sacred object. Or in another example, this time from Germany at the same time as Bucer: Luther’s books and writings were collected on his death as forms of relic to preserve his memory. The historian Ulinka Rublack has christened this practice, wittily, as grapho-relics.

IV. Beyond Fetishism: Shakespeare and Late Capitalism
At the end of the 1970s, for a variety of reasons, Althusser’s reading of Marx went out of fashion. Yet in recent years he has made a return, becoming the foundation for a variety of approaches to ideology within the social sciences which can broadly be called post-Marxist. Part of this attraction lies in Althusser’s rejection of a simple understanding of causality in which economic practices order consciousness or cultural forms. He also rejected the philosophy of history that often accompanied that model. Such a position was already evident in essays collected in 1965 as Pour Marx. Arguing against the Hegelian dialectic, he sums up his opposition via a critique of the fetishistic invocation of the metaphor of the ‘kernel in the nut’.

 How easy it is, he says in an exquisite footnote, to confuse ‘the long history of the kernel, the pulp and the almond’ (91). This leads him to the idea of ‘overdetermination’: the theory that every element in the total productive process constituting a historical moment is determined by all the others.
 However, such a historical scepticism can also be found in Althusser’s later work, in his exploration of determinism and contingency, where he develops a ‘philosophy of the encounter’. Here a concept of ‘aleatory materialism’ is linked to a subterranean tradition in the history of ideas, stretching from Epicurus and Lucretius, through Machiavelli and Spinoza, to Marx, Heidegger and Derrida.
 
How does this relate to the recent debates in Shakespeare studies? In ‘Marx’s Coat’, Stallybrass argues that the invocation of ‘fetishism’ repeats rather than illuminates the problem that it purports to enquire into. European colonizers did not fetishize objects: ‘on the contrary, they were interested in objects only to the extent that they could be transformed into commodities and exchanged for profit on the market’.
 This implied a new definition of the European subject as ‘unhampered by fixation upon objects’. In the process, the invention of the idea of the ‘fetish’ was used to demonize ‘the possibility that history, memory and desire might be materialized in objects that are touched and loved and worn’.
 In the process, Stallybrass creates a turn on Marx’s celebrated appropriation of the idea of the ‘fetish’. For Marx, Stallybrass notices, uses the ‘fetish’ as a technique of satire to counter the triumph of capital. If European capital ridiculed the fetishism of objects, Marx in turn ridiculed the society that thought it had surpassed such worship, but displaced it instead onto money. In place of the ‘animized object of human labour’, capital idolizes ‘the evacuated nonobject that was the site of exchange’.

Stallybrass’s argument is a powerful rebuff to the more familiar way in which early modern studies has embraced ‘the mimetic economy’. In late capitalism, more than ever, we can recognize the remorseless drive to treat Shakespeare and literature (or the humanities in general) as having value only in so far as they can be turned into capital. The more obvious symptom of this is the alliance with corporate wealth implicit in the 400th anniversary celebrations. The less obvious symptom is the ambiguous reception, within universities, of statements like ‘Shakespeare is the discourse of power’. However, there may be something overly tempting about Stallybrass’s replacement of capitalist Shakespeare with an appeal to ‘the materializations of memory’.
 Here we should recall Pietz’s deconstruction of the fetish as ‘the object’s untranscended materiality’, a deconstruction easily forgotten in the current vogue for material culture. We may also heed Pietz’s warning against seeing the discourse of fetishes as ‘a continuation of the traditional Christian discourse concerning idolatry’.
 Pietz carefully discriminates the fetish from the idol: ‘its truth is not that of the idol, for the idol’s truth lies in its relation of iconic resemblance to some immaterial model or entity’.
 It was in this way, after all, that the Portuguese distinguished the feitiço from any resemblance, however parodic, to the Mass. Shakespeareans have been in the habit within the religious turn of collapsing exactly this distinction. In this way, we have reinvented Shakespeare’s religion as a new kind of ‘fetish’, one that is permanently regressive. The pre-modern turn in religion is recreated again and again by reference to a ‘residual Catholicism’. Shakespeareans are apt to use this term of Protestants who have not quite forgotten how to be Catholic, but have not quite learned yet to secularize and become modern.
 
In a strong form of revisionism, the historian Alexandra Walsham has frequently warned against this term.
 In another field, Alexander Nagel’s work has shown how cult objects in Renaissance Italy demand of us much more nuanced understanding of the historiography of secularization and modernity.
 Or, taking the argument into the contemporary scene, Matthew Bown puts it thus: ‘The art market today is a market in crypto-relics, no more, no less’.
 In order to view Shakespeare’s book as a crypto-relic, we need only think of the photograph of the Saint-Omer Folio with Mark Rylance at the Globe, his hands aloft, his face rapt in wonder. Here is the priest at the altar, elevating the host, inviting us to adore it. Kissing the Bible in a court of law only ended 100 years ago, from fear of infection; but in English courts we still swear by placing the hand on a book. Rather than assuming that holy books or icons are holy because of their religious origin, perhaps we should consider the reverse: that religions acquire part of their sense of the sacred from the aura of personhood that surrounds the books and objects and artworks that embody them.
What historical object, to use Althusser’s language, is more ‘overdetermined’ than the First Folio? It has been examined from every angle.
 Every known copy is catalogued: even since the discovery of the Saint-Omer Folio, the magic number has risen to 234, with the copy in Mount Stuart library on the Isle of Bute. Its price has been indexed, from its first purchase for £ 1 bound, to the last sale in an American auction at $ 6.16 million.
 International libraries were founded simply to contain these precious relics. But such is only the external face of the idol: we also desire to know the kernel within. The ink, the founts, the letter-heads, have been examined to a degree where we can assume the identity not only of individual printers but of compositors.
 A new technology was invented to take the measure of this knowledge.
 Yet in the process, we have, like the builders of Babel, come to know too much. So much is known about the First Folio that it is impossible to make any reasonable comparison with any other book. In that sense, no statement about the First Folio has proper scientific validity. The First Folio is a fetish of book history all on its own. 
We can learn here from Althusser’s latterday scepticism about historical contingency and the power of explanation: ‘overdetermination’ is not a theory of the social sciences but a metaphysical aporia. This might be one last lesson to emerge from the way that Shakespeare’s text attests to the presence of the book as a cultural form. Rather than conforming either to the unmediated materiality offered by ‘thing’ theory, or alternatively to the transvaluative chicanery of ‘cultural capital’, we can recognise the function of the early modern book as a form of boundary object. It is not that Protestants are newly certain that books have only symbolic function, and so are containers rather than objects in their own right. The whole status of what it is for a book to contain something is in question. This is one reason Shakespeare’s plays – Hamlet or Macbeth – are shot through with complex representations of the book as symbol. In Hamlet, the book becomes a symbol of memory; Macbeth abounds with metaphors of the book as a repository of time and a figure for death.
 
In the opposite symbolic direction, the book becomes a metonym. In Act 2 of The Tempest, when Caliban is made to swear his loyalty to his new masters on the island, the drunken Trinculo and Stephano swap the book for a bottle: ‘cal. I’le sweare vpon that Bottle, to be thy true subiect, for the liquor is not earthly’.
 ‘Here, kisse the Booke’, cries Stephano, at which Trinculo, good as his word, and loyal as ever to liquor alone, kisses the bottle. ‘Ha’st thou not dropt from heauen?’, Caliban avows. He is made to prove his religious conversion by a ceremony using a new ritual form:
caliban I haue seene thee in her: and I do adore thee: 
My Mistris shew’d me thee, and thy Dog, and thy Bush.     
stephano Come, sweare to that: kisse the Booke: I will 
furnish it anon with new Contents: Sweare.
                        [Caliban drinks.]
The transference is not an indication of lost ritual, but of an avowed sense of the power and mystery involved in things as objects, including the book as thing. Marx would have liked this moment in the play: it is the aesthetic self-acknowledgement of the fetishistic encounter. To come to terms with the book as thing, yet without turning it into capital, we need a renewed attention to a theory of the idol, or a philosophy of the object as work of art.
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