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The present article addresses the literary and cultural side of 1950s’ Europe by 

examining Shakespeare translation in France and the two Germanys during that 

decade. Given the role of translation for cultural development in general and 

Shakespeare’s position as a cultural icon in particular, focusing on the paths 

Shakespeare translation takes in 1950s’ France and Germany represents a significant 

element in the attempt to understand how cultural identities were rebuilt after the war. 

Rather than analyse individual translations, the article will establish a tableau of the 

various manifestations of Shakespeare translation in the 1950s, drawing on different 

materials concerning Shakespeare translation on the stage and the page as well as its 

critical reception. It will appear that the differences between France and the two 

Germanys are in fact far greater than those between East and West Germany (which is 

why the term ‘Germany’ is frequently used as an abbreviation covering both German 

states), and it will be argued that the dissimilar Shakespearean traditions in France and 

Germany, and especially the roles Shakespeare played in the two countries in the first 

half of the 20th century and during the Second World War, help account for these 

differences. 

For a number of reasons, the 1950s present the opportunity for a fresh start in 

Shakespeare translation both in France and in the two Germanys. The Third Reich had 

seen a climax of German nationalism and a low point in translation activity.1 Given 

this immediate historical background as well as Germany’s strong Shakespearian 

tradition, a renewed interest in Shakespeare translation could have been one way both 

of critically reflecting on the German past and of rebuilding a German identity. In 

France, the dialogue with Shakespeare had intensified in recent decades, with the 

publication of revised older2 as well as new Shakespeare translations,3 but the need 

and scope for a more thorough engagement with Shakespeare was still felt and 

expressed (cf. the quotes by Poirier and Bonnefoy below). The present article will 

therefore also assess in which ways these opportunities were (or were not) seized. 
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Shakespeare in France: Creativity and Renewal 

It is often pointed out that, especially when compared to its German neighbour, 

France has always had a somewhat difficult relationship to Shakespeare.4 

Significantly, a number of important cultural figures in the middle of the 20th century 

still thought that the cultural possibilities inherent in Shakespeare were far from being 

fully exploited in France. In his introduction to a special volume of the scholarly 

journal Études anglaises on Shakespeare, published in 1960, Michel Poirier calls it 

‘almost stupefying’ that ‘the greatest dramatist of all times’ should not have been 

more appreciated in a nation where the theatre is so important. Significantly, Poirier 

then calls the ‘history of Shakespeare’s fortune in France’ a ‘long process of 

assimilation […] which still cannot be considered complete’.5 

The main reason for the difficulties in the French Shakespeare reception is the 

strong contrast between Shakespeare’s plays and French Classicist drama, especially 

with its strict rules concerning (an interpretation of) the Aristotelian unities of action, 

place and time and its insistence on bienséance (propriety, decorum), i.e. rules of what 

was and what was not suitable to be shown on stage. This made Shakespeare, with his 

plots that take place in different countries and sometimes span over several decades, 

with his clown figures in otherwise tragic plays like Macbeth or King Lear (an 

inadmissible mixture of genres, from the perspective of French classicism) and with 

his language that uses every register from the noble to the vulgar seem unfit for the 

French stage. 

In spite of these differences, the ‘long assimilation process’ Poirier evokes is 

characterized by numerous contacts with Shakespeare throughout French cultural 

history. In fact, the opposition between Shakespearean drama and the core of the 

French tradition itself had already made Shakespeare especially attractive to the 

French Romantics in the 19th century in particular (as attested, for example, by the 

adaptation of Le More de Venise by Alfred de Vigny in 1829 and that of Hamlet by 

Alexandre Dumas and Paul Meurice in 18476). The dialogue with Shakespeare 

intensifies in the first half of the 20th century, in important theatre productions like 

those of Jacques Copeau as well as translations by directors and actors like Copeau 

and Suzanne Bing or by creative writers such as André Gide.7 

In the 1950s, the dialogue with Shakespeare becomes even more important. In 

a nation that had been humiliated by its military defeat in 1940 and during the 



3 
 

Occupation, turning to Shakespeare was one way of rebuilding a cultural identity after 

the war. This is all the more true because stage productions of Shakespeare were one 

way in which resistance against the Occupier could be expressed, at least up until 

1943.8 This role played by Shakespeare productions in occupied France provided a 

basis upon which post-war French cultural agents could build. This was manifest, first 

of all, in a renewal in Shakespeare productions in the theatre,9 especially in the 

provinces – the decentralisation of French cultural life after the war sees a 

proliferation of Shakespeare productions away from Paris, such as Jean Vilar’s 

Macbeth in Avignon in 1954 or Roger Planchon’s Henry IV in Villeurbanne in 1957. 

A significant number of these productions used new French translations of the 

Shakespearean text. Vilar, for example, relied on the translations of the writer, 

professor and translator Jean-Louis Curtis for his Richard II (1947), Henry IV (1950) 

and Macbeth (1954), and Jacques Charon revived Jules Supervielle’s translation of As 

you like it, first staged in 1934, for a production at the Comédie Française in 1951.10 

Perhaps paradoxically, whilst the growing importance of Shakespeare in the 

first half of the 20th century as well as the role of Shakespeare production during the 

Occupation provided the background for the French dialogue with Shakespeare in the 

1950s (not least because most 1950s’ translators first encountered Shakespeare in the 

1930s and 40s), another reason for dealing with Shakespeare in the 1950s, invoked by 

artists themselves at the time, lay precisely in the relative weakness of the French 

Shakespeare tradition. Artists saw this as a chance which gave them room for 

manoeuvre. 

This concerns in particular the field of Shakespeare translation. Even if there 

were of course a significant number of previous translations, the most well known of 

which is the 19th century translation by François-Victor Hugo (the son of the 

Romantic poet), there is no French Shakespeare translation which, in terms of its 

cultural influence – and, hence, of its potentially inhibiting effects –, gets anywhere 

near the importance of the Schlegel-Tieck translation in Germany. In an essay entitled 

‘Shakespeare and the French Poet’, published in 1959, the contemporary poet Yves 

Bonnefoy asserts that 

 

it is probably an advantage that we have no French translation comparable to that of 
Schlegel and Tieck – a ‘classic,’ beautiful and powerful enough to constrict us within 
the limited perfection of its own particular vision.11 
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Like Bonnefoy, many other artists and translators in the 50s appear to have seen the 

lack of a canonical French translation as an incentive for their own work. As far as 

Shakespeare publications in France in the 1950s are concerned, there certainly were 

re-editions of previous translations, most importantly those of François-Victor Hugo 

(for example the editions published by Arc-en-Ciel or by Lemerre at the beginning of 

the 1950s12) but there were also a number of new translations, in particular by young 

creative writers who then went on to shape French literary history in the second half 

of the 20th century. 

Although its original publication goes back to 1938, the re-edition of 

Shakespeare’s Complete Works in the prestigious Pléiade edition, with a preface by 

André Gide, constitutes a first example for this creative dialogue with Shakespeare in 

the 1950s.13 Whilst this edition, which is republished several times in the course of the 

1950s, relies to a considerable extent on old translations (mainly those by François-

Victor Hugo), it also uses a number of more recent versions, for example a joint 

translation by the theatre director Georges Pitoëff and the poet Pierre Jean Jouve (this 

dates back to the 1920s) or translations by the important Shakespeare translator Pierre 

Leyris. This goes to show that, even in the most prestigious French edition, there was 

(at least limited) room for new Shakespeare translations, which was much less true of 

1950s’ Germany. 

However, a much more significant enterprise which demonstrates the 

dynamism characteristic of Shakespeare translation in 1950s’ France is the edition of 

Shakespeare’s Complete Works in the Club français du livre.14 The Club français du 

livre, which had been founded as the first French book club right after the war, 

assigned the supervision of this project to Pierre Leyris. In his preface, entitled 

‘Pourquoi retraduire Shakespeare?’ (‘Why retranslate Shakespeare?’), Leyris 

criticizes a number of older French Shakespeare translations and insists on the 

importance of a new Shakespeare translation. What is needed, Leyris asserts, are 

‘contemporary translations adapted to our vision.’15 

The particularity of the Club français du livre edition consists in the number 

and the quality of original authors involved as translators, including authors who were 

already well-known in the 50s but also, and especially, young writers who were to 

gain major importance in the decades to come. Even central pieces from the 

Shakespeare canon such as Hamlet or King Lear were translated by up-and-coming 

authors and not by well-established professional translators or academics. 
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The author perhaps most well-known at the time who was involved in this 

edition was Pierre Jean Jouve, whose earlier version of Romeo and Juliet was one of 

the few translations that was not specifically written for this edition but was taken 

over from a previous publication, though with major revisions. Jouve also translated 

Macbeth and was originally designated for the Sonnets, but the editors disapproved of 

his version and therefore ended up giving this translation to Henri Thomas, a young 

French poet living in London, who also translated Antony and Cleopatra as well as 

several other plays for this edition. Jouve nonetheless published his translations of the 

Sonnets in the mid-1950s. In spite of their controversial nature, they do constitute an 

important example of how a major French writer turns to Shakespeare in the 1950s 

and establishes a dialogue which renews the way in which Shakespeare is presented in 

France and also allows the author to develop his own poetic concerns. 

Other authors involved in the edition in the Club français du livre included 

Michel Butor, one of the most important representatives of the Nouveau Roman, who 

translated All’s well that ends well; the French-Uruguayan poet Jules Supervielle, who 

contributed to the translation of A Midsummernight’s Dream; Armand Robin, a 

young, polylingual poet from Britanny who translated Othello and King Lear; André 

du Bouchet, who translated two of the narrative poems as well as Pericles and Henry 

VIII; and, finally, Yves Bonnefoy, a writer in his early thirties who had earned some 

notoriety with the publication of his first major volume of poetry in 1953 and who 

translated Hamlet and The Winter’s Tale in particular. 

In stark contrast to the situation in Germany, which will be discussed in the 

second part of this article, the critical reception of these new translations was quite 

open-minded and often very positive. To cite but one example, in a review of French 

translations of Hamlet from the 18th century up to the 1950s, published in the issue of 

Études anglaises already quoted above, Christian Pons calls Bonnefoy’s translation of 

Hamlet by far the best French translation to date.16 

In general, the large number of important French authors involved in the 

Shakespeare edition in the Club français du Livre points to perhaps the most 

interesting way in which Shakespeare translation plays a role in the renewal of French 

cultural identity in the 1950s, not least because many of these writers take 

Shakespeare translation as a starting point for their own creative work. Armand 

Robin’s poetry, for example, is based to a large extent on his experience as a 

translator and on the interplay between different languages. Older poets like Jouve 
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and Supervielle develop their poetic concerns in their Shakespeare translations. Along 

with other writers, two of the contributors to the edition in the Club français du livre, 

André du Bouchet and Yves Bonnefoy, later publish the journal L’Éphémère together, 

which had a central influence in French literary life in the late 60s and early 70s. Yves 

Bonnefoy is certainly the poet for whom the importance of Shakespeare translation is 

most evident and most far-reaching. Since he started to translate Shakespeare in the 

1950s, Bonnefoy has turned Shakespeare translation into a central pillar of his work 

over the past five decades, and Shakespeare is almost omnipresent in Bonnefoy’s 

writings, from his essays explicitly dedicated to questions of Shakespeare 

interpretation and Shakespeare translation to his own poetry, which abounds with 

intertextual references to Shakespeare. Therefore, when Bonnefoy becomes a 

professor at the prestigious Collège de France in the early 1980s, he quite naturally 

discusses not only Baudelaire, Mallarmé and Rimbaud but also devotes a significant 

number of his seminars and lectures to Shakespeare.17 

Hence, on the different levels I have evoked, Shakespeare translation in 1950s’ 

France constitutes a starting point both for French Shakespeare reception and for the 

development of French cultural identity in general. Shakespeare translation in the 

1950s, and the enterprise in the Club français du Livre in particular, helps launch a 

renewed interest in Shakespeare in the following decades and contributes to the 

construction of a strong Shakespearean tradition in France. The 1950s, therefore, 

trigger and anticipate an ever-intensifiying dialogue with Shakespeare, whose results 

are evident in new theatrical experiments in the 1970s and 80s – by directors Patrice 

Chéreau and Ariane Mnouchkine, for example – and also in yet another attempt at a 

new translation of Shakespeare’s Complete Works, currently undertaken for the 

Pléiade collection by Jean-Michel Déprats. Hence, in the second half of the 20th 

century, Shakespeare has after all become a central figure in the French cultural 

landscape and helps shape French cultural history itself.18 

 

Shakespeare in Germany: Continuity and Criticism 

If Shakespeare translation in 1950s’ France is thus a seat of dynamism and creativity, 

a rather different picture emerges when Shakespeare translation in Germany during 

that decade is examined. Whereas some of the most important creative minds in the 

French literary sphere collaborate to work on the edition in the Club français du livre 

in particular, there are only isolated attempts at new Shakespeare translations in 
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Germany, and the situation is above all characterized by an almost tenacious 

insistence on the superiority of the Romantic Schlegel-Tieck translation. 

As a background to the role Shakespeare translation played in both East and 

West Germany during the 1950s, it is important to recall the strong link between the 

German Shakespearean tradition and German nationalism: ever since Lessing, who 

advocated Shakespeare as an example for German literature and culture which he 

opposed to the tradition of French classicism, Shakespeare had a decisive influence on 

German culture, to the point that he was soon adopted as the ‘third German classic’ 

alongside Goethe and Schiller.19 The 19th century scholar Georg Gottfried Gervinus, 

for example, goes as far as saying that ‘Shakespeare has become a German poet 

almost more than any of our native writers’.20 On the textual level, Shakespeare’s 

appropriation as a German classic was closely linked to the Schlegel-Tieck 

translation21, which soon imposed itself as the standard translation in Germany and 

had considerable influence on German literary language itself. In its Schlegel-Tieck 

guise, Shakespeare had thus ceased to be ‘other’ in Germany, an important difference 

from the situation in France. 

The link between Shakespeare and Germany reached new, and dangerous, 

heights in the 20th century, with the nationalist appropriation of Shakespeare during 

the Third Reich. The institutional side of this appropriation is discussed in Ruth von 

Ledebur’s book on the Deutsche Shakespeare-Gesellschaft, which demonstrates that 

national socialist and anti-semitic ideology played a decisive role for the Shakespeare 

Society in the years of the Weimar Republic and, even more so, during the Third 

Reich.22 Ledebur also shows how the Shakespeare-Gesellschaft tried to use 

Shakespeare research as an ideological ‘weapon’ against England and as means to 

further the ‘Wiedergeburt des germanischen Geistes’.23 This nationalist appropriation 

represents the intellectual backdrop to the German dialogue with Shakespeare in the 

1950s, which is even more important because many of the people who played 

important roles in the period examined by Ledebur were still around in the 1950s. 

After the collapse of Nazism and the defeat of Nazi Germany in the Second 

World War, the ostentatious exhibition of the link between German nationalism and 

Shakespeare was no longer possible. Nonetheless, Shakespeare translation in the 

1950s, as well as the way in which translations were received, continued to function 

according to long-established patterns. In fact, in the 1950s, a great number of 

publications using the Schlegel-Tieck versions continue to dominate the book market: 
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in the course of this decade, there are more than ten editions of Shakespeare’s 

complete dramatic works in the Schlegel-Tieck translation (for example the editions 

in the West German Tempel-Verlag24 or the East German Aufbau-Verlag25), as well as 

a large number of editions of individual plays using that translation, among them the 

very popular Reclam editions of Shakespeare’s works.26 

Whilst the Schlegel-Tieck translation was thus dominant on the book market, a 

few individual translators worked on new German versions of Shakespeare. The most 

important names here are Hans Rothe, Richard Flatter and, in East Germany, Rudolf 

Schaller. All three were born in the 1890s already, so they certainly cannot be 

considered to be among the young cultural avant-garde of post-war Germany, but they 

do translate Shakespeare widely and attempt a renovation of the Shakespearean text in 

German. Both Rothe and Flatter began their Shakespeare translations in the 1920s and 

1930s and continued to work on them in the 1950s, after their return from exile.27 

Their translations are frequently played on the West German stage during the 1950s. 

The same is true in East Germany for Schaller’s translations.28 Hence, although, in 

terms of directors and actors but also of the way in which Shakespeare was staged, 

Shakespeare on the German stage in the 1950s is above all characterized by 

continuity29, the theatre nonetheless constitutes a place of at least limited renewal in 

its use of these more recent translations. 

What is more characteristic of the German situation, however, is the very 

critical reaction to these translations, coupled with an insistence on the superiority of 

the Schlegel-Tieck translation. This attitude was voiced forcefully in the Shakespeare-

Jahrbuch, more or less the official organ of German Shakespeare scholarship since 

1864, which addresses Shakespeare translation regularly throughout the 1950s, most 

extensively in a volume specifically dedicated to Shakespeare translation in 1956.30 

However, this interest in matters of Shakespeare translation did not combine with 

open-mindedness towards new translation enterprises, as was the case in France. If 

Wilhelm Hortmann notes in passing that a representation of All’s Well That Ends Well 

directed by Gustav Gründgens in 1954 ‘occasioned yet another outcry against the 

Rothe translation’,31 this is only one particular instance of a general attitude. 

In fact, it was Rothe who was criticized particularly severely. These criticisms 

go back to the 1930s, where the issue had culminated in the banning of Rothe’s 

translations by Goebbels himself.32 Leading figures in the Deutsche Shakespeare-

Gesellschaft renewed the polemics in the 1950s.33 For example, an article in the 1959 
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Shakespeare-Jahrbuch bears the revealing title ‘In Sachen Shakespeare contra Rothe’ 

(‘As to Shakespeare against Rothe’). This article is signed by no less than five people, 

including some of the most prominent Shakespeare scholars and translators as well as 

the editors of the Shakespeare-Jahrbuch (Rudolf Alexander Schröder, Hermann 

Heuer, Wolfgang Clemen, Levin Ludwig Schücking and Rudolf Stamm) and is thus 

emblematic for the negative reaction of the established Shakespeare critics to Rothe’s 

translation. From today’s perspective, the interesting point about this violent debate 

concerns less the question of the intrinsic value of Rothe’s translation but the fact that 

the establishment should feel such a need to defend Shakespeare against what was 

perceived as a usurper. In other words, the article encapsulates a general tendency in 

1950s’ Germany, which continued to view new translations of Shakespeare as almost 

a sacrilege both against the German tradition and, as the title ‘Shakespeare contra 

Rothe’ indicates, against Shakespeare himself. Symptomatically, again, an article in 

the 1956 Shakespeare-Jahrbuch runs the headline: Why the Romantic Shakespeare 

translations are still to be preferred.34 

Even in a generally positive review of a translation by Richard Flatter (who 

was himself a regular contributor to the Shakespeare-Jahrbuch), the reviewer cannot 

refrain from referring back to the Schlegel-Tieck translation: 

 

It shall only be noted in passing that the reviewer greatly misses many a familiar 
passage in the Romantic translation. Such limitations must be accepted; one should 
not measure the value [of a new translation; M. Z.] by comparing it with other 
masterpieces and should therefore not weigh up every single line with Schlegel. Here, 
one needs […] to lay claim […] to the fact that Schlegel and the Romantics are in 
some ways unsurpassable after all.35 
 

In spite of the cautious formulation, which contrasts with the way in which Hans 

Rothe was attacked, it is obvious that the reviewer of Flatter’s translation continues to 

view the Romantic Shakespeare translation as an ideal which all contemporary 

attempts at Shakespeare translation have to live up to. This is all the more true since, 

in spite of what he declares in the passage just quoted, the reviewer then goes on to 

argue for the superiority of Schlegel-Tieck concerning a particular passage from The 

Taming of the Shrew and King Lear, where he ‘really cannot see’ why Flatter should 

have diverted from the Schlegel-Tieck solution (‘vermag der Rezensent wirklich nicht 

einzusehen’).36 
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Hence, the ‘spirit of restoration’ which Wilhelm Hortmann detects in German 

Shakespeare performances during the 1950s37 finds its equivalent in the continued 

dominance of the Schlegel-Tieck translation, both on the book market and in the 

minds of the critics, although actually less so on the stage itself. In addition, while 

there are numerous original writers in 1950s’ France who work with the 

Shakespearean text and for whom Shakespeare translation becomes a springboard for 

their own creative work, there is no comparable phenomenon in Germany. At the 

most, there are original plays which use Shakespeare as a cultural reference point – 

for example Heinar Kipphardt’s social satire Shakespeare dringend gesucht from 

1953 – or, of course, Brecht’s adaptation of Coriolanus, on which Brecht worked at 

the beginning of the 1950s, although the play was not staged until the beginning of the 

1960s. In this project, which continues a long line of Brechtian adaptations of other 

Shakespeare plays as well as plays by Sophocles, Marlowe, Molière and others, 

Brecht reads Shakespeare against the grain and tries to bring out the role of the people 

against that of the nobleman Coriolanus. This Brechtian refiguration of the 

Shakespearean text is preceded by a partial retranslation of Coriolanus. With respect 

to Shakespeare in 1950s Germany, it is perhaps not a coincidence that Brecht works in 

East Germany, where the official anti-fascist ideology may have allowed for more of 

a critical distance to the German national tradition. But even there, Brecht constitutes 

an exception, and his Coriolanus was not staged until well into the 1960s, after 

Brecht’s death and in a version reworked by two of Brecht’s collaborators. As if to 

prove the continued difficulties of newer Shakespeare translations in Germany, they 

did not use Brecht’s adaptation but Tieck’s translation.38 

In fact, it is only in the 1960s that important creative writers begin to translate 

Shakespeare into German again, among them Erich Fried, who translates a wide 

selection of Shakespeare’s plays, and also Paul Celan, whose translations of the 

Sonnets partake in his own attempts to renew the German language after the Shoah 

(and who lived in Paris since 1948, which situates Celan at the crossroads of the 

German and the French Shakespearean traditions). Interestingly, it is thus mostly 

people who were persecuted and / or in exile during the Third Reich and thus at a 

distance from the ‘official’ cultural heritage (as incarnated by the Deutsche 

Shakespeare-Gesellschaft, for example), who proposed novel translations in the 1950s 

and, especially, in the 1960s.39 
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Conclusion 

The opportunity to turn Shakespeare translation into a laboratory for critical reflection 

with which to contribute to a new cultural beginning after the war was not seized in 

the same way in Germany and France. In the 1950s, French Shakespeare translation 

represents a seat of creativity and cultural renewal, whereas, in the two German states, 

it appears as an instance of cultural continuity between the Third Reich and the post-

war era. More case studies, examining other sources of translation, will need to follow 

in order to establish whether these results are indeed representative of a general 

attitude concerning translation (and, by extension, towards what is alien and ‘other’). 

Nonetheless, it is significant that, throughout the 1950s, German Shakespeare 

translation continues to be enmeshed in the past in so far as it combines numerous re-

editions of the Schlegel-Tieck versions with critical texts that continue to argue for the 

superiority of that translation. Like in many other areas of German politics and 

culture, there is no Stunde Null in this field: Germany’s strong Shakespearean 

tradition casts its shadow over the 1950s and appears to issue in an inability to 

propose new and innovative Shakespeare translations up until the 1960s. As opposed 

to the collaborative efforts characteristic of French Shakespeare translation in the 

1950s, there are only isolated translation enterprises in Germany, often by individuals 

who were at the margin of main-stream cultural life or who had been forced into exile 

during the 3rd Reich. 

In contrast, in France, there is a new beginning of the dialogue with 

Shakespeare, which is carried in particular by a group of young, up-and-coming 

author-translators for whom Shakespeare translation represents a way of advancing 

both their own work and French culture at large. Prepared by the growing importance 

of Shakespeare in France throughout the first half of the 20th century, Shakespeare 

translation in the 1950s has great creative potential and it involves people who were 

(or who were to become later) key agents on the cultural scene. Shakespeare 

translation thus constitutes both an instance of and a motor for the general 

transformation of French post-war culture. As a sequel to the present study, more 

detailed textual analyses, both of individual translations and of original works by 

author-translators engaged in Shakespeare translation in the 1950s, are called for. 

Through such analyses, a clearer picture will emerge of how the intercultural dialogue 

analysed in the present paper plays out in practice and of how the groundwork laid 
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through Shakespeare translation in the 1950s later disseminated into French culture at 

large. 
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(Baden-Baden; Genf: Holle, 1955-1958); Richard Flatter, Shakespeare in 6 Bänden 
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