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In the depths of a cold, dark upstate New York winter, Syracuse basketball coach Jim Boeheim lies awake at night, tossing fitfully in bed, unable to shake the dreadful portent that keeps running through his mind.  “Give not this rotten Orange to your friend, give not this rotten Orange to your friend.”


Boeheim remembers how two years ago the Syracuse Orange went down to defeat, 84-71, at the hands of the Oklahoma Sooners in the Sweet Sixteen round of the 2009 NCAA men’s basketball championship.  Syracuse was seeking to advance to the Elite Eight against North Carolina, but alas, it was not to be.   From the small Shenandoah Valley town of Staunton, Virginia, Willie the Shake had studied his brackets and made his pick, urging one and all to favor Oklahoma with this advice: “Sooner, sweet, for you.”  With the cold realization that “the fault… lies not in our stars, but in ourselves,” Boeheim saw his Orange come up short against the Sooners.  

Just who is this Willie the Shake?  Is he some obscure sports betting guru living in a drafty apartment in a small Virginia town, coldly analyzing reams of computer print-outs to make his NCAA March Madness picks and offering them up to a legion of subscribers to his internet service?  

No, Willie the Shake is, of course, William Shakespeare, a huge basketball fan, hoping that all’s well that ends well when he selects his March Madness brackets.  As Coach Boeheim now knows, to his dismay, the “rotten Orange” quote is from Much Ado About Nothing (Act. 4, scene I), while “Sooner, sweet for you” is from Othello (Act. 3, scene 2). 

Also in 2009, Willie the Shake predicted that Pittsburgh-Xavier would “rouse the proudest Panther in the chase,” (Titus Andronicus, 2, 2) and the Pitt Panthers duly triumphed, 60-55.  He then correctly anointed North Carolina as the 2009 national champion, saying the “Heels may kick at Heaven” (Hamlet, 3, 3), as indeed they did, beating Michigan State, 89-72.

Every year, NCAA March Madness fans can follow Willie the Shake’s predictions, for free, on the website of the American Shakespeare Center (ASC) from Staunton, Virginia (www.americanshakespearecenter.org).   The picks are the love’s labour’s lost of Ralph Alan Cohen, co-founder with Jim Warren of the ASC and the Blackfriars Playhouse  in Staunton, the world’s only recreation of the indoor London theater made famous by Shakespeare and the King’s Men in the early 1600s.  

Cohen and Warren first started producing Shakespeare in Harrisonburg, Virginia in the late 1980s when they both were at James Madison University, Cohen on the faculty and Warren a graduate student.  Their initial traveling company, the Shenandoah Shakespeare Express, specialized in presenting Shakespeare “straight up,” emphasizing fast-paced action and a focus on character and dialogue.  This meant adhering to “original practices” from the Elizabethan era, such as universal lighting (keeping all the lights on) and a minimum of scenery and props.  More than 20 years later, the company - now known as the American Shakespeare Center - continues to “do it with the lights on” (as their bumper sticker cheekily proclaims) to the delight of tens of thousands of patrons at the Blackfriars in Staunton and at schools, colleges and other venues around the country.
As a world-renowned Shakespeare scholar, director of mission for the American Shakespeare Center, and professor at Mary Baldwin College in Staunton, it’s not as if Cohen has tons of free time on his hands to go digging around for Shakespeare quotes for his March Madness brackets.   His day job keeps him fully occupied, so that “every year I’m up until 2 in the morning, looking to see whether there’s a Cornhusker mention anywhere in Shakespeare.”  [There is, and it would be perfect for predicting a Nebraska win over Arkansas: “Shall I keep your hogs and eat husks with them?” As You Like It, 1, 1]
Cohen acknowledges a personal stake in his predictions, having done his graduate work at Duke and being a passionate Blue Devils supporter.   While admitting that “it’s very hard for me to call it for Duke, I don’t want to jinx them,” Willie the Shake did proclaim in 2010 that “the Duke we talked of were returned again” (Measure for Measure, 3, 2) in predicting a 4th national championship for Duke as they beat upstart Butler 61-59.  
For all his mascot moniker brilliance, Willie the Shake is not infallible.   In the 2009 Final Four, Willie predicted (wrongly) that “the Dog will have his day” (Hamlet, 5, 1) in picking the Connecticut Huskies over Michigan State.  


All in all, though, Willie the Shake has compiled a pretty impressive track record, and woe be to those who disregard his picks.  As we approach the Ides of March and the beginning of the 2011 tourney on March 15, Cohen says that this year’s selections will be available on the ASC website beginning in early March, and he’ll update them as the tourney progresses from the Sweet Sixteen through to the championship game.  

As for Jim Boeheim and Syracuse, they’ll be hoping for some words of encouragement from Willie the Shake, especially as the Orange also failed in 2010 to make it past the Sweet Sixteen, bowing to the Butler Bulldogs, 63-59.   On the other hand, Syracuse can take comfort that at least they’re not Purdue, for whom Willie the Shake seems to have  nothing but contempt: “You shames… You herd of Boils! (Coriolanus, 1, 4)  
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