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Among fictions of Shakespeare's life, Philip Burton's novel You, My Brother (1973) has been somewhat neglected. Nevertheless it accords well with recent insights into the collaborative genesis of the Shakespearean corpus.


Most fictional biographies about Shakespeare assume that the works are a reflection of the life. Once the creative process is underway, the input from outside is minimized; Shakespeare sits down at his desk and produces a finished masterpiece in isolation. Commercial considerations, theatrical emergencies, or advice from fellow actors rarely interfere with this process. If they do, this is usually seen as the imposition of second-rate minds on the work of a genius. In Maurice Baring's comic sketch, The Rehearsal, e.g., Burbage demands far-going changes in the text of Macbeth. In Baring's view, genius flourishes in spite of rather than because of such interference.


Such fictional portraits of Shakespeare as a lonely genius are no longer in line with recent ideas about the collaborative effort that has gone into the writing of a Shakespeare play. Cultural materialists dismiss the idea that there is such a thing as one authentic Shakespearean text underneath the accretions of revisions and interpolations that can be put down to less-gifted collaborators. Stanley Wells, too, has accepted what he calls a "revisionist" position, assuming that Quartos and Folios are versions of the same text in different stages, one reflecting the text before performance, the other after revision on the basis of experiences in performance--which may well reflect the opinions and suggestions of fellow actors.


Philip Burton, too, presents his hero as a master of collaboration, involved in a number of interlocking, sometimes conflicting, groups: as a family man, and as a member of a theatre company. Shakespeare is largely depicted from the outside, from the perspective of his actor-brother Edmund. Much of the interest of the novel revolves around Shakespeare's relations with Edmund, in which he manages to bridge personal as well as ideological differences. In the theatre, similar skills are called for. Will may be the main writer of his plays, but he is usually open to suggestions, even when these involve extensive rewriting. In this respect he is contrasted with Ben Jonson, who sees his text as an individual artistic expression that should remain inviolate; it is he rather than Will that refuses to "blot a line." This attitude gets Ben into conflict with the company, and again it is Will who mediates between this talented younger rival and the other members of the company. Successful theatrical productions are seen as the result of a group process, not individual genius. Burton's interpretation seems to be based on his own theatrical background rather than on theory; yet it succeeds in giving to such theoretical concepts a local habitation and a name.

