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A REVIEW: 
Film as Tribute and Review as Tribute 

The British Council’s Shakespeare in the Caribbean  
  

BARBARA LALLA  
  
 

In 2017 the British Council released its film, Shakespeare in the Caribbean, which is dedicated to 

Dr. Giselle Rampaul. It was an appropriate tribute, addressing as it does Shakespeare’s impact on 

the multilingual Caribbean. The film incorporated interpretations by performers and critics from 

both the Anglophone and Hispanic Caribbean and so served a wider purpose than honouring 

Giselle even as her scholarship addressed a panorama of issues, subject areas and genres that 

were not part of the focus of the film. But none of this detracts from the timeliness and pertinence 

of this recognition accorded to Giselle Rampaul – the scholar who recognized Shakespeare at the 

heart of Britishness, of the colonial dream, of the imperial imperative; Shakespeare at the heart 

of postcolonial mimicry, trauma and revolt; Shakespeare at the heart of Caribbean love/hate 

relationships with English, of Caribbean artistic appropriation and resistance, and of Caribbean 

critics’ negotiations within that academic field in which Giselle was so sweet a flower. 

 

The film draws on the responses of spoken word artists, actors, academics and interested 

members of Shakespeare’s audience from other fields such as psychology. Brian Meekes 

comments on the recognition we experience in watching Shakespeare. There is also, for many 

even here and now, beyond recognition, sensation. There are some of us whom he affects. In a 

world where, as the spoken word artist on the film points out, Shakespeare has been held up to 

us as godlike, it is unsurprising that many of the commentators describe themselves as having 

disliked or merely been indifferent to Shakespeare in their earlier lives. One mentions not having 

had the emotional attachment to Shakespeare that so many of his peers may have had. 

 

It may not be politically correct to confess to a deep emotional investment in this central icon of 

British culture but let me for an instant align myself with Shylock to say, I am not bound to please 

thee with my answers. I make no apology about the fact that Shakespeare touches me and I 

believe he firmly belongs in Caribbean discussions on effect and affect. I have, personally, never 

experienced a dislike for Shakespeare, perhaps because I had a sense of ownership from the 

outset, but I recognize the response as one that is true to some Caribbean reaction. 

 

 



2 Barbara Lalla 
 

 

 
 

Tout Moun  ▪  Vol. 4  No. 2  ▪  November 2018 

This is not so much because of our cultural ancestry in which the literary and linguistic heritage of 

English is one of many crucial strands. This is more because he reached outside of courtly 

Elizabethan ways of knowing for other possible points of view on the value of opinions held by 

ordinary people, on the rights and wrongs of the powerful, on selfhood in women. The film 

celebrates such affirmation, acknowledges the playwright’s sensitivity to economic bondage 

(among many dimensions of enslavement) and his upholding of the role of mercy. Shakespeare 

touches us by permeating the veneer of his own society (as the film describes) and breaking 

through barriers of race, class and gender. The film speaks to his exemplary construction of voices 

and projection of characters and orchestration of different registers in a scene; but Shakespeare 

also breaks silences and visualizes hidden sides of those who populate his work. In acknowledging 

transcendent Shakespeare, the film exemplifies Shakespeare as a “flag-bearer of dominant social 

forces”. What so often intervenes in closure in his plays, however, is his interrogation of those 

same dominant social forces, making him directly pertinent to our Caribbean situation.  

 

The film prompts us to reevaluate feeling versus dispassionate intellectual value, to reassess the 

validity of literary pleasure, to ponder with as little rancor as possible the connections between 

history and hurt. So it raises questions regarding the significance of distance or proximity to affect 

and forces us to consider Shakespearean drama in the context of transcultural relations. 

Shakespeare, after all, opened up a dialogue between developing nations, centuries and oceans 

apart – for his was a developing nation (albeit with an imperial agenda). Such considerations 

cannot but impinge on our assessment of his international fandom. 

At the same time, it is impossible not to wish that scholar in whose honour this film is dedicated 

could actually have spoken in the film. Giselle would have had much to add on Caribbean 

engagement with Shakespeare and, specifically (to use her own words), “how Shakespeare 

travelled, through the colonial enterprise.” Her research has traced the centrality of Shakespeare 

to Caribbean education, introduced early through the Royal Reader and then more extensively as 

full plays were required for Cambridge examinations. Her interest in Shakespeare’s work 

extended well beyond the Anglophone to the Spanish speaking and Francophone Caribbean and 

she would have been pleased to see that this spread is reflected in the film. 

Had there been room, the film might have expanded on Shakespeare and calypso, on the 

carnivalesque in Shakespearean drama as compared to Caribbean oral performance. Giselle 

Rampaul could have developed such discussion by reference to the Carriacou Shakespeare mas, 

which she observed and recorded with Ryan Durgasingh. What unavoidable gaps there may be in 

the film are there because Giselle is not. Her interest extended to the larger context in literary 

history, of global appropriations of Shakespeare and, within that, to the larger context of 

Caribbean appropriations. So the film might have engaged in some depth with ways in which 

British folk performances of Shakespeare on plantations led into performances by the enslaved 

and colonized - leaving behind traditions like Shakespeare Mas and evolving into counterdiscourse 

and re-writing throughout our own canon. But then it would not have been a film but a series of 

films. 
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For depth of analysis would have led Giselle to linger over playful but serious renditions of folly in 

carnivalesque, over the intersections of such antic disposition with madness. As her vision 

encompassed the trickster spirit both in Shakespeare’s clowns and Caribbean Ananci, she had an 

interest in interventions by weavers from another world, and she was caught by a Caribbean 

playwright’s glimpse in the Ghost of Hamlet’s father of the subtle eshu from a West African 

dimension of our heritage (Davlin Thomas). A more far-reaching production could have explored 

how quotations from Shakespeare were drawn on in Calypso - to demonstrate mastery of the 

official language; and to show how calypso made reference to Shakespeare for enactment of 

social history but, also, to ridicule Shakespeare as the epitome of Englishness. Beyond tracing how 

early quotations in Trinidad calypso demonstrated eloquence, and how, later, this mimicry gave 

way to mockery, Giselle Rampaul might have gone on to consider ways of signifying Shakespeare 

on the road and in the tents, through costume and calypso. 

 

So the film lays a basis for further reflection - on Caribbean Shakespearean negotiations of myth 

and history, of limbo conditions, of the shifting grounds of islands somehow New World somehow 

Old world. Dr Rampaul would have welcomed references and portrayals of confrontation and 

reversals of self and other. I know from our own exchanges that she intended to pursue such 

themes as race in Othello delicately reflected in a range of subtle shades through the world of 

Rupert Grey, then track these back following the issues of marginalization to contemplate, from a 

Caribbean stance, the ultimate situation of Shylock. 

 

All such potential for scholarly development of its themes constitute rational bases for a film (or 

series of films) on Shakespeare in the Caribbean. And then there is that other basis that affects so 

many of us. The fact that the work of our good friend and colleague stands proudly alongside 

other international scholarship on the subject such as Goldberg’s Tempest in the Caribbean 

(2003), Hulme and Sherman’s The Tempest and Its Travels (2000), and Zabus’s Tempests after 

Shakespeare (2002).And work on Shakespeare in the Caribbean is itself sited in a wider field of 

work on appropriation – like Dionne and Kapadia’s Native Shakespeares: Indigenous 

Appropriations on a Global Stage (2008), Orkin’s Local Shakespeares (2005), Loomba and Orkin’s 

Post-colonial Shakespeares, (1998)  and Huang and Rivlin’s Shakespeare and the Ethics of 

Appropriation (2014). Alongside these, Giselle Rampaul’s articles focus on the specifically 

Caribbean dimension - in “Playing the Fool with Shakespeare: Festivity, Falsity, and Feste in King 

of the Masquerade and Twelfth Night; in "Caribbean Tricksters at the Crossroads: Davlin Thomas's 

Lear Ananci and Hamlet: The Eshu Experience"; in “Shakespeare, Empire, and the Trinidad 

Calypso”; and in “Shakespeare Mas: Performance and Recontextualisation of Julius Caesar on the 

Caribbean Carnival Stage.” So, the recognition of her scholarship by was of the British Council’s 

dedication of the film is appropriate and, knowing this aspect of her work as I do, I am grateful for 

it.  
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My own experience of her as a scholar began with my teaching her (not Shakespeare, but Chaucer) 

and evolved into my teaching with her, examining with her, supervising doctoral research with 

her, publishing with her – and this close access to her mind was intellectually sustaining and 

refreshing.  Whether the fairies of Mid Summer Night’s Dream are reconceived as jab jab and 

whether the witches of Macbeth are imagined with dreadlocks, scrutinizing the progress of 

Shakespeare in our region has deepened our understanding of the artist in a seventeenth century 

developing nation and of ourselves. Inevitably we extend our interrogations of the types of 

repression he portrays as he forces us to consider the doubly colonized - Miranda, perhaps 

Sycorax, certainly the androgynous Ariel - to examine the contradictory and tortured Caliban and 

speculate on his (post-Prospero) future as an ex-colonised subject.  

In our appropriations of a writer in relation to whom Englishness has been worked out, we are 

forced to reflect on what constitutes Caribbeanness, on whether, and, if so, how these very 

appropriations contribute to our Caribbeanness. We who have worked with her recognize the 

significance of Giselle Rampaul’s wide-ranging research (well beyond this area), but the work she 

has done in this area alone, Shakespeare in the Caribbean, is itself a lasting monument to her and 

the British Council’s tribute affirms this.  

“How far that little candle throws [her] beams.” 


