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About anyone so great as Shakespeare,
it is probable that we can never be right;
and if we can never be right, it is better
that we should from time to time change
our way of being wrong.

T. s. ELIOT
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FOREWORD TO THE ENGLISH EDITION

IN WRITING Shakespeare: dramaturge elisabethain the author had no
thought of addressing himself to an English-speaking audience.
As he tells us in his preface, the book emerged out of his lectures
to his pupils at the University of Aix-en-Provence during the
years of the occupation; and his modest intention, as he told me
at the time of its publication in France, was to introduce French
students of Shakespeare to the Development of Shakespeare criti-
cism in England during the previous quarter of a century. For
such a task M. Fluchere was exceptionally well qualified. He had
pursued his English studies for several years at Cambridge
University; he had become bilingual; his knowledge of English
literature was exact and comprehensive; he not only knew all
the more recent English contributions to Shakespeare criticism,
but was personally acquainted with some of their authors. His
experience as a translator (he had translated Everyman and my
own Murder in the Cathedral into French) had given him an
understanding of the correspondences and what I may call the
reciprocal inadequacies of the two languages, which cannot be
acquired in any other way. As one of the authors whose work he
has translated, I feel qualified to pronounce this encomium.

My purpose in writing this preface, however, is not to praise
M. Fluchere as an interpreter of English literature to French
readers, but to affirm the value of this book for English-speaking
readers and students of Shakespeare. Its author's qualities, as
scholar and critic, far exceed the requirements of his original
purpose. I am not acquainted with any recent English work
which serves the same need as this of M. Fluchere—not only
giving us a conspectus of Shakespeare's drama as a whole, but
exhibiting that drama in its relation to the other masterpieces of
the Elizabethan theatre, and taking account of recent studies by
English critics. Even had he done no more than summarize the
conclusions of English criticism in the last twenty-five years, he

have written a book useful to English readers. But he has
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done much more: his book commends itself to us because of the
value of the author's own ideas, which are supported by his
combination of scholarship with understanding and experience
of the theatre.

At the present stage of Shakespeare criticism, the critic who
would give a well-balanced interpretation of Shakespeare's total
work needs a number of qualifications not commonly found to-
gether. The ideal Shakespeare critic should be a scholar, with
knowledge not of Shakespeare in isolation, but of Shakespeare in
relation to the Elizabethan Theatre in which he is only one,
though very much the greatest, of the masters, and of that
Theatre in relation to the social, political, economic and religious
conditions of its time. He should also be a poet; and he should be
a 'man of the theatre'. And he should have a philosophic mind.
Shakespeare criticism cannot be written by a committee consist-
ing of a number of specialized scholars, a dramatist, a producer,
an actor, a poet and a philosopher: each of them would be in-
competent without sharing some of the knowledge and capaci-
ties of the others. Certainly, to be a poet or a philosopher is not
enough. A poet is not a qualified interpreter, unless he under-
stands the particular technique of dramatic verse. In order to
understand dramatic verse he must needs have had some success
in writing it; and if his dramatic verse is to be really dramatic he
must acquire also the point of view of the producer, the actor
and the audience. To understand Shakespeare he must under-
stand the theatre of his own time—but also the differences be-
tween the theatre of his own time and that of Shakespeare's
time; he should know the latter, not merely as an antiquary, but
from the point of view of the producer, the actor and the audi-
ence of Shakespeare's time. For such understanding, both
scholarship and imagination are required. Nor is the philosophic
critic, without the other qualifications, in better case than the
poet. The philosopher needs to understand the nature of poetry,
if he is to avoid the danger of confusing the philosophical ideas
which can be elicited from, a poem with a system of philosophi-
cal belief which can be attributed to the author. And it follows
from what I have said above that he needs also to understand the
special conditions of the stage, the peculiar kind of reality mani-
fested by those personages of the stage who strike us as most
'real', if he is to avoid the error of analysing dramatic characters
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as if they were living men and women, or figures from the
historical past.

Our demands upon the Shakespeare critic have, in our time,
become exacting. The number of important specialized investi-
gations historical, social, linguistic, and studies of imagery and
symbolism in Shakespeare—have to be taken into account by
the critic who aims to consider the work of Shakespeare in all
its aspects. But perhaps more than any other single writer, Mr.
Harley Granville-Barker by his Prefaces, illuminating the plays
with the understanding of the producer, has suggested the need
for a synthesis of the several points of view from which Shake-
speare can be studied.

The reader will judge for himself of the proportions in which
M. Fluchere possesses all the qualifications I have named: but I
am convinced that M. Fluchere has been able, to an exceptional
degree, to put himself at one after another of these points of
view. In passing from one section to another of his book, I have
been struck by his comprehension of all the problems involved
—whether of the conditions of the theatre, of the particular con-
ditions and aims of the Elizabethan theatre, of the nature of
dramatic poetry, or of the development of Shakespeare's style
from first to last. And, incidentally, I have noted with admira-
tion his penetrating remarks upon the work of Shakespeare's
contemporaries, notably Ben Jonson and Beaumont and
Fletcher.

T. S. ELIOT





PREFACE

THE READER MAY be surprised to find in this book no biography
of Shakespeare—hypothetical or traditional—based on the latest
documentation available to the research student. It neither dis-
cusses 'the Shakespeare mystery' nor assesses the respective
merits of the six or seven unsuccessful candidates for the honour
of the authorship of the great dramatist's Works.

I take Shakespeare's plays as I find them, following the canon
established by English scholars, without trying to discover in
them 'the key to Shakespeare's heart'. I examine them simply
from the critical and aesthetic angle, after attempting to place
them in the frame of the period when they were written and
staged. In other words, only the Works interest me, not Shake-
speare the man's actions, authenticated though they may be or
reconstructed by methods ranging from the most patient erudi-
tion to the uncertain logic of attractive theories. I have neither
the scholar's competence, nor the historian's ambition, nor a
taste for 'sensational discoveries'.

Shakespeare the man and his mystery for too long have been
pushing the Works into the background and distracting atten-
tion from what is infinitely more important: their greatness and
their beauty, and the fact that there must be valid reasons for the
consensus of opinion that plays like Hamlet and The Tempest
represent the summits reached by the mind of man. I believe
that the critic's task is primarily to seek the reasons for this
beauty and this greatness, to explore the riches they contain, and
to justify to the reader of to-day the significance of Shakespeare's
permanence and universality.

Such an enterprise on the part of a Frenchman would be pre-
sumptuous if it ignored the advances made by English criticism
in the last twenty-five years. I pay tribute to writers as various as
T. S. Eliot, Dover Wilson, Granville-Barker, F. R. Leavis,
L. C. Knights, and Wilson Knight, to mention only a few,

work and analyses have constantly pointed the way for
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me. I should like my essay to incite the French reader to turn to
their books for the more complete satisfaction of a well-con-
ducted investigation, through the maze of characters and sub-
jects, so that he can then re-read Shakespeare in the light of their
numerous revelations and enjoy his poetry more profoundly.

The following pages, therefore, do not claim to be an ex-
haustive study; there are many gaps;1 the apparatus criticus is
modest. Too often I have had to omit or neglect important
points and regretfully drop them. This book is to be regarded
as adopting a new standpoint, as blazing new trails, rather than
as summing up results already obtained. It is a starting-point, not
a terminus, an introduction, not a finished work; in short, a pre-
lude to the developments with which I hope to follow up this
first instalment.

I should add that the ideas in it formed the basis of my lectures
at the University of Aix-en-Provence during the years of the
German occupation.

H. F.
Oxford

March 1947

1 Of the Poems and particularly the Sonnets, for example, nothing is said
here, the present writer proposing in a later book to consider the similarity of
their essential themes with those of the plays.

2 Notably the last plays, which are among Shakespeare's best and most subtle,
and which I have sacrificed in my conclusion only in order to deal more fully
with them elsewhere.
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PART ONE

THE SPIRIT OF THE AGE

O what a world of profit and delight
Of power, of honour, of omnipotence . . .

Doctor Faustus





AMONG ALL THE artistic functions of language, dramatic expres-
sion is obviously the most direct and the most living, and it has
had to conform with the strictest requirements. Nowhere more
than in the theatre has there been so much talk of rules, and
though French classical writers may have declared that 'the only
rule is to give pleasure', none of them dared attempt to please
outside the rules. The whole vision of French dramatists is gov-
erned by the separation of genres and the rule of the Three
Unities. The whole point of the Romantic movement was its
revolt against this law. Yet it concerned only a framework, not
the content; only a mould, not the substance. This framework
and this mould., however, were so austere and rigid that any
attempt to break them would look like altering the substance
and content.

For a long time it was not realized that the value of the drama
or tragedy, like a picture's, lies in the colours on the palette, not
in its wooden frame. The truth was so simple that it blinded
without illuminating. All that was needed was to see that the
drama's meaning is conveyed through words, is a function of
language, and, if it is to be anything, is merely thc'aesthctic ex-
pression of maiTs expenence at some period ot his existence.

The hero speaks. He speaks with words: here is the great
salutary truth which alone can get us out of the quandary. The
function of criticism, which consists in defining what the hero is
by what he says, is therefore to examine how he speaks and
whether the language he uses expresses appropriately his emo-
tions in a given situation.

Any art-form which cannot reveal to us a state of human
consciousness, whether emotional or intellectual, fails in its ob-
ject. Through the drama, a work of art, it should be possible to
discern the drama of Man. But this drama of Man achieves its
deepest meaning and its real significance only if it is expressed
in a work of art: the aesthetic expression and the dramatic ex-
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pression can only proceed together, only fuse in an indissoluble
unity, and only have validity one with the other, one by the
other; so that an analysis which dissociates them is merely the
artifice of a critic when he is trying to understand them better
and to explain the pleasure they give him.

If, therefore, the critic tries to judge a play by studying plot,
character and style separately, and then its human significance
and philosophic content, it should be only for the sake of greater
freedom in judging the total effect. It should never be forgotten
that the play is simply a certain arrangement of words that is
unique and cannot be imitated, and that it is its word-arrange-
ment which, in the last resort, produces the total effect.

I think we have long formed in our minds a conventional idea
of Shakespeare because we were unwilling (or perhaps unable)
to recognize this very simple truth.

French reasons for admiring, mistrusting or even hating him1

have fluctuated, it is true, at different times according to the
degree of culture or the enlightenment of critical thought. He
has been admired for his originality, the freedom of his plays
from rules, the variety of his characters, the boldness of his style,
and the magic of his poetry. He has been hated for the same
reasons on the pretext of his wild exaggerations. With each gen-
eration come new aesthetic conceptions and its predecessor's
tastes are revised. Thus the masterpieces of the past see them-
selves in the distorting mirrors of the centuries, and from glass
to glass exchange smiles, often of sadness. For it is rarely that
the critic says the right thing for the right reason. According as
this point or that is emphasized, the target is hit or missed, even
if care has been taken to set the work in its proper period and
recover the conditions that produced it and gave it its physiog-
nomy.

Nevertheless, we can believe in a certain constant of art, a
certain stability in its various means of expression. This constant
might be defined as the expression of a numan experience re-
fracted through the prism of beauty; the stability might be ex-
pressed and doubtless justified by instinctive obedience to formal
conventions valid for a given period. The finished product

1 Voltaire, it is worth noting, after having been the 'discoverer of Shake-
speare, violently attacked his first translator.
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would be a perfect balance between the conception of the beau-
tiful and the conventions of expression. Techniques sometimes
survive, even when the succeeding epoch understands them im-
perfectly or not at all; others, again, may be completely forgot-
ten and then critical judgment is doomed to go completely
astray. This, I think, is particularly true of dramatic expression
in which—through I know not what delusion, with its accre-
tions of prejudice, credulity, lack of imagination and the mere
force of habit—certain techniques continue to govern, if not the
creative artist, at least the critic, with an authority which old age
makes increasingly arid.

French critical habits towards Shakespeare have been, to say
the least, regrettable. Since Voltaire's remark about 'pearls in the
dung heap', the French have constantly treated him as a strange,
abnormal, disorderly genius. He shocks their Cartesian minds
and sometimes offends their good taste. The Romantics threw
his extravagances in the teeth of the Classics as a good joke. But
the Classics, even when they have become more lenient to-
wards him, have not forgiven him. 'Bardolatry' is always sus-
pect as a kind of eccentricity. The lowest form this takes is shown
by such glosses as 'play upon words, untranslatable in French';1

the highest form of admiration, by essays of an inspired lyricism,
like those of Andr<£ Suares. But of criticism worthy of the name
I find very little. Only a few specialists have achieved it, and the
worthy Taine himself, however much he may carry us away
with his enthusiasm and however sympathetic his intentions,
gaily plunges into mistakes.

The reasons for this French attitude towards Shakespeare—of
which Louis Gillet's essay represents the last word in refined
popularization and Leon Lemonnier's the latest fashion in indus-
trious and romantic orthodoxy—are not only that the English
themselves have shown us the way, or that our inveterate French
classicism frowns upon anything that seeks success without
regard to rules. The explanation is, no doubt, that Shakespeare's
greatest excellence, namely the use he makes of the English
language, either has been beyond our powers of appreciation or
has not received from us sufficient attention.

1 So reads the footnote to the nonsense reply: 'Je crois que le merlan est recuit
sur la table in P. Reboux and C. Midler's parody of a Shakespeare play (A la
Manibe de . .., Vol. I, p. 275).
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For want of this critical ability to study the apparatus of his
language, the French have tried to understand and define Shake-
speare by externals—by what appears to them as far-fetched and
unnatural in his plays. His prestige in the first place was opposed
to something the French held dear. He was made a flag, a sym-
bol, almost a myth. Shakespearian freedom was contrasted with
Classic restraint, the variety of his characters with the uniformity
of the French, the so-called realism of his style with the severe
purity of the best French stylists, and the richness of his thought
with the philosophic indifference of the tragic writers of the
Grand Stick. Hence the picture has been formed of Shakespeare
the Romantic, the creator of inimitable characters, the lyric poet
and great philosopher.

I should like to prove (even if it raises a smile in some quarters)
that these hackneyed judgments will no longer bear examina-
tion. It seems to me that French criticism should now take
account of the advance made by Shakespearian studies in Eng-
land during the last twenty-five years—a decisive advance, a new
stage in our knowledge of the greatest dramatist and the greatest
poet of modern times.

To call Shakespeare 'romantic is as meaningless as to talk of
the 'romanticism of the classics'. These are empty verbal anal-
ogies, hardly to be excused by intellectual laziness or misapplied
learning. The French drama of the Romantic period is no more
like Shakespeare's than, for example, Sully Prudhomme's poetry
is like the Divine Comedy. But, it may be objected, Shakespeare
did not respect the three Unities any more than the Romantics
did; he mixed genres as they did; his style is rhetorical poetry,
like Victor Hugo's; there are clowns in both; there is the same
meditation on the meaning of life and death—lyricism, violent
passions, irony, sarcasm. All that is true, but these parallels are
no more substantial than the shadows in Plato's cave.

We must get rid of deceptive labels: the word 'romantic lost
all concrete meaning as soon as it was applied to anything but
its proper object. It has been defined and presented in a hundred
different ways, like the words 'poetry', 'lyricism', 'realism' and
many others: they serve the lazy-minded who cannot grapple
with their difficulties or make their vague notions precise and
clear. In my view it means no more than a kind of emotional
disorder which inclines to dreaming and often seeks to move the
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reader by fraudulent means. Or let us call it a word that has
fallen somewhat from its high estate: Shakespeare, Hugo, Dela-
croix, Wagner—all Romantics. Villon can also be included, and
Chartres Cathedral, Cervantes and Loyola, the Cathars and the
Jacobins, the Inquisition and Dostoievsky! But, seriously, Shake-
speare is as far removed from Victor Hugo as Racine is from
Maurice Donnay, or James I from Louis Philippe, King of the
French.

Dramatic art, however, is a living thing precisely because it is
the expression of an epoch and a society. Any valid art-form
worthy of the name, I repeat, can only be that. Of all instru-
ments of expression language is the most complete, the most
subtle, and also the most exacting. For it is charged not only with
thought, but also with emotion in a form that aims at being both
beautiful and intelligible. Tragedy exists only with the actors
who perform it and the public to whom it is addressed. The love
of play-going merely shows man's keen curiosity about himself
—the self he knows or the self he does not know, it matters not
—man as he is, as he could be, as he should be. And there has
never been a Drama (except, no doubt, that of the Greeks)
which so perfectly fulfilled its function as Renaissance Drama in
England.

Elizabethan Drama1—and of course I mean Shakespeare's also
—is not a literary genre as French Romantic Drama is. It is the
voice of a whole epoch, talking in all possible tones and ways,
expressing through the mouths of its dramatic characters the
sum of knowledge, preoccupations, emotions and ideas consti-
tuting what is called the soul of that Age.

Between the dramatist and his public contact is established
through the vehicle of language which carries this soul to the
knowledge of the audience, for its delight. The content of the
play, the story, the experience from which it derives and on
which it is based, has in itself no greater value or importance
than the form of its expression. Its only value, indeed, lies in the
latter. Neither the plot nor the dramatis personae nor the philo-
sophy nor even the poetry holds the first place: there is a total
effect produced by a happy arrangement of all these elements in
one indivisible whole. If one could perceive the drama without

1 In this term adopted by French criticism I include Jacobean Drama also—in
short, the whole Stage production from 1580 to c. 1640.
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taking duration into account—but can one for a fugue, can one
for a cathedral which has at least to be circumambulated?T-this
coherence, to which I shall revert shortly, would be obvious.
Themes follow each other, cross each other, are superimposed,
and from all this springs a major harmony giving the play its
distinctive individuality.

But all subjects are suitable, whatever they +may be (just as all
the faces haunting the imagination of the stone-mason may
appear on the stone facade of the cathedral)—all, from the
hackneyed themes of legend or history to the latest item of
news from home or abroad. All may be taken by the dramatist
for his characters—God, prince, gardener or stable-lad—since
they form part of the world and pass for men; monsters even and
angels, creatures imaginary or real. Their 'character' is simply
how they behave in a given situation. In a menagerie, it is as
curious to watch the behaviour of the lion as that of the tamer,
and this behaviour which supplies the action of the drama takes
shape in definite acts and gestures after the personage has out-
lined in speech the actual obstacles facing him in the real world
around him. Speech explains, justifies, supports and prolongs his
effort: alive, conscious, understanding what is done or to be
done, language is an image of ourselves swept along into some
act that cannot be undone and moving, through fortuitous
episodes, towards the irrevocable end.

The essential problem for the critic seems to me, therefore, to
be not literary classification for academic satisfaction, nor
theoretical study of the various forms to which poetry and
drama may have contributed, nor even the so-called psycho-
logical analysis of the characters which gives the mind the illu-
sion of grasping a complex and fugitive reality; but rather the
study of human experience refracted by the drama and shaped
by the instrument of expression.

The time seems to me accordingly to have come to cease
making a romance out of the theatre, as a romance has been
made out of Shakespeare's life; or if it is done, let it be with more
knowledge. It is no longer sufficient to call Shakespeare 'a
universal genius' or 'the greatest dramatist of all time.

To say that his supreme distinction lies in creating, better than
any other dramatist, a throng of different characters is tanta-
mount to supposing that character-creation is the dramatist's
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only business. To dilate upon his philosophy, to trace the curve
of his thought, to try to deduce me man Shakespeare from the
vast accumulation of variegated phrases—truths and untruths—
in his plays, is an equally illusory enterprise which can never
achieve more than a relative objectivity. Victor Hugo's strange,
ecstatic, bombastic declamations, Louis Gillet's elegant musings,
Taine's sinewy, passionate eloquence, Andre Suares's esoteric
lyricism—all in their way do honour to Shakespeare's memory,
but they sometimes disturb and irritate the reader.

Everything has been found in Shakespeare. Critics have even
found what is not there, what he never intended to put in (an
obvious proof of the richness of his mind). It would be exciting
to catalogue the apocryphal sediments which each epoch and
school has left on the Shakespearian shore. Here, I suggest, is a
fine subject for young French teachers to offer for their theses!
It would produce some very curious conclusions about the som-
nolence or the ardour of the critical mind down the ages and,
no doubt, would help to throw a sharper light upon the Protean
Shakespeare whom so many attempts have been made, hitherto
in vain, to pin down.

II

For the past twenty-five years English critical studies of
Shakespeare have taken quite a new, indeed a revolutionary,
direction. Here, as elsewhere, traditional methods have been
abandoned. Writers are no longer content to describe, and often
to digress in describing: they seek to define by rational analysis
and research, standing away from the past. An enormous amount
of work has been done. The years between the two wars were
particularly fruitful and will be looked back upon, in the future,
as an outstanding period of criticism. The movement took root
in university circles, and Cambridge led the revival through
men like I. A. Richards, F. R. Leavis, William Empson and
L. C. Knights. The foundations of the new attitude had been
laid by T. S. Eliot, Middleton Murry, Lytton Strachey and even
Virginia Woolf. Such magazines as The Criterion, The Athenaeum,
The Calendar of Modern Letters and Scrutiny spread the fertile
ideas in intellectual circles and increased the public interest in
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problems of language, poetic expression and more generally in
writing as a work of art. It was natural that a new 'evaluation' of
great literature should be applied to Shakespeare; and Shake-
spearian criticism, which had made no serious progress since
Coleridge, has been carried forward with a tremendous
impetus.

I do not intend to speak here of erudite research regarding
Shakespeare's personality, the mystery of his life, or the genuine-
ness of the plays attributed to him. I do not know much about
Homer or Aeschylus: the little I know is enough for me since I
have their Works. I have no taste for the Stratfordian quarrel,
and no desire to take sides for or against the orthodox view.
Such learned exercises are for specialists, retired colonels, clergy-
men with a passion for cryptograms, or adepts at detective fic-
tion. The result of hours spent in scrutinizing the typographical
alignment of first editions, in examining under a magnifying
glass the thickets of lawyers' notes or parish registers, is as dis-
appointing as it may occasionally be picturesque. Of course, for
the biographer or the historian a minute knowledge of facts is
valuable, and no doubt it is a good thing that research students
should be passionately interested in hunting out trivialities
which some day will be put together and will reconstruct the
complete fresco of a life composed of shifting colours and un-
finished lines. These patient and persevering detectives have ren-
dered, and will again render, invaluable services, if only in
raising problems! But it is not to them that we must look to
enrich our knowledge of Shakespeare's Works.

There has also been a reaction against those nineteenth-century
critics who used Shakespeare merely as a splendid pretext for
writing about themselves, of whom the Romantics Hazlitt,
Lamb and, later, Swinburne were the most notable. Brilliant
writers in their different ways, moving panegyrists, they told
the stories at second-hand, copying the fine series of Shake-
speare's pictures, the 'incomparable gallery' of heroes and hero-
ines over whom they shed pitying tears. Their attitude is that of
disciples and friends who dole out their emotion in well-timed
essays full of the prestige of their name and style: they for long
stereotyped the 'right' attitude and formulas to be adopted to-
wards 'The Bard'. In so doing they tell us more about themselves
and their own day than about Shakespeare. But, apart from
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Coleridge who remains a great critic, the critical importance of
these essays is largely negligible.

Finally, there is the industrious academic group, torn between
the duties of teaching and research, whose immense labours and
varied investigations are of very unequal value. The professor
may be a literary historian, a commentator or a critic—very dif-
ferent functions which may reinforce each other but are rarely
found in combination. Shakespeare's words, images, rhymes and
rhythms have been counted; all his allusions have been investi-
gated, his sources probed, his ambiguities explained, his in-
coherences justified; all Shakespeare's legendary or historical
figures have been compared with their originals; his text has
been taken to pieces, the prose analysed, the poetry scanned—in
short, Shakespeare has been so tortured, torn asunder in every
direction and ground down, so much paraphrased, scrutinized,
sifted, measured by X-ray and seismograph, that there is not
a syllable or particle, not a subtlety of style or thought that has
not been detected and reported. Under this gigantic mass of
commentaries and glosses, learned or childish, Shakespeare
would have been buried had there not been more life in him
than in all those who have hunted him like a pack of hounds.
Shakespeare's amazing vitality has withstood all their assaults.
The reader tires of their commentaries more quickly than of his
text, and few consult, for example, the Furness Variorum
Edition.

Nevertheless, this enormous critical deployment has left some
positive results. In the first place, the text has been established
almost beyond a doubt. Glossaries and grammars are available
which make it easier to understand Shakespeare. Valuable works
of reference facilitate the reader's task. Analogies can be drawn,
comparisons made, misunderstandings dispelled. In short, real
critical work can begin. It was thanks to this body of research
that the striking progress was made which in the 19408 produced
an entirely new attitude towards the Elizabethan period and the
work of Shakespeare. It is much to be desired that French
criticism should now take account of it.

Two or three roads seem to me to have led to the present
position, of which some specialists make perhaps too much, and
sooner or later they will be left behind. It would be absurd to
claim that the last word has been said. The mind is always seeking
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new reasons for admiring Shakespeare and, every time it finds a
new one, thinks it the right one. That would be a fruitful but
dangerous illusion if one had to stop there. It is precisely because
the new orientation of Shakespearian studies opens up unlimited
horizons that it is well to take our bearings.

To begin with, the historical conditions in which the Eliza-
bethan Drama flourished have been investigated with a more
informed interest. It surpassed in extent all literary expression
until then known, except the Greek Drama. The theatre seems
to have been as necessary to the Elizabethan crowd as bull-
fighting is to the Spanish crowd. Having no newspapers, poli-
tical meetings, clubs or other places of entertainment, the public
frequented the play-house for information, education and com-
pany. There, people laughed together and wept together. They
went there in search of dreams, of morality, of politics, of sen-
sation, and lessons in wit. They were attracted by scenes of
violence and bloodshed as well as by subtlety and clowning and
magic. In the theatre they heard the great names of the past, the
heroes of legend, the heroes of their own day, lovers, assassins,
eccentrics who had gained notoriety.

Witty dialogues, political discussions, machiavellian confes-
sions, cries of despair or of vengeance, admissions of powerless-
ness or professions of faith were listened to with passionate in-
terest. So receptive was the Elizabethan audience that the obser-
vation of Hamlet in his famous soliloquy (Act II, sc. ii) must be
taken literally:

... I have heard
That guilty creatures, sitting at a play,
Have by the very cunning of the scene
Been struck so to the soul that presently
They have proclaimed their malefactions. . . .

The theatre found its natural sustenance in the political, econ-
omic and social conditions then prevailing. It was obsessed by
religious or philosophical themes, conveyed through the poetry
of symbols and allegories, raised to hitherto unsuspected heights,
yet within the comprehension of all. Such plays drew upon the
whole range of human experience at that time. They did not,
like the Restoration Comedy of Manners or the bourgeois
drama of the eighteenth century, mirror a limited society. They
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did not set out to be propaganda plays, defending ideas, assailing
abuses or preaching sermons as some twentieth-century plays-
with-a-purpose have done. Elizabethan Drama was not a philo-
sophy, a moral system, a social doctrine, but it took the place of
them because it was, above all, dramatic art. Or rather, it acted
as a catalyst, transmuting the substance—thought or emotion—
into a work of art. Everything that happens on the stage,
through the mouth of a personage, becomes something else:
such is the great rule.

It is not surprising, therefore, that what the English call the
background of the Elizabethan Theatre has been carefully studied.
The idea, of course, is not new, and many critics since Taine have
exploited it. But the comments it calls for are made in the light
of what is known of the period and the environment. This
knowledge had long been fragmentary and erroneous, giving
rise to arguments (which entailed conclusions) that were highly
coloured, to say the least, and owed more to the imagination
than to any real concern for the truth. The contention, for ex-
ample, that the average audience of the Elizabethan Age—not
to speak of the 'groundlings', the porters, sailors, artisans
apprentices, men without a trade, in a word, the public of the
Bear-Garden—was gross and uneducated, has been shown to be
remarkably false, by the investigations of Mrs. Q. D. Leavis,
Mr. L. C. Knights and Mr. Louis B. Wright.

It would, indeed, have been strange had this mixed, unculti-
vated public been able to interest itself in plays which for subtlety
of language, profundity of thought, delicacy of observation,
poetic concentration and musical grace are equal to the most
remarkable poems of, say, Baudelaire, Mallarme or Val£ry. For
it is in these terms that the problem should be presented. Whereas
the three French poets whom I take for purposes of comparison
never imagined that their verses could be read and appreciated by
a tavern- or circus-going public, Shakespeare wrote for the
populace as well as for the courtier. Let us not say that he alter-
nates high poetry and farce in order to please successively the
Court and the Pit. The Court equally with the Pit required
clowning of him, and the Pit—the groundlings, who stood in
the rain—appreciated, as did the favourites of Elizabeth and
James I, Hamlet's soliloquies, the precious verbal fencing of
Rosalind and Orlando, and the lyrical outbursts of Romeo. If
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the reader has still any doubts on the point, let him think of the
quality of the songs scattered through almost all the plays of the
time.

No, there was no loss of continuity, no cleavage between the
cultivated public and the populace. Not that the latter was
educated in our sense of the word, but the unlettered masses had
not lost touch with the treasures of popular culture handed down
by oral tradition, folklore, legends, the deeds of national heroes,
the Old and New Testaments, the cultural resources of the
Guilds. Nothing came amiss to them that had gone into the
ballads, the songs, the pageants, the old wives' tales, the school
horn-books, the almanacks, the sermons, the chapbooks,
proverbs, anecdotes and jests. The spoken English was salty and
rich, bold, direct, full of images. A grammar that was still un-
certain, words with various senses side by side with concrete
terms with precise shades of meaning, enabled the Elizabethan to
express himself with a compact and allusive vocabulary that was
neither banal nor journalese.

All this wealth of language was at the disposal of a deep in-
stinct for its proper use, which is primarily to express all the
emotions. In time the instinct grew thin and anaemic, polished
by so-called classical culture, made respectable by Society, by the
coffee-houses, universities, drawing-rooms, periodicals, 'best
sellers' and finally (to complete the circle of decadence) the
modern Press and radio, until only a few great writers can save
it from final disaster.

It is of interest to note that Shakespeare began to be bowdler-
ized1 in the eighteenth century, that the Elizabethans were
termed barbarians, and that when a great Romantic poet ob-
jected to the 'poetic diction' of the Classical, or rather pseudo-
Classical Age, he claimed to be substituting for it the poetic
style nearest to prose. But this prose which he imagined to be so
near to poetry or vice versa, is as conventional in its platitude as
poetic diction had been in paraphrase, litotes or metaphor.

Wordsworth's great mistake lay precisely in believing that
there was no difference, or that there should not be, between
poetry and prose. His intention was praiseworthy, for he aimed
at ridding poetry of its colourless crust of stylistic conventions

1 Bowdlerize: word formed from the name of T, Bowdler who expurgated
Shakespeare in 1818.



ELIZABETHAN POETIC LANGUAGE 15

left over from the Augustan Age, which had ended by drying up
all poetic vitality. Poetic expression had been polished and re-
polished until in the end it had lost all vigour. It had also moved
too far away from spoken English. The Elizabethan 'barbarians'
were not, indeed, guiltless of far-fetched, precious and extrava-
gant turns of phrase—in a word, of conventions: I shall come
back to this point—but what was natural to them was just this
continual effort to follow their desire for expression through to
the end. Whether the writer's bent be towards the elegant or the
gross, to the rhetorical or the musical, he must in the end ex-
naust what he has to say; he must put into words, with all the
passion necessary to carry conviction and arouse wonder, the
excitement of his inspiration, the faith that sustains him, the joy
that transports and the grief that lays him low. The means do
not matter when the tongue is supple and rich enough, the mind
sufficiently alert and the passion sufficiently strong.

Such a language the Elizabethan public understood and felt,
because its own was likewise living and expressive, its mind
equally alert. The dignity and quality of poetic language had not
yet become hackneyed and insipid. The poets, it is true, were
beginning to toy with the sweets of music that were to prove so
attractively easy. Who can say how much good and how much
harm a Spenser did to English poetry? The trouble is that he
erected a veritable monument, a fairy palace of traceried archi-
tecture, an interminable vista of strophes, each on its alexandrine
pedestal, and that through this gallery with its thousands of
columns blew the melodious breezes of all his sober consonants,
borne along with a rare refinement of expression. He held up
this magic to be admired and imitated, but was there ever poetry
more dead, more frozen, more like a world of darkened mirrors?
Spenser raised very high the prestige of verbal art; he ennobled
the poet's function, and gave it more splendour than it had ever
had before. But he petrified it, successfully removing it so far
from life that he has remained the cynosure, the unapproached
model, the rich store-house where his successors have gone to
admire his jewels and learn the secrets of his great art.

Spenser's poetry sought to be learned (he added, or caused to
be added, glosses to his Shepheardes Calender), to be musical and
no longer merely to express itself. (Possibly Spenser, for that mat-
ter, had nothing to express: not even love really moved him.)
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There was nothing dramatic about it; it was not of the people—
not because it was difficult but because it was cold. There are in
—and round—Shakespeare musical strains as sweet as Spenser's,
but they are the voice of tenderness, for example, or of pity or
love, or simply of admiration for the beautiful. They express an
emotion, they vibrate, and the Elizabethan public was not deaf
to these voices which made it vibrate in its turn, even if the
language is difficult or 'barbarous'.

So there is, I believe, a quality in this public, as there is a quality
in the language and a quality in the authors. These Elizabethan
masses were perhaps actually an aristocracy in the sense that their
culture had its roots deep in the past, in memories of the race, in
that fertile soil—the consciousness of a people destined for high
adventures, physical and spiritual. Such a consciousness is wake-
ful, embracing at once the past, the present and the future of the
nation. It takes an insatiable interest in everything, especially in
those experiences allegorically represented in a lust for the pos-
session of things—love, ambition, patriotism; the desire for ven-
geance or conquest, property, power, even destruction, includ-
ing self-destruction. Elizabethan authors knew this well, for
poetic expression was their supreme venture, and for their
themes there was God's own plenty.

No subtlety, no grandeur was beyond them, and their impetus
carried them through to the end. No nicety, no vigour of lan-
guage could stop them. Their range was boundless, their idiom
ready for any purpose. They did not trouble to digest the matter
they offered, and often the nut was hard to crack. But the public
had good teeth, and it had a joyous appetite for everything.
Hence the rich content of Elizabethan literature, its epic or its
suave tone, conquering, arrogant—anything could be essayed,
from virtuosity to rhetoric, from eloquence to farce. And all the
preoccupations of the age are to be found in it.

Thus, close bonds were formed between the Drama and the
living thought of a people ready for poetic marvels. The great
political, economic and social changes of the end of the sixteenth
century were not ruled out, and the new social ideas can be seen
breaking through the pages of some of the greatest Elizabethan
dramatists. The themes of order, authority, royal power, poli-
tical virtue or Machiavellianism, even of democracy; of gold and
the acquisitive instinct; of government, war or peace, poverty
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or wealth; religious, philosophical, metaphysical, supernatural
themes—everything is found, again and again, in this Eliza-
bethan giant. Here the philosopher, the historian, the economist
must come to the help of the literary critic, and the latter has had
to revise his judgments in the light of their discoveries. The
novelists, the pamphleteers, writers of memoirs, preachers and
moralists of the time have been carefully studied, and they have
added to our direct knowledge a host of details which it is im-
possible to neglect. So a picture has been built up gradually,
more and more complete and complex, yet easily understood, in
which the phenomenon of the Drama's flowering finds its
natural place. The great currents of thought, the passionate curi-
osities, the secret fears which haunted or passed through the
minds of the Elizabethans can now be read, no longer as filigree
work in the dramatist's texts but as the tormented inspiration of
these works. Roughly half a century (1580-1640) saw the
Drama open, expand and die. It was a period of transition, one
might almost say of revolution. Old beliefs crumbled, old values
collapsed; a new world came painfully to birth in enthusiasm
and distress, now bubbling over with hope, with the pride of
conquest and measureless ambition, now suffering unspeakable
nostalgias, agonizing soul-torturings and blackest despairs.

On the one hand there was the will to power which would
assert its empire over space, time, matter and even God; on the
other, consciousness of failure which the weaknesses and contra-
dictions of human nature made inevitable, even in the hour of
the most brilliant triumphs, so near is victory to defeat. Hence
the cries of joy, the wails of anguish, bursts of laughter, calls to
revolt, melodious ecstasies, prophetic fears that fill to overflow-
ing the tumultuous torrent of Elizabethan literature. The writers
who undertook to instruct and move their contemporaries re-
flect, more perhaps than those of any other period in history, the
complex soul of their age. Men of flesh and blood, breath and
movement, they thought and felt, hoped and cursed, were
elated and terrified, like a soul which, not yet parted from the
body, nevertheless already apprehends the parting: the split be-
tween spiritual values which are breaking up and material values
that weigh heavily upon them.

The splendid humanism of the end of the fifteenth century and
the beginning of the sixteenth century (Sir Thomas More was be-
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headed in 1535 and Erasmus died a year later, overwhelmed by
his presentiment of the coming collapse) was shattered by the
repeated assaults of the Reformation (which aimed at liberation
but destroyed religious unity), of the Wars of Religion, of the
rising economic rivalries, and of the materialism that was soon to
triumph. All were conscious, more or less clearly, of the revolu-
tion in progress: the clear-sighted were those who tried to ex-
press the spiritual fraud that was already taking shape, and was
assuming its crafty and dogmatic form in the sharp aphorisms of
Bacon.

The study of the dramatists, so happily rounded off by know-
ledge of Elizabethan conditions, thus enriches and completes
what we know of the historic facts. Shakespeare, though immor-
tal, is not outside time: he is not a lusus naturae, a solitary giant,
inventive and inspired, but someone who flourished between two
precise dates—1590 and 1610. At any other moment of history
he would not have been Shakespeare. This does not mean that he
was merely an echo or a reflection, more melodious, more
luminous than another would have been. His greatness does not
consist solely in the fact that he surpassed his contemporaries in
the originality, the variety or the depth of the themes that he
treated. It was, as will presently be seen, different. He was abso-
lutely, magnificently, gloriously a man of his time. It is by set-
ting him in that age, in the midst of its currents or ideas or
emotions, against its aesthetic background, among all the con-
tradictions and disconnected notions revolutionizing the Eliza-
bethans' picture of the world—it is by setting him in that dawn-
light which knows the dusk is coming and fears the dark while
longing for the roseate hues of a new day, that we perceive his
full brilliance.

I am not much inclined to the view that the curve of Shake-
speare's production follows merely the incidents of his life. I
know that it makes for tidiness to think of his career as a dawn
exuberant and full of promise, a sad and disappointed maturity
and finally a haven of serenity: light comedies and lyrical trage-
dies followed by dark dramas and then romantic plays in which
the poet allows kindness, indulgence and forgiveness to be
stronger than the cruelty of fate. The Sonnets, it has been said,
give the key to Shakespeare's heart. But what has 'Shakespeare's
heart' to do with an appreciation of his Works, since there is still
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controversy over the question whether the Sonnets are the tor-
tured expression of a genuine sorrow or mere literary exercises
in the taste of the day? Any biographical explanation of these
Works must be a matter of conjecture and chance, and hence
merely imaginary. The essential lies elsewhere. One clear admis-
sion, one page of a diary would be more useful to the bio-
grapher. As for the critic, what is it to him whether the Dark
Lady's name was Mary Fitton or not? The mystery is not whether
Shakespeare was deceived, but why, if he was, he wrote as he
did.

How much imagination would be required really to believe
that Shakespeare projected into his plays the result of his bewil-
dering meditations in close relation with his own experience—
Lear's demented fury, Hamlet's sorrowful madness, Othello's
fatal jealousy, the love of chaos that gives so bitter a twist to
Macbeth's utterance! Shakespeare was indeed all his characters
in the sense that he created them out of nothing, breathed life
into them upon the stage, made them speak as they would speak
if faced with the situations in which he placed them or with the
characters that he gave them: this is the domain of art, not of the
poet's life.

Shakespeare undertook to write plays for a given public, at a
given period, not to relate his own life-story or to deliver up his
'heart'. The graph of Shakespeare's plays follows rather that of
the soul of his age.

Ill

From the Elizabethans properly so-called to the Jacobeans, of
whom Ford is without doubt the purest and the most represen-
tative, there is a remarkable correspondence between the events,
currents of opinion, moods of the day and the themes handled by
the dramatists, the subjects they chose, the atmosphere in which
their plays are steeped. English critics divide sharply into three
phases the development of the Elizabethan's attitude towards the
problems of his life and destiny.

First, there is the Elizabethan period in the strict sense when
the plays of Greene, Kyd, Peele, Marlowe and the young Shake-
speare flowered. A radiant cult of life, a firm faith in the possi-
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bilities of man's conquests, an exuberance of mind directly corre-
sponded then with the upward movement of a society enjoying
full prosperity. Between Tamburlaine (1587) and Hamlet England
laid the foundations of her coming pre-eminence by crushing
her great Catholic rival (The Armada, 1588), by assuring for a
time the stability of the Throne (execution of Mary Queen of
Scots, 1587, and of Essex, 1601), and by paving the way for her
colonial expansion, with men, like Raleigh, Drake and Hawkins.

The Merchant Companies flourished, spices brought wealth,
the mirage of Venetian opulence became for the City a palpable
reality. In the middle of the century (1566) Sir Thomas Greham
had founded the Royal Exchange, and already the City had be-
come so rich that it could fit out twenty men-of-war to fight the
Spaniards in 1588. The Merchant Adventurers who for more
than two centuries had been competing with the Hanseatic
League for the European markets, ended by sweeping the board,
securing the revocation of their foreign rivals' privileges and
their expulsion from the City in 1597. Burghley, stubborn, real-
istic and crafty, concerned himself with the kingdom's material
interests, just as the Queen sided both with the great pirate cap-
tains, sharing their spoils, and with the 'little people' whose
loyalty and industry she loved.

Immense prospects opened up at sea, markets were won,
enemies defeated; past glories were studied, and the English felt
a new emotion rising within them, which was to fertilize the
national conscience—patriotism. The poets were to rival those
of the Renaissance abroad (Spenser and a host of sonnet-writers
established the reputation of English poetry round about 1590)-
Hakluyt assembled tales of voyages and adventures (Principal
Navigations, Voyages and Discoveries of the English Nation, 1589).
Hooker raised the first monument of Anglican thought (Laws of
Ecclesiastical Polity, 1594). Bacon undertook the reform and sys-
tematizing of scientific thought. And finally, the dramatists took
up all these themes, while a group of essayists and poets founded
literary criticism in the midst of this great fermentation of the
national spirit (Sidney's Apologiefor Poetrie, 1595). England was
becoming conscious of her greatness. Threats to her security had
been disposed of; wealth was flowing in to her; every kind of
hope seemed permissible.

The most obvious qualities of the Drama in this upward
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period are, then, a robust tone, simplicity of outlook, a marked
taste for violence or, on the other hand, for an exotic fairyland.
They were soon to be replaced by more complexity, but as yet
there was none of that subtle irony which, even in the horrible
bloodshed of the pessimistic Drama of the i6oo's, was to make
its unhappy heroes bitter critics of human destiny. The person-
ages of Tragedy were still all of a piece: brave, bloodthirsty, bent
upon conquest, murder or madness; simple to the point of
childishness but robust and healthy. Nor is the tragic tone domin-
ant even in the plays which can most justly be termed tragedies.
Blood flows, but the soul remains unsullied: the murdering and
massacring are almost light-hearted. Love, death, time, space,
solitude are not enveloped in the evil miasmas spread by a tor-
tured conscience, nor darkened by all the contradictions inherent
in these simple, eternal themes. The horror might almost be said
—if the expression still has any meaning—to be chemically pure.
The hero plunges, raging, into blood, in the night, as a bear falls
upon the dogs, and no one questions either the chain that binds
him to the stake or the claws and fangs that tear the quivering
flesh to pieces; no one asks why this flesh suffers so. The con-
demned man goes to his doom with the unconscious grandeur of
his instinctive insolence, which is akin to the fanatic's blasphemy
and often echoes the accents of his despair.

In this first period there are no soliloquies, like Hamlet's, in
which questions are asked and dilemmas appear insoluble: 'to be
or not to be', or 'the native hue of resolution is sicklied o'er
with the pale cast of thought'. All the thought is violently, fren-
ziedly concentrated upon action. Ghosts play their part to the
full—they are implacable. The deceived lover does not forgive—
he avenges his shame in blood. The criminal hunts out his victim
till he can kill him. The injured party clings to his revenge with
incredible tenacity. Ambition exults with joy at each new con-
quest, as the executioner over each head that falls. Whether it be
Kyd's Spanish Tragedy (?1589), Shakespeare's Titus Andronicus
(1592) or Marlowe's Jew of Malta (Fispo), the climate is the
same: that of a world where violence knows no fetters, where
passions are wild beasts, decked out with no unwonted graces,
where action is held up by obstacles only to be precipitated the
more violently.

But, despite appearances, all this violence and cruelty inspires
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neither pessimism nor discouragement. The tragic hero is not
weighed down by his failure: he boldly continues exploring all
forms of life, undeterred by the mutability of his fortunes. Only
Marlowe's genius—to which the later Elizabethan Drama was to
owe so much, alike in form and content—an almost prophetic
genius, shows beneath the exuberant pride of his personages some
hint of the secret feeling of defeat which was to form the back-
ground of Jacobean Drama.

The vigorous life which asserts itself so forcefully in the pas-
sionate rhetoric of Kyd or Marlowe, monotonous and unsubtle,
often stiff and mechanical, having neither discipline in its vigour
nor control over its impulses, is not merely displayed in the
Drama proper: it also makes itself felt strongly in a great variety
of forms in the newly discovered and immediately exploited
sphere of the Chronicle Play. Here the English people becomes
conscious of itself and its mission. To increase its confidence in
its future, it delights in the spectacle of its past triumphs. The
stage offers it a mirror reflecting the portraits of kings and
knights who made some stir in history and whose names are far
from being forgotten. Here also problems of domestic or foreign
policy are discussed, the mysteries of government elucidated, the
characters of kings and great lords shown in action, the secrets
of war and peace unveiled, the virtues and vices of the country's
rulers brightly illuminated.

It must, moreover, be admitted that English History from the
Hundred Years' War to the beginning of the Renaissance lent
itself admirably to dramatic poetry. What intrigues, murder and
bloodshed; what great, tortuous or passionate characters; what
arrogant, ambitious and fierce nobles, kings dethroned, brothers
at enmity with each other! But also, what dashing, picturesque
heroes! The gallery of historical personages and their adventures
(of Elizabeth with her incomparable strength of character and
guile no one dared yet speak except in hyperbolic terms that
would embarrass the goddesses themselves; but her brutal
and crafty father still lived in the memory of the people) offer-
ed the playwrights a wealth and variety of characters and
problems which twenty years of stage-productions could not
exhaust.

From Peele to Shakespeare and from Marlowe to Fletcher,
most poets were tempted by the Chronicle Play, which they



HISTORY IN THE CHRONICLE PLAY 23

either wrote as straightforward history or, taking some historical
fact, combined with a romantic plot. The transition is easy from
the primitive technique of the early Mystery or Morality Play to
the nistorical piece since the latter was often, at first, merely a
more or less skilful selection from the chroniclers' stories or
from popular legends handed down by oral tradition.

Coherence of character and credibility in the linking of facts,
which should follow from them logically and naturally, were
not immediately achieved. But, in spite of occasional passages of
turgid eloquence, excessive chauvinism and even systematic mis-
representation of historic truth, these plays met a need and ful-
filled a well-defined function. They satisfied popular curiosity,
enhanced patriotic feeling and clarified the ideas on which
British citizenship was to be fostered. Already the disputes that
were to divide the sovereign and the subject, the people and its
representatives, were taking shape, although it was not realized
how soon they would become acute. Already the conflict had
begun between virtue and vice in politics, between justice and
the abuse of power, between legitimacy and usurpation. From
all this was emerging, in vague outline but with occasionally
precise and brilliant details, a conception of government, of
hierarchy, of order, of the ideal sovereign.

Faced with the practical problems of success or failure, of the
stability of dynasties, of the fragility of favour, of violence and
trickery, of the inevitability of the facts themselves, the drama-
tists, possibly without knowing it, were drawing up and offering
for their listeners' consideration, a political system that was to
come slowly to maturity in the course of years. They extended
their historical investigations beyond the English shores, crossing
the French or Italian frontiers, and finding in Classical, especially
Roman, History the same questions and preoccupations as in
their own. But these questions were always temporal: unlike the
Greek Drama, in which of course history was fused with legend
and quickened by mythology, the Elizabethan Chronicle Play
did not rise to a metaphysical examination of man's destiny. Its
problems, even when posed and discussed in abstract terms, con-
cerned the immediate present. It was left to the Drama proper to
raise and enlarge the vision, no doubt because its characters
could be stripped of their historical armour, already relegated to
the museum of the Chronicles, and could stand forth undis-
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guiscd, simply as men, confronted freely with the problems of
experience.

But if the Elizabethan heard with rapture the Englishman's
first declaration of patriotism on the lips of the dying John of
Gaunt, or wildly applauded The Famous Victories of Henry V, he
unreservedly enjoyed the more exotic charms of the fantasy or
the romantic play. Fairyland, even when drawn from an out-
moded mythology or draped in an elaborate and precious
scholarship, rarely leaves English soil. Lyly's diaphanous myths
and fragile allegories act themselves out beneath English arbours,
even when his matter derives from the Classics and his thought
from Italy. His gods and goddesses, his princes and his lovers, talk
like refined courtiers, with wit and subtlety, significantly antici-
pating the great comedies, lively in style, sprightly in rhythm,
that would soon be written by Shakespeare.

Lyly gave Comedy its tone and style, as Peele gave it grace
and humour, saving it from romantic disorder whether in gentle
pastorals, like his Arraignment of Paris (1580), in which Elizabeth
received the apple promised to one of the three goddesses, or in
amusing parodies, like the fantastic Old Wives Tale, in which
satire of romantic incoherence is combined with a keen sense of
rustic realism and a marked taste for playing tricks with the
subtleties and sonorities of the English language. As for Greene,
he, though borrowing from Marlowe in his versification and
general style, developed and enriched romantic comedy, skilfully
constructing for it a realistic and familiar setting, intensely
human in feeling.

Thus Lyly, Peele and Greene, each in his own kind, prepared
the ground for the flowering of Shakespeare's brilliant comedies,
in which realism and grace, wit and emotion, combined con-
vincingly in a closely-knit and swiftly-moving plot. Already in
these three predecessors (all university men), the manner of ex-
pressing feelings was as important as the feelings themselves, and
their concern with expression raised the status of popular drama
very considerably. What we find in these comedies is a taste for
realism and poetry, a mixture of the strange and the homely, an
alliance of grace with tenderness. They aimed at exploring the
recesses of the human soul in which the motives of actions lie
concealed, and at giving the exploration an artistic form. The
place of honour is given to love as the mainspring of the plays,
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but there is also a touch of satire and irony, a sense of humour
that already can laugh at itself; and all this in an atmosphere of
wonderful, unclouded, unrestrained gaiety.

Popular taste favoured these comedies as much as the history
plays or the horrific tragedies. There was an equal appetite for
exploring the national consciousness, for sounding the depths of
passion's slaves, or for the diverting fantasies of a lively imagina-
tion.

IV

It would, however, be arbitrary merely to divide the periods
of Elizabethan Drama into watertight compartments. Corre-
sponding with the first phase of the Theatre was a time when
spiritual unity still powerfully aided the conquests of imagina-
tion and exercises in poetry. The earlier productions were based
on certainties. They put forth branches gay with flowers or
stained with blood. They explored a vast field of experience,
delayed by no cunning obstacles, disturbed by no irritating spur
of doubt. Yet one man there was, a restless genius, eaten up with
ambition, who, despite the tremendous vitality of his heroes,
was already preparing and determining the atmosphere of col-
lapse and confusion that was to mark the Jacobean Drama.

Marlowe's work is contemporary with Kyd's: he shared with
Kyd the favour of the public, and, more than Kyd, gave form
and substance to the Elizabethan Drama. The most impetuous
of the early group of writers, the most eloquent, the most
tragic, and without doubt the greatest poet among them, he
nevertheless was already, in spite of his boundless pride and lust
for conquest, gnawed by a sense of failure.

All his plays are borne along by a tremendous afflatus. His
heroes are conquerors who aim at the essence of conquest. Before
the Scythian shepherd, Tamburlaine, thrones are swept away
'like dead leaves', space is vanquished, the earth is brought into
subjection, kings become his beasts of burden. He is drunk with
power, authority and prestige beyond those ever enjoyed by any
tyrant. He exults in his frenzied appetite for power—'a god is
not so glorious as a king'—as if he had it in him to surpass human
possibilities, Though, however, the idea of a Fate stronger than
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Fortune's most favoured sons may not be a clear element of dis-
illusion; though his cruelty, his capacity for pleasure, may be
incredible, his ambition insatiable, his victories over his enemies
unparalleled—all these are bounded by the limitations set to
man's nature. This is the one thing real and indubitable when all
his verbal delirium has exhausted itself and the simple fact of
experience remains. He cannot, for example, find words ade-
quate to describe the beauty of Zenocrate, the woman he loves,
or the futility of rebellion or laments over death. Above all, his
immense labours and his ranting dwindle to nothing when
death comes to Tamburlaine in his turn. He has hurled defiance
at the heavens in vain.

The Jew of Malta offers another aspect of the greed for power:
the covetousness of Barabbas turns, naturally no doubt, towards
riches. The lyricism with which he enumerates his jewels and his
gold, all in supple, sensuous rhythm, is more directly effective
than the flaming rhetoric of Tamburlaine. The play opens (and
Ben Jonson's Volpone has an echo of it) with Barabbas gathering
up in his arms these glittering splendours. But his passion for
riches is not avarice, nor is it, like Volpone's, accompanied by joy
in having acquired them by ignoble trickery: it is the pure
ecstasy of knowing that all the wealth of the world is pouring
into his coffers which are already full to overflowing, of com-
puting the value of the cargo that is sailing towards him:

Why then I hope my ships. ..
Are gotten up by Nilus winding bankes:
Mine Argosie from Alexandria
Loaden with Spice and Silkes, now under saile,
Are smoothly gliding downe by Candie shoare
To Malta, through our Mediterranean sea.

The Jew of Malta, Act I.

In his turn this seeker after the Absolute, whose ruling passion
is the acquisition of riches, is baffled by Fate; and this, not merely
because the vicissitudes of the plot bring about his ruin after his
mad, spiteful pursuit of revenge, but because Marlowe himself,
once he has stated the theme, cannot or will not preserve the
play's unity. For it starts on a fine lyrical note, then deals with
the human problem of Christian justice towards the Jews: is it
right to despoil Barabbas, -and if so, how will he behave? But
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after the second act the play loses itself in theatrical devices,
which proves, I think—though I have no means of judging
whether it is a sequel or an interpolation by another writer—
that Marlowe's own mind is divided by a growing sense of
failure.

But it is chiefly in The Tragicall Historic of Doctor Faustus that
the painful clash between two irreconcilable worlds can be seen,
Faustus's ambition repeats and completes that of Marlowe's
other two heroes. It concerns the physical as well as the spiritual
world. Faustus barters his soul for unlimited power. His thirst
for power and knowledge is insatiable: he has exhausted all the
resources of human science, Medicine, Law, Theology, Philo-
sophy. He wants to amass the most exquisite riches:

lie have them flye to India for gold,
Ransacke the Ocean for orient pearle,
And search all corners of the new found world
For pleasant fruites and princely delicates.

The Tragicall Historic of Doctor Faustus, Act I.

He wants to vanquish time and space, to rid himself of the ills
that flesh is heir to—obesity, weight, advancing years—to con-
trol men's minds, to know all the secrets of Creation, to drink at
all voluptuous fountains. But in practice, in spite of some mag-
nificently soaring lines—

Was this the face that lancht a thousand shippes?
And burnt the toplesse Towers of Ilium?

his lyrical exaltation collapses, each time, its wings clipped. Of
beauty, he can capture only the shadow; of riches, only the out-
ward attributes; of science, only the maleficent exercise; of
power, only the conjuror's dexterity. Neither space nor time nor
matter nor death is vanquished. Everything escapes him, slips
through his fingers, especially the supreme satisfaction of feeling
himself assured of his ephemeral conquests.

Proud Faustus is the most uneasy of men, the frailest con-
queror, the most sorrowful of atheists, uncertain of his uncer-
tainties. Here indeed is the weak man, terror-stricken by his own
audacity, irresolute at the very moment when he boasts of his
inflexibility, hurling defiance at God and Devil, but immediately
mad with terror, choosing now the soul, now matter; incapable
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of grasping the unity of the world, of making a synthesis be-
tween this soul which he cannot repudiate and this matter which
imposes on him its laws. He hopes, then renounces; summons,
then rejects; brags and trembles.

It is truly a 'Tragicall Historic', not because it ends by the
hero's death but because it is like the culmination of a long de-
bate, broached over three centuries before, between the spiritual
world and the everyday world. Faustus flutters about like a
caged bird, dashing his head against the bars. The sun refuses to
stand still, his body to decompose, his soul to be annihilated,
God to grant him pardon. In the end, everything flees before
him: only death and damnation remain. Is it, then, sinful for
man to aspire to be like God, to succeed in the physical world in
overcoming his own weakness, to acquire possessions for their
enjoyment, power in order to exercise it, and knowledge so that
this power may be further increased; to aim at extending his
power even beyond the physical world? Is it a sin of pride to deny
his own frailty, his dependence on divine laws, his submission to
what transcends him? The worst sin is to refuse to perceive the
unity of Creation, to pursue two Absolutes which are not inter-
changeable but closely linked, and then, when all has been tried
unavailingly, to rush bull-headed into one impasse or other of
this dilemma.

The play sounds almost like a Morality: Faustus or Everyman,
the tragic accents are the same. But whereas the gradual stripping
of Everyman does not reach his inmost conscience, the living
heart where the miracle of repentance takes place and which can
be touched by grace, Faustus in his foolhardy grandeur casts im-
mortality to the winds but cannot rid himself of anguish:

Why then belike
We must sinne, and so consequently die.
Aye, must die an everlasting death.

He affects to be concerned only for this world, yet the other dis-
turbs him. At each impulse towards repentance his heart hardens:

I do repent: and yet I do despair.

What does this despair mean but the admission that neither
pride nor rebellion nor ambition can solve the moral and meta-
physical problem? It is a religious problem, presented by man's
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dual nature, which will always confront the dramatists pre-
occupied with action, conscience and man's ultimate destiny.

Marlowe's work is therefore clearly differentiated from the
humanism of the end of the fifteenth century, mentioned above
—the humanism which had so happily tried to reconcile the new
thought derived from the experience and contemplation of
Antiquity with the spiritual life slowly built up by more than
ten centuries of Christian experience and meditation. The balan-
cing-point, always unstable, which the great humanists of the
Renaissance had reached, at the cost it might be of martyrdom
to crown their labours and sacrifices, had now been left behind.
Marlowe's 'atheism' merely meant that he clearly realized this
spiritual overdraft: he drew a blank cheque on the future, but he
was secretly apprehensive. This ardent pragmatist, this bold
thinker, ready for any violence, who was a man of his age, in the
forefront of the pioneers of Elizabethan England's temporal sal-
vation, .freed the Drama once and for all from the Church's
Control. He also heralded, and paved the way for, the tragic
greatness of his immediate successors. For it was a liberation
accompanied by weeping and gnashing of teeth.

The Church, mistress of the Medieval Theatre—its mother
indeed—gave birth to a prodigal son who never again returned
to the fold. The Mysteries and Moralities, performed in front of,
or even within, the cathedrals, went round the country on mov-
able stages which were set up in inn-yards. As the spectacle be-
came more varied and the leader of the troupe took all life for
his province—all life, all history, all human experience—he came
to need a special place, more adaptable to his manifold require-
ments, and hence regular theatres began.

The spectacle was no longer dictated by the needs of edifica-
tion and preaching; its religious mission evolved towards pro-
fane ends. It took time for the spiritual split to come, but it was
in the theatre that it first took place. Thinkers and poets, how-
ever eager to find a meaning in life, escaped less easily from the
gilded cage of spiritual unity. Between the world of practical ex-
perience and that of inner experience it is always easy to pass—
the bridges are not broken. The most ardent and exacting real-
ists, great travellers, soldiers, statesmen, for whom the world is a
battlefield where danger is their constant companion, can die
edifying deaths and pass calmly from the illusory universe of
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their combats to a universe of dazzling certainties, the still intact
Kingdom of God. They do not die with bitterness or defiance
on their lips, thinking that their life, if they have failed in their
earthly ambitions, entitles them to call God to account.

The Parable of the Talents has thus still a meaning for us. It is
the servant's duty to make the talents entrusted to him bear
fruit, but he knows also that he must render an account to his
lord in order to enter into the full enjoyment of his gains. So died
Raleigh, after the stormy life of an explorer, soldier, statesman
and poet; so also the unruly Earl of Essex, and so, the admirable
Sir Philip Sidney. Nor is it certain that even Bacon (so bent upon
worldly success, so hot for truth, founder of philosophic prag-
matism, the man who ranged first the data of experience con-
trolled by reason, who moreover wrote a text-book for arrivistes
in which double-dealing seems to be the mainspring, and reli-
gious morality the last thing he thought of) did not preserve his
soul intact when the hour of death came.
\Pfarlowe's heroes claim to fight their battles only in the phy-

sical world. But their dazzling victories have the fleeting quality
of things temporal and they rebel in vain against the survival, in
the darker depths of their consciences, of the feeling that there is
another presence, a spiritual world of which the world of their
own activities must have been only a reflection. It is hardly sur-
prising that Marlowe's 'atheism' was considered dangerous. It
brought about a redoubtable cleavage between the material and
the spiritual world—a cleavage that made the great tragic heroes
of his successors writhe in the agony of the interdict that was
laid upon them. Between Faustus and Macbeth, as will be seen
presently, the difference lies not in the nature of their suffering
but in the quality of it.

The world, at any rate, was henceforward cut in two. Life on
earth offered vast possibilities for every sort of adventurer to ex-
ploit without being over-scrupulous as to means. Freed, or so he
imagined, frpm religious dogma and the restrictions it imposed
on his thought and actions, man became in some sort his own
god, at the cost of making himself his own executioner. Nothing
would any longer impede his bold curiosity, his vaulting ambi-
tion, his perverse pride. Let this world, his domain, at least make
a perfect, coherent, unassailable universe. But it was not so, for
how could the existence of evil be denied, or suffering, or death,
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or the contradictions of his nature? The exaltation of the first
victories soon gave place—as the cold light of day undeceived
minds that had been fevered by the struggle and the too swift
triumph—to an immense disillusionment.

The second period of the Drama opened, roughly, about the
time of Elizabeth's death. This was the great period, containing
Shakespeare's masterpieces and characterized by the change of
atmosphere that was foreshadowed in Marlowe's plays. By the
more clear-sighted it had been foreseen some years before the
Queen died that the legacy would prove a difficult one. The con-
sciousness of the sixteenth century was in its death-throes with
hers: the Elizabethan realized that everything was going to be
brought into question, that nothing was settled, that profound
political and social changes were imminent, and that a period of
instability, confusion and uncertainty was beginning. Ten years
had elapsed since the crushing defeat of the Armada, yet the war
dragged on, with alternate successes and reverses and, occasion-
ally, sudden panics like that of August 1599, when a Spanish
invasion was again expected.

The overseas expeditions of 1595, from which Hawkins and
Drake failed to return, and of 1597 which exposed the incapacity
of Essex, the loss of Calais to the Spaniards, were hardly com-
pensated by the striking achievement of the capture of Cadiz.
Ireland, in open rebellion, had been neither subdued nor pacified
in spite of the size of Essex's expedition (more than 16,000 men—
an enormous force for that time). The alliance with Henri IV
against Spain was highly uncertain, and England feared to find
herself fighting alone in an interminable war against an enemy
who could not be given a knock-out blow. The continuance of
the war meant not only a vast expenditure and loss of human life,
but also the terrorizing of England by bands of arrogant soldiers,
the incessant threat of invasion, danger to the country's institu-
tions, especially to religious stability, which had been won at the
cost of such bloody persecutions and which a Catholic victory
would destroy.

This distant and unspectacular war—for apart from the vie-
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tory over the Armada, the sacking of Cadiz and the siege of
Ostend, it had no great military achievement to show—is not
usually associated in people's minds with the Elizabethan Age,
yet the men of that age lived through it. It affected nobles and
commoners, and many writers took part in it. Sir Philip Sidney
lost his life in it, Donne went on the Cadiz expedition, Ben Jon-
son fought in the Low Countries, and Spenser saw from close
quarters the horrors of war in Ireland. If the initial victories
aroused popular enthusiasm and caused Talbot's speeches in

Henry VI or the Bastard's last lines in King John to be wildly
applauded, a few years later, Falstaff—a parody of a hero—
could treat military glory very differently. With weariness and
disillusion had come cynicism.

The day of eager progress, of simple exhilaration, of idle
amusement, in a word, of youth, was over. A great queen had
had the stamina to live on, but England had aged. Elizabeth's
dazzling display, her jewels and her brocades, her six thousand
dresses; her great lords who went to their death blessing her,
influenced by love of her, of glory, of luxury; the beauty she in-
carnated, the chivalry she inspired, the poetry she adorned, the
music she delighted in—everything that was done for her, be-
cause of her, passed and disappeared with her. A whole civiliza-
tion lay in ruins at her death.

The Tudors gave to the sixteenth century the stimulus of
Henry VIII's appetite for pleasure, Mary's bloodthirstiness,
Elizabeth's suave, mannered, ornate stiffness. A coquette she was,
but, with good reason, implacable: sure of herself, she had a high
conception of her station. She knew that she was the last of her
dynasty and that, after her, less firm hands would guide the
country to perilous destinies. Not that she doubted England's
greatness, but it would be an England seeking salvation by other
ways than hers. Nothing could be more pathetic than Elizabeth's
attitude of stiffening in resolute refusal to meet death. Yet the
hour struck and the odd, ugly, timid Stewart came to make his
bow before the bed where she lay in state.

James I brought in his train a whole galaxy of grimacing
demons to drive out the old Elizabethan fairies—the confident
certainties, the optimism, ardour and wonder. Now, there was
to be doubt and regret, distress and disillusionment, above all,
anxious curiosity, irony, satire and that grinning hyena, Cynicism.
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The joys of discovery were to be disputable and disputed; the
paths to success, tortuous and perilous; hope, to flutter like a bat;
the spirit of adventure, to lose for a time that hardihood, that
love of danger, that break-neck air which it had worn in Eliza-
bethan days, that mad temerity of the illustrious sea-dogs. The
men who grew up in the declining years of the Elizabethan Age
continued to produce, but in a changed atmosphere: reaching
manhood, they were animated, under the prevailing influence,
rather by a critical spirit than by a taste for discovery. After
great epochs, as after wars, the spiritual balance-sheet of the past
is drawn up.

The drama, as was to be expected, thrived on this investiga-
tion: more than ever, it was in the theatre that the complex con-
sciousness of the new age would find expression and, no doubt,
would be forged. The themes tackled would be more numerous,
the investigation more critical; emotion would gain in depth and
intellect in clarity. The poets themselves would no longer be
content to embroider upon Petrarchan and Platonic themes a
sophisticated or mannered poetry: they were going to set them-
selves to solve in their own terms the insoluble contradictions
presented by the simplest concepts and sentiments, in the light of
the new experience which, as we saw above, implied the duality
of the physical and the spiritual worlds. The so-called meta-
physical school, working on parallel lines with the dramatists but
with rarer and more esoteric gifts, posed the same problems and
experienced the same anxieties. The intellectual tension pro-
duced in some of the metaphysicals a compression of language
which rivalled that of the best dramatists: Donne is as great a
poet as Shakespeare.

The legacy of Elizabethan thought may be said to be con-
tained in Bacon's formula: I have taken all knowledge to be my
province.' But this ambition for knowledge was applied to defin-
ite ends: Studies serve for delight, for ornament, and for ability
The world is a field of experiments and man is created to succeed.
What matters is the technique of success. Agreed, the Jacobeans
would say, but what would be the use? To fall, to die is inevit-
able. Briefly, their themes were two, one political, the other
metaphysical: how to succeed, and how to face death. The mean-
ing given to life is determined by the way in which these themes
are treated: a radiant optimism or an uijeasy defeatism, a prag-
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matism full of detours but sure of itself, or an uncomfortable
half-light where lurk doubt and despair. But these alternatives
are found side by side with, and intertwined in, the Drama which
continually drew nourishment from recent tradition, memories
of the remote past, discoveries and aspirations of the contem-
porary world.

More than any other man of his age, Marlowe left his mark
on the Drama, for he had intellect and a sense of form. He left
"behind the heroic figure of Tamburlaine, with his boundless
pride and indefatigable zest, all of a piece and finally vanquished
only by the bludgeon of F a t j j B u t Marlowe left also such cal-
culating intriguers as Barabbas in the second half of The Jew of
Malta or Guise in The Massacre at Paris and Mortimer in Edward II.
On the one hand was the superhuman challenge to destiny, on the
other, cruel, treacherous strife—two aspects of the tragic mode
which were to lead to infinite developments. Marlowe was not
strictly this mode's inventor since, to some extent, one aspect of it
derives from Seneca and the other had already taken shape in Kyd's
Lorenzo But it was Marlowe who breathed life into both l|inds
by the strength of his inspiration and the lyricism of his poetry.
From then onwards these two types of character dominated the
whole of Jacobean Tragedy, and they deserve to be looked at
more closely.

In a world where success is the essential mainspring of action,
it is natural for men to look for a technique of promotion. The
tragic character moves towards a goal, encounters external
obstacles which provide the incidents of the drama and internal
obstacles which shape his behaviour. He fights against the world
and against himself. In other words, there is the resistance of
matter and the resistance of moral conscience. From these clashes
the action results. vWe say the character is alive inasmuch as the
clash in his conscience takes precedence and conditions the action.
No one before Marlowe had dared to throw off the moral law
or, in doing so, to look for noble reasons justifying himself in
the eyes of man and God.

The tragic hero is essentially virtuous or, if he sets himself
against the moral law, it is because the fates have a special hatred
of him. Quos vult perdere Jupiter prius dementat. At a later period
they would have been said to 'lack Grace'. But the transgressor
is pursued by the Furies. In Seneca Hercules who massacres his
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own family is stricken with madness and recovers his senses only
after sinking into a long torpor and indulging in terrible lamen-
tations. The curse of the gods falls upon Orestes and Oedipus: it
makes their grandeur; they are criminals led by divine hands.
Neither of them is deceived as to the meaning of his destiny.
Orestes flees, Oedipus puts out his own eyes. But cruel though
their world may be, it preserves its balance and its unity. The un-
written laws remain strongest of all. Antigone is greater than
Creon. Man collapses but the gods stand erect. The boldness of
thought, the movement of revolt among the Greek tragic
writers do not go so far as to question the order of the universe.
On the contrary, for them sorrow has a redeeming virtue. The
Classical world did not really feel it was crumbling until the
time of Seneca's Tragedies, nor the modern world feel it was
free until Machiavelli's day.

What a strange collocation of names to assist an inquiry into
the Jacobean Drama—that of a second-rate dramatist remem-
bered only in histories of literature, and that of a politician who
majje a failure of his life and whose reputation is somewhat un-
savoury! On this point my own convictions, formed long ago,
are confirmed and strengthened by the profound observations of
Miss Ellis-Fermor.1 If some meaning is to be found in the plays
written between Marlowe's day and Webster's, it is from 'the
melodramatic hotch-potch' of Seneca (as it has been unjustly
called) and the Florentine Nicolas Machiavelli's manual on the
conduct of princes (the sincerest and most precise ever written)
that we may receive most assistance.

VI

The vogue and influence of Machiavelli were the result of a
misunderstanding. For how can it be supposed that the Eliza-
bethan dramatists were attracted from the first by his harsh
thinking, his calculating though bold cast of mind, his material-
ism apparently insensible to the highest, most disinterested
aspirations of the human soul, his implacable examination of
motives, his cold, deliberate assault on the citadel of medieval
thought, the absence of all excitement in the controlled passion

1 Una Ellis-Fermor, The Jacobean Drama.
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of his grave appeal to the Italian people for unity? His influence
and vogue continued to grow throughout the Jacobean Age, and
the 'Machiavellian' character—the villain of melodrama—em-
bellished and developed, became one of the essential dramatic
types, often the mainspring of the plot, the bearer of messages,
possessed of a philosophy, great stature and impressive character.
Sometimes he achieved the heights of stoicism. Originally, he
was nothing but the typical villain, or the diligent, cruel thruster,
subtle and full of stratagems, like the Vice of the Morality Plays.
He could, indeed, like Kyd's Lorenzo, speak in the accents of
tragedy, but he had no coherent philosophy of life. He helped
the plot along, but was far from being the life and soul of its
incidenHere again, however, Marlowe proved himself a bold
precursor, taking over the Machiavellian system, deformed
though it was by the time it reached him, and breathmgHfe
into it.

A French translation of The Prince had appeared in 1553 and a
version in Latin (the language of the educated and the philo-
sophers, let us not forget) in 1560. Moreover, Innocent Gentillet,
by his Discours centre Machiavel (1576), had added to the celebrity
of the doctrine, even though he had considerably deformed it.
The Prince, written by an Italian for Italians, nevertheless repre-
sents the first and most sagacious attempt of modern thought to
set man free from the tutelage of medieval thought, alike in the
political, the social and the religious spheres. Medieval thought
had supplied a complete explanation of the world. Social forms,
political conceptions and institutions were backed by metaphy-
sical ideas which, whatever the real state of affairs, were valid for
everybody. The code of honour, for example, was the same for
the sovereign as for the meanest of his subjects. The virtues were
indivisible, as fragrant in the poor as in the rich. Knight and
churl thought the same of death. The Divine Right of Kings
admitted of doubt neither for the usurper nor for the supplanted,
and the executioner knelt before his victim.

The miracle of faith achieves and preserves spiritual unity,
which keeps its balance—constantly threatened by the possibility
of excesses which Christian dualism seems to allow—despite all
trials and assaults. The corruptible body and the immortal soul
are reconciled at the moment of their separation, for so God's
immutable decrees ordain. For Machiavelli these are outworn
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forms of thought, contradicted by historical evolution and by
the contemporary state of affairs. The moral and the social sys-
tems of the Middle Ages were no longer in accord with the
facts. Politics and metaphysics were two divergent activities, the
apparent unity of which was maintained only by lies and hypo-
crisy. To discern men's true nature, the naked reality had to be
grasped and abstractions discarded: it was no longer a battlefield
between the body and the soul trying to bring it into subjection
(those two enemies whom the humanists had temporarily recon-
ciled). Rather it was 'a source of energy thrown for a time into
the social world and carried by a secret power towards goals
which are not so much steady aims as illusions that man erects
for himself, to satisfy his irreconcilable need for action'.

The author of this phrase, which I quote from his introduc-
tion1 to a recent edition of The Prince and which might have
been written about a hero of Marlowe's, adds the following
passage from Machiavelli:

In misfortune he (Man) is afflicted, in good fortune he is bored.
And from both these feelings spring the same effects; for whenever
men do not have to fight from necessity, they fight from ambition
which is so strong in the human heart that it never leaves them,
however high the station they reach. The reason is that Nature so
created men that they can desire everything yet cannot obtain every-
thing.

Man, then, is born for action and not for meditation nor to
lose himself in the maze of self-analysis and repentance. It was on
the forms of this action that Machiavelli was now to throw a
crude light. To say that the Florentine's first quality was candour
may seeiyi paradoxical: Machiavellianism came almost from the
very first to mean lying and hypocrisy. But Machiavelli wanted
to free from this hypocrisy the conscience of man, the man who
interested him most, namely the man of action, the head of the
State. He based his rule of conduct on a frank acceptance of the
wicked and vicious nature of men: 'men do not go in the direc-
tion of Good unless they are forced to by necessity',2 or again
'as it is my intention to write things profitable to those who will
hear them, it has seemed to me more proper to follow the truth

1 Yves Levy's Introduction to Machiavelli's The Prince (Cluny edition).
2 Duoim. I. .
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of facts than certain speculations... the life one leads is so differ-
ent from the life one ought to lead that he whp leaves what is for
what ought to be done effects sooner his ruin than his preserva-
tion; for whoever wants to make whole-hearted profession of
being a good man cannot avoid being destroyed among so many
others who are worthless.'1

Later, but on the same page, examining the ways, vicious or
virtuous, by which the Prince may win blame or praise, but con-
cerned above all for the good conduct of government, Machia-
velli adds: 'And especially let not the Prince fear to incur blame
for those vices without which he cannot easily preserve his
States; for if one considers everything carefully, one will find
something which seems to be virtue, and to follow it would be
ruin; and something else which seems to be vice, but ultimately
security and prosperity come of i t 2 Although these formulas
have not the brutality of the famous Oderint dum metuant, the
Prince, faced with the alternative of being loved or feared, must
resolutely prefer hatred to love:

Here a question arises whether it be better to be loved than feared
or feared than loved. I answer that both are necessary, but as it is
very difficult to unite them in one person, it is much safer to make
oneself feared than loved if there has to be a choice. For one thing
can generally be said of all men: that they are ungrateful, fickle, dis-
simulating, cowardly, greedy of gain. While you shower benefits
upon them, they are all yours, they offer you their blood, their
goods, their lives and their children, as I said above, when there is
no need of these; but when matters are urgent, they object. And the
Prince who relies solely on their word is lost if he is totally without
other resources; for friendships acquired by bribery and not by great-
ness or nobility of mind deserve to be tested, but their promises are
not kept and they cannot be used at need. Men have less scruple in
harming one who makes himself loved than another who makes
himself feared, for love is maintained by a bond of obligation which,
because men are wicked, is broken when an opportunity of private
advantage offers; but fear is maintained by a dread of punishment
which never fails. Nevertheless, the Prince should make himself so
feared that, if he does not win friendship, at least he avoids enmity.3

The whole of Chapter XIII is also full of terrible dynamite.
Never before had the human mind turned such a crude and

1 The Prince, Chapter XV. 2ibid. 3ibid., Chapter XVIL
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destructive light upon the moral conscience. Until Machiavelli's
day men had secretly repudiated the sins they affected to indulge.
Before God's Judgment Seat they disavowed and cursed them.
But for Machiavelli the dual nature was not that of angel and
beast but of man and beast. It is 'necessary for the Prince to know
how to act the beast and the man',1 and Machiavelli finds a new
meaning in the fable of Chiron the Centaur, on which 'some
great nobles of time past' had been brought up:

Having thus for teacher one who was half-beast, half-man simply
means that a Prince must know how to use both natures, and that one
cannot endure without the other. Since, therefore, a Prince must
know how to use the beast, he should choose the fox and the lion,
for the lion cannot defend himself against the snares or the fox against
the wolves, and so he must be a fox to discover the snares and a lion
to make the wolves afraid. Those who rely merely on the lion do not
understand what they are about. The wise lord cannot keep faith
when such observance may be turned against him, and the causes
which led him to promise no longer exist. If all men were good, my
precept would be void; but as they are bad and would not keep faith
with you, you need not keep faith with them either. . . . And even,
I shall make bold to say that to have them (the virtues) and always
to observe them is harmful, but that pretending to have them is
useful; just as to appear merciful, faithful, humane, upright, religious,
and to be so but with a mind so framed that, should you require not
to be so, you may be able and know how to change to the opposite.2

It is legitimate, therefore, and much more profitable that the
Prince 'who organizes a Republic and ordains its laws, neces-
sarily presupposes that all men are evil and will try to exercise
the malignity of their instincts whenever a favourable oppor-
tunity offers'.3

This realistic interpretation of society, not content with raising
bad faith to a principle of government, is logically led to take the
most sacred things and make them serve the same purpose. Thus
religion itself must be merely a means of making peoples more
docile and easy to govern. Christianity, which had brought
about the immense revolution of love and established moral pro-
gress upon the major virtue of charity, finds itself reduced to
being the instrument of a prince as if it were idolatry or supersti-
tion. Machiavelli's pitiless analysis makes him responsible for this

1 ibid. 2 ibid., Chapter XVIII. Discorsi, I, 3.
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decline of the high virtues of old—courage, high-mindedness,
resolution, firmness of character—for realistic and immediate
ends, virtues of which only the palest reflection subsists among
modern men who have too long been taught that their kingdom
was not of this world.

Our religion (says Machiavelli1) has glorified humble and con-
templative men more than men of action. It has, in fact, proclaimed
that the sovran good lay in abject humility and the despising of things
human; whereas the other (the old religion) placed it rather in high-
mindedness, in vigour of body and all those other things which tend
to make men valiant. And if our religion never recommends force
to us, it wants us to be readier to suffer than to do a great deed. This
way of life, consequently, seems to have debilitated the world and
to have delivered it up to wicked men. They are sure to have control
of it, knowing that most men, to get to Heaven, think more of sub-
mitting to blows than of avenging them.

And Machiavelli puts in the forefront of the Prince's qualities
that famous virtti—at once strength of character and resolution,
intelligence and clear-sightedness, courage and promptness of
decision—which will enable him to fulfil his high duty as chief
in the most difficult circumstances. In the complicated, subtle or
brutal play of historic facts which Machiavelli refers to under the
vague term 'Fortune', success belongs to him who makes up his
mind with lightning speed and has an almost instinctive sense of
the best conduct to adopt (mistakes are fatal, as we see in Caesar
Borgia), and an unlimited ambition for his country. It is known
that the historical model for the Prince was Caesar Borgia, a man
of decision if ever there was one, and utterly unscrupulous. The
amazing career of the young condottiere filled Italy with the fame
of his insolent successes and afforded Machiavelli the most real-
istic and—till he made fatal mistakes—profitable example of that
virtb which was to assure Italy's salvation.

Now it was at this point that the doctrine of the Prince was
misinterpreted by its Elizabethan admirers. Moved by a blazing
patriotism, the first Italian to have imagined and felt in his in-
most heart the need for uniting and unifying an Italy divided into
twenty principalities tearing each other to pieces, ravaged by
faction, a battlefield for foreigners whose greed was whetted by
the least sign of weakness or dissension, or the slightest hint of an

1 Discern, 1,2.
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invitation to intervene—Machiavelli wrote with the aim of unit-
ing and unifying this Italy under a strong and capable leader. He
sought nothing but a political solution for a problem apparently
insoluble until this unity had been achieved. We have only to
read the admirable Chapter XXVI of The Prince to feel the
quivering of hope which raises the normally cold, analytical
style of Machiavelli to the most moving eloquence:

This opportunity, therefore, should not be allowed to pass, that
Italy may see her liberator at last appear. I cannot sufficiently declare
with what great affection he would be received in all these Italian
cities which have suffered from foreign invasions, with what thirst
for revenge, with what stubborn faitn, what devotion, what tears.
Where is the gate that would be closed against him? Where, the
people that would refuse him obedience? Where, the envy that
would hinder him? What Italian would refuse him homage?1

If only the Medicis had understood!
The Elizabethan dramatists failed to remember this grandiose

vision of a country aspiring to unity in blood and tears, or to
associate political realism—immediately baptized 'Machiavel-
lianism—with historical necessities. But they remembered the
interpretation—pessimistic to the point of cynicism—of the
world and the characteristics of the ambitious, brutal hypocrite
who intends to make his way in life by any means.vThey remem-
bered the amoral basis of the doctrine, when it had not even the
burning temptation of patriotism as a justification. Any man of
well-tempered character, whatever his station in life, and for
purely selfish motives, could now claim for himself the rights of
the Prince.

Machiavelli, the cleric who betrayed humanism and whose
treachery was to echo down the centuries of history, filling some
with alarm, and others with enthusiasm, believed that he was
engaged in a work of piety. In fact, his work proved to be merely
a breviary of arrivisme, compared with which Bacon's, coming
later and much more timidly, was simply an elegant missal. The
first result of circulating The Prince outside Italy was that Eng-
lish dramatists were given a corpus of doctrine and a personage
who would put it into action.

We can understand now the attraction which this doctrine and
1 The Prince, Chapter XXVI ad fin.
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this man had for minds which were setting themselves to probe
the motives of human conduct, and that it was entertaining to
bring on to the stage personages driven of necessity to action by
the law of this genre, especially in an age of growth, spiritual
restlessness and unparalleled curiosity. The powerful lever of
ambition raised the new world and here the fact was recognized.
English history, reports from abroad, contemporary news-items
provide a hundred examples of men brought thus into promin-
ence by virtb, made subtle by their craftiness, cruel by their
cynicism, yet admirable by their courage. They lived on lies and
audacity, hurling defiance at Fate, flouting both human and
divine law, rising to great heights and then, like young Morti-
mer, knowing how to die stoically. This brings them into line
with the Senecan hero who is the obverse side of their medal.
'Base fortune', cries Mortimer when he is led out to execution,

Now I see, that in thy wheele
There is a point, to which when men aspire,
They tumble headlong downe: that point I touchte,
And seeing there was no place to mount up higher,
Why should I greeve at my declining fall?

Edward II, Act V, vi

Machiavelli haunts Marlowe, so much so that he asks him to
serve as Prologue to his Jew of Malta, and Machiavelli-Prologue
is surprised to find himself playing this strange part: 'But whither
am I bound', he exclaims after a tirade of personal apology more
or less full of Machiavellian' phrases:

Though some speake openly against my bookes,
Yet will they reade me, and thereby attaine
To Peter's Chayre . . .
I count Religion but a childish Toy,
And hold there is no sinne but Ignorance ...
Might first made Kings.. .

Prologue to The jew of Malta,
spoken by Machiavelli, passim.

He bethinks himself that he has come not to read a lecture in
Britain but to present to the public the personage of Barabbas
who owes his fabulous wealth as much to his own industry as to
the application of the Florentine's principles. Moreover, Barabbas
is really only a melodramatic degradation of the rascally Machia-
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velli type, cruel with frenzy, just as Mortimer is drawn with
cynical pride and only the grossest traits: 'Fear'd am I more than
lov'd;—let me be fear'd', he exclaims arrogantly.

The Duke of Guise in The Massacre at Paris, who owed his bad
reputation in England as much to his fanatical Catholicism as to
the part he played in the Massacre of St. Bartholomew, is no
doubt the most finished study of the Machiavelli type that Mar-
lowe attempted. Double-dealing and insensitive, cruel to the
point of committing atrocities, clear-minded and calculating,
he has, in addition, the purpose (virtti) for great designs:

. . . at last I have learn d
That perill is the cheefest way to happiness,
And resolution honors fairest aime . . .
That like I best that flyes beyond my reach.

The Massacre at Paris, Act I

He covets the diadem with a 'quenchless thirst', and the burn-
ing grandiloquence of his opening monologue, from which
these lines are quoted, equals Tamburlaine's own. But he has,
furthermore, intelligence and contempt for fools:

For this, this head, this heart, this hand and sworde,
Contrives, imagines and fully executes
Matters of importe, aimede at by many,
Yet understoode by none.

He dies with the same grandeur as Mortimer, a curse on his
lips, haughtier than Caesar, regretting only that his vengeance
escapes him.

It is difficult to say how far Marlowe's own thought is identi-
fied with that of the pseudo-Machiavelli, to whom he is the first
to give an essential part in his Drama. But the strange fascination
is to be noted that this sinister personage had for Marlowe and
others, and the persistence with which Marlowe's example was
followed. On the whole, it is not so much the dramatic value of
the Machiavelli type which drives the play and compels the
attention, as the human experience of which he is the active
symbol that carries the play's message. For him life has a certain
meaning and his acts are merely the application of his principles.
The dramatist puts this interpretation to the decisive test of
facts, and almost always the result is failure.
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'Men can desire everything yet cannot obtain everything
Once raised to the summit of power and glory, riches, pleasure
and crime, they fall rapidly and inevitably. Was the world
wrong, then, or the theory? Were there still spiritual values
which Machiavelli had made the mistake of neglecting? Had
everything to be brought into question again? Would even that
be useless? For the personage to preserve his human value and be
psychologically credible, or simply possible from the dramatic
point of view, he must end with a cry of rage and a curse, or by
a death-bed repentance, an abjuration: this might not save him
from being struck down like a wild beast, but at least the salva-
tion of his soul, or what remained of it, would be assured. The
hero plunges into damnation or the equivocal mists of a possible
redemption. In any case, the proof is there: Machiavelli's system
has been put to the test and has failed.

The period of blasphemous negation, of carefree cynicism and
of stoicism insulting over weakness or cowardice, is also the
period whichgives even melodrama the most authentically dra-
matic note-ne ultimate recognition of the spiritual values marks
the fruitless but moving return to an order of things that has
been abolished. This is virtually the road travelled between Mar-
lowe and Webster: from an arrogant gaiety that has nothing to
repudiate, down to that flabbiness of soul which, after all the
struggle and the tension, comes to terms with pessimism and
faith. Such, it may be, are the human ills 'that flesh is heir to'.

The Machiavelli type, the man of iron, absolute, incorruptible,
is much more a creature of the imagination, imperfect and fall-
ible, than a dramatic reality. There is no perfect example unless
it be Webster's Cardinal in The Duchess ofMalfi. Greene objects
to this 'pest'. Chapman merely sketches its superficial traits. Ben
Jonson at once perverts it with refinement and surpasses it.
Shakespeare, who is also an heir of the Marlowe tradition, some-
times, like Marlowe, carves out a Machiavellian villain—a
Richard of Gloucester grinning over his victories or fighting
frenziedly to his last gasp: 'A horse, a horse, my kingdom for a
horse!' At other times, with the lightest of touches Shakespeare
will sketch the Don John of Much Ado about Nothing. Or again,
using his own technique, he will draw an lago limited in scope
and inadequately motivated, an evil thing gnawing at the flesh of
Othello whose eyes not even the dazzling fight of grief and grace
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can open. Or yet again, as in King Lear, the fact of Edmund's
bastardy is introduced, like Richard Ill's deformity, to combine
in one minor personage the colourful blemishes of the soul and
Fate.

But Shakespeare is too clear-sighted, his vision embraces too
many diverse objects, to regard the Machiavelli type as anything
more than one experiment among many. If some of his great
heroes, such as Macbeth, are tinged with Machiavellianism, it is
merely a trait, not a complete picture, and their greatness lies
elsewhere. In none of Shakespeare's Machiavellian characters
does the tone of their language, the quivering passion of their
speech, lead us to suppose that he considers their solutions of
life's problems valid. But the personage cannot be ruled out even
if he appear only to be ridiculed, punished or pardoned in the
end.

Webster, on the contrary, is the Jacobean who is most inter-
ested in the Machiavelli type. Flamineo, Bosola, the Cardinal
and Romelio are, after Marlowe's, the most finished and de-
tailed portraits of it that we possess. They are, it is true, merely
supernumeraries to the major characters whom Webster creates
full of ardour and bearing the heaviest responsibilities in face of
life's moral and metaphysical problems. But these supernumer-
aries are not the traditional, technical accidentals, thrown in to
complicate the plot or to enhance by contrast the greater bril-
liancy of the major characters. They are alive, active, individual,
clear-cut and not lacking in virtb. We feel that Webster wants to
probe the full extent of their experience and their philosophy of
life. His curiosity in regard to them is as keen as Marlowe's but
less passionate, more discriminating. Marlowe seizes upon the
Machiavelli type with the undistinguishing appetite of a starving
youth, and the headstrong mind of one who has not yet dis-
covered the depth of his disillusionments.

Webster .seeks to rebuild a world hopelessly divided, and he
strives for truth. not for conquest. His own mind seeks in vain to
escape the dichotomy. The quality common to all his personages,
even among the humblest, is indeed resolution, courage and
what is nowadays called 'pluck*. But light comes only slowly to
them, thanks to the clash between action and thought, the
thought convulsive at first, even when premeditated, and gradu-
ally gaining self-knowledge which brings out their real nature
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and the real meaning of life. Then the result may be a blinding
revelation ('mine eyes dazzle', says Ferdinand beside the dead
body of his sister, in The Duchess ofMalfi), or a plunge into mad-
ness and remorse (the lycanthropy of Ferdinand, the sudden con-
version of Bosola), or again the tardy revelation that all hope of
atonement and salvation is illusory

Other characters remain steadfast in the old faith, in the midst
of swirling violence, and regard with terror, disgust or anger
aberrations that destroy the soul. This sound but timid and
powerless reaction in the course of the play triumphs in the end
over the debris of accumulated treachery or brutality. When the
protagonists have been vanquished the Chorus expresses satis-
faction and takes charge of the future, but how many corpses
litter the stage! The moral is that, after all, it is far from certain
that the Machiavellian interpretation of the universe, however
attractive it may be to man torn by the anguish of action, 'offers
a coherent system, despite the tenacity with which the characters
try to answer life's problems, and in spite of the stoicism that
crowns their career they are hurled into the abyss or enveloped
in the cold mist of death.

In this lies the supreme effort made by Jacobean thought to
assimilate an unsatisfying and unhealthy doctrine, the essence of
which it fails to grasp, but which answered an urgent need for
co-ordinating in one new system the revolutionary data of a dis-
appointing universe. Under the form of Machiavelli man re-
appears and, with him, pity, anguish, grief. The mask is torn, the
grimace contorts the face even when man clenches his teeth and
exhibits, like Webster's Cardinal on the threshold of eternity,
the supreme elegance of reticence:

. . . How tedious is a guilty conscience . ..
When I look in the fish-ponds in my garden,
Methinks I see a thing armed with a rake
That seems to strike at me.

Duchess ofMalfi, V, v.

VII

The Jacobean world was out of joint. Machiavellianism, no
doubt, was the only response that it could offer to the demands
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of reason if it hoped to avoid sterility and despair. But the
response proved powerless to reconcile irreconcilables. Spirit,
Matter—the two co-exist and, like the emanations of some sub-
terranean fire which the piling up of lava cannot extinguish, the
nostalgic smoke of the inner flame pierces the uneven crust of
imperfect resolution. Weariness creeps in, discouragement
oppresses those who do not plunge heart and soul into Matter,
and who are beset by ingratitude, injustice, treachery, violence
and cruelty. The best of characters are weighed down by the
consciousness of imperfection, of the impossibility of a perfect
world. There are so many pitfalls, such a swarming of vice, a
sabbath of witches riding men's foul egotisms, a mad rhythm of
passions in pursuit of power and pleasure, ending dizzily with
the hero crushed against the wall.

Stygian darkness and sulphurous vapours, blood-baths, light-
ning flashes of madness, the tortures of Tantalus, the rock of
Sisyphus in a nightmare landscape, a universal falsification of
values, crime and suffering, evil everywhere triumphant—to say
of such a world, in 1602, that 'there's something rotten in the
state of Denmark' would indeed be a euphemism. The breath of
defeat which passed over this darkened world was to blow up
into a hurricane, sweeping all before it on the blasted heath
where Lear is stripped of all. It was night—the night of the
Senecan tragedy, with its powerful poetry revived and felt by
the Jacobeans.

Oedipus's partial suicide, the 'shower of blood' streaming
from his blinded eyes, is the self-inflicted punishment of one who
is appalled by his own crimes: it redeems him and raises him to
the stature of the gods. Gloucester's bloody eye-sockets radiate
horror for horror's sake, like the gloomy banquet of Thyestes,
Hercules's blind massacre or Medea's sadistic cruelty. How, then,
could death fail to be hailed as a liberator to be desired, to be
loved, to be rushed towards: 'Out, out brief candle'... 'the rest
is silence'?

Seneca, indeed, had already been the darling of the Eliza-
bethans. Far more than the Greeks, he had been their classical
model, the god of the theatre, upon whom the dramatists had
fixed their wondering gaze. In imitation of him they had forged
their weapons, and as pupils they had sat at the Master's feet.
But, as often happens to imitators emulating their admired ex-



48 THE SPIRIT OF THE AGE

emplar, they were deaf to the powerful accents of his voice: they
could not understand its inner meaning. They copied externals
rather than absorbed the spirit.

Here was robust, violent, realistic tragedy, full of wise saws
which the Latin rhetors and philosophers had made so familiar
that they had lost their real significance. It was Tragedy carefully
studied in its form, very learned, adorned by subtle and vigorous
stylistic effects; its rhetoric now thunderous, now polite; its
characters unbridled in their passions, gigantic in stature, raised
to sublime heights by the enormity of their legendary crimes or
sufferings; besmeared with blood, wrapped in horror, hunted by
fatality; at the mercy of their rage, their revenge, their love, the
haughty familiars of Death. Superhuman personages, tragedy of
the sublime, rhetorical poetry on the verge of bad taste and the
grandiloquent—in short, drama that attracts and dazzles, an un-
challenged model which fixes the limits and the laws of tragedy.

But the Jacobeans dragged Seneca, so to speak, out of his own
time, separated him from his period and ignored the deeper
reasons which made his tragedies what they are.J& was not their
spirit which appealed to his imitators but their technique, the
forms of style, the rhetorical figures, the word-play, the trap-
pingSwfieneca served them as a store-house of stage properties, a
retail-shop for the mannered or the sublime of which he is a
master Passages rather than plots were borrowed from him,
surface elaboration rather than depth of feeling, sententiae rather
than philosophy, and all the tricks of style from hyperbole to
stichomythia, not to mention anaphora and antithesis, the
precious or the bombastic, the subtle or the pompous. There was
less of his essence, less re-creation of his particular vision of the
world from which the Elizabethan Drama in its fruitful period
of growth obviously had no need to borrow.

In appearance, from Gorboduc (1561) to Titus Andronicus (1592)
or Richard II and Richard III (1592-5), including of course Kyd's
Spanish Tragedy and Marlowe's play, it was the same forces
which impelled Tragedy—curiosity and admiration, terror and
pity, above all, horror (which Seneca overdid), clutching at the
heartstrings and curdling the bloody In all his plays there are
atrocious crimes, unnatural passions, personages superhuman in
their hate and their evil, frenzied tyrants, kings and queens in
captivity or exile, bloodless ghosts crying out for vengeance,
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necromancers, fortune-tellers and soothsayers, innocent victims,
tortured victims defying death, arrogant criminals, brothers at
enmity with each other. It is a joyous orgy of the horrible, which
does not yet raise great problems or oppress the mind: such a
chain of fury and crime, so close to earth, is an exuberant inven-
tion: it provides no answers to harrowing questions about the
meaning of life, the reality of the universe or ideas of good and
evil.

Or, again, there were simple learner's imitations like those of
Daniel, or Kyd's translations adapted from Garnier, Seneca's
French follower.1

Seneca's great shadow falls across the whole half-century of
preparation for Tragedy, and none escaped his influence. But,
once the stage of initiation was passed, Seneca was turned to
again, though with clearer and more penetrating eyes. His dark
sun with its blood-red rays still shone with sustained brilliance,
and now his light harmonized with the uncertain twilight of the
threatened years at the close of the sixteenth century and the
troubled dawn of the seventeenth. His bag of tricks had been
emptied, all the old tragic writer's devices were now familiar
and it was realized that there was still matter and thought and
poetry to be found in him.

The stoic attitude to suffering and death is the only one that
can save the criminal hero, ill dealt with by destiny, from an
ignominious end. the 'tragic' speeches, the rivers of blood
rumble and flow no longer merely for the sake of effect. It so
happens that Seneca's ideas, expressed in 'sentences' full of wis-
dom and disillusionment, correspond with those of the Jaco-
beans about the fall of man, disabused as they were by a Machia-
vellianism which had failed to assure the hero's salvations Seneca
sounds the death-knell of a decadent society, of a collapsing
metaphysical system, a debased morality, an empire in ruins. His
tragedy is a twilight of the gods as well as of men. The fire of
Rome is reflected in it; one feels in it 'the morbid and depraved
taste of Nero's contemporaries for fine crimes and unnatural
passions',2 the anguish and the doubt obscuring faith in an im-

1 For example, Cornelia (1593).
2 L£on Herrmann, Le Thldtre de SMque (Les Belles Lettres), p. 469.1 refer

the reader to this excellent study of Seneca which, however, to my mind does
not do sufficient justice to the poetry of the great Latin tragic writer.
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manent justice. The innocent perish without valid reason, the
gods themselves are chained by Destiny (they are perhaps not
even immortal: et mortis dominus pertinuit mori),1 humanity is
decadent and nothing can save it; the Golden Age, long dis-
appeared, is merely a sad theme for nostalgic regrets.

The end of the world, on the other hand, threatens fallen
humanity—a preoccupation common to Seneca the philosopher
and Seneca the writer of tragedies. It was a theme which haunted
his contemporaries also:

A day will come when all the laws of the universe will be over-
thrown: the South Pole will crush all Libya, all the land of the nomad
Garamantes; the North Pole will crush all that is beneath it and that
the dry Boreas beats down upon; and the trembling Sun will be dis-
lodged from the sky, bringing light to an end; the heavenly palace in
its fall will bring down East and West, all the gods will perish and
collapse in the general chaos. Last of all, Death will pronounce the
final sentence of extinction against itself.2

The Chorus in Thyestes takes up the theme and develops it
with powerful poetry:

The Sun at its setting is surprised to find the Dawn: he forces
darkness to arise before Night is ready; no stars come out, there is
no light in the firmament, nor does the Moon dispel the inspissated
gloom. Whatever this portent may be (would it were really night!),
our hearts tremble, stricken with intense fear lest the whole universe
collapse in fragments in the general ruin, lest chaos should come
again and overwhelm both gods and men, and earth and sea be
engulfed with the wandering planets scattered over the sky. . . . So,
out of all the generations it is we who have been found deserving
of such a fate, to be crushed in the fall of the disrupted heavens! It
is we who are caught by the end of the world! O cruel destiny that
we should be born to such misfortune, whether we lost the Sun or
drove it away. But a truce to our laments. Fear, begone! . .. Not to
consent to die when the universe perishes with us is to be too avid
oflife.8

Here is indeed complete despair, the ultimate dead-end where
man's only recourse is to the stoic acceptance of his destiny.
'Fear, begone!' The atmosphere is so charged, the darkness so
thick, heaven and earth so thrown out of their courses, that the

1 Hercules Furens, 1. 565, Hercules Oetaeus, 11. 1102 et seq.
8 Thyestes, 11. 822 et seq.
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hero moves in a slime of mud and blood, whence the only poss-
ible issue, the supreme test, is escape into nothingness; the only
salvation, complete contempt for death: contempsit omnes ille qui
mortem prius.1 We are at the extreme limit of what gods and men
can desire, or will undergo: to rush into vengeance, like Atreus
or Medea, with but one regret—that the imagination cannot in-
vent a yet more atrocious crime—to destroy the loved one, a
Dejanira or a Phaedra, because love and jealousy can be satisfied,
like hatred, only by destruction; to throw oneself upon one's
sword—libet ire in enses—or, like Hercules, rear one's own
funeral pyre and offer to the devouring flames one's battered
limbs, one's heart consumed by the crueller fire of shame and
despair, to triumph finally over the gods themselves and Fate—
Inferno, vice rursus, Alcides, loca.

And the gigantic figure of Hercules towers over the gods in
their assembly, a symbol of Wisdom triumphant through cour-
age and through scorn of evil, suffering and death itself which,
once it comes, is nothing. Moreover, the chorus of Trojan
women declares in accents equally moving, if less consolatory:
'After death there is nothing—death itself is nothing, only the
ultimate bourne of our dizzy career. O avaricious ones, quit your
hopes, quit your fears, O anxious ones! . . . Greedy time and
chaos swallow us up. Death cannot be divided; it is an evil that
is inherent in the body and that does not spare the soul either.'3

Seneca's mind, like that of the Jacobeans, is profoundly
divided. This sage, who narrowly missed greatness, lived in a
world of evil, the clear-sighted and disillusioned observer of a
great empire's impending fall. The only spiritual values still
operative in the immense disorder that afflicted the soul were
those which steel it and make it greater through suffering and
through indifference to Fate. The virtuous hero may believe in
the survival of his virtues at the very heart of his trials and may
throw down to annihilation the challenge of his own greatness.
But he who is passion's slave and finds in their frenzy alone that
touch of the sublime which makes the superman, is doomed to
spiritual self-destruction.

The morality is terrible and it was not understood or felt by
Seneca's early admirers. Gradually they drew level with him.

1 Hercules Oetaeus, I 443. a ibid., 1. 1976.
8 Troades, 11. 397 etseq.
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Tamburlaine is immoral with his every breath. He does not deli-
berately work out his destiny; he is like Victor Hugo's Hernani,
a driving force. A joyous, healthy tyrant, sated with victories
and cruelties, he has neither desire nor leisure to probe his human
imperfection. But Macbeth enters upon crime with cunning,
muffled steps. He needs to intoxicate himself with delirious
words, and his invocations—though less rhetorical, more fraught
with meaning than those of Medea or Atreus—have all the
equivocal sound of the enchantress's which are echoed by Lady
Macbeth, or of the dreadful son of Pelops, generator of appalling
crimes.

Now it was no longer a question of pillage or of imitation.
Seneca's thought, scattered through many works, popularized
and presented in a normal setting, is of less importance for its
content than for its tone.phe lyric note which appeals more
directly than the moral aphorisms, sounds differently in the
Jacobeans, but it sounds in all of them. It colours their vision of
the world, it exacerbates their passions, it governs the plots and
their denouements. Invective, invocations, incantations; solilo-
quies in which the hero analyses himself, probes into his own
motives, reaches his decisions, apostrophizes the cruel or the pro-
tecting gods; disillusioned reflections, cries of despair, rhetoric no
longer purely hollow but seeking to express the very substance
of the soul's drama—all this is to be found in Jacobean plays. The
atmosphere is heavy, thick, charged with threatening symbols.
Everywhere a gale blows, bracing the will of the strong, sweep-
ing away the weak, devastating every prospect. There is no deny-
ing it: the tone is one of utter despair.

At great crises, confronted with the insoluble problem of his
triumph or his fall, of his triumph in his fall, the Jacobean hero
mocks, curses, wilfully mutilates himself. He resorts to inflam-
matory words, flashing images, a breathless, sustained rhythm,
for the supreme justification of his attitude. The stars, the seasons,
witchcraft, Nature, disease provide him with metaphors which
best give him the fullest understanding of his malady. He con-
jures with stars, Hell, fallen gods, cataclysms, hurricanes. He
attains that profound reality of things which poetry alone can
reach and which alone can reach us. So the bombastic and brutal
old Seneca, the vampire who sucked blood from the Greek tragic
writers, borrowing their very scraps and making something
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magnificent out of even their defects because, no doubt, he ex-
pected Tragedy to express and ennoble his own misfortunes—
Seneca became in his turn a veritable inspiration. The Jacobeans
drew life from him also, carrying still further than he the mag-
nitude of horror, but altering its images, re-creating for them-
selves that dangerous universe where a malevolent fate and
passion overpower man's strength.

Thwarted love loses itself in the brutal emptiness of death,
degenerates into a perfidious or mad tyrant, a 'green-eyed mon-
ster' in hot pursuit of his prey, preparing with refinement his
own destruction; ambition welds crimes together, link by link,
into an infernal, blood-bespattered chain, and step by step moves
towards the abyss; revenge lights its torches, rears its furious
locks, while grisly shades, rising from their graves, utter in
harsh, strident tones, their ineluctable commands to the hesitant
and terrified—everywhere crime leading to crime, to blasphemy,
to annihilation. And those heroes who are unsulhed are too frail
of spirit to resist the incessant onset of evil. Some, of finer metal,
discard their integrity and fall to cursing in their turn, like Timon
of Athens. Others, less robust, find their escape only in madness,
as for example Lear, the fond and foolish old man whose reason
is blinded by the revelation in a lightning-flash of his daughters'
wickedness; or Ophelia, who is reduced to a pathetic, gentle
madness by the sarcasms of Hamlet's despair. Others, again,
whom one might have expected to be more resistant and im-
placable, are vanquished without knowing it in the chiaroscuro
of their conscience—and Lady Macbeth seeks to wash the spot
of blood from her little hand. But all of them see chaos, universal
disorder, love baffled, honour betrayed, evil triumphing over
good, the hideous crushing the beautiful, ignominy besmirching
virtue, suffering and death sure of their powerless victims.

Such are the fundamental themes. They are found again in the
tragedies of Chapman whose ambitious heroes, frantic indivi-
dualists, brought low by Destiny, aspire to some kind of an
apotheosis; in Marston, who depicts vigorously, if somewhat
incoherently, characters owing as much to Machiavelli as to
Seneca, and who borrows here and there a passage, a run of
images which obscure the background of his picture; in Middle-
ton who, despite his sense of comedy and his penetrating analy-
sis of feminine character, brings to inevitable destruction crim-



54 THE SPIRIT OF THE AGE

inals who are not ennobled by their sufferingsyWebster, full of
sententiae, a divided mind if ever there was one, master of the
pathetic and the horrific, curiously enamoured of Machiavelli—
Webster, whose characters all go to their death with head held
high and resolution in their hearts, tries, unsuccessfully, to pierce
the mist of nothingness which shrouds their qyif Tourneur, the
most terrible, the most Senecan of them all, for whom the stars
certainly do not shine, insensible to pity, to sympathy, even to
nostalgia for the Beyond, manoeuvres his personages in the
thickest darkness, traversed by baleful gleams, peopled with rot-
ting corpses and ghosts, ruled by a Nature (invoked intermin-
ably by d'Amville, 'the atheist') whose laws devour his victims,
driving them to their agony and the executioner to his own
punishment.

If Webster exposes to the horrified eyes of the Duchess of
Malfi the corpses of her children, they are only wax-figures,
worthy of a theatrical Madame Tussaud's. Tourneur goes still
further: he clothes a real corpse, a woman's, attractively, not
forgetting rouge on the grinning lips, and especially not forget-
ting poison; and in the shade that lends itself to guilty passions,
he offers the lustful Duke-assassin the lascivious skeleton of his
beloved for his convulsive embraces. This libidinous appetite,
tempted by a corpse in a foul-smelling night, under the eyes of a
sadistic, macabre monster thirsting for vengeance, exceeds in hor-
ror the rage of Medea cutting up her own children. It is a
ghastly nightmare, that makes the blood run cold, in which the
voices are metallic and supernatural; a nightmare performed by
madmen in an atmosphere of sulphur and death.

Like all his contemporaries, Shakespeare also yielded to the
strange attractive magic of evil. A superficial and boisterous
Senecan in his Elizabethan period, with Titus Andronicus for ex-
ample, he came to share the spiritual disorders and negations of
his day. Hamlet's bitter arguments, Angelo's ambiguities, the
invective of Thersites or Timon, Lear's furious sarcasms, the
sublime disgust of Macbeth—all this proceeds from the same
mood. The conflict between good and evil, ugliness and beauty,
innocence and crime, purity and impurity, hope and disgust,
love and hate, order and disorder, natural laws and the anarchy
produced by the passions—all is resolved in Shakespeare's so-
called 'dark period with an infinite despair.



FROM MACHIAVELLIAN TYPE TO SENECAN HERO 55

But Shakespeare could transform this incomprehensible uni-
verse. The expression of its metaphysical sickness is always
subordinated to a situation from which there is no way out, yet
the sickness is as deep-seated, as absolute as it well can be. The
heart is fretted in its very substance, Nature's laws are turned
upside-down, a being is pulled up by the roots. This human
malady attains superhuman proportions; neither faith nor reason
can survive it. It is not enough to say with Hamlet 'The time is
out of joint': epic deeds must be insulted (Thersites), modesty
debased (Angelo), Athens, the city of eternal wisdom, cursed
(Timon), the elements defied (Lear), innocence assassinated as it
was by Othello, and a Macbeth must descend into the hell of
fear, destroying himself, utterly despising life.

VIII

Thus the atmosphere of Jacobean Drama was £xed in a de-
sgiritualized world where, for the time being, the road to hope
was"denicct by the excess of evil, Swept off its feet by the passion
for conquest, the Elizabethan Age had bravely trampled under-
foot its scruples and apprehensions to secure the triumph of a con-
ception of life full of promise but destined to fail when brought
to the test of facts and passions. The impetuous and prosperous
Machiavelli type of the early days becomes the Senecan hero,
whose traits he already foreshadowed. The double-dealer is en-
ticed into a dark and bloody ambush, and emerges from one
horrible night only to enter another, more redoubtable because
unknown. The world escapes him and the fatality of evil makes
of this Knight of Imposture a martyr of destiny. If some feel
regrets or remorse, if they raise their eyes towards the distant
constellations of which they dimly perceive the half-extinct fires,
most of them scan the darkness in vain to find the gateway to
salvation.

The thousand doors of death open on the same emptiness. The
same dizziness seizes all. Once he becom'es a prey to the world of
matter, Man is completely engulfed in it, and such clear vision as
remains to him increases his torture, for this world by itself can-
not satisfy. One must either perish in it or attempt the spiritual
adventure, repudiating what one has been and wanted to be.
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What was unity cannot be content with a compromise. The gulf
is too deep and too wide to be crossed by a casual step: it can
only be over-leaped, without a backward glance. The heavenly
solutions lie elsewhere; further on there is peace. The profane
turns its back on the religious without possibility of reconcili-
ation, and the religious sheds the profane if it wishes to preserve
itself unspotted from the world. Thus the separation is achieved,
the schism completed.

The theatre is the blazing forge where, with weeping and
gnashing of teeth, brothers at enmity consummate their final
quarrel. Marlowe struck the first blow; thejacobeans finished the
task. Man, wanting to be God in a universe made for him, risks
losing both the kingdoms which he unwisely separated. The
choice has to be made between being accursed or being re-
deemed. The first sigh of repentance is given by Greene at the
end of the Elizabethan Age in his confessions which, it seems to
me, are sincere. But the warning came too soon, or too late. The
experiment had to be made: once committed to the course set by
Marlowe, his successors were bound to go through with it to the
end. They did so. Thus, independence is won, not without ruin
and at the cost of infinite sacrifices.

Driven from the theatre, religious feeling lost ground also in
the philosophic sphere where, first, Bacon, then Locke and the
empiricists—even the idealists—left it but little hope of recovery.
Science also dropped away from religion, like a ripe fruit, and,
outside the ardent group of the playwrights, the pure poets
themselves had to choose between profane exercises and divine
inspiration. Donne, after a stormy youth, abandoned the worldly
life: recovering his faith and washed in the waters of repentance,
he reserved for the service of God the purified poetry of his
maturity. Those who had not wavered in their religious convic-
tions had put on the strong armour of faith against the assaults of
corruption. Horrified by the insolence of carnal and intellectual
sin, they too turned their backs upon the worldliness of their day
and paved the way for the gloomy Puritan revolution.

It must be remembefed that the first victims of the Round-
heads were the unruly playwrights.1 It is not enough to say that
their entertainments were a danger to morality: they were

1 The theatres were closed by the Long Parliament in 1642 and not re-opened
until the Restoration in 1660.
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especially so to the mind. Many a trumpet sounded the charge
against Marlowe's 'atheism', but at least the risk was worth run-
ning for the sake of the beauty gained by his creations. Beauty,
however, was the bete noire of the Puritans and remained danger-
ous: they did not realize that the tragic period of blasphemy, of
disgust, of the refusal to accept life, had passed. There were, of
course, other dangers. Whether or not there had been a breach
between the two generations, whether the theatres had been
closed or not, the dramatic hero was tending to become an
Almanzor.

For peace of mind was gradually replacing distress. Twenty
years of tension, of extravagant hopes and bitter disillusionments
put a serious strain upon the metabolism of a generation, even
the Elizabethans. The succession to the throne seemed to be
assured, prosperity to have returned, the dangers of revolution
and invasion to be removed. The drama of life had turned to
tragi-comedy in which men skirted death without being caught
up by it. If Raleigh's head rolled on the block as late as 1618, that
was because there was an old account to be settled, dating from
1603. Raleigh, moreover, died, as Essex had died, like a true
Elizabethan. But the notorious trial of Bacon was merely a case
of corruption, at the end of a reign; it did not involve any inner
conflict over the life beyond the grave.

The policy of reconciliation with Spain—pursued first secretly,
then openly, by James—cost Raleigh his head; but at any rate it
had the advantage of keeping war away from English soil, even
if it dealt an irremediable blow at Catholic prospects in England.
The days of the brilliant freebooters' exploits were over; there
were no more Sir Philip Sidneys to meet chivalrous deaths on
the new battlefields of the Thirty Years' War. James lowered the
Crown's prestige but Parliament thereby gained. The problems
now were no longer spiritual or metaphysical but political and
economic: the spark set to the Puritan revolt was Hampden's
determination to pay no taxes that Parliament had not voted.
The colour of heroism was becoming subfusc, the authority of
statesmanship degenerating into mere politicians' intrigues; there
was caprice instead of firmness in high places. Life was, indeed,
still lived with a plume and a brave air—with too much of an
air, even when bespattered with the blood of a King.

But it would take us too far to explain how Jacobean Drama
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ceased t6 dash its head against the wall of imperfect propositions
and solutions. The bitterness of black-hearted heroes was finally
dispelled. The scintillating golden hair of the Elizabethans—
dulled for a time by Commonwealth clouds—was resplendent
again on Buckinghapi's wig. The end of this age was, indeed,
golden in colour.Nfi the yellow sands of Prospero's isle died the
dark waves of anger and despair, crime and treason. Ariel led the
revels. There was music in the air: it flowed in the heart of
Caliban, it moved Prince Charming and led him by its sound to
the crossroads of Beauty and Virtue, reconciled by Love. Con-
spiracies, storms of passion, envy's sharp tooth, the taste for
blood, the bitter quarrel with Time and Space, the pangs of mor-
tality, the challenge thrown down to Fate—all are resolved in
episodes from which the sting has been drawn

Shakespeare had been the darkest of the pessimists, as satanic
as Marston, as self-divided as Chapman, bloodthirsty as Web-
ster, sinister as Tourneur, mordant as Ben Jonson. But he had
escaped damnation by the vigour of his lyrical gift and, no
doubt, by the superior balance of his genius. Now, without
repudiating his past experience or finding in romantic unreality
a quiet refuge for his weary, battered spirit, he glided gradually
towards serenity. At the same time that Timon of Athens (1607)
uttered his frenzied curses, Cleopatra's suicide was preparing the
way for a reawakening of the sense of immortality. Despite their
weaknesses and even their defects, Antony and Cleopatra, the
most splendid of Shakespeare's heroes restored the divine element
in human love and gave a new lustre to high ambition. Then,
from Pericles (1608) to The Tempest (?1611), anguish progres-
sively gave way to a calmer vision of a world where values that
were excluded before, recovered their position. There was still
complexity, but its colour had changed. Jealousy remained blind
and violent, but the beneficent forces of chance and of men fore-
stalled its deadly blows. Folly was as vile and cruel as ever, but
purity evaded its clumsy traps. Treachery, finally, was replaced
by the miraculous, and the magic formula no longer confused,
in the lightning of a murky sky, the antagonistic aspects of fair
and foul. Prospero's anger amounted to no more than the rumb-
lings of a summer storm, in a sky that was once more blue, over
a scented and tuneful island.

Others afterwards went further than Shakespeare into the pas-



FROM TRAGEDY TO TRAGI-COMEDY 59

toral forest with its romantic incidents where tears have the
glint of moonlight and hearts are oppressed in the stifling heat
of the stable. Beaumont and Fletcher created an unreal world
which tragedy rarely touched and where realism had no place-.
Twenty years earlier Marlowe had been able to free himself from
the influence of Spenser's music which for a time had attracted
him, because he had a fiery spirit, a spiritual ambition that could
not be satisfied by smooth language. But now the ever-present
ambition seemed to be to satisfy nostalgic longings for the beau-
tiful. Even in Tragedy the tragic atmosphere was no longer
breathed: only the illusion of tragedy survived when blood
flowed under daggers flourished by heroines who found their
sins revolting.

The famous Scene ii of Act V of The Maid's Tragedy, which
carries the dramatic tension so skilfully forward to the stabbing
of the libertine king by Evadne in his dissolute bed, strikes us as
a show of crime arising less from a blind exasperated passion than
from the requirements of the subject. How different is the raving
of Macbeth in King Duncan's antechamber from the cool, self-
possessed soliloquy of Evadne! She feels not a shudder of terror.
'The night grows horrible and all about me like my black pur-
pose', she may say indeed;1 but it is no longer the night of Inver-
ness, with its evil spells, its horrors lurking in the dense silence.
It is a fine and even vigorous scene. But Evadne, however fero-
cious she may be, is somewhat remote from her crime and her
suffering, in those vague regions where human suffering and
crime lose the colour of reality; they become illusory and touch-
ing but do not destroy our faith in the hero who is not respon-
sible for what he suffers.

The narrowest of lines separates tragedy from the tragi-
comedy which Fletcher invented and defined. In tragedy people
die; in tragi-comedy they skirt death. This is both too much and
not enough to say. For surely Measure for Measure is a tragedy
even though no one dies in it, and there is a world of difference
between this play (which defies classification) and the 'tragedy'
of Evadne. Measure for Measure thrives on the theme of sin and
corruption: an equivocal evil attracts and pollutes those who by
vocation or professed faith are pure; the impure desire twists the
judge's immobile face into a grimace, and the terror of defile-

1 The Maid's Tragedy. Act V, ii.
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ment deforms the virginal features of Isabella more than fear of
death. Death, to serve as a bogy, springs from the burning words
of Claudio who fears it more, and more cravenly perhaps, than
does any other of Shakespeare's creations.

The theme of The Maias Tragedy is also that of the horror of
sin and in it the stain is washed away in blood. But it requires the
vehemence of a brother—reversing the Claudio-Isabella situation
—to awaken the sense of purity and to drive the sinning Evadne
to action. Nor, even when the sin is at last revealed, does it cause
any distress. The spirit does not grieve under the burden of in-
soluble contradictions: it has become simple, almost joyful again
—the spirit of the dramatist and that of his heroes alike.

It is in tragi-comedy that Beaumont and Fletcher score their
successes. Here, indeed, no ambiguity is possible: we are in the
fairy-tale world where credibility is no longer bound by the
same conventions. I know (and I shall return to this point) that
our sense of the credible is severely strained in all the plays of the
Elizabethan Age, not only as regards their incidents but particu-
larly in regard to the motives which impel the characters to
action. But if the absence of logical continuity in a character's
behaviour destroys neither his unity nor his credibility in most
plays of the time, it is because neither the plot nor the characters'
behaviour requires to be logical. The author pays no attention to
psychological probability which is a necessary law of the Classi-
cal drama.

In tragi-comedy, on the other hand, Beaumont and Fletcher
seem anxious to avoid the reproach of motiveless behaviour in
their personages so as to make the liberties taken by their imagin-
ation more credible. That Evadne should be changed into a
woman bent upon avenging her honour seems surprising enough
after Melantius, her brother, has merely pretended to intimidate
her.1 But what are we to say of the fact on which the whole plot
ofPhilaster turns, namely the dangerous (but not fatal) jealousy
felt by Philaster about Bellario, his mistress's page, who is a
woman in disguise? In the forest where the plot becomes in-
volved—a forest foreshadowing the sumptuous scenery of the
operas to come—the noble steel of the sword traces moving pat-

1 The Maid's Tragedy, HI, i—especially after the admission 'I love my life
well at the end of the scene between the King, her lover, Amintor her husband
and herself.
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terns on the skin but it does not plunge straight into the heart.
Death is no longer the terrifying mystery which made Claudio
tremble.

Compare Claudio's terror when he is faced with death:

Ay, but to die, and go we know not where;
To lie in cold obstruction and to rot;
This sensible warm motion to become
A kneaded clod; and the delighted spirit
To bathe in fiery floods, or to reside
In thrilling regions of thick-ribbed ice . . .

Measure for Measure, III, i.

with this quiet acceptance of a poeticized death:

Philaster: Oh, but thou dost not know
What 'tis to die.

Bellario: Yes, I do know, my lord:
'Tis less than to be born; a lasting sleep;
A quiet resting from all jealousy,
A thing we all pursue; I know, besides,
It is but giving over of a game
That must be lost.

Philaster, III, i.

Weariness of life is content with the soft repose of sleep. Bel-
lario, pursued by Philaster, takes refuge in the forest and stretches
himself exhausted on a grassy bank:

A heaviness near death sits on my brow,
And I must sleep. Bear me, thou gentle bank
For ever, if thou wilt. You sweet ones all,

(he says to the flowers on which he lies)

Let me unworthy press you: I could wish
I rather were a corse strewed o'er with you
Than quick above you. Dulness shuts mine eyes,
And I am giddy: oh, that I could take
So sound a sleep that I might never wake!

IV, iv.

Evil vanishes like a bad dream, under the king's hand raised in
blessing, and a vaguely happy ending closes the agitation of the
play. Such a note is as smoothly unreal as the discreet and well-
behaved distress throughout the play. At the end the king says:
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Last join hands in one. Enjoy, Philaster,
This kingdom which is yours, and, after me,
Whatever I call mine. My blessings on you!
All happy hours be at your marriage-joys,
That you may grow yourselves over all lands,
And live to see your plenteous branches spring
Wherever there is sun! Let princes learn
By this to rule the passions of their blood;
For what Heaven wills can never be withstood.

V,v.

What, finally, are we to say of the pastoral properly so-called
—of the exquisite Faithful Shepherdess? Here is to be found all the
seductive style of Spenser stripped of its archaic affectations, an
even smoother enchantment of the ear, if possible, clear and lim-
pid as a stream, an entertainment that is merely restful, the
supreme luxury of the many-jewelled Jacobean Drama. De-
prived of the support of the robust Beaumont, Fletcher yielded
to the silvery magic of the moon and tears and virginity. He
draws upon a mythology that raises no problems: his personages
are so diaphanous that the wonder is they should have a drop of
blood in them to be pricked. Even the Satyr with his magic is no
traditional character leading the revel, but the unsubstantial and
subordinate shade of an outworn pagan pageantry.

Chastity is here no virtue, not even a symbol, but merely an
exquisitely melodious poem. It is surprising that Lamb should
have complained of Fletcher's 'mixing with this blessedness such
an ugly deformity as Cloe, the wanton shepherdess'—as if Cloe,
who distinctly and maladroitly seeks less ethereal pleasures than
Clorine or Amoret, could, whatever her sensuality, pollute a
play in which love is an air played on a flute, grave and slow, in
the chiaroscuro of a half-magic forest, full of unreal apparitions.
The debate between purity and pollution, virtue and vice, which
used to be masked by angry, threatening tones, is now an elegant
fencing-bout between chastity and lust—but the chastity is ten-
der and plaintive, and lust pursues its object indolently. Every-
thing takes place in undefined regions of a melodious dreamland,
in the escapism of a well-conducted fairyland, without caprices
or surprises, an idealized world embracing nature and humanity,
emotions and ideas, distress and spiritual conflict.

This 'semi-dramatic poem, as Swinburne called it, full of
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flowers and nestlings, languid and velvety in its beauty, a pas-
toral masterpiece, surpasses its literary prototype, Guarini's
Pastor Fido, which Daniel translated in 1602. Daniel himself had
tried his hand at this genre, somewhat prematurely, in 1605 with
The Queens Arcadia which he called 'a pastoral tragi-comedy'.
But by 1605 the day of the Sidneys and the Spensers was over:
Peek's freshness, Lodge's light, witty dialogue, Greene's un-
bridled romanticism, Lyly's exclusive taste for the euphuistic and
the strange had been succeeded, as we have seen, by more serious
concerns. The energy of the dramatists sought other outlets than
the pastoral, 'semi-dramatic' poem. Such perfect pieces as those
of Fletcher, Thomas Randolph (Amyntas), and—improbably
enough—Ben Jonson himself (The Sad Shepherd) had to wait till
the Elizabethan fire, vitality and unease had died down. Their
publication became possible when the substance of the" drama,
the truth—not logical but human—of the characters counted for
less than the form in which it was contained.

Since Spenser's Shepheardes Calender (1579), Lyly's Euphues
(1578) and Sidney's prolix Arcadia (written c. 1580, published
1590), pastoral themes had constantly appeared on the stage,
even at the height of the 'dark' drama. Escapist themes always
contain an element of disillusion and sentimentality; they are a
protest against anguish, violent passions, severity of thought,
and the intolerable tension of a mind seeking to resolve its own
contradictions. They prefer country retreats, far from the Town
and the Court, in parks that open upon pasture-land where,
following Theocritus and Virgil, the shepherd's life can be ideal-
ized. There, there is no longer ambition, conflict or dangerJllie
idyllic vision is loaded with the scent of flowers, with soft melo-
dies, with nostalgia of Paradise. The rustic transformation is
facilitated and embellished by such marvels as gods and goddesses
sailing over lawns and making shadows dance to the strains of
an invisible orchestra. Pan and Juno are there; we even catch
sight of Iris's scarf and of Diana the chaste whose hounds mingle
with the fairy rounds familiar to the local peasantry.

These glimpses of a clear sky come sometimes in the middle of
the most sombre drama: for example, within the sinister walls of
Elsinore the Queen may describe the touching landscape where
Ophelia pursues her dream till she drowns:
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There is a willow grows aslant a brook
That shows his hoar leaves in the glassy stream;
There with fantastic garlands, did she come,
Of crow-flowers, nettles, daisies, and long purples.

Hamlet, IV, vii.

Or in The White Devil, when we have supped full of horrors,
Cornelia's funeral dirge over the body of her son comes as a
pathetic escape from the tragedy that surrounds us:

Call for the robin red-breast and the wren,
Since o'er shady groves they hover,
And with leaves and flowers do cover
The friendless bodies of unburied men.
Call unto his funeral dole
The ant, the field-mouse and the mole,
To rear him hillocks that shall keep him warm.

The White Devil, V, iv.

But these shafts of light are not thrown upon the plot like
superfluous adornments. The descriptive poetry is subordinated
to the drama, the pastoral theme to the human characters. Irony
and even realism temper, in Shakespeare, what might be embar-
rassing in pastoralism. If A Midsummer Night's Dream remains
pure entertainment, at the end of which we rub our eyes to
make sure whether we are awake or not, it is different with
Twelfth Night where irony, raillery and sometimes humour con-
siderably complicate the critic's task. Finally, in the famous
fourth act of The Winter's Tale, Shakespeare's experience shows
itself so rich and complex that, within this pastoral world, there
is still a world of difference between the flesh-and-blood Florizel
or Perdita or the old shepherd and the melodious Fletcher's
slight and fragile creations.

From beginning to end The Faithful Shepherdess is pure enter-
tainment. Its poetry is all on the surface without any subtlety to
complicate it. When Milton, some twenty years later, came to
celebrate virtue in his Comus (1634), he remembered Fletcher's,
limpid-flowing verse but he did so at least in protest against
sensual seductions. The Platonic equation of beauty with virtue,
reinvigorated in Milton's music, sounded a new strain: his ardent
spirit was nourished by his lyrical gift and the conflict between
chastity and corruption took a new meaning. For Puritanism,
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which began to show itself by the middle of the sixteenth cen-
tury one among many of the Elizabethan Age's restless move-
ments, at first stifled by more vigorous intellectual forces and
more exacting passions, gained ground and took root as time
went on. It withstood mockery, satire, official persecution. It
came to have ardour and the audacity to assail its foes.

Refusing to compromise with Sin, with anyone who might
welcome, encourage or tolerate it, Puritanism had a horror of
beauty, sensuousness and sensuality. The extravagant display of
James's Court, the sumptuous Masques where immorality ruled
—sensual spectacles if ever there were any, in which the Theatre
delighted and which ultimately ruined it—were repugnant to
Puritans. The stage appeared to them a school of corruption and
lies, a vast industry of debauchery, an ever-increasingly degener-
ate activity.

For after the point of balance where Shakespeare's experience
stopped, where all the varied phases of his stormy career con-
tributed to his reconciliation with life, the drama may be said to
have declined. The vigour that it lost in the tragi-comedy or the
pastoral it could not recover in intensity or even in diversity.
Pure tragic themes were watered down with doubtful elements,
and there was no longer a stable scale of values. Often the hero
was by turns tragic and comic without any justification in the
facts for this twofold character, and without his succeeding in
fusing it in the fire of action. The tragic hero loses some of his
strength, the comic some of his naturalness, and both some of
their dramatic power. The action is overloaded with sensation,
such as rape or incest, even unconsummated, in order to whip up
a flagging inspiration. Without conviction and therefore without
convincing, writers resorted to the most violent and spectacular
effects to intensify a drama that tended to become external.
Atrocities were now calculated rather than instinctive, the emo-
tions often intolerable because not fitting into the tragic universe
which had formerly breathed life into them. Nor is it certain that
the plea for chastity was sincere, so patent occasionally was the
dramatist's own indecision which sometimes exaggerated and
sometimes introduced a rather crude form of irony.
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IX

Nevertheless, there is Ford, the last of the group. His case is
curious: praised by some, blamed by others, heir to the great
Jacobean tradition at the moment when the crisis that character-
ized it was passing and was giving place to the taste for pleasant
and well-contrived entertainment, Ford retained the love of
passionate dramatic action, of characters who choose the hard
path of fidelity to themselves. But he curiously reduced the
sphere of drama properly so-called. The themes of ambition,
revenge, jealousy, the conflicts between duty and passion, vice
and virtue, life and death, are still found in his plays, but they do
not provoke loud uproar as did those of his forerunners. They
do not form the active element in the movement of the play:
they remain discreetly veiled, sometimes even smothered.

The external violence, the intentionally melodramatic inci-
dents, the choice of subject even (Tis Pity She's a Whore, for
example, where Ford takes up the theme of Beaumont and
Fletcher's A King and No King but boldly makes his hero and
heroine commit incest) expose Ford, unjustly in my opinion, to
the charge of decadence. If he is decadent it is not at all because
Giovanni breaks into the banqueting hall with Annabella's bleed-
ing heart on the point of his dagger, nor because Orgilus traps
Ithocles in a chair 'with an engine', the arms of which close upon
him and immobilize him within an inch of his enemy's weapon.1

Neither is it because Orgilus opens his veins on the stage, or Fer-
nando takes poison and the Duke stabs himself before the open
grave of the unfortunate Bianca.2 We have seen effects just as
spectacular in the great period of English Drama, and these
effects do not indicate in Ford any irresistible impulse towards
melodrama or any wayward poverty of dramatic invention.

If Jacobean drama becomes decadent, it is in its ideas much
more than in the way they are worked out. Drama was no
longer the vehicle or favourite mouthpiece of contemporary
thought and anxieties. Rather, contact had been lost between
the dramatist and the lively mind of his time. The public no
longer brought to the stage the alert interest, the exigencies, the

1 The Broken Heart, IV, iv. a Loves Sacrifice.
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constantly shifting influence of an audience's collective person-
ality: it had found other channels of expression fbr its new pre-
occupations. The dramatist was now expected to provide only
entertainment, not any spiritual nourishment. Moreover, the
number of those who regarded the theatre with suspicion was
growing daily, and strangely enough, after always being in the
forefront of intellectual enterprise, it was now suspected of
reactionary corruption.

Since James I's reign, it had been the Court alone which pro-
tected the companies of players who had become the property
of the King and Queen. And with Charles I, whose popularity
had been short-lived, the companies became still more official.
Hence, mistrust of the King, soon developing into hatred,
reacted upon the theatres. The Puritans redoubled their attacks
and found more favour with the public. The year when Ford
published, if he did not have performed, his best plays was also
the year—1633—when William Prynne launched his redoubt-
able pamphlet against the theatres and actors. His invective far ex-
ceeded the denunciations of Stephen Gosson and Philip Stubbes.1

Histriomastix is a venomous, vulgar and pedantic assault upon
authors, players and public alike, in the name of morality, reli-
gion and law. It sought to prove, with the authority of Scripture
and the early Fathers of the Church, that 'plays are criminal,
pagan, dissolute, impure spectacles... and that the profession of
dramatic poet or actor, and the fact of writing, performing and
going to see plays is illegal, infamous and unbecoming for
Christians'. Actresses (recently introduced at Court where the
Queen's Ladies-in-Waiting and Henrietta Maria herself amused
themselves by acting) were described in the pamphlet as 'notable
whores'. Magistrates who failed to move against the theatres
were taken severely to task, and the author went so far as to
evoke the shady character of Nero.

The Court, of course, reacted vigorously. Prynne was
arrested, lost his ears in the pillory, was sentenced to a heavy fine
and perpetual imprisonment. As an old offender (but that was
on a purely religious charge) he even had both cheeks branded,
but the publicity surrounding the whole affair gave the mad

1 The School of Abuse (1579), Gosson's pamphlet, was dedicated to Sir Philip
Sidney and encouraged him to write his famous Apology for Poetrie. Stubbes,
The Anatomy of Abuses (1583).
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pamphleteer notoriety. It was no longer the people but the
Court who defended the stage.

There was no popular rising to set Prynne free, but neither
was there any to cut him to pieces. The political and social fer-
ment from which a bloody revolution was soon to emerge had
its centre elsewhere than in the theatre. The dramatists had lost
the intellectual supremacy, the title to admiring wonder which
they had kept for some years after Shakespeare's death. Their
social role may be said to have drawn to its close whentthey con-
fined themselves to holding up a mirror to their contemporaries
—sometimes a faithful mirror in which they could see their daily
life reflected, and sometimes a magic mirror wherein they could
see the fleeting colours of false heroism blend with the romantic
tints offered to them as a substitute for life.

Can it be said that Ford was already suffering from that
depressing disaffection which was to leave the dramatist to play
only the debased part of an idle entertainer of the rich? No: the
question, no doubt, did not openly arise for him. But, as I ob-
served above, he considerably narrowed the frontiers of the
drama. I am almost tempted to say that his tragedies anticipated
in some sort Racine's stripping offof inessentials—that they were
moving towards that state of the drama in which exclusively the
purity of human passions, irrespective of time and space, is
responsible for their fate. It may seem paradoxical to talk of
purity in connection with a play like ' Tis Pity She's a Whore, the
subject of which is incest between a brother and sister. But who
can forget:

Et Phedre, malgre soi, perfide, incestueuse... ?

Giovanni, inflamed by Annabella's beauty, seeks in vain under
cover of a pseudo-Platonic sophistry, to justify his incestuous
passion:

It is a principle which you have taught,
When I was yet your scholar, that the frame
And composition of the mind doth follow
The frame and composition of the body:
So, where the body s furniture is beauty,
The mind's must needs be virtue; whicn allowed,
Virtue itself is reason but refined,
And love the quintessence of that; this proves,
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My sister's beauty being rarely fair
Is rarely virtuous; chiefly her love to me:
If hers to me, then so is mine to her;
Since in like causes are effects alike.

'Tis Pity She's a Whore, II, v.

Yet he feels weighing upon him that fatality of love which
bears Phedre to her doom:

Lost! I am lost! my fates have doomed my death:
The more I strive, I love; the more I love
The less I hope: I see my ruin certain....

I, iii.

Similarly Tecnicus—who corresponds to the Friar in Romeo and
Juliet—says to Orgilus in The Broken Heart: 'Tempt not the
stars; young man, thou canst not play with the severity of
fate.'1 It is in the fatality of passion that destiny lies, and how-
ever clear-sighted, good and virtuous men may be, they are
never beyond reach of its blows.

Possibly such a conception was arbitrary in the England of
1630, if it did not find its counterpart in at any rate an implicit
acceptance of the doctrine of Grace, which could redeem Phedre
in the eyes of the great Arnauld. But among men who no
longer threw down this insolent challenge to fate, as the great
ambitious figures of the earlier Drama had done, this disinter-
estedness, I had almost said this modesty, which is essentially anti-
romantic cannot but make them nobler in misfortune and some-
times in crime.

Ford's characters, allowing for a few unconvincing ones,
jealous or hypocritical, whose role is secondary even when they
may seem essential to the plot,2 have precisely this quality of re-
strained heroism, of discretion in the expression of suffering, of
calm assurance in courage, which makes them particularly grand
as tragic heroes. Annabella, beneath the threats and brutality of
a Soranzo mad with rage, keeps her dangerous secret and sings
her song: 'Che morte piu dolce che morire per amore!9 Calantha in
the famous second scene of Act V, more stoical in Lamb's words
than the Spartan boy who let a beast, hidden beneath his tunic,
gnaw out his bowels, hears without flinching, in the middle of a

1 The Broken Heart, I, iii.
For example, Fiormonda or D'Avolos in Love's Sacrifice.

F
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dance, that the three beings dearest to her—father, friend and
betrothed—-are dead, and she goes through all the remaining
steps of the dance before facing her misfortune with her full
stature. Penthea in the same play, married against her will to a
jealous husband, buries in the depths of her heart the secret of
her love for Orgilus, and, once she is married, resists the burning
importunities of her lover:

.., my true love
Abhors to think that Orgilus deserved
No better favours than a second bed.

The Broken Heart, II, iii.

and she lets herself go mad and die, after doing her brother (who
is responsible for all her suffering) the last service of winning
Calantha's heart for him. Bianca in Love's Sacrifice clings desper-
ately in the presence of death to the heroic lie of her chastity, so
as to spare her lover the vengeance of her husband.

Violence is powerless against such spirits, resolved never to
give way under grief, nor to yield to the blackmail of annihila-
tion. They do not know what terror is. They welcome death
with an indifference which does not even treat it as a liberator:

My glass of life, sweet princess, hath few minutes
Remaining to run down; the sands are spent1

but as a sacred priestess of peace:

Thoughts of ambition, or delicious banquet,
With beauty, youth, and love, together perish
In my last breath, which on the sacred altar
Of a long looked-for peace—now—moves—to heaven.

IV, iv: death of Idiocies.

Excessive suffering wrings from them no grandiloquent cries:
their anguish is resolved with rare simplicity, faintly tinged by a
restrained longing for the world to come:

1 The Broken Heart, III, v. The whole scene is one of unsurpassable beauty, in
which the calm accents of Penthca's next speech:

On the stage
Of my mortality my youth has acted
Some scenes of vanity

are heard in an atmosphere suddenly made more tense by the invisible presence
of death.
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Pleasures, farewell, and all ye thriftless minutes
Wherein false joys have spun a weary life!
To these my fortunes now I take my leave.
Thou, precious Time, that swiftly rid'st in post
Over the world, to finish up the race
Of my last fate, here stay thy restless course,
And bear to ages that are yet unborn
A wretched, woeful woman's tragedy!1

All through the tragedy this serene assurance sustains them
(even Giovanni, whose more impatient youth at times reminds
us of the fiery Romeo), and makes them accept the tyranny of
their passion. It gives them an unknown strength, a chivalrous
courage of rare quality. Never before had love been raised to
such a pinnacle of omnipotence, at once so free from sensuality2

and so exacting. It is as if unwillingly, with implacable tender-
ness, it can reach its full height only by destroying the object of
its affections, and then be precipitated in its turn into the abyss.
Giovanni stabs Annabella, the Duke in Loves Sacrifice kills
Bianca, Orgilus sacrifices Idiocies, and these appalling deeds are
done without anger, without raving, but with an immense pity
in the heart, an immense love for the victims. She's dead, alas,
good soul', says Giovanni, and he adds, a few lines below:

1 'Tis Pity Shis a Whore, V, i—death of Annabella. Or again, the death of
Giovanni, faithful to the end in his terrible love:

Death, thou'rt a guest long looked for; I embrace
Thee and thy wounds: O my last minute comes!
Where'er I go, let me enjoy this grace,
Freely to view my Annabella's face.

ibid., V, vi.
2 The scene where Giovanni declares his love to Annabella (I, iii) is one of

the purest and most tense that I know (apart, of course, from the chaste wonder
of Shakespeare's Miranda):

O, Annabella, I am quite undone!
The love of thee, my sister, and the view
Of thy immortal beauty have untuned
All harmony both of my rest and life.

And Orgilus (The Broken Heart, I, i) tells his love of Penthea in these words:

A freedom of converse, an interchange
Of holy and chaste love, so fixed our souls
In a firm growth of union, that no time
Can eat into the pledge ...
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Fair Annabella,

How over-glorious art thou in thy wounds,
Triumphing over infamy and hate.

' Tis Pity She's a Whore, V, v.

Orgilus has the same cry of admiration beside the body of his
friend Ithocles, whom he has held responsible for the death of
the woman he loved:

Farewell, fair spring of manhood!
The Broken Heart, IV, iv.

There is so much nobility in such cries that one hesitates to use
the cruel word sadism. Yet in Ford it is always the loved one
whom love sacrifices, compelled to pursue an absolute beyond
its reach, and realizing itself perhaps in this destruction. The
conventions, the code of honour, of chastity, of justice—these
are the restraints necessary for ordered human relationships,
which passionate love has to submit to, without forgoing its own
nature. Ford's lovers do not fall from their high estate. They
make no renunciation. They rarely discuss their fate; still more
rarely, their passion. Calantha contrives the remarkable feat of
belonging body and soul to Ithocles without a single admission
of it passing her lips until she is dying: 'They are the silent griefs
Which cut the heart-strings; Let me die smiling.'1

This precedence given to love over all the other passions, this
reticence in suffering, this welcome offered to death without any
thought of metaphysical rhetoric, this calm acceptance of a
fatality that brings ruin upon the lovers—these are the elements
of Ford's greatness. The problem of evil does not present itself to
him in terms of conventional morality, and the problem of suc-
cess does not present itself at all. Victim and criminal alike are
made greater by sacrifice, and what matters is not that justice
should be done but that the murderer should accept it in his
heart with a wild joy. 'Think on thy life and end, and call for
mercy', says the Cardinal to Giovanni after he has been stabbed,
and Giovanni's reply is: 'Mercy! Why I have found it in this
justice!'2

The Duke of Pavia's attitude is the same when he tries to kill
himself on learning that his victim had remained chaste: 'Lords,

1 The Broken Heart, V, iii.
2 'Tis Pity She's a Whore, V, vi.
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do not care for me, I am too wise to die yet',1 which implies that
he wishes to prepare a self-punishment which will leave nothing
to chance. A sudden revelation comes to them which brings
them peace and greatness.

It is only in this tragic climate that Ford is at ease, and this is
my reason for suggesting that he reduced the scope of Drama.
Deep though his knowledge of the human heart was, his experi-
ence was confined to abnormal or extreme cases, all of the same
complexion, the same tension. The dramatist no longer took the
whole of life for his province, all knowledge for his field of ex-
periment. His curiosity was concentrated on the points of bril-
liance with their 'hard, gemlike flame'. The flux of matter
moving all round him escaped his penetrating but limited vision.
Ford's comedy when he attempts it is appallingly jejune, and
what is generally called his realism is dull and devoid of interest.
He invents neither situations nor dramatic effects. He does not,
like his predecessors, pose agonizing problems which absorb the
play's substance and nourish it in return. The spectator can be
interested in Ford's characters only if he regards them as ideal
figures transcending ordinary humanity and becoming objects of
contemplation and aesthetic satisfaction. Their inner life is
simple but so intense that if it gave itself free rein in expression
instead of being understated and reticent the play would be sub-
merged beneath floods of romantic rhetoric.

But Ford's art lies precisely in well-bred restraint, in the
economy of the means he employs. There is no undisciplined
excitement, no noisy boisterousness, but a sustained effort to
keep the expression within bounds, to muffle the shouting, to
reduce the gestures to a minimum. The passions consume their
own smoke and the heart swells till it ends by breaking. We
seem to be transported to an imaginary world, a world of trans-
parent, frozen imagination from which good and evil have been
excluded, in the sense that suffering and emotion are co-eternal
and suffering arouses neither revolt nor pity. Ford's personages
move with superb mastery. The faith that animates them cannot
be subdued by misfortune. They are doomed but make no boast
of their heroism. They dominate quietly and calmly, without a
cry of defiance, without a wince of pain, because in the inhuman
order of things which is their human lot, they can work out

1 Love's Sacrifice, V, ii.
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their destiny only by this complete adherence to the suffering
that liberates man.

To go further was hardly possible. It is in this sense that Ford
marks a conclusion. The tragic spring is run down, exhausted or,
one might say, broken with Calantha's broken heart. Even had
the theatres not been closed ten years later, what follower, what
successor could have taken up Tragedy where Ford had left it?
The wheel had now come full circle. All sources of inspiration
had been tapped, all themes had served, all characters and
situations had been used. During the fifty-odd years between
Tamburlaine and The Broken Hearty between Marlowe's joyous
freshness and Ford's burning intensity, consuming Tragedy in
its white flame, the stage had achieved a miracle: it had given
living expression to a dynamic society.

This stage was not a luxury, nor the mirror of luxury, but a
workshop where thinkers, poets, moralists laboured with ardour
and courage, with a willing and co-operative public as subject
for their experiments. Interlocking of themes, diversity of char-
acters, complexity of situations, hope involved in an impasse of
stoic perplexities, the anguish caused by the conflict of contra-
dictions; a love of eloquence, of verbal extravagance, of refined
poetry; a robust digestion for the strongest as well as the dainti-
est dishes; in short, a passion for life, for action and simultane-
ously for enjoyment, for feeling themselves alive and active—all
this is to be found in the drama of the Jacobeans, in the mind of
its writers as in the minds of those for whom it was written.

The curve of greatness reaches its height in the first fifteen
years of the century, then wavers and declines, and the interest
shifts elsewhere. The public was surfeited and cloyed, ready for
diversions which were to be jousts and battles for other ends.
But whatever the violence of the political and religious passions
that were to absorb England during the twenty-odd years after
the closing of the theatres, it would not appear—in spite of a few
illustrious examples—that the whole of man was engaged in
them.

After 1660 definitely came the age of Literature and Art. The
Heroic Drama exploited nostalgia, and middle-class comedy in
the baroque splendour of the Restoration needed two essential
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accessories: the fan to smile behind, the handkerchief for tears.
Metaphysical themes gave place to social subjects, chastity was
greeted with storms of laughter, debauchery with storms of
applause, till the day came when persecuted Virtue, having
deluged the stage with tears, reaped the reward of its prudent
merit and settled down, like Pamela, in honourable comfort. But
it was the novelist, not the dramatist, who, with a firm hand, was
to take charge of the new epoch.





PART TWO

TECHNIQUE

L'esprit des formes est un.
ELIE FAURE





ORDER

'THE WHOLE HISTORY of Art', says Elie Faure, 'is dominated and
conditioned by ... the imperishable desire to keep the universal
life which at each moment escapes us, in an image that can define
it for ever.' The infinite diversity of forms matters little—on the
contrary: the only problem they present for the artist, the
moment they are created, is how to get the most out of them
for his purpose.

The stage is a perpetual illusion or mirage. Whether it be the
sacred rite of the earliest religious ceremonies—the cult of Diony-
sus and, later, of Apollo—in which man offers the gods he fears
a representation, fervent and ritualistic, of his way of under-
standing and fearing them; or whether it be the logical develop-
ment of a classical tragedy in which he reconstructs for his own
aesthetic satisfaction the limited play of a psychological crisis
dominated by the passions—the stage is always trying to re-
create, by the artifice of language with the help of attitudes and
gestures, even of costume, the mysterious life of the universe
which is outside man yet to which he belongs, thanks to his in-
tuitions and to his indestructible sense of the Divine.

After action properly so-called, the mind's first requirement is
to receive a witness—to see and hear how the world reveals it-
self to us, what gives us assurance of an identity, of our being
integrated into the world. Love of spectacle is inseparable from
the very existence of a conscious, percipient being; and the man
who prepares or produces the spectacle is primarily concerned
to give it that external form by which it will be recognized and
thought of as spectacle, and will contrast with the hazardous
logic of life with which it could never be confused.

The mistake of the realists has been to suppose that Drama is
a mere transcript of life. Possibly the transcript should be under-
stood as moving (insidiously and unconsciously from the
moment when the Classical school held and dogmatically laid
down that to reach perfection it was sufficient to follow Nature)
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towards the modern forms of a dramatic production so avid of
Truth that it neglects the only truth which should nourish a
work of art, the truth which transcends reality. The dramatist,
looking round for a form, reserves his right to make reality fit in
with his purpose, namely to arouse feelings stronger, more
manifold, more rarefied than 'real life' can yield. Or, at any rate,
feelings of a different kind. They may stimulate the mind, may
indeed involve one's whole being, and yet secretly the mind does
not wholly believe in the incidents of the story which it knows
to be imaginary. A transparent wall separates dramatist and
spectator, and the actors' voices and gestures, the ups and downs
of the plot, its denouement, causes, credibility—are, as it were, a
trap into which the spectator falls: he remains caught till the last
word of the epilogue and, on being released, he remembers only
the illusory grave dangers that he has chosen to traverse.

These dangers—of vice, grief, madness, death—assailing the
characters from every side and filling the spectator with varied
alarms and despondencies, are the plastic substance of Drama
which the artist moulds at will, and on which he throws the light
best suited to his purpose. He relies on the complicity of imagin-
ation and desire, of anguish and hope, of terror and pity—a
complicity based on an awareness of the spiritual communion
between the spectacle and the spectator.

This means, moreover, that the forms of presentation which
the dramatist invents or uses are much oftener, and more effec-
tively, the fruits of experience than of reason. A primitive art is
satisfied with what we call unsophisticated productions, but
awkwardness and clumsiness are as much the mark of a pathetic
stage in man's spiritual evolution as is the most accomplished
masterpiece of Reason.

Between the titanic drama of Aeschylus and the dragon-fly
iridescence of a Giraudoux comedy there is no quantitative
difference: one is the product of an epoch when man was pain-
fully freeing himself from the oppressive myth and becoming
conscious of the tremendous adventure of his moral grandeur;
the other is subtle word-play, delighting a refined sensibility,
desperately seeking the height of strangeness to which imagina-
tion alone can find the key. But whereas Aeschylus borrows from
the necessity of religious ritual the fullness and rigidity which
among other things make its greatness, Giraudoux is so supple
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and presses virtuosity so far in handling the art of dialogue which
has centuries behind it, that he loses all consistency and flavour
and becomes inorganic and fluid. Yet both, at opposite extremes
of theatrical history, obviously expected of their art that it
should transcend the reality which nourished it. The great tragic
folds of the Aeschylean muse and the shimmering shadows of
symbols that make Giraudoux's plays sparkle like watered silk,
are divergent forms of the same creative art which in our West-
ern civilization has taken three or four major patterns, deter-
mining its evolution perhaps for many centuries.

There was first the Greek Drama, springing from rites that
celebrated the gods. Gradually it disengaged from the awful
mystery of Olympus the disparate elements of the human per-
sonality: to the fate willed by the united gods it opposed man's
will to be free by hardship and heroism. Here, the strife of the
hero against destiny assumes the simplest form of a straightfor-
ward dialogue in which everything is planned in advance, but
the muted sorrow of the Chorus represents at the very heart of
the drama the lively conscience of dramatist and public alike.
The Chorus, a third personage urging, fearing, hoping, begging,
lamenting and rejoicing, represents the meeting-point or bridge
by which the indispensable collaboration between artist and
spectator is effected. Through the Chorus the audience realizes
what is at stake, takes part in the struggle, frees itself, on the
ideal plane, from an oppression that nothing but the mind can lift.

This is indeed a simple technique, ruling out subtleties: here
in mythology, there is no place for the credible, for logical
chains of events where everything rushes inevitably towards a
known catastrophe, where the only means of expression is
poetic language, that is, a manner both ambiguous and rarefied
of reaching the deepest truths which words do not yield up
without this compulsion.

But this technique was already, in the hands of the Greeks,
highly artificial and nothing could more misrepresent it than to
describe it as 'close to Nature'. 'The Greeks our masters', says
Andre Gide, 'know well that Aphrodite was not born by natural
process.' Euripides, following Aeschylus and Sophocles, for he
was anxious to humanize this form of drama, scaled down the
size of his heroes. More for the sake of variety than of truth, he
began to garnish his spectacle with episodes or anecdotes, the
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abuse of which later on, even under cover" of lyricism, was to
break the fine tragic unity of his predecessors' dramas.

When the Romans took up tragedy again, in spite of the
powerful lyric inflation of a Seneca, they degraded it and used
external elements only to hold the public's attention—sensa-
tional incidents, artificial style, purely ornamental treatment of a
mythology or a cosmogony in ruins. The grave voice, the pure
line, the unity of atmosphere—these were things of the past. The
imperishable can be achieved only for a short moment, once
only. Perfection cannot be repeated.

Aristotle, no doubt, would have liked to pin down this per-
fection by borrowing from the old classical models his famous
rules which were revived, many centuries later, for quite a dif-
ferent kind of drama. If so-called Classical Tragedy relied on the
Unities and, thanks to them, again attained, for a very short time,
another imperishable perfection, it was because the need for
order, reasonable arrangement, an intellectually satisfying bal-
ance became paramount after the boisterous incoherence or the
dull grandiloquence of the medieval and Renaissance Drama. It
could not justify its survival in France.

The generation of Scaliger and Mairet is, roughly, that of Des-
cartes. The multiple stage and, with it, multiple action was
abandoned, after which it seemed an easy matter to conform
with the restrictions of Time and Place. Descartes's cogito is
more than the keystone of a whole system: it is a many-edged
weapon, equally apt for driving out the evil spirits of the Dark
Ages and of a far-from-penitent imagination, or for giving man,
even a man of the theatre, the illusion that everything is or-
dained and must be arranged with the same strictness in a work
of art as in the universe. This exorcising was possible only in
France: there alone did it bear fruit, which might have proved
barren but for Corneille and Racine (who died, and this was no
accident, without followers).

This discipline of coherence and unity which the Cartesian,
and therefore the French, mind imposes on the work of art,1

1 It is not, of course, a question of direct influence: Racine did not compose
Andromaque with the Discours de la Mlthode in mind, and Descartes himself
reached maturity after, so to speak, an incubation of centuries, at the exact
moment when he was required to lay down and define, once and for all, the
paths by which the French mind prefers to reach an understanding of reality.
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affected not merely the contrivance of the tragedy, which re-
mained that defined in The Poetics, but also the characters, the
embellishments, the style itself. But the important fact—so ob-
vious that only the confusion of mind produced, once more, by
the use of the word 'Nature', could cause it to be forgotten—is
that thereafter the dramatists thought of their works as works of
art. Hence, to return to the first and most imperative of all rules
which, thus stated, looks utterly commonplace: the theatre is the
theatre, not life nor a reconstruction of life—a simulation (if a
concession has to be made to the French realists). But even this
word does not convey my meaning. I mean that our concepts of
'realism' and of 'the credible need to be revised, the prestige of
false realism destroyed, and a new lease of life given to the pres-
tige of'credible. Qnly a frank acceptance of poetry's sovereignty
can do this. Q&><\ "

The substanceon which, or with which, the plastic arts work
to express beauty can, so to speak, be objectified in relation to the
executant's conception. The object itself, which serves as a
starting-point for sculpture or painting, is merely the pretext of
the moment, a happy combination of desire, of feeling, of cir-
cumstances. Once the last polish or touch of paint has been
given, the form enters into eternity. It bears within itself its own
immanence; in its turn, it has become an object, and its immobile
beauty, however graceful, can never be more than a memory of
the drama of its creation.

The arts of language, on the other hand, never finish with this
drama. A certain collocation of words on paper, black on white,
remains literally a dead letter till the moment when the reader's

ae, the reciter's voice consciously re-creates this drama, with
its train of images, emotions, thoughts. It is the same with

music, prisoned in its score, which the conductor's magic wand
sets free and which thus recovers for the audience its true life, an
infinity of successive lives, every time the sounds rise and fall.
Words and sounds are not a mass but a series, perceived as
linked together irrevocably, like the events which they purport
to relate.

The theatre is the theatre. There is, on the one side, the public
—listener-spectator, all eyes and ears, greedy for the spectacle—
and, on the other, on the stage, the actors. An imaginary line
separates them, sets them face to face, isolates them from each
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other—a line of resistance, a wall of light which has become foot-
lights but formerly was simply an empty space between spec-
tator and actor, the former lying in wait for the latter, having
come to see him suffer, act, die, feigning each action—having
come to hear him express by his voice, his cries or his tears the
emotions that go with his behaviour on the stage. All this is
feigned, is acting. The theatre is a convention set in the very
heart of poetry.

For authors, actors, spectators all know well that these gesti-
culating, declaiming personages are unreal, as are the incidents,
the armies that confront each other, the heroes who die a few
feet above ground. The secret pact, the connivance of credulity,
which binds us to the play, is the essential rule of the game. The
reality is no more than an appearance trying to pass for poetic
reality. The actor is what he is not, he enters into the personage
that the author has created for him. The author asks the spectator
to believe what is not and what nevertheless happens, borrowing
the form and substance of reality. The character, finally, is dis-
tinct from the actor who impersonates him, lives in his own
right, accepts the situation that the author imposes on him, is
nourished by the substance of reason and feeling implanted in
him by the author. All of them are acting, and go on acting to
the end.

But the game, in the end, is played against the personages
whose destiny is circumscribed by two hours of the clock, and
piloted to its end by the author who forbids them to escape from
this imaginary universe, beyond the limits of time and space
which he has set to their antics. Supreme art consists in making
people believe that these personages are free, detached from the
author and pursuing their own purposes in complete indepen-
dence. Thus we have the miracle of theatrical technique, the
miracle of poetic language, a means of expression to which all
the others are subordinated.

For these personages (just as they are merely illusory by their
costumes, their make-up, the subtle or exaggerated feelings
which they feign to have or really have, and the situation im-
posed on them by the plot) speak also a language intended to
complete, to sublimate emotion, to give it that real quality, that
stuff of a world lost and regained, that thrill which constitutes
its virtue and gives the simplest words their strange power to
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cast a spell over us. Everything in this theatre is illusory, and
therefore everything is real. The spectator is simply induced to
accept the data of dramatic experience, and a preliminary agree-
ment is established about all the conventions which are, in com-
parison with these data, occasional conventions of detail, of
purely practical convenience, essentially temporary and renew-
able at the pleasure of each generation.

These propositions are valid also for the French classical plays
with which I wish to conclude. But in the Classical Drama these
conventions of detail were codified by critics on the authority of
the ancient Greeks and Romans. They were regarded as the only
sound method of making plays: separation of genres, rules of the
Three Unities, prestige of the hero, exceptional character of the
incidents to inspire terror and pity, to instruct and to please; a
technique of execution which simplifies and spaces out the epi-
sodes, aims at stripping the action to its simplest terms; dramatic
rhetoric ordering the reasons for action, clearly classifying the
motives, respecting logic in the sequence of effects, subjecting
even the miraculous to its laws; in a word, obedience to Nature,
harmony of the parts, understatement.

Here is the triumph of reason, of modesty, of balance and
moderation. The most perfect dramatist is the one who seems
most at ease within the bounds; the purest, he who can be the
most moving in the most sober language, applied to the most
banal, that is to say, the most universal themes. The miracle of
Racine was that he reduced tragedy to the level of a sacred ver-
bal rite, that he made such burning passion blaze out in a style so
plain, by such simple devices, with so few characters. His drama
is timeless. It crosses all the frontiers of reality. It is a supreme art,
a rarity that will not be repeated. His language, above the con-
tamination of life's dubious forms, with a realism that has attained
the absolute in the philosophic meaning of the word, is a dramatic
rhetoric without a blemish or flaw, the most tyrannical but also
the most glorious of conventions.



CONVENTIONS AND TRADITIONS

In contrast with this supreme realism, carried to such a pin-
nacle by a genius who finds himself at ease even with the most
rigorous austerity, is the apparent disorder of Elizabethan Drama.
It is difEcult for the French to realize that this third form of
dramatic art, which they are accustomed to consider undiscip-
lined, had strict rules of its own. The French have always had
their view of the Elizabethan Theatre and of Shakespeare dis-
torted by their habit of mentally contrasting it either with Clas-
sical tragedy or with modern or contemporary drama—Shake-
speare and Racine, Shakespeare and Ibsen, or Bernard Shaw—
whereas Shakespeare and his contemporaries are as different from
the one as from the other. There is nothing profitable to be
learned any longer by setting them side by side or comparing
them.

Classical Tragedy, as we have seen, is as outstandingly arti-
ficial an essay in the conventional as can possibly be achieved by
the devices of a poetical code. Realistic drama, on the other
hand, seeks to follow life as closely as possible, and far from
seeking poetic escapism does everything to make credible an
exact copy of reality. But .this reality which it hunts down and
brings on to the stage, must be the reality of every day: if the
play is to be well written, everyone must recognize its authentic
truth. Scenery, costume, language, incidents, action—all must
combine to give us the illusion that the plot is an everyday
occurrence, taken from life. This is how we live, suffer, dispute,
reach serious decisions, quarrel, perhaps also kill. The technique
of such plays depends on observation and on skilful cutting and
linking of the scenes. It cannot be said to serve a really creative
art, unless an art be considered creative of which the supreme
aim is to make people forget that it is an art, by obstinately
wallowing in banality.

This, of course, is not the aim of Renaissance Drama in Eng-
land. That it sought to be an art admits of no doubt. But the



MYSTERIES AND MORALITIES 87

technique of this very special kind of art is so complex and dis-
concerting that there has never been a body of doctrine to define
it, before or since. For Elizabethan conventions, which are far
more than customs and much less than rules, did not spring from
minds so disciplined as those which laid down laws for Classical
Tragedy. These men, indeed, addressed themselves to the per-
formance of plays, not to the drawing-up of codes. In this as
elsewhere, and always in England, experience backed up by
tradition gave the laws to technique: it was not technique which
claimed to make laws before it had any experience and without
the help of tradition. But the tradition was old and rich, the
experience living and varied.

In the first place, the theatre having originally provided enter-
tainment for the crowd, there was the popular tradition of
Mysteries and Morality plays. This had accustomed public and
authors to consider that the time and space in which all action
took place, far from being a narrow, rigid framework, were on
the contrary supple and extensible, at the disposal of a plot in
which the miraculous element naturally was more important
than the realistic. The Bible pageant, legendary or historical,
carried its personages to every point of the compass, and in the
course of these travels time was telescoped, now quickened, now
slackened as the changes in the plot might require.

The Morality play, caring little about verisimilitude in the
painting of character, took for the most part the form of alleg-
ories, bold and exacting abstractions, complicated by no psycho-
logical considerations: from the moment the character appeared
on the stage, wearing his motives, as it were, like armour, he was
easy to recognize. To-day allegory is regarded as synonymous
with poor psychology, as dull and often dry abstraction, but
then it was intensely alive in the popular imagination. It gained
in imaginative strength and sharpness of outline what it lacked
in the subtlety which for us moderns is the very substance of life.
Not to mention the immense place it occupied in the Middle
Ages and, long afterwards, in the plastic arts, the popular ballad
and short verse-tale, allegory reigned supreme and indispen-
sable in the religious sphere; for it was well fitted to convey in
the simplest, most striking and sometimes the most acid strokes
the elementary ideas that form the eternal basis of man's mind:
the good, the beautiful, vice, virtue, kinship and even saintliness,
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evil spirits, sickness and of course death. The most dramatic con-
flicts could be evoked in the conscience of Everyman by the
excessive play of abstract passions, wearing their own mask and
speaking the language expected of them.

When the stage freed itself from strictly religious preoccupa-
tions, the custom continued of setting up like allegories a certain
number of personages who would thus make a more instant
appeal, of types that hardly varied except as genius gave them
marks of its own. The Avenger, the Villain, the Machiavellian,
for example, or the Miles gloriosus derived like other characters
from a special psychological conception—those called 'Humours'
after Ben Jonson—owe the modes of their existence to the tena-
cious tradition of allegory. It might even be said that a play like
Arden of Feversham develops like an allegory with its repeated
episodes—six or seven attempted assassinations which do not
exhaust the reader's patience and which should not be attributed
prima facie to poverty of invention. And what of Dr. Faustus!

But there is also a learned tradition which derives directly
from Seneca through the university wits. I have dwelt on
Seneca's influence sufficiently in Part I, and there is no need to
develop the point at length hereBeneca's first gift to the young
dramatists was, without doubt, a high conception of their art.
Failing rules which it seems difficult to define apart from the
model that he set them, failing even the unity of conception—so
obvious in Greek Drama, compared with which Seneca appears
prolix, sometimes actually incoherent—it is his grandeur, the
nobility of his design which on reflection strike the reader. The
sustained lyrical tone sends out sombre waves of feeling, and
even the artificial style gives evidence of the height to which the
Latin dramatist sought to raise his art.

It has been said of Seneca's tragedies that they were 'salon
tragedies', written to be declaimed before an ilite. I do not deny
it, and I find in this criticism an argument in favour of my own
viewxJFne long lyrical soliloquies, the impassioned rhetoric,
however redundant and declamatory, the piling up of images,
the word-play and the shafts of wit, all contribute to assure the
triumph of an art which aims at the terrible and the grandiose,
and which uses for its effects the most melodramatic meansthe
Elizabethan dramatists took what was best and what was worst
in Seneca, the ghosts and the violent passions, but above all, the



DRAMATIST AND AUDIENCE 89

extraordinary jfaithjn the magic power' of language, thanks to
which tHe clrama,, whatever its subject, threw off the contradic-
tofylKScHes of logic, passion and what the public was used to.

Tor what the public was used to must be reckoned with also.
The dramatist obeys partly his instinct, partly the tastes of his
audience. His art is directly involved. He never works either
altruistically or for the taste of a single individual. His business is
to keep in suspense a crowd of people who, once inside the
theatre, have a corporate personality which must be mastered,
forced to identify itself with the play's characters and their for-
tunes, and given the intellectual fare it expects. Of course, this
crowd is credulous at first and, as the French say nowadays, un-
committed. But it is also exacting, greedy for adventure, for
legends and tales of chivalry, for the miraculous; it demands sen-
sation, blood, morality and truth. In other words, it wants poetry.

Strange as it may seem, the legendary and the miraculous
must be regarded as true. Shakespeare and many others will be
found scrupulously respecting the data of history or legend, fol-
lowing North's Plutarch or Holinshed's Chronicles step by step,
cutting out only such passages as overload the dramatic purpose,
adding only what can be included in the general belief accorded
to all action: the news-item known to all, the adventure read in
a book, which has received the stamp of authenticity by the
mere fact of seeing itself in print. One need only look, for ex-
ample, at the titles: 'The lamentable history of ', 'The tragic
history of ', 'The true history of ', etc. And if the incred-
ible rubs shoulders with the true, is it not a fact that Edward's
children were smothered in the Tower, that St. Hugh was
hariged and taken down so that his bones might become cob-
bler's tools, that an apprentice could exchange his leather apron
for the richly embroidered robe of Lord Mayor of London, or
that Moll Cutpurse lived like a man, on theft and debauchery, at
the head of an organized gang?
vThe bloodthirsty kings, the knights of legend, the enchanters,
sorcerers, notorious criminals, all the characters or incidents of
history, folklore, thieves' records, travellers' tales—all, as it is to-
day, was grist that came to the mill of the masses, the readers of
the wonderful medley of the serial story. Mother and Martyr, The
Princess and the Snail, Brothers and Foes, The White Devil (or the
Black or the Green), The Revenger's Tragedy, Romeo and Juliet,
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'Tis Pity She's a Whore, The Bloody Brother, The Scornful Lady,
The Broken Heart—all these are genuine play-titles, or could be,
so small is the difference between the everyday occurrence,
legend, history and fairy-tale. At the risk of exhausting the
reader's patience, I would repeat (what is the essential theme and
raison d'etre of this book) that everything is true once poetry
takes hold of it, once language accomplishes its aesthetic func-
tion, which is to create not so much the beautiful as the true.
Which of us refuses to believe that Alice, drowsing over her
book one hot summer's day, really saw a White Rabbit pull a
watch out of his waistcoat pocket?

Moreover, the crowd knows that all human experience and
therefore its dramatic counterpart contains a moral. This was the
aim of the Morality play; it is also, on a larger scale of edification,
the aim of comedy or drama. Dramatic art is not a mere function
of entertainment: its example, its advice, its 'message' have to be
taken into account. The spectacle of a lamentable destiny incites
pity, just as useless cruelty incites disgust or hatred, and courage
admiration. Even atrocities carry with them a lesson in human-
ity, fciid if Elizabethan speeches were encumbered with sententi-
ous moral reflections, sometimes, with boring developments in
the form of meditative soliloquies and even with discussions
which to our mind unnecessarily hold up the action of the play,
it was not so much the memory of the Classics and the desire to
appear well-educated that made the author stuff his text with
them, as the necessity of meeting his audience's expectations.

Really to know how a man faces death, one must know what
he thinks rather than what he feels in presence of it; one must hear
his last counsel, his final confession, his most significant secret. In
the same way, people flocked to hear the last homily permitted
by English Justice to the condemned man when he had one foot
on the scaffold before taking the final plunge. Hence the in-
digestible, but never uninteresting mass of reflections, philo-
sophic or moral words; hence the discussions, the anguished
dilemmas and reticences of Elizabethan plays. The monologue,
so often used, served many purposes to which we shall doubtless
have occasion to revert, but it rarely comes, as in French tragedy,
at the moment of deliberation before the decision. For most of
the time it discloses the essentials of a human experience at
crucial moments of man's destiny.
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Elizabethan tragedy—as much as comedy whose r6le it is, and
with a gravity of tone all its own—is a school of morality to a
degree which even propaganda plays have never attained. For it
contains no thesis and its appeal to ethical ends is quite instinctive.
When Shakespeare wrote Measure for Measure or As You Like It
he was not trying to attack hypocrisy or to prove the blessings of
a pastoral life. But Measure for Measure creates a stifling atmo-
sphere in which the chief element is a bitter savour of disgust for
false vocations (the least one can say in so few words, for the play
is loaded with many other 'messages'); and As You Like It passes
a general judgment on life—an ironical condemnation of the
false pastoral, and a lively recognition of love's sovereignty in the
'Boisterous and healthy personality of Rosalind.
~~ There is, indeed, no play of Shakespeare or of his contem-
poraries which does not contain in some degree, under the dis-
creet veil of allusions, wealth of metaphor or incisive epigram-
matic maxims, essential revelations about the meaning of life,
the moral significance of an attitude or a gesture, so that the
shock to the audience's sensibility is prolonged in its mind on the
ethical plane.

Any human experience, then, seems valid in the eyes of these
dramatists for simultaneously probing the mysteries of behaviour
and is the justification of its gestures. Why should we be sur-
prised that mind influenced form since the latter can exist only
through the former? Here again, only the regal detachment of a
Racine can depict monsters with such complete indifference that
the attention is entirely absorbed by the incredible beauty of their
free movements, and willingly throws off all moral constraint.
It should, perhaps, be said that if beauty alone is sought, other
preoccupations are ruled out, and that the contemplation of a
tiger—as in Blake's poem—produces those high mystical states
in which the soul melts as in ecstasy, wholly absorbed by the
created object, wholly trusting its creator.

These dizzy moments are rarely free from foreign elements
among Elizabethan dramatists. Shakespeare, however, rises to
them sometimes (as in the death of Cleopatra or Othello's
suicide), and I can find only Ford who lives habitually in this
climate of disinterestedness.



THE STAGE

Were it not for its bearing on the main purpose of this book,
it would be superfluous to dwell at length on the effect of Eliza-
bethan stage-conditions on dramatic construction, for by and
large they are familiar to the public.

The performance of a Shakespearian play presents a modern
producer with a number of problems which the Elizabethan
author and theatre manager solved very differently. This is due
both to the entirely different arrangements of the stage and to
the consequent difference in the conception of production.
Everything was governed by the size and special shape of the
theatre, the disposition of the stage, the hour of the performance,
the composition of the acting companies and the public's
habits.

The curious drawing made from memory by the Dutch
traveller, de Witt (1596), of the Swan Theatre is known to all
French schools from Guibillon's Morceaux Choisis. There is no
need to describe it, but what strikes one about it is not so much
the bareness of the apron-stage (projecting into the middle of the
building), or its three levels (front, inner and upper), but rather
the absence of a curtain and footlights, and therefore of mystery.
By this I mean that the pomps and ceremonies proceeded openly,
without any attempt at concealment, before the eyes of a public
which pressed close round three sides of the stage. Only the fact
of the stage's being raised enhanced its glamour and allowed,
with the minimum of stage properties (each bit of scenery, each
object on the stage assuming a symbolical meaning) this absence
of localization, this neutrality of scene to be exploited for the
most diverse ends.

Not that such an arrangement was rudimentary or, to excuse
its comparative poverty, could be regarded as primitive. Here
again it is true that it came from tradition and experience. The
inn-yards where the first popular spectacles were performed
were surrounded on three sides by a gallery, on to which the
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guest-chambers looked, and the actors set up their stage in front
of the fourth side which served them as scenic background.
Similarly, the big halls of country houses and Oxford and Cam-
bridge colleges, used as refectories or meeting-places, where per-
formances were given, often had a gallery at the back, built in
the partition wall between the hall and the offices, with two
doors leading to it. Hence the Elizabethan stage, built on the
lines of the inn-yards and halls, presented the same character-
istics: front, inner and upper stage had each its conventional
significance which made realism in scenery unnecessary.

The front stage was the unlocalized spot where the Prologues
came and stood, soliloquies were delivered and connecting
scenes and interludes were performed which did not need to be
identified for the play to be understood. The inner stage under
the gallery, isolated by a curtain which was drawn so as to un-
cover or to divide it from the rest of the stage, had a more defin-
ite function. Here, interiors were set (taverns, bedrooms, grot-
toes, tombs, etc.), and whenever a character came out or went
in, the scene of the action was known to lose its locality or to
become more localized, as the case might be. Here Antonio in
The Duchess of Malfi would tell his secrets to the Duchess, or
Ferdinand and Miranda would be playing chess when Prospero
literally 'discovered' them. Finally, the upper stage could repre-
sent rooms above (from which villains, for example, might
observe their victims), the ramparts of a town, castle walls (for
the scene of the Watch in Hamlet), the top of a hill or promon-
tory, sometimes even Heaven.

The play was given without a break, the division into acts and
scenes having been introduced at the time of the First Folio and
sometimes even later, when editors and commentators felt them-
selves obliged to conform with the classical convention. Hence
the transition from one scene to another was made without any
interruption of the action: the characters went off on one side
and came on by the other, or left one part of the stage for an-
other, within sight of the audience, each move representing a
journey which might be quite a long one and yet occupy only a
few seconds. Each new situation was understood by the public
either through an allusion in the text (as often in Shakespeare:
'How far is t call'd to Forres?') or by the new locality being
identified through some symbolical stage property (throne, dais,
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bed, coffin, etc.). Dtcor was not completely absent, therefore, but
it was not essential.

Thus, two items of scenery at least recur frequently in Eliza-
bethan plays: a wood and the gates of a town. For the former,
trees were certainly used, though of what construction is uncer-
tain. They must, however, have been sufficiently strong for
people to be hanged on them. As for town-gates, they could be
represented the more easily thanks to the balcony at the back,
over the side or central doors opening on the inner stage. Thus
the besieged could stand over the besiegers, as in the Berkeley
Castle scene in Richard II where the King addresses Bolingbroke,
and from which he comes down shortly afterwards to offer his
surrender in the court in front of the castle.

Realistic staging, therefore, was reduced to an indispensable
practical minimum, and properties did the rest—properties and
costumes. We have a detailed list found among Henslowe's
papers,1 from which it can be seen that they were numerous and
varied: weapons or instruments of war, royal insignia, emblems
of the gods, dragons, horses, lions' skins or heads, mossy banks,
rainbows, coffins and a hundred other different objects, intended
to fire the imagination and to complete the illusion of the cos-
tumes which, all scholars are agreed, were very rich and elabor-
ate. Costumes and accessories, moreover, had a definite sym-
bolical meaning: the King was recognizable by his crown,
Mercury by his wand, Iris by her scarf, the messenger by his
boots, the old man by his beard, and so on. Not that there was
the slightest concern for historical accuracy or, as we say, 'local
colour'; Dido and Cleopatra wore the same farthingales, the
doublet was common to Romans and Elizabethans alike.

Nevertheless, the costumes spoke a conventional language,
whether they indicated a country of origin (Spanish cape, baggy
Turkish trousers, etc.), or were peculiar to a type of character.
The enchanter could be known by his mantle, the parasite by his
tights, the ghost by the flour which whitened his face. Colour
also had its symbolical significance: white and black, for example,
represented innocence and mourning, gaiety and melancholy.

Finally, the disguises which were so numerous in Elizabethan
drama and of which Shakespeare made such abundant use had no

1 Inventory of the properties belonging to the Lord Admiral's Company in
1598.
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need to be realistic to be effective. I shall return to this point later.
Here it is enough to say that they were effected by the simplest
means: a false beard, a mask, or a cloak, and the personage was
recognized neither by his friends nor even by his nearest relatives.
We know, too, that the sexes were constantly mixed, women's
parts being played by boys whose voices had not yet broken: the
Duke in As You Like It fails to recognize his daughter Rosalind,
and Viola in Twelfth Night can in turn and safely be Viola, the
young page and Viola again.

All the dramatic incidents depended on these transparent fic-
tions, which the public accepted without demur, nor did they in
any way impair the credibility of the action. What mattered,
then, more than any realism was the exact interpretation of
the part, which the costume, the attribute or the disguise in-
dicated, whether for the leading roles or for the servants and
walking-on parts. Here, again, the conventional presentation
deriving from the Morality plays must be borne in mind: the
actor, once clearly identified, was important only by his way of
behaving and above all of expressing himself.

Scenic effects also were no less numerous than varied, violent
and spectacular; melodramatic we might call them were it not
for the powerful poetic effects obtained from most of them.
Men-at-arms march past before the battle, or great lords, sump-
tuously arrayed, before the Council; the crowd throngs the
street or the castle precincts or the forum; royal banquets, trial-
scenes, solemn processions—all this comes directly from the
tradition of the Pageants in which the English crowds first satis-
fied their passion for spectacles. Then, there were also the effects
which catered for the love of the marvellous: apparitions of all
kinds, sometimes achieved with the help of machines, ghosts
rising from the bowels of the earth (through trap-doors, of
course), spirits raised by necromancers or sorcerers mounting
from the jaws of hell or from mysterious tombs; angels and
demons coming from their appropriate haunts, the gods of
Antiquity descending from Olympus and summoning in their
turn a motley crew of servitors to provide, at a stroke of the
magic wand, an entertainment of dance and music or song, or
grotesque revels.

Here, tragedy allies itself with the sumptuous Masque, a lyric
pantomime in which poetry rivals music, in the pastoral tradi-
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tion which was to occupy such a large share of the Jacobean f£tes
of Court or castle. It is by no means rare to find, in the middle of
the darkest drama, these bright interludes in sylvan settings,
adorned by graceful troupes of spirits disguised as harvesters. A
funeral dirge suddenly evokes the redbreast or the field-mouse,
and the mind is relieved from the horrors of poison and corrup-
tion. The pantomime properly so-called, or Show', is also in-
cluded in the drama, not merely to entertain the eye but to avoid
the narration of some event that helps the plot forward; it thus
allows of striking short cuts which precipitate instead of holding
up the action of the play. Thus, it can be a premonitory dream
materialized without words; a distant vision reconstructing a
murder down to its smallest details; or again these Shows may
have ghosts, grave and wrathful, thirsting for blood and revenge
as they glide through dream forests in an unearthly light.

Ghosts without number, doleful and tragic, mute or garrulous,
come to threaten the assassin or to exhort the avenger, and by
their piteous miming or their terrifying cries to expose, to the
eyes of all, the frightful torment brought upon them by the
supreme injustice of their death. Their hair clotted with blood,
their faces slashed by dagger-wounds, they adorn the Thyestes
banquets, silent and terrible or stiff and livid, just as they were
when death overtook them. Surrounded by flames and brim-
stone, themselves invulnerable in their ghostly armour, they hurl
their insults and utter their prophecies in cavernous tones.

Never ridiculous, ideal vehicles of the tragic, ghosts were dear
to Seneca's admirers; but they were also familiar to the popular
mind which never tired of embodying, under their bloodless
features and their attitudes of despair, its unsubduable longing
for an after-life—an after-life unthinkable unless by means of
such images as these—and of satisfying the great thirst for mys-
tery and justice which has haunted it from the remotest ages.
The ghost is thus more than a stage property. It is an indispen-
sable personage whose expected presence shocks no spectator
and whose role is often a major one.

But the ghost is not the only channel of sensation, and tragic
effects are contrived by many other means also. Here, an agres-
sive realism is needed to intensify the sensation. Spectacular
horrors are piled up in the Senecan tragedy, reinforced by a
staging obviously intended to produce shudders in the audience.
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Bloody banquets, ambushes, torments and executions take place
in an atmosphere of the torture chamber. Decapitated heads are
brought upon the stage, the blood streams (from a concealed
bladder), the living flesh is slashed (as by an illusionist in a fair-
booth), executioners pass red-hot irons before their victims' eyes;
corpses and severed limbs (made of wax or represented by dum-
mies), more ghastly than death itself, complete the illusion of the
sensational which the Elizabethan public so much relished.

Remembering the intolerable scenes in Titus Andronicus or
King Lear, the reader will not be surprised to find that, if Shake-
speare himself did not eschew these condiments for robust diges-
tions, they formed the basic diet for many of his contemporaries.
In this sphere, their imagination reaches the furthest limits of the
horrible in the ingenious and also, doubtless, the ingenuous.
Tamburlaine harnesses vanquished kings to his chariot, Bajazet
breaks his skull against the bars of his cage, the Jew of Malta pre-
pares to hurl his foes into the boiling cauldron into which he
falls himself. Webster's Brachiano dies under the beaver of a
poisoned helmet, and is made to go through the sinister comedy
of Confession, the better to damn him; Duke Ferdinand, before
going mad from lycanthropy1 and digging in cemeteries, shows
his sister wax-figures of the corpses of her children; Orgilus
catches his rival in the trap of a mechanical chair. And Shake-
speare (one can dip anywhere into his plays) like the others piles
up duels, executions, beheadings, murders of women and child-
ren; he juggles with coffins, makes play with the substitution of
one decapitated head for another; brings statues to life, sets the
weird sisters dancing in a ring, resorts to oracles, apparitions and
ghosts—in short, runs the whole gamut of atrocities like a prac-
tised playwright, without compunction or remorse. He appears
to have had an inexhaustible power of invention to serve a vigor-
ous appetite, just as in the realm of pure imagination he enjoyed
protean supremacy in the use of metaphor.

Such effects, far from enslaving reality for realistic ends, bend
it to suit all purposes, indeed go beyond it, manipulating and
twisting it for poetic needs, just as a metaphor at the moment
when it is perceived, yokes together the poles furthest removed
from the object of inward contemplation. Sounds and noises
bring to this apparent disorder a contribution of no little value—

1 Duchess ofMalfi, V, ii.
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the war-like trumpet, the oppressive rhythm of the funeral march,
the tender modulation of a romance, the comic jollity of a
drinking song or the clear notes of a hunting horn; cannonade,
drum and thunder join in, and the very bells strike the death-
blow when the deluded assassin, dagger in hand, throws himself
forward into the shadows where the owl has already sounded his
knelL Similarly, at Newgate, the fatal bell rings in the final hour
of the doomed man.

It must not be forgotten that the Elizabethan theatre was very
small. According to the specifications for the Fortune Theatre
built by Henslowe and Alleyn in 1600, on the lines of the Globe,
the yard or pit must have been 55 feet wide (not counting the
galleries), and the stage, 43 feet wide, came forward into the
middle of the building far enough to allow for processions,
grouping and movement of the players. Performances always
took place in the afternoon, which precluded the elaborate light-
ing effects of our modern producers, though there was some use
of candles and torches for interiors (such as prisons and tombs),
and even for heaths and forests, or for processions and Retreats.
Though the theatres were not always completely roofed in (the
stage alone—sometimes merely a part of it—and the balcony
were protected), it would not be correct to compare them with
our open-air theatres.

Since the stage, as we have just seen, came forward to the
middle of the pit, the actor was surrounded on three sides by the
spectators who could hear him without difficulty. His asides and
soliloquies could be spoken without raising his voice, in a con-
fidential tone, direct to the audience, with whatever shades of
intonation the subject required. But otherwise Elizabethan deli-
very was probably declamatory and the acting conventional.
Shakespeare frequently refers to the bombastic tone and arrogant
gait of the player who 'struts and frets' upon the stage1 and whose
action was to be as violent and unrestrained as the speech and

the circumstances required.
The powerful rhetoric of a Marlowe or a Kyd, the paroxysms

of terror or passion in the great Senecan dramas, the grandilo-
quent fury of the Revenge tragedies, the harrowing cries of the
ghosts and madmen, called for a robust voice and lungs, which

1 Macbeth, V, v. Sec also Troilus and Cressida, I, iii, 153, and in Hamlet the
scene with the Players contains valuable hints about the actor's technique.
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accounts for the celebrity of a Burbage and an Allcyn. 'I will
play it in Ercles' vein', Shakespeare makes Bottom say in the
admirable parody of a tragedy which he gives in A Midsummer
Night's Dream: 'in Ercles' vein', that is, the tone adopted by the
braggart, the miles gloriosus, in delivering his set-piece which the
mechanical 'lift' of a blank verse not yet tamed into suppleness
carried from one level up to another, until it ended in a roar. The
violence of the action, the length of the soliloquies (Tamburlaine
is one long series of monologues) the dramatic rhetoric of the
earlier authors, the love of excess in anger, hatred and defiance—
everything, obviously, must have contributed to inflate the tone
of voice, to exaggerate the gesture and to fire the glance of the
actor.

This was the player's tribute to the passion expressed in the
text, his complete self-surrender to the dramatic fiction, which
won even that difficult character Hamlet who reproaches him-
self that he 'can say nothing' though he is burning with a hate
which should

drown the stage with tears, . . .
Make mad the guilty and appal the free,
Confound the ignorant, and amaze indeed
The very faculties of eyes and ears.

Hamlety II, ii., 596 et seq.

The irony in this passage is full of bitterness. Hamlet is amazed
by the player's delivery of a speech intentionally composed in
the turgid style of the bad melodramas of the day (though with-
out the buffoonery in which Shakespeare indulged in the Dream):
he does it with so much passion that he forgets the wise advice
given him a little later.1 But the roaring matters little: such lines,
after all, were written as if they were to be roared, and if they
make us smile, as they irritated Hamlet, they afford indisputable
evidence of a zeal to entrust to speech the sacred mission of
delivering man from the nightmare of his suffering.

Moreover, there is no doubt that the famous banquet scene in
Macbeth—the drama to which Shakespeare brought all his powers
of playing upon the senses of the audience—could only be played

1 Speak the speech I pray you as I pronounced it to you, trippingly on the
tongue; but if you mouth it as many of your players do, I had as lief the town-
crier spoke my lines.'—Hamlet, III, ii. Here one almost hears Moli£rc speaking!
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with cries and grimaces ('Why do you make such faces?'), so
complete is the terror that the words convey. And, all told, it is
a triumph of poetic language, even if the desire for the grand
manner sometimes takes paths where we hesitate to consider it
supreme.



SPACE, TIME

Let us now leave the stage, or rather, let us penetrate to the
heart of the plays, and see inside the playwright's mind, if we
can, while he is constructing them. Let us arbitrarily isolate the
problems and clear the ground by treating them as pure con-
cepts: space, time, action, character, theme, and finally language.
We shall thus complete the circle of questions involved, whether
the playwright had them clearly in mind or not. Let us regard as
errors of judgment on our part those which cannot be reduced
to the terms of our own age. Let us not prospect space like a geo-
meter, or measure time like a chronometer.

The Elizabethan dramatist, as we have seen, did not bother
about space and time. Dr. Johnson, in whom the first signs of
modern critical thought can be detected, strives ponderously (as
his manner was, and he sometimes strove superbly) to justify
Shakespeare against the reproaches levelled at him by those
whose minds are haunted by the belief that dramatic credibility
requires conformity with the unities of time and space. But what
need is there for this? The scene of the action is as imaginary as it
can be since the stage is neutral and, thanks to its arrangement in
depth and height, as well as to its decor and its symbolical stage
properties, it can represent everything.

Why should the fabulous world of Tamburlaine and Titania,
of Antony and Cleopatra, of Dr. Faustus or Rosalind, allow it-
self to be 'cribb'd, cabin'd and confined' in a single desert, a
single balcony, a single forest? At once more abstract and more
concrete than the scene of a classical tragedy, the Lebensraum of
the Elizabethan is multiform and capable of any degree of locali-
zation: it coexists with the peripeteia; it is, in the philosophical
sense, immediate, not like a rational phenomenon foreseen and
unexposed to contingencies, but given as a series of necessary
supports, open to any event and capable, therefore, of becoming
this, that or the other.

'The truth is', says Dr. Johnson, 'that the spectators are always
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in their senses and know, from the first act to the last, that the
stage is only a stage . . . and where is the absurdity of allowing
that space to represent first Athens, and then Sicily, which was
always known to be neither Sicily nor Athens but a modern
theatre?' There is, indeed, nothing simpler than to accept a
fiction which presents itself as such. This theatre contains the
whole universe, a stage more magical than the devil's cloak
offered to Dr. Faustus, which can combine ubiquity with im-
mobility. Everything is possible to the 'willing suspension of
disbelief'.

As regards time, the problem is more complex. Initially,
nevertheless, it is of the same kind. Any narrative, since it may
take place at different points in space, has at least two speeds
which are superimposed one on the other: the time taken in the
telling and the time taken by the action described. A life can be
told in a few phrases; an instant may last five hours. Our idea of
time depends on our consciousness of it. We are accustomed to
say that happy hours fly whereas suffering or annoyance lasts
interminably. This is wrong, for completeness may touch eternity
and boredom be forgotten as soon as its cause has disappeared,
boredom being simply the waiting for the unpleasant to cease,
whereas happiness distends time without stint.

At all events, the drama of duration—the most perceptible to
the human mind—can be reduced to nothing only if a man is
willing to recognize this characteristic of variability which makes
its mystery and its grandeur. Time is necessary for man to van-
quish space and for life to develop in it. But since we talk of Zero
Hour, we should also talk of Zero Instant. In any life, as in any
play, there are instants of incredible richness, so completely satis-
fying that they sweep away all the dull, featureless moments
between.

The classical dramatist contrived to seize these rare moments
when a life's graph touches dangerous heights that give it its full
meaning. This is what is called the crisis, when the storm breaks,
the thunderbolt falls and destinies are determined. The two
phases of time can then closely coincide. In a couple of hours
destiny is consummated, and the tragedy closes. The mind appar-
ently derives therefrom an increased satisfaction—but only on
reflection, for during the play, time does not in truth elapse. The
tension is too great for thoughts to stray. The mind is entirely
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absorbed by this concentration and emerges exhausted from the
strain put upon it. I have always wondered whether the running
champion lives the ten seconds of his sprint. I cannot think so.
He merely runs, that is, throws all the resources of his body
forward.

These critical moments, these painful seconds are really a suc-
cession of Zero Instants. Time starts up again at the end of the
race as soon as the time-keeper declares what his stop-watch re-
corded while the sense of duration was suspended. But over a
long course, an obstacle race, time and duration come into their
own again. There are monotonous stages, and stages full of
difficulties and exaltations, when the anguish of mortal time by
turns grips and leaves the athlete who feels himself time's prey:

But at my back I always hear
Time's winged chariot hurrying near.

—Andrew Marvell, 'To his Coy Mistress.

The hero whom the Elizabethan playwright takes to the end
of his career resembles the steeplechase runner who climbs hill-
sides, plunges through marshes, crosses different kinds of coun-
try and finally reaches the borders of the forbidden land to which
only victory or death gives access. The diversity of his trials, his
energy, his endurance bring into play the sliding scale of his own
perception of time, just as—if we followed them with our eyes
—they would fix for us the stages he has passed. The dramatist
chooses the trials, rears the obstacles, settles the resistance and
controls the impetus. Hence, for him, time can be expanded or
compressed at will, just as, for us, the feeling of time is bound up
with the credence we attach to the story. It may give time seven-
league boots, make it skip over colourless hollows or slow it
down to the pace of the tortoise, thus obtaining strange and
striking effects of slowness or speed, which range from the tele-
scoping of time to its almost total negation. Sometimes incidents,
turns, stumbling-blocks play a delaying part; at others, events
come thick and fast like messengers arriving on each other's
heels from all points of the compass, whose messages there is no
time to read; or again, simultaneous actions proceed in succession
like the turning of a many-sided mirror containing the images
which will shortly make up the whole picture.

Hardly a thought is given to analysing the part played by time
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in a classical tragedy unless to measure it by the severe standard
of Unity. If he exceeds the limits that Unity assigns him, Cor-
neille is accused of being unskilful. This supposed lack of skill
consists in his wanting to deny time while feigning to respect
the abstract concept of it imposed on him. Time thus conceived
is an embarrassment. But freedom from it is possible only to
those who frankly enter into the spirit of time's game, as one
does with an idiot who has to be induced to behave with com-
parative sense. Or better still, it is possible if one forgets it like
an over-zealous servant whose reminders and hints and remon-
strances go unheeded when one has too much of importance to
do. When the house is on fire, it signifies nothing if one forgets
a social engagement: the matter can be put right afterwards. The
dramatist deals with first things first, and this is sometimes a long
business if the road travelled has to be measured.

Take Richard II or Macbeth, for example. First of all, Richard
has to be brought as soon as possible face to face with Boling-
broke after the latter's return from exile; in Macbeth the King's
murder must be secured. But, Richard II is set in motion with
majestic slowness, full of emphasis on the ritual of challenge and
tourney. Throughout the early scenes we have an impressive
display of the pomp of chivalry, with its processions, speeches,
provocations, throwing down of gauntlets, appeals to the King
for justice, and finally the sentence which cuts short the spectacle.
Then Richard starts for his Irish war and Bolingbroke goes into
exile. But neither war nor exile occupies the stage or our atten-
tion. The play is the dethronement of Richard by Bolingbroke.
So, hardly has Richard time to reach Ireland and Bolingbroke
France, before we learn that both of them have returned to Eng-
land—Bolingbroke first, so as to give him the advantage, and
this takes place (it is scarcely credible) in the very scene where we
heard of his departure.

Weeks and months have thus been telescoped so as to reach
without further delay the burning topic—the tragic story of a
usurpation. Now the scenes go very rapidly till the moment
when the whole time-drama takes place within the King's con-
science. We have the feeling that the King is losing his time, that
he is always straggling after the march of events and is left behind.
It is this immobility in a world where everything is rushing on,
that kills him where he stands. When Richard in prison, con-
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scious at last that he has been defeated by time, bethinks him of
his immobility, it is too late. He becomes acutely conscious of
his inaction, of his repeated failures to keep his rendezvous with
Destiny, of the terrible opposition between yesterday and to-day
—such is the pathos on which he feeds, this proud and prolix
spirit who ignored the traps laid for him by time.

To make matters quite clear: there are two years of history
narrated by Shakespeare in two hours, and the audience never
quarrels with this freedom taken by the playwright. There is the
variable speed with which he presents the facts selected as the
fittest for his purpose, and this speed varies with the dramatic
urgency of these facts: as each event gathers speed, there is a
corresponding or opposite delay in the action which is required
of the menaced King by his wild imagination. It is here that the
game is played with a Crown as stake. Finally, there is the psy-
chological drama of the clear-thinking Richard who relishes his
powerlessness and reigns over his sorrows. Here the stake is no
longer a Crown, nor even life, but self-possession in face of
man's mortal enemy, time—a self-possession which only know-
ledge can give. The problem in Richard II is not which of the two
rivals is worthier to reign, but which, in spite of appearances, is
the more conscious of the relativity of Fate. The dramatic ten-
sion is merged in metaphysical tension, and it is Richard's fren-
zied metaphors which make him an intellectual hero, a precursor
of Hamlet, whereas Bolingbroke appears to us a narrow-minded
realist.

Then, take Macbeth. Look at the terrifying rapidity with which
Act I rushes towards the crime. Battles and break-neck rides on
the heath follow each other thick and fast till Inverness Castle is
reached. It is a race of messengers, of the King, of Macbeth to-
wards the abyss. Who will arrive first? 'Where's the Thane of
Cawdor?' asks the King.

We cours'd him at the heels and had a purpose
To be his purveyor: but he rides well;
And his great love, sharp as his spur, hath holp him
To his home before us.

Macbeth, I, vi, 21-4

Macbeth himself, stopping to breathe his horse, sends two mes-
sengers to his wife: the first brings the strange news of the
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Witches' prediction, and when Lady Macbeth comes on the
stage reading the letter, Fate is already on the move, already the
second messenger collapses exhausted at her feet. There is just
time for an evil invocation, bearing crime and death in it—'The
raven itself is hoarse'—and Macbeth arrives. A few words am-
biguously threatening, and the King reaches the castle-site where
the air 'nimbly and sweetly recommends itself unto our gentle
senses'.

Then, suddenly, night seizes upon the castle. Time is abol-
ished, merged in the night. Nothing remains but spells, and owls'
cries, the dagger sweating blood, the ring of reddening torches
fitfully stabbing the inspissated gloom. A long, long nightmare,
which lasts some seconds or some centuries, in the midst of
which a bell strikes, always the same, the bell that summons man
to meet his fate. Shakespeare now has no more need of time, or
rather he can take his time. Justice is on the move, can move
slowly. Macbeth thought he could read in the Witches' eyes the
ambiguous message of Fate, but the message was blurred with
blood and the ravens' wings. Time, which he thought to pass
through, was full of dread secrets which he would gradually
unfold.

Some eighteen years, according to History, remained to fill
the last three acts and to reach the terrifying penetration of:

To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow,
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day,
To the last syllable of recorded time.

Macbeth, V, v, 19-21

Macbeth has lived all these days, one after the other, in the in-
toxication of power and fear, in the anguish of the next crime to
be committed, but the more salient days in this monotonous
series are sufficient for us. The rhythm may slacken but the fatal-
ity of the crime is ineluctable, as is the inevitable recovery of the
powers of good. Time cowers like a wild beast which watches
the movements of its prey and has only to stretch forth its claws
at its own appointed hour.

Macbeth narrowly triumphs over himself, and his triumph is
again clear-sightedness: it sustains his final heroism, which it
might have deserted in the desperation of cowardice—an ultimate
Vnat's the use?'—were it not that its function is at this point to
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throw down to appearances the final challenge of a soul escaping
at last from Time's ambushes.

Hamlet, on the other hand, is the Tragedy of Delays. Here the
dramatist continually retards the progress of the action. The lust
for vengeance once aroused might be frenzied, as it is in most of
the plays which have revenge as their subject; the play is then
prolonged by the raising of repeated obstacles, replaced as soon
as they are overcome. This is not true of Hamlet. We do not know
exactly how many months the tragedy covers. Some of the
episodes might be very long, such as Laertes's journey, Hamlet's
exile, or Fortinbras's campaign. Hamlet rejects certainties, re-
treats two steps for every one he takes forward. No play, doubt-
less, is so ill constructed, allowing for the revisions, the additions
to the first, incomplete, text, for it is true that it existed in differ-
ent versions, at different stages. But this was not the reason for
the procrastination.

The drama was extraordinarily difficult to set in motion, for
on what could it be focused? Hamlet's love for Ophelia is an
inglorious episode. The apparent subject is Hamlet's revenge
against the criminal usurper who had killed his father and defiled
his mother. But the real subject is the disintegration of Hamlet's
moral being as a result of the Ghost's revelations. His world
totters and falls apart; an odour of corruption rises from the
ruins. The bewildered Hamlet must recognize that 'there's
something rotten in the state of Denmark'. The rottenness is a
woman, his own mother, so tender, so soft, so foolish. He is
revolted. He throws overboard love, reason, and time. None of
the familiar landmarks is left. He is face to face with the eternal
evil which torments him in his most sensitive flesh and sacrifices
his inmost heart. He cares nothing for time since he cannot
remedy the ill. To kill Claudius would no doubt appease the
uneasy soul of the Ghost, but how would it wash away the
defilement of Gertrude? 'What's done', as Lady Macbeth said
in another context, 'cannot be undone.'

Hamlet keeps his passion for understanding, his acute intelli-
gence, which nourish his anger while deepening his disgust.
Hence his clear-mindedness takes so many detours, delves into
so many dark corners, turns over so many stones—and under
each there is vermin crawling—that 'conscience doth make
cowards of us all.... And enterprises of great pith and moment
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. . . their currents turn awry, And lose the name of action'.1

There should, therefore, be no surprise at the slowness of an
action which is no action. It is not Hamlet who says: But at my
back I always hear ...,' for he neither listens to nor hears Time's
winged chariot. He piles up unnecessary words and superfluous
gestures; he leaves it to chance, to the King himself, to bring
about the accident which will put an end to his lamentable
choppings and changings. He degrades love, he kills right and
left, he debases even revenge. He muddles through.

It would be instructive to study in any other play of Shake-
speare's the part—active or passive—played by Time, and to see
how he lengthens or shortens it, compresses or expands it, for
his dramatic purpose; how he jumps2 over long years, to allow
his heroes to grow up (The Winter's Tale), how he immobilizes
it (the storm in King Leaf), how he encloses the comedy or the
tragedy within a single night or day (A Midsummer Night's Dream;
The Tempest), or how he deploys it over vast perspectives of the
greatness and fall of an empire (Antony and Cleopatra). His mes-
sengers may fly with Ariel's invisible wings or arrive too late.
His action may be swift as lightning or slow as legal process. In
plays with a subsidiary as well as a main plot, two series of
happenings, different but subtly mingled, may proceed at two
different speeds and give the impression that they also coincide.

And what is true of Shakespeare is true of others: Time for
the Elizabethans is a servant not a tyrant. It is a dramatic conven-
tion and must be regarded as such, but a pliable, supple conven-
tion which the dramatist breaks-in to do every kind of service;

1 Hamlet, III, i, 83-8.
2 See, among many other possible examples, the Prologue to Henry V:

... For 'tis your thoughts that now must deck our Kings,
Carry them here and there, jumping o'er times,
Turning the accomplishment of many years
Into an hour-glass.

Or again, in The Winters Tale (Act IV):
... Impute it not a crime
To me or my swift passage, that I slide
O'er sixteen years, and leave the growth untried
Of that wide gap; since it is in my power
To o'erthrow law ...

... your patience this allowing
I turn my glass and give my scene such growing
As you had slept between. .. .
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closely linked not only (as is logical) with space but with the very
nature of the play, its object, its chief personage, its message.

Finally, it often happens that the poets' Time, so familiar to
the crowd, comes on like an old allegory with his scythe and
hour-glass, his hoary locks or his astrolabe, as the case
may be. Or it may be a monster, such as Ulysses describes in
his famous remonstrance to Achilles: 'Time hath, my lord, a
wallet at his back'1—which devours reputations, swallows up
famous names, makes armour rusty; a grinning monster, pro-
tean and fantastic, which goes its own way and never forgives.
Or again, the dilatory jhero, feejju the approach of decay and
death, offers as a fmalJW&entify himself with it, in a series
of forced metaphorluaded with bitter irony, which do not
convince even him, our which, all told, clearly remind the
audience that every tragedy is written in time.2

1 Troilus and Cressida, III, iii, 145.
2 RichardII, V, v, 50 et seq.:

For now hath Time made me his numb'ring clock.
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This extreme suppleness in the use of space and time that we
have noted is required also in the play's construction, in what is
called the action of a comedy or a tragedy. The action consists of
a series of successive events leading to the solution of the prob-
lem or problems posed in the opening scene or scenes. The inter-
dependence of events and personages is, of course, obvious.
Faced with a given problem, or with some obstacle, the person-
age reacts according to his own character. He may bend the
sequence of events in this or that direction by the force of his
will, the violence of his passions, his desire to vanquish, or his
disgust with life. He may forge his own fate or let himself be
guided by it. An event may strengthen his will to resist or, on
the contrary, break it down, and lead him to defeat, from one
incoherence to another, from surrender to surrender. Failure,
death, madness—these are the supreme refuges where safety is
found in escapism if the conflict exhausts his strength, if the
obstacles are too much for him. Thus the tragedy closes.

But, tragedy or comedy, there is always a conflict, whether
the character oppose other characters or events take an acciden-
tal or compulsive form, whether it be Chance or Fate that
plagues him or strikes him down. The play is the story of this
conflict. The dramatist has his own way of telling it, of arranging
its presentation, the elements and the mystery, to bring it to its
solution. This is what constitutes his technique and what inter-
ests us at this point.

Despite the claims of the Classical school to dictate theatrical
fashion, and despite the apparent diversity of techniques and
conventions used in different centuries, there are only two ways
of offering the spectator entertainment in the theatre: either
directly to accept the general convention that is implied by the
fact of presenting on a stage, with the help of actors, a dramatic
action which has its special requirements, or to feign to refuse it.

Most discussions on this point have dealt with the wrong
problems. Great play has perpetually been made with abstract
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concepts ('Nature', the 'Credible', the 'Real', etc.), whereas
these words were obviously being distorted in advance by the
meaning given to them, by the use to which they were put, by
applying them arbitrarily to other epochs or different schools in
regard to which they had neither the same validity nor con-
tained the same implications. To say that a cry of Sophocles is
'natural', that Corneille parts company with the 'credible', or
that Shakespeare works in the 'real', does not mean very much:
it certainly does not mean that Sophocles was closer than Shake-
speare to Nature, or that Shakespeare was further than the author
of Rodogune from the 'credible'. People forget that for both
dramatists a play is a work of art and must be regarded from this
angle; they overlook the fact that it is only in the modern age,
and more particularly since Ibsen, that dramatists have devoted
all their efforts, in constructing their plays, to pretending that
they were not plays.

The so-called drama of'Realism' which flourished at the end
of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth,
no doubt for other than dramatic reasons, wanted the spectator
to forget, on entering the theatre, that he was going to see a play
acted. Everything contributed to take away dramatic illusion or,
it might be said, everything contributed to strengthen it. A
'slice of life in the raw' was offered in its most objective details;
the characters were 'real', the story was 'true', the incidents
'authentic', the language appropriate in the mouths of the char-
acters. The effort of belief asked of the spectator would be re-
duced to nothing in a play of this kind if the author could
achieve perfection in the contriving of sequences of events, the
matching of the characters with the general design of the work,
and the scrupulous logic of the detail.

This concern for 'truth was even carried so far that an
American author1 put into the mouths of his personages two
lines in succession, the first emanating from the social self, the
other reflecting the real thought, stripped of the mask of false-
hood required by convention or cleverness. This is an admission
of failure since a new (and how clumsy!) convention has to be
introduced to inform the spectator of that intimate reality of the
personage which dramatists in the past had no need to express in
such explicit terms.

1 Eugene O'Neill, Strange Interlude,
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The logic of life, of reasoning, of emotions—that sovereign
law governing and linking cause and effect—has now only a rela-
tive value in the sphere of art. There its hold is fragmentary and
disconnected. The reality of experience and the reality of art are
superimposed but do not mingle. This self-evident truth, which
is not disputed in the plastic arts or painting, by a false analogy
loses its force in the literary arts. Yet we know that every art is
a transposition of the real. Accumulated experience, knowledge
of the human heart, of historic fact—this is the starting-point,
the substance to be transformed.

Until the realists took pains to hide this transformation, the
dramatists of the past, according to the conventions ruling in
different ages, never claimed to do more than dispose, for a work
of art, of all the possibilities of transformation offered by their
imagination, their epoch, their public's taste, and that mysterious
form of instinct known as genius, which raises to the dignity of
art the illogical and even the absurd, because it confers on every-
thing that air of supreme reality which distorts and transcends
the real.

For the dramatists of the English Renaissance the problem did
not even arise. Their logic defied all logic, alike in the presenta-
tion of facts and in the depiction of characters. Yet they suc-
ceeded in imposing an illusion of reality much greater (and more
paradoxical even) than could the most punctilious realists. On a
close examination of any play of that period, not excluding
Shakespeare's, the logic is found to be shaky down to its very
roots, and credibility is flouted.

To take an example, one of the greatest: the tragedy of King
Lear, which oscillates between the sublime and the mad, between
the absurd and the blinding perspicuity of despair. Here we have
an aged King who suddenly decides to throw off the burden of
power. He calls before him his three daughters in order to divide
his kingdom between them according to their merits, the shares
being allotted in proportion to their filial love. Here is a first
absurdity: has so grave a political decision ever been taken so
frivolously, has a father ever subjected his daughters to such a
ridiculous and useless test? Could the old man have remained all
his life ignorant of the qualities and feelings of his daughters,
brought up by him, married off by him and designated his heir-
esses? A second absurdity arising from the first and without
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which the drama would not be possible: how, unless
suffering from senile imbecility, can Lear be so mistaken about
the real meaning of his three daughters speeches that he de-
prives the one who obviously loves him best, in favour of those
deceitful and cruel creatures, Regan and Goneril? What psycho-
logical explanation is there of this blindness, this obstinacy (in
face of the protests of Kent who for his pains receives sentence of
banishment), this incredible slowness of Lear to realize his fatal
mistake, and finally this basic unreality in which the whole play
is lapped?

How can it be believed that Edmund would dupe Edgar and
Gloucester so easily, and is not the letter which he so ostenta-
tiously conceals (II, ii) in the convention of comedy? How is one
to accept all the surprises, all the improbabilities, all the sensa-
tional incidents with which the tragedy teems? Madness, dis-
guises, battles, thunderclaps and lightning, strokes of fate and
ironic events overdrawn, and, to crown all, the abortive suicide
attempt of the blind Gloucester, led by his son, whose voice he
fails to recognize, to the edge of an imaginary cliff,1 from which
we see the old man fall in despair? Finally, there is the most
serious objection: how can we term the madness of Lear sub-
lime, and claim this as among all Shakespeare's plays the most
magnificent monument of his genius, if we confine ourselves to
ordinary common-sense judgments on the psychology of the
characters and the development of the incidents?

It would mean a complete loss of critical sense to approach the
tragedy from this angle. All the plays of the Elizabethan Age,
Shakespeare's included, could be made to look ridiculous in this
way. Thomas Rymer, towards the end of the seventeenth cen-
tury, had no difficulty in making fun of Othello.2 Examining
the incidents of the plot, point by point, he drew from the
tragedy the following moral:

The moral, sure, of this Fable is very instructive.
First, This may be a caution to ail Maidens of Quality, how,

without their Parents consent, they run away with Blackamoors.
Secondly, This may be a warning to all good Wives that they look

well to their Linnen.
1 King Lear, IV, vi.
2 In A Short View of Tragedy, 1693, quoted by L. C. Knights in 'How many

children had Lady Macbeth?'.
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Thirdly, This may be a lesson to Husbands that before their Jeal-
ousie be Tragical the proofs may be Mathematical.

I shall doubtless return to Rymer in a later chapter. Here I
merely quote one more phrase, the conclusion of his essay: 'The
tragical part is plainly none other than a Bloody Farce, without
salt or savour.' What, then, is to be said of romantic plays like
Cymbeline, Pericles or The Winter's Tale?

Clearly, therefore, all the objections levelled at this technique
of the Action, on the score of its not observing Credibility', are
based on false premises. The action, properly so-called, may be
very simple and eventful (as in Marlowe's Tamburlaine) or very
complex, occasionally even complicated (as in Tourneur's
Revenger's Tragedy, or in Cymbeline). Not only is Unity of
Action a dead letter—that is common enough—but it happens
that two, three or even four plots (no fewer than seven in Ben
Jonson's Alchemist) sometimes lack the obvious, indispensable
links of dramatic logic.

Of all the Classical requirements, the one whose absence sur-
prises us mos t -he law of causality, so dear to reasonable minds,
and, since the nineteenth century, so tyrannical—was treated
without any respect and enjoyed no prestige. It had to yield—as
we have seen Time and Space yielded—to the dramatist's pur-
poses. He proceeded not from cause to effect, sometimes not
even from the possible to the real, but directly from the im-
possible to the real, from the improbable to the possible, and
from, the supernatural to the natural. The most modest of real-
istic playwrights takes more care to avoid the arbitrary than did
the Elizabethan.

In this respect a comedy of Labiche is better constructed than
a comedy of Shakespeare. In the latter, the same causes do not
produce the same effects; there are effects without a cause (whence
came the jealousy of Leontes in The Winter's Tale?) and causes
which remain without effects (provocations which provoke no
reaction). The story develops in a way that upsets all the calcu-
lations of good dramatic arithmetic. What became of Lady Mac-
beth's children?1 How many children had the Duchess of Malfi
and how old were they? How did Thaisa2 reach Ephesus safely,
after being thrown into the sea during a violent storm, in a

1 'I have given suck,' she says. Pericles, III, i.
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'caulk'd and bitumed' coffin? Innumerable questions of this kind
would remain unanswered.
vJFhe Elizabethan Drama swarmed with jei ex machina. Sur-

prises, unexpected, impossible, absurd incidents, complete re-
versals of situation abound. So do anachronisms, prophecies and
marvels. At one moment events rush forward, as it were, in ser-
ried ranks, with overpowering speed and relentless continuity:
the hero is hustled and crushed by the fatality of accumulated
effects. At other times, everything is limp, jumbled, slack as an
unresilient spring; and we do not know whether the author is
communing with himself or forgets what he is about, nor
whether it is he or the hero who has lost in the maze of tangled
incidents and plots the impetus that seemed to direct the play.

What is this personage's motive? Why the repentance and
conversion of Bosola?1 Why Ferdinand's hatred of his sister, the
Duchess?2 Why this death and this feigned madness? A chaste
love leads to crime; crime is a purification. The will is stiffened,
then relaxed, in the stronger man; the coward ends the play a
hero, or the hero a criminal. Cruelty puts on a mild front, re-
venge mistakes its object, anger suddenly subsides, pride is humi-
liated without a defeat, lust defiles everything around it, but
chastity is doomed to an ignominious deathEverything seems
to be steeped in an atmosphere of unreality, and not only in the
so-called romantic plays or the tragi-comedies of Beaumont and
Fletcher,>We seem to be in a new universe, that of the work of
art destined for the theatre, where the principles of identity and
causality—so tyrannical to the modern mind—are replaced by
extraordinary relations and interaction?

Thus, for example, there is no relation of cause and effect
apparently between the terrible scene of Duncan's murder and
Lady Macbeth's sleep-walking scene, which comes years later,
at the end of the Play (V, i). Yet, just as the spectator immedi-
ately realizes the contrasted characters of the two criminals from
the way they each react to the sight of blood on their hands ('A
little water clears us of this deed', says Lady Macbeth; 'Will all
great Neptune's ocean wash this blood Clean from my hand?'
groans Macbeth); so the obsession of the spot of blood which
'all the perfumes of Arabia will not wash from 'this little hand'
is a tragically ironic reminder, which assumes its full significance

1 Duchess ofMalfi, IV, ii. 2 ibid.
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only if we remember Lady Macbeth's behaviour on the fatal
night.

Again, the symbolic dream of Vittoria in Webster's The White
Devil,1 implicitly in close relation with the sequel in the action,
starts Brachiano upon his career of crime which, however essen-
tial, will be shown to us only through the veil of a magic panto-
mime.2 But it is the interpretation of the nightmare itself which
gives the action its drive, whereas, for anyone unaware of this
mysterious logic, the dream may seem a useless prelude.

This play of implication is met with everywhere, and tends
to give Elizabethan tragedies that inner unity which simple
logic denies them. We shall see later how poetry gains by it and
how it brings about the close fusion of lyric and dramatic of
which modern authors seem to have lost the secret.

Often also the play is encumbered with a host of strange
tangled elements and incidents—soliloquies, speeches, moral or
political dissertations, maxims, songs and ballads, funeral litur-
gies, ghosts, sword-play and combats, presages, pantomimes,
masques and disguisings, buffoonery—which follow each other
or are juxtaposed in a disorder more apparent than real but
likely, none the less, to irritate the reader. For the unity of move-
ment and tone seems to be broken on this brilliant, and at the
same time tiresome, method of continually creating new focuses
of interest, irrespective of whether they can be harmonized with
the central problem or not. Some of these dramas, indeed, are
more like revues than authentic tragedies, and the least gifted
authors are occasionally incapable of imposing on their play that
poetic unity which alone can save it from incoherence. From the
absolute point of view, the value of the play is the value of the
author. In other words, this multiplicity of effects is made homo-
geneous only when the author's personality is strong enough to
fuse the disparate elements.

But the Elizabethans had to take account of the miscellaneous
impacts of daily life upon their artistic design much more than
have modern authors: allusions, clowning, arguments, what the
public recognized as topical, what its taste wanted, what threw
light on its aspirations—the latest scandal, the sensational mur-
der, the plot that failed, the schemes of ambitious politicians, the
double-dealing of diplomats, the moral of this or that event;

1I ,i i. 2 ibid., II, iii.
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even the jokes which some actor had ma4e popular, the lyrical
themes or the puns that had become the talk of the town.

Webster, it will be remembered, protested with some reason
against the tyranny of the public. 'If it be objected', he writes
ironically in the Preface to The White Devil, 'that this is no true
dramatic poem, I shall easily confess it', and he goes on to ex-
plain that he has faulted not ignorantly but intentionally, for
even if his tragedy conformed in all points with the taste and
habits of the crowd, it would still be open to objections. Web-
ster is not sparing in his strictures on the mob which he, like
Martial and Horace, calls 'ignorant asses'. This does not prevent
him from himself making the same mistake as the others in The
Devil's Law-case, though it is easy enough to recognize his hand
in the few really great, inspired scenes of that play. But Webster,
with that critical clear-sightedness which is possessed by most of
the major English poets, is deceived neither by the tyrannies to
which this genre is subject nor by his own technical skill in free-
ing himself from them: 'A great part of the grace of this (I con-
fessc) lay in Action; yet can no Action ever be gracious, where
the decency of the Language and Ingenious structure of the
Scene, arrive not to make up a perfect Harmony.' This 'perfect
Harmony', the unique glory of Elizabethan technique, is
achieved by the great dramatists despite the innumerable con-
ventions to which their genius is forced to bow.

It breaks out in many plays, as anyone can see who takes into
consideration the conventions and the genius. Ben Jonson, Web-
ster, Shakespeare, Ford—to mention only the greatest—were not
dupes of their twofold debt: what they owed to their age and
what to their instinct. They might snap their fingers at chrono-
logical sequence, causality, credibility; they might juxtapose
irreconcilables, pile up climaxes, drive the action forward in
sudden bounds instead of developing with a steady uniform
pace; they might use extraordinary coincidences, employ sub-
stitution and disguise, pass from the pantomime to the pageant,
place a play within a play, invite the audience to take part in the
action under various pretexts, pursue simultaneously two paral-
lel or divergent and even contrary plots, and yet be working
with the most precious substance of their thought and experi-
ence.

There is, on the one hand, the external appearance of the play
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—the palpable, the material, which shocks our habits, outrages
our common sense, offends our ta$te. But these are mere surface
tricks, only the superficial garb, and what right have we to
quarrel ,with an artist's choice of his medium? On the other
hand, there is the underlying significance of the play, the human
experience informing it, the poetic vision of the world emanat-
ing from it, the meaning it gives to life, the metaphysical drama
which is its spiritual framework—in short, all that is implicit in it.

Every playwright, moreover, has his own way of solving
difficulties. I mean that a thorough study of technique would
show the diversity of their particular methods, at the very heart
of the apparently persistent disorder which modern criticism has
so pitilessly analysed and condemned. A strong personality
emerges alike from the structure of a play and from the poetic
halo surrounding it, and the intimate coherence of composition
and poetry takes on, according to circumstances, a different
tonality .\JiWebster brushes aside objections about the logical
linking of events, because the virtue of his means of expression
and the whole aim of his work lie elsewhere Ben Jonson on the
other hand is all for the art of strict construction; he even takes
delight in the difficulties presented by the manipulation of
several lines aimed at the same goal by contradictory move-
ments. Violently opposed to all sentimentality (we might say
'all romanticism') Ben Jonson's poetry has a harshness, a viol-
ence, perhaps even a sour, dry quality which distinguish him
among all his rivals.

Construction and poetry, what the English call 'plotting' and
lyricism, are not set side by side but are interdependent; are not
parallel but complete each other, proceeding together with the
same pace, slowed down or speeded up, towards the same end.
Every twist and turn in the plot, every purple passage contri-
butes to give the work its aesthetic quality in a perfect harmony.
The Jonsonian construction is immediately recognizable by this
cold balance of the parts, by this tension in the interest, of which
he is a master, which he tightens or loosens at will; by this
acceleration of the movement which suddenly precipitates the
play forward, brings it to an abrupt stop, and sends it on again
towards its conclusion. This rather crabbed mastery, ordering a
world the unreality of which fascinates rather than enchants,
congeals the imagination rather than sets it free and carries it
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away, is of the same nature as that which makes up and sets in
motion before our astonished eyes the saturnine types and the
joyous revellers, the cruel or greedy characters, sordid or stupid
personages, thrown up from the melting-pot of the Humours by
some leering, ferocious Alchemist.

Marlowe's Faustus derives from the Miracle Play and the
Allegory; Peek's Old Wives Tale is a fairy-tale intermingled
with peasant farce, in which folklore is allied with the super-
natural; Arden of Fever sham, attributed to Kyd, has the innocence
of an everyday occurrence described by some unskilful artisan,
who has little idea of varying his effects. And as one goes on to
the Decadents, their anxiety to rejuvenate their method of pre-
sentation, to renovate outworn conventions, to enlarge the field
of dramatic experience, leads the authors to essay more and more
complex constructions, effects of contrast, parallels, entangle-
ments of themes and plots which by their over-violence or over-
subtlety may give us the impression of a slackening of the tech-
nique, akin to organic disorder and far exceeding the object
they had in mind.

As a whole, then, each author, and often for each play, had his
own technique, answering to his temperament and his subject.
Each in his own way hacks out a slice of reality and, with frag-
ments often heterogeneous, reconstructs a universe that owes
nothing to the logic of the reality from which these fragments
came. For the Aristotelian mind, progression, the order of
events, their mutual relativity, presents a stumbling-block. But
we know that the plays were not arbitrarily cut up into Acts, but
into scenes which followed each other without interruption, as
one car follows another in a pageant. If too big a gap separated
two series of events, it was filled by some contrivance such as the
Chorus, who came on to justify the passage or enlighten the
audience; or a song, a pantomime or clowning. Shakespeare
resorts to this device and from the point of view of modern
criticism, the construction of his plays is as open to objection as
that of any other Elizabethan dramatist.

The most direct technique is naturally that of the historical
drama, which was originally merely a chopping up—clumsy at
first, then more skilful—of events, with some regard for chrono-
logical order. But gradually, as the chronicle play merged into
the study of character and—like any other drama—received its
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share of contemporary thought and emotion, it changed its tune,
became more varied, was given a conscious organic construc-
tion, and shared in the general complexity of the age. Between
Marlowe's Tamburlaine, which can be regarded as a Chronicle—
a series of scenes modelled on the amazing career of the Tartar
conqueror—and the same author's Edward II, in which there are
hints of an attempt to follow the evolution of a character and to
indicate the reasons that drove him to his ruin, there is all the
Difference between a lyrical outpouring, carried irresistibly
downhill like lava, and a careful composition picking its steps
and determining its stages.

But even in the Chronicle it was difficult for the author not to
succumb to the temptation of the Interlude, of the overloaded
spectacle, the irrelevant episode, the superfluous allusion—all the
diffuse, elaborate encumbrances which a modern writer pitilessly
rejects in favour of other elements indispensable for logical co-
herence. For what strikes us is the extreme conciseness, entailing
sometimes the complete absence of what I might call the link. In
order to illustrate a favourite theme or to speed up a character's
career, the Elizabethan author had no compunction in ignoring
psychological difficulties or physical obstacles. It is not only the
extreme rapidity of the scene in which Lady Anne glides from
hatred to indulgence towards Richard, the murderer of her
father-in-law and of her husband, standing actually beside the
King's corpse,1 which shocks us, but that this transition should be
possible. Yet in this decisive scene Gloucester's qualities of auda-
city and duplicity break out better, perhaps, than in any other,
and it is the passing triumph of these qualities which Shake-
speare has to assure for the moment. Elsewhere, the historic
truth on which the tragedy as a whole rests is sufficient argument
for its credibility. The improbable is as true as the reality, and
artistic success justifies the wildest impossibility.

The historic data, the realistic or sentimental story trans-
mitted from mouth to mouth, the romantic or legendary adven-
ture repeated in innumerable works, the ordinary contemporary
incident, the fine fable from remote ages or from the ends of the
earth (maior e longinquo reverentia)—all is grist for the dramatist's
mill. But his constant care is to make his story ring true. What
happens in a tragedy is fact—what actually happened: books,

1 Richard III, I, ii.
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travellers, the Ancients, the audience in the pit, say so, know it,
believe it. There is no doubt about their believing the core of the
matter. Whether the incidents conform or not with absolute
truth is of little importance. It is enough to know that there is
this basis of faith on which the whole structure rests. Similarly,
in our day, there is for simple folk the prestige of what they read
in print. So, between the author and his audience there is a tacit
understanding which facilitates their relations, and Coleridge, to
the objection I made above regarding King Lear, replies: 'Im-
probable as the conduct of Lear is, in the first scene, yet it was an
old story, rooted in the popular faith—a thing taken for granted
already, and consequently without any of the effects of improba-
bility

The playwright's desire always to keep in touch with his
audience underlines and strengthens this patent complicity. What
end do the prologues serve but to establish it once and for all?
Why do modern authors contemptuously relegate the Prologue
to the storehouse of outmoded theatrical properties?1 So the
Elizabethan establishes contact and blazes his trail. Now, it is the
victim's ghost which comes to ingeminate revenge; now, a
secondary personage, inviting you to witness the tragedy; or, it
may be, an allegorical figure, with symbolical attributes making
clear from the outset the underlying meaning of the play: an old
man, Time, a politician, witches or a warrior. The key for the
symphony is given, a friendly sign prefiguring the theme, com-
menting on the event, creating the atmosphere, sometimes even
unveiling the action and opening the characters' hearts.

The interest, in fact, does not lie in the unforeseeableness of the
outcome, since this is often known beforehand: it turns on the
behaviour of the characters confronted with the situation in-
vented for them, and on the human experience to be derived
from it. The Prologue sometimes brings out the implicit content
of the play. With Ben Jonson it is ironical and even satirical:
Machiavelli presents Barabbas,2 and apologizes for his intrusion.
Andrea's Ghost, accompanied by Revenge, opens Kyd's Spanish
Tragedy. On the threshold of David anaBethsabe the Prologue

1 This was written before Sir Laurence Olivier's film version of Henry V
which very effectively retained the Chorus.

a Marlowe, Jew of Malta.
3 By George Peelc.



122 TECHNIQUE

strikes the epic and lyric note (arma virumque cano). Time invites
the imagination to leap over the centuries, and, returning in the
course of the action, allays alarm and justifies the caprices of
Destiny.1

Failing a Prologue, an introductory scene or scenes, of very
great diversity, fulfil this complex function of presenting the per-
sonages in their respective relationships, of setting the action in
motion, and of establishing the connivance—which can be ironi-
cal—between author and audience. What English critics call the
Induction or preamble, lends itself to this twofold or threefold
play, explicitly, or implicitly by way of allusion, and it forms one
of the most original features of this technique, which is rich in
surprises.

Here again the authors, while respecting the usual conven-
tions, display a most varied gift for innovation. It may be a soli-
loquy in which the chief personage shows himself as he is and
will remain until the end of the play. The first forty lines of
Richard III throw a crude light upon the character of Gloucester:

I am determined to prove a villain. . . .a

while they open the series of plots and crimes hatched by this
sinister King. Or it may be a dialogue, in which the less impor-
tant speakers, as often happened in Classical tragedies, present
the leading characters indirectly, telling us what we ought to
know so that the play may be intelligible, and, most often, giving
by the tone, style, images, or themes they broach, the atmo-
sphere of the play. It may also be the principal characters who
come on first, in attitudes apparently static but already shedding
upon each other the particular shafts of light that place them in
dramatic perspective.

Such, for example, is the very fine introductory scene of The
Duchess ofMalfi, in which the mortal conflict between brother
and sister is already sensed in the subtle stage-setting, just because
the groups of characters come on one after the other, in echelons
as it were: nothing essential seems to pass their lips, yet already
the worm is in the fruit; danger seeps out of the formal speeches,
the perfidious questions, the whispered confidences. The action,
slow to be set in motion, is moreover fraught with peril and,

1 Henry V, Choruses; Winter's Tab, Act IV, a I, i,
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before we know which way it will turn, we are aware of the
relative position of the characters, and of the peril that threatens
the frail and radiant figure of the Duchess, surrounded by the
dark shadows of Ferdinand and the Cardinal.

But the most remarkable Inductions—and Shakespeare has
used them freely—are those in which the tone, atmosphere and
theme of the play are accented. Here, there is no dramatic real-
ism but an episode, very variable in length, in which the author
shows little concern about starting the action. There is a prelude,
swift as lightning on the heath, in Macbeth where the witches are
glimpsed in the flashes amid the noise, uttering their hallucin-
atory shrieks and imposing the obsessive theme of evil and con-
fusion—a theme immediately repeated by the wounded Ser-
jeant in the following scene and developed from one end of the
play to the other, in the thickening murk of equivocation and
blood. In these scenes there is no reserve, no irony but the meta-
physical irony precariously balanced between the double mean-
ing of the words and the disquieting discords of contrasts in the
moral world. Compared with such a powerful poetic driving
force, the ferments of character seem of minor importance.

Another Prelude is the opening scene on the storm-tossed ship
in The Tempest: it tells us nothing that is not set out at length in
Scene ii, but it offers a surprising mixture of colour, energy and
humour, in the supernatural commotion of sea and sky which
prepares us for the magic—complicated, genial and vigorous—of
which Prospero is the ruler, as well as for the truculent realism of
the comic interludes.

Shakespeare lingers more than appears necessary over these
introductory scenes, as if he were sorry to leave the atmosphere
that so soon afterwards would give the play its underlying mean-
ing. There is, for example, the slow start of Hamlet in which we
are first seized by the 'bitter cold of the guard-night, and gradu-
ally our flesh is made to creep by the presence, so much feared,
of the Ghost; and when at last it appears we ask ourselves the
passionate questions that Horatio hurls at the spectre, hoping
with the same feverish anxiety for the arrival of the hero who
alone is worthy to meet the mystery and able to dispel our fore-
boding. But the forebodings persist and increase, and Francisco's
I am sick at heart assumes a deeper significance in Hamlet's first

soliloquy, some 250 lines later. It might even be said that the
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whole of Act I is required for presenting the characters, posing
the subject, setting the tone and making the tragedy start.

This complicated task, then, has been achieved, sometimes, as
in Macbeth, with a great economy of means, sometimes with
supreme elegance as in A Midsummer Night's Dream, or again, as
in Hamlet or Timon of Athens, without regard for brevity or even
perhaps, as in Measure for Measure, for relevance, and sometimes,
finally, with that inimitable vigour of imagery which in a few
lines sets before our eyes the character wrapped in his destiny

. . . you shall see in him
The triple pillar of the world transform'd
Into a strumpet's fool.1

Now the action can begin, that is, the characters can come to
grips with the situation invented for them.

Here again it is not so much a question that is raised as a line
of conduct to be put to the test of facts. Will Macbeth assassinate
Duncan to gain the throne? Yes, but how will he bring himself
to the point, how will he set about it and what will be the
sequel? There is Hamlet's behaviour in face of his duty of re-
venge, Antony's between political power and love, Coriolanus's
between patriotism and pride. At any moment some new fact
may break in and change the course of things. Obstacles arise
which the hero has not foreseen, to which he is often blind, and
then we are given the dramatic story of his blindness.

It would be interesting to examine the part played by Error in
all these plays, a part no less immense and fatal than in life. There
is fighting against shadows, restlessness in the fog of uncertainty
where true proportions are distorted and the sense of reality
blunted, the moral sense warped; where the consequences escape
the limited purview of passion and folly, until the hero, hunted
by the very shadows he has so obstinately been pursuing,
awakens terror-stricken at last to the intolerable, blinding truth.

It is on Error and its potent auxiliaries—falsehood, hypocrisy,
paroxysms of madness—that tragedy and comedy alike are
hinged. Deceptive appearances precipitate criminal jealousy; a
false sense of security disarms the victim doomed to ruin; pride
often, credulity, thoughtlessness—these make men the play-
things of calculating minds or of Fortune's accidents. But it is

1 Antony and Cleopatra, I, i, 12-14,
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precisely in so far as he escapes from the twilight and the dark-
ness that the hero rises to the full height of tragedy. His march to
the stars, his rising towards the sun, are fraught with pain. His
clearness of vision is dearly won at the cost of sufferings innum-
erable, where all activity is denied him and the only reward is to
relate the vanquished hero to the family of the gods.

One may say that the whole economy of Shakespeare's dramas
rests on this discovery of a reality unknown, deformed, almost
caricatured. His clear-sightedness, full of bitterness and steeped
in regrets or tears, makes the hero adopt an attitude that is some™
times melodramatic (e.g. the theatrical importance attached by
Othello to his suicide; Richard II's metaphysical chatter, etc.) or
steels him in the stoicism of despair after progressive revelations
have hardened his nerves (e.g. Macbeth and Coriolanus), or
even burns him up, to the roots of his reason and his being
(e.g. Lear and Timon). The sole exception to this rule, perhaps,
is Hamlet because vision is given him before he has reasons for
acting. But I shall return to Hamlet later.

Before this release is reached, Fate has to strike repeatedly.
Hence, often, the technique of accumulated effects, of the simp-
lest and most impressive Kind. In this case there is no complexity:
the action follows straight lines, the same incident being re-
peated, if not with increased speed, at least with each time a
greater weight, a more redoubtable impulsion. Tamburlaine
flies from victory to victory till he meets an enemy whom
neither his fame nor his power can intimidate—Death. Richard
III strikes down victim after victim, always with the same ritual.
Macbeth goes his way in blood; nausea may slow down his pace,
but crime calls for crime, and after Duncan it is Banquo's turn,
then Lady Macduff and her children's, until the supernatural
intervenes to crush the monster it has aroused. In Arden of Fever-
sham the attempted murders foiled by chance are numbered by
the half-dozen, till the taut spring of the action is successfully un-
wound. There is less of the straight line in Antony's career or the
Duchess of Malfi's death-march; but Fate strikes its repeated
blows, from downfall to defeat, from torment to despair.

The dramatists, however, are far from being content with
such elementary moves. Their technique, indeed, is much more
varied, supple and complicated. The ups and downs of a story
may follow a winding path where acceleration of movement and
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symmetry of design play only a subordinate part. The action is
diversified by incidents quite unforeseen, mistakes, misunder-
standings, surprises, coincidences cunningly devised to side-
track or delay it, sometimes to obscure and make it difficult to
follow.

Above all, there is at the side of the principal action almost
always a secondary plot—sometimes several—which give the
Elizabethan Drama its special character. For often two parallel
plots proceed at the same pace or a broken pace, cross each other's
path, lose themselves, catch up, and end by being solved to-
gether. In some plays, such as Much Ado or even As You Like It,
where, towards the end, the couples file past the Duke to receive
his blessing, we have a ballet-movement. In others, the secondary
plot either imitates the principal plot as an ironic reflection of it
—thus, Caliban's conspiracy in The Tempest is a comic parody of
the real conspiracy against the King—or, as in Thomas Hey-
wood's A Woman Killed with Kindness, in spite of the situations
being reversed, serves as an implicit commentary on the theme
of the principal plot, without being merged in it.

Or again, three worlds, strangers to each other, act as the
dramatist's auxiliaries in weaving a pattern of many threads, a
rainbow-hued web, where mythology, dream, history and
reality harmonize their contrasted and complementary tones: of
this, A Midsummer Night's Dream and, in a more primitive stage,
Peele's Old Wives Tale are examples. Even in Ben Jonson—the
supreme artist, as I said, in strict construction (the more numer-
ous and complex the plots, the more difficult the task)—you find
a thousand plots at work simultaneously, catastrophe brushing
closely past the characters who should remain unscathed, and
finally, by a succession of miraculous balancing feats, striking
down the character who threatened the others. Volpone, for
instance, is the duper duped by his accomplice; or The Alchemist
an even rarer triumph of a clever technique, a wild obstacle-race
against the clock, on a moving staircase the steps of which slip
away from under the feet (reminding one of Chaplin when,
with a trayful of valuable glasses, he was hurrying to prevent
himself from falling); but every time the character recovers his
balance and his aplomb, another trip-up threatens, and all his
skill, audacity and speed cannot save him from being brought
down in the end.
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Then, sometimes also, the fiction abruptly changes course. A
new play, with new actors, comes on suddenly, taking up the
principal theme as in Hamlet, the Murder ofGonzago, a machina-
tion aimed at confounding the criminal, reconstructing the mur-
der in the presence of the assassin we should say nowadays; or,
as in Kyd's Spanish Tragedy, the new play, performed by the
same actors, prolongs the theme and solves the plot under cover
of a violent fiction, thus adding to the bloody climax the strong
condiment of melodramatic irony. In another play, it is the Pro-
logue itself which introduces the new play—whether the char-
acters of the Prologue impose their own choice of action on the
players (e.g. Beaumont and Fletcher's Knight of the Burning
Pestle) or follow the action, punctuating it with their comments
(e.g. The Taming of the Shrew) or, using the magic power of
words, produce, like Madge in The Old Wives Tale, a fairy-like
action, real or fantastic, under their very eyes. Finally, the Masque
was introduced into the play to underline its moral significance,
to comment on the theme, or to help in solving the plot. It
added the spectacular element of the unfamiliar, the charm of
music and of sumptuous costumes, the entertainment of the
dance and often the piquancy of parody.

It is in comedy, or the romantic piece, that the interlacing of
strong lines, the multiplicity of movements, the subtlety of
stratagems are the most complicated. But Drama does not ex-
clude involved constructions in which different planes clash, each
group of personages seems to move in its own world, whereas
all of them, from the lower plane to the higher, end by rejoining
each other in a single picture—as in a modern painting, the lines,
the cut corners, the masses of light and shade compose a surpris-
ingly harmonious whole.

This analogy with the plastic arts, remote though it may be,
has some significance. For example, the eye can take in only one
side of a cathedral at a time, yet all, distributed on different planes
of space, exist simultaneously and in relation to each other. The
balanced volume of this mass can be perceived only by the
application of thought which produces order among things ill
assorted and re-establishes fragments in their proper relative pro-
portions. And thick masonry justifies the elegance of flying but-
tresses, just as the bold thrust of walls necessitates the pointed
arch, the darkness of the nave calls for the light of foliated rose-
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windows, and the glory of saints for the grotesquely contrasting
devils.

We are far from the regular architecture preferred by classical
art. A work of art is like life: perfection of detail is required of it,
and the luxuriance of undisciplined foliage, which makes an
instinctive harmony out of apparent disorder: here subjected to
conventions of climate, ground, or season; there, in cool exulta-
tion pursuing poetry and beauty.

'We should not look for perfect verisimilitude to life', writes
Mr. Wilson Knight,1 'but rather see each play as an expanded
metaphor, by means of which the original vision has been pro-
jected into forms roughly correspondent with actuality, conform-
ing thereto with greater or less exactitude according to the de-
mands of its nature', and, he adds, 'the persons, ultimately, are
not human at all, but purely symbols of a poetic vision It re-
mains to be seen, in the following chapter, how far this observa-
tion is justified and what pawns the dramatist advances on his
chess-board.

1 The Wheel of Fire; p. 16, quoted by L. C. Knights: 'How many children
had Lady Macbeth?', p. 8.
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Tranio, at once
Uncase thee; take my coloured hat and cloak.

The Taming of the Shrew

In the foregoing pages the reader has been sufficiently prepared
for a new critical approach: he will not be surprised if the rules
of traditional psychology applied to the study of characters are
similarly called in question. It is advisable to do so both from the
point of view of their role, or of their relative importance in the
economy of the play, and of the criteria by which their absolute
human and aesthetic values are to be judged—if it be true that
human and aesthetic are identical, which not everyone will accept.

T. S. Eliot posed this problem on its true ground, in an article
that he wrote more than thirty years ago. Most critics of Hamlet,
he said, have failed to notice that the play is the crucial problem
and Hamlet, the character, the secondary problem.1

The trouble goes a long way back: at the end of the seven-
teenth century Thomas Rymer (1641-1713), already mentioned,
took up a resolute stand in 1694 aga in s tw«5 Caesar and Othello,
in the name of common sense. In the eighteenth century it was
the fault of the actors, who wanted big parts, as much as of the
critics. As for the Romantics, they (Lamb and Hazlitt) were

1 T. S. Eliot, The Sacred Wood (i92o)—<Hamlet and his problems', p, 95.
There is much talk to-day of Mr. Eliot, but the excellence of his critical teach-
ing, which has had a decisive influence on the younger generation of English
critics, has not in France so far gone beyond the narrow circle of English scho-
lars. His lucid analysis, his pertinent observations, the detachment of his mind
from pure academic and anecdotal considerations, have opened the way to a
fundamental renovation of literary criticism. The present writer owes to him,
as well as to F. R. Leavis and his Cambridge followers, both admiration and
discoveries.

2 And with so much appearance of reason that T. S. Eliot himself says that
he has never seen a convincing refutation of Rymcr's objections. This greatly
shocked L C. Knights (op. cit.).
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chiefly concerned to extract from Shakespeare's plays a gallery of
idealized portraits.1

There have been innumerable studies of Shakespeare's heroes
and heroines from Thomas Rymer down to our day. Even the
actors have dwelt lovingly on their meeting, their passing iden-
tification with the Shakespearian character whom they tried to
play, and have discovered in studying it some 'rich novelty', some
trait worthy of admiration and tenderness; including, of course,
the blackest and bloodiest heroes, but not the unpleasant ones.

Most commentators, though anxious to establish Shakespeare's
pre-eminence, make some reservation about the ruggedness of
his style, the obscurity or the preciosity of his poetry, the extra-
vagance of his metaphors, the disorder of his method, his cavalier
treatment of the rules, of propriety, his anachronisms and his
puns2—in short, all the clumsy defects of a primitive art destined

1 Here, from L. C. Knight's little book, already quoted, is a short list of works
which have as their theme 'the characters of Shakespeare': A Philosophical
Analysis and Illustration of some of Shakespeare's Remarkable Characters, by Richard-
son, 1774; An Essay on the Character of Hamlet, by Pilon, 1777; Essays on Shake-
speare's Dramatic Characters, by Richardson, 1784; Shakespeare's Imitation of
Female Characters, by Richardson, 1789; not to mention the important Essay on
the Dramatic Character of Falstaff, by Maurice Morgann, 1777, of which Dr.
Bradley—the most eminent modern critic to adopt this attitude—said in 1904
that 'there is no finer bit of Shakespearian criticism in the world' (The Scot-
tish Historical Review, Vol. I, p. 291). To these may be added, in the nine-
teenth century, books like Mrs. Jameson's Shakespeare's Heroines and Mary
Cowden Clarke's Girlhood of Shakespeare's Heroines. Actors and actresses have
also written about the characters, describing with feeling their encounter with
the hero or heroine as if it were a question not merely of a theatrical personage
but of someone that might be met with in the street or a drawing-room, with
whom relations of friendship, of sympathy, of antipathy, etc., could be estab-
lished. Again may be cited the patronizing, half-amused, half-contemptuous
heartiness with which that symbol of blustering, FalstafF, has been treated; the
heart-broken pity for Ophelia, the reprobation, coupled with admiration, of
Othello, etc. But little is said of the unpleasant heroes and heroines—Bertram
and Helena, Claudio and Isabella, Bassanio, Gratiano, Nerissa.

2 Thus Dry den, adapting Trcilus and Cressida to the taste of his day (1679),
justified himself as follows: 'Yet it must be allowed to the present age, that the
tongue in general is so much refined since Shakespeare's time, that many of his
words, and more of his phrases, are scarce intelligible. And of those we under-
stand some are ungrammatical, others coarse; and his whole style is so pestered
with figurative expressions, that it is as affected as it is obscure.' The style of
Dryden's Age had, in fact, lost the incomparable vitality of the Shakespearian
period, familiarity with mystery, dramatic rhetoric and the common touch.
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for an age still rude. Such reserves made by rule-bound Classical
critics from the end of the seventeenth century have repeatedly
been echoed, though in a milder form, even by Shakespeare's
most ardent admirers. On the other hand, there has been unani-
mity in praising the art with which he creates and depicts char-
acters. From Dryden to Dowden, from Addison in The Spec-
tator to Dr. Bradley and to John Palmer's last book,1 there has
been the same eulogy in which the accent has been put on the
natural, the credible, richness, diversity, the 'unique and inimit-
able' figure of the personages. 'No one', wrote Dryden, 'has
drawn so many characters.' 'His characters', said Pope, 'are so
much Nature herself that 'tis a sort of injury to call them by so
distant a name as copies of her'; and 'Every single character in
Shakespeare is as much an individual as those in life itself; it is as
impossible to find any two a l ike 2

Addison even goes into ecstasies over the ghosts and imaginary
personages, for the same reason: 'There is something so wild
and yet so solemn in the speeches of his ghosts, fairies, witches
and the like imaginary persons, that we cannot forbear to think
them natural, though we have no rule by which to judge of
them, and must confess, if there are such beings in the world, it
looks highly probable they should talk and act as he represented
them.'3 A century later Hazlitt makes the same remark in almost
identical terms: 'The world of spirits lay open to him, like the

1John Palmer, Political Characters of Shakespeare (London, 1945)—the
latest, so far as I know, of the gallery of Shakespearian portraits. Though
the author was concerned with the political content of the history plays, and
emphasized the political behaviour of the characters, his critical attitude did not
differ from that of his predecessors. Thus, he writes in his Preface (p. 7): 'Almost
every kind of man to be met with in public life, great or mean, wise or foolish,
wicked or virtuous, simple or subtle, calculating or generous, is to be found in
these plays. Some are sketched with a few apparently negligent strokes; others
are drawn with elaborate care. All can be recognized as political characters who
have their counterparts in every generation. Or again: 'It is true that, Shake-
speare being Shakespeare, his political characters interest us also as private per-
sons and have an interior life of their own; but they are essentially political
characters. Mutatis mutandis, it is the same attitude that prompts some critics
to ask, as a prelude to study of the characters, such questions as 'Was Caesar
really superstitious? Did Brutus believe in premonitions? Did Richard III in
fact have a withered arm? Did Lady Macbeth really have children, and how
many?—the kind of question that gives its ironical title to L. C. Knight's essay.

a Quoted by L. C. Knights, op. cit., pp. 18 et seq.
8 The Spectator, No. 419, July 1712.
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world of real men and women: and there is the same truth in his
delineation of the one as of the other; for if the preternatural
characters he describes could be supposed to exist, they would
speak, and feel, and act, as he makes them.'1 It is partly to this
notion of'nature', of'natural', a touchstone common to so many
critics, partly to an inadequate literary sense (refusal or inability
to recognize the poetic value of a text), and partly to a vague
romantic aspiration (desire for sympathy and communion with
the personages created) that this critical attitude towards Shake-
speare and, a fortiori, towards his contemporaries is to be
attributed.

The notion of 'natural' is at once too vague and too tyrannical
not to confuse our ideas. In reality it is too summary (people
forget that the word has had several meanings since the Renais-
sance), for it tends precisely to throw into obscurity the other
fundamental notion—of a difference in kind between 'Nature
and Art, between objective reality and aesthetic creation. To the
classical mind the term 'natural' conveys no doubt a certain co-
hesion between behaviour and language, an easy elegance in this
cohesion in a certain social class. It is 'natural' for a given person-
age to behave thus or thus in view of his age, his breeding, his
station and situation. A mother who did not utter a cry of horror
determining the judgment of Solomon, would be inhuman. A
Hermione who received Orestes with open arms after Pyrrhus's
murder would be improbable. A Harpagon suddenly become
generous, an Alceste genial and cured of his misanthropy in the
fifth act, would be incredible.

Thus a strict psychological determinism, the laws of which
should perhaps be sought much more in the preferences of feel-
ing and reason than in the observations of scientific character-
study, rules the conduct of life even when dominated by the
passions; and it is the satisfaction afforded by foreseeable beha-
viour which makes us conclude that it is natural. Once in posses-
sion of the basic elements of the personality, it would be sur-
prising and therefore a violation of the laws of nature, were our
forecasts not to be fulfilled.2 To the requirements of psycho-

1 William Hazlitt, On Shakespeare and Milton,
2 The Russian novel, Dostoievsky in particular, and psycho-analysis have,

however, upset this notion of the natural, with results sometimes just as
amusing for the study of Shakespeare's characters.
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logical logic must be added those of good taste and style, of
balance and an extreme mistrust of any sort of eccentricity, irre-
gular instinct, conduct or thought, arising from a secret caprice
or wild idea, even a tendency to philosophize or to dream, or an
ill-explained preference for some particular form of poetic
expression.

Hence this 'natural', however large the part left to intuitive
sympathy for disclosing it (in the creator, I mean), to methodical
observation for enriching it, to the technique of imitation for
setting it in motion, clogs the creative imagination with its
fetters. It intimidates inspiration, strangles fancy, enslaves all
youth and desiccates all freshness. Style loses its pace and dash,
poetry its mystery, the personages themselves their easy 'natural-
ness'. And so life is ossified in a rigid framework. It is at this
point that the critic comes along and declares that such works are
'pseudo-classical' or decadent.

But the paradox with Shakespeare is that the characters cannot
lie down on this Procrustes bed, yet they are granted the supreme
title to naturalness at all points. Here lyricism is taking control
and sympathetic attachment replaces critical detachment: the
sympathy aroused by this or that feature of the character—
simple, spontaneous, passionate—is extended to the whole per-
sonality, and the extraordinary liberties that the dramatist allows
himself are left unnoticed. A word, a gesture, a rhythm, an
image, like a sudden lightning-flash, lights up the surface of a
commonplace or obscure mind, whose importance is merely
fleeting, and confers upon it the authentic lustre of life. In the
same way as the recollection of an intonation lingers in the
memory and the brightness of a glance or the curve of a smile
brings suddenly to mind a long-forgotten face; so the mind,
thrown into confusion by this sudden appearance, which strips
the deceptive veil covering reality like a film of dust, leaps to
identify this surprise with its own unexpressed perceptions.

It is true that with Shakespeare one runs the risk of this ex-
perience every moment, and that it is easy to fall into the trap of
being carried away by the emotion of joy. And how easy then
to glide from sympathy to familiarity, from familiarity to lyric
expansiveness, and to allow oneself to be possessed by the per-
sonage so exclusively that any contemplation or critical reflec-
tion becomes impossible. Is not that what happens with Hamlet,
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Cordelia, Othello? I really believe it. Yes, one would like to be
in love with Rosalind, to spar with Beatrice, to be sentimental
with Viola, and no doubt, during a visit to the Chamber of
Horrors, to hear Macbeth donning his armour and hurling des-
perate challenges in Time's teeth, and Lady Macbeth, rigidly
walking in her sleep, breathing her three-fold sigh as she rubs
the ineffaceable spot that stains her hand.

But is that, I ask, an attitude worthy of a critic? Rather, it is
that of Margot at the melodrama: I do not blame her for her
tears there, but too many susceptible hearts are easy-going about
the validity of reasons for those tears. A simple, indeed over-
simple, state of mind. For that matter, the sentimental ask
nothing else than the chance to make friends with the hero or
heroine, to identify themselves with him or her for the duration
of the performance or the reading of the play. The eighteenth
century was already contaminated by the orthodox sentimen-
tality of Richardson, then by the more artistic and therefore
more dangerous sentimentality of Sterne. The nineteenth, even
more romantic, raising sentiment to the height of the transcen-
dental and poetry to the dignity of an ethic, was prone to take
the shadow for the substance, to delude itself with words, and in
spite of the fruitful revival which enriched its capacity for won-
der, to evade real problems and be content with illusory
realities.

As Dryden's attempts to refine Shakespeare show, it was
already difficult in 1693 to appreciate Elizabethan and Jacobean
Drama for the right reasons. The meaning of the language had
been lost, just as the dramatic conventions, on which the Eliza-
bethan stage had established its greatness, had been forgotten.
The Classics no less than the Puritans had dealt it the fatal blow.
People could no longer conceive that an author, so careless of
rules, so cavalier in his treatment of a refined taste, might, by
genius alone, produce immortal masterpieces. They forgot that
other ages had other rules and other tastes. They forgot also, and
above all, that the contemporaries of Elizabeth and James looked
to the English language to do more than did those of Charles
II or Queen Anne. And as their characters, despite their lack of
discipline, compelled that energy, that gaiety, that ardour for
good or for evil which was no longer to be found in Addison's
Cato or Lillo's London Merchant, obviously they must have
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possessed some magical superiority, rules or no rules. The most
permanent was clearly the superiority in treatment of human
nature since the other aspects were a matter of taste, of fashion,
of conventions.

The nineteenth century gave the mistake a still more personal
twist, and falsified the perspective still more. Concentration on
the characters distracted attention from the other elements of
interest in the play, or imposed upon it an unnatural division
into parts which made any view of it as a whole almost im-
possible. The characters were isolated for study, given promin-
ence, put up on show. Men and women, great and small, wise
and foolish, the libertine and the chaste, the mad and the jealous,
the kings, the people, Sir Andrew Aguecheek and Coriolanus,
Caliban and Prince Henry—what a procession!—from the prin-
cess to the cobbler, the bellows-mender to the drunkard, not to
mention the fabulous creatures or the fairies, elves, ghosts,
witches, monsters. They were torn from their context, out of
their natural setting and surroundings and companions. They
were to be analysed, caressed like rare hot-house blooms, petted
with smooth words, cries of admiration, collectors' gestures.

Then, on reflection, Victorian critics wondered whether these
Shakespearian creations were types, as Dr. Johnson insinuated, or
individuals, as it was more romantic to believe. The individual
became a symbol, an allegory even; and, rationalism gaining the
upper hand, the personal traits exalted to the rank of symbols
were transformed into abstract qualities: Macbeth or ambition,
Othello or jealousy, Lear or madness and the sublime, Ophelia
or pathetic purity, Shylock or rapacious cruelty, Desdemona or
innocence, the victim of a tragic mistake.

Then, again, since the play (apart from its hero) presented a few
other problems, Shakespeare's political and social ideas called for
discussion: was he a democrat or did he favour a dictatorship? In
religion, was he a Catholic, an Anglican, or an atheist like
Marlowe and his disciples in the School of Night? In his moral,
philosophical and metaphysical ideas, had he faith in reason or
did he prefer instinct? Was he divided between hope in an ex-
plicable world and the sense of an irrational Absolute? Was he
an optimist or a pessimist? Did he see order, method and hier-
archy, or confusion, despair, nothingness? The nineteenth cen-
tury did not doubt that he was a poet, but forgot it, acted as if it
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went without saying, as if it were superfluous to mention—as if,
on the contrary indeed, everything should be discussed inde-
pendently of this essential fact without which no satisfactory
explanation of Shakespeare's immense, unequal and disconcert-
ing output can be given.

Only a partial and imperfect understanding1 can result if we
relegate to the background the obvious fact that each play pre-
sents itself as a dramatic poem, the component parts of which all
contribute to the general impression and total effect: they cannot
be isolated from each other any more than they can be objec-
tively judged if removed from the poetic ideas, conceptions and
taste of the age. The verse, the prose, the rhythms, the vocabu-
lary, the metaphors; the characters, themes, allusions, plot; even
the division of the play into acts and scenes—all this has to be
taken into consideration.

Now I have not the slightest wish to deny Shakespeare's in-
comparable superiority in the depiction of characters, which
comes from his supreme artistry in the use of his medium—
Elizabethan English—which moulds the fundamental themes of
his day. But it is equally undeniable that, allowing for his own
peculiar genius, he conforms with the accepted conventions of
character-drawing as with other conventions. In this matter the
Elizabethans obeyed the strict, traditional rules which often
make the characters unsuited to the test that modern psychology
would apply to them.

In the first place, the characters are situated outside all realism,
that is to say beyond the psychological determination governed
by the chain of normal cause and effect. What motivates the
action, as we like it motivated so as to be intelligible, is, first, an
immediate, fundamental idea. The character generally comes on
cast in a simple mould, and we are not allowed to dispute or
assess the motives of his behaviour. Thus the whole of Lodovico
in The White Devil is contained in the opening word of the play
—'Banished'. It was the sentence of banishment, rightly or

1 For example, when Loves Labour's Lost was performed at the Odeon
Theatre in Paris the critics—either because the production displeased them or
because the translation failed to do justice to Shakespeare's intentions—ques-
tioned the interest of the play. Yet this comedy cannot leave any admirer of
Shakespeare indifferent. The variety in the style, the rich word-play, the massive
brilliance of the poetic experience—all contribute to give it a high rank. But it
contains no lovable character, and hence the charge of flatness and aridity.
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wrongly given, which decides the rdle of hateful avenger that is
allotted to him—I say the role, not the character. Once com-
mitted, the tragic hero hardly evolves from one scene to another,
unless it be so surprisingly that no explanation is possible. There
is no psychological crisis in Tamburlaine or in Hieronimo or in
Richard III, and the debate in Doctor Faustus is the same from the
opening scene, in which he is seeking a reasonable justification
for his decision, to the last in which he succumbs.

External events have no effect on the mind of the hero who,
moreover, can make a sudden volte-face and radically alter his
attitude so as to adapt himself to the author's dramatic purpose.
Of course, if Lear did not realize the ingratitude and cruelty of
his daughters, there would be no tragedy; but the important fact
is not that he should open his eyes but that, on opening them, he
should react as he does. A character may pass from cruelty to
pity, like Bosola in The Duchess ofMalfi1—a wonderful effect of
repentance which fits in with the general scheme of the play and
owes nothing to concern for psychological probability—from
loyalty to treason, from love to hate and hate to love, under the
power of a sudden and inexplicable grace, as gratuitously as
when Lear suddenly realizes the gulf he has thrown himself into
—too horrified to believe in it—then rushes into madness.

Proteus in The Two Gentlemen of Verona abandons Julia for
Silvia, betrays his friend and tries to steal his mistress, and then
returns to his own first love; and all ends in a general reconcilia-
tion which the baseness of his treacherous conduct makes very
improbable.2 Love is really swift as the thunderbolt and repen-
tance rapid as lightning. Chastity is changed to corruption,
avarice to generosity; the wicked may make themselves gentle
and full of pity, yet remain wicked. The fact is that both atti-
tudes are equally valid, and such changes, however incredible,
leave the character as much of a piece as he was before, and just
as dramatically effective.

It is rare, therefore, to find the words or action of one charac-
1 Bosola, moreover, changes his personality at the moment of the Duchess's

murder and appears as an old man.
2 The two gentlemen belong to the most marked of romantic conventions:

Valentine in the noble, Proteus in the villain type. No psychological study of
either is possible. Seen from this angle, they are mere puppets of romantic
comedy, like the false brigands, the perfect lover Eglamour and the stupid rival
Thurio.
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ter helping to bring about a change of attitude or feeling in an-
other, in the sense that we can say that Pyrrhus's behaviour
entails Hermione's decision, or Andromache's the attitude of
Pyrrhus. Only Shakespeare can be, here and there, more flexible
and subtle than his contemporaries in this matter. There is no
doubt that lago does in fact produce the jealousy in Othello
(who is predisposed to it),1 just as the Ghost's revelation upsets
the balance of Hamlet's mind, and Hamlet's behaviour and in-
sults overthrow Ophelia's reason. But if Othello has apparent
grounds for jealousy—grounds insinuated by lago—he is at once
more and less than a jealous man, just as Leontes in The Winter's
Tale (in whom the same passion is equally fierce though Shake-
speare does not trouble to justify the origin of it) expresses in a
different way a suffering and the rage it liberates in terms denot-
ing a different poetic experience and producing a different ending.

If Lady Anne yields in the famous Act I, sc. ii of Richard HI to
the repeated advances of Gloucester whom she detests and
despises as much as she hates him, it is not the evolution of feel-
ing that attracts the dramatist and gives the scene its exceptional
interest, but the ritual verbal fencing, as brilliant as the sets of
wit in Loves Labour $ Lost—the rhetoric of hatred, of invective
and cynicism. There are frequent wooing scenes, moreover, in
which the man goes over to the attack, with the added tension
of the presence of death, of hatred, and contempt. The villain's
insolent victory is only the more effective.

Finally, what are we to say of the extravagant excesses of
emotion indulged in by a Timon or a Lear for reasons quite dis-
proportionate to the effects they produce? Motives and reasons
are of merely secondary interest. The exigencies of the conduct
of the plot, or the moral purpose, of the poetry, even of the
verbal rhetoric are more imperative than those of the characters,
and the Elizabethan audience would find nothing surprising in
this. Thus in Macbeth ambition is but a minor aspect of the
character which we should willingly forget without our admira-

1 Though Shakespeare seems anxious to draw attention to the artificial char-
acter of the change in the Moor's attitude towards Desdemona:

Now do I see 'tis true. Look here, lago,
All my fond love thus do I blow to heaven:
'Tis gone.

OtMo, III, iii, 445-
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tion for the play being thereby affected, if the commentators
would cease telling us about Lady Macbeth's ambition. For it is
the tragic hero's behaviour in the crisis produced by Duncan's
murder, and still more its expression in personal terms, that
makes the grandeur and beauty of the tragedy. If ambition is the
mainspring of the action, the postulate from which the play
starts, it ceases to have the slightest human and poetic interest
even before the murder is done, and psychological interest it has
never had.

Further, these initial motives are simple and few. In the Eliza-
bethan Age properly so-called, they are almost exclusively am-
bition—in different forms: the thirst for power, appetite for con-
quest, desire for the possession of earthly goods, the powerful
instinct of pleasure—and revenge, in the service of the noblest as
well as of the most ignoble causes. Revenge and ambition are
potent levers of human tragedy. They were redoubtable passions
in the days of barbarous conquerors, when the sentiment of
honour and the desire to surpass oneself continually made men
engage in violent and dangerous action, and relegated to the
background even the passion of love, an appanage of more
civilized times. Ambition and revenge give the drama its irre-
sistible power to soar with the Tamburlaine of Marlowe and the
Spanish Tragedy of Kyd. The Avenger and the Conqueror,
leaders of men of action, fill the stage with their shouts, their
menaces, their invective, their paeans of triumph.

The echo of them reverberated down to the decadent period,
with a fertility of invention in the choice of formulas and
situations and a surprising diversity in the composition of the
character which succeeds in making us forget how monotonous
he is. Pride, ferocity, imposture, cynicism, an extreme tautness
of will and passion combined, characterize him as a rule. The
range of psychological states extends from cold and calculating
premeditation to the most frantic exasperation. The heroes,
highly strung and stubborn, are steeped in a tragic atmosphere in
which they often rise to a paroxysm of hatred and cruelty, rage
or madness. They go forward from scene to scene with the
terrible stiffness of the automaton deaf to all objurgations, know-
ing nothing of reason, pity or forgiveness, carried away by the
finality of their r6le. Thus they put themselves upon an almost
supernatural or, rather, superhuman plane.
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Seneca, of course, overtops the Elizabethans with his lofty,
admired heroes, fabled figures of unchallenged prestige, whose
sentiments, desires and passions are simply bombastic appeals for
violence and frenzy. The tragic buskin and the declamatory style
increase their stature. The heroes of tragedy derived from legend
or history or everyday life form an imposing family, but what-
ever their origin they always have a family resemblance. For it is
the rule of this kind of play to give it to them. History and
legend contribute to it, but also the class vision of the age which
sees kings, princes and high personages of state surrounded by a
sacred, almost a divine, light: by it all their strange passions, in-
flexible wills, terrible explosions of wrath and colossal vices are
seen. So much so that Shakespeare, wanting to humanize those of
his kings for whom he seems to have felt most tenderness or
admiration, is forced either to palliate their wickedness by an
extravagant preciosity (Richard II), or to make them express for
themselves the consciousness of their common humanity with
other men (Henry V), just as he does for the Jew Shylock.

The world of common humanity that revolves round them,
the swarm of little people dazzled by the sun's rays but receiving
from it the golden reflection that rescues them from their sombre
obscurity, is satisfied objectively with ritual and instinctively
reverences with wonder the traditional symbolism of the Crown:
the outward forms of pomp, authority and fealty. The kings
really are tragedy-kings, and the people, who often speak in
prose (unless their role is merely that of Chorus), are as stylized
in language as in attitude and feelings. Remember the impor-
tance of the Sun theme and the Crown theme in Richard II,
Henry IF or Macbeth, the royal function in the whole series of
Shakespeare's Histories, and the reactions of the humble or un-
important people in the natural hierarchy of social or political
functions, whenever they have to comment on events affecting
the whole body politic.

A God is not so glorious as a King', says Tamburlaine,1 and
he dreams of reaching 'the ripest fruit of all, that perfect bliss and
sole felicity, the sweet fruition of an earthly crown'.8 The scenes
of the deposition of Edward II or of Richard II, like the one in
which Prince Henry puts on the kingly crown before his father
is dead, are significant in this connection, and it may well be

1 Tmburkine, II, v, 57. 2 ibid., II, vii, 27.
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that the two Shakespearian historical tetralogies, from Richard
II to Richard III, though written at different periods, had for
their major theme the search for a perfect unity between the
royal office and the men who filled it.1 The pathos of the fall, the
deposition or the murder of more than one King seems to he, for
Edward II as for Richard II, Henry VI or Duncan, in this in-
adequacy of the man for his sacred mission. Macbeth's murder of
Duncan is more baleful and horrible since King Duncan is in
every respect (except clear-sightedness) a model king. All Nature
that night associated itself with the supernatural upheaval which
provoked Macbeth to give himself to the forces of Evil. And
Richard II's lyrical and precious eloquence is the more harrow-
ing since it separates the King the more from the action, so
clearly defined by the gardener under the transparent cover of a
symbol—the action which alone could save him.2

Sin, crime, blasphemy, death assume then in the audience's
mind a much more fruitful meaning, and the implied moral
lesson that every tragedy necessarily contains harks back—by
the behaviour of the characters as much as by the finality of the

1 Richard II, the two parts of Henry IV, and Henry V; the three parts of Henry
VI and Richard HI. Shakespeare did not follow the chronological order in
writing these plays: Henry IV, Parts I and II and Henry Fcame after Henry VI,
Parts I, II and HI, and Richard III. It was perhaps for this reason that Richmond,
the future Henry VII, of whom there is a glimpse in Henry VI and who at the
end of Richard III restores the national unity and order broken by the bloody
Wars of the Roses, was merely a conventional and almost allegorical figure of
the perfect king, the anointed vice-gerent of God on earth, destined to restore
the material and spiritual harmony disrupted by Bolingbroke's crime in Richard
II. The portrait of Henry V, Falstaff's companion, more elaborate and more
human, is nevertheless in certain respects highly idealized, conforming with the
traditional conception of the King which is further strengthened on the stage
by his dramatic function. Hence his cruelty, his inflexible contempt: he causes
the French prisoners, taken after Agmcourt, to be murdered; he repudiates
Falstaff the old man whom as a Prince he had tolerated. On the other hand he
appears as a symbol connoting the body politic, torn between divers tendencies,
a battlefield between right and wrong, between instincts (good or bad) and
reason—the eternal conflict of the natural order with the disorder that always
threatens to destroy it.

2 Richard II, III, iv: the scene between the Duke of York's gardener and one
of his servants. There is a clear symbol in the analogy between the head .gar-
dener's business and that of the king: both must maintain, in garden as in king-
dom, the order necessary for prosperity. 'O! what pity is it That he hath not so
trimm'd and dress'd his land As we in this garden!
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action—beyond Seneca's gigantic ghosts, to the tenacious tradi-
tion of the Moralities. The disturbing allegories of the Morali-
ties, all wrapped up in abstractions, however awkward and stiff
they may be, had not ended their moving story in the Eliza-
bethan Age.

It would be absurd to maintain that the personages of the
Elizabethan Drama resembled the Morality figures, feature by
feature. But the dramatic tradition they represented was per-
petuated by successors more varied and complex who borrowed
the old mould of the Morality and filled it with flesh and blood.
Above all, they inherited from the Moralities the prestige con-
ferred by the poeticized figure of an idea. The frontiers between
allegory, type and individual are movable, for the type and the
allegory may be individualized without losing their general
character.

The analogy I wish to underline strikes us on the first appear-
ance of the character—no mistake is possible about his funda-
mental identity with a known type, or therefore about the sen-
timents or passions which animate him, or about the part he has
to play in the action. What distinguishes him and what—apart
from any realistic purpose—gives him a semblance of life, of a
life of his own, is his behaviour and speech in the situation where
the dramatist places him. The old men are old men, the villains
villains and the mad mad. But within his. own category each
character, according to the talent or genius of each dramatist,
according to his environment and to the adventures on which he
embarks, is particularized more or less clearly, picturesquely,
profoundly, while each preserves his own idiom and function.

One cannot imagine Rosalind exchanging her Fool for
Olivia's or Lear's, so full of personal traits is each, so suited to
the situation, tp the atmosphere of the play, and so well does
each fit in with the general scheme of the work. Similarly, the
villain—the commonest type, indispensable in every tragedy,
and ranging from the blackest to the motley of comedy, often a
symbolical incarnation of Machiavelli—may in his function be
tainted in different ways. Often a bastard (Edmund, Don John),
he is also misshapen by nature (Richard III), a Jew (Barabbas),
or he may have been reduced to hatred, ferocity and deceit by
some major injustice at the hands of Society, some accident of
fortune or some harsh discomfiture in lovp. His physical blemishes
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(Richard III is deformed, with a withered arm), his bitter ex-
perience, sometimes even an evil spell cast upon him, sufficiently
justify his moral defects, his greed and his cynicism. As a rule,
his superior intelligence gives him the right to despise his dupes,
to prepare his approach to evil courses with skill; his audacity
and stubbornness authorize him to brave all dangers, to defy all
laws, including the laws of character.

The villain's personality, compelled by the game he is playing
to adopt various and sometimes contradictory attitudes is aston-
ishingly agile, incredibly versatile. So much so, that the drama-
tist, fearing lest the spectator also be deceived by the villain if the
acting carries him away and his willingness to believe passes over
into credulity, warns us from time to time by some soliloquy or
aside which sets him in his true light once more and leaves no
doubt as to his real intentions. The tawdry finery, grimaces and
sarcasms of the Vices are always perceptible in some way or
other, from the

I am determined to prove a villain

of Richard Ill's first soliloquy to lago's

I hate the Moor,

not to mention the demons who haunt the mind and speech of
Edgar, disguised as Tom o' Bedlam on the heath where Lear's
reason deserts him.

Each personage is thus clearly classified and in all his infinite
variety easily recognizable. The boastful soldier, the coward, the
revenger, the prodigal, the shrew, the high-minded prostitute,
the clown, the tyrant, the pathetic child, the murderer, and so
on—taken thus in any order all have a family likeness. They act
up to the conventional idea people have of them, and even if
there is a temporary lapse, it entails no mistrust in the spectator's
mind. For it is another convention that the personage sometimes
steps out of his character either to become the mouthpiece of the
author or to give concrete form to the reactions of homely
common sense, or to draw the conclusions from a particular
situation (which the public always appreciates), or simply be-
cause the play's ending requires it. Hence the confusion noted by
the critics in the drawing of certain baffling characters, taken to
all appearances seriously, who present a double aspect, are equi-
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vocal like a two-faced personage and hard to define: such as
Isabella in Measure for Measure or Helena in All's Well that Ends
Well.1

The difficulty is further increased by the sovereign convention
of the disguise and its impenetrability. The costume is sufficient
to ensure the authenticity of the character's new incarnation. A
hat, a beard, a cloak, the face made-up white or darkened—and
the father does not recognize his own son (or daughter), the
brother his brother (or sister), or subjects their King. In the
simplest cases the new personage, thus supposed to be unrecog-
nizable, retains for a time none of the traits of his former charac-
ter. But there is still the underlying community of aims, the
dramatist's concern to make the disguise serve to advance the
action while relying on the twofold advantage of complex
character and complex situation to increase the dramatic tension
and therefore the interest of the play.

It even happens that the incredible paradox of an impossible
situation may be a powerful attraction and may reinforce the
pathos, the charm, the irony and the satire. Thus Rosalind under
cover of the transparent disguise of her Ganymede continues to
have Rosalind's feelings, while giving the play (and feigning to
be caught at her own game) an equivocal turn at once perilous
and delicious: this weaves more surely the subtle strands of love
and was for the Elizabethan spectator the more piquant since
women's parts were played by boys. Thus we have a girl dis-
guised as a boy for the purpose of her part, and in changing sex
she resumes her actual sex while pretending that it is not hers,
and she reverts to the sex of the borrowed personage. And on
these variations is played the comedy of love.

Malevole, in Marston's Malcontent, disguised till the end of the
play, lends piquancy to the incidents of the plot, which his false
identity makes frankly improbable, if only in the scene where he
urges his own wife to play him false. Vendice in Tourneur's
Revenger s Tragedy is similarly a virtuoso of disguises and double

1 Isabella, destined for the convent, and despite her protestations of chastity
when Angelo proposes his bargain, despite also the horror that her brother's
pathetic plea causes her, marries at the end of the play; Helena, to get a husband
who hates her and flees her, employs tactics unworthy of a well-bred heroine,
even in comedy. Shakespeare continually uses disguises, substitution of persons,
etc.

2 The Malcontent, V, u.
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r6les. He makes himself the docile tool of the man on whom he
wishes to take revenge, accepts the mission of inciting his sister
to debauchery, urges his mother to assist him in this task,1 and
plays his successive and incompatible parts with incomparable
mastery, on a note of extreme realism which the very absurdity
of the situations further accentuates. The personages thus deper-
sonalized seem to have a double and even a triple function: they
carry forward the play, of which they are the king-pin; they
have a satirical function which links them, in another respect,
with the Morality convention; and finally, on a still more im-
personal plane, they release the violent passions which supply the
lyric framework of the play.

Such variety is, indeed, calculated to disconcert the modern
reader who sees only clumsiness in this subtle art. At one moment
the personage talks in his proper role in the cast to his fellow-
actors on the stage; then addresses himself to the audience, con-
fiding to them his intentions, his feelings towards the other
characters, or for ironical ends against himself or against the
others; at other times, he speaks in the name of the play's idea,
its general theme, moral or political, and then he is no longer
this or that personage but the voice of the general conscience;
then he changes, sees himself in a dramatic light and talks about
himself, his own part, like someone who knows quite well that
he is merely acting, that he is only a comedy-character. 'Fare-
well, my dear friends, expect nothing more of me. Thus ends
my part in this comedy of love', says a personage in Marston's
Antonio and Mellida. And Shakespeare by way of parody, makes
Thisbe say after stabbing herself:

And farewell, friends,
Thus Thisbe ends
Adieu, adieu, adieu!

1 The Revenger's Tragedy, II, i. The contrast between the improbability of the
situations and the violent realism with which they are treated raises the dramatic
interest much more than the episodes themselves do, and helps to place the
drama on the poetic plane. It is almost the 'poetry of the absurd' already. We
are far from the romantic conception of characters and of idealized poetry.
Vendice, becoming himself again, is ordered to kill the personage he was repre-
senting, by the same master, whom he thus twice betrays. The doubling is so
complete that Vendice disguised as Piato in the scene with Castiza plays his part
under the coldly ironic eye of the original Vendice—Himself and the Other.
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(T. S. Eliot, reverting to this convention in Murder in the
Cathedral, makes Thomas say at the very height of his ascetic
aspiration:

What yet remains to show you of my history
Will seem to most of you at best futility,
Senseless self-slaughter of a lunatic. . . .)

Vendice in the admirable Revenger $ Tragedy schemes, jeers,
declaims, carries the play from melodrama to satire, from satire
to the most intense lyricism—and Vendice is not a human char-
acter. It is the same with lago, in a tragedy on the purest lines
(the most psychological, no doubt, of all Shakespeare's tragedies),
in which his conventional duty is both to further the drama (as
Oenone furthers that ofPhtdre) and to allow the experiment of
jealousy—which he creates from the very first and watches
gloatingly and hatefully—to develop on the lyrical plane, of
which he remains to the end the aggressive and ironical counter-
part. This function is, I believe, much more important than the
interest of his character, however diabolically intelligent this
may be supposed to be.

Side by side with these types, sketched above in broad outline,
there develops, for similar reasons and for similar purposes, the
convention known as that of the Jonsonian Humours, of which
the Melancholic is the most marked and also the commonest
type. It is not a question of the classical abstractions, catalogued as
the Miser, the Jealous Man, etc., but of peculiarities which end by
absorbing the whole personality. We know the theory of the four
Humours (Sanguine, Phlegmatic, Choleric and Melancholy), the
proportions of which in a man's body determined his tempera-
ment: too much of this or that humour destroyed the balance,
inclined to this or that disposition, favoured this or that passion
which it whipped up to a frenzy. The whole character was im-
pregnated with it.

The effects of the predominance of each humour were well
known and, though numerous, could be immediately ascribed.
But the proportions varied infinitely, and the unbalancing could
be brought about by a hundred fortuitous influences, hereditary,
physiological, astrological which governed the individual's behav-
iour and dominated his life in the most tyrannical manner. Burton
wrote a massive and documented book on the causes, effects and
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remedies for melancholy, in which he reviewed all the varieties
of the malady. To read The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621 fits
composition dates it in the mid-Jacobean period; it went through
a dozen editions in the course of the century) is to watch a pro-
cession of all human follies, from the oddest to the wildest.

In a volume bristling with quotations, under a shower of
anecdotes, the Christ Church solitary, a melancholic of melan-
cholies, hunts down his fellow-sufferers from the remotest anti-
quity to modern times, diagnoses their trouble, studies the
symptoms and effects, and prescribes cures. Admirers of the Eliza-
bethan Drama can find in Burton, dogmatically, almost scienti-
fically analysed, the most outstanding of the types found on the
stage: the inamorato, the hypochondriac, the solitary, the faddist,
the superstitious, the lycanthrope, the jealous man, the frenzied,
the ecstatic—all who, in one way or another, need to be treated
with hellebore and borage (then regarded as potent remedies
against madness).

These personages, however psychologically justifiable they
may appear, however firmly anchored their character, come
even less than the traditional types within the normal range of
classical psychology. More marked, more artificial, more on the
fringe of humanity, they often achieve an hallucinating reality.
Their very names, symbolizing their condition and function, put
them immediately beyond the pale of ordinary human beings
and into the fabulous province of monstrous creations. Let us
merely recall the rapacious, grimacing trio: Corbaccio, Corvino,
and Voltore, three birds of prey who lie in wait for the carcase,
with sensual, shifty faces: they gravitate round Volpone, while
Mosca buzzes about his canopied bed, slyer than the Fox, more
rascally than even the dehumanized, predatory trio.

The animal resemblances, of course, are symbolical: they go
no farther than allusions, there is no actual metamorphosis. But
analogies are common enough. Among innumerable examples
we might point to the quartet of disreputable sons whom Tour-
neur sets beside Vendice: Spurio the bastard, Lussurioso the de-
bauchee, Ambitioso and Supervacuo; whereas Castiza, the in-
carnation of purity, a life-size doll, her face white as wax, moves
about in an uncertain light, in which the green of the corpses
melts into the red of the bloodshed and lights up the dazzling
radiance of her icy, inhuman virginity.



148 TECHNIQUE

All these personages wear their characters, so to speak, on
labels and the mention of their name guarantees us the colour of
their liver. The Malcontent, immortally pilloried in Marston's
comedy that bears his name, at once Altofronte and Malevole,
has become almost as indispensable as the Revenger with whom
he is often confused. He has brothers and cousins everywhere, in
tragedy or comedy, suffering from recurrent or chronic melan-
choly, impulsive or reflective, victims of the world or of their
own passions, servants drawn with satirical intent or, it may be,
noble nonentities in the blackest of tragedies. Sardonic and
mocking, this snarling misanthrope is ready for any kind of im-
posture and crime, insults foaming on his lips, like Timon of
Athens, or a skull in his hands, like Vendice or Hamlet, or his
hat pulled down over his eyes, like Webster's Lodovico or like
Bosola: by turns he storms and grins, meditates and menaces.
He is the moralist's and the satirist's tool, whose invective, while
it lashes the vices and corruption in the toils of which humanity
is caught, presupposes a positive moral code, a far-off redemp-
tion to which even the most hardened blasphemer aspires.

What a strange gallery of abnormal characters, with their stiff
movements, their unfinished thoughts, their powerful, primitive
emotions! What a disconcerting tribe, grimacing amid the mot-
ley throng of uncompleted figures that gesticulate in the im-
mense Elizabethan Drama! Whether the touch be light, as in the
melancholy Jaques of As You Like It, so ill treated in his scenes; or
whether the traits be harsh and hard, as in Ben Jonson's charac-
ters, or crude, bold woodcuts (Webster's villains), or sharply
incised (Tourneur's), or explored to the point of disquieting
ambiguity as—if I may be forgiven the heresy—in Hamlet: all
are so many partial masks upon man's face, and the art of this
sensitive, intelligent age, haunted by a moral sense, sought to pin
them down for the drama's service. They are so many pieces,
puppets or living portraits of which modern art, in its humbler
moments, would not be ashamed.

Evoking them in this way, watching their traits with fascina-
tion, one is tempted to think of those paintings in which the
smile becomes a grimace when looked at from a different angle.
If in spite of myself I revert to the analogy—arbitrary and im-
perfect though I know it to be—of an art gallery, it is because
the shifting crowd of picturesque personages forms, in the vast
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perspective of memory, an abstract, perhaps moral, poetic order
that is greater than reality. Here, it may be, is a hateful lip sud-
denly transfigured by the vision of death; there, a bovine image
calls up a legendary Minotaur—nothing exists save on canvas or
on the stage or in our imagination. Ecstasy is to be perceived
only in a face deformed by grief or by laughter. The strange
denizens of this elusive world of ours create out of themselves a
sort of fantastic, measured ballet in which each finds his place,
serves for contrast or harmony, joins the troupe of his fellows,
dreams or observes; acts aggressively or cunningly, humbly or
arrogantly; then night falls upon them, the dead mingled with
the living, in attitudes tender or base, while the shadows deter-
mine for ever which are the victims and which the executioners.
And the colloquy goes on, without beginning or end, the more
real for being unreal, in a language as strange, as full of light and
shade, as outrageous as possible—a supreme convention giving
coherence to the dream and body to the insubstantial, making
perceptible the ideal order of life by its capacity for expression
and its power of creation.

In this universe Shakespeare no doubt claims room for his own
creations who always seem to have some feature marking them
as his rather than as conventional figures. Even his most re-
stricted portraits, the most extravagant, or incredible or most
colourless, give proof of an experience that cannot be reduced
to their prototypes. And it is about them that there are most
questions to be asked. Yet in his plays there are *flat' characters
as impersonal and vague in outline as those of other playwrights.
There are all the walking-on parts, lacking in finish; there are
the types and 'humours', monsters and giants. It is useless for the
psychologist to try to analyse them so as to discover their nature
and satisfy our passion for logic. But the impenitent critic,
despite all his discomfiture, still has the illusion that they have a
more concrete life, more intense and full of light and shade; he
finds them nearer reality, and disconcerting features in them are
unhesitatingly put down—after all attempts to explain them fail
—to the fact that 'life is like that*.

The automatic reflex of the class or kind the character belongs
to seems suddenly to be broken by some wonderful cry or ges-
ture; it is destroyed by an Unexpected emotion produced by the
dramatic incident, and at once the eyes light up, the cheek

L
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flushes, the blood courses through the veins. Freedom has broken
in upon the determinism and makes credible a world about
which we had our doubts, and where everything is possible,
creates and re-creates itself because the creature evades the law of
its creation. The depressing rigidity of an unchangeable finality
that checks movement, freezes attitudes and dictates language, is
tempered in the Shakespearian character by the unexpected: he
is a chartered libertine. There is an abrupt change of tone, a word
fraught with familiar sound, an image that throws a new light
on the scene, a certain way Shakespeare has of being aggressive,
or ironic or full of grief; and then the sky clears, there is electri-
city in the air, and a new world is born. 'O brave new world
that has such people in 't!'

But let us never forget that it is with words that this miracle is
produced and that the miracle is possible only because of the
potency of language.



LANGUAGE

Few things that can happen to a nation are more
important than the invention of a new form of verse.

T. S. ELIOT

Those who read French translations of Shakespeare cannot fail
to be struck by the uniformity of their language and style. Yet
everyone knows that Richard II and The Winteru's Tale show all
the difference of conception and treatment that exists between an
imperfect work and one written fifteen years later by an ex-
perienced artist. It is rare, even, to find in the course of a single
play no variations of tone and style, calling the reader's attention
to the fact that the author is changing his attitude, his intention
or his conception regarding his characters or the world they
represent. Thus in Love's Labour's Lost there are several styles and
tones, which Shakespeare is at no pains to combine and harmon-
ize: it is an experimental play.

The translation generally reduces everything to the same dead
level. Often, while seeking to preserve the metaphors and man-
nerisms, it fails to follow the variations of mood, or the breaks
in the rhythm, to keep the connotations and associations of
words which the translator's language blunts or simply omits.
In the original there is always something that cannot be ren-
dered in a foreign tongue and it is precisely the essential thing:
what constitutes style. Yet it is natural to say that a play, like any
other written work, attains its own particular form of greatness
or beauty only because it has style, its own style.

The best introduction that I know to the study of problems of
style is Middleton Murry's book comprising the six Lectures that
he delivered at Oxford in I92I.1 In trying to make the tour of
his subject before coming to grips with it, and rejecting the
famous but deceptive formula of Buffon, Middleton Murry

1John Middleton Murry, The Problem of Style (O.U.P.). This is the best
Mupy and is of capital importance for anyone interested in the problem.
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quotes Stendhal: Le style, c'est ajouter i une pensee dormee
toutes les circonstances propres S, produire tout reflet que doit
produire cette pensee.'1 Here is a fairly abstract analytical defini-
tion which has the advantage of being free from all romantic asso-
ciations. For style does not mean only the presence of a particular
writer's characteristics by which he can be differentiated from
all others (the style of Sterne or of 3aint Simon, for example).
Nor is it merely that consummate art possessed by a Flaubert or
a Gide, of describing, exposing or setting an idea or emotion in
its right place. Style is also, and above all, a quality that 'trans-
cends all individual characteristics', though it needs these in order
to display itself; it is 'a complete fusion of the personal and the
universal'. And if Stendhal's definition, as Middleton Murry
complains, 'carries us instantly into the ether of metaphysics', it
none the less covers exactly the ground which criticism must
explore when it seeks the reasons for this complete fusion of the
personal and the universal.

For Stendhal clearly saw the function of style, if not its precise
nature, and how style can best fulfil this function. He realized
that a thought is never expressed in the absolute but in relation
to an effect to be produced. And style, he implies, is the most
perfect, the least questionable co-ordination between the expres-
sion of the thought and the purpose for which it is expressed in
that particular form. It is this idea of function, of the goal to be
reached, which marks the writer's intention to produce such and
such an effect, and which in consequence must be borne in mind.
All style, therefore, is directed towards achieving a certain effect
(defining, describing, demonstrating, refuting, catechizing, mov-
ing, causing laughter or fear, etc.), and no style more than that
of the dramatist.

Once this idea has been granted, we shall have no objection to
recognizing that the Elizabethan dramatist's style is one of im-
passioned poetic rhetoric, the two commonest functions of
which are to persuade and to touch the emotions. This twofold
object is at once inside and outside the play. The character—any
character—addresses himself to his fellow actors but he also
addresses himself to the audience. He strives by words, alike for
himself and for his author, to achieve his destiny and to make a

1 'Style is the addition to a given thought of all the circumstances calculated
to produce the whole effect of which the thought is capable. '
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success of the play as a work of art. His language is literally
rhetorical, and I use the term in no derogatory sense, for it must
be admitted that rhetoric may be good or bad, and that it is not
uniformly bad. The word is unfairly decried. The Elizabethan
Drama alone should have saved it from contempt.

Racine explicitly recognizes the double function 'of instructing
and of pleasing' which he assigns to Tragedy, and the choice of
these two words is significant. It commands a harmonious vision
of the world and implies an acknowledgment of the good taste
both of dramatist and audience. It is a more limited but more
refined function of art than that assigned to it by Corneille, for
Racine belongs to a less boisterous, more civilized age. His
rhetoric also differs from Corneille's, which tries to follow the
evolution of taste rather than of subjects and to catch up with the
new fashion. But it was a fruitless attempt for, as he grew older,
Corneille's experience of life did not become richer: he could
not change his personal vision and integrate it in the universal
The universal is not the eternal but the reflection of one com-
munity's characteristic modes of thought and feeling at a given
moment of its history. Shakespeare's achievement was to make
his art express his own experience, and by his treatment, plots,
characters and style faithfully to record the mind and movement
of his age. A study of his rhetoric would show in brief not
merely his individual qualities but the evolution of rhetoric in
Elizabethan Drama.

This rhetoric is a very special art—the art of one epoch and of
one kind, pursued for definite ends, working with and upon a
certain form of sensibility. Gathering experience as it proceeds,
this art as always happens grows richer and more various: it
evolves from the simple to the complex, from the stiff to the
flowing, passing from one mode of expression to another until
it wears so thin, so unmindful of its own conventions or so
anxious to innovate that it loses itself in a fatal formlessness by
which even Shakespeare's last plays are threatened.

We must remember that the theatre cannot neglect ethical
purposes (taking the word in the widest sense), and the Eliza-
bethan dramatist was constantly reminded of this by Seneca, the
Middle Ages and the last of the Moralities. Vices and Virtues,
variously disguised, fill the stage and remain—whatever changes
they may undergo—the antinomies that constitute the moral
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world. Man's destiny is a strife, continually renewed, between
Good and Evil, and without trying to make of the theatre a kind
of misbegotten, misapplied pulpit, Drama takes up man's cause,
incessantly opposing a moral order to the forces unleashed
against him even when hope is at its lowest ebb. By direct or
roundabout channels, according as the author's intention is
deliberate (which the author of Moralities was), or instinctive
(as any playwright's generally was), the essential aim remains
the same: to persuade by argument and by emotion, so as to
induce man to give a positive meaning to life. The two functions
of argument and emotion are inseparable, and the exercise of
them calls for the use of rhetoric.

The consideration of this rhetoric raises many difficulties. It is
in the first place dramatic, which implies a technique of dialogue,
soliloquy and aside. It is also poetic^ which implies the use of a
certain logic of poetry, not excluding but completing the narra-
tive, exposition, demonstration or refutation which is addressed
solely to the intelligence; poetic imagery, vocabulary, rhythm,
sound effects also penetrate to the very roots of sensibility.
Thus the appeal is, by turns or simultaneously, to the mind and
the heart, in proportions that may be varied ad itifnitum, until
that closest fusion is experienced in which they are indistinguish-
able. Then occurs the miracle which is always the dramatist's aim:
the transposition on to the aesthetic plane of a human experience,
imagined or real, that is worthy of belief and admiration.

Only the very greatest can succeed here, yet all attempt it
assiduously, whether seeking with rudimentary means to get the
easiest effects, or, as their mastery of means of expression grows
in extent and complexity, to stir the deepest feelings and the
subtlest apprehension of the most harrowing problems. An in-
finite range of devices is thus brought into play, some of them
transparent, others exhausting the resources of the most experi-
enced commentator.

The language, then, like the construction and the characters,
will not be in any way 'realistic': I mean, it will be far removed
from the everyday speech which the modern stage tends to em-
ploy. This is true even of realistic comedy, so called (as opposed
to romantic comedy or tragi-comedy), in which it is commonly
supposed that the characters talk the language of every day under
pretext that it is familiar, racy or aggressive. The fact that it is,
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indeed, idiomatic and borrows its rhythms, its vocabulary, its
turns of speech from the spoken language does not in any way
contradict this statement. For it is obvious that the language of
the theatre (which was, or was to become, a written language)
derived from the rhythms and phrases of the spoken tongue its
most effective power of expression, while taking its stand on a
higher and very different plane.

This is true also of non-dramatic poetry. The great poems of
Donne, for example, are composed with the idioms, the syntax
and the rhythms of the English spoken in his day, and yet were
never 'realistic'. Similarly, T. S. Eliot, through love of contrasts
as much as through his own poetic inevitability, will suddenly
(and ironically) introduce whole passages that seem to be tran-
scribed from current language, and are none the less great art.

In the Renaissance Theatre these remarks apply to the pages of
prose that are found in the comedies as in the tragedies and are
governed in the same way by the laws of a rhetoric less formal,
indeed, but as carefully planned as that of verse. Here the use of
prose is more than an attempt to be true to reality. It is an effort
to make supple, not to degrade, a style which is comparatively
free to resort to violence, irony and satire, less formally, more at
ease than in the rigorous rhythm of verse. Thus we pass from one
plane to the other, or sometimes the same themes are given higher
value by a change of tone, by the play of fancy, by a clever
imitation of local idiom, of the people's way of speaking, of trade
terms, even of foreign languages, in which occasionally whole
passages are met with, both in the comedies and the tragedies.

But it is verse that the playwright most often employs in order
to give his work the prestige of poetry. Not that he is invariably
bound by the convention that noble heroes must talk nobly
(some humble characters like the gardener in Richard II are given
poetry as stylized as that of kings and great lords). But verse has
for more than two thousand years been a device for ennobling
and dignifying language. It immediately seizes the attention,
instantly raises tragedy to a higher plane than that of life. Verse
is a form of expression with solid rhythmical foundations, well
articulated, with visible structure, capable of bearing the image,
the aphorism, the emotion more strongly, crisply, brilliantly. It
strikes peremptorily upon the ear; it dwells in the memory; its
repetitions fall thick and fast, and it lends itself to the full and
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well-planned period. It calls for embellishment, it can be graced
by music and the magic of rhythm—in a word, it affects the
senses and captures the mind; it is the handmaid of drama and
poetry. To attain perfection it has but to abate its rigorous for-
mality, that it may follow every shade of feeling, every twist and
turn of thought. It is the dramatic fortune of every form of art
to pass from stilted, mechanical awkwardness of the early stage
to the harmonious mastery of the great ages.

It is hardly necessary to call attention to the great variety of
the dramatists' versification, from the abandonment of the
Tourteener'1 up to the general adoption (which did not exclude
other forms occasionally) of the unrhymed iambic pentameter.
Marlowe, though not its inventor,1 made it the great metre of
the theatre and it became the dramatic vehicle of expression par
excellence. The fourteener and the alexandrine were far from easy
to handle. The pentameter (own brother to the French deca-
syllabic metre) had proved its value in Chaucer's hands: its divi-
sions are less monotonous, the rhythm can be made more supple
by the introduction of Latin polysyllables, and the absence of
rhyme gives it an unlimited freedom of enjambment. It can be
varied, also, by reversing the metrical pattern (passing from the
iambic to the trochaic), and with occasional anapaests it readily
adapts itself to the fluctuations of emotion without any loss of
vigour or speed.

It is equally suited for exposition and narrative, epigram and
maxim, long flights of oratory or the rapid give-and-take of
dialogue, for the movements of passion or the calm unfolding of
ideas. Its history from Kyd and Marlowe to Webster or Mas-
singer would serve as a sufficient guiding thread for a study of

1 Line of seven stresses (or fourteen syllables) with two well-defined caesuras,
iambic in rhythm, alliterative and rhyming. Monotonously rising and falling,
it is not capable of much variety. It is the ballad metre (cf. The Nutbrown Maid)
revived with a typographical arrangement dividing it into one line of 4 and one
of 3 stresses by Coleridge in The Ancient Manner. Chapman used it for his trans-
lation of The Iliad, and Thomas Preston in his Lamentable Tragedy ofCambyses,
King of Persia (1569), the turgid style of which was parodied by Falstaflf. Traces
of it are found in Love's Labour Lost (1593), though nere, it is true, Shakespeare
uses it ironically. An example of a 'fourteener' from Cambyses is:

Do not entreat my grace no more for he shall die the death.
a The credit for having been the first to use blank verse is due to Henry

Howard, Earl of Surrey, in his translation of the second and fourth books of the
Aeneid (1557).
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Elizabethan Drama. This would in point of fact be a study of the
progressive liberation of form, parallel to the evolution of sensi-
bility, and would show the gliding of one rhetoric into another,
like a mirror reflecting the originality and genius of each artist.

For it was to the handling of blank verse that all applied them-
selves. Each writer stamped it with his own personality, much
more than was possible for the French classical dramatists who
were wedded to the regal grandeur of the statuesque alexan-
drine. Of course the poetry of these great writers also had its
individual characteristics: Racine's, a suave purity, grace and
clearness, with sometimes a dream-like quality that prolongs the
spell in ever-expanding ripples; Corneille's, a majestic eloquence,
often packed with sober, proverbial wisdom; and Moliere's, an
elegant ease and facility in repartee. But, considered as a whole,
the French mould does not vary, the metal poured into it is free
from debasing alloys, doubtful adjuncts or foreign elements.
French rhyme gives the verse its regularity, prefigures the pat-
tern of its curve, and imposes the divisions which occur but
rarely and unevenly. The vocabulary is conventional, and the
playwright seldom gets his effects merely by combinations of
words or by undisciplined metaphors: his discipline tends to
make his work of art perfect, with a formal, harmonious perfec-
tion, and to lift it to a higher intellectual plane.

In Elizabethan Drama, on the contrary, each writer can give
blank verse the 'bite' and forthrightness, the ingenuity and
suppleness that will make it the willing tool of his own sensibility
and experience. Hence an incomparable diversity not to be found,
I believe, in the poetry of any other age or perhaps in any other
literature. And hence, consequently, all critical opinion must be
supported by a careful examination of Elizabethan verse. The
reader cannot really appreciate the text of a play if he knows it only
through the flat, colourless medium of a French prose translation.

Originally, associated as it was with the rhymed verse of an
erudite, mannered tradition and with various regular forms (dis-
tichs, stanzas, sonnets, octosyllabic or other shorter verse, lyric
interludes or songs, even doggerel1 introduced into its fixed pat-

1 Doggerel covers any verse of careless form and rhythm, essentially popular
and often burlesque, misusing the classical metres which even the most respect-
able authors sometimes employed for broad farce and satire. It often appears in
comedy.
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tern for reasons almost always dramatically valid), blank verse
was no more supple, and hardly less monotonous, than any other
verse-form. Indeed its constitutional stifness and the,automatic
beat of its rhythms no longer adorned by rhyme (though rhyme,
too, could be monotonous), made it the ideal vehicle for robust
ideas and strong, simple passions, driving straight forward with-
out heed for light and shade. It began as the awkward instrument
of a rhetorical mode of speech with an ascending rhythm; it was
not afraid to be turgid or repetitive—on the contrary, it forged
ahead tirelessly, like a piston-rod, to achieve its full effect with-
out regard to the means. It almost attained greatness by sheer
force of intimidating the reader.

In this declamatory and lyrical phase, facts, ideas and passions
were juxtaposed, piled up or linked together in succession cumu-
latively, with a simple, pitiless logic that must carry conviction:
as a battering-ram burst open the gateways of a town, so did the
verse storm its way into the emotions. Demonstration and asso-
ciation of ideas were unanswerable, the invective or vituperation
superb, the lament or the lyrical outburst moving in the extreme.
Such was the blank verse of Kyd or Marlowe or of Shakespeare's
early plays.

Here one may speak of bombast, inflated style and terrible
monotony. The trouble is that the characters and the passions
that motivate them are larger than those of the common run of
humanity, alike in their violence and in the simplicity with
which they rush into speech and action. But this rhetoric which
employs the most striking devices of oratory—the earliest—is
adequate for its purpose and always fulfils its function. The ex-
traordinary vitality of this dramatic style is supplied from a great
variety of sources—figures of rhetoric of all kinds, anaphora,
antithesis, repetition, parallelism, apostrophe, exclamation,
simile, hyperbole, metaphor, sententia, hackneyed expression
and mannerisms innumerable. They give the paragraph and the
dialogue the bony structure which bears the flesh of idea and
emotion.

The Elizabethans considered the two major arts of eloquence
and poetry to be inseparable from each other. They attributed a
prophetic function to the poet (vates)—the Oracles of Delphi
and the utterances of the Sibyl, as Sir Philip Sidney observes,
were given in verse; they regarded the dramatist's function as
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similar to that of the orator: to persuade a large number of people
simultaneously by an appeal to the emotions; and the rhythmical
movement of the poetry itself required the breath-control and
delivery of speech. For some or all of these reasons a dramatist
combined the powers of poet and orator.

In his famous treatise, The Art of English Poesy (1589), George
Puttenham devotes his third book to 'ornament' and studies in
detail with the aid of numerous examples all the figures of
rhetoric, to which he tries to give in English the learned names.
'There is nothing', he says, 'so fitte for the poet as to be furnished
with all the figures that be Rhetoricall and such as do most
beautifie the language with eloquence and sententiousness.' The
dramatists did not stint themselves! Sir Philip Sidney similarly
said of Gorboduc, 'the first English tragedy' (1561) that it 'is full
of majestic speeches and phrases which sound well, rising to the
height of Seneca's style'.

And here we find Seneca again, the cynosure of the Eliza-
bethan jgeneratipnL whose influence in forming this dramatic
rlietorlc was so great that T. S. Eliot has no hesitation in asserting
Tfiaf TNot only the evolution of the dramatic structure, but the
(evolution' of the blank verse cadence, took place under the
sEadow of Seneca; it is hardly too much to say that Shakespeare
could not have formed the verse instrument which he left to his
successors, Webster, Massinger, Tourneur, Ford and Fletcher,
unless he had received an instrument already highly developed
b"y the genius of Marlowe and the influence of Seneca.'1

Here some quotations may perhaps be useful, for a conclusion
that will be reached below must be amply justified at this point.
It is a thoughtful style, direct and clear in syntax, logically articu-
lated; the images discreet, the monosyllables plentiful, each
verse with its conjunction, adverb or relative pronoun:

A day will come when York shall claim his own;
And therefore I will take the Nevils' parts
And make a show of love to proud Duke Humphrey,
And, when I spy advantage, claim the crown,
For that's the golden mark I seek to hit.
Nor shall proud Lancaster usurp my right.
Nor hold the sceptre in his childish fist,
Nor wear the diadem upon his head,

1 T. S. Eliot in 'Seneca in Elizabethan Translation', page 85 of Selected Essays.
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Whose church-like humours fit not for a crown.
Then, York, be still awhile. . . .

2 Henry VI, I, i, 240-9.

This style is frequently met with in the soliloquy, spoken
in front of the stage to the spectators so as to establish between
hero and public that almost impersonal link required for the full
understanding of motives. Elsewhere the methods are more
obvious. Here Lorenzo in The Spanish Tragedy wants to make
Balthazar woo his sister Belimperia. He piles up comparisons,
all applied in the same pattern:

My lord, though Belimperia seems thus coy,
Let reason hold you in your wonted joy.
In time the savage bull sustains the yoke,
In time all haggard hawks will stoop to lure,
In time small wedges cleave the hardest oak,
In time the flint is pierc'd with softest shower,
And she in time will fall from her disdain.

The Spanish Tragedy, II, i, 1-7.

Or again, the well-known lament of Henry VI on the battle-
field of Towton, in which the monotonous repetition produces
an effect of hypnotism, of indescribable weariness:

O God! methinks it were a happy life . . .
To sit upon a hill, as I do now,
To carve out dials quaintly, point by point,
Thereby to see the minutes how they run,
How many make the hour full complete;
How many hours bring about the day;
How many days will finish up the year;
How many years a mortal man may live.
When this is known, then to divide the times:
So many hours must I tend my flock;
So many hours must I take my rest;
So many hours must I contemplate;
So many hours must I sport myself;
So many days my ewes have been with young;
So many weeks ere the poor fools will yean;
So many years ere I shall shear the fleece:
So minutes, hours, days, months and years. . .
Would bring white hairs unto a quiet grave.

3 Henry VI, II, v, 21-40.
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Here the rhythm is that of a whispered confidence, of a prayer
almost; the censer-like swinging, that of a ritual. In other pas-
sages the same rhythmical movement is repeated for an exhaus-
tive enumeration, as when Richard II renounces his royal privi-
leges, one after the other:

I'll give my jewels for a set of beads,
My gorgeous palace for a hermitage,
My gay apparel for an almsman's gown,
My figur'd goblets for a dish of wood,
My sceptre for a palmer's walking-staff,
My subjects for a pair of carved saints,
And my large kingdom for a little grave,
A little little grave, an obscure grave. .. .

Richard //, III, iii, 147-54.

The speech full of repetitions rises at times to the 'Ercles' vein1

(a reminiscence of Seneca's Hercules Furens), at which Shake-
speare mocks through the mouth of the naive Bottom, or in that
extraordinary passage in The True Tragedie of Richard III (which
preceded Shakespeare's Richard III) where the word 'Revenge'
sounds at the end of every line like a prophetic knell in the
terrified mind of Richard:

Thus sleep I, wake I, whatso'er I do
Methinks their ghosts come gaping for revenge . . .
My nephew's blood Revenge, Revenge doth cry,
The headless peers come pressing for revenge
And everyone cries, Let the tyrant die!
The sun by day shines hotly for revenge,
The moon by night eclipseth for revenge,
The stars are turned to comets for revenge,
The planets change their courses for revenge,
The birds sing not but sorrow for revenge,
The shrieking raven sits croaking for revenge,
The silly lambs sit bleating for revenge,
Whole herds of beasts come bellowing for revenge,
And all, yea, all the world I think
Cries for revenge and nothing but revenge.
But to conclude, I have deserved revenge.

The True Tragedie of Richard III.

One can imagine the effect on the stage of this verbal ham-
mering by the actor's delivery. The declamation aims at raising
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to a cosmic scale the revenge that is about to fall upon the tyrant.
This impassioned rhetoric leaves all similar passages far behind—
even Hieronimo's verbal extravagance in The Spanish Tragedy.

But there is another figure of rhetoric, even more formal if
that were possible, and knoWn by English critics as 'tracers'. This
word-play consists in starting the line off again with the key-
word of the preceding line. Kyd is fond of this trick. In The
Spanish Tragedy the Viceroy says:

My late ambition hath distain'd my faith,
My breach of faith occasion'd bloody wars,
Those bloody wars have spent my treasure;
And with my treasure my people's blood;
And with their blood, my joy and best belov'd,
My best belov'd, my sweet and only son.

I,ifi.

Or again:

First, in his hand he brandished a sword,
And with that sword he fiercely waged war,
And in that war he gave me dang'rous wounds,
And by those wounds he forced me to yield,
And by my yielding I became his slave. . ..

II, i.

Here the word is made the rigorous link in a chain of state-
ments mounting to a conclusion which is simply a sharper, in-
evitable realization of a fact, generally tragic; this in turn will
determine an attitude or action. The thought progresses slowly,
like children counting on their fingers and finally adding up their
sum. The emotion is slowly elaborated, the resolution built up,
and the tragic hero then reaches a perfectly clear mind. Some-
times the reasoning assumes the form of antithesis and line is
opposed to line in the hero's inmost consciousness, as if he were
conducting a debate. Thus Balthazar, in love with Belimperia,
meditates:

Yet might she love me for my valiancy:
Ay, but that's slander'd by captivity.
Yet might she love me to content her sire;
Ay, but her reason masters his desire.
Yet might she love me as her brother's friend;
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Ay, but her hopes aim at some other end.
Yet might she love me to uprear her state;
Ay, but perhaps she hopes some nobler mate.
Yet might she love me as her beauty's thrall;
Ay, but I fear she cannot love at all.

II,

This is nothing but the pattern of stichomythia, reserved for
dialogue, in which each of the two speakers is given a line or
hemistich in turn. It can produce excellent verbal fencing, as in
the two scenes where Richard III courts Anne (Act I, sc. ii) and
later, Queen Elizabeth for the hand of her daughter (Act IV,
sc. iv). The repetition of a word or part of a phrase—either using
the word in a different sense or adding a kindred idea or making
the word contradict itself—may, at pathetic moments, achieve
a veritable antiphonic style akin to that of liturgical ritual. Thus,
in 3 Henry VI on the very field where Henry VI had indulged in
his sad pastoral meditation, and to underline still further the hor-
rors of war which this 'too human' king detests, Shakespeare
brings on successively a son who has killed his father and a
father who has killed his son. The king and the two men echo
each other in a formal lament:

Son: How will my mother for a father's death
Take on with me and ne'er be satisfied!

Father: How will my wife for slaughter of my son
Shed seas of tears and ne'er be satisfied!

K. Henry: How will the country for these woeful chances
Misthink the King and not be satisfied!

Son: Was ever son so ru'd a father's death?
Father: Was ever father so bemoan'd a son?

K. Henry: Was ever King so griev'd for subjects' woe?
3 Henry VI, II, v, 103-11

In laments this rhetoric rises to a kind of incantation, as in the
famous scene from Richard III (Act IV, sc. iv) already mentioned.
There, led by Queen Margaret (a grand, motionless figure, bent
upon revenge, who, whenever she speaks, prophesies, threatens
and curses in measured beat), the unhappy, dispossessed queens,
mothers and widows of kings, indulge in a veritable conspiracy
of grief, a sacred rite of sorrow, in which sighs and sobs alternate
with piercing cries.
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Q. Margaret: If sorrow can admit society
Tell o'er your woes again by viewing mine;
I had an Edward, till a Richard kill'd him;
I had a Harry, till a Richard kill'd him:
Thou hadst an Edward, till a Richard kill'd him;
Thou hadst a Richard, till a Richard kill'd him.

Duchess of York: I had a Richard too, and thou didst kill him;
I had a Rutland too, thou holp'st to kill him.

Q. Margaret: Thou hadst a Clarence too, and Richard kill'd him...
Richard III, IV, iv, 38-45

In this great static scene, until Margaret leaves the stage, we
have as it were an orchestration of grandeur which only a
rhetoric so formal could achieve. It is brought about by the
repetition of motifs, the alternation of reproaches, the similarity
of the complaints, the parallelism of the situations and the depth
of the personal feelings, which are first opposed to each other
and then join forces. The grand speech of Queen Margaret—
'expert in curses', as Queen Elizabeth calls her—is the perfection
of this proud, haughty, nostalgic and strictly balanced style in
which, under the almost impersonal character of the traditional
themes (the theme, for example, of 'mais ou sont les neiges
d'antan?'), a personality is expressed beyond that of Queen Mar-
garet herself, the personality of Shakespeare.

Already in her sorrowful speech to Queen Margaret, the
Duchess of York, within the framework of rhetorical forms
(enumeration, repetition, balance of epithets, antithesis pressed
to the point of punning), succeeds in that condensation of verbal
effects which is the royal characteristic of Shakespeare's own
style:

Dead life, blind sight, poor mortal living ghost,
Woe's scene, world's shame, grave's due by life usurp'd,
Brief abstract and record of tedious days,
Rest thy unrest on England's lawful earth,
Unlawfully made drunk with innocent blood!

ibid., IV, iv, 26-30

Here the effects are more subtle and complex. The rhetorical
forms are coupled with a particular use of language: the violent
metaphorical handling of the abstract gives poetic force to
allegory, and by piling up images tends to exhaust the very sub-
stance of the object to be described and seized. The portrait that
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the Duchess of York tries to give of Queen Margaret is, as it
were, a white funereal symbol of man's unspeakable misery,
composed of mourning, shame and bloodshed; of the crumbling
of past grandeur—a symbol in which life and death, the world
and the tomb, survival and nothingness, human laws and crime
all interpenetrate till they become identified in that pathetic ruin,
Queen Margaret.

From simple tautology to the striking effects produced by
reiteration of words, images and themes, the gamut is inexhaust-
ible. Rhetoric takes control of eloquence and gives a solid basis
to lyricism while introducing infinitely varied shades of ex-
pression. It may be the ecstasy of exclamation produced by the
sight of beauty:

Zenocrate, the lovliest maid alive
Fairer than rocks of pearl and precious stone,
Whose eyes are brighter than the lamps of heaven,
And speech more pleasant than sweet harmony,...

I. Tamburlaine, III, iii

where the preciosity of hyperbole in images, the images of pomp
and circumstance, ennobles the naivety of the enjoyment of
beauty. Or it may be the indignant protest:

Accurst be he that first invented war,
They knew not, ah they knew not simple men
How those were hit by pelting cannon shot,
Stand staggering like a quivering Aspen leafe,
Fearing the force of Boreas' boistrous blasts.

ibid., II, iv

where the sigh in the repetition of the second line lends full force
to the vigorous alliteration of the last three. Or again it may be
the affecting sorrow of:

Ah! my poor princes! ah, my tender babes
My unblown flowers, new-appearing sweets....

Richard III, IV, iv 9-10

or supplication:

Pitie our plightes, O pirie poor Damascus:
Pitie olde age

i. Tamburlaine, V, ii
M
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or invective:

Foul devil, for God's sake hence, and trouble us not. . .
Richard HI, I, ii, 50

or sorrowful questioning:

Have I a tongue to doom my brother's death,
And shall that tongue give pardon to a slave? .. .
Who su'd to me for him? Who, in my wrath,
Kneel'd at my feet, and bade me be advis'd?
Who spoke of brotherhood? Who spoke of love?

ibid., II, i, 103-9

or even irony:

York cannot speak, unless he wear a crown.
A crown for York! and, lords, tow low to him!
Hold you his hands, while I do set it on.

(putting a paper crown on his head)
Ay, marry, sir, now looks he like a king!

3 Henry VI, I, iv, 93-6

These lines, all belonging to the first period, are not remark-
able for the diversity of their workmanship. The beats are regu-
lar, the graces of style simple, the enjambments few. Yet upon
this solid bony structure, the movement, tone and choice of
words can express very different emotions with shades of mean-
ing already subtle. In the quotations from Marlowe, Kyd and
Shakespeare quite distinct personalities can be detected, and no
confusion between them is possible. Nevertheless, they are using
the same instrument and identical methods. The difference be-
tween them is perceptible in the quivering beneath the rush of
syllables, in the rhythms of attack and liaison, and in the images
peculiar to each.

A study of images alone would provide material for a whole
book. It is by his choice and use of images that Shakespeare is
the most remarkable of all the writers of his age. This is a quality
which all critics have long ago recognized. 'Every word in him',
said Gray, 'is a picture.' 'This unparalleled wealth of imagery
shows itself, above all', wrote Logan Pearsall Smith, 'in that
royal use of metaphor, which is the most distinguishing quality
of his style/ Nothing could be more just. Yet here again it must
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be remembered that image and metaphor are figures of rhetoric
and that they were first used for decoration. The recognition of
this fact will give full weight to the following remarks.

No strict rule allows us to say at what point we pass from the
plane of pure rhetoric to the plane of psychology, and even the
metaphysical plane, in the use of imagery. For that, we should
require to know how the artist's mind worked at the moment
when he was writing. All we can do is to give the relative judg-
ment of literary criticism, the object of which is to appreciate
why and how a literary form of expression fulfils its emotional
function. To pose the problem of imagery is to pose that of all
poetic expression; it is also to go beyond expression and touch
on the function of poetry itself. Consequently we should be
leaving rhetoric for poetry.

Imagery may be shortly defined as a concrete illustration
drawn upon by the poet to clarify or embellish the object that
he seeks to describe. In its primitive state it is a comparison. The
mind looks for a visual analogy that will make something seen
and understood more clearly. The quality of the imagery de-
pends on the nature of the relations contained in the analogy that
presents itself. This may be near or remote, obvious or hidden,
broad or acute, rational or strange, natural or forced. The gamut
of these relationships, in short, is infinite. It ranges from the
comparison time-honoured by tradition ('Achilles charged like a
lion') to the most far-fetched conceit.

At first the playwrights used the comparisons best calculated
to illustrate their point, and they were the most traditional. They
had a decorative function and were employed to enhance the
effect. Derived much oftener from the Classics or from the
Italian poets than from personal experience, they were designed
to raise the object to the poetical plane by assimilating it to some-
thing rarer or nobler. It was essentially the laudatory image, the
basis of all poetry, which naively tried to express itself: the
illumination on a text still dull or clumsy, exalting the qualities—
abstract or concrete—of the woman or the warrior, of love or
courage, of the Creation, etc. Its aim was to awaken the feeling
of beauty, to provoke admiration and even adoration. Breasts
were described as of ivory or alabaster, lips of coral, eyes were
stars. Goddesses, heavenly bodies, the seasons, birds and flowers,
precious stones and metals formed charming symbolical teams,
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harnessed to the objects to be illustrated, and made to assume an
emblematic value.

How often we meet with gold, swans and roses, Flora and
Phoebus, suns and moons, Venus's white breasts! 'Zenocrate',
exclaims Tamburlaine (and we remember Shakespeare's sonnet:
' Shall I compare thee to a summer's day?'),

Zenocrate, the loveliest maid alive,
Fairer than rocks of pearl and precious stone.

One might quote innumerable examples of this strictly Eliza-
bethan imagery which asserts the lyric temperament of the age
and gives dramatic poetry itself the indisputable prestige that all
poetry should enjoy. Here, Spenser is the great master and the
grpat purveyor, and in the 1590'5 Marlowe and Shakespeare were
writing in his manner. Too literary, such profusion risks running
dry by repetition, which produces monotony (though the wish
to refine is a valuable quality); confined to these comparisons
and parallels, conjunctions and analogies, the mind cannot be
satisfied. Affectation is the only result of pressing comparisons to
the point of Euphuistic conceits and ranging the whole vegetable
and mineral world for likenesses.

Nor is there any use in placating the logical, inductive type of
mind by employing the acutest resources of analogies and reason-
ing, turning comparisons inside out and unfolding the poem like
a theorem. Such a method is doomed to be bizarre, and even
absurd, so long as it refuses to draw upon living experience.There
the poet acquires an unequalled virtuosity; he exploits the sonor-
ous resources of his native tongue, and even discovers new
rhythms, but he cannot claim to be writing poetic drama. Sen-
sibility exhausts itself by being a slave to conventions of elegance
and preciosity. And those poets—like Sidney, clever, frequently
exquisite, or, even more, like Spenser—who do not evolve be-
yond these conventions, are brilliant but immobile stars; and
immobility for a poet as for a heavenly body is synonymous with
sterility.

The dramatist cannot, on pain of death, be content to remain
static. Shakespeare, a particularly fortunate rival of his poetic
contemporaries or his predecessors who supplied him with
models and created a poetic language and established powerful
conventions, followed in their wake for a time only. His first
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plays show him at ease among Classical imagery as well as tradi-
tional rhetoric. It is hard to distinguish between him and Spen-
ser, sometimes between him and Marlowe, their styles resemble
each other so closely, their concern for smoothness is so identical,
their images so interchangeable. George Rylands gives a remark-
able example of this.1 Here is Spenser:

At last the golden Orientall gate,
Of greatest heaven gan to open faire,
And Phoebus fresh, as bridegroome to his mate,
Came dauncing forth, shaking his deawie hair:

Spenser, Faerie Queene, Book I, v, ii

and Shakespeare:

See how the morning opes her golden gates,
And takes her farewell of the glorious sun;
How well resembles it the prime of youth,
Trimm'd like a younker prancing to his love.

3 Henry VI, II, i, 21-4

At most, Shakespeare can be conceded more polish, suppleness
and delicacy. He was never to lose this eminence which he was
already displaying and for which he was envied, this wonderful
faculty for making poetry something rich and rare within the
framework of a convention, with the ordinary resources that the
English language offered to him as to others. From Romeo and
Juliet to The Tempest these qualities will be found again and
again, this ear sensitive to even quarter-tones, this sense of inner
movement accompanying the development of an image or an
emotion. But very soon he acquired additional powers. Musical
poetry, decorative imagery, conceits, puns (verbal images, abor-
tive metaphors), the unilinear process of the analogy which sub-
jects syntax to no violence—in all these arts Shakespeare was a
master. He practised them like a virtuoso, but they are mere ex-
ternals compared with the real dramatic expression to which he
was hastening with more internal urgency than any other
dramatist.

It was to personal experience that he turned and consequently
achieved a personal expression. This is no play upon words. I do

1 A Companion to Shakespeare Studies^ p. 94 (article by George Rylands on
'Shakespeare the Poet').
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not mean that Shakespeare expressed his thought, his emotion,
that of the man Shakespeare, although in one sense this might be
arguable. What I mean is that his personal experience passes into
the consciousness of the character and that the man Shakespeare
disappears behind the man Macbeth, for example. First the poet
enlarges his field of perception: there are still lilies and roses but
all the other flowers are also within reach of his hand. The fauna
and flora, the palette of the seasons, natural phenomena, the
panoply of colours, a multitude of objects which man's ingenu-
ity invents from century to century, the exact or abstract sciences,
Elizabethan demonology, alchemy—all that the human mind
perceives and conceives constitutes for him the immense reser-
voir upon which he freely draws. He makes no distinction be-
tween the poetic image and the non-poetic image. In great poets
all images may become poetic.

Beside the conventional image, in the perfumed boudoir, the
fair stranger enters, a surprising newcomer who upsets people's
habits, alarms the conceited women and the precieuses (who
were soon to feel themselves ridicules), crushes the smooth folds
of the rose-petals and settles down with assurance. She comes
fron outside—from everywhere in the vast universe, vigorous,
mud-bespattered, learned, arrogant; she smells of the stable, the
tavern, the open fields; she rises from the depths of the sea or
from the still more disturbing mysteries of the subconscious.
She brings with her a train of reminiscences, of superstitions, of
ritual, in which the most diverse sensations come into play in
continuous disorder. She dances with her own rhythm, power-
ful and supple, to the often discordant music of her own inven-
tion, hitherto unheard, and by the glittering light of her own
fires.

This is the first revolution wrought by the intrusion in the
poetic field of elements drawn from a personal experience which
takes all creation for its province. Donne, at the same time as
Shakespeare, is an adept of it, with a preference, however, for
the scientific, more esoteric and more tortuous, with one
dominating passion (which Shakespeare does not share) for dis-
covering the fundamental unity of creation under the contra-
dictory appearances of the diverse elements, Matter and Thought.

But Shakespeare's great novelty does not lie in this. It is his
progressive advance from the purely decorative to the func-
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tional image: there is a complete change in the destination of the
image. It is no longer merely for show—the placing of one con-
crete object side by side with another so as to bring about, for
poetic purposes, the substitution of one object for the other, or
the application of one quality for another so as to provoke this
or that emotion as a result of perceiving the image. Nor is it a
case of substitution through the rapprochement of a passing iden-
tification. It is a perfect substitution. Thought and emotion
express themselves in terms of images in a simultaneous mental
operation. That would be 'thinking in images' if this expression
had not suffered a kind of degradation owing to certain rather
rash applications of it.

But let us be quite clear about it. The idea to be expressed
needs the help of imagery to arouse an emotion more directly,
for the pure idea is devoid of emotional content when expressed
in the abstract. It may also present itself directly in the form of
an image, and this image is charged by the poet with assuring the
unfolding and development of the idea. Think, for example, of
Ulysses's speech to Achilles in Troilus and Cressida. The idea is
that men forget the inactive hero, and hence the ingratitude
theme. Ulysses does not philosophize in the void. The aim of his
speech on ingratitude is to press Achilles to act. With the theme
of ingratitude, therefore, must be associated a certain number of
emotions calculated to bring Achilles out of his legendary tent.
And so we have the unexpected presentation of Time (the
abstract idea) in the form of a pilgrim receiving alms for oblivion
(another abstract idea), which in its turn appears in the form of a
monster that feeds on ingratitude (a third abstract idea). But, to
quote:

Time hath, my lord, a wallet at his back
Wherein he puts alms for oblivion,
A great-sized monster of ingratitudes:
Those scraps are good deeds past; which are devour'd
As fast as they are made, forgot as soon
As done

Troilus and Cressida, III, iii, 145-50

Here we have, not the simple allegory, the essential idea-
image, an abstraction frozen in the stiff folds of traditional garb,
but a metaphor in action which springs up suddenly and makes
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the idea spring up with it. Time and his wallet, a cave where
oblivion gorges itself with 'ingratitudes', good deeds past that
have been forgotten. The logical coherence of the idea wins
acceptance by the very illogicality of the succession of images.
For this wallet suddenly assumes gigantic proportions: it is a
'great sized monster'—oblivion which crouches there and glut-
tonously devours 'ingratitudes'. And these 'ingratitudes'—alms
thrown to oblivion—are themselves assimilated to the 'scraps' of
'good deeds past' (this is in itself illogical, for the action is not
ingratitude, which is an ungrateful attitude towards a good
action). But this telescoping of images, compressed into three or
four lines, is not a description of ingratitude but the personal ex-
perience of an emotion which, in expressing itself, arouses the
same emotion, and hence the baroque vision of a pitiless, de-
vouring chaos. The only thing that could touch Achilles was the
wound inflicted on his pride. The whole magnificent speech of
Ulysses is in this tone and style. Metaphor is piled upon meta-
phor; and Ulysses is a reasoner, often, let us not forget, cold and
calculating, but in any case completely master of himself.

If we read on a few lines, we find perseverance making honour
shine, like the armour that is being polished. Hardly have the
words 'keeps honour bright' been uttered before we get the
image of 'rusty armour', which illustrates 'have done'. Then
honour (and a whole series of military metaphors, the likeliest to
be understood by Achilles, follows) 'travels in a strait so narrow
Where one but goes abreast'. But 'emulation hath a thousand
sons That one by one pursue', and 'if you give way, Or hedge
aside from the direct forthright. . . they all rush by And leave
you hindmost'. Or 'like a gallant horse fall'n in first rank' (the
image of the rising tide calls up that of the cavalry charge), you
are 'o'errun and trampled on'. And, finally, Time once again
makes his appearance: it is no longer Time the devourer, but
(here Ulysses becomes once more the society man, the courtier)
Time 'the fashionable host That slightly shakes his parting guest
by the hand', in order to welcome the new-comer with open
arms.

I have intentionally not chosen a passage in which the great
passions are involved—one of those passages in which the whole
man is engaged, at that moment of his Fate when he realizes his
failure, such as, for example, the famous 'tomorrow and to-
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morrow and tomorrow' of Macbeth. Rather I have taken a
speech where the emotional tension lies behind the humour,
since Ulysses's serious words conceal a provocative intention to-
wards a character (Achilles) to whom Ulysses feels himself
superior. Nevertheless, we have seen that a train of apparently
illogical images can take the place of a strict logic. The initial
metaphor is not developed here as that of the ship is, carefully in
accordance with the sound rules of rhetoric, in Queen Mar-
garet's speech.1

The rhetoric of the three parts of Henry VI is still a formal
rhetoric which employs tropes appropriate to the purpose of the
speech. These images have not passed through the dramatist's
sensibility or formed part of the character's experience. Mar-
garet, a woman of courage, full of hatred and quick-tempered,
wants to stimulate her followers before the battle of Tewkes-
bury. She exhorts them with a controlled verbal passion, devel-
oping the theme of the ship in a storm, its sails carried away, its
anchor (Warwick) gone, its mainmast (Montague) brought
down; and it is she herself and her son Edward who are going to
take the helm, brave the rocks and the waves, and bring the ship
safely to harbour. Substantives are all strictly in keeping with the
central point of the metaphor (mast, anchor, cables, sailors, pilot,
helm, tide, shipwreck), as are the verbs ('blown overboard',
Wallowed in the flood', 'splits on the rock', 'wash you off',
etc.) and the adjectives. It is the very model of a coherent meta-
phor, developed in forty lines. It would satisfy even French
rhetoricians, and Shakespeare cannot be charged here with in-
coherence. What is lacking is the fire of conviction. Carried
away by her own eloquence, Margaret is yet moved coldly. An
image occurs to her; her vehement mind seizes upon it but does
not do it violence. The image comes to her from without and
remains outside her. It is not the passion itself which calls it up,
breaks it and pulverizes it at the risk of incoherence but greatly
to poetry's gain.

Margaret is a Lady Macbeth before Lady Macbeth's creation,
as vigorous in temperament, of greater stature perhaps, but with
a sensibility and faculty of expression not yet awakened. Lady
Macbeth also has someone to convince, and courage to infuse in
him, but it is upon herself in the first place that the incantation is

1 3 Henry VIt V, iv. Margaret's speech opens the scene.
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exerted. The metaphor is no longer a mere emblematic decora-
tion nor a traditional allegory nor even an occasional symbol. It
is a living operation of the mind which digs out of the surround-
ing material universe the substance on which sensibility is nour-
ished. Night, evil, cruelty—I am thinking of the succession of
addresses in the form of incantations (Act I, sc. v) which begins
with the raven's croaking:

... The raven himself is hoarse
That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan
Under my battlements,

and which ends in the famous image, so often discussed:

Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark.

Lady Macbeth, one might say, sublimates herself—exchanges
her woman's nature for a rarefied essence of the powers of evil.
The invocation works like magic—black magic if ever there was!
—and now she can talk this direct language, abrupt and sharp,
now realistic and ordinary, at one moment toying with metaphor
with a refined sophistry (. .. 'memory, the warder of the brain,
Shall be a fume and the receipt of reason A limbeck only'), at
another, brutal again as steel, more inhuman than Clytemnestra
herself ('I have given suck, and know How tender 'tis to love
the babe that milks me'), yet there is not a superfluous syllable,
not a word or rhythm which is not the one exactly required, in
complete harmony with the emotion, and best calculated to cast
upon her husband the spell that will enslave him body and soul
to the accomplishment of her purpose.

All critical comment on this passage seems vain, so perfect is
its coherence (yet of a kind very different from Queen Mar-
garet's speech), so imperceptible are the tricks of its style, so dis-
creet its use of metaphor, and yet so powerful is the balance be-
tween passion and its expression. For images, however numerous
they be, serve only to express a sensibility, in perfect unison with
the situation and with the speaker. Such is the supreme aim of
dramatic expression.

It is towards this point that the development of Shakespeare's
dramatic style tends. The image, once incidental, now becomes
indispensable, while admitting of infinite variety in quality, dis-
cretion, intensity and symbolical function. Critics have noticed
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in recent years (and this has led to various studies on the function
of imagery by Miss C. Spurgeon, Mr. Wilson Knight and Mr.
E. A. Armstrong) how the image sets the general tone of the
passage and even of the whole play: how images of the same
family group themselves together, evoking similar ideas; how
one family of images produces similarity of themes between one
play and another; and finally how the study of a play could even
be considered as that of an expanded metaphor (as Wilson
Knight calls it).

All these points are true, and the only mistake would be a too-
rigid systematization. It is true that metaphors about disease
abound in Hamlet, that mythology does much to give another
play its vaguely unreal character, that certain images of birds and
insects have strange symbolical connotations—often unex-
pectedly contrasted, which gives added force to the tragic effect
—and that the two opposite poles round which Shakespeare's
world revolves are the antithetical themes of Life and Death,
Good and Evil, Order and Chaos, implicitly colouring the whole
play or explicitly stated; and that they are revealed to us drama-
tically by this poetic function of the image which is like a meta-
phorical key that with difficulty unlocks the mystery of man's
fate between two infinities.

But it is not so much the philosophical import of the image
that concerns us here—that is, the response which the image and
its use give to questions about Shakespeare's conception of the
moral and spiritual universe—but rather its poetic function
properly so-called: how the image animates the world of the
senses apprehended through it, and how it is produced and
coloured by the sensibility of the character, so that it similarly
moves and colours our own sensibility. In other words, how the
poetic function of the image and its dramatic function coincide
so closely that they cannot be seen apart. Here, it will suffice to
take one or two out of innumerable examples to illustrate the
point.

Act V of Antony and Cleopatra is one of the summits of
Shakespeare's art because every moment we find in it that in-
timate fusion of dramatic emotion and poetic vision which lifts
us on to a plane of ecstasy where the dead Antony assumes
gigantic proportions, a blinding radiance. Cleopatra's imagina-
tion, borne along by the intensity of her feelings, burning with
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a passion purified at last by death, is bathed in the supernatural
clarity of the starry universe where the hero now dwells. Yet
her love for him does not make her lose touch with the imme-
diate reality. After her lie—a cruel ruse of love, following so
many other caprices—Antony dies. His death, an error tragic
but inevitable, sets Cleopatra free from the bonds of earthly love,
and the fickle Queen who had lived till then only to gratify her
sensual appetites, aspires to be immortal: 'I have immortal long-
ings in me', she says just before she puts the asp to her breast.

But her imagination already expresses the implicit effects of
this yearning for immortality when she transposes her lover's
great qualities to the supernatural world—his beauty, his calm
strength, his terrible wrath, his generosity, his unfading joy, his
omnipotence. Antony dead is deified, and the image that presents
itself is no longer an earthly image but a dream-image—intense
and precise as an hallucination and as far removed from actual-
ity. There is a strange dialogue between Dolabella and Cleopatra
in which, without stopping to notice the intruder's presence, she
asks surprisingly:

You laugh when boys or women tell their dreams,
Is't not your trick?

Antony and Cleopatra, V, ii, 74 et seq.

and immediately goes on (the whole passage needs to be quoted):

I dream' d there was an emperor Antony:
O! such another sleep, that I might see
But such another man! . . .
His face was as the heavens, and therein stuck
A sun and moon, which kept their course, and lighted
The little O, the earth
His legs bestrid the ocean; his rear'd arm
Crested the world; his voice was propertied
As all the tuned spheres, and that to friends;
But when he meant to quail and shake the orb,
He was as rattling thunder. For his bounty
There was no winter in't, an autumn 'twas
That grew the more by reaping; his delights
Were dolphin-like, they show d his back above
The element they liv'd in; in his livery
Walk'd crowns and crownets; realms and islands were
As plates dropp'd from his pocket.
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This portrait of Antony is one of Shakespeare's strangest suc-
cesses: its luminous metaphorical inconsistency expresses with
rare felicity that wonderment of the mind faced with something
that can be described only in terms of myth—a wonderment
made possible by grief and love. It makes the fabulous world
where the incomparable love of Antony and Cleopatra will be-
come eternal, as tangible a reality as the physical world itself.
From the very first simile—'his face was as the heavens'—the
Antony-myth appears, as powerfully evoked as the Satyr-myth
which Victor Hugo requires some hundreds of lines to develop.
At a single stroke Antony is projected into the heavens with the
attributes of his greatness—the sun and the moon shedding light
on this little globe, the earth.

And as earthly things receive their relatively diminished value,
his giant stature becomes more defined: 'His legs bestrid the
ocean; his rear'd arm Crested the world; his voice was proper-
tied As all the tuned spheres, and that to friends; But when he
meant to quail and shake the orb, He was as rattling thunder.'
Then suddenly the quality of the image changes and we pass
from the cosmological vision to the more human scale of the
earth's seasons: 'For his bounty There was no winter in't':
autumn, the season of 'mellow fruitfulness', as Keats calls it,
befits Antony's inexhaustible gentleness. And the memory of
joys associated with the scale of gentleness takes the forms of
dolphins bounding through the ocean. Finally, the incompar-
able grandeur of the man has to be emphasized once more: 'in
his livery Walk'd crowns and crownets; realms and islands were
As plates dropp'd from his pocket.'

Here the fabulous greatness of Antony is purely the product
of an ardent imagination which makes the heroine great to
match the hero and paves the way for the sublime coronation
scene of her death: 'Give me my robe, put on my crown; I have
Immortal longings in me. . . .' While expressing the most de-
vouring passion, this speech of Cleopatra's rules out all uneasiness
of frustration, and the tender adoration which gives it its caressing
rhythm and ecstasy puts it already in the supernatural kingdom
of eternal fidelities. How unless by these images could Shakespeare
express that elusive essence, the soul of Cleopatra, which knows
by instinct that other elusive essence, the soul of Antony, like a
cosmic phenomenon making play with the Creation.
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Let us take another emotion, fear. In Measure for Measure
Claudio, condemned to death, has just seen disappear the only
chance of safety that he could for a space set his hopes upon. His
sister Isabella, vowed to chastity, tells him in his prison that she
has refused to pay Angelo his price—her virginity—which she
considers a treasure more precious than her brother's safety. Fear
seizes him then and he tries to move the cold Isabella by a heart-
rending plea and to convince her that she should yield. This plea
is the image he has of death:

Ay, but to die and go we know not where;
To lie in cold obstruction and to rot;
This sensible warm motion to become
A kneaded clod; and the delighted spirit
To bathe in fiery floods, or to reside
In thrilling region of thick-ribbed ice;
To be imprison'd in the viewless winds,
And blown with restless violence round about
The pendant world; or to be worse than worst
Of those that lawless and incertain thoughts
Imagine howling: 'tis too horrible!
The weariest and most loathed worldly life
That age, ache, penury, and imprisonment
Can lay on nature is a paradise
To what we fear of death.

Measure for Measure\ III, i, 116-30

This celebrated passage (which, more than any other, defies
translation) achieves that perfect alliance of poetic imagination
and dramatic movement precipitated by an intense emotion.
Clearly Claudio is here using all his powers of persuasion, all the
resources of imagination and eloquence. He wants to communi-
cate to Isabella his own master-passion, fear: to prove to her that
nothing is more terrible than this horrible unknown thing, death,
which Isabella (apparently lacking in imagination) fears less than
the loss of her honour. Death and honour are not interchange-
able for the brother and sister, for it is Claudio's death that is at
stake and Isabella's honour. But death for Claudio wears the
terrifying guise of a perceptible void where the threat of a
frightened conscience nevertheless subsists. And it is the pangs of
this conscience that Claudio tries to put into words. Let Isabella
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be like him afraid, more afraid of death than of her own dis-
honour, and Claudio will be served.

To imprison in words this void, the most fleeting of abstracts
is caught in the concrete toils of sensual antitheses: obstruction is
opposed to motion, cold to heat, the sensible to the insensible (the
'clod' that the rain and the heavy earth have 'kneaded'). It is by
the abstract words 'sensible warm motion' that Claudio best and
most briefly expresses what is implicit in life—sensibility, heat,
movement—and, by a concrete image, what becomes of the
living body's remains—'a kneaded clod'. Then comes the turn
of the immortal soul which delighted in the earthly life, to under-
go its metamorphosis and its unknown but terrifying ordeal.
Two expected aspects of hell (rivers of fire and icy solitudes) are
evoked in the strange sixth line, In thrilling region of thick-
ribbed ice.' But this does not exhaust the possibilities: the possi-
bility presents itself to Claudio's mind of a prison of invisible
winds blowing the guilty soul, without respite, in a frenzied
dance round the globe of the universe suspended in the void.
And finally he reaches the end of the resources of expression, the
limit of what thought can conceive with precision, retaining
only the 'howling of grief': he breaks off with the words "tis too
horrible!'

Here the function of imagery is indeed to express a dramatic
reality beyond which no further expression is possible. It. con-
veys the content of an emotion: it is an ardent idea, the inevitable
language of a mind which seizes upon the only reality that pas-
sionately interests it and interests us: that of a character in a given
situation. The sonorous words, the rhythms themselves are in
direct accord with the gasping of the emotion, with the shades of
internal meaning. Everything contributes to the total effect. It is
here that blank verse, which we saw earlier so clumsy and
mechanical, becomes marvellously supple and varied.

I am not an expert in prosody and I have no intention of
appearing to be one by gravely using learned terms. I do not
consider the learning of the prosodists superfluous, but I say that
they have taught me nothing if they confine themselves to offer-
ing to me the analysis of a line's rhythm merely in their learned
terms. Study of a verse should always lead to a judgment of its
quality and value, just as study of a painter's tones should be of
use to the collector of pictures. Scansion is one thing, prosody
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another, and both are the handmaids of literary criticism. Having
said so much, I can turn back to T. S. Eliot's words at the head
of this chapter and apply them to Shakespeare: 'Few things that
can happen to a nation are more important than the invention of
a new form of verse/

The classical French verse, the alexandrine, bears a whole
civilization, that is, a form of thought and emotion, which are
the classical French thought and emotion. It expresses one par-
ticular world, to which it lends its own precise and immortal
visage. But for Racine's verse, the century of Louis XIV would
have appeared to us, and no doubt to itself also, quite different.
But subsequent French literature, i.e. the evolution of French
civilization, would likewise have been quite different. Though
they have other poetry, and great poetry, the French cannot
think of it except in terms of alexandrines. It is useless to take it
to pieces and belabour it, it continues to triumph in their Ro-
mantic poets, in Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Valery and even Aragon.
Not that it is the only possible one, the only expressive verse, but
all other forms derive from its divisions. It is the alexandrine
that represents the utmost poetic power of which the French
language is capable, despite the deceptive breadth of the ten-
syllabled line which has also many claims on our respect.

But if the ten-syllabled line—in spite of the magnificent suc-
cesses it has had to its credit from Sceve to Valery—remains a
minor form of verse, it is because French has crystallized in
syllabic scansion whereas accent dominates in English. Chaucer
in the fourteenth century borrowed the ten-syllabled line from
the French, and this verse with its five strong beats and ten
syllables became the great English line. The reason was simple:
within each line a three-beat rhythm could and should be sub-
stituted for a two-beat rhythm. In more pedantic terms, the
anapaestic would replace the iambic rhythm whenever the poet
found it necessary. This was an immense advantage and the very
nature of the English language made it necessary. For in a
strongly accented language the rhythmical sequences can very
soon prove monotonous, and moreover they could only strictly
be preserved by using monosyllables or disyllables. As soon as a
three-syllabled word came into the line, the balance ran the risk
of being disturbed. But this danger is an advantage, for the
accent is always strong enough to allow the rhythmical unity of
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the line to be preserved, and thus the way was open for all sorts
of patterns.

It is by its rhythm as much as by its images that a verse is ex-
pressive. The rhythmical succession is an emotional pattern,
showing a purpose, imposing a mood or defining a thought. To
keep to simple examples: the trochaic metre (two beats, begin-
ning with a strong one), is the energetic, aggressive rhythm of
measured tread; the iambic (its converse, the most frequent) is
lighter, more supple, carries the reader to the end of the line;
finally, the third metre is a skipping, galloping, flying rhythm:
it can express joy, lyric ecstasy, languishing passions, with more
persuasive force. It is thanks to the close and varied mixture of
these rhythmical possibilities that the English decasyllabic—
Shakespearian blank verse—became the most perfect instrument
of expression.

At the outset it was stiff and mechanical and there is no need
to repeat the examples already quoted at the beginning of this
chapter. As the complexity of the characters increasingly re-

3uired a more varied form of expression, the verse served as the
ocile tool for the needs of emotion and thought. Rhyme at

first drew gradually away from the dramatic action for it blocked
too severely the development of the thought at the end of the
line, tending to make of each line or each couple of lines, an in-
dependent, organic unit, in which the poets of the classical school
(Dryden, Pope and the poets of the beginning of the eighteenth
century) were to triumph. Their ambition was to preserve the
most complete balance between the syllabic system and the
accentual system. Blank verse, on the other hand, freed from
rhyme, permitted all forms of enjambment and all varieties of
rhythm.

With the disappearance of rhyme and the break-up of pure
iambic rhythm, blank verse was assured of a tremendous future.
The sensibility of the age could knead it—sensibility, of course,
peculiar to each poet but comprising common features and (as in
all great periods) fitting diverse talents into a single perspective.
The transition from one kind of verse to the other had already
taken place at the end of the sixteenth century. The year 1600
stood at the parting of the ways: on the one side, regular chan-
nels between parallel banks; on the other, a thousand fruitful
streams that, winding capriciously, were to fertilize the future.
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Shakespeare in his work knew this development for he, more
than anyone, had taken the whole universe for his field of ex-
perience. It is not surprising that his verse displays the utmost
variety. It ranges from the inflexible beat of the iambic penta-
meter to the verse-paragraph of The Winter's Tale, for example,
where even the most practised ear would find it difficult to
detect the original skeleton of the blank verse:

Perdita: ... O Proserpina!
For the flowers now that frighted thou let'st fall
From Dis's waggon! daffodils,
That come before the swallow dares, and take
The winds of March with beauty; violets dim,
But sweeter than the lids of Juno's eyes
Or Cytherea's breath; pale prime-roses,
That die unmarried, ere they can behold
Bright Phoebus in his strength, a malady
Most incident to maids; hold oxlips and
The crown imperial; lilies of all kinds,
The flower-de-luce being one.

IV, iii, 116-27

I have chosen this passage precisely in order to show how,
even in a simple enumeration, even with the traditional theme
of emblematical flowers to which Shakespeare here returns, as to
the finest epoch of Elizabethan formal poetry, the medium of
expression has been changed. Let me recall the flower-passage
in A Midsummer Night's Dream:

I know a bank whereon the wild thyme blows,
Where oxlips and the nodding violet grows
Quite over-canopied with lush woodbine,
With sweet musk-roses, and with eglantine:

II, i, 249-52

The passage from The Dream is purely descriptive: it is a
framework, stage-scenery painted by Shakespeare to receive his
fairy-characters. We find Titania there asleep. Each flower has
its expected epithet but has no need to have a personality. The
verse flows regularly, having to express only the gentleness of
fairy landscape, springing from a calm vision of conventional
English scenery. Here the poet's sensibility is not concerned to
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produce anything but a pleasing decorative picture. Neither the
themes of the play nor the character of Oberon nor even, doubt-
less, the playwright's experience at the time of writing The
Dream, required more. This explains why the fairy themes,
images, verses and music are so fragile, conventionally regular,
and exquisite.

But with The Winter's Tale it is quite different. The pastoral
theme here repeated is charged with human experience, as the
Shepherd's speech ('Fie, daughter! When my old wife lived...',
Act IV, sc. iv) proves; and the flowers and images are no longer
mere decorations intended to embellish a description. Their em-
blematic value also has been superseded and the part they play
becomes symbolical. Perdita, King's daughter, and Shepherdess,
the queen of the sheep-shearing festival, offers to each visitor the
flowers that are appropriate: those of summer to grown men of
maturity, and those of spring to Florizel and the young shep-
herdesses. They are the flowers that Proserpine let fall from Dis's
wagon on the day when she was abducted: daffodils and violets,
oxlips and lilies, associated at once with spring, fertility, king-
ship with all its terrors, and the danger that hangs over these
rustic nuptials and will cruelly delay their consummation.

The passage quoted is rich in suggestion, in shades of meaning
barely hinted at, in muffled tones, which are evidence of a com-
plex experience, hesitant as it were on the threshold of joy yet
ready to accept life's sumptuousness in the fullness of love. The
enumeration partakes both of ecstatic and of restrained adora-
tion, each flower being so lovely and so full of meaning that
Perdita needs a line of melody for each, a flowing, caressing
rhythm which extracts every ounce of feeling from the phrase
and reaches the highest pitch of emotion in:

. . . daffodils
That come before the swallow dares, and take
The winds of March with beauty . . .

. . . violets dim,
But sweeter than the lids of Juno's eyes
Or Cytherea's breath;

. . . pale prime-roses,
That die unmarried, ere they can behold
Bright Phoebus in his strength, a malady
Most incident to maids . . .
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. . , bold oxlips and
The crown imperial. . .

. . . lilies of all kinds.
The flower-de-luce being one. . ..

There is a joyous vitality and slightly ironic undertone to the
whole passage, remarkable in the lines that follow where the
flowers that Perdita would like to strew upon her lover's body
are precisely the scattering of love, not of death. From this move-
ment, these images, the value of these symbols, one can measure
the distance that Shakespeare has travelled since The Dream.

We are dealing here with the finest shades of tone. The seasons
and the gods mingle in the music of the words, and to the charm
of the emotional associations attached to the image of each flower
is added the gift of a particular rhythmical pattern for each
melodic phrase. 'It has a dying fall', as the Duke of Illyria says,
and this caressing cadence—according as it lingers on an accented
syllable or is prolonged on a mute one—confers upon the
rhythmical pattern a graceful variety, more subtle than rhyme
and free from the insipidity of the monotonous affectation of
'feminine endings', of which there are far too many in Beau-
mont and Fletcher. This extreme example of fine shades and rich
implications shows what a marvellous instrument blank verse
had become in the hands of an expert, sensitive artist.

Many other passages could be similarly analysed, but that
would exceed the limits set to this book. What is important to
emphasize is that this progress in blank verse proceeded parallel
with a progress in Shakespeare's experience and sensibility. The
artist requires more supple means of expression as what he has to
say becomes more complex, delicate and difficult to unravel.
Mastery of the language bears fruit only when accompanied by
what must be called prosodic mastery. This does not mean
writing with unfailing virtuosity (minor poets may be, and often
are, virtuosi), but the faculty of finding a form of expression for
every form of sensibility. And the key to the celebrated psycho-
logical richness with which Shakespeare is credited lies no doubt
in this marvellous mastery of expression. For him the one pro-
sodic canon is the canon dictated by inner emotion when he is in
full possession of his genius.

Similarly, there is no canon of melody or language or vocabu-
lary or rhetoric that he cannot subdue to the requirements of the
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dramatic situation and of the character concerned. Thus the mix-
ture of styles in his last plays is astonishing. The verse of The
Tempest is perfectly adapted to the precious lyrical fantasies of
Ariel's song; Caliban, exposed to the curses and mummery of
Stephano and Trinculo, delivers with surprising success the
rarest eulogy of the most spiritual of all music: '... the isle is full
of noises, Sounds and sweet airs, that give delight, and hurt not'
(The Tempest, Act III, sc. ii); and in Act IV the Goddesses of the
Masque speak a language ranging from that of pastoral conven-
tion to the rhythmical incantations of the blessings of Ceres and
Juno. Prosperous eloquence in his abdication speech (so different
from Richard II's!) recalls the finest invocations of a Senecan
Medea reduced to the proportions of a human magician: in the
superb balance of its lines and the power of its imagery, it anti-
cipates the epic sobriety of Milton's Satan.

And so we pass from academic rhetoric to organic rhetoric,
from the set speech to the living metaphor, from the verbal or
intellectual play of wits to the dialectic of the heart, from regular
prosody to freedom of movement, from splendid monotony to
the tragic diversity of the most personal and yet the most univer-
sal passions. It was by this vigorous multiplicity that Shake-
speare surpassed all other dramatists. He breathed life into the
convention and the image, vitalizing the rhythm's power of
music and language's power of expression, and found a perfect
mould for that sensibility which it is the artist's duty to com-
municate by what we call a work of art.

There remains the substance communicated; and the next
pages examine it briefly in the same spirit as that of the fore-
going.





PART THREE

THE THEMES

On a huge hill
Cragged, and steep, Truth stands and he that will
Reach her, about must, and about must go.

JOHN DONNE





THE THEMES

CRITICS HAVE RARELY been able to resist searching Shakespeare's
Works in order to discover the man behind them. Most have
pursued the inquiry all the more ardently because so many
points in his life remain obscure, ambiguous or controversial.
Even those for whom material existence is of minor importance
have succumbed to the temptation of tracing the biographical
pattern which accompanies the curve of the Works, so as to
reconstruct a picture of the author's mind and character. They
have tried to draw—like the famous seventeenth-century Map
of Love, Despair and the Sublime—a chart of his faith, a calcu-
lation of his likes and dislikes, or a table of his ideas.

The 'key' to Shakespeare's heart has been sought sometimes in
the youthful poems and sonnets, sometimes in the tragedies and
sometimes in the last, 'calm' plays. Texts and facts have been
collated, categorical and rash conclusions drawn, every allusion
subjected to pressure to give up its secret. Here and there Shake-
speare has been recognized in some twist taken by the text, in
some speech, some judgment on life, on women, on love, upon
which (we are assured) this event or that private adventure ('re-
constructed', most probably awry) throws an indubitable light.
Shakespeare 'believed' this, 'thought' that; 'liked' one thing,
'detested' another—in short, so many commentators have
offered us a spiritual or psychological or historical or metaphy-
sical or symbolical biography of the poet that it would be futile
to examine them one after the other to refute them; or to attempt
yet one more biography.

To say that Shakespeare is found in his Works is a flat banal-
ity, but we need to be told what Shakespeare it is that they
claim to piece together. Who would dare lay down dogmatically
that a portrait of him can be presented with any likelihood of
authenticity? No one knows exactly when or why this mystery
man came to London. His friendships and his loves are revealed
only by a couple of dedications, and his magnificent literary
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achievements. The precise part that he played in the great Eliza-
bethan scene is known to us only through gossip and some
cryptic allusions which are still matter of controversy. No one
will ever establish the real reasons for his retirement to Stratford,
or the nature of his malady when he was composing the Trage-
dies of Despair.

Far be it from me to take up the cause of the anti-Stratfordians
and to deny Shakespeare's title to the authorship of his own
plays! I am well aware that these critics go even further in their
ingenious interpretation of the texts, but I believe that their
clever detective work is hazardous for all its erudition and sub-
tlety, and that they deduce from fragile data and allusions morev
meaning than these can perhaps bear. I am, however, just as
sceptical as regards those who assert with equal conviction that
Shakespeare has written his autobiography in his plays, and that
their situations, characters and themes have a close connection
with his own adventures.

It is obvious, of course, that personal experience has the same
importance as contemporary events for an artist: in fact, this
personal experience with which he nourishes his work is part of
the larger life and experience of his own age. Betrayal, a happy
love anair, or a public calamity, the anxiety of war or the satis-
faction of a national victory, may have an equally important
influence on him. But what matters for the critic is not the event
or experience in itself but the transformation that it undergoes.
When one can proceed from the event to the play, it is much
easier to explain the play. But it is a far more delicate matter
when passing from the play to the event, from the event to the
man, by interpreting an allusion twisted to support a satisfactory
explanation by accepting 'internal evidence' which often in-
volves merely wishful thinking on the part of the critic.

An allusion capable of various readings, an uncertain fact, a
poetic symbol are frequently made to agree, more by straining
resemblances (an artificial but attractive game) than by any
compulsive force of their own. And the way in which a creative
mind is affected, whether by the historic event or the personal
incident, may take such different and contradictory forms that
critics should remain prudently reserved. The plague in Florence
caused Boccaccio to write escapist tales; Gamier fiddled over his
Etnaux et Camies while a revolution was breaking out, and
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Defoe wrote a Journal of the Plague, the horrors of which he
was too young to have seen. Other writers, however, deliber-
ately undertook to tell their own story and that of their age,
directly or indirectly.

In its broad lines and by its major themes, a real artist's work
reflects the deeper preoccupations of its own day, and this is the
essential problem. We can say, for example, that T. S. Eliot's
The Waste Land offers a moving picture (though allusive and
hard to decipher) of the spiritual disorder that followed the
1914-18 War; but we cannot—without running the risk of
making the poet smile—infer his life from this poem. A personal
experience translated into terms of poetry is important only in
the form of its expression and, in itself, does not interest the
critic to the same degree as the biographer or the historian. When
later generations come to study the themes of The Waste Land
(supposing present-day critics leave them anything to say!) they
will collate them with similar themes in poems of the same time,
however different their forms of expression, and will evaluate
the extent to which these themes inspired the men who made
use of them. They will have to translate them into terms that
their epoch can understand, and to show how the poem derived
its quality and its importance from them in the perspective of
aesthetic creations.

The same, I believe, applies to Shakespeare the dramatist. No
doubt he leads you into pseudo-critical temptation by the accent
of conviction which rings through so many speeches of such
different characters that, at one time or another, might well be
his own mouthpieces. Nor is it only this accent of conviction
that predisposes us to believe in the presence of the real man
behind the fictitious personage. It is above all, perhaps, the tone,
of direct confidence perceived through the familiar and poetic
language, the profound quality of the emotion, the special way
in which Shakespeare addresses you through the mouth of the
speaker (dramatic irony) that is perceptible in so many passages.
It seems impossible that these accents should be purely imper-
sonal, that these themes should not be vital for the author, that
Shakespeare should not have put something of himself into
every important problem that confronted him.

But what we must beware of doing is to conclude that the
character and the author are identical, to say for example that



192 THE THEMES

Shakespeare is as much Oberon as Theseus, Mercutio as Romeo,
as much Ulysses as Troilus (not to mention Thersites!), Ariel,
Caliban, Prospero and so on, unless we mean that this is the sort
of identification that confuses the Reverend Charles Dodgson,
eminent mathematician and Student of Christ Church, with
Lewis Carroll, who sets out with Alice to pursue the White
Rabbit and passes with her through the Looking-Glass into
Wonderland where the unknown quantity is not written
equated with x.

For according as one is touched by the grace of this or that
sublime or subtle sentence, one builds up a particular image of
the poet from each particular particular. Here we are faced with
a Protean Shakespeare who vanishes as soon as he is glimpsed,
rises from his ashes like the Phoenix, a reflection of the very man
who is bent upon reconstructing his own image. The myriad-
minded Shakespeare gains in diversity of illusion according to
the critic's temperament, culture and doctrines. The image is a
composite, confused one, a clever children's puzzle, the strange
construction of which soon irritates the grown-up. Emotions and
ideas in this extraordinary world stand as mighty opposites,
judgments are revoked, convictions cancel each other out, am-
biguities are legion; feelings, passions, vices and virtues are inter-
twined and form the most heterogeneous scene on a background
(itself moving and elusive) of beliefs, conventions, acquiescences.

Shakespeare, for example, we are told, was a Catholic, yet
someone observes that he never once mentions the Holy Trinity.
Again, he is depicted as a democrat, yet he is shown to have de-^
tested the mob and to have been more royalist than the King.
He believes in the most idealized love, he exalts the perfect
union of souls, he makes authentic passion speak unforgettably;
yet (treason!) no one has surpassed Shakespeare in covering
woman with blazing insults, in depicting base human passions
in the most hateful colours, loveless lust, arrogant and sordid
lewdness, criminal, baseless jealousy—all inevitable corollaries
of what we call love.

Far from exalting military glory, as one might expect after
reading Henry V, he mocks at and parodies heroes, whether of
English birth or of classical antiquity: Hector, after a fine argu-
ment demonstrating the mistake of the Trojans in debating
whether they should keep Helen, absurdly concludes that she
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should be kept; and what a stinging satire on war is that farcical,
counterpart in Henry IV where Falstaff serves as an enormous,
attractive demoralizing agent. Republican with Brutus, political
with Mark Antony, pious and resigned with unhappy, criminal
kings; provocative with Coriolanus, blaspheming with Timon,
mad with Lear; frequently Machiavellian; hypocritical and lewd1

with Angelo, chaste and pathetic with his figures of young girls ̂
a melancholy, deranged play-actor with Hamlet, an assassin
damned from Hell with Macbeth—Shakespeare is by turns
sceptical, bigoted, stoic; he is at once tender, terrible, tolerant;
he rages, he dreams, he is cynical. He is Montaigne and Plato,
Ovid and Seneca, Petrarch and Machiavelli; a respectable mar-
ried man, full of wise saws and of superstitions, yet a homo-
sexual and stormy lover; a faithful and prudent friend, a treach-
erous friend; a fond father, a cruel husband; an unbending
creditor, a generous giver;—which picture of him are we to
choose?

But these are vain questions and pseudo-problems, perhaps;
or, it may be, this is to approach the difficulty from its most
deceptive angle because, no doubt, the most immediately human.
It is to set course towards an impasse of conjectures, to con-
struct myths which are destroyed as soon as set up. Shakespeare's
true personality is the one that is identified with his mysterious
and omnipresent poetical power. It is not so much the attitude
he adopts towards the problems he poses or the themes he
develops; it is the way he treats them, the vibrant tone of his
voice, the quality of his images, the modulation of his rhythms
which make him so unmistakable—less dry than Ben Jonson, a
better lyricist than Marlowe, more vigorous than Webster, as
smooth as the acknowledged love-poets, though it cannot be
said that the problems he deals with, the themes he treats of, the
solutions he proposes have that disconcerting, almost over-
whelming; originality found in some of the Baroque writers,

C? D / J-

particularly John Donne.
In Shakespeare we find the whole of his age. He is all his con-<

temporaries at once, yet no confusion is possible: he is strangely
detached, unique, supreme. If we must at all costs put to this
exciting Drama a question that goes beyond mere aesthetic re-
quirements, let it at least be a question connected with know-
ledge of the Elizabethan man and consequently with our own
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age also. it is no longer sufficient to say that Shakespeare's people
are those one would like to meet in the street, in a drawing-
room, on the battlefield, or anywhere else, and to make friends
with them; nor that it would be wonderful to find oneself seated
opposite Shakespeare in a tavern and to be captivated by his
talk.

The universe he created obeys certain laws; its characters are
moved by certain passions, tortured by certain problems; they
believe, fear, love, excite themselves, die. As he sees the play'
taking shape in his mind, as its men and women group them-
selves and move over the stage, within the time taken by a per-
formance, and in the framework of a dramatic convention; as the
play comes to life by its composition, by the stirring of its
dialogue, becomes real by visible movement, by the sparks
struck through its images, by the perception even of an accent,
the music of the human voice—this universe rises out of nothing,
is built up and enlarged and prolonged, is given reality. At this,
point the image of a man is defined—no abstract, empty creation,
a mere silhouette, but filled out and solid, of flesh and blood,
speaking and acting, and doing these things not like a phantom
from an unknown world, but in a known, substantial, visible
world. Drama is man's place in this world, the part he is called
upon to play in it, the way he plays it and his reasons for playing
it that way.

There is no need for us to put ourselves back in a psycho-
logical universe that we have in part repudiated. The problem of,
Henry IV OT Henry V, of Hamlet or The Tempest, is not a psycho-
logical problem. The vitality of Hotspur, of Gloucester, or
Coriolanus is not a psychological vitality. The truth lies in the
poetry. Man and his moral and material universe are transmutecL
into poetic substance, and the themes are the substance of which
poetry is the expression. Here, I believe, is the great principle
which must in future—as a result of English critical progress in
the last thirty years—inspire all Shakespearian criticism.

The theme is defined as the subject of a development, but it is
not a pure concept, any more than the development can be a
pure intellectual attitude. Once grasped, it engages the whole
consciousness of the poet in the fusion he effects between his own
personality and the fictitious characters. That is to say, in poetic
objectivity, all development of a theme includes an emotional
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reaction towards it, which goes beyond the mere adherence of
the intelligence or the mere refusal of belief, For a poet, the
theme is essentially dramatic and, it may seem childish to add,
particularly so for a dramatic poet. Yet it is through failure to
realize this evident proposition that the incidental has so often
been mistaken for the essential. From the attitude adopted to-
wards contemporary themes, from the way they are treated,
from the part they are made to play, arises that conception of
man which is the ultima ratio of the work of art.

We can now speak of Shakespeare's 'experience', and explain
the famous graph of his work which runs from political to moral
problems, from anguish to final peace, from experimental word-
play to the exhaustive expression of a consciousness that has
lived, from the outside to the inside of man. The Works are
now seen in all their amazing richness, the characters in their full
relief, the poetry sounds in accents never before heard. And
there really has been development, an enriching and deepening
of knowledge. The secret of Shakespeare's strange attraction,
the presence of something that beggars all description and seems
to be 'an instinctive knowledge of the roots of being whence the
phenomena spring',1 is to be looked for, no doubt, in the study of
the themes.

There are minor themes, ceremonial themes, major themes,
symbolical themes; sometimes set out en clair, sometimes devel-
oped at length and sometimes, on the contrary, lightly touched
upon, just suggested; mysterious agents of the subterranean
eddies of the soul or of great decisions, but everywhere present,
active, solid, a substance without which a play would be only a
corpse or an automaton, something empty, dead and rouged like
the skeleton in The Revenger's Tragedy. It is the theme that sup-
ports the (apparently inexplicable) human reality, the starting-
point of the poetic transmutation, since each theme poses a con-
flict which the development of the situation has to solve. And
the study of the themes raises so many questions, casts upon the
characters, the situations, the images and the style a light so
revealing that we are surprised we have remained so long insen-
sible to it.

These themes are simply Bergson's 'immediate data of the
consciousness'. From it proceeds a conception of the world and

1 Una Ellis-Fermor, The Jacobean Drama, p. 249.
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of man's place in Creation. Apart from a 'science', this implies a
faith, a policy, a morality and a metaphysic: God, Creation,
Man. What the human mind, bending its thoughts upon the
universe and upon itself, seeks to know, is a series of certainties,
giving a meaning to life, to man's attitude towards God and his
fellows and himself. Once more, it is not a question of claiming
that there is a philosophy of Shakespeare, of asserting that he
wrote his plays in the light of this philosophy. But the passions,
attitudes, actions, reflections of the characters are quite naturally
conditioned by the intellectual and emotional attitude of the age
towards the problems presented by man's existence in the
universe. Between the Works and the epoch there is an instinc-
tive and necessary cohesion which lies far beyond a positive
doctrine or faith, which breathes life into the characters, the
dramatic conventions and ideas, and charges them with meaning.
It gives them that tragic character of a sorrowful questioning
which raises nothing less than the problem of man's destiny, not
only in the limited historical framework of the past but in the
infinite perspective of the universal.

The fundamental idea underlying medieval thought and con-
tinuing down to the end of the sixteenth century was that there
was a necessary and pre-established order and hierarchy govern-
ing the eternal verities that were linked together like the rela-
tions between man and the Creation, and between man and
man. It was from Chaos that Creation came, to enter a divine
order: man in his place, gifted with reason, in a universe made
for him, 'neither angel nor beast', but capable of achieving a
relative balance between his spiritual aspirations and his material
miseries, capable of realizing a saving unity in the midst of
universal harmony. This idea of order is everywhere present in
Shakespeare's Works, and it finds its completest expression in
the famous speech where Ulysses reproaches the Greeks with
their prolonged failure to capture Troy:

The specialty of rule hath been neglected ...
The heavens themselves, the planets, and this centre
Observe degree, priority and place,
Insisture, course, proportion, season, form,
Office, and custom, in all line of order;
And therefore is the glorious planet Sol
In noble eminence enthron'd and spher'd
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Amidst the other; whose med'cinable eye
Corrects the ill aspects of planets evil,
And posts, like the commandment of a King,
Sans check, to good and bad: but when the planets
In evil mixture to disorder wander,
What plagues, and what portents, what mutiny,
What raging of the sea, shaking of earth,
Commotion in the winds, frights, changes, horrors,
Divert and crack, rend and deracinate
The unity and married calm of states
Quite from their fixure! O! when degree is shak'd
Which is the ladder to all high designs,
The enterprise is sick. How could communities,
Degrees in schools, and brotherhoods in cities,
Peaceful commerce from dividable shores
The primogenitive and due of birth,
Prerogative of age, crowns, sceptres, laurels,
But by degree, stand in authentic place?
Take but degree away, untune that string
And hark! what discord follows; each thing meets
In mere oppugnancy: the bounded waters
Should lift their bosoms higher than the shores,
And make a sop of all this solid globe:
Strength should be lord of imbecility,
And the rude son should strike his father dead:
Force should be right; or rather, right and wrong—
Between whose endless jar justice resides—
Should lose their names, and so should justice too.
Then everything includes itself in power,
Power into will, will into appetite;
And appetite, a universal wolf,
So doubly seconded with will and power,
Must make perforce a universal prey,
And last eat up himself.

Troilus and Cressida, I, iii, 78 et seq.

With the cosmic order corresponds an order of the human
community, clearly expressed by the Archbishop of Canterbury
in Henry V (to take but one example) in the detailed comparison
that he develops between a hive of bees and a community of men:

They have a king and officers of sorts . . .
and with it corresponds, also, an order in man's own mind. It is
the failure to observe the rules laid down that brings about a
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disturbance in the equilibrium and calamities both cosmic and
human. For there is a close correspondence between the cosmic,
natural and human orders, and man the microcosm is subject to
the same strict laws as the universe. The tragedy that constantly
threatens the fate of kingdoms as of individuals is precisely that
of a disequilibrium caused by the forces of disorder weighing
down one scale of the balance.

Now, the end of the sixteenth century, like every period of
transition, saw the break-up of this harmonious conception of
the world which—despite disorders and conflicts that might have
endangered it—had not yet been seriously breached. Science,
philosophy, morality and politics (or moral politics) gradually
undermined this optimistic structure. The new cosmology of
Copernicus dethroned the earth from its central position in the
universe, and the whole harmony of the spheres became discor-
dant. Montaigne struck a rude blow at man's superiority in the
hierarchy of living creatures in his inspired and terrible Apologie
de Raimond Sebona, and so also, as we saw in an earlier chapter,
did the demoralizing influence of Machiavelli.' "What is truth?"
said jesting Pilate, and would not stay for an answer.' Hamlet's
conclusion after his meeting with the Ghost—'the time is out of
joint'—may serve as a symbol for the whole age. For it was,
indeed, a dislocation that was taking place, the framework was
crumbling, the equilibrium was destroyed. And it is the adven-
tures of the human soul—abashed, uneasy, hesitant, desperate, in
search of a faith, of a new order, of new reasons for hope—that
form the substance of tragedy.

When age-old values that have hitherto given a meaning to
life threaten to collapse, it is man's destiny that is in question: his
very integrity runs the risk of disappearing. Every age more or
less clearly feels tliis anguish and this fear, and finds its own
words for them. Sensibility and the power of expression com-
bine to fix in the work of art an image of this disorder, this fever.
The artist stamps his own imprint upon this image, even more
when its expression takes the form of drama, in which the
materials are men and women, to whom these problems present
themselves with the urgency of a crisis: for a crisis drives them to
act and requires of their consciousness, every time, a personal
reflection, a lucid examination of the nature and consequences of
their action. The examination may follow the action, and the
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lucidity result only in setting up a new scale of value' at the
moment of the irrevocable step.

What makes Shakespeare so movingly and uniquely great is
the fact that all through his Works he instinctively links his
people, from the highest to the lowest, to the political and moral
crisis which was painfully bringing the new world to birth. In it
man, just because he was man, at grips with his passions, his
weaknesses, and his vices, was at least assured of finding a place
worthy of him. This infinite diversity was discovered by Mon-
taigne at each step of his wise meditation and of his pitiless self-
examination. Shakespeare found it too in the innumerable char-
acters acting in the universe that his dramatist's imagination set
in motion on the stage. There is, doubtless, no conceivable
situation for a man, no problem to be solved, no reflection, no
state of mind, no fluctuation of the consciousness that Shake-
speare has not turned to account. He tried to push back the very
frontiers of man's liberty to the indeterminate borderline be-
tween madness and stoicism, crime and generosity, self-sacrifice
and the hardening of the soul in the presence of death. He does it
like a man of the end of the sixteenth century, yet something in
him transcends his age, perhaps because, after all, the important
thing is not how problems are solved but how they are posed,
and the intensity with which they present themselves to the man
who has to solve them.

The idea of order that we find everywhere in Shakespeare,
that haunts his political plays and the great tragedies and even the
comedies, is what gives his Works their coherence and their
seriousness. There is another idea, too, perceived in many of his
images and comparisons, namely that there is a correspondence
and even a symbolical likeness between man, the body of the
human community, and the universe. It is a nostalgic survival
from medieval thought and constitutes the background—still
stable though dangerously threatened—before which the human
tragedy is played out. A caprice, a passion, a crime may precipi-
tate the forces of confusion which for a while darken the sun,
wrap the earth and the soul of man in impenetrable clouds,
where free rein is given to violence, injustice and evil, until the
moment when the crime is expiated, the evil-doer slain, the
forces of disorder vanquished or appeased, and the sun comes
out again and the balance of nature is restored.
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When passions are unleashed, when night is particularly bale-
ful and the storm violent, the extent of this commotion and the
quality of this madness are always described as 'unnatural'. And
it is this which is intolerable to Creation, and frightening to the
mind, because it means a return to Chaos, the very negation of
Creation, where any life is unthinkable and impossible, where
suffering has no longer any meaning, for the individual or the
community, for king or subject.

Taken as a whole, the historical plays may be considered the
illustration—simple at first, but increasingly complex—of this
theme of an order compromised and even overthrown by dis-
obedience to natural laws. It can be felt in the early group—the
three Parts of Henry VI it is developed and defined in the two
Parts of Henry IV; and it matters little in this context that Richard
III, for example, chronologically (if not historically) comes be-
fore the solution of the crisis. Already in i Henry VI (even if
Shakespeare was not responsible for the whole play), it is the
forces of disorder that create confusion: nobles quarrelling round
the prince, the absence in this prince of the qualities that reallyv

make a king, the maleficent action of the witch Joan who defeats
the valour and honour of a Talbot, and who is symbolically con-
tinued by the appearance on the scene of the French Margaret,
another personification of the forces of witchcraft. The fierce
greed of rival Houses, competing for the succession to a generous'
but pusillanimous King, ravages the fair land of England which
has become a bloody battlefield, where treason and crime and
rebellion are rampant, and where disorder reaches its culminating

Eoint in the symbolical combat between a father and son, on
ind where the only light comes from a blood-red sun.
But it is also in this chaos where evil triumphs that the damned

soul, its symbolical expression, is forged and sharpened—the
necessary pure product, the brilliant black pearl, or rather (not to
deprive Gloucester of the bestial qualities that his enemies attri-
bute to him), the venomous toad, the misshapen dog, the ignoble
devil. We sec Gloucester rising and flourishing in the last two
Parts of the Henry VI trilogy till, in the play devoted solely to
him, he attains the zenith of his evil power in the midst of the
disorder which he aggravates to his own advantage. Here, all his
strength is bent towards establishing and retaining a personal
order, based upon and issuing from evil. But the stability of such
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an order is illusory, and what makes it so is precisely the gradual
shrinking of the domain where such an order can prevail.
Richard's worst enemy is not the hatred with which he is sur-
rounded on all sides, but the terrible solitude arising from it, and
the confrontation with himself which is the only result of his
victory:

What, do I fear myself? there's none else by:
Richard loves Richard; that is, I am I.
Is there a murderer here? No. Yes, I am:
Then fly. What, from myself? Great reason why:
Lest I revenge. What, myself upon myself?
Alack, I love myself. Wherefore? For any good
That I myself have done unto myself?
O, no! alas, I rather hate myself
For hateful deeds committed by myself!

Richard III, V, iii, 183 et seq.

Here he becomes conscious of the insoluble contradiction
within himself. (There is the same position, the same feeling in
Macbeth a little later, but it is expressed with a very different
poetic power because Shakespeare had by then developed his
dramatic style and enriched his experience.) Night, which had
seemed to disappear on Edward IV's accession—

Now is the winter of our discontent
Made glorious summer by this sun of York;
And all the clouds that lour'd upon our house
In the deep bosom of the ocean buried.

I, i, i

thickens again, and on the morning of the Battle of Bosworth
the sun hides itself:

King Richard: . . . Ratcliff!
Ratdiff: My lord?
King Richard: The sun will not be seen to-day;

The sky doth frown and lour upon our army . ..
V, iii, 284 et seq.

Richmond, the minister of the forces of good, sent by God to
restore order, to make peace and justice reign, to reconcile the
rival Houses and to cure England's malady, calls upon Almighty
God calmly, with religious and submissive accents, on the eve of
a night which will be peopled for him with beneficent dreams:
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O thou, whose captain I account myself,
Look on my forces with a gracious eye....

V, iii, 109
The sweetest sleep, and fairest-boding dreams
That ever enter' d in a drowsy head,
Have I since your departure had, my lords.

V, iii, 228

Richmond's figure is as yet but an allegory of the ideal King,
scarcely come to life; just as Richard's, despite his ruses, his
agitation and his energy, just because it is too much committed
to brutal and immediate action, still falls in complexity far short
of the figures that are to come.

The dramatic technique here is affected by the demands of the
Chronicle-play and the Morality—slices of history packed but
still two-dimensional, many of the scenes being almost ritual in
their balance, the symbolical analogy constantly employed, the
conflict between the forces of good and evil much in evidence,
and also the reversal of situations. But in the second trilogy,
where the problem remains the same, we shall find characters
and themes considerably enriched—the characters more care-
fully portrayed, the themes more complex—thus showing the
amazing progress made by Shakespeare in a few years. Reverting
to both the conflict of order and disorder, and the study of the
ideal figure of a king, he amplifies the tragedy by the ironic and
comic counter-point of his common characters, of whom Fal-
staff is the hero. Just as the epilogue of the three Parts of Henry VI
is the abortive triumph of the misshapen Richard, so the pro-
logue to the trilogy of Henry IF and Henry Fis the short and sad
career of Richard II.

Richard II is the story of an initial crime. It also depicts the
figure of a King who draws down upon himself and upon Eng-
land a century of civil war and bloody disorders by his immo-
bility at the heart of his illusion. It has been said (and the parallel
is attractive) that Richard II foreshadowed Hamlet by his pro-
pensity to meditation, by his delight in the play of verbal anal-
ogies, by his confusion of the illusory with the real, and by his
constant recoil from taking action. But the resemblance is super-
ficial, for, in the first place, Hamlet is more practical than a
romantic interpretation of his character would admit; and
secondly, because Richard wilfully stereotypes his formal con-



AN IDEAL KING? 2O3

ception of his kingly role, which bears no relation to reality.
Archaic in his ideas, he imagines that his Divine Right will put
at his disposal cohorts of angels to fight the rebels, whereas his
chimerical armies cannot stand up against real soldiers.

Richard's enemy, the realist Bolingbroke, fails to dispel this
illusion, even if he puts the angels to flight. But he commits the
capital offence of regicide, a crime for which he can make no
atonement in spite of his sincerely wishing for a generous and
just government. He wears the crown but he embarks upon mis-
fortune and he drags a century of history after him. In his old
age, a sick and discouraged monarch, deceived by his son the
dissolute companion of Falstaff, and faced with rebellion, his
kingdom is in chaos until his death.

Prince Hal, the future Henry V, begins his life in disorder, but
he possesses the truly regal qualities that allow him to touch pitch
without being defiled. He is without doubt the nearest that
Shakespeare gets to an ideal king, and it is he who best plays the
part of king. But—and here we have the enrichment of character
that distinguishes him from Richmond—this sun is not spotless,
this monarch has his defects. Here the theme of royalty is thor-
oughly treated and the King's character is put to the test by
problems that go beyond the mere possession of a crown—prob-
lems raised alike by the exercise of power and the internal drama
in a man's conscience qua King. Prince Hal's conversion is
described as miraculous, and it is not untinged by a certain politic
calculation which rules out spontaneity in face of his kingly
duties. His attitude to Falstaff is marked by an inexplicable hard-
ness that leaves us uneasy: he raises the question of responsibility
for the war he has declared in evasive terms, as if to elude it and
lay it at France's door, which apparently puts his conscience at
rest. But really it is his passion rather than his reason which
decides: his anger, once roused, bursts the frail covering of wise
humility, and his pride speaks in arrogant terms:

But I will rise there with so full a glory
That I will dazzle all the eyes of France . . .

Henry V, I, ii, 278

He salves his conscience once more by throwing upon the citi-
zens of Harfleur the responsibility for the pillage and all the ills
unleashed by war. He is fully conscious of them, but in the fam-
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ous soliloquy on the night before Agincourt the conflict between
the king and the man in him breaks out: the King seeks in vain
the 'ease of heart' enjoyed by the common man, and feels the
weight of the remorse that oppressed the conscience of his father.

While making the necessary concessions to patriotic feeling
and to the King's renown, Shakespeare lets us see in Henry's
meditations and soliloquies—through the unstudied answers of
the soldiers whom he talks to before the battle, and also through
the cynical reflections of the dead Falstaff 's disreputable followers
—that the political problem, linked with the moral problem, is
far from being solved by a victorious campaign and a marriage
with happy consequences for the country. It is not with Richard
II that Hamlet should be compared but with Henry V, because
of this element of uneasiness that hardly ever leaves him, because
of his sombre views of human nature, because of the continual
questionings of an anxious mind constantly opposing violence
with self-mastery, generosity with the implacable character of
the sovereign's impersonal duties, and unbridled passions with
the harmonious balance that is the nostalgic and inaccessible
ideal towards which both king and subject desperately strive.
Already in King Henry lurk disturbingly the evil spirits which
will develop in the great tragedies. Already also the problem
presents itself of the real and the apparent, which is much more
than a psychological problem since on its solution—whether by
a mere intellectual attitude or by the assumption of effective
responsibility in action—depends ultimately the meaning that
man gives to life itself.

From play to play, moreover, the themes become more and
more closely associated with the characters and the situations.
Each drama, each comedy raises one or more problems—not
only those of the particular play but those resulting from an ever
more serious application of thought, seconded by emotion, to
the infinitely various aspects of the human condition. Here, I can
only touch upon this evolution, which would call for a whole
volume to itself, and make a few points in passing, before reach-
ing the goal where Shakespeare thought fit to stop. He seeks to
attain the deepest and most authentic human reality. An experi-
mental play, like Loves Labour9s Lost belonging to his first
period, snows this concern already, despite its apparently flippant
subject.
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Four men have formed the plan to devote every hour of their
life to study, neglecting all other human needs. However noble
the aim—Nava™ w j j e k e wonder of the world!—this wilful
confinement dWnipt withstand the assaults of passion: the quar-
tet are not immune' against love. And when, shamefacedly, they
recognize themselves forsworn, it is to love that the cleverest of
them gives the credit of leading man to his full development:

But love, first learned in a lady's eyes,
Lives not alone immured in the brain,
But, with the motion of all elements,
Courses as swift as thought in every power,
And gives to every power a double power,
Above their functions and their offices . . .

Loves Labours Lost, IV, iii, 327 et seq.

Here, however, love seems to be mere badinage, though the
comedy ends on a grave note and Rosaline prefers to put Ber-
owne to the test of suffering (she sends him to a hospital) rather
than to that of knowledge. Integrity of soul, nevertheless, is not
in question here, any more than it will be in Romeo and Juliet
where nothing can hurt their faith, their optimism or the splen-
dour of their love, in spite of the lamentable' failure of these
perfect lovers. The cause of this failure lies outside themselves:
they will be for ever 'star-cross'd' lovers, and they die without a
malediction on their lips. Evil has not yet penetrated into the
nature of the character—the evil and the consciousness of it
which make the rebels of the great tragedies.

It is a commonplace that Shakespeare's plays grow gradually
more sombre at the beginning of the seventeenth century, and
that this was equally true of other playwrights. The melancholy
Jaques of As You Like It, an ambiguous character whom Shake-
speare treats with irony rather than sympathy, lacks vitality and
balance. One would make reservations about Antonio in The
Merchant of Venice or about the strange heroine of All's Well that
Ends Well. In The Merchant, that disturbing character Shylock
soon carries t;he plot to the dangerous point where it skirts
tragedy. Between the themes of the apparent and the real, of
material wealth and spiritual wealth, emerges the central theme
of the play—that of Grace, the daughter of universal harmony,
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challenged by the blind letter of the Law, which is invoked to
serve cruelty and the spirit of revenge. In this struggle between
the brute and the angel, the angel is still triumphant—not with-
out a mocking smile—over all dangers.

Even Shakespeare's brilliant comedies are not free from a cer-
tain veiled anxiety, and perhaps the current view, which ranks
them high in the amused light-heartedness and indifference to
serious problems that seemed to mark the poet's mind when he
composed them, should be revised. Much Ado About Nothing is a
far more serious play than is commonly supposed, even if Hero's
death is mere pretence and the Villain' simply an extra, not very
deeply studied, and even if the comedy ends with a reconciliation
all round. On reflection we see Benedict and Beatrice as some-
thing more than the accomplished fencers they are taken to be,
and their lively passages of arms reflect on the surface a much
less carefree attitude towards their own problems and those of
their friends.

As for Twelfth Night, smooth and delightful though its atmo-
sphere may be, it is not without uneasiness: the tone of some of
its scenes is only on the fringe of comedy and echoes of it in an
aggravated form recur in later plays. I think the attitude of the
French towards Shakespeare's comedies has been largely condi-
tioned by their attitude towards Alfred de Musset's plays. It is
curious to notice how, having been told so often that Musset
is the French playwright who comes nearest to Shakespeare, they
have ended by transferring their opinion of the imitator to the
original. The resemblance is, indeed, wholly superficial and it
would be rash to press the analogy between them too far. The
poverty of Musset's thought, for all the scintillating quality of
his wit and the skill of his technique which looks so natural,
should make the critic chary of forcing a comparison.

The note of gravity is clearer, and the importance attached to'
major themes is more evident, in the tragedy of Julius Caesar,
where we must not be misled by the so-called 'Roman' atmo-
sphere. In this play what is involved is not merely a problem of
Roman politics, the Roman character of which is merely acci-
dental. It is, once more (though with what profound resonances
in Brutus), the theme of the conflict between order and disorder,'
good and evil, presented as a struggle between the sentiment of
nonour and the attraction of a crime committed for a 'noble
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reason'. It is no mere chance that brings the words 'honour',
'honest', 'honourable' so often to the lips of the characters, some-
times in their positive meaning, sometimes negatively and steeped
in accumulated and destructive irony. In this unhappy hero—
Brutus, I mean—purity of intention is tarnished by contact with
political reality and the search for liberty becomes involved in
the bloody entanglements which follow the murder of the dic-
tator and destroy all honour, peace of mind and public order.

In an atmosphere heavy with storm, superstition and presages,
Brutus's pure conscience struggles and succumbs to the evil in-
sinuations which represent the death of that unattractive and
even tainted hero, Julius Caesar, as the only solution consonant
with the principles of justice and liberty. The whole tragedy is,
nothing but the slow degradation of Brutus's conscience, before
and after the crime, although he does not forfeit our esteem and
admiration. Brutus's scruples bring upon him defeat after defeat,
and the nightmare-vision of Julius Caesar anticipates Macbeth, the
tragedy that followed it closely in point of time. In Macbeth, too,
night is the vast, redoubtable womb in which seeds of evil and
phantoms proliferate. Here the soul is assailed while the body
shivers, and here, through the strangest contrasts—avowed ter-
ror, longing for harmony, a desire for escape, refuge in individual
stoicism when all is lost—through disorder unleashed, the com-
ing order is prepared which will put to rout the chimeras of evil
temporarily victorious.

But Julius Caesar does not appear to be a universal tragedy,
perhaps because it insists too much on the theme of pure honour,,
perhaps because the whole tragedy—despite the grandeur of cer-
tain passages—remains too much the statement of an individual,
drama, closely linked with a famous historical event, and made
impersonal by the very fact of this celebrity. Hamlet comes first
among the greatest of Shakespeare's dramas that can claim to be
at once extremely individual and universal. Here the struggle
between man and his destiny, man and the pitfalls of evil, man and
his phantoms, his temptations, his contradictions, takes place on a
high plane where it can claim to stand symbolically for mankind.

Starting with a trivial incident, centering the action on re-
venge, Shakespeare writes a huge tragedy—huge but imperfect,
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for it starts offin all directions, and all efforts to reduce it to unity
fail in spite of the central figure. But this very imperfection is the
sign of a new and deeper interest, the effect of a conception of
the world and of man's nature that is overwhelming, that con-
stantly bursts the bonds of ordinary dramatic technique. For the
drama is in Hamlet's mind, and all the external excitement, all
the structural incidents of the play are reduced to the symbolical
representation of an internal excitement which no decision can
allay. The underlying theme under the pretext of vengeance is
simply man's own nature faced with the moral and metaphysical"
problems whereby it is defined—love, time, death, perhaps even
the principle of identity, the whole problem of existence summed
up in 'To be or not to be'.

The shock Hamlet receives from the death of his father and
his mother's remarriage releases a battery of questions fatal to his
peace of mind, which is further corroded by the revelations of
the Ghost. The world changes colour, life's meaning changes,
love is stripped of its spirituality, woman of her virtue; the state
loses its stability, heaven and earth their joys. By the sudden
irruption of evil, the world becomes meaningless, gentleness
turns to bitterness, reason to madness. The malady is contagious,
spreading from man to the kingdom, from the kingdom to the
vault of heaven:

. . . it goes so heavily with my disposition that this goodly frame,
the earth, seems to me a sterile promontory; this most excellent
canopy, the air, look you, this brave o'erhanging firmament, this
majestical roof fretted with golden fire, why, it appears no other
thing to me but a foul and pestilent congregation of vapours.

Hamlet, II, ii, 316 et seq.

Hamlet eagerly questions the human, social and cosmological
order, since something has happened to dislocate his conscience
and damage his faith. The shock he has received pushes him to
the pitiless logic of doubt; his hypersensitivity (he is melancholic)
now harbours disgust and contempt; his keen intellect pitilessly
analyses the values (now falsified by the intrusion of the im-
possible, the unthinkable) of that harmonious world where once
he himself was

The expectancy and rose of the fair state,
The glass of fashion and the mould of form ...

Ill, i, 161-2



EXCESS IN HAMLET 209

The work of destruction goes on apace, with a trembling rage
that spares nothing.

It is curious to see the sustained insistence with which Hamlet
in his numerous soliloquies constantly supports his reasoning
with antitheses which are only in appearance figures of rhetoric.
At the back of his mind he always has a longing for a noble,
spiritual framework which his reason instantly repudiates, and he
indulges in the game of skittles with a savage joy, a crafty
wickedness, an intellectual ruthlessness which make this prodigi-
ous display of mental gymnastics an excellent justification for
those who hold that Hamlet is mad. But he is not. He remains
master of his simulation, and it is his keen intelligence that is so
disconcerting. He has an acute understanding of evil and conse-
quently a hatred of evil, borrowing from evil its own weapons
to defeat it with, and having no other resource than to do evil.

Suddenly reason becomes passion's slave and sovereign man de-
generates into an evil-doing beast. Hence the unmatched cruelty,
the blasphemies and the crimes in this tragedy. The scene with
Ophelia and the later scene with Gertrude are hard to bear. Even
Othello's frenzied bullying and abusing and murdering of the
innocent Desdemona seem less painful than the invective with
which Hamlet chooses to insult Ophelia. Desdemona's lot is less
cruel than Ophelia's, for her death is merely an injustice against
which reason rebels, pleading justice. But Ophelia's fate cannot be
atoned for, even by reason, for the evil is the defilement of the
soul, the pollution of innocence by the conscienceless.

As for the scene with Gertrude, it goes beyond the limits of
what drama can do: sex-hatred here breaks out in language never
till then heard and matched only by certain modern novelists,
particularly American. It is intolerable because the nauseating
sarcasm is turned by Hamlet against his own mother, because the
violence of the sensitive imagination attributes to the being who
of all others should be above reproach, the bestiality and hypo-
crisy of a prostitute. Hamlet lingers hatefully upon the musty
smell of soiled sheets, the foetid sweat of an incest that is a
desecration, and it requires the intervention of the Ghost to recall
him to some decency.

Here Hamlet goes too far, and the shifting chaos of a disordered
brain seems, in his horror of sexual excess, to revert to a line of
resistance so coherent that it has made some critics argue that his
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was a pure mind in shocked revolt. I do not believe it. The
touchstone of the character is his wrathful identification with
man's twofold nature, revealed by his mother's misconduct
(misconduct in regard to the unwritten but traditional normal
morality), and it is expressed in these generalities perceived,
apparently for the first time, acutely and intolerably, by a
personal awareness:

What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason! How infinite
in faculty! in form, in moving, how express and admirable! in
action how like an angel! in apprehension how like a god! the beauty
of the world! the paragon of animals! And yet, to me, what is this
quintessence of dust? man delights not me.

II, ii, 323, et seq.

'And yet to me'—it is the personal reaction, constantly intro-
duced in this striking form peculiar to Hamlet's volte-faces, as if a
hot iron were being plunged into the wound. It gives the char-
acter a mordancy, the internal conflict an intolerable reality,
which have made Hamlet under the most diverse forms haunt
men's memory ever since his creation. Ridiculously he has been
made out to be a romantic figure, as if he could be reduced to a
grandiloquent and sentimental attitude. Hamlet, on the con-
trary, is the essential anti-romantic: his clear-sightedness and his
brutality fling him wildly against any illusion. His negative cast
of mind refuses to fall into the trap of idealized appearance, and
if he makes some play with bombast it is, as it were, for a recoil,
so as to give more pungency to the sarcasm which turns against
himself.

But in this disordered excitement human experience deepens.
Psychologically Hamlet becomes wiser and more resigned as the
play advances. He comes to see that his mortal sickness, which
threatens his country no less dangerously ('there's something
rotten in the State of Denmark'), none the less assures continuity
of life and the solidity of the State. As for him, the game is over,
'the rest is silence'. But Fortinbras perhaps will achieve what
Hamlet has missed.

Hamlet's experience, however unsatisfactory, leads Shake-
speare to still profounder depths, to yet darker caverns. Hamlet,
after all, ends on a note which does not rule out optimism. The
inevitable death of the Prince of Denmark is merely one un-
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happy incident amongst others, in an adventure from which a
philosophy emerges, roughly similar to that of the historical
plays. The difference is that the theme of disorder has invaded
the mind and become the hero's personal affair. But the poetry
of doubt and abuse is still contained within limits which the fol-
lowing plays will press back. Similarly, the apprehension by the
poet's consciousness of the complexity of the human condition
was to throw him into the tantalizing irresolution of the prob-
lem-comedies, Troilus and Cressida and Measure for Measure, only
to issue in ultimate negation.

Troilus and Cressida is a play with many facets, and recent
critics have quite rightly underlined its ambiguity. Over the two
great themes of Love and War situations develop which are the
most likely to confuse the reader's mind. It is not the actual
nature of war that is involved here, as it might be in the his-
torical plays: it is the reason for war's outbreak, the way war is
waged, its aims, and the catastrophes it brings in its wake. The
problem is examined from the twofold point of view of the
responsible leaders and of the satirical spirit personified by Ther-
sites. He is not implicated in the tragic adventure but observes it
from the outside, and transcends it, not like a Falstaff with his
vitality individualized by vigorous humour, but with that acid-
ity and aridity of the sarcastic function to which he is confined,
like Apemantusin Timon of Athens, the philosopher of ill-humour
and hatred.

The Greeks have gone to war to avenge the insult to Menelaus.
The honour of the race is at stake. For a similar reason the Tro-
jans withstand the siege. But honour has no valid object on
which to base itself. An unworthy woman, a prostitute, is the
reason for the fighting. Such is Thersites's view. And those who
fight? They are kings and generals who have lost all sense of dis-
cipline, proud egoists like Achilles, garrulous old men like
Nestor, bovine and conceited fools like Ajax. And on the Trojan
side, in spite of the pure heroism of Hector and the furious ideal-
ism of Troilus, men who idolize honour yet seek in vain a
reasonable justification for the adoration of their myth.

For Helen's sovereign beauty, which had once thrown Faustus
almost into ecstasy, is a mere illusion, covering corruption, or
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rather emptiness, for the corruption is not so much in her as all
around her. It is reason which has become cynicism, Time which
devours life whose instants one would like to see eternal, society
and the laws imposed by men which stand in the way of all self-
realization. The apparatus of chivalry, the challenges, the gloves
thrown down, the single combats—a ritual degraded alike by
the failure to observe a code formerly sacred, and by the un-
worthiness of the cause for which it is set in motion—is an absurd
(and, when one comes to think of it, sad) parody of the great
scenes in Richard II. Scoffed at by the Greeks, the spirit of
chivalry remains alive in the Trojans, but it no longer has a
worthy object.

A whole world is breaking up on the windy plains of Troy.
Everywhere disorder and confusion reign supreme. Ulysses with
his clear mind sets himself with great subtlety to diagnose the
malady. This war bears within it the seeds of its own disintegra-
tion—a 'phoney war' one might call it, in which everything
(honour, the art of government, the conduct of operations) goes
by the board. The great speech of Ulysses, already quoted, is
more than a fine political lesson that might bear fruit: it is a
moral lesson, a useless warning given by clear-sightedness to
men so immersed in their pride that they destroy each other
before destroying themselves. In both camps the morale of the
army is undermined by wavering and uncertainty. The anarchy
that Ulysses so much dreads is a moral as well as a military
anarchy: it engenders the chaos in which treachery flourishes.

To say that we have in Troilus a parody of the heroic world is
not enough. Parody is a matter of treatment rather than of con-
ception. It is a deliberate exercise in style, but conception cannot
stop at the surface of things or have only a negative aspect. When
Shakespeare wrote Troilus he was as much a master of his thought
as of his style and technique. The infamous way in which Achilles
causes the murder of the disarmed Hector is the sign of an appal-
ling decay of faith no less than a parody of the famous combat be-
tween these two valiant warriors. And the Trojans are hardly
any better, despite their romantic heroism, their cult of honour,
their love of beauty, their ideals disproved by the facts and by
reason. This State is more dangerously rotten than the Kingdom
of Denmark. The prophecies of Cassandra sound the death-knell
of Ilion, but the trumpets of the Greeks do not sound for a vie-
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tory over the ruins. Tjie last noises of the battle under the
threatened walls are cries of lamentation for the death of Hector,
and the curses of Troilus against Pandarus as he storms and rages,
seeking a heroic death in battle to deliver him from love. It is to
Pandarus that the last words of the play are given: 'a goodly
medicine for my aching bones

It is, indeed, significant that there should be so many meta-
phors taken from illness and digestion. On the one side there is
the loud-mouthed Thersites, the professional scoffer, the em-
bodiment of cynicism, who reduces the grand design of the War
of Troy to a struggle for a whore and a cuckold, and who spits
the pox, scabs and running sores in the face of everyone. On the
other side, there is the shady character of Pandarus, the heroes'
pimp, full of goodwill and good humour. The one sees nothing
in human nature but stupidity, pride, useless cruelty, instinctive
and arrogant bestiality. The other is in a good mood only when
he can further illicit amours; he is at ease only in immorality.
The hateful Thersites, a growling dog and a poltroon; the go-
between Pandarus—such are the finished products of the fine
Greek intelligence and of Trojan idealism.

Against the pseudo-heroic background of the 'epic' we see the
lovers, Troilus and Cressida, strangely degraded copies of Romeo
and Juliet. In them there is the same youth and ardour, but what
a difference! Troilus is sincere, faithful, hot-headed, and calls
himself'as true as truth's simplicity and simpler than the infancy
of truth':1 he is not deceived by the ambitious aspirations of
human love, and (far from reasoning like Romeo who regards
Destiny alone as responsible for his complete failure) Troilus
finds in himself—before Destiny intervenes—the explanation of
his secret fears: 'this is the monstruosity in love, lady, that the
will is infinite, and the execution confined; that the desire is
boundless, and the act a slave to limit.'2

In Romeo and Juliet physical love is referred to only in the
broad, healthy twaddle of a woman of the people, the Nurse; in
Troilus it is conveyed through the innuendoes of Pandarus. In,
the one play the lovers invoke the stars and listen to the nightin-
gale's song; in the other, they are equally ardent to be united?
but their passion is no longer that of the celestial bodies. The tone
and images employed by Troilus in his great speeches have an

1 Troilus and Cressida, III, ii, 176. a ibid., Ill, ii, 87.
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intensity of a very different flavour. Flavour is the right word,
for metaphors derived from the sense of taste are the most
numerous.1 And in this taste we have a foretaste of corruption.
Sensuality is stirred in prospect and fears to be too soon sated:

I am giddy: expectation whirls me round.
The imaginary relish is so sweet
That it enchants my sense. What will it be
When that the Watery palate tastes indeed
Love's thrice-repured nectar? death, I fear me . . .

Troilus and Cressida, III, ii, 17 et seq.

The expectation that gnaws Troilus gives his imagination so
acute a vision that his impatience takes the form of even more
than usually precious metaphors:

. . . . O that her hand,
In whose comparisons all whites are ink
Writing their own reproach.

I, i 57-9

and reopens the wounds of love till they are made intolerable:
'Instead of oil and balm', he says to Pandarus boasting Cressida's
charms to him, 'Thou lay'st in every gash that love hath given
me The knife that made it' (I, i, 63). The violent metaphor
replacing the traditional arrow by the knife (has ever Cupid
wounded his victims with knife-stabs?) reveals his intolerable
anxiety. The shadow of the approaching treachery is already
thrown into the uneasy mind of Troilus.

On her side Cressida is already an experienced coquette
('Women are angels, wooing: Things won are done'), profligate,
almost blasee. She pretends to be accessible only through the
intercession of the ribald, leering, vicious Pandarus, uncomfort-
ably. She is all hesitation:

I have a kind of self resides with you,
But an unkind self, that itself will leave,
To be another's fool.

Ill, ii, 154-6

But during this capital scene of Act III she raises herself to the
point of uttering a great vow of fidelity that tries to sound as
sincere as Troilus's. She calls down upon herself already an

1 See the excellent article by D. A. Traversi in Scrutiny, December 1938.



TIME IN TROILUS AND CRESSIDA 215

anathema (If I be false . . . Yea, let them say, to stick the heart
of falsehood, "As false as Cressid" ') for her infidelity is already
near: she is unfaithfulness and knows it.

In the cold dawn that follows the marvellous but all too brief
night, the uneasy banter of Pandarus, the urgent appeals of the
messengers of Fate who come to demand the daughter of Cal-
chas, the vows renewed in haste and without conviction, the
coarse boasting of the coxcomb Diomedes, Troilus's bitter re-
flections on Time:

Injurious time now with a robber's haste
Crams liis rich thievery up . . .

IV, iv, 42-3-

all this gives the abrupt separation of the lovers a strangely em-
barrassed character of potential catastrophe and disconcerting
irony. The devastating part played by Time in the tragedy of
Troilus has been remarked upon:1

Throughout this play, in compressed metaphor, in self-conscious
and detailed analysis, and thence to dialogue and incident, we have a
philosophy of love which regards it as essentially un-at-home in
time, and incapable of continued concrete embodiment in the diffi-
cult flux of events. The love-interest turns on this theme: the
theme of immediate value, killed, or apparently killed, by time.8

And Mr. Traversi, comparing this theme with that of the Son-
nets, writes: 'The tragedy consists less in the personal suffering of
Troilus than in the overriding influence exercised by Time upon
human relationship and feelings3

For it looks as if the psychological problem of Cressida's
treachery cannot be solved by the mere assertion of her incon-
stancy. The study of the characters here, once again—as so often,
indeed almost always in Shakespeare—is subordinated to a con-
ception of human relationships.

How can a moral judgment be passed on Cressida if she is
convicted beforehand of the frailty of her feelings? Nevertheless,
the scene of the instantaneous effecting of her treachery—where
she accepts unblushingly the kisses of all the Greek leaders—is

1 G.Wilson Knight and D. A. Traversi.
2 G. Wilson Knight, The Wheel of Fire, p. 67-8 (new edition 1949).
3 D. A. Traversi, Scrutiny, December 1938, p. 308.
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painful; and still worse is the scene where Troilus is present with
Ulysses at the shameful simpering of the woman who has
pledged him her word. One can understand the sarcasm of
Thersites and the cautious words of Ulysses. Troilus may ask
himself the question, 'This, she?' and answer with the irrecon-
cilable: 'This is and is not Cressida Tortured love here presents
a problem of identity which the play fails to solve. Or rather,
reason loses itself when confronted with the opposed data of
remembered appearance and present reality, as if love itself, sub-
ject to Time's uncertainties and to those of accident and of per-
sonality, were incapable—except in a simplified vision of its
essence, whether Petrarchan idealism or the fornication desired
by Thersites and Pandarus—of attaining that purity of object and
function which gives it a positive sense.

The complexity of its nature is surrounded by aggravating
circumstances which few poets till then had been willing to see.
For, in addition to the metaphysical problem which the amorists
and Shakespeare himself in the Sonnets raised in the fervour of a
passion which aspires to complete unity and fulfilment, there is
the equally insoluble conflict of the unworthiness that may exist
at the very core of love's aspirations. Troilus's only remaining
way out of his predicament is to throw himself again into the
frenzy of the accursed, hopeless war in which Troy will collapse
in ruins over the conception of a world destroyed.

Powerful, well constructed and varied, this play offers a re-
markable unity of design and atmosphere. It is the product of a
mind which has constantly drawn further away from the peace-
ful solutions which his age offered him at the outset of his
career, and which with growing experience came to be filled
with a settled uneasiness.

Measure for Measure passes for a comedy but it is the arch-
problem play. Its atmosphere is even more oppressive: there is
nothing heroic, nothing romantic to lighten it. Everything in it
is fraught with consequences, meticulously concerted and ar-
ranged. The moral preoccupation is evident from one end of the
play to the other but, serious though it may be, it seems ill
defined and gives rise to divergent interpretations. It was long
considered a failure as a play—as lacking internal unity, expres-
sing the blackest pessimism and showing how little interest
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Shakespeare took in his subject. Modern critics take the opposite
view. Wilson Knight has no hesitation in comparing the Duke
with Christ. C. J. Sisson declares that the spirit of the play is
'profoundly Christian'. It is ardently admired for similar reasons
by D. A. Traversi, F. R. Leavis and Miss M. C. Bradbrook.
Finally, Roy W. Battenhouse has gone so far as to base his inter-
pretation of Measure for Measure on the Christian doctrine of the
Atonement.

Yet it is difficult to breathe in the prison air, with its musty
atmosphere reminiscent of brothel bedrooms and their stuffy,
uniform curtains. Some of the characters, Angelo in particular,
carry about with them the unpleasant starchy smell of their ruffs,
of mouldering parchment; Angelo can even be detected, like the
devil, by his foul breath. The friar's cowl, like the novice's veil,
appear suspect, just as the jokes are forced, the situations intoler-
able, the ending altogether too artificially contrived. It is as if
the play had to be retrieved from its false situation, its house of
ill fame, by means of an edifying end, difficult to stage, so as to
show that all hope is not lost. The chief personages, and some of
the minor ones too, are bad characters, bad to know, people of
bad faith and bad will. The play cannot possibly be made out a
tragedy, although death haunts their minds and hovers in the
wings, and the title refers to the scales of justice and the equating
of a brother's life with a sister's chastity. Moral arguments may
be plentifully employed in it, and ethical introspection pressed
as far as it will go, but it is hard to believe, as Wilson Knight
would have us do, that the numerous and profound Gospel
echoes of Measure for Measure cannot be understood unless one
re-reads St. John or St. Matthew.

The problem of government, which seems at the outset to be
once more the problem that the Duke wants to solve, is posed in
terms so special that he cannot remain as definite and as pure a
character to the end of the play. Imagine a conflict between lust
and the State—a virtuous State (or one that would like to be
virtuous)—which causes houses of ill fame to be closed "and de-
crees death for the crime of fornication but applies the law in
strange ways. The philosopher-Duke wants to see the experi-
ment at work; he delegates nis powers of life and death to a care-
fully chosen deputy so that he himself may wander at will
through the worst of the streets, the palace corridors and the
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prison-cells. Authority is concealed in a friar's cowl and acts by
proxy against human nature, which is sentenced in advance to
the disgrace of punishment for an infamous crime.

The straitest-laced, the apparently noblest of the State offi-
cials, on whom is laid the duty and the honour of enforcing the
law, suddenly takes fire and is caught in his own trap, like a
clumsy hunter. The hypocrite—as keen in circumventing his
own law as he had been inflexible in applying it—offers death
with one hand and dishonour with the other. He is possessed by
the demon of lust. Never before had it spoken so categorically:

I have begun;
And now I give my sensual race the rein:
Fit thy consent to my sharp appetite;
Lay by all nicety and prolixious blushes,
That banish what they sue for . . .

Measure for Measure, II, iv, 160-4.
Angelo threatens with a harshness that terrifies himself:

. . . redeem thy brother
By yielding up thy body to my will,
Or else he must not only die the death,
But thy unkindness shall his death draw out
To lingering sufferance.

II, 164-8.
He flees even before the reply reaches him, and gives the order
of execution. His tormented conscience, his pride, his exacting
pharisaism have ruined him. To save appearances, virtue relies
on appearances—but, there too, the core is rotten.

The dramatic interest of this play is, moreover, divided. Will
Claudio, the sinner filled with terrible anguish at the prospect of
death, pay for the general corruption? Will Isabella, leaving her
convent, succeed in moving the pity of Angelo when he pro-
poses to her his disgraceful bargain? Will the Duke's deputy,
with his icy virtue, burning with the very lust which it is his duty
to punish in others, have Claudio's head or Isabella's virtue? And
the experimenting Duke—'the old fantastical Duke of dark
corners'—sets the pace. Never had a plot depended so much on
a single character, and the same thing was to be true again of
The Tempest, though there at any rate the 'Soveraign Plasmator',
as Sir Thomas Urquhart calls God,1 is a magician. Here, the

1 Rabelais, II, 8,
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Duke tries to restore a precarious balance. He is full of argu-
ments, maxims, advice, secret orders, in vain exhorting
Claudio to courage:

Reason thus with life:
If I do lose thee, I do lose a thing
That none but fools would keep . . .

Ill, i, 6-8.
or scheming with Isabella how to save her virtue by a substitu-
tion unworthy of her virtue, and with the Provost of the prison
a substitution of heads so as to round ofFneatly the final distribu-
tion of rewards and penalties, in which he tries to persuade us
(without much success) that his authority can restore order in
his State and make justice supreme in a world condemned.

But it would seem that no repentance can redeem the crim-
inal hypocrisy of Angelo (whose name is an ironical contradic-
tion of his nature), no docility in marriage can allay our mistrust
of the insensitive Isabella, whose religious vocation is as ques-
tionable as her feeling of outraged virtue. As for Claudio, no
happy ending can make us forget his egoism and physical
cowardice in the presence of death ('Aye, but to die ...'). These
people are either too human or not human enough; even the
wisdom of the philosopher-Duke is a too conscious attempt to
give arbitrary behaviour the guise of benevolence. He is incap-
able of true generosity towards Lucio who has offended him
personally; and Lucio is not wholly contemptible: he is at least
true to the brotherhood of sinners, and the ardour with which he
defends Claudio at the most dangerous moment is to his credit.

By comparison with these, the disreputable company of
pimps and bawds of whom the play from time to time gives us a
glimpse, seems more respectable. For they at least are sincere to
the point of cynicism and do not seek to be believed. The Duke's
decree ruins them and it is not in the name of virtue that they
protest. But the other characters merely fill us with mistrust or
repulsion. Shakespeare has made them so equivocal or con-
temptible, has placed them in situations so clearly calculated to
bring out only their unattractive or shady sides, that the play's
major themes, far from being those of justice, of honour or love,
seem to be those of ugliness, of sin and villainy. The conflict be-
tween instinct and reason, good intentions and the mass of
resistance offered by the complex of vices, touches here the
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lowest depths if not of tragedy at least of demoralization.
The ideal of order and generosity may inspire the philosopher-

Duke's experiment, guiding step by step the ups and downs of
his complicated scenario, and may give this sententious moral-
izer a paternal, benevolent and merciful tone. None the less, the
feeling of uneasiness that grips us from the moment that the
play begins to move, does not leave us even when it has ended
happily. Evil here is shameful, slimy, insinuating: it is the nega-
tion of all innocence, all integrity. Judge and prisoner are alike
suspect; the chaste and the licentious equally repulsive, life and
death alike unreal and undesirable. All nobility seems to be ex-
cluded from a life that contains a thousand underhand deaths,
from a death which prolongs the horrors of life and magnifies
them tenfold. Both life and death here are apprehended in pro-
foundly ambiguous terms, and it is no exaggeration to say, as
Miss Ellis-Fermor does,1 that we have touched the lowest point
of cynicism and disgust.

Or, on reflection, we may be attracted by the mirage of a
symbolical interpretation of the-play and regard it as a dramatic
picture of the story of the Atonement.2 The sovereign in dis-
guise mingles with his people, just as God descended to earth to
wage war upon Satan and to deliver Creation from the bondage
of evil. He leaves to His deputy (Angelo) the application of the
Law but at the same time undertakes to moderate its rigours.
Thus two great principles enter into conflict—that of the Law
and that of Grace. The Law will be the instrument whereby
Grace can manifest itself, and Grace after a dramatic struggle will
triumph. The pseudo-just are shown to be sinners; they will be
unmasked and punished. The sinners had in them sufficient
Grace to be forgiven and redeemed. Thus the sacrifice of the
Prince of Love will have borne its fruit.

The symbolism of the names (Mariana=Mary+Anne—the
Virgin and her Mother; Angelo=Angel—Satan is a fallen angel;
the Duke, Vicentio=Conqueror, etc); the numerous biblical
images (star of the morning, shepherd, sinner, ransom); the par-
able themes, notably those of the Miraculous Draught of Fishes,

1 The Jacobean Drama, p. 263.
2 As do Wilson Knight (The Wheel of Fire) and Roy W. Battenhouse

(P.M.L.A, December 1946, pp. 1029-59: 'Measurefor Measure and die Christian
Doctrine of tjie Ato&eroent'J.
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of the Bridegroom, of the Temptation, of Sin; the justification
of the lie and of disguising for the ends of salvation; the incidents
of the plot (Isabella the saint interceding for the sinner, receiving
the proposal of her spiritual death, rejecting the temptation to
do a wicked deed for a good cause, then agreeing to save her
honour and her brother, on the Duke's advice, by a manoeuvre
which can be symbolically interpreted as a ruse of the Divine
Spirit fighting the Devil with his own weapons, so as at last to
reap her reward in the form of marriage with the symbolical
Bridegroom): all this points to a supernatural context, which
gives the play a richer and higher meaning.

Nothing would be lacking, not even the temptation of Grace
in an Isabella who, at the moment when the tragic alternative is
presented to her, is incapable of a movement of charity. But her
conversation with the Duke (Act III, sc. i) renders her more
prone to human feelings and makes her accept the substitution of
Mariana which saves her from dishonour and at the same time
redeems the threatened sinner. 'The hand that hath made you
fair hath made you good', says the Duke, 'the goodness that is
cheap in beauty makes beauty brief in goodness; but grace,
being the soul of your complexion shall keep the body of it ever
fair.' These words easily lend themselves to a supernatural inter-
pretation of the word grace. Enriched by Grace the spiritual life
will attain the fullness in which changeless mystical beauty pro-
tects the body from all defilement, and Isabella consenting to
the good Friar's suggestions is unconsciously preparing for the
perfect union which the Duke offers her at the end: 'What's
mine is yours, and what is yours is mine.'

Thus understood, Measure for Measure takes its place in the
tradition of the Mysteries and the Morality plays. On the tem-
poral plane the Duke, full of indulgence and of loving concern,
can act with gentleness by persuasion, and his keen intelligence
guides virtue through the mire of vice; he can also use his royal
authority to ensure for each his due reward. On the supernatural
plane, he symbolizes the ideal Prince who strives to put an end
to the world's disorder by his spirit of Justice, of Charity, of
Wisdom. And Wilson Knight concludes: 'The play should be
read not as a picture of normal human affairs but as a parable,
like the Parables of Jesus.'

This double interpretation, whether one likes it or not, en-
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larges the scope of Measure for Measure considerably and makes
possible at least two conclusions. The first, historical, namely
that we should not try to describe too rigidly the moral or philo-
sophical 'curve' of Shakespeare's Works. The most probable
chronological order in the canon gives: Merry Wives of Windsor
and Troilus and Cressida, 1600; Twelfth Night, 1602; All's Well
That Ends Well and Measure for Measure, 1604. It was a period of
uncertainty, of instability, when the poet passed from one
theme to another, from one mood to another, questioning the
world indefatigably, addressing himself to every kind of prob-
lem with a keen, clear intelligence, seeking to form a coherent
vision at the cost of painful experience. Any classification of the
plays in this central period that tried to reach a theoretical assess-
ment would therefore be arbitrary. There is chronologically no
compact group of 'dark plays' except for Othello, Macbeth and
King Lear, which all come round about 1606.

But the critic is not entitled for the convenience of his demon-
stration to require that poets should divide their output into
sections thus clearly defined. A theme, an attitude may well be
resumed, contradicted or rejoined at the will of the creative
mind. The infinite complexity of work like Shakespeare's re-
fuses to be contained within a geometrical graph.

And the second conclusion is this: The peculiar characteristic
and function of poetic drama is to include not merely words,
deeds and structure, but a shifting implication, a margin of un-
certainty between the surface meaning and the overriding inten-
tion, between matter and spirit. The poet speaks to us in turns by
bright or dark signs, and poetic experience, like religious experi-
ence, expresses itself through the indirect channels of image,
metaphor and symbol. They are all devices for reaching his goal,
which is to state a lasting human truth that can be felt through
the various aspects of beauty. It is not surprising, therefore, that
Shakespeare's plays have given rise to such diverse interpreta-
tions, each of which is an enrichment of the experience of reader
or spectator. The diversity of themes and means of expression in
Shakespeare are so rich indeed that after three centuries they are
still far from having been fully explored. We are only just begin-
ning to see clearly. Measure for Measure, on which I have dwelt at
some length, is a typical example of this many-sidedness, which
should make the critic at once bold and prudent.
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Yet in Measure for Measure we are far from Cleopatra's im-
mortal longings. Even if one accepts the Christian interpretation
of the play, it still, by its structure and subject, clings too closely
to the temporal and the earthly to be anything but a stage on the
journey through the kingdom of evil which has worse to follow.
What on reflection strikes us most, when we have given the
parable-interpretation every chance, is the absence of tragic
grandeur alike in good and evil in Measure for Measure. But with
Othello, which belongs to much the same period, the aesthetic
quality changes: here we enter a tragic universe where nobility
and grandeur speak with unmistakable accents.

A domestic tragedy with clear outlines, like Macbeth and The
Tempest, the closest to classical structure by its unity of theme,
action and atmosphere if not of style, Othello has the straight-
forwardness of a psychological study and at the same time the
character of a moral crisis of despair. This tragedy, which brings
on the stage living people whose greatness does not depend on
their symbolical function (even lago is too strongly individual-
ized to pass for a mere symbol of the traditional Machiavelli or
of the spirit of evil), is the first of Shakespeare's tragedies to soar
with such ease to the sublime.

The psychological crisis entails a moral crisis, and this goes
beyond ordinary criminal jealousy. Yet there is no explicit com-
ment or direct allusion to weaken the dramatic tension which
continues right up to the final suicide. In Othello there are no
dialectics of explanation or demonstration (not even, again, in
lago's speeches), and the role of the intellect remains subordinate
to that of the passion which inflames Othello's imagination and
drives him to act. Great as lago's importance may be, and how-
ever nicely calculated his machinations (he has been regarded as
the diabolical intelligence working with subtle application to
break up a moral order that he detests), it is the Moor who
carries upon his shoulders the whole weight of the drama. It can
no longer be represented as simply a study of baseless jealousy,
provoked by the exercise of diabolical power which in its turn
is started by the combined passions of envy and hate.

It is not certain that there is an intended opposition between
the intelligence of lago and the unconscious stupidity of Othello,
or that the ravages of jealousy are caused solely by a childish
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credulity fostered by a master-slanderer. lago, indeed, possesses
all the traits of the Renaissance villain: he reveals himself openly
either by his asides to the audience or in his scenes with Roderigo
in which he lets us completely into his plans. His crude tactics
are managed with an imperturbable economy of means, and his
efforts to make his terrible hatred plausible are hardly convincing.
One still wonders which is uppermost in him—envy, spite,
jealousy or ambition. It is hate that makes his calculations so
shrewd, his mind so clear, his intuitions penetrating. But at bot-
tom the motive matters little. The mask he wears—the unassail-
able armour of flashing honesty—conceals the quickest and
cleverest of brains serving a negative passion bent upon destruc-
tion. There is no temptation in him to use soft insinuations. He
proceeds by direct blows and intimidation. It is his cynicism that
compels Roderigo's admiration:

Virtue! a fig! 'tis in ourselves that we are thus, or thus. Our bodies
are our gardens, to the which our wills are gardeners.

Othello, I, iii, 323-5
The vulgar brutality of his comparisons and his vocabulary,

the arrogant presumption of his affirmations, would give him
away with anyone but such a basely jealous and petty creature as
Roderigo. In his language there is something suspiciously stac-
cato, incomplete and also exaggerated. To Othello he talks
differently: he is cautious in planting his calumnies; he can be
terse in his accusing suggestions, as if always hesitating to ad-
vance them or as if he was on the point of withdrawing what he
had just advanced. His masterpiece is the first exclamation that
injects the poison: 'Ha! I like not that!' He is a man of scruples,
'honest' because scrupulous. He is rarely lyrical but blazes when
he is so ('the green-eyed monster' is his phrase). It may be un-
conscious imitation of Othello on lago's part or merely that
Shakespeare does not bother about realism of language when he
has to express infinite longing mingled with uneasiness. But the
fact remains that he gives lago the finest poetry in the whole
play. Satisfied hatred breaks out into the rich melody of lago's
triumphant ecstasy:

.. . Not poppy, nor mandragora,
Nor all the drowsy syrups of the world,
Shall ever medicine tnee to that sweet sleep
Whiph thou pw'dst yesterday. Ill, iii, 331-4
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Never before had hatred exulted with such accents. We
should no doubt have to go back to Medea defying Jason, to find
a sadism of such poetic quality. Here lago steeps himself in what
Wilson Knight calls 'the music of Othello9. But this voluptuous
fluidity is rare with him: more often his joy is voiced dryly, even
when he is wrought up like a torturer racking his victim's flesh
until he becomes unconscious. Incisive, cynical, brutal, he carries
on this strange dialogue of the executioner and the condemned
man heard, as it were, through a fog of blood and tears. lago
speaks with the assurance of one who knows what he wants and
intends to achieve it. Othello, on the other hand, is blinded with
grief and anger, quivering with impotent rage and misery. The
more smoothly lago lies, the more sincere he appears.

At times they exchange their tones, like fencers picking up
each other's foils. Then it is lago who rises to the grand style,
while Othello drops into vulgar, staccato, stammering prose:

Witness, you ever-burning lights above!
You elements that clip us round about!
Witness that here lago doth give up
The execution of his wit, hands, heart,
To wrong'd Othello's service!

Ill, iii, 464-8

cries the Ancient; and Othello, tortured beyond endurance,
exclaims:

Lie with her! lie on her! We say, lie on her when they belie her.
Lie with her! that's fulsome. Handkerchief—confessions—handker-
chief! To confess, and be hanged for his labour. First, to be hanged,
and then to confess: I tremble at it. ...

IV, i, 37-42.

lago, when he is unmasked, hurls a final challenge and then falls
silent:

Demand me nothing: what you know, you know:
From this time forth, I never will speak word.

V, ii, 302-3.

One can well imagine that he, under torture, will keep silence.
The spirit of evil? No doubt, Evil is in possession of all his in-

tellectual faculties, of his aggressive character, vigorous and mer-
ciless. Yet, because he is evil, he has imagination enough only to
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hate what is beyond him, namely the good: Othello, the 'noble
hero', Desdemona, 'the innocent victim', and their perfect
union, their romantic marriage, their attachment based on their
admiration for, their adoration of, each other. Is that what
Shakespeare wanted to destroy? Othello is indubitably presented
in the noblest colours: brave, completely devoted to the State,
full of an elevated love that, in the happy days of its zenith, is
tarnished by no sensuality. He speaks as great men do, hardly
raising his voice, always calm, radiant, dignified, until the
moment when uneasiness undermines this nobility. Then the
imposing rhetoric of Act I—'Most potent, grave, and reverend
signiors'—is succeeded by the anguish, the breathless rhythm,
the furious imprecations, the repulsive images of the scenes
where the monster gnaws at his heart:

I had rather be a toad
And live upon the vapour of a dungeon,
Than keep a corner in the thing I love
For others' uses.

III, iii, 270-3.

Arise black vengeance, from the hollow hell!
Yield up, O love! thy crown and hearted throne,
To tyrannous hate. Swell, bosom, with thy fraught,
For 'tis of aspics' tongues!

448-51.

Othello will recover his nobility of attitude and language only
when his calm returns and the evil spirit is exorcized. The green-
eyed monster suddenly loses its consistency and its power, and
falls at his feet like a skin sloughed off. But he has had to pass the
supreme test: he has had to kill the thing he loved. For Othello
has never ceased to love Desdemona and the act of the justiciary
coincides with an act of love. The terrible scenes in which
Othello brutally insults Desdemona are the result less of rage
than of his mind's being blinded by fear of chaos. The man of
war has lost the taste for war: 'the plumed troop, the neighing
steed, the ear-piercing fife'—all this will never again delight him.
'Othello's occupation's gone!' He feels the abyss yawning at his
feet and it is dizziness that makes him demented.

The emptiness that takes possession of him is really the absence
of his love:
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. . . Perdition catch my soul
But I do love thce! and when I love thee not
Chaos is come again.

Ill, iii, 90-2.

This was a love that strengthened his life. His unworthiness now
overthrows his faith:

If she be false, O! then heaven mocks itself.
I'll not believe it.

Ill, iii, 277-8.

Suffering, then, increases his stature till he reaches a height never
yet attained by any commoner as hero. Othello is not the head
of a State; his fall will not bring disorder upon the city. But the
upheaval started by his personal tragedy has very wide repercus-
sions in the human consciousness. Here is love which kills with-
out ceasing to be love, tenderness which forces itself to be cruel
while still tender: 'I will kill thee And love thee after' (Act V,
sc. ii, 1. 18); and notice this extraordinary answer, a few seconds
before the crime:

Othello: Think on thy sins.
Desdemona: They are loves I bear to you.
Othello: Ay, and for that thou diest.

V, ii, 40-1.

Here is the pathetic absurdity of justice and of love. It is not
sufficient that the law's officer should fall upon the innocent: the
judicial error must be loaded with the whole weight of the
executioner's desperate tenderness for his victim, and of the
victim for her executioner. The interaction between the appar-
ent and the real takes once more a tragic turn and ends in the
reality of death. Once the awful deed has been done—and Othello
approaches it slowly like a man who is choking for breath and
whose every gesture is one of suffering, whose every image is a
torture—he expects the whole universe to be appalled by it:

Methinks it should be now a huge eclipse
Of sun and moon . . .

V, ii, 98-9.

He has become the centre of a tragic world, as he had been the
centre of a warlike world when he was spectacularly promoted
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by a happy decision of the whole Senate. Othello—so sure of
himself, so easy to deceive, so tender and so fierce—has always
been something of an actor. He is conscious of his position as
compared with that of his entourage: to some, kind or haughty;
with others, noble or respectful. He is aware of his greatness as
he is aware of his shame. He plays his part; he almost plays a
part. As soon as he appears and opens his mouth, all listen; when
he commands, all obey. Between him and them there is an im-
perceptible dividing-line, which they do not cross. Enforcing
the law to the very end, even upon himself, he does not miss his
final scene in which once more he displays a supreme serenity, a
clear awareness of services done, a scrupulous sense of honour, a
rich, nostalgic imagination and a feeling for the drama of
situation:

And say, besides, that in Aleppo once
Where a malignant and a turban'd Turk
Beat a Venetian and traduc'd the state,
I took by the throat the drcumcised dog
And smote him, thus. (stabs himself)

V, ii, 351-4-

This suicide of Othello's is the only logical conclusion of the
tragedy in which Desdemona is the pearl which the base Indian
cast away, richer than all his tribe. It is an absurd world in which
innocence is thus struck down, calumny destroys the noblest of
minds, and justice is overwhelmed in a travesty of itself. 'Blood!
blood! blood!'—'Fool! fool! fool!' cries Othello—bestiality,
folly—yet it is no more than an episode in a tragic story that will
experience forms of excess. Despite the remarkable discretion of
the metaphysical proportions, the significance of the play is im-
mense. Moreover, it is an accomplished work of art. One hears
it, like Ludovico, with a heavy heart.

We come now to a trio of dark plays, of approximately the
same date, of kindred themes, terrible in their character, and
magnificent in their poetry—a feature inseparable from the
dramatic movement illuminating their desolate world which is
indubitably dominated by evil. Yet each stands alone in its
grandeur, wrapped in its own atmosphere, and the colours of
night are different in each. In Macbeth it is a night of blood; in
King Lear a night patterned with pallid lightning and traversed
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by squalls of madness; with Timon of Athens a night of anger, a
tragedy par excellence of commination. We have now reached
the lowest flood-level: absolute evil in Macbeth, the most gro-
tesque aberration in Lear, the most universal hatred of the human
species in Timon.

For Macbeth presents the complete triumph of evil, evil in its
pure state, so to speak, evil without reason or issue. It is a great
poem of death and of darkness, set under the maleficent vault of
the witches' evil chanting, and it opens upon a midnight hell.
Blood, ghosts, a desperate struggle—and then death. An extra-
ordinary poem, hallucinatory from one end to the other, a com-
pact mass of words, images, sounds, all associated with the
poetic function of darkness and death. Round the major theme—
that of the confusion of values ('fair is foul and foul is fair') are
gradually grouped all the factors that create chaos, all the sym-
bols that carry within them the promise of evil, all the menace
that is hidden in the poisoned air of a sick and accursed country.
Everywhere there is uncertainty, ambiguity, indecision accom-
panying the tragic rise of the hero who climbs the arid slopes
towards the Castle of Despair.

In the nightmare world of blood and Fate, where the dice are
loaded with the supernatural and the unnatural, the floating
image of a dagger haunts Macbeth, whose eyes are fixed on the
massive gold of a crown. Haughty and contemptuous beneath
the crenellated walls, there waits a woman with steely eyes, who
forges the tragic chain of the crimes to come. Here, love is out
of place, as indeed is any other human feeling. It is customary to
speak of the hesitating ambition of Macbeth, and of the harsher,
more exacting ambition of his wife. Yes, both desire the crown,
and their complicity admits a community of aim. But ambition
is not the least mystery of this inhuman pair who isolate them-
selves in a world where there is no longer anything human, in
the sense that Montaigne used the word, emanating from them
or touching them. The poetry of evil springs without the need
of any motive likely to satisfy the psychologist, and closes upon
the characters like some black monster which stifles men's souls
and invades the universe.

To lay the stress upon ambition and its consequences would
be to reduce Macbeth to a domestic tragedy, whereas it is pre-
eminently a nocturne of despair. The lighting of the play varies,
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so to speak, from twilight to darkness. Between the shadows and
nightfall are released me evil forces which will bend or tighten
up men's wills, spread terror everywhere, harbour dark designs,
create nightmares, provoke hallucination, drive wild beasts to
savagery, arm the criminal's hand, summon the witches' sab-
bath, and the ghosts, with just enough light for blood to be
visible on the ghastly flesh.

The play opens in the half-light of a symbolical tempest in
which the three fatal sisters—neither women nor men—after
declaring the confusion-theme in a few flashing lines, confront
Macbeth with his destiny. The first vision we have then is of a
man, covered with blood, coming to report the battle, of which
the issue was long uncertain, and Macbeth's superhuman ex-
ploits. Already Macbeth is assuming gigantic stature, a familiar
of death, making great flourishes with a sword bathed in blood.
Rebellion and treason preside over the carnage, in epic terms,
and the honourable heritage that falls to Macbeth as a result of
the massacre rings ambiguously like a trick of fate as valour's
accomplice.

What a strange threat is this title of Cawdor which the King
so trustingly confers on the brave general! In this Serjeant's
scene, as it is called, the essential themes of the whole play are
defined, the images come thick and fast, creating the atmosphere
of battle and confusion. It ends with Duncan's line: 'What he
hath lost noble Macbeth hath won', which is an ironical, because
unconscious, echo of the very words used by the witches to
assign his hour to the chosen victim. The battle, honour, the
crown have been lost and won; the crown, peace and life have
been won and lost.

Similarly, there is the leitmotif of the trickery of the opposed
aspects of reality. Macbeth (also unconsciously) repeats the anti-
thetical terms employed by the witches in unison—'So foul and
fair a day I have not seen'—referring to the bitter fighting and
the joy of victory, the corpses piled up, death of friends, survi-
vors' acclamations, danger faced or evaded, the doubtful issue of
the day under a low ceiling of cloud and rumbling thunder, fol-
lowed in the evening by an unlooked-for gleam of light. But
the line refers also to all that the future holds—success and failure,
pitfalls, deceptive appearances and equivocations.

Macbeth is meeting with his first surprise. People always
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imagine that one excitement is stronger than any that went be-
fore. Macbeth will know a long series of days which will be both
fouler and fairer than their predecessors, and every time his
alarm will increase. The witches who appear to the victorious
generals, recognizing them and greeting them, with predictions
that contain a grain of truth, start in Macbeth a process of illusory
reasoning which will never stop. It is always by a surprise shock
that catastrophes begin. The time comes when one's mind be-
comes all at once aware of a revelation that will change the
course of destiny. The Ghost in Hamlet, lago's 'I like not that',
and here the coincidence of a truth and a prediction which will
come true in the near future.

To be hailed as Glamis is already something noteworthy. To
be Cawdor in the teeth of all probability startles Macbeth still
more. But the promise of kingship makes his 'seated heart knock
at [his] ribs'. In his aside which is noticed by Banquo, that dan-
gerous witness, we see the whole of Macbeth: torn between fear
and the temptings of imagination, burning with desire to antici-
pate the future, and perceiving all the possibilities in a flash. To
the very end he will be deceived by appearances. His mind is in-
capable of distinguishing between the possible and the imposs-
ible, the real and the chimerical, the keen desire and the actual
fact. The defect in him is this fundamental inability to avoid
being the sport of the fa9ade of things—a defect that is perhaps
not Macbeth's alone but a universal human failing.

Never has the protagonist of a poetic drama been faced with
such anxious choices, such torturing alternatives, so alarming in
their continuity. Never were they accompanied by so prolonged
a vision of harrowing prospects. Macbeth pretends to leave mat-
ters in the hands of Destiny—'come what come may, Time and
the hour runs through the roughest day'—and abandons to fate
the consequences which later, but in vain, he will try to bend to
his will. King Duncan, for his part, solves the problem briskly,
yet his part is to make the same mistake with the same assurance.
His reflection on the execution of Cawdor—

There's no art
To find the mind's construction in the face.
He was a gentleman on whom I built
An absolute trust.

I, iv, 11-14,
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is fraught with unconscious and tragic irony. He transfers to
Macbeth the confidence of which Cawdor was unworthy, and
with what noble words he assures him of his gratitude! Inno-
cence and loyalty are doomed in advance to lose in this struggle
against the forces of evil which will pass brutally over to the
attack.

The supernatural element which at the outset might have
seemed purely conventional and capable of a symbolical inter-
pretation, invades the drama from the moment that we first see
Lady Macbeth. Then it sheds all its grotesquely human concomi-
tants (the rags of the witches, their beards, their ugliness) and
moves on to a strictly dehumanized plane. She is forthright in
speech and at a stroke she is in command of the future. Her im-
perious tone is prophetic. Challenging Destiny, she dispels reti-
cences with a hiss of contempt, and word by word she treads the
path towards evil's apotheosis. Her wild invocation to the spirits
that foment thoughts of death, her sublime prayer to cruelty,
her appeal to be changed from woman to wild beast, her address
to night the accomplice of crime, are stages in this process of
damnation. Words here operate like an incantation of black
magic, uttered with complete lucidity.

Lady Macbeth eliminates everything that might deprive evil
of its specific harmfulness. Without hatred, without commina-
tion, without any motive except the mirage of the gold crown,
she forges for herself an inner armour of calculated violence and
insensibility, deaf to the solicitations of pity. Her first speech is so
concentrated that it seems to defy analysis. It is perhaps the first
time that Shakespeare has put so much into so few words, and
this taut richness, this extreme tension of expression, is a charac-
teristic of the whole play. A wealth of poetry and dramatic in-
terest are fused: together they rise to the highest summits of
Shakespeare's art, especially in the first two acts of Macbeth where
the pathos and the poetry are inseparable.

Hardly has Lady Macbeth uttered her incantation when Mac-
beth appears, to receive from her the fatal counsel of duplicity:
'Look like the innocent flower, But be the serpent under't'
(Act I, sc. v, 1. 65). He has taken the short cut and plunged head-
long into the inferno. Yet he has not made the choice, he has not
lost (nor ever will lose) the feeling of the duality of a world
where he must incessantly move or drift into fear while still
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remembering the peace he once had known. The mask of loyalty
which hardens on his face barely conceals its contortions. There
is the same symbolism in Inverness Castle where the atmosphere
is pure and martlets haunt the air, but the darkest designs are
hatched within its walls.

Nevertheless, the struggle between angel and demon goes on
in his conscience. Scene vii is a fine metaphysical poem, begin-
ning hesitatingly in abstractions, with Macbeth speculating on
the uneasy idea of justice and punishment, and ending in the ex-
pression in concrete terms of his highly charged imagination. (In
point of fact this soliloquy should not be taken literally as voicing
the personal scruples of a man driven to an evil deed and fearing
its consequences, but as having a bearing by anticipation on the
sequel of the impersonal tragedy of which Macbeth's career is
the symbol.) The combat between the sensible forms of good
and evil ends in the projection, almost in the form of a vision,
of the sentiment of pity.

In the linking of the ideas and the images all through the soli-
loquy, there is something ornate in the Baroque movement, a
rush of concepts and metaphors, reminiscent of that style at its
most impure and perhaps its most attractive—an identification,
under the feverish pressure of the mind in travail, of pity with
its object, which gives the passage an extraordinary force:

Besides, this Duncan
Hath borne his faculties so meek, hath been
So clear in his great office, that his virtues
Will plead like angels trumpet-tongu'd against
The deep damnation of his taking off;
And pity, like a naked new-born babe,
Striding the blast, or heaven's cherubin, hors'd
Upon the sightless couriers of the air,
Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye,
That tears shall drown the wind.

I, vii, 16-25.

For the time being these delirious words, by their insistence
on the horror of the deed that is being plotted, give the victory
to the weakening forces of good. The balance is redressed by an
increased hardening in Lady Macbeth's pitiless will-power. The
last outpost of pity s resistance—that tender and sensitive part of
the heart which still refuses to yield—is brutally crushed. Lady
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Macbeth's prayer of incantation has certainly had its effect.
Crueller than Clytemnestra, calmer than Medea, she has not a
drop of 'the milk of human kindness' left that is not changed to
gall. The horror produced by her cold declaration—

I have given suck, and know
How tender 'tis to love the babe that milks me:
I would, while it was smiling in my face,
Have pluck'd my nipple from his boneless gums,
And dash'd the brains out, had I so sworn as you
Have done to this

I, vii, 54-9.

exceeds all that the imagination of the cruellest heroines of tragedy
ever conceived. Here me aggressive realism of the evocation has
a frightful sound, but it is also because the language reaches such
a degree of precision, such thick-set force, by the hail of con-
sonants and the cadence of the lines, that each word stings to the
quick. Macbeth's admiring comment, 'Bring forth men-children
only', is the resigned admission of his defeat. Lady Macbeth has
done more than vanquish his last scruples: she has raised herself
to a pinnacle of pure evil from which no tragic heroine has since
dethroned her.

But Macbeth has still to attain to complete villainy. The fever
never leaves him; hallucinations throng his heated brain, giving
him the clearest insight into his crime. He sees a living dagger on
which are 'gouts of blood'. The famous soliloquy is another
triumph of incantation, for it is with words that the haggard
Macbeth whips up his courage to the point of doing the repug-
nant deed. He needs the poetic connivance of darkness and, even
more than the brew his wife has prepared for him, it is the ver-
bal potion he swallows that gives him the necessary intoxication.
Night delivers up to him the dearest of its furtive phantoms,
those that make palpable the thickness, the mystery, the horror
hidden in that part of the hemisphere where shadows alternate
with the day:

Now o'er the one half-world
Nature seems dead, and wicked dreams abuse
The curtain'd sleep; withcraft celebrates
Pale Hecate's offerings; and wither'd murder
Alarum'd by his sentinel, the wolf,



MACBETH AND LADY MACBETH 235

Whose howl's his watch, thus with his stealthy pace,
With Tarquin's ravishing strides, towards his design
Moves like a ghost.

II, i, 49-56.

Macbeth's exit leaves on the stage a terrifying emptiness for a
few seconds, an indescribably moving suspense, which is pro-
longed after Lady Macbeth's arrival, until he returns. In the
dialogue that follows, breathless, hurried, whispered between
the dishevelled criminal and his cynical accomplice, both of them
are sweating fear, despite Lady Macbeth's superhuman self-
control, so great was the tension preceding the crime. It is Mac-
beth who collapses, and here again what he says is the result of
dream-delirium and hallucination. The slow litany of the bene-
fits of sleep, an ancient theme if ever there was one, assumes on
his lips the despairing accent of a dying groan, and the murder
of an old man in his sleep stands for the murder of deified Sleep.
The 'sleep no more' rings under the arches of the castle and
echoes without end through all the bloody career of the hero.
When he looks at his hands he has the fixed stare of madness,
and his imagination magnifies their stain to the size of an ocean:

What hands are here! Ha! they pluck out mine eyes.
Will all great Neptune's ocean wash this blood
Clean from my hand? No, this my hand will rather
The multitudinous seas incarnadine . . .

II, ii, 60-3.

Lady Macbeth,, though she takes a more realist view of the
bloodstains—'A little water clears us of this deed'—admits that
she did not dare plunge the dagger into Duncan's body, he was
so like her father. It is the only conscious weakness that she shows
in all the play. Her will is strained to breaking-point in these
superhuman minutes, and she arranges without flagging all the
plans for putting suspicion off the scent.

But the crime committed is so odious, so contrary to natural
laws, that it becomes the symbolical gesture which will unleash
chaos. Already we have seen, with Julius Caesar, how crime,
even when committed for 'noble reasons', inevitably entailed
confusion in the State, and the downfall of the criminal. This
determinism of evil is aggravated in Macbeth and will be further
aggravated in King Lear. Already at the moment when the deed



236 THE THEMES

is done, the disturbance of the elements resembles a prophetic
exultation: 'The night has been unruly.' Lennox declares; strange
death-cries have been heard, the owl has cried all night, chim-
neys have fallen and the feverish earth has trembled. Later, the
Old Man who acts as Chorus, and Ross, tell each other of even
stranger portents. On the morrow of the crime the darkness
continued by day as if daylight were ashamed to appear. And
Duncan's horses, those fine, noble animals, catching the madness
in the air, rebelled against man and ran wild from their stalls,
attempting to devour each other. Macduff 's thrice-repeated cry
of'horror!' on discovering the crime, rings through the night
announcing it as a desecration:

Confusion now hath made his masterpiece!
Most sacrilegious murder hath broke ope
The Lord's anointed temple, and stole thence
The life o' the building!

II, iii, 72-5.
When we see Macbeth again, in the next act, the violence done

to Nature condemns him to the long agony of suffering that his
crime entails, and the subterranean working of evil is now
operating in a soul wholly possessed by the fatality of evil. He is
isolated, making his decision alone, and Lady Macbeth virtually
disappears from the scene: she receives only ambiguous confi-
dences and she tries in vain to save appearances in the banqueting
scene by pleading an affliction of the mind in Macbeth when her
counsels fail. In the end she is the defenceless victim of that in-
sidious terror which formerly she so haughtily repudiated. The
spring of her will breaks in the jealous solitude into which the
necessity of the criminal deed implacably throws the murderer.
Each is the prey of his own terrors which drive the one to fren-
zied action, the other to the obscure vagaries of an obsessed con-
science, driving it finally to suicide.

But the poetic themes, whether connected with the prepara-
tion of the crime, its accomplishment, or its consequences, always
present the same features, and always have the same importance.
They are the inmost substance of the tragedy and cannot be
isolated from the action or from the study of the characters. This
is why Macbeth's scene with the murderers, which paves the
way for the ambush in which Banquo is to lose his life (a scene
which it has been said is unnecessary for the action or which
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could be much shorter) is of capital importance (Act III, sc. i).
The theme of the Chain of Being in the scale of Nature, illus-
trated by the catalogue of dogs, has its share of the secret irony
of evil. And the theme of sickness, which will reappear in con-
nection with the sickness of the soul, has a symbolical value.
Shakespeare often employs it in contrast with the nostalgic and
underlying theme of health, the harmony of body and soul and
of the State that Macbeth desperately hopes for but knows is
beyond his reach. There is also, always, the recurrent theme of
confusion, uncertainty, ambiguity between the being and the
seeming, the sure and the doubtful, the violence of the wish and
the fragility of its realization.

Terror in face of crime, like terror in shrinking from crime, is
reflected in language that derives all its effects from the personal
symbolism of a Macbeth who is at the mercy of the mysterious
power of the poet in him. The restrained and quivering dialogue
between Macbeth and Lady Macbeth in the thick twilight in
which Banquo's murder is to be carried out, is perhaps the rich-
est in mystery of the whole tragedy. It begins with the baffling
metaphor of the snake which has so much intrigued the critics:

We have scotch'd the snake, not kill'd it:
She'll close and be herself, whilst our poor malice
Remains in danger of her former tooth.

Ill, ii, 13-15.

What is this snake? Does it stand for Duncan whose posterity is
in safety (for the King's sons have escaped) and, like a serpent,
can bite again? Or is it evil itself in the obscure form of the dan-
ger involved in the survival of a witness? The snake is in general
(and in this very play) associated with treachery, with the trap laid
by Destiny in innocent forms, and it arouses fear and repulsion.
But this does not make sense.

L. C. Knights suggests that the snake is 'the natural order that
Macbeth has infringed' but which will be cured of its wound
and recover its vitality. The word 'snake7 must in that case be
loaded with all the hatred that Macbeth feels for this 'natural
order', for this harmony of things which will ultimately drive
out the fomentor of this disorder, as in a human being the foreign
body is assimilated or rejected. In the next line, moreover, this
hatred bursts out: Macbeth hopes to see the destruction of the
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universe rather than live in the terror of the return to the natural
order—and the ascending rhythm, quickening up to the fourth
foot, is expressive of this violence: 'But let the frame of things
disjoint, both the worlds suffer.' (Ill, ii, 16.)

Then, there is Macbeth's indescribable longing for sleep. The
evocation of the blessed state of the dead Duncan, contained in
the slow, weary rhythm of the following lines, conveys all Mac-
beth's lassitude, all his sullen envy of a Duncan now out of
reach, whose serenity brings no peace to Macbeth:

Duncan is in his grave;
After life's fitful fever he sleeps well;
Treason has done his worst: nor steel, nor poison
Malice domestic, foreign levy, nothing
Can touch him further.

Ill, ii, 22-6.

And the evening falls, while preparations go forward for the
banquet, the symbol of rejoicing, and for the murder of Banquo
—the honoured guest who will appear but as a bloody ghost.
Again Macbeth mutters an invocation to night; for night is his
favourite region where alone he is at ease and where pity (iden-
tified with the day) cannot enter. He calls upon night in tender
accents, and the thickening of the light is almost voluptuous.
The beasts that are familiars of night are already on the move:
the solitary raven, whose flight is heavily directed towards the
dark wood, becomes the symbol of the crime: it floats over the
castle and will swoop down on it, on a Banquo marked out by
Destiny. The lyrical emotion that seizes Macbeth, incomprehen-
sible to Lady Macbeth, halts abruptly at the finding of the neces-
sary links between the crimes:

Come seeling night,
Scarf up the tender eye of pitiful day,
And with thy bloody and invisible hand,
Cancel and tear to pieces that great bond
Which keeps me pale. Light thickens, and the crow
Makes wing to the rooky wood,
Good things of day begin to droop and drowse,
While night's black agents to their preys do rouse.
Thou marvell'st at my words: but hold thee still;
Things bad begun make strong themselves by ill.

Ill, ii, 46-55,
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For Banquo's murder is only the second in the series. Others
will follow until the most hardened of murderers is nauseated by
the pools of blood. Even a butcher will weary of slaughter. The
outbursts of anger in the banqueting scene, the challenge thrown
out to the most terrible monsters (the Hyrcanian tiger, the Rus-
sian bear, the horned rhinoceros) fail to allay the terror of Mac-
beth who is petrified by the supernatural as he becomes its prey.
Death is no more death if corpses can rise from their graves and
drive men from their places! Here, delirium reaches fever-pitch:
the style is halting, the images violent; the thought proceeds by
leaps and bounds and expresses itself by exclamations. Pallor and
fearful grimaces, gasping, a burning fever of the brain—every-
thing points to a physical disorder parallel with the mental dis-
order. The whole man is possessed.

Hence Macbeth's only possible recourse against terror and
nightmares is to plunge still deeper into blasphemy and crime, to
call down upon the whole world the chaos in which he has him-
self foundered. During his visit to the Witches (Act IV, sc. i)
Macbeth hurls at the supernatural world his ultimatum of
despair:

Though you untie the winds and let them fight
Against the churches . . .
. . . though the treasure
Of Nature's germens tumble all together,
Even till destruction sicken, answer me.

IV, i, 52.

'Till destruction sicken'—it is an appeal to the absolute of evil,
but it is also an admission of failure. The universe continually
shrinks round Macbeth. The enigmatic apparitions, the terrifying
symbols, and even the equivocal language by which the evil
spirits take a malign pleasure in plaguing his mind, all trace
round him a circle which it will soon be impossible to cross, or
rather, a circle he can break out of only by plunging to his death.

We see a gradual hardening of Macbeth's soul which has
supped so full of horrors that 'I have almost forgot the taste of
fears'. (V, v, 59.) He grows insensitive (as in his strange reply
when he is told of his loved accomplice's death), and he goes out
to meet his last combat with an admission of the inevitable use-
lessness of his effort and of life itself. There is logic in the conclu-
sion expressed with infinite weariness in his famous lines:
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Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day,
To the last syllable of recorded time;
And all our yesterdays have lighted fools
The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!
Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,
And then is heard no more; it is a tale
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury
Signifying nothing.

V, v, 19-28.

Here we have the haunting theme of Time (the most impera-
tive of all to the Elizabethan mind) and that of Death; the meta-
phor of the flame that one blows out, the metaphor of the shad-
owy actor on the world's stage, and lastly the final judgment of
a man in his unsanctified death-agony upon the noisy, mad
agitation of a now meaningless existence. Intelligence in its turn
yields to the fantastic conspiracy hatched by all-powerful Evil.
All that remains is the obstinate courage of the bear tied to the
stake, dying, like a Senecan hero, with a snarl.

Macbeth's world is a world of deceit, of fear, of death, wholly
given up to supernatural fraud which works in the shadow, in
night's caverns, in the flickering twilight between a ghost and an
hallucination, where the screams are screams of fright, invoca-
tions are poetic frenzy and prophecies are equivocal. There is not
a line without its symbolical meaning, not an image that does
not cause a shudder, not an ambiguity that does not conceal a
menace in its irony. A triumph of concentrated lyricism, this
play bears some resemblance to a Morality of despair, constantly
longing for a divine order and universal health which have been
ravaged by experience of Evil.

In Macbeth revolt occupies no place in the metaphysical form
it will have in King Lear: in the hero it is a challenge without
appeal, thrown down to the very madness of an unforgiveable act
when he is being driven to failure; but pity, kindness, tenderness
shed a fixed and veiled light, glimpsed from time to time through
the nightmare-mists of the tragedy. Such is the miracle of the
poetry that Shakespeare's most intensely dark drama seems the
richest in concrete poetry, pressed to the breaking-point, and we
are so much caught by the mirage of the tragic vision that we end
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by imagining it our own. The very excess of evil's triumph paves
the way for the establishment in the near future of positive values
which poetic experience must still wait some time to see ripen.

Despite the complete victory of evil in the darkness of its
night, Macbeth is still a tragedy with clear-cut outlines, organized
and coherent, in which all the developments follow each other
with strict poetic logic. King Lear, on-the other hand, seems the
Tragedy of Disorder in its unbounded confusion. The characters,
the action, the poetry—all are stamped by a tremendous effort toi
reach out beyond the facts of the real world to the vague regions
of the Absolute, and to bring there the shock of destruction. The
world of Hamlet gives off a dry stench of sulphur and death; that
of Macbeth is all dark and clammy with blood; in Othello, in spite
of the blazing storm that scatters the Turkish fleet, Mephisto-

Eheles is at work on an island in a suffocating ante-chamber
ung with black velvet. In King Lear the high wind of madness

howls in the night, over an endless heath, uprooting oak and
reed with the same furious blast. Compared with Lear the other
tragedies seem to us rational, well composed, cut to Man's
measure. In Lear there are no longer any frontiers between the
sublime and the ridiculous, between the sane and the insane,
between man and beast, perhaps even between man and God.
Everything is swept away in the whirlwind of a tempest that
symbolizes a world out of joint.

Hamlet, Macbeth and Othello presented personal problems,
which it was for them to solve as far as men could solve them;
and they bore objectively if they wished it the responsibility for
their own fate. Hamlet and Macbeth are clear-sighted to the
point of disgusting themselves; Othello may be the victim of his
own mistake, but at least this mistake is psychologically explic-
able and does not involve the fundamental validity of deluded
reason. Everything may take place in a sick world, but the mean-
ing of the world itself is not to be reduced to unthinkable non-
sense. In King Lear the indictment of the ordered universe dislo-
cates the very foundations of reason. Transitions, shades of
meaning, logical sequences—all yield to the brutal assault. The
play is not closely knit like Macbeth, where every image, every
word, every rhythm contributes to the total effect, but in one
and the same direction.
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Yet Lear is just as compact, in spite of the violent cleaving of
the themes and the strong contrasts or analogies which sway the
reader alternately from irony to imprecation, from absurdity to
sublimity, illuminating a whole scene or suddenly fathoming its
meaning, now stammering in exasperation, now rambling in-
calculably. We do not penetrate Lear's world: we look upon it
from without, horrified spectators of a cataclysm that nothing
can stay.

In the first place, the characters in this more than in any of
Shakespeare's plays are difficult to match with the credible and
the real. Curiously unreal, their psychology remains elementary:
it is as if they had been roughed out, with broad strokes, from
some obstinate material on conventional lines, though their
vitality is indisputable. Lear, immense in stature, dominates the
play—Lear and Cordelia, for the drama is between them: a senile
King, derived from Kyd's Hieronimo, who passes from blind-
ness to lucidity by dreadful stages of madness; a daughter, like
Iphigenia, doomed from the very first to suffer injustice and
death. Lear's continual anger, which puts his robust temper at
the service of an infantile folly and drives him to make discover-
ies by tragic revelations, contrasts with the calm dignity of Cor-
delia whose restraint and reserve always leave the pure treasure
of her feelings unexpressed.

Between these extremes there is the Fool, always leaping from
the ridiculous to the sublime and back again. His is the shimmer-
ing and disordered awareness of the situation and the characters.
Then there are the minor characters who fill the tragedy with
incidents and noise. Strongly contrasted and opposed, either
ironically underlining, or on the fringe of the central theme and
the principal characters, they are all tarnished, incomplete or
disreputable in some part or other of their nature. None of them
attains the allegorical perfection of evil.

In this gallery of portraits, sardonic or severe, it is that pair of
monsters, Regan and Goneril, who excel all others in their black-
heartedness: they are cruel, avaricious hypocrites; jealousy
changes them to tigresses when they lust after the same man, and
they are capable of committing murder and even suicide. Corn-
wall has the cold hardness and insensitivity of the single-track
mind. Edmund, an envious bastard, a debauched Machiavelli,
plays with eagerness and vigour the tragic traitor, ready, when
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he fails, to make the final gesture of generosity that is the less
convincing for being the more expected. Albany, in whose
veins there is some milk of human kindness, is weak and indeci-
sive, too flabby to have any influence on events. Kent, forthright
in his devotion, has a rough soul and a maladroit goodness.
Gloucester, credulous and passionate, capable of joking in bad
taste, makes the same mistake as Lear, and thereby loses his
honour and his life. Edgar, the legitimate son, prefers to fly
rather than to fight, to take refuge in the pretence of physical
and mental degradation.

Add one or two characters, like the gentleman or Curan who
plays the part of Chorus—and in this list, curiously enough, each
shines with a lustre of his own, imposes his personality despite
the radical unreality which strikes us at first sight in them. All
are astonishingly individualized as if they were in search of some
Absolute towards which the internal force of their character was
impelling them, and as if moreover all the elements of the play
to which they give life contributed in their turn to make them
more intensely real. There is a sort of interaction between the
personages and the incidents, a symbolical correspondence, the
effect of which from the purely technical point of view is to
create a complete unity of atmosphere between all these con-
trasted opposites.

i The central theme of Lear's madness is underlined and col-
oured by the relative, functional or simulated madness of the
people round him: the Fool, a professional madcap; Edgar, who
assumes madness as a disguise; Gloucester and Kent who reach
the very limit of what the human frame can endure before they
go really mad. To this wilful or instinctive disorder of the reason
is added the disorder of the elements which amplifies the oscilla-
tions between the opposite poles of a stable, human universe and
a hell of universal discord where the simplest propositions be-
come monstrous to the intelligence. Madness is nothing but a
conception of the world individualized to breaking-point and
constantly colliding with the massive obstacle of everyday reali-
ties. What characterizes it dramatically is irresponsibility and the
tension of mental states. What provokes it is also, dramatically,
the sudden revelation of a reality underlying appearances in
which one had believed, heart and soul—a reality that brings
everything into question. Nobody goes mad unless predisposed
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to madness, for madness and reason are linked together by the
intensity of the inner life before and after the mental derange-
ment.

Those who are passionately involved in a faith, a devotion or
love, which gives life a meaning for them, cannot withstand,
without disturbance of their mental balance, the emotional
shock of this unexpected revelation. It is a too painful amputa-
tion, an intolerable traumatism which unleashes chaos. The
phrase 'mad with grief means simply this, if it means anything.
Madnifcs as employed by the playwrights is usually set on the
emotional plane, with extravagance of language and violence of
behaviour. They do not necessarily throw new light upon the
shadowy zone that subsists even in a normal conception of the
world. But what separates Hieronimo from Lear is the fact that
the latter's madness passes from the emotional to the intellectual
and, indeed, the metaphysical plane. It is not the sudden dis-
appearance of someone dear to him that'drives Lear demented,
but the realization of his mistake, that is, the revelation of an
irreconcilable difference between what he believed to be real
and what lay hidden beneath the appearances.

The part played by error in the tragic hero's career is so im-
portant that it is surprising to find it has not been methodically
investigated. Lear is doubly mistaken: he takes for love the simu-
lation of it, and he takes for indifference the true love whose ex-
pression cannot compete with that of dissimulation. The reversal
of values that takes place in proportion as he is led to attribute
truth to each appearance—this is his tragic purgation, and it is
the subject of the play. The purgation is effected by madness,
that is, once again, by the suddenness with which a counter-
reality ironically assails Lear. Hence, the whole world, and his
gods, are brought into question under the repeated, furious
blows of evil's deadliest weapons.

The very violence done to reason in the first incident of the
play sweeps away at a stroke all the reservations which the criti-
cal mind might make. We are precipitated into an incredible
world where there is no longer room for the slightest incredu-
lity. This extravagant kingdom, situated outside time and space
(in spite of a symbolical realism which in places still attaches us
to firm ground), where the most solemn pomp presides over the
partition of property and affections, is not a State rotten like
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Denmark's. It is at the arbitrary mercy of a fundamentally
illogical King, who proceeds to bring about chaos by his dictates.
The evil springs from his intelligence, at once delusive and de-
luded, which decides without discernment between hypocrisy
and sincerity and chooses with blind obstinacy to load wicked-
ness with honours and to strip virtue of them.

Lear's fierce anger, caused by Kent's protest, is the first indica-
tion of the climate of the tragedy. Passions are brought to the
highest pitch of tension; the extravagance of the curses upon
Cordelia and the banishment of Kent set the tone for the out-
bursts to come. But already the persistent irony of the reality he
ignores accompanies softly the aberration of Lear's presumptu-
ous decisions. 'Thy truth be then thy dower', he exclaims furi-
ously to Cordelia, and it will indeed be her only dowry. Here
the curse contains a pathetic element of truth just as, later, there
will be the lightning of blinding truth in the extravagance of
language. 'He always loved our sister most', says Goneril to
Regan after the division of the kingdom, 'and with what poor
judgment he hath now cast her off appears too grossly'. (I, i,
293.) Here is his initial folly.

The tension rises from scene to scene as the scales are torn from
the King's eyes: his 'poor judgment' is enriched by his demented
experience and dramatic irony itself assumes the acute form of
violent opposition between the ridiculous and the sublime in a
desperate situation. Lear is doomed to put off the old man—a
spiritual stripping that must follow the physical denuding
through which he goes. His angry outburst against Goneril
(I, iv), his irritated amazement on seeing Kent in the stocks
(II, iv), the accumulation of insults, each of which fans the hope
that Lear clings to stubbornly, so that he takes as real what
crumbles more and more away—all lead to the conclusion 'O
fool! I shall go mad!' (II, iv, 289). It is then that Lear turns his
back squarely on the past and abominates his own mistake. Rage
and hatred take possession of him. He rushes out into the night
which is falling, by the only door that remains open—the door
leading to the bare heath with all its liberating ecstasies.

Darkness of the night, darkness of the mind—they are com-
plementary and in their midst the uncontrollable forces of sky
and passion combine in a mad rout. It is no longer the equivocal
heath of Macbeth where evil spells assail man with scoffing temp-
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tations. It is the perfect void where man can grow in stature to
match the elements of Nature, where his curses can outroar the
thunder, where the challenge thrown down to his own nature
leads to the tragic cry at the supreme moment when he tears off
his garments: 'Off, off, you lendings.' Man then appears in all
his primitive nakedness, abandoned to the misery of his animal
condition, wild, demoniac, torn by passion, lashed by the wind,
drenched by the rain, cowering from the lightning and from the
earth as it quakes beneath his feet.

As his reason breaks up, unsubstantial truths fall away in rags
and out of the confusion of the converging strains of madness a
new scale of values gradually emerges. The Fool may offer his
bauble to Kent who sides with those who fall into disgrace, may
concede to Lear the only title that remains to him—the Fool's—
and may propose his paradoxes, his songs and sallies in sarcastic
exchange for outworn articles of faith, while Edgar in the por-
trait he draws of himself combines the features of symbolical
animals whose vicious passions make up the image of man: 'hog
in sloth, fox in stealth, wolf in greediness, dog in madness, lion
in prey' (III, iv, 93), and seeks to define himself by the most
repellent attributes: 'What are you there?' asks Gloucester,
'Your names?' and Edgar replies (III, iv, 132): 'Poor Tom; that
eats the swimming frog; the toad, the tadpole, the wall-newt,
and the water; that in the fury of his heart, when the foul fiend
rages, eats cow-dung for sallets; swallows the old rat and the
ditch-dog; drinks the green mantle of the standing pool', etc.
This loathsome vision of the animality to which, it seems, man
must resign himself to belong when the noblest of his functions,
reason, flinches before reality, has become the only possible reply
to the outrage it has suffered.

In his passionate revolt Lear willingly identifies himself also
with the animals, and his sympathy is immediately aroused for
'poor Tom'. After his curses, after the apostrophe to the ele-
ments, after the incoherent parody of justice which draws from
Edgar secret tears, the balm of sleep will come to the relief of an
utterly exhausted Lear and will mark the dividing line between
reason and madness. When Lear again appears, fantastically
dressed with flowers, the dramatic symbol of madness, he comes
into a world that will disappoint him no more. The bitter taste
of his former rage is still in his mouth. The temperature of his
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brusque sarcasm has gone down. He embroiders upon the sen-
sual theme, 'Let copulation thrive!' (IV, vi, 117) and utters un-
consciously cruel words about the blinding of Gloucester. But
over all this there plays the light of a new knowledge containing
fragments of old truths revalued and associated with the dispar-
ate parts of a world that is seeking cohesion.

Lear can no longer be disappointed, but he can still suffer. He
has learned suffering, and resignation has settled upon his aching
body and his mutilated mind. In this third stage of his madness
he is calm and clear-minded, and he accepts the trial that he has
still to undergo. This crushed and impotent sick giant, who used
to clench his fist in wild defiance of the heavens, and who made
the blasted heath ring with his curses, is now no more than a
helpless old man tended by Cordelia. He awakens to the strains
of soft music, a symbol of spiritual reconciliation, and he is sur-
rounded by the pure love of his daughter whom he has found
again at last. Cordelia's tenderness shines forth in the pathos of
this moment when love comes into its own and pride, anger and
hatred retreat. She appears in his eyes as spirit—' You are a spirit,
I know; when did you die?' (IV, vii, 49)—she is a spirit, the very
symbol of love threatened but indestructible, the love that Lear
had ignored.

Like all redemptions, Lear's is effected by love, to be followed
shortly by the supreme sacrifice which is also the supreme know-
ledge. Lear finds at last his real clear-sightedness and expresses it
humbly and hesitatingly:

... Pray do not mock me:
I am a very foolish fond old man,
Fourscore and upward, not an hour more or less;
And, to deal plainly,
I fear I am not in my perfect mind.
Methinks I should know you and know this man;
Yet I am doubtful: for I am mainly ignorant
What place this is and all the skill I have
Remembers not these garments; nor I know not
Where I did lodge last night. Do not laugh at me;
For, as I am a man, I think this lady
To be my child Cordelia.

IV, vii, 59-70.

And he asks her pardon:
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... You must bear with me.
Pray you now, forget and forgive: I am old and foolish.

IV, vii, 85.
The reconciliation is complete: they are in perfect commun-

ion. But storms still rock the kingdom and chaos does not
relent. The initial injustice which started the disorder will bear
fruit to the very end. Greed and hatred have not yet wreaked all
their destruction. The world from which Lear has detached him-
self in spirit continues none the less the prey of evil forces, and
injustice inevitably pursues purity at the moment of her greatest
moral triumph. It is significant that in the deadly excitement of
the fifth act, when the she-wolves are killing each other, when
Edmund's trumpet prophetically sounds the victory of good over
evil, when evil itself is finally touched by Grace in the presence
of death, we have to see the ignominious end of the most radiant
symbol of love and innocence. Cordelia is found hanged in her
prison at the very moment when she was about to be released—
a cruel sport of chance, but necessary, for this death (the only
logical issue for the view of the world on which the tragedy is
based) allows Lear's soul in the end to be sublimated.

Leaning over his daughter's dead body, Lear asks the question
to which there is no reply: 'Why should a dog, a horse, a rat
have life, And thou no breath at all?' (V, iii, 308-9), followed by
the stammered 'Never, never, never, never, never!' and by the
mysterious exclamation that accompanies his heartbreak and
opens the magic casements through which the soul wings its
flight, 'Look on her, look, her lips, Look there, look there!'
Lear's torture is over. He is released from the wheel of fire to
which his mistake had bound him. His thunderous quarrel with
the universe ends on the highest spiritual note. The grievous
purgation of the arrogant, storming King leads to the unknown
bourn where hope surely lies. The terrifying, bestial world tra-
versed by the dangerous shadows of evil passions seems in the
end unreal. The very extravagance of evil, in its most hateful
forms, exhausts the possibility of the reign of chaos.

The personal tragedy of Lear and Cordelia, profoundly
human though it still is, rises to the universal plane. Intolerable
suffering first undermines reason and the abyss into which it can
fall seems ever deeper. But there comes a time for pity, a limit
where evil spends itself, and, like a beneficent wave, love bathes
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the heart and clears the sight. Lear may die after Cordelia, but it
is a serene death which the dramatist opposes to intolerable in-
justice, and perhaps we should see in this play with its culmina-
tion of revolt, cruelty and rage, the promise of victory over dis-
order which by its very excess has wearied the forces of evil.

But there are still two tragedies at the end of Shakespeare's
'dark period', one of them (Coriolanus) raising political problems,
the other (Timon of Athens) going far beyond King Lear in its
loud invective and the extraordinary power of its hate-theme.
Both tell the story of the fall of a hero impressive in his qualities
of mind and character but a rebel against the society in which he
lives. Coriolanus's career ends in dramatic failure, and three-
fifths of Timon are filled with misanthropic rage, yet neither
tragedy leaves one with the oppressive feeling of disillusion-
ment or despair produced by the great plays preceding them.
The reason, no doubt, is that both these heroes are imperfect in
the sense that their noisy charges against their own country and
against humanity lack the real justification that the other heroes
had through their suffering or the nobility of their natures.
Coriolanus sins through excess of pride and individualism, so
that he appears a superb war-machine and offers a deformed and
debased (because selfish) image of the sentiment of honour.
Timon, who is kindness personified, takes on an allegorical air
of hatred when he has ceased to play the part of the generous
man. There is in both of them a deformation, a shrinking of the
human person, and an inconsistency of behaviour which, despite
their magnificent and varied dramatic rhetoric, impairs the
emotion they might arouse in us and leaves us unsatisfied.

For the debate which sets the tragic hero against his entourage
or against himself and which in the great plays formed the
material of human drama transmuted into poetry, is absent from
these two tragedies or is so abruptly resolved that it fails in its
essential duty of moving us. Coriolanus is presented to us all of a

Siece—the brave soldier, of superhuman boldness and strength
ic surpasses both the elder and the younger Horace of Corneille),

but also of superhuman insensibility. The portrait frequently
drawn of him to try to justify his attitudes, to explain him in the
eyes of ordinary men, makes him out a monster of war, happy
only in fighting and killing, and pressing military virtues to a
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point hardly to be reconciled with normal humanity. Look at
Cominius's praise of Coriolanus to the Senate:

. . . His pupil age
Man-enter'd thus, he waxed like a sea,
And in the brunt of seventeen battles since
He lurch'd all swords of the garland. For this last,
Before and in Corioli, let me say,
I cannot speak him home: he stopp'd the fliers,
And by his rare example made the coward
Turn terror into sport: as weeds before
A vessel under safl, so men obey'd
And fell below his stem: his sword, death's stamp,
Where it did mark, it took; from face to foot
He was a thing of blood, whose every motion
Was tim'd with dying cries: alone he enter'd
The mortal gate of the city, which he painted
With shunless destiny; aidless came off,
And with a sudden re-enforcement struck
Corioli like a planet. Now all's his:
When by and by the din of war 'gan pierce
His ready sense; then straight his doubled spirit
Re-quicken'd what in flesh was fatigate,
And to the battle came he; where he did
Run reeking o'er the lives of men, as if
'Twere a perpetual spoil. . .

II, ii, 103-25.

Here, indeed, we have such a vigorous and colourful por-
trayal of the warrior's temperament as only the Shakespeare of
the final period could give us. The splendid images, the rapid
movement, the very exaltation of the speaker whose tone,
rhythm and words depict this incomparable soldier in action:
everything contributes to stir our sensibility. But side by side
with the extraordinary vitality of the fighting man we see the
unconscious brutality of blind strength which makes courage a
superfluous virtue. The courage of Macbeth who has no fear of
death by the sword and who, Tike Coriolanus, scatters images of
death all through his speeches, is humanized by his terror of the
mysteries of night and death. Antony, another superhuman,
cosmic warrior, is great alike in generosity and boldness. But
Coriolanus is merely drunk with blows given and wounds re-
ceived, with the pride of being a Roman soldier, with contempt



SHAKESPEARE AND THE MOB 25!

for the people. He rails against any shackles of love, of peaceful,
politically organized civil life. He regards everything as base and
unworthy unless it be military exploits, rashness and joy of
battle.

All this is so obvious that wise old Menenius trembles every
time Coriolanus is to appear except on the battlefield. I am sur-
prised that, some years ago,1 he should have been exploited for
a political cause and presented as the victim of a mob incapable
of appreciating his virtues. 'There is no more mercy in him than
there is milk in a male tiger', (V, iv, 31) says Menenius, and in-
deed Coriolanus is quite ready to sack Rome, forgetting that he
is her son. If he yields to the petition of his mother who comes to
exhort him to spare the city, it is much more out of pride than
of pity. His insolence would make him the equal of a god were
he immortal with a throne in heaven. His capitulation, followed
closely by his ignominious fall, is not the act of a god nor of a
pure hero.

But this does not mean that the tribunes are not detestable or
that Shakespeare intends us to have unmixed admiration for the
Roman mob. The exaltation that comes of victory in the dangers
of war, the implacable pride that follows it and leads, in Cori-
olanus as in Aufidius, to pretence and treason, are to some extent
encouraged even in their excesses by the craven behaviour of the
crowd and the blackmail to which the heroes have to resort to
make them heroic. Shakespeare does not come down on the side
of either plebeians or patricians. It is significant that the fable
told by Menenius to allay the revolt is mat of the Belly. For if
the populace is inconsistent, disorderly, evil-smelling and un-
grateful, the patricians, selfish and satisfied in their sloth, are typi-
fied by the stomach T the midst o' the body, idle and unactive,
Still cupboarding the viand, never bearing Like labour with the
rest'. (I, i, 104-6.) On the one hand, vulgarity, vice, baseness, sly
and tyrannical demands; on the other, the repletion of the sati-
ated animal, the arrogance that dehumanizes, the insolent affec-
tation of a superiority that allows the sense of responsibility to
slumber in the egotistical enjoyment of privileges maintained by
custom and intimidation.

Coriolanus is not the tragedy of an immaculate hero rejected and
repudiated by the ungrateful mob, nor that of a people betrayed

1 At the Com£die-Fran?aise before the Riots of February 1934.
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by its leaders. It is the tragedy of an imperfect political and social
State, as it appeared to the poetic conscience of an artist rich in
human experience. Shakespeare turns into drama a complex situ-
ation—that of the Roman society in which Coriolanus moves.
The warriors and the politicians are not set against each other as
symbols of two ideal conceptions of life, any more than the
plebeians and patricians represent the antithesis between one
social and political conception and another, between which a
choice has to be made. A pervading irony—perceptible through
the exaggerated imagery, in the words spoken by the most con-
temptible characters and in the very futility of Coriolanus's dis-
ordered career—gives the play an implicit richness which pre-
cludes its being used to illustrate any one thesis. All that can be
said is that it is destructive rather than constructive, and so must
be included (in spite of its great beauties) in the period of dis-
illusionment.

This period is now closed in the angry, hateful outbursts of
Timon of Athens, the most openly declared, most categorical
and universal misanthrope in the whole gallery of Shakespeare's
malcontents. Timon, the most generous of men, becomes the
bitterest enemy of the human species and passes from the ex-
tremity of kindliness to the opposite extreme of detestation. The
drama of this radical conversion is simplified to such a degree
that it looks like an arbitrary precipitation of events for the sole
purpose of condemning the whole of humanity. For the transi-
tion from one position to the other, carefully though it is pre-
pared by the gradualness of Timon' s disappointment, is followed
by effects so rapid and violent that the tragedy looks like a par-
able or fable. There is no strictly personal tragedy as in King Lear,
where the bonds of affection between one character and another
are so powerful that their sudden severance staggers the con-
sciousness and completely changes one's vision of the world and
lifts the hero from the individual to the universal plane.

Timon trusts all men indiscriminately and equally repudiates
and curses all men indiscriminately. The lyrical richness of the
early scenes combines magnificent sensuousness with a joyous
extravagance. Jewels, works of art, love, feasts, music—all con-
tribute to present Athenian civilization as the perfection of
humane, settled dignity, friendship and nobility, as opposed to
the lyrical vengeance of passions suddenly released. The world
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of Timon's princely liberality is too good to be true. He distri-
butes gifts and benefits with a godlike prodigality, as if his
earthly possessions were as inexhaustible as his stores of love for
his fellow-men. All recognize his nobility, admire his disinter-
estedness. In the fullness of his heart Timon may weep tears of
joy. He is so happy in dispensing kindness that his tenderness
overflows. In this golden atmosphere, glowing with jewels, full
of the joyful hum of banquets, hands are stretched out, hearts
are exchanged, cups circulate—what a tempting vision of an
earthly Paradise, and how the generous Timon can afford to
smile at the sarcastic warnings of the cynical Apemantus!

Apemantus, the embittered philosopher, has no illusions to
feed on: he has seen through the general hypocrisy. This world,
"that Timon conceives in his own image—noble, generous,
grateful—appears to Apemantus in all its hideous bestiality and
for him the Athenians are apes and monkeys. Just as Thersites
leeringly stripped the heroic Greek Staff of its false aura of
grandeur, so Apemantus with his sarcasm and insults tears off
the veneer that covers rottenness of body and mind. He precedes
Timon in hatred and disgust, he revels in his awareness of an
ugly truth still concealed from Timon, he battens upon his con-
tempt for humanity. This prophetic voice of cynicism rings
through the play from one end to the other, and he gloats with
satisfaction. Apemantus foresees the ingratitude of Timon's
'friends' with an insulting jubilation at the very moment when
Timon is most triumphant in gentle confidence and forgives the
insulter. His dramatic role is important and complex, for his
hateful clear-sightedness leads to the opening of Timon's eyes,
although later the quality of his hate will be contrasted with
Timon's. Moreover, his attitude to Timon sets off the unalter-
able attachment of the servants to their master, an attachment
that still, and unwillingly, ennobles the lofty figure of the
Athenian.

When Timon is warned of the first effects of his prodigality,
he exclaims 'you shall perceive how you Mistake my fortunes:
I am wealthy in my friends'. (II, ii, 193-4.) Wealthy indeed! He
is abruptly ruined and collapses, without any intermediate stage
except the short scene where he is at bay and offers his heart and
blood in exchange for the gold he no longer possesses. Then his
rage breaks out and hatred takes possession of him. In no play
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have we ever seen such a sudden and complete change of front.
Timon cuts himself off from the whole of humanity. Standing
before the walls of Athens which he has just left, a gigantic figure
of solitude and hate, he utters his first curse—more absolute than
Lear's, more assured than Medea's of old. This wild rhetoric,
pursued with rigorous logic, omits no form in which chaos can
be invoked upon the world that Timon repudiates. Every posi-
tive value finds its opposite, every virtue its antithesis, every
element its foe. He curses the very order of society, the equili-
brium of human nature, health, purity and innocence.

From every quarter of the compass the City is assailed by the
birds of ill omen summoned by Timon's powerful voice:

Piety and fear,
Religion to the gods, peace, justice, truth,
Domestic awe, night-rest and neighbourhood,
Instruction, manners, mysteries and trades,
Degrees, observances, customs and laws,
Decline to your confounding contraries,
And let confusion live!

IV, i, 15-21.

Timon passionately invokes all those evils which Ulysses in his
fear of disorder was so afraid of, those catastrophes which a
ruler's crime can unleash upon society. Nothing escapes his
malediction. What he hopes to see is universal confusion, the
total disintegration of the human order. Never before had a
character spoken in these terms. Possibly not even a god would.
Timon by his hatred passes beyond the human pale. He enters a
vast solitude on the verge of the animal world, having ruled out
all possible compromise with human nature. The one creature
excepted from his curse is his Steward, and even this is out of a
derisory remnant of pity. He extirpates from his being anything
that might still link him with the race of men; he feeds on vile
roots, digs his own grave, and drives away with maledictions
those who visit him out of curiosity or pity. He bids Alcibiades
and his army destroy the ungrateful city root and branch, and
drown its inhabitants in blood. He gives Phrynia and Timandra
who accompany the general, the task of corrupting his flesh to
the bone, and evokes the terrifying spectre of venereal disease.
He engages in a bitter argument witn Apemantus, turning his
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insolent pity to derision, reproaching him with his baseness, his
poverty, his sordid love of life—this to Apemantus, the despiser
of men, whose clear-sighted hatred had foreseen Timon's fall!

But Timon detests Apemantus above all men because Ape-
mantus's hate arises from his fundamental villainy, whereas
Timon's own is provoked by the outrages which his magnani-
mous spirit has suffered. Timon places himself below humanity
out of disgust at having felt himself above it, and at having be-
longed to the great race of disinterested and generous men.
While Apemantus rejoices in the intellectual satisfaction of see-
ing his hateful prophecies come true, Timon plunges deeper and
deeper into irremediable despair. The one returns like a dog to
his vomit; the other ends by being overcome like Macbeth by an
immense weariness: 'I am sick of this false world' (IV, iii, 378),
and for him there is no way out but death. He associates all
nature with his malediction because it likewise is corrupt. The
beasts devour and kill each other, like the stars which fight in
their courses in the sky. The universal law is that of deceit and
theft. There is nothing in all Creation that can bring the least ray
of hope, the least appeasement. Timon will die hemmed in on all
sides by evil infinite.

His cursing dies down, however, when there remains nothing
to curse, and he prepares himself for the dissolution of death.
This death of Timon, which nothing causes unless it be the
tragic movement of the play towards this ineluctable end, has
the moving grandeur of waves that subside after a furious storm.
Here the rhythm of the verse recalls the grave nostalgia of the
royal deaths of Macbeth and Othello:

my long sickness
Of health and living now begins to mend,
And nothing brings me all things.

V, i, 191-3.

Nothingness brings him everything. After his failure, it is of
death that he asks all benefits. His anger, his cursing, his rejection
of love are dissolved in eternal absence; reconciled with earth,
he hurls at detested mankind the crowning insult of an epitaph
which bids them depart and leave his body to be guarded by tne
mighty voice of the sea. For it is before the symbolic sea that
Timon has dug his grave:
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. . . say to Athens,
Timon hath made his everlasting mansion
Upon the beached verge of the salt flood,
Who once a day with his embossed froth
The turbulent surge shall cover . . .

V, i, 219-23.

The moving sea, blind and shapeless, mountains of rage and a
placid pool of indifference—it is the perennial symbol of eter-
nity, of chaos and of beauty.

But the tragedy could not end on this purely negative note.
One man, Flavius the good servant, has escaped Timon's general
malediction and he represents the possibility of redemption for
the accursed city. Another, young and fair, Alcibiades, driven
like him from Athens, receives from Destiny the mission to
serve as a link between the past and the future, between vice and
virtue, curses and hopes. It is he who might be the instrument of
Timon's hate and chastise the insolent and the wicked. The
Senators humbly beg him to spare the City, as they had in vain
begged Timon to forgive and return. Timon had been the
height of honour, the fine flower of their civilization. The
treasures of his love had not been realized; they had been con-
fused with earthly treasures, finding their natural symbol in gold.

Timon's defeat is converted into victory after his death. Fear
of chastisement makes the ungrateful repent, makes the guilty
old men bow their heads and all the City tremble. The Senators
plead guilty, offer to be decimated, sue for pity. Pardon and love
come into their own again. Alcibiades returns, not as the blood-
thirsty avenger Timon had wished him to be, but

. . . like a shepherd,
Approach the fold and cull th' infected forth,
But kill not all together.

V, iv, 42-4.
Between the ideal world which Timon took for real, and the
world of corruption which, failing the other, was to his mind
the only possible one, it is the normal world that comes to life
again, that Alcibiades will rule with the olive-branch and the
sword, a world where peace follows war and reduces the chance
of war: the eternal see-saw of good and evil, where good, as
Timon had hoped, will at least ripen the fruitful treasures of life
even if it cannot become an absolute value.
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The death of Timon of Athens is the death of the universe of
Hamlet, Macbeth and-Lear. A resplendent and final death, the
symbol of rebirths henceforth possible. In this play Shakespeare
has gone to the utmost limits of his tragic view of the world,
and his mouthpiece has, once more, but for the last time, pene-
trated to the depths of despair. Because, as I indicated in approach-
ing this tragedy, his hero knows no personal, intimate conflict,
limited to a well-defined affection; because, in other words, the
play is situated outside all the psychological crises which alone
are supposed to be capable of producing masterpieces—Timon
has rarely been given the place that it deserves, among the very
highest. To say that 'the dramatic value of the play is as slight as
its poetic value'1 is to my mind a serious mistake. The major
themes to which Shakespeare gave poetic life in the preceding
plays marked by the same spirit are here developed with the
same abundance of images, the same imperious rhythms, the
same tone of grave, profound conviction. The diptych of good
and evil, the multiple significance of gold, the themes of death
and ingratitude, the cosmic symbols of the stars, the tempest and
the sea, stand out here with amazing prominence.

Timon, indeed, is of more than human stature and his mighty
voice is like a trumpet of denunciation, sounding unbearably on
the Day of Judgment. But in his immense solitude, a giant in
hate as in love, he is the redoubtable symbol of despair. Without
Timon's malediction and death, the curve of the play would not
have been complete. Released from the finite in evil, the Shake-
spearian experiment can be pursued beyond the absolute nothing-
ness which is for Timon the sovereign good. One could not
remain in this appalling emptiness after a complete repudiation of
Creation and of oneself without losing one's whole sense of sub-
stantial existence. But, again, the supreme adventure had to be
attempted which leads to the unimaginable so that the spirit
might be renewed if life continued after the plunge into the
abyss. Timon's metaphysical position is untenable, but it had to
be adopted so that Alcibiades could be given the victory—the
victory of the world's youth, heralding the victories of Love.

Difficult though it may be to establish precisely the various
dates when this group of tragedies was composed, one likes to

1 Timon ofAthtns (Edition Btlie' Lettres—preface by F. C. Danchin, p. xxiii)
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think that logically Antony and Cleopatra is the sumptuous tran-
sition leading to the last plays and to silence., The Roman world
of Coriolanus is a warlike world, sordid and unstable and, when
one thinks of it, rather confined. The Greek world of Timon
calls for curses, and the sun veils its head in shame while Timon
plunges into nothingness. But a resplendent sun rises upon the
world of Cleopatra—the sun of immortality.

The play, of course, is a tragedy: we see the collapse of an
empire, the ruin of an incomparable general, the death of a
queen unrivalled for the seductiveness of her charm. Antony and
Cleopatra are the victims of love, of war, of fortune. They
reigned over one-third of the ancient world at the summit of
power and glory—he an imperator whose triumphs were un-
numbered, sne a queen who 'beggared all description'. Passion
possesses them and exalts them above ordinary mortals, but no
longer in the anguish and the hardening of themselves, no longer
to make of them the tortured, rebellious demons of negation
and evil. And the glorious architecture of this happiness col-
lapses, the empire breaks up, the armies and navies flee, the
general runs upon his sword, the queen seeks refuge in suicide.
It is in appearance a complete failure—Death once more seems
the great victor.

But it is only in appearance. There is a striking contrast be-
tween the world of Antony and Cleopatra and that of the previous
tragedies. The Shakespearian planet has emerged from the zone
of shadow and entered the light. Its course is now bathed in a
prodigious effulgence and clouds of golden dust. On the surface
of the planet there is still agitation, contention, disorder on a
cosmic scale the amplitude of which fills us with amazement.
But the clouds scatter: the earthly reverse no longer leads to the
metaphysical impasse where in former plays the hero was
destroyed. There is no longer a spiritual cataclysm. On the con-
trary, Antony's death is a triumph and Cleopatra's a transfigura-
tion.

How is such a thing possible? We are warned at the outset of
Antony's greatness and his weakness, but immediately also we
see the tragic horizon extend over the limitless space of the
heavens. The first twenty lines, the two replies of hero and hero-
ine, give the scope of the stage on which the drama is to be
played out—a scope that defies the imagination. Here are the
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characters posed in their exact relationship: Mars in armour, a
gypsy's slave, one of the triple pillars of the world become 'a
strumpet's fool'. But immediately we have this passage:

Cleopatra: If it be love indeed, tell me how much.
Antony: There's beggary in the love that can be reckon'd.
Cleopatra: I'll set a bourn how far to be belov'd.
Antony: Then must thou needs find out new heaven, new earth.

I, i, 14-17.

This gives the measure and dimensions of the universe that con-
tains the lovers, the measure also of their ambition. Antony
holds a third of the world, and this world is too small for his
love. Deliberately he sacrifices this petty space for his immense
passion:

Let Rome in Tiber melt, and the wide arch
Of the rang'd empire fall! Here is my space.

I» i» 33-4-

Never before had sensuality attained this magnificence, never
so arrogated to itself the privileges of a spatial universe, unless it
were in the metaphysical conceits of Donne in his quest for a
hidden absolute. But no play could be further from the meta-
physical quest in language than Antony and Cleopatra. None
gives more the impression of a constant sublimation, an inevit-
able transfer of the deeper life of the senses to a mythical and
superhuman plane. Cosmic images abound in it, effortlessly
studding the terrestrial universe and conferring upon it celestial
dimensions and prestige. That empire which extends from Rome
to Athens and from Athens to the banks of the Nile is merely
the accidental theatre of an adventure which ends on the con-
fines of the stars.

Against this glorious vast background, moving and varied,
stands out the figure of Antony, increasingly lofty and magni-
ficent, great in boldness and beauty, greater still in defeat and in
the face of death. For him there is no destructive conflict. He has
made his choice of love which deifies and has rejected in advance
all motives of revolt and despair. If passion burns him up and
destroys him, if it costs him his empire and makes him a coward
at the decisive moment when his destiny is at stake, he is not be-
littled; evil does not degrade him. His terrible wrath, his sur-
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render to tenderness, his errors in generalship, even his suicide
which fails—all leave the hero intact. It is love that keeps him on
these heights and, one must add, his eroticism. Antony is the per-
fect erotic hero, the sublime revenge of love over Angelo, over
the hypocrites, the sexually impotent and perverted, the melan-
choly and the jealous. Between woman and the world, between
love and action, Antony chooses to realize himself fully through
the communion of the flesh:

. . . The nobleness of life
Is to do thus; when such a mutual pair (Embracing)
And such a twain can do ' t . . .

I, i, 3-8.

His is no political intellect, coldly constructing his plans like
the pale and severe Caesar; nor is he a military leader who in-
toxicates himself with the noise of battle. Glory and power have
attraction for him only in so far as they are dedicated to Cleo-
patra and allow such perfect expressions of love between these
two beings who are transfigured by their complete surrender to
its bondage. It is not the shame of his flight which overwhelms
the hero, for he is greater than adversity. It is the news of Cleo-
patra's death, which deprives him of all will to resist despair, of
all love of life:

Antony :Dead then?
Mardian: Dead.
Antony: Unarm, Eros; the long day's task is done,

And we must sleep.
IV, xii, 34-5.

We saw him magnificent in love, epic in combat, furious
under insults to the point of exulting in the revenge (already
erotic) that he takes by flogging Caesar's messenger. We saw
his outburst against the elusive Cleopatra—a possession always
lost and always regained—and now, not by a supreme effort of
will, like Corneille's heroes, but with incomparable ease, he is
impatient to resume elsewhere the interrupted dialogue of love.
For this love there is no death possible, no degradation, no ab-
sence. This is what gives a meaning to life and death. He does not
die in order to escape, he dies to rejoin Cleopatra, to deny their
separation. He leaves a world that has become empty since she
no longer inhabits it, a life that has no object because it is no
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longer Cleopatra's. Nobility and magic incorruptible have taken
up their abode on other shores, and there one must go:

. . . off, pluck off:
The seven-fold shield of Ajax cannot keep
The battery from my heart. O! cleave, my sides;
Heart, once be stronger than thy continent,
Crack thy frail case! Apace, Eros, apace.
No more a soldier; bruised pieces, go;
You have been nobly borne. From me awhile (Exit Eros)
I will o'ertake thee, Cleopatra, and
Weep for my pardon. So it must be, for now
All length is torture; since the torch is out,
Lie down, and stray no further. Now all labour
Mars what it does; yea, very force entangles
Itself with strength; seal then, and all is done.
Eros!—I come, my queen.—Eros!—Stay for me:
Where souls do couch on flowers, we'll hand in hand,
And with our sprightly port make the ghosts gaze;
Dido and her Aeneas shall want troops,
And all the haunt be ours. Come, Eros! Eros!

IV, xii, 37-54.

Here love transfigures the tragic climate and incidentally we
can see how far Shakespeare has come since the death of Romeo,
perhaps even since Othello's. Here there is no posing: the hero
does not see himself in a dramatic light; he does not, like Romeo,
weave poetry out of frail flesh and accuse the inauspicious stars;
he does not, like Othello, take pleasure in the effect that the
news of his death will have on those who hear it. Antony is
wholly possessed by his longing to rejoin Cleopatra. He has a
vision of the Elysium in store for them. He thinks of the next
world in terms of the miracle of their love.

Cleopatra is the ideal partner of a lover built on this heroic
scale—not that my purpose is to study her character here: others
have done that, have even done nothing but that—she is the
feminine aspect which gives the heroic pair their reasons of im-
mortality. She is the radiant pole of feminine attraction, with
the same shameless candour as Antony's. She is the 'enchanting
queen' who 'beggars all description', a mythical symbol of the
seduction that always feeds desire, for whom empires are built
and collapse, and who remains for ever the incorruptible figure
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6n her galley with purple sails, dragging the amorous winds in
her wake. She is Woman in her maturity, hardly regretting her
lost youth—'My salad days when I was green in judgment'
(I, v, 73-4)—she is all consenting to desire—'O happy horse, to
bear the weight of Antony!' (I, v, 21); furiously jealous (she,
too, flogs the messengers), and ready to depopulate Egypt in
order to send couriers to Antony. But, above all, she has the
same conception as Antony of love's transfiguring power, the
same faith and exultation. It is her ardent imagination that
endows Antony with qualities which lift him above mankind
and make him the equal of the gods. Adoration and grief pro-
duce these extraordinary images which do not belong to the
usual poetic vocabulary of eroticism but borrow from Eliza-
bethan cosmology their power of evocation:

... O! see my women, (Antony dies)
The crown o' the earth doth melt. My lord!
O! withered is the garland of the war,
The soldier's pole is falTn; young boys and girls
Are level now with men; the odds is gone
And there is nothing left remarkable
Beneath the visiting moon.

IV, xiii, 62-8.

And let us remember the wonderful portrait of Antony already
quoted (p. 176), where he appears with the gigantic proportions
and supernatural attributes which mark him out for a place in
the fabled gallery of mythological metamorphoses:

His face was as the heavens and therein stuck
A sun and moon ...

V, ii, 79-80.

The reality of this vision is so great and so vivid in her eyes
that imagination, she adds, is here defeated by Nature which
alone could have conceived and formed such a man, a prodigy
of Creation. She, too, strives with her whole being to rejoin
Antony on the fields of asphodel, and she regards death as a
passage towards love. In her duel with Caesar her victory will be
the asp. In these last scenes where she foils Caesar of the only
booty that would have made it worth her appearing in his train,
she is preparing a different triumph, for places still more sacred
than Imperial Rome. She has restored to Antony his'cosmic
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grandeur and she is going to raise herself to his level. The death
of Cleopatra is one of the greatest moments in the drama of the
whole world. The intensity of these minutes exceeds anything
that Shakespeare had ever written. The Egyptian queen, of in-
finite variety, the sensual, frivolous woman who fled from
Actium embarks again for Cydnus to meet Antony. It is a death
scene planned with care in which woman and queen rival each
other in courage and naturalness. It is the accomplishment of a
rite—royal funeral pomp—yet there is the joyous ecstasy of im-
patient love, sure of its consummation.

The grandeur of this death lies not in the pride of its pomp, but
in the certainty of the identity of love with immortality, in this
amazing alliance of nobility and simplicity, of the queen and the
woman, which in her final speech works like magic:

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

V, ii, 282-3.

The eastern star dies down to earthly eyes but lights up for
others. The sleep that the asp gives is the sleep of love.

The underlying significance of Antony and Cleopatra, there-
fore, is to my mind that Shakespeare has recovered his calm of
spirit. The heavy covering of lead that weighed down the
universe is lifted, the horror of death dispelled, the triumph of
evil is no longer the only reward promised to human passions,
revolt no longer the only possible attitude against indifferent or
cruel gods. Shakespeare's tragic experience has gone full circle,
and the first reconciliation takes place in a brilliant world, loud
with the clash of arms, traversed by grandiose political ambi-
tions but made poetic by an immortal love. Man this time
accepts his condition, measures his weaknesses without disgust,
but knows his grandeur also. The impossible task of being one-
self no longer ends in failure because the true spirituality of man
which so many storms had obscured, ends by coming to light.

This does not mean that evil has been finally laid low, or that
the serpent will no longer dare show his head, but it does mean
that he is no longer assured of being always the only victor. The
exultation of this discovery makes every line of Antony and Cleo-
patra quiver and rise with every step the heroes take towards
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death. But we are still in a tragic universe where revelation is
possible and complete only in the supreme test of abandoning a
finite for an infinite world. It is reassuring that the passage should
be made with the sense of eternity. But this is perhaps only the
first step towards a new and even more exalting vision of life. In
what are called 'the last plays' of Shakespeare it is this new, final
and reassuring vision that is given us.

In Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter's Tale and The Tempest evil
is far from having disappeared, of course. But it is no longer the
only sovereign. They are not, as is sometimes suggested, escapist
plays in which the enervating influence of Beaumont and
Fletcher inclines Shakespeare to prefer the unlikely and the un-
real to the tragic reality and to weave dreams upon the warp of
entirely imaginary adventures. Nor can the increased taste of the
public for masques and romantic drama provide an adequate
explanation. Shakespeare through his heroes has also undergone
his purgation. His experience in the poetic representation of evil
is as wide and deep as human experience can go. He has acquired
an acute knowledge of life's complexity, and no problem is
foreign to him. But what has always appealed to him with con-
stant tenacity is the haunting sense of order and equilibrium
which can be attained only by crushing the forces of evil and by
the triumph of good.

All the tragedies, however desperate, end on a symbolical in-
dication that a better order will be restored. One cannot end
with chaos, even if the restored order is merely a fragile truce.
Tragedy proceeds between these two truces, necessary links in
the chain of misfortune. 'Full of sound and fury', it shows man
crushed by fate, the slave of his passions, a victim doomed to die.
Man struggles, strives, revolts, curses, renounces and disappears.
But Fortinbras follows Hamlet, and Albany, King Lear. The
successors are not the equals of their predecessors but they assure
continuity of life. Life gains at every step.

So does poetic experience. Shakespeare is sufficiently master of
his art to laugh at the captious remarks of the critics. His tech-
nique is his own and his supreme characteristic is his absolute
freedom. By this I mean his remarkable ease in employing the
conventions of the theatre in his day. People have spoken of
negligence in his construction, in his presentation of thecharac-
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ters, in the general structure of his last plays. But to my mind
they show merely a sovereign acquiescence to the demands of his
genius. This, it may be objected, explains nothing, but there is
nothing to explain. His imagination moves in the wide open
spaces before him by exploring the earthly and the divine world
of the last Roman and Eastern tragedy which offered him con-
tinents, seas, heavens and the next world.vMe was free in the
choice of incidents to pass from history to poetry, from the in-
dividual to the symbol, from realism to magic, from science to
alchemy. He is given an unfinished play, he takes over the char-
acters, conducts them through the most romantic adventures,
retaining only the favourite themes which he transposes upon a
different plane of reality. The last three acts of Pericles in which
his hand can be seen, are, from the point of view of pure logic, a
masterpiece of improbability. But it is a willing, genial improba-
bility, without any perversity.

Here, indeed, we are in the magic kingdom where Prospero
will shortly be absolute master.vfiut this magic is merely the
poetic apotheosis of a new conception of life. It is merely an
aesthetic means of illustrating his recovered faith in man's des-
tiny, no longer thanks to victory by death but without death and
apart altogether from i j A s his career draws to a close Shake-
speare turned back to his youth, and his implicit theme is always
that of fertility, resurrection, joy of life. It is remarkable that the
attractive symbols of these plays should be young girls or young
women, for whom misfortune lies in wait, but love also awaits
them and will make them its own for an indisputable triumph.
Marina, Imogen, Perdita, Miranda—all so assured of the integ-
rity of their souls, pass unspotted and without despairing through
the various trials which fate, chance, greed or the ill will of man
impose on them. They speak, and their calm utterance disarms
the cruel play of falsehood and outrage. Or else it is an animated
discussion in which they become heated and defend themselves
with the vigorous conviction that their instinctive sense of integ-
rity gives them: Marina in the house of the prostitutes, Imogen
meeting the assaults of Cloten and the treachery of lachimo,
Perdita facing the wrath of Polixenes, or Miranda facing Pros-
pefo's. The tragedy is their tragedy, it is their defence against
what remains of hostility in the world, of hypocrisy, jealousy,
and impure desire. They strive against wh'at would stifle them,
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subject and abase them. They fight for their integrity and for the
rights of youth and life.

What is there surprising if in this new .vision of the world, the
older generations are sacrificed? It is the parents^wKo raise tEe
storms by their lack of foresight, their sudden blindness, some
crime they have committed, victims as they are of old servitudes
of evil. For them there have to be trials before regeneration. But
always it is as much a regeneration lying in their acceptance of
the young who have been in danger, as a remorse for their error.
Pericles loses and recovers Thaisa and Marina, Cymbeline his
sons, Posthumus his wife, Leontes, the prey of 'the green-eyed
monster' like Othello, weeps with joy at the resurrection of
Hermione and the return of Perdita; Prospero, finally, the most
clear-sighted and self-controlled of the sinners and the most mer-
ciful also, carefully prepares for Miranda's happiness and the
return to his Duchy.
} Again, what is there surprising if the themes of spring, fertil-
ity, and palpitating sensuous life flourish everywhere? The pas-
toral universe of Bohemia opposed to the more refined life of
the Court of Siciliais the place where the redemption is prepared.
That of Wales, wild and flowery, is the counterpart of the cor-
rupt world of Cymbeline's Court. Prospero's isle is the literally
magic spot where the revenge of kindness and pardon is plotted.
The part played by flowers in The Winter's Tale, by music and
song in The Tempest, by the funeral dirge in Cymbeline, the lyri-
cal outbursts everywhere, powerfully contribute to create this
new atmosphere which finds its most perfect expression in The
Tempest. The gods are called in to help, to give the earthly union
their blessing. Better still, spirits take human shape and are yoked
to the work of regeneration.

It is perfectly logical to find Prospero the magician in the last
of Shakespeare's plays. His genius required that the most power-
ful of symbols and the most serene of plays should crown his
career. But here everything is symbolic, beginning with the title
—the Shakespearian tempest that is found in every play and is
here merely a flashing prologue, of which Prospero is the
supreme regulator. It is significant that the tragic central theme
of the play should be the old theme of revenge. For Prospero is a
frustrated man who takes revenge. The victim of treacnqry, he
runs to the very last the risk of succumbing again to it. But his
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revenge would have no meaning if it were merely the punish-
ment of criminals. His power, his magic would be pointless. This
man, all-powerful, terrible in his wrath, who enslaves the bestial
and the unsubstantial spirit, cannot rest until he has brought
about the regeneration of his enemies. It is the supreme victory'
that of spirit over matter, of music over chaos, of love over
hatred; in a word, of man over himself.

Prospero wants to be the magician who can work -fruitful
wonders, directed not towards motionless ecstasy but towards
the future. He gives Ariel his liberty and his greatest anger is
reserved for the impossible Caliban who does not wholly belong
to human kind, or at least not yet. Should we see in this exclu-
sion the final irony of the dramatist since he cannot bring him-
self to make Caliban an antipathetic personage, devoid of all
sensibility? For it is Caliban who is most aware of the poetry of
the isle, whom music affects with the purest felicity. This miry
monster, neither man nor fish, son of the blue-eyed hag Sycorax,
seeking desperately to recover his kingdom even at the cost of
allying himself with a clown and a drunkard—may be a devil on
whom Prospero's kindness is lost, yet he is not perhaps inacces-
sible to Grace: he leaves the stage with words of repentance. Will
Prospero take him back to his recovered Duchy or leave him in
full possession of his isle?

Prospero at all events returns of his own free will to the human
condition. He strips himself of his magician's mantle, breaks his
magic wand and promises to drown his book 'deeper than did
ever plummet sound'. Let us avoid facile speculation on the
meaning of this abjuration. A poetic testament? Very well. But
a reconciliation with man would be more exact or at least more
satisfactory for anyone who seeks to give Shakespeare's Works a
complete and harmonious meaning. If The Tempest contains a
final message, it can only be this. In Prospero's view there is no
heart-rending conflict. There is the knowledge of good and evil,
the admission of suffering and animality; but violence and cruelty
give way in the end to clemency. Prospero, unlike Antony and
Cleopatra, has no thought of the after-life, or if he alludes to it,
it is to conclude that hfe_and.death,are bothalilce. unreal:

We are such stuff
As dreams are made on; and our little life
Is rounded with a sleep.. IV, i, 156-8.
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It might almost be Macbeth speaking. Almost! It is a tragic
admission that comes after an explosion of anger. But it is not in-
spired by despair. t implies on the contrary a positive faith in
the value of life as it is, with all its imperfections but also with
all its beauties. It is after having called up the spirits to bless the
marriage-rites that Prospero chooses to show the marvelling
eyes of Miranda real human beings of flesh and bone. And then
comes that unforgettable exclamation which is a cry of faith:

O, wonder!
How many goodly creatures are there here!
How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world,
That has such people in't,
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