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PREFACE

Shakespeare’s greatness lies above all in the total impact
that each of his best plays makes upon us when acted. But
being a synthesis, this impact is not easily put into words;
and oncc the curtain is down and we have left the theatre,
what is said and written about the plays tends to be on a
comparatively low level and bears littlc or no rclation to
the greatness of the whole. which it seems unable to account
for.

This book begins and ends with the question of total
impact The intervening chapters are an attempt to do
justice to Shakespeare by analysing ten of the maturer plays
in view of the ultimate effect of each, concentrating on what
is immediately obvious from the texts, letting the poet speak
as far as possible for himself, and taking care not to
attribute to him a XXth, XIXth, XVIIIth or even XVIIth
century outlook. To say that he was born 400 years ago is

an understatement. So extremely transitional was the
century in which he was brought up and formed that it

could almost be expanded into two as regards change of
outlook; and Shakespeare, highly conservative in almost
every respect, belongs despite his actual dates to the first of
these two rather than the second, that is, to a prolongation
of the XVth century rather than to an anticipation of the
XVIIth.

MARTIN LINCS

London, 1966
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CHAPTER I

The Intellectuality

of Sacred Art

In the last few decades there has been a considerablc incrcasc
of interest in the Middle Ages, which is no doubt partly due to
a reaction, but it is also, much more, a case of ignorance giving
way to knowledge. In another sense, it is simply a rising to the
surface of something that has always been there and is always
bcing rediscovered. Could it not be said that wherever the Middle
Ages have not ceased to be accessible, wherever despite the barricr
of the Renaissance they have always rcinained with us, as in the
poetry of Dante, for instance, or—to take a more immediately
accessible and inescapable example—as in their architecture,
their superiority has always been feit at heart? This fecling
implies also, if only subconsciously, the acknowledgement of a
more general superiority, for it is quite inipossible that the great
Norman and Gothic cathedrals should have sprung from an age
that had no inward excellcnce to correspond to these superlativc
outward manifestations.

One of the particular reasons for the present increase of
interest in the Middle Ages is in itself highly significant: during
the last fifty years Europeans have taken much more interest in
the art of other civilizations than ever before, and this has no
doubt uprooted many prejudiccs and opened the door to a
certain freshness and objectivity of judgment. Having come to
khow some of the best exampies of Hindu, Chinese and Japancse
art and then as it were retuming to their own dvilization, many
people find that their outlook has irrcvocably changed. Aftcr
looking at a great Chinese landscape, for example, where this

world appears like a veil of illusion beyond which, almost visibly,

lies the Infinïtc and Eternal Reality, or after having been given
a glimpse of that same Reality through a statue of the Buddha,
they find it difficult to take seriously a painting such as Raphael's
famous Madonna, or Michelangelo's fresco of the Creation, not
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to speak of his sculpture, and Leonardo also fails to satisfy them.
But they find that they can take very seriously, more seriously
than before, some of the carly Sienese paintings such as Lippo
Memmi’s Annunciation, for example, or the statuary and stained
glass of Chartres Cathedral, or the Xllth and XlIIth century
mosaics in St. Mark’s at Venice, or the ikons of the Orthodox
Church.

The reason why mediaeval art can bear comparison with
Oriental art as no other Western art can is undoubtedly that
the mediaeval outlook, like that of the Oriental civilizations, was
intellectual. It considered this world above all as the shadow or
Symbol of the next, man as the shadow or Symbol of God; and
such an attitude, to be operative, presupposes the presence of
intellectuals, for earthly things can only be referred back to their
spiritual archetypes through the faculty of intellectual perception,
the insight which pierces through the symbol to the univcrsal
reality that lies beyond. In the theocratie civilizations, if an
artist himself was not an intellectual, he none the less obeyed
the canons of art' which had been established on an intellectual
basis.

A mediaeval portrait is above all a portrait of the Spirit
shining from behind a human veil. In other words, it is as a
window opening from the particular on to the universal, and
while being enshrined in its own age and civilization as eminently
typical of a particular period and place, it lias at the same time,
in virtue of this opening, something that is neither of the East
nor of the West, nor of any one age more than another.

If Renaissance art lacks an opening on to the universal and is
altogether imprisoned in its own epoch, this is because its
outlook is humanistic; and humanism, which is a revolt of the
reason against the intellect, considers man and other earthly
objects entirely for their own sakes as if nothing lay behind
them. In painting the Creation, for example. Michclangelo treats
Adam not as a symbol but as an independent reality; and since

1 Saczcd ar, in the tuil «nse „f thc term iS ar, *1*1, conforms canons laiddoHn not by individuats but by the spiritual autlmritv of the civilization in
quesoon. as was ,!,e case with mediaeval Chris,inn architecture Crceorian
chant. ancient Crcck drama, japanesc No plays. Ilindu temnie dancing and
miistc to name only a few examples—and such art is alivavs something nf a
cr.,er.on and also a potem.al sourre of inspiration for other less central
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he does not paint man in the image of God, the inevkable result

is that he paints God in the image of man. Tliere is more
divinity underlying Simone Martini’s painting of Saint Francis

than there is in Michelangelo’s representation of the Creator

Himself.

Shakespeare was born less than three months after Michel-

angelo’s death, and the two are olten spoken of in the same
breath as being ainong ‘the greatest geniuses of the Renaissance’.

Yet how does Shakespeare stand in the light of an intellectual

approach which enhanccs, if possible, our respect for Dante, but

which greatly diminishes our estimate of several others whose
pre-eminence had long gone unquestioned? The following

chapters are an attempt to answer this question in some detail;

but a general answer can be given iinmediately. Let us quote,

as touchstone, a masterly summing up of tlie difference between

Renaissance art and mediaeval art: ‘When standing in front of

a Romanesque or Gothic cathedral, we feel that we are at the

centre of the world; when standing in front of a Renaissance,

Baroque or Rococo church we are merely conscious of being in

Europe’.* Now without trying to give Shakespeare so essential a

place in the art of Christendom as the place which is held by

the mediaeval cathcdrals or by The Divine Comedy, could it not

be said that to be present at an adequate performance of King
Lear is not merely to watch a play but to witness, inysteriously,

the whöle history of mankind?

But this remark could not possibly be made about the majority

of Shakespeare’s writings, and if we wish to.form any estimate

of the mature dramatist whose outlook bestowed on him a

universality that is a prolongation of the universality of the

Middle Ages, the first thing to be done is to set most of the

plays on one side for the moment so as not to confuse the issue.

Few writers can have developed so nmch during their period

of authorship as Shakespeare did. By the end of the XVIth
century he had written some twenty-two plays; but none of these

can be said ,o represent his maturity, though some of them,* in

various ways, give an unmistakable foretaste of what was to come.

Just after 1600 there was a sharp and lasting change, not in
l Frithjof Schuon, The Transcendent Unity of Religions (Faber, 1953) p. 84,

* Romeo and Juliet, tor example, A Midsummer Night’s Dteam, Henry IV,

As You Like It, and Tweljth Night.
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onentation that change had comc bcforc—but in intensity. It
wa* as if he had suddcnly come lo grips with the universe after
naving contemplated it for some time with a half-detached
seremty. From being in eamest, he had come to be in very
eadly eamest. This change is forced on our attention first of

all by Hamlet-, and accept for one or two backward glances,
mostly in the direction of Romeo and Juliet and Henry IV,
the scope of this book lies indusively betwccn Hamlet and
Shakcspeare's last complete play. The Tempest.

CHAPTER II

Shakespeare’s Outlook

It is too often said that the marvellous variety of Shakcspeare’s
characters makes it impOssibie to divine anything about the
author himself. About his temperament this may be true to a
certain extern, but as regards his outlook and ideals it is alto-
gether false. We can learn much about him indirectly even from
his villains, and from his heroes we can leam much more,
especially towards the end of a play, after he has fully developed
them.

But whcn the hero, in a manifest state of undevelopment, at
the beginning or in the middle of a play, gives vent to his ideas
about this and that, he is perhaps revealing his own immaturity
and may well even be saying the very opposite of what Shake-
speare himself thinks. A striking example of this is in King Lear
when Gloster, who has an important part in the sub plot, says,

before Shakespeare has fully developed him

:

As flies to wanton boys, are we to the Gods;
They kill us for their sport. (iv, i).

It is when Edgar hears these words that he decides to set upon
his strange coursc of action for the purpose of saving his fcjher
from despair and suiride. Thanks to his efforts. Gloster is able
to say eventually:

henceforth Til bear

Affliction till it do cry out itself

‘Enough, enough’, and die. (iv, 6)

and later still

:

You ever-gcntle Gods, take tny breath from me:
Let not my worser spirit tempt me again

To die before you please! (ibid.).

Now the great weakness of Gloster which he eventually over-

comes, is akin to one of the weaknesses of Hamlet which he also

overcomes, and which is lack of faith in Providence. The “To
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be or not to be’ soliloquy, from which so much bas been deduced
about Shakespeare’s own views, does not merely express the
matunty of Hamlet but it shows him at his most immature, for
in a sense the Prince goes back in development after the begin-
ning of the play before he begins to go forward. When this
particular soliloquy comes his faith is at its lowest ebb. Having
more or less said at the beginning of the play that he would
commit suïcide if only God had not forbidden it, he now implies
that he would do so but for the dread of something after death.

It is always possible that Shakespcare may have drawn on his
own past experience for this soliloquy. But we can be certain
that it does not represent in any way his settled convictions
because its whole tenor is completely contradicted in the last
scene of the play by the fully developed, perfectly balanced
Hamlet voicing the maturity which Shakespeare has gradually
shaped and built up for him. In this scene we find that he has
altogether overcome his doubts. His now full-grown royalty of
nature causes Horatio to exclaim. half in admiration, half in
surprise: ‘Why, what a hing is this,!’; and his faith in Providence
is unshakcable. He says to Horatio:

There’s a divinity that skapes our ends,
Rough-hew them how we will.

This conversation leads up to what is perhaps the greatest speech
of the play, though it is seldom quoted, partly no doubt because
it is in prose. Hamlet's fencing match with Laertes is about to
take place. Hamlet tells Horatio that he is confident of victory;
yet at the same time he has a premonition that he is going to
die, and he intimates as much to Horatio, who begs to be
allowed to postpone the match. But Hamlet will not allow this.
He says:

Not a whit, we defy augury: there’s a special

providence in the fall of a sparrow. If it be
now, ’tis not to come; if it be not to come, it

will be now; if it be not now, yet it will come:
the readiness is alt. Since no man has aught
of what he leaves, what is’t to leave belimes

?

Let be.

The gist of this speech, the readiness is all, is repeated almost
word for word in an equally significant passage in the last act
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of King Lear. The news of the defeat and capture of King Lear

and Cordelia plunges Gloster once more into despair. Edgar pulls

him out of it by reminding him that just as a man has to submit

to Providence as regards the time and manner of his birth, so

also he must submit as regards the time and marmer of his

death and not seek to pluck the fruit before it is ripe.

Men must endure

Their going hence, even as their coming hither.

Ripeness is all.

It will be noticed that in these two speeches of Hamlet and

Edgar, as also elsewhere, Shakespeare is concentrating on the

most universal aspect of religion. He is concerned with man's

having the right attitude of soul towards Providence rather than

1 with any particular mode of worship. But this does not mean
that he himself was not a devout practising Christian. It simply

means that in the extreme religious soreness and sensitivity of

sixteenth and seventeenth century England, Christianity was a

very dangerous topic Before the end of his period of authorship

it was even forbidden by law to mention the name of God on

[

the stage. But one could always refer to ‘the gods’; and if he

j
delibcrately chose to set many of his maturer plays in a pre-

< Christian setting; it is to be noticed none the less that his

i
attitude to Greece and Rome is not typical of the Renaissance.

He does not merely borrow the surface of classical antiquity.

He places himself at the very centre of the ancient world. For

him, and for Dante, just as for the ancient priests and priestesse»

at Delphi, Apollo is not the god of light but the Light of God.

i In the form of his drama Shakespeare belongs to his age.

j

Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus is outwardly in some respects more

i mediaeval than anything Shakespeare wrote. But in outlook

j

Marlowe was altogether a man of the Renaissance, as were Ben

Jonson and Webster, whereas Shakespeare seems in a sense to
1

go back as time goes forward and by the turn of the century

he had become, unlike any of his fellow dramatists, the continuer

and the summer-up of the past, the last outpost of a quickly

vanishing age. To say this is not really to say anything new; it

i is rather a case of putting two and two together. Bradley says

I of King Lear: ‘It does not appear to disclose a mode of imagina-

;

tion so very far removed from the mode with which we must
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remember that Shakespeare was perfcctly familiar in the Morality
plays and in The Faerie Queene.' Of Othello Wilson Knight says:
'Othello, Dcsdemona and Iago are Man, the Divine and the
Devil’, and he remarks in general that Shakespeare’s heroes are
'purgatorial pilgrims'. Of Macbeth Dover Wilson says: ‘Macbeth
is almost a morality play’, and he says much the same of the
two parts of Hcnry IV. Moreover, in this last connection, and
with regard to Shakespeare as a continuer of past tradition, he
reminds us: ‘Before its final secularization in the first half of
the XVIth century, our drama was concemed with one topic
and one topic only: human salvation. It was a topic that could
be rcpresented in either of two ways: (i) historically, by means
of miracle plays which in the Corpus Christi cycles unrolled
before the spectators' eyes the whole scheme of salvation from
the Creation to the Last Judgment; or (ii) allegorically, by means
of morality plays, which exhibited the process of salvation in
the individual soul on its road between birth and death, beset
with the snares of the World or the wiles of the Evil One.'1

Dover Wilson does not define the word 'salvation* and for the
purpose of his book, it is not neccssary to do so. But as regards
mcdiaeval art in general, it is important to distinguish between
what may be called esoterie works, which look beyond salvation
to sanctification, and exoteric works, in which sanctification is

at best no more than a remote ideal. lf Shakespeare is a continuer
of the past, which of these two categories does his art belong to,
the exoteric or the esoterie?

An example of what may be called an exoteric work which
stops short at salvation in the lowest sense is The Castle of
Perseverance. In this morality play mankind

(humanum genus)
is rcpresented as having led a very questionable life, and he is

saved from Heil in the face of justice by operation of the Divine
Mercy. A supreme example of an esoterie work is The Divine
Comedy which presupposes salvation and deals with man'*
purification and his ultimate sanctification or in other words
his regaining of what was lost at the Fall. It may be said that
in the Middle Ages the mass of the laity was considered as
following the path of salvation, whereas the monastic orders,
and the lay orders attached to them, and one or two other
brotherhoods such as those of the Freemasons and the Com-
' The Fortune! of Fahtaff, Cambridge Univcrsity Pias, 1964. p. 17.
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panions aimed at following the path of sanctification. In other

words they aimed at passing through Purgatory in this life. It

is now known that Dante belonged to a brotherhood which was

affiliated to the Order of the Temple,1 and which was more or

less driven underground when the Order of the Temple was
abolished. Somc have supposed that Shakespeare was a member
of the brotherhood of the Rosie Crosse; others belïeve him to

have been a Freemason. This is a part of his sccrct which will

probably never be known, and in any case it is not within the

scope of these pages to dweil on anything that is not obvious

from what he wrote. What is obvious, however, is that his plays

far transcend the idea of salvation in its more limited sense;

and it may be remarked in passing that this does suggest that

their author was following a spiritual path, which itself implies

attachment to an order.

At the beginning of Act V of The Winler's Tale, with reference

to the long penance done by King Leontes during the sixteen

years which elapse between the two parts of the play, the

priestlike Cleomenes says:

Sir, you have done enough, and have perform’d

A saint-like sorroiu: no fault could you make

Which you have not redeem’d; indeed, paid down
More penitence than done trespass. Al the last.

Do as the heavens have done, forget your evil;

With them forgive yourself.

In King Lear the blind Glpster, recognizing the King's voice,

asks to kiss his hand. Lear replies:

Let me wipe it first; it smells of mortality.

This remark contains not only the very essence of the play but

also of most of Shakespeare’s other maturer plays; for in the

course of them what does Shakespeare do but wipe away mor-

tality, that is, the sin of Adam, from the hand of the hero? The

hand must be altogether clean: there is no question of more or

less. In Hamlet the prince says of himself in the middle of the

play that he is fairly virtuous:

I am myself indifferent honest;

but Shakespeare's purpose goes far beyond such mediocrity. The

>See René Guénon, UEsotirüme de Dante (Gallimard. 1957, p. 11).
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portcr to the Gate of Purgatory. that is. the gate to salvation,
is bydefinition of unfathoinable mcrcy. Hamlet could have passed
by hun at the beginning of the play; so could Leontes at themoment of repentance. sixteen years before the speech just
quotcd; and so could Lear long before the end of the play But
the porter to the Gate of Paradise, that is. the gate to sanctifica-
tion is relentlessly exacting; and for his heroes and heroincs,
Shakespeare stands as that porter. He wiil let nothing pass except

ai>d *° hC mak“ Hamlet add to thc above quoted

but yet 1 could accuse me of such things
that it were better my mother had nol bom me.

Character after character is developed to a state of virtue which
is pushed, one feels, to the very limits of human nature, until
each could say. with Cleopatra:

Give me my robe; put on my Crown; I have
Immortal longings in me.

Even those who refuse to admit that Shakespeare himself speaks
through any of hts characters cannot escape from the fact that it“ Sh

f
kesPeare himself- and no one else, who is the architect of

,

plays. And when, after a certain maturity has been reached.
play after play follows the same quest for human perfection, each
play in its totality (over and above the marvellous variety of
detail), hammering home the same message, we have no altemative
but to conclude that Shakespeare was altogether preoccupied.
at any rate for the last f.fteen years of his life or more, by the
same questions which preoccupied Dante.

CHAPTER IH

Henry IV

If Hamlet is Shakespeare's first really great play, the outlook
which dominates it is none the less already to be found in several

of his earlier plays. Particularly striking in this respect is Henry
IV which, in its two parts, must have been written within three
or four years before Hamlet, probably between 1597 and 1599.
Dover Wilson says: ‘Henry IV was certainly iniended to

convey a moral. It is, in fact, Shakespeare’s great morality play.'1

He adds:

‘Shakespeare plays no tricks with his audience. . . . Prince Hal is

the prodigal, and his repentance is not only to be taken seriously,

it is to be admired and commended. Moreover the story of the

prodigal, secularized and modernized as it piight be, ran the
same course as ever and contained the same three principal

characters: the tempter, the younker, and the father with
property to bequeath and counsel to give.’1

This is altogether convincing, but it leaves unanswered the

question as to whether the play is exoteric or esoterie. Or is

it not in fact both? The idea of different meanings cxistïng

simultaneously at different levels, however strange it may seem
to us, was altogether familiar to men of letters throughout the

Middle Ages and even later—witness Spenser's Faerie Queene.

According to Dante, 'writings are to be understood and should

be expounded chiefly according to four meanings
-
* or in other

words the literal meaning should be considered as a veil over

three others, which he specifies as ‘allegorical, moral and
anagogical’. The same prindple is to be found also in other
arts: the idea that a true work of architecture should have at

least three meanings was certainly familiar to Freemasons as

late as the XVIth century. A cathedral, in addition to its literal

1 tbid, p. 14.

> Ibid, p. **.

*11 Conviuio, II, cap. 1.
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meaning as a place of worship was planncd as a symbolic image
of the who e umverse, and by analogy, as an image of the human
bemg, both body and soul. The symbolism of a building as animage of the human soul, the inner world of man, corresponds
to the fourth and lüghest meaning mentioned by Dante, theone which he calls 'anagogical', and which he illustrates bv
interpreting the Exodus of the Jews from Egypt to the PromisedLand to mem. m addition to its literal or historical meaning,
the exodus of the soul from the state of original sin to the state
of sanct.ficanon Now this is also the highest or deepcst meaning
of the story of the return of the Prodigal Son, and it could be
said to underhe all faithfully told stories of the prodigal, in-
cluding Shakespeare’s Henry IV, even without the author's
intention. But Shakespeare’s intention is undoubtedly there; wedo not need to examine his text over carefully to see that he
conceived the newly crowned King Henry V’s rejcction of Falstalf
as representxng more than salvation in the ordinary limited sense
of the word; for him it is clearly no less than the equivalent of
the Red Crosse Knight’s victory over the dragon in The Faerie
(Ineen-, and this victory, whatever else it may mean, clearly
signifies above all the soul’s final purificatïon, its final complete
tnumph over the devil.

*

We must be grateful to Dover Wilson for his timely reminder
that Shakcspeare lived in the world of Plato and St. Augustine;
since the French Revolution we have been living in the world
of Rousseau; and this fact lays many traps of misunderstanding
for unsuspecting readers.* He also says: 'The main theme of
shakespeare’s morality play is the growing up of a madcap
pnnee into the ideal king.’* Putting two and two together it
must be remembered that in the world of Plato and St. Augustine
no man who was less than a saint could possibly pass as 'the
ideal king/

No limit can be set to the extern of Princc Hal's reform. His
world is very remote indeed from the world we live in, the world
of mediocrities and relativities in which epic is stifled beyond
breathing point, while the psychological novel thrives and grows

‘ d
?

ail

!
°,
f
.

'h"/ correspondentes see Tiws Burckhardt, Principe, etMethodes de l Art Sacrd, p. 70 (Dcrain, Lyons. 1958).

HENRY IA

fat. Ihere is an unmistakeable ring of the absolute about the
last scenes of Henry IV which makes it difficult, from any point
of view, to attribute to the new king anything that falls short
of perfectum. None the less this play can be said to have two
meanings in relation to the human soul, one exoteric and moral,
and the other esoterie and mystical; but as clsewhere in Shake-
speare these two meanings are not altogether distinct, for the
lower meaning as it were opens on to the higher. Henry IV can
be considered as a morality play in which the final perfection
remains far above the spectators’ heads, although it serves as a
shrine of orientation for their ideals; and it can be considered
as an esoterie or mystical drama the purpose of which is to draw
the spectator into the mesh of the plot, into the very person
of the hero.

The meaning of Henry IV as a morality play is its literal
meaning and needs no comment. As to its deeper meaning.
one of the principal keys which the text offers us is the son’s
identification of himself with his dead father. A strange ‘alchemy’
has taken place by which the spirit of the old king is reborn in
the person of the new king whose formcr faults—aflcclions or
wildness as he calls them—have died and lie buried with the
old king.

My father is gone wild into kis grave,

For in his tomb lie my afjections.

And sadly with his spirit I survive. (Pt. s, V, 2).

The young king also uses the image of the corrupt tide of vanity
flowing out into the waters of the ocean so that a new and truly
royal tide may flow in. Not far below the surface here, as else-

where in Shakespeare’s plays, lie the words of the Gospel 'Excepc
a man be bom again he cannot see the Kingdom of God’.
The heir’s identification of himself with his father is important

because in order to have a full understanding of Henry IV it is

necessary to understand that ’Everyman’ or the human soul is

represented not merely by the Prince alone and by the King
alone, but also, above all, by a synthesis of the Prince and the
King. In its static aspect, as a fallcn soul that ‘smells of mortality'
and must die before a new soul can be born, the soul is personi-
fied by the King; and the symbolism is strengthened by the fact
that the King is a usurper to the throne, just as fallen man is a
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usurper to ^ thronc of earth which bclongs by rights only toman in hts or.g.nal state. man created in the image of God Onthe other hand in its dynanuc aspect, inasmuch 5 it isTpablcof bemg punfied. and inasmuch as the foundations of thencw soul are bemg iaid there. the soul «s personified by the Princcwho, at any rate according to the Iogic of the play. will not be «usurper when he becomes King. It is not only the faults of thePrince which die w.th his fathers death but also the stigma of acrown ^t had been usurped. The dying King says of hl own
wrongful seizure of the throne:

Alt the soil of this achievcment goes
With me into the earth . .

.

How I came by the crown, O God forgive.
And grant it may with thee in truc peace live. (iv, 5)

-

he S0Ul °f >Everyman ' is »*> representedby England which is in a state of discord and which is gradually
brought into a state of peace. The two plots of the play, thebnnging to order of the Prince and the bringing ,0 order of thecountry run parallel to each other and have the same significance
Uvil war is a most adequate Symbol of the fallen soul which i,by definit.on at war with itself; and the meaning of this particular
mternal stnfe in England is heightened by the King’s intention
to convert its energies, as soon as possible, into a holy war. Thewhole play is in fact consecrated by beginning and ending as
it weren the shadow of the Holy Land. At the beginning of
part I the king announces his inteqtion of leading a crusade to
Jerusalem; and towards the end of Part II he reaffirms this
intention, announcing that all preparations have been made to
tet out for Palestine as soon as the rebels at home have been
defeated

:

Now, Lords, if God doth give successful end
To this debate that bleedeth at our doors
We will our youth lead on to higher fields
And draw no swords but what are sanctified.
Out navy is address’d, our power collected.
Out substitutes in absence welt invested.
And everylhing lies level to our wish. (tv, 4).

e in fact already been defeated, but the news
The rebels have

HENRY *5

has not yet reached him. Symbolically connected with this is

another ‘already’ which, though it dawns on him later, he has
also not yet grasped: he is already in ‘Jerusalem'—the Jerusalem
Chamber of the Palace of Westminster where this scene take»
place; and here, shortly after his just quoted speech, when news
comes that the civil war is at an end, he suddenly sinks down in

mortal sickness. For the moment the play’s deeper meaning Wells
to the surface as it were and obliterates the other meanings. The
only connection between the good news and the King’s illness is

a spiritual one; the end of the civil war means that the pilgrim's

journey is at an end, that the old soul is now ripe for death so
that the new soul may be born. If the King is no more than
dying and not yet dead, this is simply becausc the return of his
prodigal son has not yet been fulfilled. Once this has taken place
the King asks to be carried back into the Jerusalem Chamber,
in order that he may die in Jerusalem.

The Jerusalem Chamber has also its meaning for the Prince.

We may remember that in The Faerie Qiiecne the Red Crosse
Knight is only able to overcome the dragon because the fight

takes place at the thrcshold of the Earthly Paradisc, within reach
of the Watprs of Life and the Tree of Life.1 Now Jerusalem is

symbolically equivalent to the Earthly Paradisc; and the Prince’s

real victory over himsclf, when he speaks of

The noble change that I have purpos'd

takes place as he stands by his dying father’s bed at the threshold

of the Jerusalem Chamber, before his final meeting with Falstaff.

This symbolism is strengthened by another; for if any particular

moment can be assigned to the Princc's victory, it is at his fore-

taste of royalty when, believing himsclf to be by rights already

king, he places the crown on his own head.

The last scenes of Henry IV pt. st, make an undeniably strong
spiritual impact. But neither part of Henry IV, when taken as

a whole, has anything approaching the closely knit intensity of

'Spenscr died in 1599, about the time that Shakcspeare was writing this
play. The Faerie Queene. which death prevemed him Erom finishing, is

mentioned here and elsewhere as an example of symbolism parallel to

Shakespeare’s at the end of the XVIth century, without any suggestion that
Spenser had a profound uiidcrstanding of the symbolism that he was using.
It would perhaps not be unjust to say that cotnparcd with The Divine
Comedy and the best of Shakcspeare, The Faerie Queene is like a plane
surface as coinpared with a form of three dimensions.
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CHAPTER IV

f

Hamlet

The basic thcine of Hamlet is suinmed up iu the Prince’a own
words:

Virlue cannot so inoculate our old stock

but we shall relish of it. (ui, i).

This means: ‘It is no use plastering one or two superficial virtues

over our old stock, that is, the original sin which perxneates our

nature, since in spite of all such virtues, we shall still continue

to reek of the old stock.’ But in order to express fully what is

in Hamlefs mind here we must add: There is only one thing

which can effectively wipe out die stench of our old stock and

that is revenge, or in oüier words a complete reversal of the

state of affairs which causcd the Fall’.

In its immediate impact upon us sacrcd art1
is like a stonc

thrown into water. The ever widening ripples illustrate the

limitlcss repercussions that are made, or can be made, upon the

soul by this impact, fraught as it is with several meanings at

different levels. One meaning can, as we have seen, open out on
to another deeper meaning1 that lies beyond it. In this way
sacred art often conveys far more than it appears to convey, far

more sometimes even than the mind in question is conscious of

or could take in by way of ordinary didactic teaching.

Needless to say, the initial impact itself must captivate the

mind and the emotions. According to the literal meaning of

Hamlet, our sensc of Queen Gertrude’s culpability goes far be-

yond the sin of marriage to a dead husband's brother, just as we
are given many strong and obvious reasons why Hamlet should

kill Claudius, enough at any rate even to make us forget for the

1 Shakespeare's plays cannot be considered as sacrcd art in the futl and central

sense of the term, but they can be considered as an extension of it, and as

partaking both of its qualities and its function.

* Needless to say, not every detail in this text has a deeper meaning.

Conversely, there are some details which only niake good sense on the

deepest plane of all.
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f

in the condition of the country. Not that there is actually a
sub plot of civil war as in Henry IV, but none the less

Something is rotten in the state o/ Denmark
and The time is out of joint and needs to be set right. Morcovcr,
as a parallel to the whole action of the play, the soul of King
Hamlet is being puriiied in Purgatory.

But the dead King has also another aspect. Just as Adam was
not only die man who feil but also the most perfect of all

creatures, made in the image of God, so also King Hamlet, who
in a sense corresponds to Adam, is not only a purgatorial pilgrim
but also a synibol of man’s lost Edenic state. It is in virtue of

this that he refers to his own marriage with Gertrude as a
celestial bed, and is spoken of by Hamlet in terms of huinan
perfection

:

A combinalion and a form indeed

Where every god did seem to set his seal

To give the world assurance of a man. (ut, 4).

It is also in virtue of this aspect that he acts as spiritual guide to

his son.

The difference between simple piety and mysticism might
alinost be summed up by saying that the averagely pious man
looks at the story of the Garden of Eden for the most part

objectively, whether he takes it literally or allegorically. The
ntystic, on the other hand, looks at it subjectively as something
which intensely, directly and presently concerns himself. Again,

the averagely pious man is aware of the existence of the devil,

but in fact, if not in theory, he imagines him to be more or less

harmless and has little idea of the extern of his own subservience

to him. In general he is extremely subject to the illusion of

neutrality. But the mystic knows that most of what seems neutral

is harmful, and that one may smile and smile and be a villain.

The Ghost initiates Hamlet into the Mysteries by conveying to

him the truth of the Fall not as a remote historical fact but as

an immediate life-permcating reality, an acute pain which will

not allow his soul a moment’s rest; and every man in fact is in

exactly the same situation as the Prince of Denmark, did he but

know it, that is, if he werc not

Duller . . . than the fat weed
That roots itself at ease on Lethe wharf. (1, 4).
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And prayer, which in the widest sense of the word may be said
10 comprise all forms of worship, is in fact man's chief weapon
of 'revenge'.*

It is not however Horatio and Marcellus who represent the
world in Hamlet. They do so in this scene only incidentally,

because they are the first living creatures that the newly initiated

Prince is callcd upon to face. But he soon takes them both half
into his confidence, and later he confides cverylhing to Horatio.
The world, not only in lts incomprehension, but also in its

allurements, everything in ‘ordinary life' which it is difficult to

give up but which the man who has taken his vows must break
with altogether and leave behind him is summed up in the person
of Ophclia. Hamlet’s subsequent visit to her, which she describes
to her father, would seem to be prorapted by the vain hope that

it may not be necessary to turn his back on the world altogether,

or that it may be possible as it wcre to take the world with him.
But when he looks into her face he sees that he must go his way
alone; she would be quite incapable of sharing his secret; and
so he leaves her without saying a word.

In the ‘nunnery scene’, where we first see them together,

Shakespeare once more allows the deeper meaning of the play
to rise to the surface under cover of Hamlet’s 'madness'. The
first part of the spiritual path is ‘the descent into Heil’. The
deeper meaning of Dante's Inferno1

is the descent of Dante into
the hidden depths of his own soul. The novice has first to learn
the meaning of 'original sin’; he must come to know the evil

possibilities which lie, almost unsuspected, beneath the surface

illusion of being indifferent honesl. The gist of all that Hamlet
says to Ophelia in this scene is in the following speech:

«The already quoted line:

Let me wipe it (my hand) first; it smells of mortality
which hrings the deeper meaning of King Lear to the surface, is spoken bv
Lear when he is mad. The fan rhaf HamlerV mndne*. i



?

3* StlAKESPEARE IN THE LICHT OF SACRED ART

Gel thee to a nvnnery; why wouldsl thou be a bteeder

°i sinners? I am myself indifferent honest; bul yel I could
accuse me of such things that it were better my molhcT had nol
borne me. 1 am very proud, revengeful, ambitious; with more
offences at my beek than I have thoughts to put them in,

imagination to give them shape, or time to act them in. What
should such fellows as I do, crawling between heaven and earthf
We are arrant knaves alt; believe none of us. Go thy ways to
a nunnery.

(
m. l}.

Elsewhcre ‘the descent into Heil’, that is, the discovery of
sinful propcnsitics in the soul which were hitherto unknown,
takes the fonn of actually committing the sins in question, as
happens, for example, with Angclo in Measure for Measure and
with Leontes in The Winter's Tale. The same inay be said also
of Macbeth, but his ‘descent’ as we shall see, is of a different

kind.

Dcspite Hamlcfs antic disposition, all that lie says to Opbelia
in the ‘nunnery scene' inakes profound sense. But ‘the world' is

quite uncomprchcnding; for Ophelia it is all nothing more than

Sweel bells jangled, out of tune and harsh.

In The Divine Comedy the discovery of the soul’s worst
possibilities and purification froiu them are treated scparately.

The Inferno and the Purgatorio correspond to an altogether
exhaustive . Confession followed by a full Absolution. The
‘architecture’ of Dante’s poem demands this separate treatinent,

as also the fact that it has an eschatological as wcll as a mystical

meaning. Occasionally, as we shall see, Shakcspeare also treats

the two phases scparately, but more often, as in Hamlet, he
represents them as taking place simultaneously. The killing of
Claudius will mean reaching not only the bottom of Heil but
also the tc * of the Mountain of Purgatory, for revenge means
purification.

When Hamlet, on his way to speak with his mother, suddenly
conies upon Claudius praying and is about to kill him, he
refrains from doing so on the grounds that to kill him while at

prayer would amount to sending him to heaven which would be
hire and salary, not revenge. According to the more outward

HAMLET
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meaning, that is, according to Hamlet as a morality play, the

Piince’s failurc to kill Claudius at this juncture springs from
the inability to take decisive action, the readiness to snatch at

any pretext for procrastination. At this level a more or less blind

eye has to be turned to the actual pretext given. None the less,

it is difficult to pass it over altogether as an unpremeditated
excuse which flashes across Hamlet's mind and is seized on with-

out being weighed, bccause later in the play Hamlet deliberately

sends Rosencranu and Guildenstern to a sudden death, no
shriving time allowed, without even knowing whether ihcy are

in the plot agaiust his life or not—and in all probability they

are not. We can accept the normal idea of revenge without too

inuch difliculty, even in a morality play, for revenge is or can be
a name for justice. But what sin can compare with the implacable
determination to send a soul to Hcll?s And how is such appalling
malevolence to be reconcilcd with the fact that Hamlet is

unquestionably a man of gieat nobility and magnanimity of

character, with a profound love of good and hatred of evil and
with even inuch of the priest in his nature—witness the wise,

benign and moving sermon he preachcs to his mother in the next
scene? It must be admitted, with regard to these questions, that

the play’s deeper meaning strains here the outward sense almost
to breaking point. But once the deeper meaning is understood,

the difficulties vanish. Revenge on the devil must be absolute. It

requires no apologies. There must be no scruples and no com-
promise. But the time is not yet ripe. There would be no revenge,

and therefore no self-purification, in killing Claudius at that

moment because Claudius is not himself. Soinetimes the soul’s

worst possibilities may manifest thcmselves only partially, in

such a way that it would be quite easy to overcome them. But
nothing final could be hoped for from resisting them on such an
occasion; it is only when those possibilities rcally show thcmselves

for what they are, when they are rampant in all their iniquity,

* As anstver to this question we may quote from Measure /or Measure (written
about the same time as Hamlet) what the Duke says about sending a soul to
Heil. He has been trying to prepare Barnardine for death, a criminal justly

seineneed to be exccuted for murder. When asked if Barnardine is ready to
die, the Duke replies:

A creature unprepared, unmeet for death;
And to transport him in the mind he is

IVer* damnable. (IV, 3).
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only then is it possible, by stilling them, to givc them the dcath-
blowr or mortally wound them. As Hamlet says:

When he is drunk asleep, or in his rage,

Or in the incestuous pleasure o/ his bed,
At gaming, swearing, or about some act
That has no relish of salvation in’l;
'1 hen trip him, that his heels may kick at heaven
And that his soul may be as datnn'd and black
As heil, whereto it goes. (m, 3).

In this scene the devil is far front manifesting hitnseif fully in
Claudius. The dragon has rot yet conté out into the open. Or
in other words, Hamlet has not nearly reached the bottom of
Heil. He has not even had yet any direct expericnce of the full
villainy of Claudius. All that he has learnt so far is reiatively
indirect compared for example with what he finds when he opens
the letter to the King of England and reads Claudius’ instructions
to have hira beheaded inimediatcly on arrival; but the very
bottom of Heil is only icached when the Qucen lies dead and
Hamlet s own body has tasted the poison. Mcantime, before he
can kill the great devil he has first of all to account for the lesser
devils—Polonius, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern; and like Dante 's

‘cruelty’ towards some of the sufferers he sces in Heil, who are
really clements in his own soul, Hamlet's attitude becoraes
immediately undcrstandable and acccptable and reconcilable
with his nobility of nature if we realize that all the victims of
his revenge are in a sense part of hitnseif.

What has so far most impeded Hamlet upon his path is a
certain apathy, sluggishness and lack of fervour. Lapsed in time
and passion is the way he describes himself. The basic cause
of this half-heartedness, the chief reason why it is out of the
question that Claudius should be killed at this moment of the
play is that the soul is divided against itself, being still, in so far
as it is represented by the Queen, largcly under the Devil’s
domination. It is only in the next scene that a certain unity of
soul is achicved when Hamlet wins his mother over to his side.

This scene is as it were the centre of the play. Personifying
the soul that is afraid of its conscience the Queen is afraid of
her son and has been holding him at bay. Even now, when the
two are to be alone togeiher at last, she has contrived, or rather
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let us say willingly consented, to have a third party present,

one of the devil’s spies, hiding behind the arras. Polonius is the

embodiment of hypocrisy. His presence at the beginning of this

scene means the presence, in the soul, of the determination to

brazen things out The Qucen's first words to Hamlet, referring

to Claudius as his ’father’, are shameless in their effrontery:

Hamlet, thou host thy father much offended. (ui, 4).

But when Hamlet’s sword pierces the body of Polonius, conscience

pierces through the soul’s mask of self-justification and with all

possibility of intervention at an end the soul is foreed to listen

to its better self:

Leave wringing of your hands. Peace, sit you down
And let me wring your heart; for so I shall

If it be made of penetrable stuff,

If damned custom have not braz’d it so

That it is proof and btdwark against sense.

The Queen is eventually driven to say:

O Hamlet, speak no more!

Thou tum’st mine eyes into my very soul;

And then I see such black and grained spots

As will not leave their tinei.*

No sooner is the soul’s repentancc assured than its good angel

appears. Gertrude, representing the lower part of the soul,

cannot sense dircctly the spiritual power which the ghost of her

dead husband represents; but Hamlet sees and hears it, and

under its inspiration he tells hh mother what she must do.

In this scene, which is really an epitome of the whole play,

even the literal sense rises to heights that are almost mystical. It

is as if the drama's outer meaning, in virtue of which it is a

morality play. had been drawn up to the level of its inner

meaning. For whether we consider the Prince to be addressing

another person or to be addressing his own soul, he is in any

case speaking with an exalted penetration worthy of a spiritual

master who has years of practical experiencc of the mystic path

behind him.

According to the First Quarto' version of this scene Hamlet

• Nothing I can say to royself wilt mike thcm leave their black tint to take

on a Itghter colour.
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in a sense corresponds to that son regencrated as King Henry V.
But this scene, where Fortinbras first appears, is needed above all

in that it marks a stage in the dcvelopment of Hamlet, who
drinks a new strength into his soul from his vision of Fortinbras.
In the soliloquy which is prompted by this foretaste of his own
true self there is a ring of confidence and resolution which we
have not heard before. It must be remembered in this connection
that the symbolism of honour throughout this play is inextricably
connectcd witli the symbolism of revenge. In other words, as the
inccntive to revenge, honour means spiritual aspiration.

In Hamlet, as also in King Lear, the play begins with worldly
wisdom in a state of triumph. It is as if Shakespeare had set up
a pair of scales, and to begin with he allows the weight of worldly
wisdom in one scale to lift the opposite scale of spiritual wisdom
right up into the air. so that it appears as ‘light’ as folly. But
as the play goes on, more and more weight is thrown into the
spiritual scale until, even before the last act, it has sunk down
to rest on a solid, sober foundation. By the time King Lear is

drawing to its close the Fooi has disappeared, Edgar has ccascd
to feigu madness, and Lear has recovered his sanity. Similarly in

Hamlet we see no more of the Princc’s ‘madness’ after he has
left for England; and when he returns he astonishes Horatio with
his new-found strength and determination. Meantimc it is the
scale of worldly wisdom which, found sadly wanting, harigs

poised aloft in insecure suspense; and the ‘lightness’ of this world,
unstable and transitory as it is, racing towards decay, ruin and
death, is pictured in the madness of Ophelia. For her there are
only two categories—the dead and the dying.

And will he hot come again

T

And will he not come again

T

No, no, he is dead.

Go to thy death bed.

He never will come again. (iv, 5).

Ophelia’s madness is like a mirror for the failure of ali worldly
aspirations, the shattering of ali worldly hopes; and it is signi-

ficant, considering what she stands for in the play as a whole,

that the corpse which is being buried in the church-yard scene

is none other than hers.

In this scene. Hamlet, who is himself to die the next day, has



I.

3Ö SHAKESPEARE IN THE LICHT OF SACRED ART

the incvitablc cerlainty of death brought home to liiin with a
concrete realisni which makes his bones ache, and those of the
audience too. He is made to hcar death in the knocking together
of dead mens bones as the grave-digger throws down one against
another; he sees, touches and smells death as hc takes tlie jester’s
skull m his hands; he even almost tastes death as he remembers
how often as a child he had put his lips against what is now nomore than two rows of teeth set in two jaw bones:

fiere hung those lips that I have kissed 1
know not how ofl. (y, 1).

Moreover the scene is to end with the actual burial of everything
that had represented, for Hamlet, the possibility of earthly
happiness. 1* His own days are numbcred too, for it comes out
that the grave-digger had taken up his profession on the day that
Hamlet was bom, thirty years previously; and for him the Princc
is already almost a thing of the past, one who lias not only come
hut gone. There is a strange and suddcn chili about the words
spoken with the objectivity of a chronide:

lt was the very day that young Hamlet was bom;
he that is mad, and sent into England.

We are reminded by this scene that more than one mystic has
sought before now to familiarize himself with death by laying
himself out in a coffin; and this is precisely what Hamlet is made
to do here. It leads up to his speech in the final scene where he
expresses his readiness to die at any time. What does it matter
if a man die young, since no man really ever possesses any of the
things he leaves behind him at death?

Since no man has aught of what
he leaves, what is't to leave betimesT

We have come a long way from the fears expressed about death
in the most famous of his soliloquies.

That soliloquy, Tobeor not to be . . .

,

marks Hamlet's lowest
ebb. As has already been pointed out in an earlier diapter. he
goes somewhat back afier the first cncounter with his father

“ Tllfre is a scrong suggestion of death agoïiy in
Hamlet's outburst over Oplielu's grave—his tow,
fully describcs it tilt next day.

tlie convtilsivr violetice of
’ering panton as he regret-

HAMLET
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before he begins to go forward. We caiinot start to tracé the

dcvelopment of the soul he represents until the play-sccne, in

which doubts are altogether removed and failh confirmed.

Onwards from there, the soul gains singlcness and sincerity from
the reconciliation between Hamlet and his mother; confidence,

resolution, a sense of true greatness and even a foretaste of

perfectïon from the glimpse of Fortinbras; resignation to death

and a foretaste of death from the diurchyard scene; and complete

trust in Providence from the discovery of Claudius’ letter to the

King of England. Hamlet’s discovery of this plot to have him
killed in England takes place shortly after he sees Fortinbras,

but we only hear of it in the last scene of the play. He ascribes,

with considerable insistence, every detail of his escape to Divine

intervention, and his account of what happened enables trust

in Providence to take its place as cornerstone in the remarkable

image of royalty which Shakespeare gives us in. Hamlet at the

beginning of this scene. Without the least arrogance, but with

an altogether objective, sense of values, he disrnisses Rosencrantz

and Guildenstern as baser natures who have perished for daring

to step between two mighly opposiles, that is, between himself

and Claudius

—

mighly because, as we may interpret, since all

Heaven is on his side, as he now knows beyond doubt, the clash

is ultimately between Michael and Lucifer.

Why, what a hing is this!

exclaims Horatio in wonderment. It is significant also that

only here, for the very first time, does Hamlet mention among
Claudius* other iniquities, that he has robbed him of his rightful

crown; and when Horatio implies that there is no time to be

lost because news of what has happened will shortly come from

England, and when Hamlet replies:

It will be short; the interim is mine;

And a man’s life’s no more than to say ‘One’

we know that Claudius has not long to live.

The keynote of this opening passage to the final scene is

maturity—readiness in every sense of the word, and it is summed
up in the words the readiness is all. ‘Everyman’ knows that he

has almost come to the end of his journey and that the end will

be victory but also, necessarily, death. The confidence in the one
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and the foreboding of the other are expressed in Hamlet's words
lo Horatio:

/ shall win at the odds. Bul thou
wouldst not think how ill all's

here about my heart.

These words, with their combination of victory and death, are
equivalent to Henry IV’s:

And wherefore should these good news make me sick?

(‘V. 4)

as hc hears of his victory over the rebels. Symbolically the two
situations are idemical; Henry IV here corresponds exactly to
Hamlet before the fencing match. AH that remains to be achieved,
in either case, is the complete redemption of the other aspect of
the soul, represented in Henry IV by the Prince and in Hamlet
by the Queen. As regards the Queen, ‘the return of the prodigal’
bas in a sense alrcady taken place; but art demands that it should
be chnchcd beyond all doubt. In this respect, what is generally
acccpicd today as the final text is almost certainly more clliptical
than Shakespeare originally intended it to be when he conceived
the play. Aftcr the King and Laertcs withdraw together at the
end of Act IV, scene 5, the First Quarto has a scene in which
Horatio tells the Queen of Claudius’ unsucccssful attenipt to have
Hamlet killed in England and of Hamlet's return. When the
Queen learns that her son is back in Denmark, she tells Horatio

:

Bid him awhile
Be wary of his presence, lest he fail

In that he goes about

which means, freely paraphrased: ‘Teil him to make quite sure
that Claudius does not kill him before hc kilts Claudius'. But
although this scene is left out in all the later editions of the play,
according to the final text a letter is brought from Hamlet tó
his mother, presumably telling her cvcrvthing. Moreover, on the
basis of Claudius' rcmaik at the end of the chui.hyard scene:

Cood Gertiude. set sorne n-atch 11pon your son,

wc nuy imngine that mother and son have amj>lc time to discuss
the "hole situauou. Ilowcver that may be. the Queen would be

HAMLET

ceriaiii that Hamlet’s life was in the greatest dangcr, and she

would be watching Claudius' every move. It is vcry likcly, to

say the least, that she is suspicious of the drink that Claudius

has prepared for her son, and that she driuks from it herself to

test it. Though not clear from the text, this can be made clear

by the actress. But even if we do not accept this interpretation,

Shakespeare has completcd his symbolism beyond all doubt by

inaking this last action on the part of the Queen an act of direct

disobedience to Claudius who had forbidden her to drink, and

by inaking her final words whole-heartedly on the side of her son

:

No, no, the drink, the drink,—O my dear Hamlet,

—

The drink, the drink!—I am poison'd.

As 10 Hamlet’s last words, it is perhaps significant that they

are a message to Fortiubras. This, together with the entry of

Fortinbras immcdiately aftcr Hamlet’s death marks a ccitain

continuity between the dead prince and the living onc. Therc

is a suggestion—nothing more—that Hamlet is mysteriously

reborn in Fortinbras, though Shakespeare does not indicate this

'akhemy' explicitly here as he does in Henry IV. At the end of

Hamlet the stress lies rather on the fruit of rebirth. ‘Exccpt a

man be bom again— If the play as a whole corresponds to an

interpenetration of Dante’s Inferno and Purgatorio, the Paradiso

is none the less not merely implicit. It is expressly anticipated in

Horatio’s farewell prayer for Hamlet:

Flights of angels sing thee to thy rest

!



CHAPTER V

Othello

The essen tial feature of mans priwordial state was the union of
his soul wnh the Spirit; and one of the most universal symbols
of the regaimng of that state is marriage, the union of lovers.The prototype of this symbolisra in Christianity Ues in Chrisfsown references to himself as ‘the Bridegroom’; and the Middle
ges were dominated by the conceptiou of the Church or

microcosinically, the soul as the bride of Christ. Let us quote
°f Ruysbroek'

s */

This Bridegroom is Christ. and human nature is the bride;
the which God has made in His own image and after His likenessAnd m the beginning He had set her in the highest and most
beautiful, the nchest and most fertile place in all the earth; that
is. in Paradise. And He had given her dominion over all
Creatures; and He had adorned her with graces; and had given
her a commandment, so that by obedience she might have meiitcd
to be confinued and established with her Bridegroom in an
eternal troth. and never to fall into any grief, or any sin
Then came a beguiler, the hellish fiend, full of envy, in the

shape of a subtle serpent And the fiend seduced the bride
of God with false counsel; and she was driven into a strantre
country, poor and iniscrable and captive and oppressed, and
beset by her cnemies; so that it seemed as though she might never
attain reconciliation and return again to her native land.
But when God thought the time had come, and had mercy on

the suffering of His beloved, He sent His Only Begotten Son to
earth, in a fair chamber, in a glorious temple; that is, in the
body of the Virgin Mary. There he was married to this bride.
our nature.'1

Mediaeval art was continually expressing this union, in various
ways, as for example in picturcs of the mystical marriage of St
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Catharine of Alexandria with Christ, she representing the perfect

soul and he the Spirit. But the Virgin Mary, in virtue of her

Assumption and Coronation and her function as Co-Redemptress,

also stands for the Spirit, and so by extension may a perfect

woman. In The Divine Comedy, when Dante reaches the Garden

of Eden on the top of the Mountain of Purgatory, Beatrice his

beloved, personifying spiritual wisdom, descends from Heaven

and the two meet in the terrestrial Paradise; and in The Faerie

Queene, the sequel to the Red Crosse Knight's victory over the

dragon is his marriage to the Lady Una.

In Othello the black Moor and his white lady are soul and

Spirit. Like Cordelia, Desdemona is ‘the pearl of great price’

which was wantonly thrown away. Othello describes himself as:

One whose hand

Like the base Judean threw a pearl away

Richer than all his tribe.

As for Iago, Othello says of him, after his iniquity has been

revealed

:

l look down towards his feel; but that’s a fable,

mcaning: I look down to see the devil’s doven hooves; but since

I see that Iago, who is unqucstionably the devil, has ordinary

human feet, I now learn that the current idca about the devil’s

feet is a mere fable. Then he strikes at Iago with his sword

saying:

Ij that thou be’st a devil, I cannot kill thee,

and in fact he cannot kill him. Iago remarks to Lodovico:

I bleed, sir, but not killed.

The sudden and secret marriage of Othello and Desdemona

at the beginning of the play has taken Iago by surprise. But

this union of soul and Spirit is only Virtual; it marks the outset

of the spiritual path, not the end, and symbolizes initiation

rather than realization; and the first scene opens upon the devil

preparing to do all in his power to wreek the marriage before

it can come to fullness. To start with he can do littlc, for although

husband and wife are temporarily separated, the Senate agrees

that Desdemona shall follow Othello to Cyprus; but their first

night there together is disturbed by the drunken brawl which

Iago has staged; and the next morning he begins to imbue
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Othello with the suspicion that Desdemona is unfaithful to him

the'

7* tW°
'r

erS arc never rea11* “ Peacc together umil athe end they are lymg dcad side by side upon the marriage bed.Only then, after it has passed through the ‘narrow gate’ of death
is the soul truly united with the Spirit.
But it has a foretaste of Paradise, when the Moor arrivés in

Cyprus to find that Desdemona is already therc bcfore him. Her
speedy coming has been almosc miraculous, for as Cassio says:

TcmpesU themselves, high seas and howling winds,
rhe gutter d rocks, and congregated sands,
Traitors ensleep’d to dog the guiltless keel,
As having sense of beauty, do omit
Their mortal natures, letting go safely by
The divine Desdemona. (u, 1).

When Othello enters he says:

ll gives me wonder great as my content
To sec you here before me. O my soul’s joy!
If after every tempest come such calms,
Let the winds blow tilt they have waken'd death!
And let the labouring bark climb hills of seas
Olympus-high, and duck again as low
As heli’s from heaven!

We have here an anticipation of the terrible ‘storm’ that is to
follow, but also, in a sense, a guarantee of the final peace.

It may be asked: If Desdemona symbolizes the Spirit, why
does she not see through Iago, as„Cordelia would undoubtedly
have done? But apart from the fact that Desdemona's proneness
to think well of people unless given good reasons for not doing
so ts an aspect of her generosity and childlikeness and therefore
part of her perfection, it must be remembered that a symbol
can never account for every aspect of the higher reality that it
symbolizes. One has the impression that no one was more critical
of Shakespeare’s symbols than the author himself and that he was
rommually striving to make them fullcr and more all cmbracinE
It is probahle that Claudius in Hamlet represents Shakespeare’s
°" " consciousne» the inadequacy of Falstaff as a personifica-
tion of the devil: and Iago is certainlv an ‘improvement’ on
Claudius. Similarly the transrendence of Cordclïa no doubt partly
reflects Shakespeare’s ronsciousness of certain shortcomings in
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Desdemona as a personifkation of the Spirit. None the less,

granted that a symbol must always fall short in some respects,

Desdemona is unquestionably adequate to fulfil her function

in this play. She is convincingly perfect, and human perfection

is a mirror for Divine Perfection. Moreover she is the

idcal complement to Othello. The Ancicnt World and the

Middle Ages held that every human beiug is perfectly matched
by another human being of the opposilc scx. The two may be
separated by time and space and may never meet in this life, but

if they do, no ordinary earihly passion eau compare with the

love that eacli feels for the other. Consequcntly, since a true

symbol must be perfect of its kind, we may say that where the

symbolism of sexual love is used. only such total and ‘absolute’

love as this is fully worthy to represent the primordial rclation-

ship between soul and Spirit, and it is clear that Shakespeare

had no less than such love in mind when he drew the characters

of Romeo and Juliet, for cxample, of Othello and Desdemona,

and of Amony and Clcopaua. In Othello, as in these other plays,

wc are made to feel that there is something cosiuic and universal

in the intense mutual atlraction between the lovers; and our
thoughts leap to ideuiify theniselves with Othello ’s when he says

in the last scene, with referencc to his wife’s death

:

Melhinks it should be now a huge eclipse

Of sun and moon, and that the affrighted globe

Should yawn at alteration.

Iago, by far the most villainous of all Shakespeare’s villains,

is his last representation of the devil as such, and it is diiScult

to conceive how this representation could be surpassed. In his

subsequent plays, as we shall see, it suits his purpose better to

let his villians represent certain aspects of evil, without actually

personifying evil’s root. Edmund, in King Lear, is no doubt the

second most villainous of Shakespeare’s villains, but there is no

common measure between him and Iago as regards what moti-

vates their crimes. Edmund's chief motive is worldly ambition,

whereas Iago’s villainy is ultimately deterrained by love of evil

and hatred of good. They have none the less much in common
as regards outlook, and this outlook serves, incidentally, as a

clear indicalion of where Shakespeare stands in the transition

from Middle Ages to Renaissance which was still not quite
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complete In the England of his day. More than once his drama
i a meeting place, almost a bauleground, for the two points ofview, and it is significant that lago and Edmund are both out
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is > ‘VP^ily representative of the Renais-
sance, and typical rebels against mediaeval tradition. Iago even
goes so far as to deny the existence of virtue as an Ideal sincethat imphes. most unhumanistlcaUy. that there is some powerabove man whidi sets a Standard for man to conform to.

Virtue! a fig! 'lis in ourselves that we are
thus or thus. Out bodies are our gardens to the
ruhich our wills are gardeners. ...ïf the balance
of our lives had not one scale of reason to poise
another of sensuality, the blood and baseness of
our natures would conduct us to most preposterous
conclusions; but we have reason to cool our raging
motions, our carnal stings, our unbitted lusts. (t, 3).

Iago might almost have said: ‘Thou. reason, art my goddess' lust
as Edmund does in fact say

^

Thou, nature, art my goddess.
(1. j).

Either remark is centrally humanist, for according to humanism
humanity is the highest thing in existence, and humanity as sucfa
is limited to reason and to nature. Beyond reason, which marks
natures upper boundary, the supernatural begins. ünder the
flag of Renaissance humanism, naturalism in art and rationalism
in thought march together side by side. It is dearly humanism. the

A
a
f

that ” SUPerhuraan <üpernatural
mat^the mediaeval Hamlet means by the word ‘philosophy’ when

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
Than are dreaml of in your philosophy.» (1. 5).

Nor can there be any doubt that Hamlet is here voicing Shake-
speare s own view. The same may be said of the equally mediaeval
Duke of Vienna m Measure for Measure when he sums upüarnidinc s badness:

Sirrah. thou art 1aid to have a stubborn soul
That apprehen.it no lurther than this World, {v, 1).
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In Othello, unlike Hamlet, Heil and Purgatory are treated

separately and successively. Almost the wholc of Othello is taken

up with the descent into Heil: the soul, personified by the Moor,

gradually plumbs the very depths of error, that is, of thinking

that black is white and white is black, that falsehood is truth and

truth falsehood. But although the descent is gradual, there is no
correspondingly gradual development of soul in this play. The
first stage of the journcy only bcconics spiritually cffectivc when,

at the bottom of Heil, the truth suddcnly breaks in upon Othello

like a flash of lightning which lights up in rctrospect the whoie

descent that he had made in darkness, and he is transformed in

an instant from a dupe to a wise man. Then follows Purgatory,

with an equally concentrated brevity. Although compressed into

only a few lines, its anguish is so intense that it altogether

convinces us of expiation and purifkation. Othello anticipates,

and therefore wears out to nothing, all that would have separated

him from Desdemona, this heavenly sight, on the Day of

Judgement, when we shall meel at compt. He cries out:

Whip me ye devils,

From the possession of this heavenly sight!

Blow me about in winds! roast me in sulphur!

Wash me in steep-down gulfs of liquid fire!

(v. *)-

Then, as it were in sign that his expiation is complete, a deep

calra settics upon his sadness almost from that moment until

the end.

The everlasting union of soul and Spirit after death is indicated

by Othello’s dying upon a kiss and also by the marriage sheets.

on the bed of death, a detail that Shakespeare stresses just as

much as he stresses the fact of Henry IV's death in the Jerusalem

Chamber.
Everything is really cxplained in the Moors own objective

judgment of hiroself at the end when he iclls the Venetians that

they must speak of him as

Of one that loved not wisely but too well.

Of one not easily jealous but being wrought

Perplex’d in the extreme.

He does not mean by the words not wisely but too well that he

had loved Desdemona too much, but on the contrary that he
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had not loved her enough. Wisdom here is certainly not worldly
wisdom such as might limit the extern of passion, but wisdom
in the higher sensc which would have addcd its light to the
heat of passion and made him see that Desdemona was in fact
goodness itself. Then he would have been proof against Iago's
deceptions, whereas a blind love which had too much passion in
proportion to its wisdom made him a rclativcly easy victim. In
this play it is blindness above all that charactcrizes fallen man,
leaving a loophole for him to be wrought, that is, worked on by
the devil, until he is so perplexed that he coines to believe the
exact opposite of the truth.

Unlike Shakespeare’s other heroes, the Moor is almost perfect
even at the outset, and this partly helps to make the quickness
of his passage through Purgatory so convincing. It is as if only
one element were Iacking to complete his perfection, an element
of wisdom or vision. Now the descent into Heil for the discovery
of the soul’s worst possibilities is only nccessary because thee»
possibilities are an intcgral part of the psychic substance and
necd to be recovercd, purified and reintegrated, for in order to
bc perfect the soul must be complete. This qnestion will have
to be considered more fully in conncction with Measure for
Measure. l or the moment it is enough to bcar in mind that the
lost and perverted clements have first to be found and then
redeemed, and that the interval between fmdingand redemption
is likely to be fraught with danger. The case of Othello might
be described by saying that when he reaches the bottom of Heli
he finds a hitherto unknown blind eye, namely the lost clement
of vision, lying in the depths of his soul. Corruptio optimi
pessima, and since this eye, as well as being virtually the most
precious is also the most powerful of the psychic clements, it is
able to transmit its blindness to the rest of the soul, and he
throws away ‘the pearl of great pricc’. Then dawns the truth.
Shakcspeare achieves here an ovenvhclming impact of a kind
which drama alone, of all the arts. makes possible. Emilia’s
rcvelation of the innocente of Dcsdemona and the villainy of
lago, her instantaneous and dazzlingly cU.Ó proof that white is

white and black is black, comes as a fiat lux. The blind eye is >

fdlcd With light and takes its rightfnl place at the summit of
the soul. ‘The sione which the builders rejected is become the
head of the corner’.

Measure for Measure

It had become almost a ‘tradition’ until a year or two ago

that Measure for Measure, the ‘bitter comedy’, should leave an

‘unplcasant taste in the inouth’. It was liable to do so because a

superfidal first glance at the play is liable to set a director's

imagination fiowing in the wrong channcls. It is immediately

obvious which parts are dramatically the most effective, whence

the temptation to subordinate everything to these two parts, as

if the play were entitled Angelo and Isabella on the lines of

Shakespeare’s double-titled tragedies. If such an idea is allowed

to govern the production, and if everything is done to make

the audience feel that the essence of the play lies in the clash

between these two characters, then the whole balance of one of

Shakespeare’s masterpieccs will be in danger of being upset

froin the very start.

What is not obvious at first is the basic reseinblancc between

Measure for Measure and two other plays which are practically

never mentioned with it in the same breath, namely A Mid-

summer Nighl’s Dream and The Tempest. It is true that as

regards setting they are as remote from it as the supernatural

is from the subnatural. What indeed could be more remote from

an enchanted wood and an enchanted island than a corrupt city

centred round its prison? But this difference is far outweighed

by the fact that in all three plays the events can be viewed from

a heavenly as well as from an carthly angle. and the audience

are permitted to take the higher standpoint not merely at the

end as in other Shakespearean plays, but also to a ccrtain extent

throughout. In Measure for Measure the sky-Iight which makes

this possible is the Duke of Vienna; and if it be admitted, as it

rcadily will be, that no parts can bc considered more important

in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and The Tempest than those

of Oberon and Prospero, it must be admitted that the part of

the Duke is equally important in the third play.

During the last few years more than one director has taken

F



5° SHAKESPEARE in the licht of sacred art

pty :rsh2riderat

t’ ,

aIlowi,,S thc Duke «o dominate the

n ^ Shak“Pcarc c,carly mteiided that he should; and theseproductions have dcmonstrated that far froni deservintr theepuhet ‘bitter-, JU***
,or Measure is enetrat^l by ^deep

ofrjSürSÊ*** “** hmld «' **f5
Measure for Measure was written about the same time as

[:
n
iTll°’ CithCr betWCCn the *"* • short^ afte«hem. In Hamlet and Othello the devil is represented bv aseparate character as if he were entirely outsidc the human soulwhose spiritual journcy is the deeper theme of the play Suchmanner of representation makes it possible to painf the deviï

rive : d
U

fi T and t0^ ,he her° in such a way Ï to

bein d .

nUe
/TtaSte °f thC PCrfcction «owards which he isexng deyeloped. But in actual fact the first part of the spiritualjoorney ,s ch.efly concerned with the devil’s inward pfèSce

Tem^ion "of h-
* TP* ^ seParate «P«!

sou of ^ k ,
y revealing diabolical dements in theof the hero; and if the dramaiist sets out to do this heimmediatcly finds himself in something of a dilemma. If tÏediabohealisnot painted sufficiently black, the meaning will belos

, but if it ,s painted black enough, tberc is a risk that theaudience s sympath.es will be alienated fro.n the hero, and this
' 1 be falal

. f

to the *a,chemy' of the play, for they will not be

n Af'
y
,

thTClVCS With the Every™an «ha. he represents.
In Measure for Measure Shakespeare ventures to represent thedev, as being mside the soul and at the same time avoids

spoil.ng the effect of hts play through the device of portrayinjrEveryman three times, in three closely inter-woven plots These
are, to name each after its central character, the plots of Isabella
Angelo, and Claudio. In the second of these Everyman has an
unmistakeably satanic devil inside hint; but although we are inconsequence alienated from Angelo, and although we are scarcelvgiyen time at the end to become fully reconcilcd to hi.n-though
it is up to a good actor to achieve a reconciliation with the
' Bui for thu possible excepiion. the rhapten are arranRed accordinv to the

njore comolrfe 1 !
"*1 Rr"era

,'
ly a

l;rrrd 10 >>“e been written. For .

ZL W CreZa ’ muu PjJPP"'* P' ^ WtU
Co,ioLT< Ti ?

4
, . i

b
^

Cd bc,wefn Othello, and

»iJX'Jr
A,henS a"d P'r‘"“ >*«"• «f Cleopatra

MEASURE FOR MEASURE 5 «

audience—this does not spoil the effect of the play, because there

are two other souls for us to identify ourselves with, while at

the same time the three plots are so inextricable that the clearly

cstablished inwardness of the devil in oue may serve, as it were

by refraction, for his inwardness in the others.

Psychologically the two characters Othello and Angelo are so

different tliat they are scarcely ever thought of in the same

context; but the two spiritual paths traccd out by these two

characters are ‘rhythmically’ almost identical. In both cases the

slow descent into Heil which takes up almost the whole play

terminates with a sudden dazzling flash of truth and is followcd

by a Purgatory which is compressed into only a few lines but

which in each case is altogether convincing in virtue of its

intensity.

One of the keys to understanding in general the descent into

Heil, and in particular the part of Angelo as well as corrcspond-

ing parts in other plays of Shakespeare, is Mariana’s speech in

the final scene:

They say best men are moulded out of faults,

And for the most become muck more the beller

For being a little bad; so may my husband.

As we have seen in the case of Othello, the soul cannot be made
perfect until it is complete. In order to reverse the process of

the Fall by which part of man’s soul came under the domination

of the devil it is necessary first of all to regain consciousness of

the lost psychic elemcnts which lie in dormant or semi-dormant

perversion in the nethermost depths of the soul. Thus it is that

in some traditional stories the descent Into Heil is represented

by a journey into the depths of the earth in search of hidden

treasure: the lost psychic dements are symbolized by precious

stones which have been stolen and hidden by diabolically cun-

ning dwarfs. The second part of the spiritual path is conccrned

with the winning back of the lost jewels, that is, the freeing of

the rediscovered psychic substance from the devil’s domination.

If in Othello the fallenncss of fallen man is represented as

blindness, in Measure for Measure the stress is on incomplete-

ness, at any rate as far as Angelo is conccrned. At the beginning

of the play Angelo appears to be by certain standards almost

perfect, but as yet he is inerely a human fragment. The Duke is

well aware of this; he is also aware that beneath Angelo's

VI
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limuat.ons there hes a deep sincerity of purpose coupled with
a Jincere des,re for perfection. Certainly it is „ot from any iutent
to harm hun but rather to help him to know hiiuself that theDuke confers on him the vice-regency. It is this 'initiation' wliich
marks for Angelo the begiiming of the descent into the hidden
deptlis of bis own soul*

What is traditionally known as ‘the descent into Heil' is
termed so because through it the lower possibilities of the soul
are revealed. But the modern developmcnt of psycho-analysis
makes it nccessary to explain that this (irst phase of the mystic
path is, radtcally different from any psycho-analytical descent into
the subconscious. Psycho-analysis is largely a case of the blind
leading the blind, for it ts simply one soul working upon another
without the help of any transcendent power. But initiation,
iollowcd up by the devotional and ascetic practices that are
iniphcit in it, opens the door to contact with the perfecting and
umfying power of the Spirit, whose presencc demands that the
psydnc substance shall bccomc once again a single whole The
more or tess scattered elcincnts of this substance are thus co.n-
pelled to come together; and some of them coine in anger, from
dark and remote hiding places, with the infernal powers still
attached to them. From this point of view it is truer to say that
Heil rises than that the mystic descends; and the rcsult of this
ns.rig ,s a battle between the ‘mighty opposites", with the soul
as battleground. The mystic fïghts, by definition, on the side of
Heaven; but the enemy will spare no stratagem to seduce him
into fighting on the wrong side.

In no play does Shakespeare represent more clearly than in
Measure for Measure the dangers of the spiritual path. At the
outset of the path the perverted psychic dements are more or
less dormant and remote from the centre of consciousness. They
must first of all be woken and then redeemed. for they cannot
be purilïed in their sleep; and it is when they wake in a state
of raging perversion that there is always the risk that they will
overpower the whole soul, This is what happens with Angelo;
but in his case it is necessary that he sl.ould be overcome for a
while by his lower sdf in order that his pride may be breken;
and in the end he is saved by his basic sincerity which calls down
a Diwnc Grace personified by the Duke.

1 he chaos in Angelo’s soul is instantly redueed to order in the
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final scene by the flash of truth which is brought about by the

sudden appearance of the Duke from bencath his disguisc as

the Friar. Then begins Purgatory, and Angelo dies as it were

ten thousand dcaths in the space of a few minutes. But by the

beginning of the last scene, even before the appearance of the

Duke, Angelo was no longcr merely a human fragment: his soul

was a chaos of warring virtue and vice, with vice momentarily

in the ascendant, but it was at kast a complete soul; and it is

because the fallen soul in quest of perfection has first of all to

be made complete by the addition of faults, which are only

subsequently purified and transformed into virtues, that Mariana

says: .

They say- best men are moulded out of faults.

In Shakespeare’s maturer plays there are many echoes of his

earlier plays, sometimes as if the author feit that he had failed

to do justice to a good idea, and wished to try his hand again.

There can be little doubt that The Taming of the Shretu was in

his mind when he conceived the central theme of Measure for

Measure, but his treatment of the Duke and Isabella is as subtle

as his treatment of Petruchio and Katharina is crude. Pcrhaps if

he could have foreseen the fate of Measure [or Measure in the

hands of posterity, he would have made the 'taming' of Isabella

a little less subtle, or at any rate made his intention more ex-

plicitly unmistakeable. But we must remember that he wrote

on the understandjng that he would produce his own plays, or

at least be present at the production.

Whenever Isabella jars on us, she was certainly intended to

jar. At the beginning of the play she appears, like Angelo, to

have a certain perfection, but like him she is no more than a

human fragment. Nor could she ever have become fully herself

by following the spiritual path that she has aircady chosen. On

the contrary, one feels that the very sacriftces she plans to make

would have merely increased the one-sidedness of her devclop-

ment. It is significant that the first words we hear her speak are

an expression of disappointment that the nuns of St. Clare

—

one of whom she hopes to become—are not bound by stricter

rules. She is prepared to throw herself wholeheartedly into a

üfe of celibacy, fasting and prayer: but Providence refuses the

sacriftces she is prepared to make which would no doubt have
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been relatively easy for her and demands in their place sacrificcsof an a'togdher different nature. Isabella’s shortLning whthshe has to .nake good is shown up very clearly in the prisonscene when her brother asks her to save his lif/at the price of

rilh t
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Speare Clearly intends us to think that she is

riS,
mS: but

,

he does not *nte,'d us to think that she isnght in saying to her brother:

Die, perish! Might bul my bending down
Rcprieve thee front thy fate, it should proceed.
1 pray a thousand prayers for thy dealh,
No word to save thee.

We know that the Duke is listening to this speech; and though““
°,
n thC hard and seIf‘Steens streak i„

.
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n
”a S d

?
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f
ter' -hat he ranges for her to do in the lastact of the play is such a perfect 'measure for measure' that therecan be no doubt that it is based on a full knowledge of her

particular fault. For first of all she is called upon to make a falsededaration in public that she did sacrifice her chastity; andsecondly she is called upon to go on her knees and beg fór the

/ , f
hc ’"a

,

n Wbo' as she believes, has most terribly wronged
oth her and her brother, and on whom, with her all too human

sense of justice. she is thirsting to have her revenge. Let us recallthe situation. Angelo is married to Mariana and tlien condemned

\ltu > 7anaFeS °" her knCes t0 bcK F™d°" for Angelo.
Isabella stands in sdence beside her. The Duke refuses Mariana's
request, agam she asks, and again he refuses. We must imagine
that he .s longmg for Isabella to intervene. hut the intervention
must come unprompted by him. She still stands there in silence
I hen Mariana turns to Isabella and says:

Sweet Isabel, take tny part:
Lend me your knees, and. all my life to come,
ril lend you all my life to do yon service.

Isabella makes no niovement, and the Duke savs:

Against all sense you do importune her:
Should she kneel down in mercy of this {act.
Her brother's ghost his paved bed would break,
And take her hence in horror.
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Mariana is not to be silenced, but continues:

Isabel,

Sweet Isabel, do yet bul kneel by me:

Isabella still stands like a figure of stone:

Hold up your hands, say nothing, VU speak all,

says Mariana, but Isabella’s hands remain at her sides. Mariana
goes on:

They say best men are moulded out of faults,

And, for the most, become much more the better

For being a little bad; so may my husband.
O, Isabel! will you not lend a kneel

He dies for Claudio’s death,

says the Duke. Thcn at last Isabella steps forward and goes on
her knees beside Mariana. The Duke has created this situation,

deliberately making things as difficult as possible for her, so that

her intervention when it finally comes, may be a real triumph
over herself. The victory which is symbolized in Hamlet by
revenge is symbolized in Measure for Measure by the foregoing

of revenge.

The part of Claudio runs parallel to tliose of Angelo and
Isabella. For him the most difficult thing in the world is to

become resigned to the idea of death. The Duke, although
determined to prevent his execution, holds out no hope of life

to him until he has attained and made firm the necessary

resignation. When Claudio says to him:

1 have hope to live and am prepared to die,

he replies:

Be absolute for death; either dealh or life

Shall thereby be the sweeter.

At the end of the Duke’s speech, Claudio says

:

I humbly thank you.

To sue to live, 1 find I seek to die.

And, seeking death, find life: let it come on.
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Later however hc becomes unsettled again, and the Duke savs
tohirn: ’

prepare yourselj to deaih.
Do nol satisfy your resolution with hopes tkat
are ƒdllible: to-morrow you must die

; go to
your knees and make ready

;

r
i
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'Iiehold, the Bridegroom cometh, go ye out to meet him.’ It is

in virtue of being in a sense a prolongation of the Duke that the

faithful Mariana may be said to stand for the Spirit’ in relation

i to Angelo, to whom the Duke says:

|

Love her, Angelo!

• I have confess'd her and I know her virtue. (v, i).

and whcn Claudio replies that he is out of love with life. the
Duke insists: Hold you there!

1 lus third thcme of the play, far simpler yet no less profound
than the other two, sums up the spiritual path as a 'dying into

Outwardly Measure for Measure reprcscnts, in Sjhakespeare’s
art, a more direct coiuinuity with the Middle Ages than is to be
found m any of his otlier plays. Consequently it is not too much
to assume that to its earliest audiences, who still had much of
the Middle Ages in them, this play would have presented no
probleins. Tlicy would not, for cxample, with a purely psycho-
logical interpretation, have pitied Mariana for being married to
such a man as Angelo, for tlicy would have sensed that by the
end Angelo had been washed as white as snow. Nor would they
have disliked Isabella for taking so long to be merciful, for they
would have realised that at the moment of her going down on
her knees, the last flaw in an otherwise perfect soul had been
forever effaced.

It is by no means impossible to make this clear to a modern
audience also; but to no audicnce can the play be wholly
acccptable unless they are made to fecl, as unreinittantly as
possible, that all spiritual wisdom is embodied in the Duke,
who personifies the transccndence of the claims of the next world
over this world and whose presence in this world is, to use
Angelos words, like power Divine.1 The Duke is trebly a Symbol
of the Spirit. Firstly, he is the spiritual guide of the three souls
in cjuest of pcrfection. Sccondly, Isabclla's marriage with him
at the end means no less than the pctfectcd soul’s union with
the Spitit; for es «> body i» a sense, bui for her in particular,
the bcgtnning of tlie kist stene rccalls the words of the Gospel;

l Uk* Oid Vic behue u ltec.mii* Uk* N;i

S tratlurd production about the sumc
i

ion (the Jast

nal TJicatre)

Thirdly, when the Duke takes his seat on the throne to pronounce

the final verdiets, there is an unmistakeablc impression—certainly

intended by Shakespeare—of the Last Judgcmcnt, an impression

which is made all the stronger because although, lilcrally speak-

ing, the Duke was merely disguised as a priest, we have none

die less come to look on him as an incarnation of the two

functions of spiritual authority and temporal power merged into

one. Moreover wc cannot help noticing, in retrospect, another

resemblance between him and Doomsday’s Judge: although

supposed to be ‘absent’, he has in fact been present all the time.

There is nothing transcendent about Juliet, whom Claudio marries. But

there is no need to analyse this last marriage, since it may be said to bask

in the Sun ol the other two marriages and to borrow its syinboüsm from



CHAPTER VII

Macbeth

Althooch Macbeth is largcly taken np with the descent into
Heil, what makes it something of an exception araong the plays
of Shakespearc's maturity is that it lacks any clear indication of
Purgatory. As a morality play, its theme is unquestionably not
human salvation but human damnation, at any rate as far as
concerns the two chief characters—the only two who have any
real claims upon our interest. Did Shakespcare hide, beneath 1
this, a deeper meaning analogous to those of the other plays of j

this period? In other words, do Macbeth and Lady Macbeth
jeach represent a human soul which not only makes the descent

into Heli but also simultaneously the ascent up the Mountain i

of Purgatory? The Clarendon editors seem to answer ‘yes’, at 1

any rate as regards Lady Macbeth, and if she is a 'purgatorial ?

pilgrim', then Macbeth must be one also. They say: 'Shakespeare
has inspired his audience with pity for Lady Macbeth and made
them feel that her guilt has almost been absolved by tlie terrible
retribution which foliowed.’ The Arden editors also seem to
agree that Lady Macbeth has expiated her sins. But is there not
a wide difference between Gertrude’s saying to Hamlet:

Thou turns’t mine eyes into my very soul
And there I see such black and grained spots •

As will not leave their tinct

and Lady Macbeth’s saying in her sleep:

Here's the smell of the blood still: all the
perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little

hand. (v, i).

Is not Lady Macbeth’s utterance a cry of despair rather than,
like Gertrude’s. a cry of rcpentance? In any case, from thé
beginning to the end of the play neither Macbeth nor Lady
Macbeth shows any real virtue. It is true that they are not
merely themselvcs, but that each is a human soul with the devil
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t Inside it. But with Angelo, who also has the devil inside him,

there is a genuine conflict between great good and great evil,

! whereas the conflict in Macbeth’s soul is mainly between worldly

I
ambition and the desire for worldly security. He even says quite

j
explicitly that he is prepared to risk whatever may happen to

! him in the next world, and that what makes him hesitate to
'

murder Duncan is the fear that some retribution will overtake

j

him in this life:

That but this blow

Might be the be-all and the end-all here,

But here upon this bank and shoal of time

,

I Ve’ld jump the life to cotne. (i, 7).

Ethical considerations are not altogether absent from his mind,

but they appear to have a very secondary place. Later, after he

has murdered Duncan, he is conscious of having sold his soul to

the devil. But here again Shakespcare stresses his regret, not so

much that he has sold it, but that he has sold it too cheaply:

For Banquo’s issue have I fil’d my mind:

For them the gracious Duncan have l murder'd;

Put rancours in the vessel of my peace

Only for them; and mine etemal jewel

Given to the common enemy of man

To make them kings, the seed of Banquo kingsl

(«ii, 1).

But against all this it may be argued that as the play procccds

Macbeth and Lady Macbeth are more and more weighed down

by a sense of guilt and not merely a sense of worldly failure.

Even immediately after the murder the dominating thought in

Macbeth’s mind is guilt:

Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood

Clean from my hand? No; this my hand will rather

The multiludinous seas incarnadine

Making the green one red. (11, 2).

It is partly true that Macbeth becomes more hardened against

the sense of guilt as the play gocs on, but it is not altogether truc.

Is it possible that a soul doomed to damnation should cry out
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with such longing tor inward peace as is exprcssed in Macbeth’s
words to the doctor:

Canst thou not minister to a mimi diseas’d,

Pluck from the mcmory a rooted sorrow,
liaze out the writien troubles of the braïn.
And with sotne sweet oblivious antidote
Clcanse the stufj’d bosom of that perilons stuff
Which weighs upon the hearl? (v, 3).

The fact that the foregoing questions om be asked at all
suggests au unceriainty of purpose, and we must remember that
like all actor-playwrights Shakespeare somctiiues had to write a
play for a particular occasion which meant that he had to have
it ready whether or not hts conception of it had had time to
niature. However that may be, Macbeth is an anomaly in more
than one respect. Apart from sccnes which were ahnost certainly
added by later hands, and considering only what appears to be
authcntic, one has the impression that Shakespeare himself wrote
sotne of his later scenes merely because without them the play
would have been too short for the requircnients of his conipany
in other words, he wrote them to make a drama out of what
was not rcally a dramatic inspiration. It is truc that sotne of the
earlier sccnes are among the most dramatic that Shakespeare
ever wrote; but the wcll known criticisin of Timon of Athens,
that ‘it has a beginning and a middle but no end’ could almost
be applied, dramatically speaking, to Macbeth. After the middle
of the play, once Macbeth has become king, our expectations
have nothing left to wait for but his downfall which seems
inevitable but which we neither greatly fcar, through Iack of
sufficiënt sympathy for the two protagonists, nor greatly desire
bccause Malcohn is too much a stranger to us. Despite all this,

Shakespeare the master of dramatic dialogue manages to hold
our attention until the very end by presenting the undramatic
in a most dramatic way. while Shakespeare the poet carries the
resources of the English language to their very summit.

It may be said then that in Macbeth Sliakcspeare has achievcd
a superbly poetic inorality play on the themc of ambition, deadly
sin. world ly ruin, dcaih and damnation. At the same time, the
deeper spiritual intcrests which dominate almost all the other
plays of his maturity appear to have lent soine of the speeches
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what might be callcd a purgatorial slant. But. if the play as a

whole was intended to have, in addition 10 its outcr meaning.

a mystical, purgatorial theme which presupposes, in order to

produce its effect, that the spectator is captured subjectively, then

it must be admitted that Shakespeare has failed here where he

has wonderfully succeeded in other plays written about the same

time. In Hamlet, Othello and King Lear, for example, the

spectator is drawn into the character of the hero and held tlierc

until the end, whereas in Macbeth the spectator remains spectator

ihroughout. 1 1 is attention is gripped, but it rclinquislics prac-

tically nothing of its initial objectivity.

The absence of any effectivc representation of the path of the

mystics in this play and the limiting of its microcosmic signifi-

cance to the exoteric plane brings into greater prominence a

meaning which has been mentioned but not yet illustrated,

although we are conscious of it in Hamlet and Measure for

Measure, as well as in King Lear and other later plays. This

meaning, which may be called macrocosmic, corresponds to the

significance of a cathedral not as an image of the hitman being

but as an image of the whole world.

In order to appreciate this meaning we must remember that

evolutionism and progressism only becatne possible after rcligious

faitlis had weaketicd beyond a certain degree, and that degree

had not ncarly been reached by the end of the XVIth century.

In the world of Shakespeare— the world of Plato and St. Augus-

tine’—spiritual logic made it inconceiveable that pritnordial man

sliould not have been perfect. So long as men retained ‘a sense

of God’, which is very different from a vague, unintclligent and

therefore precarious piety, it was inconceiveable to them that

anything short of perfection should have come dircctly from the

hand' of the Creator. The Book of Genesis and the Grcco-Roman

doctrine of the Golden, Silver, Bronze and Iron Agcs served to

fill in certain details of a general conception of the rhythms of

time* which was already inescapably implicit in the very nature

of things, that is, in man as the image of God and. more gencrally,

in earthly things as the shadows of spiritual realities. Beginning

with pritnordial perfection, history was conceived as a record

of the repeated backslidings of mankind which at a certain

1 For a fuller treatment of this qnenion. see my Ancient Belic/s and Modern

Superstitions, ch. II (Perennial Books. London, 1965).

V
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point were always suddenly dietkcd by Diviuc Intervention—
a retribution foilowcd by a rcstoralion of order. Moreover
Shakespeare and his contemporaries naturally expected the
rhythm of the past to continue in the future. It still seemed to
alraost everyone, as it had done throughout the Middle Ages,
that things were too bad for the second coming of Christ to be
'ery far off- The words Something is rotten in the state of
Denmark would have found an echo in every heart. But in any
case when they said: Thy Kingdom come on earthl’ thcy did
not look for a gradual upward movnncnt. lf the suddcn retri-
bution were not immediately at hand. if the worst had not yet
happened1 and if so-and so were not die Antichrist, then things
would have to go on growing worse and worse, as had been
predicted, until finally they did reach their lowest point with
the real Antichrist. Then, suddenly, the true Christ would come.
the guilty would be destroycd and the remaining few would live
on into the Millenium.

They saw how the world goes: a state of hannony, a fatal step
of error or sin, growing discord, the passage from bad to worse.
more or less sudden retribution, and restoration of hannony!
This was the rhythm that they had sccn in the mtracle plays and
that they now saw in Hamlet and King Lear—to name only two
of those minors which Shakespeare holds up to the great cyde
of time. The cosmic rhythm of King Lear is explicitly aflirmed
when.Kent crics out at the terrible events in the last scene:

Is this the promis’d end?

And Gloster has already said, with refcrence to the aged and
dcinented King:

O ruin'd piece of nature! This great world
Shall so wear out to naught. (iv, 6).

There is also something unmistakeably Mcssianic in Edgar’s
appcarance at the third sound of the trompet to cliallenge
Edmund. °

Macbeth is no anomaly as regards its macrocosmic significance.
J
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«“““ring differente belivern then and now is
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The plot, in its main outlines, is in fact very similar to the plot

of Hamlet. A good king is secretly murdered by a kinsman; the

murderer succeeds in making himself king; he plunges further

and further into guilt; things grow worse and worse; and finally

the usurper is killed and the country enters upon another state

of hannony under a new king.

In Macbeth the reign of King Duncan, like die reign of King

Hamlet, corresponds to the Golden Age. The reign of Malcolm,

like the reign of Fortinbras, corresponds to the Millennium.



CHAPTER VIII

King Lear

K,ng Lw bas much in coinmon witli both Hamlet and Otkello.
As rcgards this last play, it is true that in King Lear the love
tlieme concerns patent and child, whcrcas in Otkello is coitcerns
husband and wife; but the symbolisin is unaflccted by the
difference. Lear and the Moor represcnt ‘Everyman’, the human
soul, and Cordelia and Desdemona represcnt the Spirit. In both
plays 'the pearl of grcat pricc’ is thrown away; and in King Lear
this is echoed in the sub plot by Gloster’s 'throwing away’ of
Edgar.

From a macrocosinic point of view, that is, considcring the
play as an image of the history of mankind. Lear’s throwing
away 'the pearl’ represents the Fall. He is not banished front
Paradise, windt in this play is symbolized by the presence of
Cordelia, but hc hiniself banishes Paradise, which ainounts to
the same. Britain is ito longer tnait's home but bis exile. As
Kent says:

Freedom lies hence and banishmenl is hete.

(i, t).

And this inversion of the natural order of tltings is repeatedly
indicated in various ways during the first scenes of the play, as
when Kent exclaims ironically:

Kilt thy physician and the fee bestow

Upon the (oul disease!
(ibid .)

or when the Fooi says:

Trulh's a dog must to kennel; lie must
be whipped oul u'/ien Lady the brach may stand
by the fire and stink. (i, 4).

It is significant that Cordelia is Lear’s thitd daughtcr. Lite the
apex of a triangle, the celcstial nuniber llirro symboli/es the reso-

lution of oppositions (these being represented geonietricuUy by the
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two lower corners of the triangle) into a transcendent harmony.

Lear lias banished harmony and left his kingdom at the mercy of

discord, represented by Goneril and Rcgan. By exchanging three

for two he has exchanged spiritual wisdom for worldly wisdom,

tliat is, the dual wisdom of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good

and Evil. The order of the day is henceforth worldly wisdom.

The banishment of Cordelia is inevitably and quickly followed

up by the banishment of Kent and Edgar. Of those characters

who may be considered as prolongations of Cordelia, that is, of

spiritual wisdom,1 only the Fooi is allowcd to remain. He alone

of them can fit into the new order because, although truly wise,

he is wisdom masquerading as folly. Kent and Edgar can only

return to the scene on similar conditions, the one disguised as a

humble servant, the other as a lunatic beggar. If the opening

scene stands for the Fall, the final events are an image, as we

have seen, of the promised end, so that the period of the play

may be said to span the whole cycle of time. This macrocosmic

drama serves as a vast and shadowy backcloth for the story of

a single individual soul.

The theme of King Lear as a drama of the microcosm is

summed up in the following words from the King’s speech:

’Tis our jast intent

To shake all cares and business jrom our age,

Conferring them on younger slrengths, while we

Unburthen’d crawl toward dealh.

These words mark the outset of his journey towards death, a

joumey which is to be soubsearchingly different from anything

that he had imagined. In The True Chronicle History of King

Leir which must have been, more than anything else, the source

of Shakespeare’s plot, the King speaks more humbly:

The world of me, I of the world am weary

And I would fain resign these earthly cares

And think upon the welfare of my soul.

1 Thcrc is a ccruin hicrarchy to be observed ainong these characters. for

Edear is more nearly equal to Cordelia than the others are. In the sub plot

hels in fact her equivalent; and in the play as a whole. tl she represents the

transcendente of the Spirit, he may be said to stand for its immanente m
this world. In Measurc for Measure the Duke disguised corresponds to
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Shakespeare’s Lear has too good an opinion of himself to express
hiniself quitc in these ternis. His inlention is iiulced the saine,
Uiat is, to be pcrfenly rcady for dcath wlicn dcatli comes. Of
that llicre can be no doubt, for Lear is decply conscientious. But
he clearly imagines tliat he has already more or less reached the
uecessary state. After so good and succcssful a life, what remahis
to bejichieved between now and deatli? Surcly it will be an easy,
resposeful and agrccable passage, in the kind nurseiy of his
favourite daughter Cordelia.

I hc fitst scene is a dcinoustration of lits extreme uurcadincss
to die. Front tliis microcosinic point of view the opening events
do not represent the Fall itself but are as it were a re-cnactment
of the Fall. In other words, they serve as a sharp reminder of the
fallenncss of fallen man, and as suclt they mark tlie First step on
the road to wisdom from out of a morass of blindness and

• indiscrimination in which Lear has long been stagnating. His
fateful act at least serves to bring out into the open many of
his faults, and although hc does ttot recognize ihcm as faults at
the time he is able to do so later in rctrospcct. Regan speaks the
truth for once when she says:

He hath ever bul slenderly known himself. (i, i).

His previous life, before the play begins, has been a life of
blindness as regards others also. He is quite ignorant of die irue
nature of his two elder daughters; and here again the sub plot
erhoes the main plot, for Glostcr is equally blind to the nature
of his dcvilislv bastard son, Edmund, even to the point of not
sceing his inferiority to Edgar. Lear does at least prefcr Cordelia
to her sisters:

I loved her most and thought to set my rest

On her kind nursery. (i, i).

None the less, considering what Cordelia stands for, the vcry
roots of all Lear’s shortcomings inay he said to Iic in the super-
fit i.ility of his Iou- for her and his failurc to rate her at her true
"uiih 1 he Mooi s losc for Desdemona is lucking in light but
*'”* 1,1 'slu’ieas Lcar's hoe lor Cordelia is lacking in
hoih. lbo light and the warnuh au- linie, huried in the deptli
of the aged king s nature, and he discovers tlicin later; but at
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the beginning of the play he both sees too little of Cordelia's

inestimable value

—

this unprized precious maid,

as the King of France describcs her—and feels too little a wrench

in letting her go.

Cordelia, Edgar, Kent and the Fooi are the embodiment of all

goodness. Albany also has the same pcrfcction, but it is not

given the opporlunity of manifesting itself until the play is

drawing towanjs its end. The vices are personified l»y Goncril,

Regan, Edmund and Cornwall. The devil is not represented by

any one of these characters more than anotlicr, but his prcscncc

is feit in cach of them as the root of all evil—a root which is

often near to being laid bare. Between the two groups of un-

compromising opposites stand the King and Gloster.

In King Lear as in Hamlet Heil and Purgatory are treated

simullaneously which means that the discovery of hidden faults

and the transformation of those faults into virtues go side by

side. Lear's and Gloster's characters develop throughout the play.

The virtues of spiritual poverty, humility, ternperance, fidelity,

lovc, kindness, discrimination and truth are dcvclopcd against

a background of worklly ambilion, pridc, angcr, trcachery, hatred,

criielty, blindness and untruth.

The descent into Heil is represented mainly in three different

ways. Lear’s discovery of the hitherto unsuspected faults of

Goneril and Regan is like a mirror to reflect the discovery of the

lower possibilities that lie hidden in his own soul; an<f in a sense

Goneril and Regan are part of him. He says to Goneril:

But yet thou are my flcsh, my blood, my daughter;

Or rather a disease thal’s in my flesh,

Which I must needs call mine: thou art a boil,

A plague-sore, an embossed carbuncle,

In my corrupted blood. (11, 4).

Secondly, as also in Hamlet, the state of the country rcflects

the soul of F.verymnn. In virtue of his kingship Lear is Britaïn;

and hc adniits his responsibiüty in the words

:

O, I have ta'en too little care of this. (11, 4).
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As a supplement to the discover}' of viccs in Goneril and
Regan the following speecli of Lear from the storm sccne may
bequoted: 7

Lel the great gods
Thai keep tkis dreadful pudder o'er our heads
Find out their enemics now. Tremble, thou wretch,
1 hat hast within thee undiviilged crimes,

Unwhipp'd of justice;

.

- . close pent-up guills,

Rive your concealing contincnts and cry
These dreadful stunmoners grace. (m, *).

Thirdly, Heil itself is as it were churned up on to the stage by
Edgar. When he accuses himsclf of having been

false of heart, light of ear, bloody of hand, hog in
sloth, fox in slealth, wolf in greediness, dog in madness,
lion in prey (in, 4),

it is not quite the same as when Hamlet says:

I could accuse me ofsuch things that it were beller
my mother had not born me. (111, j).

In both cases the words are intended to throw iight on the hidden
evil in the soul of Evcryman. But Hamlet's words refer directly
to the speaker, whereas Edgar is not really accusing himself but
holding out a mirror for Lear to look into. In fact Edgar may
be said to supply the ‘scenery’, the stage setting.» for Lear's
descent into Heil. His ravings are equivalent to a procession of
deadly sins and also a procession of devils, as he tracés the
human surfaces of evil to their infernal roots. Translalcd froiri
the language of wildness to that of sobriety, the truth that he
preaches without respite in the storm scene is that the state of
fallen man is the state of being possessed. in some degree or
other, by the foul fiend, the prince oj darkness. In other words,
as the Ghost in Hamlet puts it:

The serpent that did sting thy father’s life

Now wears his crown.
(1. 5).

' Macbtlh*™*'
bUI *" this SCnSf alnne ' EdRar corrcsPoluls to the 1‘orter in
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Later Edgar 'demonstrates’ to his father that it was not mercly

human initiative but above all the devil that had led him to the

top of the cliff and tempted him to commit suicide, and that it

was the grace of a divine intervention that had saved him:

Think that the clearest gods who rnake them honours

Of men's impossibilities have preserved thee. {iv, 6).

It is Edgar’s function to dispel the iliusion that man is indepen-

dent and sclf-suliicient, and to show that his soul is largely a
battlcground for the forccs of Hcavcn and i lcll. We are especially

remindcd here, by contrast, of Iago’s:

Virtue? A fig! ’Tis in ourselves that we are tkus

or thus,

a sentiment which Edmund would certainly have endorsed. Edgar

is the very opposite of his humanist brother.

Understanding of the nature of evil impiies purification from

evil, and Edgar is not only a guide for the descent into Heil

but also, rnuch more, a guide for the ascent of Purgatory. His

occupation is, as he says:

To prevent the foul fiend and to kill vermin

(««. 4)»

that is, to kill those things in the soul that are purcly negative

and to outwit the devil as regards such psychic substancc as

can be salvagcd and transformed. The inextricablc iiUerpcneira-

tion of Heil and Purgatory is reflected not only in Edgar but

also in the storm, which both voiccs the angcr of Hcaven and
purifles by the dements.

The deeper Lear descends into the abyss of Heil, the higher

he ascends up the mountain of Purgatory. But the ascent is

gradual; he is slow to see any parallel between Goneril’s and
Regan’s treatment of him and his treatnient of Corddia. There
is one moment, just as he is setting out from Goncril’s house

when he starts a sentence, half speaking to himself, with the

words I did her wrong, (1, 5) which would seem to refer to

Corddia. But he evidently stilles any regrets tl»at may have risen

up in him, and goes on almost immediatcly to speak of himself
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as so kind a father; and even so lalc as the storm scène wheii, in
au already quoted speech, he invot.es the Gods:

Find out your enemics nou)

and adds:

Tremble, (hou wrelch,
'1 hot host uiithin thee undivulged crimes

he ends with the words of injured innocente:

I am a man
More sintïd against than sinning. (m, 2).

None the less, this scene marles a milestone on his journcy. As
Kent has said of the world in its tvorldiness, as represented by
the royal court:

Freedom lies hence and banishment is here;

and now the world, wltich itself is banishment, has banished
Lear, which means that he is virtually set free from die numcrous
worldly ties with wliich his soul was trussed. He had tonic to
be altogether wrapped up in himself. His extreme subjcctivity
now begins to unfold beneath the humbling and universalizing
power of the storm into an outlook that is more objective. When
Kent suggests that he takc shelter in a nearby liovel—which
unknown to them is Edgar’s hovel and therefore, symbolically,
a palace of wisdom—Lear turns to the rain-drendied and shiver-
ingTool and says:

Comc on, my boy. How dost, my boy? Art cold? . .

.

Poor fooi and knave, I have one part in my hearl
That’s sorry yet for thee.

And when they reach the hovel and Kent begs him to enter, the
Kiugsays:

Poor naked wretches, wheresoc’ocr you are,
Thai bide the peiling of this pitiless storm
How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides,

\
uur loop'd and window'd raggedness, defend you

From seasons such as these? O! 1 have ta’en
Too little care of this. (ui; 4).

KINC LEAR

But the effect of the storm on Lear is perhaps brought home to

us more intimately in a later scene when he says in retrospect,

giving us a glimpse of the latter part of his life, the years which
led up to the opening scene of the play:

They flattered me like a dog, and told me I had
white hairs in my beard ere the black ones were

there. To say ‘ay’ and ‘no’ to every thing I said! . .

.

When the rain came to wet me once and the wind to

make me chatter, when the thunder would not peace

at my bidding, there I found ‘cm, there l smelt ’em

out. Go to, they are not men of their words: they

told me I was everything: ‘lis a lie, lam not argue-

proof. (iv, 6).

The freedom gained by banishment from the world is personi-

fied by Edgar in the extremity of his destitution. As Lear says to

him:

Tkou owest the worm no silk, the beast no hide, the

sheep no wool, the cal no perfume. Ha! here’s three on’s are

sophisticated; tkou art the thing itself; unaccommodated man
is no more but such a poor bare, forked animal as thou art.

Of], ofj, you lendings! (lil, 4),

and he begins to tear off his own clothcs. Shakespeare cannot

quote here "Blessed are the poor in spirit’, but this beatitude

was 110 doubt in his mind. Tradition the world over teachcs that

spiritual poverty, that is detachment from worldly things, was a

spontaneous and outstanding attribute of man in his original

perfection; and in all mysticisms the regaining of human per-

fcction is conceived as a return to that primordial state. This

aspect of human perfection loomed very largc on Shakespeare's

horizon. He was altogether exempt from that superstïtious respect

for civilization
—

'sophisticalion', as Lear calls it—which has more

or less dominated the West since his time and which now
dominates almost the entire world. It would not be too much
to say that he was haunted by the Golden Agc. This comes out

partly in his great revercnce for virgin nature which is seen

cxplicitly in As You l.ike tl, Cymbeline and The Tempest and

implieiily in inany passages from other piays and in particulai
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from King Lear: but it comes out above all in the fact that his
ideal is always no less than üie primordial ideal. In other words,

\

his hero is not inerely priest and not inercly king, but the priest-
}

king who alone is the true and rightful lord of Virgin nature.
j

Apart from those characters who personify this ideal from the
[

outset—the banished Duke, for example, in As You Like lt, »

Belahus in Cymbeline, Prospero in The Tempest and, without l

the primordial setting, the Duke of Vienna in Measure for <

Measure and Duncan,* Malcolm and the briefly mentioned '

Edward the Confcssor in Macbelh—the dcvclopinent which
)

takes place in Hamlct’s character might be smnmed up by saying i

that he has to rcalize fully the priest-kingship of which we are
j

conscious as a yirtuality in his nature from the very 'start. Might
it not also be said that what is needed to make Othello perfect

is the addition of a priestly element to his outstanding royalty
of nature? As to King Lear, it is clearly the unfolding priesthood
of the King which makes him sense the bidden bond between
himself and Edgar—his philosopher as hc calls him: and his

wits begin to turn as if by spiritual contagion, as if he had
‘caught' madness from Edgar.

Lear’s madness is cxactly parallel to Gloster’s blindness, and
Gloster 's remark

:

I stumbled when I saw

can be applied to Lear as nnich as to say that hc blundcred
when he was sanc. For just as Gloster’s blindness marks the
beginning of his path«to truc insight (it is at the moment of
being blinded that he learns how he has been dcceived by
Edmund), so the turning of Lear’s wits marks the unlocking of a
door that opens onto wisdom. The differencc between Edgar’s
‘madness’ and Lear’s madness only concerns the lilcral mcaning
of the play. Symbolically both represent turning one’s back on
worldly wisdom and embracing spiritual wisdom. The King’s
attitude towards Edgar is at first that of a novice towards an
adept; but in his later mad scene, just bcftirc he is discovcred

’ ln Pra 'se of Duncan and liii wifc. Marduff savs tn their sou Malcolm:
Thy royal /alher

1V<1\ a mast sainted king: the </nrrtt that t/ore thee
Oflrner ujwti hrr kners than on her fcet,

Died every day she lived. (iv. 3).

by the scarch party sent out by Cordelia, hc is no louger a novice

and is able, like Edgar, to preacli to Gloster:

Thou must be patiënt. We came crying hither:

Thou knows’t the first time that we smell the air

We waul and cry. I will preach to thee; mark:

When we are bom, we cry that we are come

To this great stage of fools. (tv, 6).

The re-entry of Cordelia means a reversion to the nornial

order of things. So long as she was still present, in the first scene

of the play, Lear's lack of wisdom appeared like the folly that it

was. Kent had said

:

Be Kent unmannerly

When Lear is mad ...To plainness honour’s bound

When majesty stoops to folly.

It is therefore quite consequent that when Lear is once more

in Cordelia’s presence, his new-found wisdom should show as

wisdom, not as folly, and that on being reunited with her he

should recovcr his sanity. But at the moment of chaugc from

madness to sanity when Lear opens his eyes and secs Cordelia for

die first time since their separation, Shakespeare takes advantagc

of the King's bewildernicnt in order to express directly the deeper

meauing of this encounter which is no less than a hcavcnly

visitation to a soul in Purgatory. Cordelia is, in virtue of what

she symbolizes, definitely not of this world. The King says to her:

Thou art a soul in bliss; but I am bound

Upon a wheel of fire, that mine own tears

Do scald like mollen lead . .

.

You are a spirit, l know. (iv, 7).

Moreover Lear is echoing here something of what the audiencc

themselves have already feit when they for their part first see

Cordelia again after so long and terrible an interval. Her sudden

appearance when she enters as Queen of France and sends out

soldiers to scarch the countryside for her father is for us also as

though a picce of Heaven had descended to earth. This is a

striking example, though not the oniy example, of Shakespeare's

ability to achievc an overwhelming impact without the aid of

words. We have not seen Cordelia since the first sceue of the

play. Meantiirie the vices of Goneril and Regan have been dug
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down to Iheir hellish roois. and this lias proinpted us, if only
subcoiisaously, to go through the opposite prucess with rcgard
to Coidcha’s virtues. As a result the contrast between the two
eldcr sisters and the third sister has beconic so tiemendous that
t us unexpected and aliuost unhoped for return is itidescribably
lUOMIlg. ’

Lear has first of all had the Fooi for guide; then hc is passcd
on from hun toEdgar, and then froni Edgar to Cordclia who,
«hen her father’s 1’urgatory is aliuost at an end, coines to give
hun a foretaste of Paradise and with it a forctaste of hu.ua.,
pcifeition. 1 hat perfcction, compoimded of liumility, lovc and
u isdoui, w,th the stress, as regards tliis tast virtue, on discriinina-
Hou, dciachment and contemplative objectiviiy, the opposite of
Lear’s fonner undiscriminating, undetaclied and feverish sub
jeciivity, comes to flower in his speech to Cordelia after they have
lost the battle

:

Come, let's away to prison;
We two alone wilt sing likt birds ï the cage:
When thou dost ask me blessing, lil kneel down

,

And ask of thee forgiveness: so we’ll live.

And pray, and sing, and teil old tales, and lattgh
At gilded buiterflies, and hear poor rogues
Talk of courl news; and we’ll talk with (hem too
Who loses and who mins; who’s in, who’s out.
And lake upon’s the mystery of thiitgs

As if we were God’s spies; and we’ll wear out
In a wAll’d prisoti, packs and seicts of great ones
Thai ebb and flow by the mom. (v, 3).

It is the fully grown priest-king who then expressed his debt to
Cordelia in the words:

Upon such sacrifices, iny Cordelia.
I he gods themselves throw incense.

Nor is it possi bic that Shakespcarc has nol in iitiiul here, though
he has 10 disguise his thought by the plural ‘gods’, the sacrifice
whidi is, for the Western world, the vcry au lui) pc of ali sacrifirc.
1 he parallel is not leinote, for in the fust sccne tlie King of
Hance had said to Cordclia:

Thou losest here a beller where to find.

75

and her sacrifice is that she has left that ‘better where’ tor an

incomparably ‘worse where’ in order that a man—who stands

here for Everyman—might be saved.

In Cordelia the veil of humanity which hides the Spirit is

almost transparent. She is not only incorruptible but also un-

deceiveable.

I know you what you are;

And like a sister am most loth to call

Your faults as they are nam’d,

she says to her sisters in the first sccne. She is also, in a sensc,

unassailable, like an impregnable fortress. Whilc living in the

world she has a hermit's detachment from it. One of her most

significant remarks is the one which leads up to Lear’s words

about sacrifice. She says, when he begs her not to wcep

:

For thee oppressed king I am cast down.

Myself could else outfrown false forlune’s frown.

The mcaning of this second line is: As far as I myself am

conccrned, having passed judgement upon this world as the

domain of ever-changing, fickle unreliable fortune, I am always

ready to frown on it, for what it is in general, with a frown far

more scvere than could be merited by any frown it could give

me in the form of some particular piece of ill fortune.

Why does Shakcspeare deliberately make Lear and Cordclia

die, whereas Leir and Cordelia are left alive at the end of the

older play? The dcepest reason of all is no doubt what is cailed

‘poctic justke’, which is pailly the theme of a later chaptcr.

Anothcr more obvious reason. also deep yet casicr to analyse, is

that the old and broken Lear cannot represent the soul in its

iminoiTal union with the Spirit. Lear must therefore die into

life, and where he is. there must Cordelia be. His rcunion with

her beforc the battle is only a foretaste: but in it there is, as we

have seen, a hint of the true nature of the union as it will be

when it is complete, for at first he thinks that they are both dcad

and that Cordelia is a blessed spirit: and at the end there is the

strongest possible suggestion of the life after dcath. In a play

like King Lear the dead cannot be made to speak. The King,

when oncc hc is dead, cannot get up and say: ‘I now know that

|

lire is dcath and death is life.’ But when hc is on the vcry

I threshold of dcath—so near to being across that thrcshold that
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C 7at I,e says as «ews of the next worJd rather than

of this- he tells us. almost in so n.any words. that Cordclia is

be£ore hc- - »
lt is a chance which does redeetn all sorrows
7 hat ever l have feit.

was deÜd

hC WW ft>r CCrtai '1 - be>’ond an >’ Possiblc doubt, tiiat sl»e

No. no, no life!

II'/jv should a dog. a horse, a rat have lije.

And thou no hreath at all? Thou’lt conté no more,
Never, never, liever, never, netter.

\et now, uiih his last breath, he says:

Do you see this? Look on her, look, her Ups,
Look there, look there!

Bradley took these last words as an indication that Lear’s actual
death was due lo the sudden joy of thinking that Cordelia was
ahve. I agree with him in being certain that these words canmean nothmg other than that Cordclia is alive and that Lear
dies in a state of bliss. But all things considered, is it not more
hkcly that the cliaïn of causality is the other way round? It was
not because he saw (or thought he saw) ihat Cordelia was alive
that he died; it was bccause he was dead (or as good as dead)
that hc saw she was alive-alive not wit!, this life, but with the
lifc after death.

CHAPTER IX

Antony and Cleopatra

In three of his tragedies, Romeo and Juliet, Olhello, and Anlotiy

and Cleopatra, Shakcspearc combines the symbolism of inarriage

with the sytnholism of dcaih. In none of tlicsc three plays is the

ïnarriagc really complete beforc death. In Atilony and Cleopatra

it is the nuptial bond itself that is lacking. Cleopatra, about to

die, addresscs the dead Antony with the words:

Husband, J come.

;
Now lo that name my courage prove my tille'A

In Romeo and Juliel, as in Otliello, the lovers are in fact husband

i and wife, but they are allowed no peace and sccurity together

• this side of the grave. Romeo and Julict are married in secret

j and after one night together—a night spent in fcar of discovery

J
—they are separated. The rebirth and fulfilincnt of marriage

: aftcr dcath are suggested by Romeo’s dreain of which he tells

j
us just before the news comes to him of Juliet’s dcath:

1

ƒ dreaml my lady came and fottnd me dead;

—

;

• Strange dream, that gives a dead man leave to think—
And brealh’d such lije with kisses in my Ups,

That I rtviv’d, and was an emperor. (v, i).

The union is further suggested by their being buried logether

in one tomb, as are Antony and Cleopatra.

|

One of the differences between Olhelto and the other two

;
tragedies is implidt in the singleness of the tillc. We have here

;

the story of the Moor, not of his wife. He as Evcryman rcprescuts
1

the soul and she, perfect froin the oiuset and having to undergo

no process of developmcnt, represents the Spirit. There can be

no question here of reversing the symbolism, whereas in Antony

1 Let my courage, in (lying for your saké, prove that I have a right lo call

you husband.
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and Cleopatra. as we shall sce on examining the text in more
detail, cach of the lovers lias a doublé aspect, accoiding to
whether the play be considered as the story of Antony or the
story of Cleopatra. If Cleopatra be taken as the more central
figure, then it is she who represents the soul, while Antony,
apotheosized after his deatli, syinbolizcs the Spirit, whereas for
Antony as Everyman, the Spirit is symbolized by the Queen of
Egypt.

liut can the same be said, analogously, of Romeo and Juliet?
I he follou ing quotation may liclp us to an answer, and it is less
of a digression tbaii it miglrt at firsl seem:

1 he marriage of sulphur and quicksilver, sun and moon, king
and queen, is alcheiny's central Symbol, and in the light of its
meaning we can clearly distinguish between alchcmy and mys-
ticism. . . . The starting point of mysticism is that the soul has
alienated itself from God through turning itself towards the
world and that it must be reunited witli Hiin. . . . Alchemy on
the other hand takes the standpoint that through the loss of his
primordial •Adamic’ state, man is rent witli inwaïd discord, and
tan only regain his full being when the two powers whose strife
has robbed hint of his strcngih have been reconciled with each
odicr. Hitman nalure’s inward dividedness, which has beconte as
it were organic, is morcover a result of its having fallen away
from God, inasmuch as it was the Fall which first made Adam
and Eve aware of tlieir oppositiou and thrust them out into the
vicious circie of generation and death. Conversely man’s winning
back of his full nature, which alchemy exprcsscs through the
image of the male-female Hennaphroditc, is a neccssary prelude
to union with God though it may also be considered from
another point of view as a fruit of that union

Ihe marriage of the soul’s masculine and feminine forces
ultimately opens out onto the marriage of Spirit and soul
which is none other than the tnystical marriage. Thus the two
States om lap: the realization of psychic plenitudc leads to the
soul s gishig itself to the Spuit, and the ah heinical symbols have,
«uiie-.poudmgls moie 1I1.111 olie iiie.iiiiiig : the Sun and the moon
I UI d< unie the twn poutis of the soul wliiili ,nc tetiiied sulphur
a '"l '|“n ksihei : at the same time ihev aie images of ihe Spirit
and the soul .. .

Closely conncited with the symbolism of marriage is the

ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA

symbolism of death: according to some represcntalions of the

'Chemical marriage’ the king and queen are killed at their

wedding and buried together, thence to rise up rejuvenated .’1

If Romeo and Juliet were the only play of Shakespcare's that

had come down to us, and if in the light of the above quotation

wc were called upon to answer the question: ’Is the symbolism

of Romeo and Juliet mystkal or alchcmical?’, there would he a

strong case for replying that it is alcheinical, the more so in that

the two lovers are as it were transmuted into gold after their

tlcaihs, for Romco’s father says:

ƒ will raise her statue in pure gold

and Julict's father replies:

As rich shall Romeo by his lady lie.

Morcover the strife between the two powers of the soul would

secin to be adcquately represented by the enmity between the

houses of Montagu and Capulet, an enmity which is at the end

transTormcd into friendship. On the other hand there can be no

doubt that the symbolism of the maturer plays is mystkal, love

having here a higher signifkance expressive of the relation-

ship between soul and Spirit; and apart from what has already

heen said about Othello and King Lear, a clear indication of

tliis higher symbolism is to be found in the presence of Juno

and Ceres, representing Heaven and earth, that is. Spirit and

soul, at the betrothal of Ferdinand and Miranda in The Tempest.

Necdless to say, Shakcspeare could have changed his perspective

in the approximately ten year interval between Romeo and Jubel

and Othello. But a closer examination of the text shows that his

ultimate outlook was already, to say the least, well on its way to

being formed when he wrote the earlier play, and the metal gold

is here without doubt a Symbol of the Spirit which each of the

lovers represents for the other, as in Antony and Cleopatra. and

whi<h each, through death, lias now artually become.

There is nolhing strange or forced in this reversible rclation-

ship between the two lovers. Symbolism is not arbitrary. but

is hased on the very nature of things, on the make-up of the

I -ritus nurrU.ar.lt, Alchemie, pp. .66, 17*175 (WaltcrVcrlag. Otter, untl

Frciburg. 1960).
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un. verse. According to all cosmological and metaphysical
doctrines, whether Eastern or Western, car.hly pheno.nena arenothmg oiher tlian the shadows or reilcctions of spiritual realiticsThe synibolism of a thing is its power to recall its higher reality!
in t ie saine way tliat a reflection or sliadow can give us a fleeting
gliitipse of the object that casts it; and the best symbols-the
only ones worthy to be used in sacred art—are those things
wh.ch are most perfect of their kind. for they are the clearest
icflections, tlie sharpest shadows. of tlic higher reality which is
their archetype. One of the chief appJications of this doctrine
to mysttcism is that cvery object of lovc is a Symbol of the
ivine Beauty of the Spirit and therefore lias power to recall

something of that Beauty. This explains why in all love worthy
of the name there is always an element of worship. Love has
always a doublé aspect: the helovcd is loved for himself ot
hersclf and, beyond that. for the saké of the Reality in whose
image man was crcatcd.’

For Romeo Juliet is the su,r.‘ at their f.rst encounter her hand

i'cfrlï esxïïj^ïï1

:siinbol of all the complemcmary pairs which lic above it. whether the two

.‘ST?
“

‘f
'h‘™e of

.

,h.' -«'^mica.
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is a holy shrine, she a saint and he a pilgrim; and at the end the

presence of her body transforms the burial vault to a lantern,

that part of a cathedral which according to Masonic symbolism

corresponds to Heaven and the Spirit. For Juliet, Romeo is the

god of her idolalry.

In addition to its general symbolism, and despite the great

outward differences, Romeo and Juliet has also some important

details in common with Antony and Cleopatra. Each of the four

lovers is called upon eventually to face the fact that the beloved

can only be reached through the ‘narrow gate‘ of death. The

difficulty of placing all four in this same situation is overcome

by the device of the false news which Romeo receives of Juliet's

death and which Antony receives of Cleopatra’s; and like the

Moor of Venice, each of the four souls dies a self-inflicted death

for the saké of being United with the beloved in the next world.

But is there no inconsistency between the conception of

suicide in Hamlet and King Lear as a deadly sin, and the

representation of the suïcides of Romeo, Juliet, Othello, Antony

and Cleopatra as noble acts? As regards the last three characters,

the answer is undoubtedly W. In Hamlet and King Lear suicide

is considered in a purely literal sense. But where death is symbolic

of the ‘narrow gate* that leads to life, then of all manners of

death suicide is one of the most -powerfully symbolic, for it

expresses most clearly the fact that the aspiring soul seeks its

own death; and as regards Antony and Cleopatra, we must re-

member that suicide in certain circumstances was not only

legitimate but even highly meritorious according to the more

ancient religious perspectives. As to Othello, although the Moor

is a Christian. he stands at the very fringe of Christendom.

Consequently it is not difficult for us to accept his suïcide as an

objective act of justice against himself in accordance with some

law unknown to us. Moreovcr if we recall the words of Edgar,

‘ripeness is all’, Shakespeare makes us feel that Othello, like

Antony and Cleopatra, is ‘ripe’ for death, that he has fully com-

pleted the course of his little earthly cycle, whereas when Hamlet

thinks about suicide he is not ‘ripe’, neither is Gloster when he

actually attempts it. In their case suicide would have been a revolt

against destiny, but in the case of Othello we know that it is
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^ ,hc—

-

tl'ho can control kis fate?

Therc is nothing here, just as there is nothing in Anlony andC col,,at,a, to mar the effeetiveness of suicidc as a perfect syinbolof the mystic s fully intemioned ’dying into life*
But in the earliest of these three plays Shakcspeare has not

si.ccecded .n conv.ncmg us that cither Romeo or juliet is ’ripc'

.

dea
1

h
;

,lt>l' has he s,|ccecded in holding up the mirror to themexorable necessity of fate. We have rather the impression of a
concatenation of exasperatingly unfortunate circnnistanees whichend in a doublé suïcide that is more akin to rebellion than to
sub.niss.on; and what is already in itself incongruous is madedoubly so by bemg set in the very heart of Christendom where it

óf :r
ss,ble to forgct that suidde *s am°ns the m°st dead]y

It is to bc suspcctcd that Shakcspeare was onc of his own
severest cntics, and he must have been well aware of this short-
coming. at any rate in his later years. Howcver that may be,and wbotber or not Romeo and Juliet was actually present inlm „and when he wrotc Anlony and CAeopatra, it cannot bedtmed that he is at some pams in the later play to avoid what
is, preosely the fanlt of the earlicr one, and he certainly succeeds.
But in all justice, it must be admitted that if we had to

sacnfice one of these two plays. the choice would not be obvious.
Nor would our hesitation be due to any inferiority or mediocritym Antony and Cleopatra but rather to tbc ovcnvhelining beauty
of Romeo and Juhet as an expressie, of love. The perfecting of
the Moors love for Desdemona is the tlieme of Othello just as
the perfectmg of the love of Antony and Cleopatra for each
other is the theme of the play wc are now considering. But inRomeo and Juliet there is no comparable dcvelopmcnt of soul
and the play .s largely centred on the tragic contrast between
ihc cxticme pe.fection of a love and the extreme impcrfcction
of the cm umstanccs it is set in. Consetpiently Shakcspeare is

.

e th' dl ‘ hr«URho«i ‘lm earlicr play on a pc.fccLio.i which
is only rcached at the end of the other two, with the resnlt that
.f we siinply con.pare the three as regards the clement ‘love’,

ANTONY CLEOPATRA

F
f

it is no doubt the love between Romeo and Juliet wl.ich has, as

symbol, the strongest wings for the highcsl flights.

A striking feature of Anlony and Cleopatra that we do not

luid in any other play of Shakespeare is that the outcr or

inacrocosmic meanïng runs contrary to the inner one. Normally

j
the two meanings are parallel: Hamlet, for example, while

representing tlie soul that sceks to restore the lost harn.ony of

: the inner world represems at the sauic time a man who sceks

to restore the lost hannony of the outer world. But in Antony

and Cleopatra according to the outer mcauing it is üctavius

Caesar wlio is in the righl, so to speak, from the beginning of

the play, and it is he who finally restores order in the capadty

of sole sire of the world as Cleopatra calls kim. This outcr

meaning becomes reconciled with the inner ineaning at the very

end of the play when Caesar pays a certain tributc of adiuiration

j to Antony and Cleopatra after their deaths. But throughout the

;

course of the play the hero and heroine are both very niuch in

• the wrong according to the outer meaning, and they are mcrci-

lessly presented as bcing so from the start. The opening speech,

which is all the more derogatory for being spoken by 1'hilo who

is one of Antony’s friends, rings with scorn at Antony's besotted

doling on a 'gypsy’ who has made hint coinpletcly forgct his duty

as Triuiuvir, onc of the three rulers of ‘the world'. IM.ilo expresses

here the general unhesitating and sweeping censure of Antony’s

)
conduct; and yet according to the play's deepcr meaning—

a

meaning which is feit in some degree or other by every member

\ of the audience—Antony’s lf>ve for Cleopatra is the richcst jcwel

' of virtue in his soul. This opposition betweeu the outcr and

inner meanings is itself symbolic, for it reflccts the truth that

the mysteries can only be understood by a few, or more gcnerally,

for those who kuow nothing of the mysteries, the truth that the

majority are by no mcans always right and that the ways of

Hcaven are sometimes inscrutable.

Let us quote here a short passage starting from linc io of the

' play, at the entry of Antony and Cleopatra

:

' Philo (to Dcrcctas) Look where they come

:

Take bul good nole.and yoü shall see in hint

The triple pillar of the world transform'd

Inlo a slrumpet’s fooi: behold and see.
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Cleopatra Jf U he iove leu mg how much
Anlony Tkere’s beggary in the love that can

r . be reckon'd.
Ueopatra TH set a bourn how far to be beloved.
Anlony Then tkou must needs fiud out new

... , , .
heaven, new carlh.

Attendant (entering) News, my good Lord, from Rome.
ntony Grates me: the sumJ

And in the end Aiuony does iiot even listen to ‘the siim‘ of the
news, but goes off with Cleopatra.

In a sense the whole play is contained iu these eight lincs, at
any ratc that aspect of it according to whicli the soul is repte-
sented by Antony. Let us consider this aspect of the play hrst.
Outwardly Rome stands for duty, sobriety and morality in
general; it also stands for reason, and the dialogue abounds in
powerful arguments why Antony should leave Egypt altogether—
Egypt vvhich spells ncglect of duty, lack of sobriety, lack of
tnoral pnnciples and also the vanity of unreason. But this outer
mcantng does not constitute in any sense a morality play; it is
hke the thinnest of veils, which hides the truth fioni no one
although needless to say the truth is for the most part feit raihcr
titan analysed. What are the mcans by which. bencath this most
transparent outside, Shakcspeare contrivcs to weight the scales
so heavily in favour of Egypt? One of the fust things that comes
to mtnd ts the symbolism of East and West whicli correspond
to Heaven and earth; and it is certainly not Rome which stands
at the celcstial point of the compass. Rome is this world, and
nothing but this world—a down-to-eanh well-being. social
stability, and material security. And as Antony says, in the first
scene of the play:

Kingdoms are clay: our dungy eailh alike
Feeds beast as man: the noblcncss of life

Is to do thus, U'hen suck a mutual pair
And such a twain can do it.

In other words the Roman Empire is a inere stretch of land AU
that Rome stands for is that aspect of man whercin he merely

ANTONY CLEOPATRA

has the virtue of being an animal rather than a vegctable or a

mineral. But the noblest aspect of life is the love that is feit

between two perfectly matched lovers.

In the light of what the East stands for. Roman ‘virtues’ are

no more than human limitations: Roman rationality is human

intelligence deprived of its supra-rational, superhuman dimen-

sion; Roman morality is a system of ethics made to fit the

shortconiings of that intelligence; Roman sobriety is a dismal

lack of spiritual intoxication. Convcrsely, the ’vices’ of Egypt

aiiiouiit to a breaking down of the barriers of human limitations.

in Shakespcarc’s other representations of ‘the pcarl of great

pricc', the Divine Qualities of the Spirit are symbolized by out-

standing human virtues. But in this play the stress is on the

Spirit's incomparability, the lack of any common measure

between this world and the next; and as a symbol of the celestial,

it is the function of Egypt to convey to us something of the next

world ’s elusive mystcriousness that passes human comprehension,

its infmite riches, its marvellous variety and its boundless free-

dom. Everything that Egypt stands for is personified by Cleopatra.

Morcover as Qucen of Egypt she is virtually divine and we are

told that it was her practice to give audience

In the habilimenls of the goddess Isis.

(in, 6).

Krom the point of view we are taking here it is only a glib and

superficial judgement that will attributc” faults to her. There is

an elusive infallibility about her, a mysterious overall ‘righmess’

which transccnds human rightness and defies criticism. Antony

cxprcsscs this when he says:

Fie, wrangling queen!

Whom everything becomes—to chide, to laugh.

To weep. (i, t).

And when it seems that Antony, newly betrothed to Octavia,

has finished with Cleopatra, and when Msccenas says:

Now Antony must leave her utlerly
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Enobarbus replies:

Never, he will nol:
Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale
Her infinite variety: other women cloy
The appehtes they feed: bul she makes hungry
Where most she satisfies; for vildest things
Become themselves in her, that Ihe holy priesls
Bless her when she is riggish.

Therc is also a cosmic. ‘eollective’ quality about Cleopatra which
bursts out bcyond the bounds which limit the sphere of an
ordmary single human individual, so that she is in somc rcspects
more a macrocosnt than a microcosm. This is true in a sense of
aH m°narchs, but what is more or loss Virtual in other kings
and queens is actualized in Cleopatra to an outstanding degree.
With her it is not merely a question of function. We are made
to feel that her very psychic substance is macrocosmic. As
Enobarbus says of her:

We cannot call her winds and waters sighs and
tears; they are greater storms and tempests
than almanacs can report, (i, 2).

Rirh in implication also is Cleopatra’s own remark when she is
chided for unjustly striking the messenger who brings her the
news of Antony’s marriage:

Some innocents scope nol the tkunderbolt.

Another aspect of this saine quality is to be secn in the
grandeur of her lavishness—which Rome would rail extravagante

as when, on being asked why she sends so many messengers to
Antony she replies:

Who’s bom that day
When I forget to send to Antony
Shall die a beggar. Ink and paper, CAiarmian . .

.

He shall have every day a several greeting,

Or Til unpeople F.gypt. (1, 5).

These illustraiions of asperts of the ‘supernatural’ in Cleo-
paira s nature are not all taken from the first sccnes of the
play. nut the very conrcntraied first stene of all is q ui te cnoiigh
to give us our orientation— in the literal sense of the word.
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Conscqueniiy no meniber of the audience is misled when in the

iccond scciie Antony says:

These slrong Egyptian jetlers I must break,

Or lose tnyself in dotage ...

1 must from this enchanting queen break of}:

' Ten thousand harms, more than the Hls l know,

Aly idleness doth halch.

Wc know that despite his logic Antony is herc ‘in the wrong’

and that he is expressing a kind of worldly escapism from his

higher destiny: As far as he is concerncd the baste thcinc of ibis

play, his Purgatory,* is the perfecting of his devolion to Cleopatra.

for this love to become whole-hearted he needs to extricatc his

soul from worldly ties and to purge it from the dross of ‘Roman

thoughts’. Apart from this his spiritual path cannot be traced

by any inarked psychic development but sintply by his gradual

worldly ruin. Perhaps the most significant milestone in this

development is when, for no logically justifiablc cause. he

suddcnly follows Cleopatra in flight from the liattlc of Actiuin;

the cvent is described by Scarus, one of Antony’s more devoted

followers:

The grealest cautie of the world is lost

With very ignorance; we have kissed away

j

Kingdoms and provinces . . .

ƒ never saw an action of such shatne;

,
Experience, manhood, honour, ne'er before

I Did violate so itself. (ut, 10).

There is symbolically an analogy between Lear’s madness and

Antony’s blundering; if we can say of Lear ‘the madder the

wiscr’, we can say of Antony ‘the more he fails the more he

succecds’ or ‘the weaker the strohger’ or ‘the poorer the richer';

and this Antony himself conftrms when he says, after the battle,

i that onc of Cleopatra's tears alone is worlh all that hc has lost.

! Antony’s being purged of ‘Roman thoughts’ procccds to the

I
ontward accompaniment of his being deserted by Roman after

! Roman—Canidius, Enobarbus, and others. This spiritual dcath

• In this play the descent into Heli is merely iinplicit in the ascent through

Purgatory.
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wuhout its death agomcs; as Charmian says:
The soul and body rive nol more in paning
1 nan greatness going off. <iv, i 3).

In the most violent of these agonies Antony cries out:
The shirt of Nessus? is upon me: teach me,
Alcides, thou mine ancestor, thy rage:
Lelme lodge Lichas on the horns of the moon;
And with those hands, that grasped the heaviest

club,
Subdue my worthiest self. The witch shall die-
To the young Roman boy she has sold me, and I fallUnder this plot; she dies for ’t. (tv, ia).

It is natural that the dying soul should have its reaction“g™?rh,Ch h^ i£ ‘ The ***' - question, Cl^a
“

hi

‘

J ?
C3USe of Antony's worldly failure. None the less

t

Pf? aCC“SatI0n is unj^t, for there can be no doubt

of AntLJ'
5 T a)ed him‘ ThiS brines us anothcr aspectÜ b0r

T.r
ing: °ne °f the naws in W* devotion toCleopatra .s that hke Othello he does not love wisely e.ioLhHe does not know Cleopatra as wcll as he should.

g '

Nol know meyet? (tn, , 3),

'W-ncestor. . po*»*
up «o the sky. Ini therpuf^Urto his o^^Hf^Ain T8'“

“““ “ ^d,-fferem. Hamle^ outbum agaLt'

ANTONV CLEOPATI

t'

she complains when, not for the last time, he loscs faith in lier

and accuses her of betraying him. He can be cxcuscd for not

knowing her as wcll as she knows him, bccausc she has about

her an enigmatic inscrutability which together with her extreme

acuteness of perception is part of her ‘transccndence'. But his

liability to lose faith in her—he does so twice towards the end

of the play—is symbolically as incxcusable as the weakness of

losing faith in rcligïon which can also be inscrutablc.

When his final rage subsides, it leaves him at the extreme limit

of poverty, that is, at the very vergc of exiinction and nothing-

ness:

Antony Eros, thou yet behold’sl me?

Eros Ay, noble Lord.

Antony Sometime we see a cloud that’s dragonish,

A vapour sometime lilte a beur or lion,

A tower'd citadel, a penden t rock,

A forked mounlain, or blue promontory

With trees upon that nod unto the world

And rnock our eyes with air: thou host seen

these signs;

They are black vesper’s pageants.

Eros Ay, my Lord.

Antony That which is now a horse, even with a thought,

The rack dislimns, and makes it indislinct

As water is in water.

Eros It does, my Lord.

Antony My good knave Eros, now thy captain is

Even such a body; here I am Antony;

Yet cannol hold this visible shape, my knave.

(iv, m).

The ‘false’ news which then comcs of Cleopatra’s death is

rcally a truth in disguise, and it is so in a doublé sense: it

teaches Antony the truth that she belongs to the next world, not

this, and that he can only be united with lier by himsclf passing

through death; and it also ‘proves’ to him heyond any doubt

that she is altogether faithful to him, so that when he deals

hiinself the wound he is to die of, his love is no longcr lacking

in wisdom. His situation at this moment is very siinilar in nhnost

every respect to that of the Moor at the close of Othello.
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especially in the scene where Alexa, h*
,nl0 ^ foreKrouild.

to Cleopatra who say”-
bn"6S a pCarI from hun

y™ much *ou art Mark Antony!

WithT
n
r

fr0”' him’ thal medicinc* hathWHh kis tinei gilded thee. (i, 5).

We may quote also fro.n the same scene:

Cleopatra J Vhat, was he sad or merry?
' Ltke lo lhe Unie o’ the year between the

n, , extremes

Cleopatra O
He was not sad, for he would shine on 'these

P, r;

‘hr looks b «V »o* not merry,

In lLl
l

t°
,eU U,em kiS remem^rance layIn Egyp, with hts joy; but between bolk:

1

O heavenly mingle! Ite'est thou sad or merry,The vwlence of either thee becomes,
So does il no man else.

Cleopatra Idreamt there was an Empcror Antony:
O. such another sleep, that I might see
But such another man! ...

*

TslnlT“
U“ taVenS: a 'Ul MA sun and moon, which kept their course, and

The liltle O, the earth . . .

His legs beslrid the ocean: hts rear'd arm
Crested the World: his uoice was proper,ied IAS aU the tune<l spheres, and that lo friends;

• The Pliilosophcr’j Stone wlurl., having power (o „,n,,nl° gold. is an image of the 0h ine Spi.it.
nS’m,lc ba,er
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But when hemeant to quail and shake the orb

He was as raitling thunder. For his bounty,

There was no winter in’t; an aulumn ’twas

That grew the more by reaping . .

.

Think you there was, or might be, such a man
As this I dreamt ofT

Dolabella Gentle madam, no.

Cleopatra You lie, up to the hearing of the gods.

The alternative which faccd Antony ihroughout the wholc

play, the clioicc between Heavcn and earth, the cclcstial Kast

and the worldly West, and which is fmally forced on hint by

the ‘false’ news of Cleopatra’s death, is also brought home to

Cleopatra by Antony's death. But for her the symbol vanishes

into the reality; the choke is not between Egypt and Rome but

quite literally between Heaven and earth. It now faces her for

the first time; until then, as she says,

It were for me
To throw my sceplre at the injurious gods;

To teil them that this world die equal theirs

TUI they had stoVn our jewel. All’s but naught;

Patience is sottish and impatience does

Become a dog Ihal’s mad.

The word ‘injurious’ does not make Cleopatra’s remark compar-

able to Gloster’s

As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods:

They kill us for their sport.

She does not need Edgar to teil her that impatience does become

a dog that’s mad. Her attitude is as much intellectual as senti-

men tal. Now that Antony, a brief loan from Heaven to earth

which she never really possessed, has been snatchcd back, she

sees this world as utter vanity.

And there is nothing left remarkable

Benealh the visiling moon.

Both patience and impatience are equally pointless. The situation

is for her as a Divine summons to the next world.
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the^^T* SCCne
' UlC iaSt °f ",e Phy* she comim.es i„

Afy desolation does begin to make
A beller life. 'Tis paltry to be Caesar:
Nol being Fortune, he's bul Fortune's knave,
A minister of her will: and it is great
To do that thing thal endsall oUier deeds;
IVhtch shackles accidents and bolts tip citange;
Which sleeps, and never palates more the dung,
The beggar’s nurse and Caesar's.

In the first scene of the play Antony had aheady saki.-

Our ditngy earth alike
Feeds beasl as man.

None the less, to kill herself is, for Cieopatra, the most diflkult
tlung in the world-as difficult as it is for Isabclla to forem herrevenge on Angelo. Therc is nothing at all of the Eunmcati
romantic about Cieopatra. She lias a dcep-rooted Oriental prac-
ticahty and no one needs less to be taught Uie old adage tl.at
warns ns against putting all our eggs mto one basket. Earlicr on

,

cn Caesars messenger suggested to her that her attitude toAntony was one of fear rather than of love, she agrectl will, hini
tor no other reason, apparently, üian because she could not bcar
to throw away a possible advantage. Might it not be very useful
to her ,n the futurc that Caesar should have such ideas in bis
head about her relationshiy. with Antony? It was not for nothing
that in a previous scene Antony had said of her:

She is cunning past maiTs thought.

And now, when she is overflowing with contempt for this World
and when she has aheady dccided, so it scems, to put an end to
her hfe, she is none the less prepared to go to sotne lenoihs in
o, der to prevent Caesar from laving hands on the bulk of her
neasuic. Her treasurer’s betrayal of her perhaps helps her tomake iip her mind altogether and ou-rcomc her last lingering
ucknesses. In view of these weaknesses. in view of the fact that
to kill herself is. for her. the most diffhult thing in the World,
siucTtU* is in her case. doubly synibolie: it ineans both killing
the dragon' and passing ihrough the 'narrow gate' and as such

ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA <J3

it is equivalent both to Hamlct’s killing Claudius and to bis

dying himself.

When singleness of purpose finally crystalli/.cs in her. she says:

Show me, my utomen, like a queen: go fetch

My best attires: l aan again for Cydnus

To meet Mark Antony.

and tlicu:

Give me my robe, put on my crown; l have

lmmorlal longings in me: now no more

The juice of Egypt’s grape shall moist this lip ..

.

Husband, I comc:

Now to that name my courage prove my title!

1 ani fire and air; my other elements

I give to baser life.

Prcviously Antony had said, in just the sanie situatiën

:

! come, my queen . . . stay for me
IVhere souls do couch on flowers we'll hand in hand.

And with our sprightly port make the ghosts gaze . .

.

I will be

A bridegroom in my death, and run inlo’t

As to a lover’s bed. (tv, 14).



CHAPTER X

Gymbeline

In the Divine Comedy, shortly before Dante rcaches the top of
the Moumain of Purgatory, he is made to pass through the fire
fire which harnis not a hair of hts head yet which is so ficrcc to
the senses that—to tise his own image— if iherc had been a vat
of molten glass at hand he would have phmgcd into it to cool
himself. After this there remains no further ohstacle between hint
and the top of the mountain on which is the Garden of Eden.
But the night has fallen, and so, unable to go any further, he
hes down to sleep; and in that sleep he dreams of üte Earthly
Paradise which he is to enter the next day.

In all the plays we have considered so far cxccpt Macbelh,
Shakespeare takes his heroes and heroincs tip the Mountain of
Purgatory and through the final fire to that sleep, and sometimes
to that dream of Paradise; but he takes tlicm no further. Even
at the end of Measure for Measure we are, as it wcre, only upon
the threshold. As to the other great plays of this so called ‘iniddle’
period, they are in any case all tragedies and as such could at
the most only imply or herald what lies beyond Purgatory,
without directly representing it on the stage. But in the latest
of these, Anlony and Cleopatra, Shakespeare’s treatment of his
theme comcs near to bursting the tragic form and to overflowing
across the threshold of Paradise. It is therefore not surprising
that for his last plays, Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter’s Tale
and The Tempest, he should have abandoned that form for one
which would allow liirn to express directly not mcrcly Purgatory
itself, but also something of what Purgatory leads to.

The opening situation of Cymbeline reminds us. in different
ways, both of Hamlet and of Othello. Daughtcr and father in
Cymbeline correspond to son and mother iu Hamlet. Cymbeline
himself, like Certrude, represents the passive aspect of the human
soul in its state of fallenness, and Imogen. like the Prince of
Denmark, represents the artive aspect of the soul, its consdcnce
and its intelligente. The soul’s state of corruption is indicated
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by Cymbeline’s second marriage, his being dominated by his

wicked queen as he calls her at the end, just as in Hamlet it is

indicated by Gertrude’s marriage to Claudius. For the rest, the

saiiic truths are expressed in each play, but by means of different

symbols. In Hamlet the Fait is marked by the murder of Gcr-

trude's first husband, which brought about the soul’s separation

frotn the SpiriL In Cymbeline it is not represented by the death

of the KingT first wifc, wliich is not mentioned, but by tlie loss

of his ‘immortality’, that is, by the loss of his two sons, the result

of his misguidcd rupture with his wise counsellor Bclarius.

Unlike Cordclia, Imogen is not enhanced as a Symbol through

being the King’s third child. It is only at the very end

of the play that the number three coines into its own when

Cymbeline, having regaiued all his children, speaks of himself

as being

A mother to the birth of three.

Until then it is the number two, in its positive aspect, which

takes precedence. The King’s two elder children represent here

the two natures, heavenly and earthly, of primordial man. Fallen

man, by comparison, is single, with a singleness of nature which

is at the same time fragmentary, inasmuch as the remaïning

earthly nature is no longer perfect as it was before; and Cyin-

bcline is reduced to that fragmentary singleness by being left

with only a daughter, that is, with something less good, from

the point of view of succession, than a single son would have

been. The two sons are the two worlds, Heaven and earth, which

Imogen (including her father) regains at the end of the play. She

says:

I have gol two worlds by ’t,

that is, by the return of her two brothers. Their presence at her

final union with Posthumus is thus exactly equivalent to the

presence of Juno and Ceres at the betrothal of Miranda and

Ferdinand; and although the symbolism of The Winter’s Tale is

not strengthened by any such presence, it is significant that

Leontes at least mentions the two worlds in question when he

says, of the newly betrothed Perdita and Florizel:

I lost a couple, that ’twixt heaven and earth

Might thus have stood, begetting wonder as

You, gracious couple, do. (v, 1).



SIMKESI-I96

The significa.,ce of Cymbclines Uvo sons is tl.us the same as
that of Castor and Pollux,1 and it secms almost certain tliat
Shakespeare had the heavcnly twins in mind here, for he maket
Belarius say of the two princes:

They are worlhy
To inlay the heaven with stars, (v, 5);

and at the end Cymbeline prays that they tnay continue to reien
in their orbs. They are also, like Anlony, the Philosopher’s Stone,
for like that great mediane* they too have power to turn baser
metals into gold, inasmuch as tlicy are spoken of as havine
gtlded pale looks in the battle. Rclatively speaking both the
brothers, and not nierely one, may be called 'heavenly’ bccausc
the earth which die second brother signifies is not the earth as
it is but as it was priniordially, a Paradise altogether penetrated
with celestial infiuences.

The symbolism of the two brothers is strengthened by their
outstanding perfection; and this biings us to a point which
concerns Shakespearc's last plays in gcncral. These plays are
less naturalistic and more inediaeval not only in virtue of the
presence of Divine Powers albeit nccessarily in ‘pagan’ disguise
—Diana in Pericles, Jupiter in Cymbeline, Apollo in The
IVinter’s Tale and Juno, Iris and Ceres in The Tempest—but
also through the relative absence of psychological detail in the
charactcrs, an absence which is made up for by detail of another
kind. It is to be noticed, for example. that in the three latest
plays, those persons who represent the lost spiritual wisdom
are not only perfect in charactcr. like Desdemona and Cordelia,
but also perfect in the circumstances of their lives; the two sons
of Cymbeline have been brought up amid entircly natural sur-
roundings, far away froin all contact with corrupt civilization;
Perdita has been brought up by shepherds whose way of life

• The heavenly twins werc bom from an tliat was laid by Lcda in the
lotm of a swan. René Giiénon in La Grande Triade (La Table Ronde,
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lus always been associated with purity and innocence; and

i Miranda has been brought up 011 the enchanted island.

j
What the openings of Cymbeline and Othello have in common

|
is tliat in both plots the powers of darkness had been scheming

; to bring the soul of Everyman still further undcr their doinina-

tion. Iago had been doing his utmost to have himself appointed

: as the Moor’s lieutenant; and in Cymbeline the wicked step-

niother had been dcing her utmost to marry Imogcii to her son

Cioten. In both cases the devil has failed to increase his hold

upon his victiin; and what is more. a sudden and secret marriage

between soul atid Spirit has taken him altogether by surprise.

Posthumus is an eagle

—

1 chose an eagle.

And did avoid a puttock.* (1, 1),

says Imogen—and he is also Leonatus, the lion’s whelp, the

eagle and the lion being the bird and beast of the sun which is

the great Symbol of the Spirit. There is no common measure,

from this point of view, between Leonatus and Imogen, since

he, as she says,

overbuys me
Almost the sum he pays. (

ibid .);

and since lachimo in the hour of repentance describes Posthumus

as being

The best of all

Amongst the rarest of good ones. (v, 5),

wc tnay quote also as sincere his earlier remark

:

He sits ’mongsl men like a descended god. (1, 6).

But in Cymbeline, as in Othello, the marriage is only Virtual. It

has not yet been consuinmatcd, and does not become fully

actualized until the very end. Posthumus is immediatcly banished;

and by banishing him, the king in a sense reenacls the Fall,

reiterating the loss of his two sons. The complete reversal of

the situation at the end is indicated by Cymbcline's taking a

lesson from Posthumus, who has just pronounced his forgiveness

of lachimo. Cymbeline says:

Nobly doomed!

\

IVe'll team out freeness of a son-in-law;

Pardon’s the word to all.
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And Posthumus'* symbolic idemity with the Ring'* two Mus •

confirined by the.r joyfut acceptance of hi.u as a brother
Although as we have seen, the relationship between In.ogc.,
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COrreSpOI,dS gl°bally to lhe «laiionship betwee,.am et and h.s mother, there is a considerable diflerei.ee o[detail In Hamlet both the Prince and the Queen share theijnperfection of fallen man and both have to develop and bcpunhcd In Cymbeline all the laulls are concenlraJd in theRing. who re.na.ns enürely static, his only developn.ent beingh.s repentance Imogen personilies fallen man’s better nature

Strfe^ f ^ UnUkC Han,lel slle is ^presented asbcing perfect from the start, her only imperfection being thashe ts not yet free. The spiritual path is her escape from 7l7tourt and her journey to Milford Haven in order to make eoodher ïuamage. This journey is a perfect image of the ‘straighS

and H
hlC

'

ï
Unt° hfe

'

: and H ‘S 50 frauSht with destitutioiiand desolation that she may certaii.ly be said to have passedthrough the narrow gate of death. It is significant that when
slie is finally found by the Roman Lucius she replies, in answer
to his quesuon who she is:

r er

I ani nolhing; or ij nol
Sothing to be were better.* (iv, *).

But on the journey she bas been given a foretaste of Paradise
... her fleeting reunion with her two lost brothers. Here again
the symbolic idemity between the,» and Posthumus is brought
out. for they take as it were his place in Imogen's eyes, and
although she does nor know who they are, she inomentarily
transfers her allcg.auce from hint to ihein, since he has forsaken

Pardon me, gods!
rid change my sex to be comjmmon with the,,,.
Since Leonatus false. (in. 7).

Meantiinc otl.er elfects of her spiritual striving are to be seen
not ... hcrself where there is ito room for developn.ent. bui in
that pan of the soul which is dimily dominated by the powers

,

dj
7‘:r

,ht‘'c g.adiially being forted to loosen
‘ U u

'
>0“ himself lhe lesser of the»., Cloten.

IS IIJHM o» iu pi» suii of Imogen muil he tiespasses upon the

CYMBELINE 99

\cry outskirts of Paradise, where he is killed outright by the

Spirit; and this indirectly kilts his ii.otl.cr, who dies gradually

of a fever brought on by frustration at his absence, exasperation

and despair. Thus the whole soul is finally set free from its bouds.

So far we have only considered the play from one angle,

according to which Everyman is represented by the synthesis of

Imogen and her father. But like Antony and Cleopatra, Cytn-

beline has a rcvcrsiblc symbolisin : its also the story of Posthumus

Leonatus, and from this point of view it is he who stands for

the soul and Imogen, the princess, who represents the Spirit.

Imogen’s transcendence is stressed throughout the play, by

various characters in various ways. For Posthumus she is r gift

af the gods; for one of the courtiers she is divine Imogen just as

for Cassio Othello’s wife is divine Desdemona; for Pisanio she is

more goddess-like than wife-like; but perhaps the most significant

of all. considering the wisdom of the speaker, is Belarius’s

exclamation when he first sees her (she is at that time disguised

as a boy):

By Jupiter, an angel! or if not

An earlhly paragon! Behold divineness

So elder than a boy! (m, 6).

The path of Posthumus Leonatus is a descent into Heil

followed by an ascent of Purgatory. The sin of spiritual pride

—

manifested by his public boasting about Imogen—is brought to

light, and brings with it its own retribution, a too easy loss of

faith in Imogen, which breeds the sins of raging anger, treachery

and, by intention, murder, for he treacherously seeks to hire

Imogen to her death. It is only when the false news of her death

comes to him diat light dawns and his Purgatory begins. The
change from the descent to the ascent is marked by his deciding

to change sides in the battlc and fight for Britain instcad of

Rome.
Pil fight

Against the part I come with; so I’ll die

For thee,, O Imogen, even for whom my life

is, every breath, a death. (v, 1).

He helps Bclarius and the two princes to rescue Cymbeline in

the battle and to put the Romans to flight. Then. in despair

at not having died, he gives himself up to the Britons as a
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Roman prisoner. hoping ro find death that wav, and is led «ff
«o pnson. H.s eloquent prayer for Divine Mercy—a passage too

u dl TT on account of the language difficult.es causcd bvus ell.pt,cal concentration recalls Hamlet's the readiness is altand Edgar s np«ie» « dl. In Posthumus' case, ‘ripeness’ takesthe form of havmg pa.d all debts, that is. of having expiated alls.ns or. ini ether words. of having passed through Purgatory i„th‘s hfc. He ,s altogether confidcm that the act of death ivilluorlc the final punfymg touch and win him the fullncss ofDiune Mercy. tlius opening for him the door Trom the prisonof Pmgatoiy' to the freedom of Paradise. His certainty is con-
firmed by the Vision which he then has of blessed spirits fromElysium mtercedmg with Jupiter on his behalf. It is in virtue
of this that he can so flatly contradict the gaoler at the end ofthe same scenc. The gist of their argument might be expressed
as follows. The gaoler insists that death is a closcd door and
that no one knows for certain what lies on the other side of itPosthumus maintains that death is an open door through which

beyond
“ pTCp*TCd '° °Pcn his «n see what lies

/ teil thee, fellow, there are none want eyes to
direct them the way I am going. bui such as wink
and will nol use them. (v, 4).

The meaning already given to these words is the literal one in
answer to the gaoler. But in the case of Posthumus this meanintr
comcides with a deeper one. for the why I am going is the path
of the mysteries, 'the straitened way that leadeth unto life', and
few are they that find it' bccause although it lies in front of
everyone as the obvious course to take. most people turn a
blind eye to it. The 'narrow gate' itself however is not reached
by Posthumus until the final scene when, still thinking that hc
has killed Imogen. he learns that she is cntirely innocent, and
cries out:

O, give me cord, or knife, or poison,
Some upright justicer! Thou, king, send out
For torturers ingenious: it is I

That all the abhorred things o‘ the earth amend
By being worse than they.

CYMBELINE

It is by virtue of his being absolute for death, like Claudio and

Angelo in Measure for Measure, that he inay be said to have

’died into life’ just as much as those of Shakcspeare’s herocs

and heroines who literally do die.

In Antony and Cleopatra the symbolism of Egypt and Rome

is not reversible: For Cleopatra as well as for Antony Rome is

this world, and at the end the choice for Cleopatra is between

this world, represented by Rome and Caesar, and the ncxi world

represented by thé dead Antony.* But in Cymbeline Britaiu and

Rome have eadi a positive and a negativo significancc. Whcrc

Everyman is represented by Imogen and her father, the couri

of Britain represents this world just as it does in King Lear, and

Kent’s words

Freedom lies hence, and banishment is hete

might just as well be applied to Cymbeline’s palace as to Lear’s.

One aspect of Cymbeline’s corruption is that he has refused to

pay tribute to Caesar; and there is also a special connection

between Rome and Jupiter in virtue of Jove's bird, the Roman

eagle. Moreover Caesar’s ambassador Lucius, Rome’s chicf repre-

scntalive in this play, is extremely venerable. When advising

Imogen to seek service with him, Pisanio says of him

:

He’s honourable.

And, doubling that, most holy. (111, 4).

Considering the play from this point of view there is a certain

identity between Rome and Belarius’ cave inasmudi as both

are spiritual ccntrcs with regard to which Cymbeline is at fault;

* It U true, Uowever, that the prescnce of Antony in the next world,

a Roman by a Roman
Valiantly vanquisht.
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and it is to be noted that Cloten, who is actually tülcd for his
sacrilege of trespassing upon the precints of the cave, has pre-wously expressed his readiness to cominit sacrilege with regard
to the other sanctuary. In preparing to follow I.nogen he says;

I tvill pursue her
Even to Augustus' throne. (m, 5).

It is to be noted also tliat altliough the speeches expressme
ntam s defiance of Rome have a patriotic ring about them and

tnight seem m themselves to be positive, they are for the most
part put by Shakespeare into the mouths of no more reputable
characters than the Queen and her degenerate son.
On the other hand, from the point of view of the banished

Posthumus, Britain, the abode of Imogen, is a Paradise. From
this standpouit the fauhs of Cymbeline are not relevant The
soul, represented by Posthumus, is not yet worthy to be united
with the Spint, and has been justly banished. The celestial
aspect of Britain is brought out strongly when the devilish
Iachimo, who is a Roman, says that he feels the very air to be
taking revenge upon him:

The heaviness and guilt within my bosom
'fakes off my manhood. I have belied a lady,
The princess of this country, and the air on’t
Revengingly enfeebles me. (v, *).

As we have seen, it is a milestone in Posthumus’ spiritual
journey when he discards his Italian clothes for the garb of a
Bmish peasam and decides to fight for Britain against" Rome.
The two opposite points of view are rcconciled at the end

and merged into onc standpoint from which both Briuin and
Rome are celestial. Cymbeline says:

Although the victor, we submit to Caesar
And to the Roman empire,' promising
To pay our wonted tribute, from the which
IVe were dissuaded by our wicked queen;
Whom heavens in justice on both her and hers
Have laid most heavy hand.

10 digtess for Ihe moment from Shakespeare’s deepest mrai
iiom the hieral nicaning, is it possible to rcad into Cymbcli
uncxpcctcd submission a pica to the son of Mary Siuait to Gn
mending once more the breach between Britain and Rome?

ing, and also

ic's somewhat
1 some way of

.03

This reconciliation is the meaning of the soothsayer's vision:

The Roman eagle,

From south to west on wing soaring aloft.

Lessen’d herself and in the beams o’ the sun
So vanish’d: which foreshow’d our princely eagle,

The imperial Caesar, should again unite

His favour with the radiant Cymbeline
Which shines here in the west.

Meantiine, without our bcing able to say cxactly how or when,

the drama itself has been snatched up to a higher plane. The
transition from earth to Heaven is not so clcar-cut as at the end
of The Win ter’s Tale, but the celestial effect is none the less

overwhelmingly conveyed by the altogether unearthly piling up
of happiness upon happiness—the sudden blissful perfect recovery

of so much that had seemed to be irretrievably lost, the siinul-

taneous realization of all the fullncss of conjugal, filial and
fraternal love. This celestial wealth of felicity finds perhaps abovc

all its expression in Cymbeline’s words:

See,

Posthumus anekors upon Imogen;

And she, like harmless lightning, throws her eye

On kim, her brotkers, me, her master,1 hitting

Each object with a joy: the counterchange

Is severally in all. Let’s quit this ground.

And smoke the temple with our sacrifices.

[To Belarius] Tkou art my brother, so we’ll kold thee ever.

1 The Roman Ludus, whom she had served as page.



CHAPTER XI

The Winter’s Tale

Of all Shakespeare's plays the nearcst parallel to The Divine
Comedy ts perhaps The Winter's Tale, tl.ough necdless to say

jeven this canitot take us as far as Dante's cpic does. Like the I

cpic, however, it none the less falls inio tlirce distinct parts.
5

For Leontes, as for Othello, Angelo and Posthumus, Heil and
Purgatory are rcprcsented separatcly. The first part of The
Winters Tale deals with the discovery of the evil which until
theii had lurked bidden in the soul of Lcontcs. His behaviour
in his first scene has something in cominon with Posthumus'
boasting about Imogen. Both men are in possession of a secret
treasurc which in a sense they profane. Leontes' great fault is
that he exploits the forces of the Spirit, represented by Hermione
for a purely trivial purpose. There is no reason why Polyxenes
should stay any Jonger in Sicily and there are many reasons,
so he tells us, why he should return to Bohemia. But Leontes
squanders Hermione’s irresistible power to make Polyxenes
change his mind, and then even forgets himself so far as to say:

Hermione, my dearesl, thou never spokest !

To belter purpose. (i, *). > s

She takes hint up on this point, and he admits that she had »

spoken to better purpose once before. namcly when she had ï

consented to marry him. But his adniission cannot atone for the
enormity of so monstrous a loss of sense of proportion. It is in
fact no less than sacrilege. considering wliat his marriage means,
although in his case as in the other cases wc have seen, the
union of soul and Spirit is as yet only virlual, the marriage
signifying initiation rather than realiralion, for Leontes has not I

yet learnt to rate Hermione at her truc worth.
To say, as is so often said, that the jealousy of Leontes is less !

convincing than that of Othello serves inercly to confuse the
issue. As we have alrcady seen. it is iinpnssible to represent all

;

the different aspects of the truth in one play. lago is a wonderful

winter's

portrayal of the devil in all his hellishncss; but at the price of

such a portrait Shakespeare is scarcely able, in Othello. to convcy

the fact that the devil is inside the soul of fallcn man as well as

outsidc it. Leontes is Othello with lago inside him. There is

no outward personification of the devil in The Winter's Tale,

or indced of any evil, except for the knavery of Autolycus which

has no direct hearing on the plot. The other charactcrs stand

round like guardian angels while Leontes plunges deeper and

dcepcr into Heil. They know that he is not himself. What has

already been said about Angelo in connection with Mariana’s

line:

They say best men are moulded out of faults

applies equally well to Leontes. The lost psychic substance has

first of all to be rediscovered and then purified and reintegrated,

and there is or can be a dangerous moment between the discovery

and the purification. Leontes has woken up dormant dements

in his soul whidx have leapt upon him and overpowered him

before he could subdue them. He is, as Camillo puts it, in

rebellion with himself. But he has saved himself in advance by

submitting the whole issue to the judgment of Apollo:

Yet for a greater confirmation,

For in an act of this importance ’twere

Most piteous to be wild, l have dispalch’d in post

To sacred Delphos, to Apollo’s temple,

Cleomenes and Dion . . . now from the Oracle

They will bring all; whose spiritual counsel had,

Shall stop or spur me. («, »)

Later we leam that Cleomenes and Dion have returned frotn

Delphos with almost miraculous speed; and we are given a brief

glimpse of them as they land in Sicily, quile overwhelmed by

the blessedness of Apollo’s temple, the solemn reverence of the

priests, the unearthliness of the sacrifice, and the voice of the

oracle which reduced the hearers to a fccling of nothingness.

Shakespeare is clearly determined that God shall preside over his

play, despite puritanical laws to the contrary 1

Having disowned his new-born daughter and sent her to be

left in some desert place where she is more likely to die than to

live, Leontes puts his wife Hermione on trial for adultery and

treason. The descent into Heil goes on, without any question
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ri thousand knees
Ten thou tand years logether. nahed, fasling,
Upon a harren mountain, and slill winter
In storm perpetual. could not move the gods
7 o look that way thqu wert.
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Leontcs replies:

Go on, go on;

Thou canst not speak too much; I have deserv’d

All longues to talk their bitlerest.

After he has said at the end of the scene

Come, lead me to these sorrows,

we do not see him again until the sixteen years have passed.

This undisguised miracle play is intensified in its effect upon

us by the symbolism of death and birth combined with that of

winter and spring. It is Leontes’ son, the young Prince Mamillius,

who dies; and it is he who tells the wintcr’s tale, the story of

Heil and Purgatory. When asked by Hermione to teil her a

merry ule he says:

A sad tale ’s best for winter, (n, 1).

He then puts his mouth close to his mother’s ear to whisper to

her his ‘tale about the man who dwelt by a churchyard’. and just

at that moment the raging Leontes rushes in, and sets in motton

the train of sorrowful events. The last of these is that when

Perdita, the new-born daughter of Leontes, has been left in a

desert place in Bohemia, Antigonus who left her there is killed

by a bear and the crew of his boat are shipwrecked. These deaths

are witnessed by the son of a shepherd; meantime Perdita has

been found by the shepherd himself, who says to his son

:

Thou mettest with things dying, I with things new-born.

(ui, 3)-

This brings a new note into the play, and identifics Perdita with

birth, just as her brother was identificd with death; and when

next we sec her, after sixteen years. she is dressed as Flora,

the Goddess of Spring. This sheep-shearing festival scene, like

the whole of the second part of the play, takes place in late

summer, which is the season that Leontes has now reached in

life. But Shakespeare overstamps this season with the seal of

spring in the characters of Perdita and Florizel; when they

decide to elope to Sicily, we know that with their coming the
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This is coiiJinned by the opcning speech of the next sccnevhich has already been quoted in an eatlier chapter We areonce more with Leontes in Sidiy, and Cleomenes^ ^him
- Sir, you have done enough

, and have performedA sauit-hke sorrow; no fault could you make
which you have nol redeem'd; indeed, paid down
More penitence than done trespass; at the last
Do as the heavens have done, forget your evil;
IW/A them forgive yourself, (v, i).

“?
*i“* ** •» »»» *^ i»».^the plays of the middle pcriod do not go.

COmeS in ann°Unre Ü,e arrivaI of l'lorizel.Umce of Bohcmia, accompan.ed by his princcss, of whom it is

IVomen will love her, that she is a woman
More wortk than any man; men, that she is
The rarest of all women.

Paulina says:

Had our prince—
Jewel of children-seen this hour, he had pair’d
Wellwith this lord: there was not full a month
Between their birth.

‘hat Florizcl is «Place the deadPrinte Manulhus. He and Perdita togethcr. like Cymbelinc’swo sons, thus represent the ‘immortalhy’ of primordial man
«vhich was lost and has now been found again.

Leontes is now on the very thrcshold of the Earthly Paradiseand the s.ght of Plomcl and Perdita is as a vision of that
Paradise. The entry of tbc Prime and P.iucess can be quiteovei ubelining provuUd that thosc vsho piay their parts are
adequate, and provuJed iha, thetc is the light kind of nu,sic
( «c «wil mine back to this question later), continuing long
cnougb. after tl.e.r entry. to enable them to ‘beget wonder’ in

f
i

THE WINTERS TALE IO9

Leontes and his court, and also in the audience, before Lcoiitc»

says to them:

I tost a couple, that ’twixt heaven and eai th

Might thus have stood begetting wonder as

You, gracious couple, do;

. and later:

t Welcome liither.

As is the spring to the earlh.

The vision of Paradise fades for the moment, but only to give

I place to something more than a vision, for in the next sceue wc

j

are told of his discovery that Perdita is his daughter, and thus

hc regains that which was lost.

The final sccne takes us further. The Earthly Paradise is the

gateway to the Heavenly Paradise, which is the thcine of the

; third part of Dante’s epic; and although according to the Iiteral

: meaning of The Winter’s Tale Hcrmionc never really died at

; all, but has remained hidden for sixteen years, the audience, for

|
once, have not been taken into the secret. They, like Leontes,

t are sure that she is dead and in Heaven. Her appearance in the

|
last scene has therefore the implicit effect of raising that sccne to

a celestial plane and of making us certain that husband and wife

will, quite literally, ‘live together happily ever afterwards'.



CHAPTER XII

The Tempest

The Tempest is by general consent Shakcspcarc’s last complete
play. We have already seen something of how it is anticipatcd
by both A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Measure for Measure
Hut perhaps the nearest paraUel to The Tempest is As You Like
It. In both a reigning duke is driven out of his duchy by*a
usurping biotlier; the plot of each turns round the love story
of the rightful duke’s daughter who also has been exiled; in
each the usurping brother finally repents and the rightful duke
gains once more possession of his duchy; and the most striking
resemblance of all is that each takes place in a setting which is
beyoud and above—the confines of dvilization.
The forest of Arden represents the Golden Age. The banished

duke and his followers are said to Jlcet the time carelessly, as
ihey dtd m the golden world. We are iransported back to an
age when man stil! lived as it were in the neighbourhood of the
lost Paradisc.

Here feel we hut the penalty of Adam,
The season’s difference . .

.

And this out life exempt frotn public haunts
Find longues in trees, books in the running brooks,
Sermons in stones, and good in everything.
I would nol change it. (ij, 1 ).

says the Duke. The enchanted island of The Tempest also
transcends the rest of the world. Like the forest of the earlier
play it is near to Heaven and therefore the ideal setting for the
love that symbolizes the reunion of the celestial with the ter-
restial. At the end of As You Like It, Rosalind is led on by
Hymen who says:

’

C.ood Duke, receive thy daughter:
Hymen frotn heaven 'brought her.

And in The Tempest, as we have already seen, the 'inarriage'
of Heaven and earth actually takes place in the persons of Juno

TEMPEST

and Ceres, who are brought together by Iris, the celestial rainbow

messenger, to attend the betrothal of Miranda and Ferdinand.

Although at the first meeting of these two lovers each thinks

the other is divine, and although in the last scene Miranda

expresses wonder at 'dvilization’ as a ‘brave new world', there

can be no doubt that it is she who represents the Spirit and

Ferdinand the soul, without there being any question here of

reversing the symbolisin. The perfection of her nature which

allows for no further development, the perfection of her up-

bringïng, the fact that she has spent almost all her life on tbc

enchanted island, and the fact that she is Prospcro’s daughter far

outweigh any ‘untranscendent’ remarks that she may have to

make on behalf of the play’s literal meaning.» Above all, it is

Prospero who represents the Spirit; and Miranda is an extension

of him, just as Perdita is an extension of Hermione who, like

Desdemona and Cordelia, is the ’pearl’ which was wantoniy

thrown away.

In additiori to the already mentioned resemblance between

The Tempest and Measure for Measure, it may be noted that

i if Prospero is banished from Milan, the Duke is also banished—

; self-banished—from Vienna; and if the Duke secrctly remains

j
jn Vienna to observe what happens in his supposed absence,

5

Prospero keeps Milan under his observation by transporting it,

:• together with Naples from which it is symbolically inseparable,

to his island. Naples and Milan, like Vienna, are this world. In

a sense the whole world is on board the boat; and at the centrc

' of that world stands Alonso, the King of Naples, with his sou,

Ferdinand. We do not see them at all in the scene of the ship-

wreck, which opens the play, but we are made to feel their

presence. Gonzalo says:

The king and prince at prayers! let’s assist them,

For our case is as theirs.

'
> The same applies to similar remarks made by the two sons of Cymbelinc.

If they and Miranda were made to shudder at civilbation with such un-

mitigated disdain as would accord with their symbolic meaning, tlie play's
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The King and the Prince in this play, lïke the King and the
Prmccss in Cymbdine, togethcr rcprescnt the human soul whith
is on its way through purification to sanctificatioii. The symbolic
relationslup between parem and child in botlt plays is exactly
the santé,* the child representing the better nature and the
father remaining akogether static, a personilication first of guilt
and then of rcpentance. Heil is not portraycd in The Tempest.
except in retrospect. The powers of evil are present, but they
are already togethcr under control. Prosperos brother Antonio
the usurping Duke of Milan, is not the devil hintself, hut hé
none the less strongly recalls Claudius in Hamlet. It is Antonio
who has contrived to hring about the exile of .the Spirit by
seducing the soul, in the person of the King of Naples, into an
unholy alliance.

The greater part of Purgatory is concentrated in the tempest
itself at the opening of the play. Having passed through this
storm, Everyman has reached the enrhanted island wliich is no
less than a setting for the sacred prccinct that marks the end
of the soul's quest. This precinct, Prospero’s cell, is as a sanctuary
compared wnh the rest of the island uhirh is however exceedingly
blesscd for being at the outskirts of Paradise, so much so that
even Caliban is aware of it:

Be not afeard; the isle is full of noises.

Sounds and sweel airs, that give delight, and hurt not.
Sometimcs a thousand twangling Instruments
II ill hum about mine ears: and sometimes voices,
That, if I then had ivakcd after long sleep,

Will make me sleep again: and then, in dreaming,
The clouds methought would open, and show riches
lieady to drop tipon me; that, when I waleed,
I cried to dream again. (m, 2).

Having rcaclicd the outskirts of Paradise. Alonso and Ferdi-
nand are separated and each has to suffer the death of bclieving
that the otlicr is dead. For Alonso the end of Purgatory is

ntarked by his complete rcpcntancc, after Ariel, at Prospero's

THE TEMPEST

coinmand, has caused him to be penetrated tlirough and through

by a sense of his guüt. Alonso says:

O, it is monstrous, monslrousl

Methought the billows spoke and told me of it;

The winds did sing it to me; and the thunder,

That deep and dreadful organ pipc, pronounced

The name of Prosper: it did bass my trespass.

Therefore my son i’ th’oozc is bedded; and

Til seek him deeper than e’er plummet sounded.

And with him there lie mudded. (m. 3).

Later, when he meets Prospero, still thinking that his son is

dead and thinking also that Prospero has lost his daughter, his

complete sincerity is not to be doubted when he says:

O heavens, that they were living both in Naples,

The king and queen there! that they were, I wish

Myself were mudded in that oozy bed

Where my son lies. (v, 1).

It is only when Alonso's repentance is assured and when cach

of the evil elcments in his soul has suffered

a sea-change

Into something rich and slrange

that Fcrdinand, for his part, comes to the end of his ordcal

of carrying logs, and Prospero consents to his marriage with

Miranda. We are now at the same point that is reached in The

WintePs Tale when Perdita and Florizel conic to the court of

Leontes. There is no character in The Tempest to correspond

to Hermionc. Instead a stress is laid on the difference between

betrothal and marriage. The Earthly Paradise is not the complete

union of soul and Spirit but the leanïng down as it were of

Spirit to soul, of Heavcn to earth. In the Earthly Paradise,

symbolized here by the betrothal of Ferdinand and Miranda.

Everyman has reached the fullness of carihly possibïlity. It is

therefore at this point that Prospero initiates Ferdinand into

the Greater Mysteries, preparing him for the Celestial Paradise
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by telling him that all the glories of eartbly life are nothimr
more than a dream: °

You do look, my son, in a moved sort,

ds if you were dismay'd: be cheerful, sir.

Out revels now are ended. These our actors,
As 1 foretold you, were all spirits, and
Are melted into air, into thin air:

And, like the baseless fabric of this vision,
The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces,
The solemn temples, the great globe itself,
Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve.

And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,
Leave nat a wrack behind. We are such stuff
As dreams are made on; and our liltle life
Is rounded with a sleep, (iv, i).

The Celcstial Paradise is not actually representcd in The
Tempest, as it is in The Winter's Tale, but the wholc play
leans towards it, that is, towards the fmal marriage of the lovers.

It may also be said to lean towards it in another scnsc. Again
and again in bis plays Shakcspeare has likened this life either
to the part played by an actor on the stage, or to a shadow, or
to a dreain. Now to speak of a play or any kind of ficlion neces-
sarily nieans that as a term of coniparison one has in uiind
somcihing which may be calied ‘real life’; to bc conlinually
likcmng things to shadows suggests a longing for the substance-
and to dismiss everything that we experienee and possess as a
mere dream betrays a nostalgia for the state of being awake. But
in order to rcach that state of waking, that is, the Paradise of
secing face to face' and not ‘as in a glass darlly’. it is necessary
to pass through that sleep which is the surroiiiiding wall of the
dream -World in which we live: and it is clcarly in view of that
sleep as a gatc—for in itself it is not word, iiieditating on—that
Shakcspeare, abuut to give up his art and retire to SlraLford,
" 1>IOS^er° Sa) ’ when about to 8ive ti j> his art and retire

Every third thought shall be my grave.

CHAPTER XIII

Notes on Performance

and Production

How can actors and producers best do justice to the dcepcr

meaning of Shakespeare’s plays? A gencral answer to this ques-

tion is: by being as faithful as possible to the literal meaning.

Take care of that, and the deeper meaning will take care of

itself. But to be true to the letter is less easy and more exacting

than it may sound, for Shakespeare’s maturer plays, even as

regards their literal meaning, centre round human perfcciïon,

if not already achieved at any rate in the making—a perfcction

that is absolute and unsurpassable

:

A combination and a form indeed

Where every god did seem to set his seal

To give the world assurance of a man.

Shakespeare has in view a universal norm, a coin which would

remain current even as far East as feudal Japan, and as far West

as the Red Indians of North America~a complex but not com-

plicated psychic substance made up of marvellously rich clements

which are closcly woven into a total effect of unity, simplicity

and unfathomable depth: and this ideal spells great danger to

an actor, for it cannot fail to measure out his capaciücs to their

vcry fullcst extent.

In Hamlet, for example, the actor may be said to have failcd

in his part if in the last sccne the audicnce does not assent

whoie-hcartcdly to Horatio’s admiring cxclamation:

Why, whal a hing is this!

and to Fortinbras' last words over the Piince’s dcad body

:

He ivas likely, had he been put on,

To have proved most royally.

Similarly, to take another example, the actor of the part of

Antony cannot afTord to forget during his performance that at
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ihe cd. whcn Antony’s men find him dying, they are to say-
The star is lallen.

And time is at his period.' (iv, 14),
and that Cleopatra is to say, when he actualiy dies:

There is noihing left remarkablc
Beneaih the visiting tnoon. (iv. 15).

But if, as a loophole of escape, from a greatness hard to portray
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in the next chapter, that if we were to choose out the greatest
stngle scenes from Shakespeare, or the greatest single moments
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hese would be found «o come from the earlierpla s. One such moment is in Twelfth High,, «ut if the part ofOlma he made comic through affectation-as is now something

ot a voguc this moment will be sadly di.i.inished if not reduced
to noih.ng’ As regards her love for Oesario, that is, for the
I isguisu Viola who, it must he rcinembercd. is consciously
1

l inie has rcaehetl iis final phase.

v. 1.hisiifai.,l a.,m 1 .

Cl,"r l s d,rri< altogcther u„.so|>iiisurand appiead, to tl.c part of Olivia w:ls cvucly riglu.
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imitating her twin brother Sebastian—it ts essential that it should

be portrayed with all the depth and sincerity that an actress

can muster. It must be intense enough to compel the audience

to echo in thought Viola’s ‘alasl ’ when she says:

Asl am a woman,—now, alas the dayl—
Wkat-tkriftless sigks shall poot Olivia breathe!

O Time, thou must untangle this, not I;

It is too hard a knot for me t’untie. (n, i).

It is clear that Shakespeare intended the audience to sharc this

sentiment; fór only if their feelings are properly roused can the

‘knot’s’ sudden and blissful ‘untanglement’ tnake its full impact,

when Olivia comes running out of the house to protect her

beloved Cesario—as she thinks—from her uncle, and finds herseif

face to face with Sebastian for the first time. Several factors

contribute to the strength of that impact, and not the least of

these is its unexpectedness. So well contfived is it that however

often we have seen the play before, it tends to come as something

of a shock, partly because our attention is absorbed by the comic

effect of the mistaken identity on Sir Toby and Sir Andrcw and

we are expecting more comic effects rather than a profoundly

serieus one. But by far the chief factor is the audience’s deep

concern for Olivia’s happiness, and this can only be assured if

they take her and her love altogether seriously. Shakespeare has

already paved the way for them to do this by making the Duke

say, in the first scene, in reference to her long mouming for her

dead brother:

O, she that hath a heart of that fine frame

To pay this debt of love but to a brother,

How will she love, when the rich golden skaft

Hath killed the flock of all afjections else

That live in her!

According to the ancient conception of true love, the beloved

is, as we have seen, iio less than the lost half, the perfect com-

plement, which the lover has always, perhaps unconsciously,

been yearning to recover. Olivia is therefore not so vcry much

mistaken when she fails in love with the disguised Viola, for in

view of the irresistible mutual attraction which has always

existed virtually between herseif and Sebastian it is not unnatural

that for want of ever having seen him she should feel a foretaste
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concept ion of man as the representative of God on cartli, In

those days garments were stili conccived of as a meaiis of

cnhanciiig tlie dignity and beauty of man's body just as verse

and poetic imagery are a means of enhancing tlie dignity and
beauty of man's speech. But modern dress, which to say the least

has »o such pretentions, cannot possibly join forces with the

splendours of Shakcspcare’s languagc.* It can only figln against

that splendour, fatally diiuinishing its impact upon us.

We are taking here an extreme case. Fortunately productions

of Shakespeare in modern dress are comparativcly rare. But the

objcctions to tliem apply also, in a lesser degree, to any allempts

to give the plays a modern slant. The shoe simply cannot be

made to fit, and when we are forced to wear it, it hurts. lf

Shakespeare was ‘not of an age but for all time’ this does not

mcan that his plays can be twisted into line with the particular

limitations of each successive age, least of all our own age which

on the surface is so very remote from his ideals. If he was ‘for all

time’ and therefore of our age also, this is because he was an
iutcllectual in the ancient sense of the word, with his eye on

the universal, and because the universal is by definilion always

present, however little it may be in evidence. It was in virtue of

his intcllcctuality that Shakespeare, uiilike his contcmporary

dramatists, was able to escape from the prison of his own age

into the universal world of Plato and St. Augustine. What there-

fore can be more perverse than to seek to imprison him in the

particular limitations of our own age? Besides, a Shakespeare

audience is composed of peoplc who have choscn to comc of

their own free will, and who could have goue, if they had

wanted, to a modem play instead. They are certainly not present

because they are men and women of the twenlieth century but

because they are men and women; and it would not perhaps be

far wrong to say that even if for the most part they are not fully

conscious of it, they are present because they are men and

women who have in them something which is in danger of

bcing starved to death by the twentieth century.

» Neither can XIXth century dress, for the same reason. Nor. for different

reasons, can XVlIIth century dress, for though the age of white wigs

would certainly have claimed that its dress enhaneed the dignity of man's

body, the ariificiality and effeteness of its style is so alien to the spiiit of

Shakespeare that here again we should have the wcakness of discord rather

than the strength of concord.
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However that may bc, thcrc ca., bc r.o doubt tl.at the idcal
in pioducuon is that the text should make as streng an impact
as possible upon the audience. Tl.is is what the audience wants
above all. And what director would dare to adniit tl.at this is
not his aim? But there can be no strength without unity; andhow seldom it is today that a director succeeds in uniting all
the different dements in his production. How often, when ü.e
messes are admirable or at least adequate, their elfect upon us
is ruined by a bleak semi-surrealist setting. And even when
the eye is satisficd in every respect, and when i£ the ear wcre
correspondingly satisfied the audience would bc taken by storm,how seldom it is that we are not given some quite mediocre
utterly unmoving sounds* specially composed for the occasion
When it was suggested to one of our leading directors of

Shakespeare that he should make more use of Elizabethan music,
e objected that this would oblige him to dress the actors like

Elizabethans, which would give the production an aspect of
quainuiess’. It cannot be denied that there is something fantastic
about El.zabetl.an dress which is not to bc found in any dress
that preceded it. By con.parison, Tudor dress, to take the nearest
cxample, has nothing of the ‘quaintness’ and limitedness—non-
universality one might say—of the costume in which Shake-
speare’s plays were first acted. It was no doubt Ü.e defect of non-
universality that the director in question was driving at. But
Elizabethan music is not necessarily to be classed with all the
other features of its period. We have been educated to think of
the past, at any rale as regards Europe, century by century. But
not all centuries are cqually isolated. The thirteenth, fourteenü.
and iuteen th centuries for exa.nple have each their own special
characteristics which distinguish tl.e.n from onc another, but
these d.fferences are made relatively insigi iifica.it by being sub-
merged as it were beneath a inediacval saineness inasmuch as
this period all belongs to the Christian civilization, that is, the
theocratie civilization which has its roots in Christianity and is
dommated by it. On the other hand the centuries from the
scventeenth onwards an. merely distïnct from each other, for in
their case there .$ no positive unifying factor. As to the transi-
t.onal sixteenth century, the Middle Ages wcre not quite over
in England, even as late as Sliakespea.es day. The mere fact
• I. is no use having music which is just mildly agreeal.Ie.

NOTES ON PERFORMANCE AND PRODUCTION 12.

ihat a thing was Elizabethan or even cariy Jacobean leaves

therefore unanswered the more important question as to whether

or not it belongs to the Christian civilization. Elizabethan dress

certainly does not. but Shakespeare’s plays do, and so also does

much Elizabethan music, and even some cariy Jacobean music.

Whatever features of ancient Greece and Rome the Renaissance

may have discovcrcd, it could not bring to a ‘rebirth’ their

music. Consequently, for want of a classical model on which to

be remoulded, this was of all arts the least affcctcd by the

Renaissance; and so, like Shakespeare himsclf, the music of his

day tendcd to bc ‘behind the times’. At any rate it is possi ble to

choose out from it any number of pieces which lean back towards

the Middle Ages,s and make an admirably harmonious back-

ground to the speeches of Romeo, Lorenzo, Orsino, Ferdinand

and others.

These considerations may seem over-subtle, but practically

speaking they are important; for if a too purist approach be

allowed to forbid a combination of Elizabethan music with

mediaeval dress, our most easily accessible source of suitable

music will be barred except on pain of wasp-waists and exag-

gerated ruffs. But apart from the practical question of what can

easily be had, early Tudor and pre-Tudor pieces* are no less

suitable than Elizabethan ones, and we must remember also that

Shakespeare himself had a special love for ‘old music

.

All this concerns not merely the songs but above all the

incidental music. Except in plays like Othello and King Lear,

where the drama itself is for the most part so intense as to be

almost self sufficiënt, there should be as much incidental music

as possible. Shakespeare knew well that some of the most powerful

elfects of the theatre are gained with the help of music, and he

wrote on the understanding that he would be supported when

necessary by a raarvellous undercurrent of sound, swelling up

from time to time into something more than an undercurrent.

Mediaeval and Elizabethan pavanes, galliards, basse danses,

branies, mcasures and the like serve this purpose so admirably

and are such an obvious choke that one would not normally

5 Picccs hy William Byrdc and others trom the Fitneilliam yirginal Book,

for examplc.
J. 4 „ „ r.v With renturv
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cxpcct to have anything else. Besides, there ïs a great andgrowjng interest such music today, no doubt far more thanthere has been for the last three centuries. How is it, then thatone so rarely has the pleasure of being overwhelmed in thetheatre by these sounds and smeet airs which blend so wonder-
fully with the plays, dcepening them and being deepened by

cxcd themsei- -d *
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USiC mUSt "0t only harmonizc the
text but i must also be great. that is, intensely moving. since
otherw.se ,t will not fulfil its fnnetion. Consequently, even forthose plays which are set in a pre-mediaeval periód, the sort ofaccornpamment that Shakespeare himself would have had is nodoubt the best, for who today can produce truly moving musicn the style of ancien t Egypt. Greece. Rome or Britain? In such
cases the justification for the music will be that it belongs to~i 0f *C pla
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$ poetry rathcr than “> *at of its theme.None the ïess. there .s a wide variety to choose from. and this
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>lc - rnc^'acval Spanish musicwhich betrays Moonsh mfluence would clcarly be more suitable

for Antony and Cleopatra* than for King Lear.

' A part answer to this qu«rio„^ wis given by another of o.ir Ica.ling

3TES PERFORMANCE PRODUCTION »*3

Why so much about music, the reader may ask. Because in

considering the different clements which go to make the impact

of Shakespeare’s plays upon the audience, this particular element,

so pcrsistently neglectcd today as regards both quality and

quantity, is of an importance which can scarcely be overestimated.

Therefore the poet

Did feign that Orpheus drew trees, stones and floods

Since naught so stockish hard and full of rage

But music for the time doth change his nature.

(The Merchant of Venice, v, 1).

But to conclude on a more general note, things have sunk to

such a pitch that it would be quite original—if we may be

allowed to offer this bribe to those who seek originality above

all—to have a production of Shakespeare in which all the

different accessories were of the highest quality in themselves

while being at the same time in harmony with the text and with

each otherl



CHAPTER XIV

The Audience

The Western world has been for so long uuder the spell of
humaiusm, which Edmund personifies in an extreme form, that
in some ways we understand the bastard better than we do his
legitimate elder brother Edgar who personifies an outlook which
is now very far away. When wc are faced with a typtcal mediaeval
reaction we are sometimes rather at a loss. In King Lear. the
Duke of Alban y, hearing that Cornwall has died of a wound
he received frora a servant when he was putting out Gloster's
eyes, says:

Tkis shows you are above,
1'ou justicers, that these our nether crimes
So speedily can venge! (iv, *);

and at the end. when he hears of the death of Goncril and
Regan, he says:

This judgment of the heavens, that makes us tremble,
Touches us nol with pity.

A few moments previously Edgar, referriug to his father's sin
of adultery, has said to Edmund

:

The gods are just, and of our pleasant vices

Make instruments to plague us:

The dark and vicious place where thee he got
Cost him kis eyes.

Edmund, whose outlook has been modified by the imminence
of death, replies:

Thou hast spoken right, 'tis true;

The wheel is come full circle; l am here.

At a cursory reading of the play these speeches are almost
embarrassing to soine of us. Our reaction is spontaneously

f
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< rationalistic. We ask oursetves what is the meaning of these

reiferated assertions that the gods are just. Can Shakcspeare

have forgotten for the moment the crying injustice of Cordelia’s

death which is just about to become known? Or is he simply

;
making Edgar and Albany express a rather primitive and un-

intelligent point of view which he does not hold himself? The
answer to both questions is certainly ‘no’. Our mediaeval anccslors

did not believe in chance. When a worldty event seemed just,

they immediately recognized the workings of Providence. But

their faith remained quite unruflled in the face of triumphant

and prosperous wickedness, for they knew that any apparent

injustices in this world would be made good in the next, The

remarks of Albany and Edgar that I have quoted are simply

spontaneous comments on events, equivalent to some ejaculation

such as ‘Laus Deol' If they jar on us it is because we wrongly

suspect an attempt to justify the ways of God to man. In other

words we attribute to Albany and to Edgar something of a

modem psychology, a sort of primitive rationalism, cruder and

less fully developed than our own. We fail to rcalize how little

store was set in the Middle Ages, despite all their dialcclic, by

logical.proof.

j Shakespeare, unlike Milton, has no illusions about the scope

of reason. He knew that sïnce reason is limited to this world

it is powerless to ‘justify the ways of God'. Milton may have

known this in theory, but in practice he was very much a son

of the Renaissance, very deeply under the spell of humanism.

Paradise Lost cannot be called an intellectual poem. Milton

portrays the next world by sheer force of human imagination.

j
His God the Father, like Michelangelo’s. is fabricated in the

! image of man; and the purely logical arguments which he puts

i into the mouth of God to justify His ways inevitably fail to

| convince us. Now Shakespeare also seeks to justify the ways of

j
God to man. That is, beyond doubt, the essence of his purposc

in writing. But his justification is on an intellectual plano, where

j

alone it is possible; and this brings us back to the theme of his

I plays, for the intellect is none other than the lost faculty of

vision which is synibolized by the Holy Grail and by the Elixir

S
of Life.

j
In considering how Shakespeare conveys his message to us we

|

must rcinember that the truc function of art is not didaclic. A
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great drama or cpic may contain littlc or much teaching of a
didactic kind, but it does not rely on that teaching in order
«o gain its ultimate effect. lts function is not so much to define
spiritual wisdom as to give us a taste of that wisdom, each
according to his capacity.

The first spectators of Shakespeare wcre probably more re-
ccptive than wc are. We tend to takc art icss scriously than
thcy did. For modern man the suprème distinction is between
fiction’ and ‘truth’, as we say, between art on the one hand
and reality' on the other. Now naturally our mediaeval ancestors
made the same distinction, but for ihcm it was not so sharn
1 he

i:

"

0t in thC habit of sPcakinS and thinking of life as
truth. By truth, by reality, they meant something different:
for them the suprème distinction was not between life and art
but between the next world, that is, Truth, and this world
which ts the shadow of Truth. The sharpness of that distinction
took the edge off all other distinctions. Moreover, art for them
was not merely a copy of life, that is, it was not merely the
shadow of a shadow; it was also, by inspiration, partly—and in
some supreme cases even almost wholly—a direct copy or shadow
of the substance' itself. The distinction between art and life is
therefore not so much between a shadow and a reality as
between two shadows. This sounds exaggerated, and no doubt
the divergence in outlook between then and now was far slighter
for the vast majority than might appear froin what has just been
said. But it went certainly further than a mere verbal quibble
over the meaning of the word 'reality*, and it would have been
enough to make an appreriable difference in the attitude of an
audience to a play. By attributing a less absolute reality to life
they attributed more reality to art. They no doubt entered into
it more whole-heartedly. But the difference is relative. We also
can enter in. Let us consider what actually happens.

In life we have no view of the whole: we see only bits and
pieces here and there, and our view is quitc distorted. What is
near to us we look at with feverish subjectivity; what is not
near we look at with more or less cokl óbjectivity. Above all we
fail to see the pattern. Ft is as if life wcre a great piece of
tapestry and as if we Iooked at it from the wrong side, where
the pattern is obscured by a maze of threads, most of which
scem to have no purpose. Now a play of Shakespeare's is like a

AUDIENCE iz 7

much smaller piece of tapestry, partly copied from the other
but also, by inspiration, partly copied from the original of the
other. lts smallness is to a certain exteut made up for by lts

extreme intensity. Shakespeare holds out this smaller piece of
tapestry to us in the theatre, between ourselves and him. He is

on the right side of it and wc are again on the wrong side» just

as we are on the wrong side of the great tapestry of life. To
begin with we look at the rather chaotic mass of threads witli

the same cold óbjectivity with which we view the threads of

our neighbours* lives. But liltle by little as the play goes on we
are drawn into it and become more and more bound up with
its threads. Our cold óbjectivity vanishes and we feel the warmth
of Subjectivity. So it is with any dramatic piece, one may say.

That is truc; but with most drama what is the benefit to be
gained? It is simply a question of exchanging one's ordinary

subjectivity for another one which is no better and which may
be worse. But when a drama is created as an image of the whole

universe, and when the hero represents a great soul which is

being purified of all its faults, and being developcd towards the

Iimits of huraan possibility, then it is no liglit thing to be

drawn into the web of the tapestry and to become identified

with its central figure. But that is not all: the purification of

the hero is in view of an end. By the close of the play we have
become objective once more, but with a higher óbjectivity which

is complctely different from the initial one; for Shakespeare has

drawn us right through the tapestry and out at the other side,

so that wc now see it as it really is, a unity in which all the

parts fit marvellously together to make up a perfect whole.

Having been given something of the hero’s purification we are

now given a hint of the spiritual wisdom to which it lcatls:

and just as Shakespeare’s small tapestry merges mysteriously with

the great tapestry of life, so our view of the harmony and beauty

of the one is also, in a sense, a view of the harmony and beauty

of the other. It is only a momentary glimpse, and it does not

last. But it none the less makes an imprint upon the soul, which

may not be easily effaced.

This higher óbjectivity is directly mentioned by King Lear

at the beginning of the last scene of the play. He is now almost

at the end of the quest, and he imagines what it would mean

to be altogether united with Cordelia who, according to the
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