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PREFACE

HIS essay consists of lectures delivered at Ox-

ford in February 1950 at the invitation of the

Faculty Board of English. | take this opportunity
of expressing my gratitude for the kindness both of the
invitation and of the hospitality | received on my visits
to Oxford.

The lectures are printed substantialy as they were
delivered. | have made a number of small changes; and
I have printed passages which lack of time forbad me
to speak.

The topic of these lectures is in every sense a great
one; and | hardly know whether the drastic limits
placed upon my treatment of it were to be welcomed or
deplored. No doubt they were both. But | could proceed
only by trying to concentrate on certain major matters,
and | trust that | have not, by unavoidable selectiveness
and brevity, unduly abused my theme and my authors*

| wish to express my thanks to three friends. Mr.
R. L. Brett, Dr. Stephan Korner, and Mr. Glynne
Wickham. Mr. Brett and Dr. Korner have read the
proofs and made valuable suggestions, Mr. Wickham
has read part of the proofs, and | am very much in the
debt of a lecture of his on Troilus and Cressida. What
error and misjudgement remains is certainly not their
fault. | am also grateful to H. M. C. James for check-
ing and improving my rendering of some passages from
the Apology.

BRISTOL, February 1951

D. GJ
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THE NEW LEARNING

I

PROPOSE in what follows to make some observa-
tions on Shakespeare and on Bacon. The names of
Shakespeare and Bacon have frequently been put

aongside each other; they have even been runinto each
other in asimple but surprising equation. But | need not
say that | shall be content to leave them secure in their
respectiveidentities and that my remarkswill issuein no
neat mathematical proposition. | have nothing to offer
in the way of cryptograms and palindromes; but the
topic to which | address mysdlf provides the occasion,
whether | seize it or not, of considerably greater excite-
ment.

For my purpose | shall confine myself, for the greater
part, to Shakespeare's Hamlet and King Lear, and to
Bacon's Advancement of Learning. | do thispartly inorder
to provide mysealf with limits of discourse, though these,
in al conscience, are wide enough, and encompass deep
and intractable territory. |1 do so dso becausethesethree
writings were composed within the space of some five
years; and this is enough to startle the imagination and
to originate reflection on matters of some importance.

Before proceeding, | wish to clear out of the way two
possible misunderstandings. Bacon's concern was to lay
down the foundations of scientific knowledge, and he

5387 B



2 The New Learning

saw in what he was doing a great and immediate hope
for mankind. This prevailing concern and urgent hope
clearly distinguish hiswork fromthat of most specul ative
philosophers. Bacon was above al an elogquent visionary
of new fields of exploration which lay to the hand of
natural philosophy. Therefore, to spesk of him together
with Shakespeare is not to engage in any implied com-
parison of the essences of philosophy and of poetry. If
we may think of Shakespeare as the poet par excellence,
we may not think of Bacon as wholly typifying the
genius and method of philosophy. Further, Shakespeare
was not a philosophical poet: there is in his work no
system, exposed or half-exposed, of what may rightly
be called aphilosophy; and for thisreason, | shal not be
engaged in comparing his 'beliefs with Bacon's. There-
fore, if | can at al speak of comparing Shakespeare with
Bacon, it can only be because of certain peculiar fea-
tures belonging to them as dramatist and philosopher
respectively, or because the phase of human history in
which they were st gave to their writings, the ones
dramatic, the othersin a broad sense philosophical, cer-
tain qualities which invite observation and comparison.

To compare Shakespeare and Bacon is not, by impli-
cation, tocomparepoetry with philosophy. Itisstill more
true that to compare them is not to compare poetry with
stience. As ascientist Bacon was afailure; he made no
contributions to scientific knowledge; the progress of
science in his time was in other hands than his. Cer-
tainly, he sensed the posshility of greast accessons of
scientific knowledge;, but he largely misconceived the
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ways in which they might be come by. He was seized by
avision of new knowledge which would asobe new and
untold power for mankind, and he communicated acor-
responding excitement; but his intellectual excitement
was mixed with emotions, prospects, beliefs, and ambi-
tions which do not properly and necessarily belong to
science. It is dangerous and mideading vaguely to re-
present Bacon as the spokesman of science: his concern
for agreat increase in scientific knowledge went aong
with, amongst other things, philosophical beliefs which
are not implied by the nature of science, and which he
was at no great pains to expound and defend by any
rigorous philosophica method. He was, by nature and
endowment, more a poet than a scientist or a philo-
sopher; and this shows itsdlf in his writings. Therefore,
in what follows, in speaking of him and of Shakespeare,
| shall not be employed in comparing science and poetry
whether implicitly or explicitly. My business is only to
say something of the geniuses of two great writers, and
of the visions of things to which they came.

2

| can begin at least with something on which | think
there is not likely to be disagreement. In the days when
Shakespeare and Bacon were writing there was no clear
and secure intellectual tradition to sustain them and in
which they might compose. Shakespeare was no Dante
to derive hisformulationsfrom aSt. Thomas; and Bacon
was no Duns Scotus to criticize and modify a S.
Thomas. | do not mean of course that Bacon's doctrines
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can be explained without regard to the history of later
medieva philosophy; it is certain that they cannot. For
when Chaucer died in 1400 the ground was well pre-
pared for anew and different kind of philosophizing; in
Chaucer's lifetime philosophers were demolishing the
mastery of the European mind by Aristotle. Dryden
wrote to Dr. Charleton that

The longest Tyranny that ever sway'd

Was that wherein our Ancestors betray'd

Their free-born Reason to the Stagirite,

And made his Torch their universal Light;

but in fact the tyranny was not so long lived; and a-
ready in the fourteenth century there were thinkers who
signified an oncoming change. The Dunces might be
reviled in the time of the Renaissance; but Ockham,
who died when Chaucer was a boy often, isthe greatest
single portent, in philosophy, of a new age of investiga-
tion to come. This new age in the history of science and
philosophy may be said to begin, if we are to give adate
toit, about 1600. In that year Hamlet was being written,
and King Lear and The Advancement of Learning were to
follow in afew years time. The young philosopher of
Wittenberg and Francis Bacon amost together take the
stage of modernity; they are the embodiments and the
prophecies of the world we 4ill inhabit.

But between the death of Ockham in 1350 and our
year of 1600 lay 250 years of decline, sterility, and con-
fusion; that is, if we have regard to philosophical
thought. Other matters were engaging men's attentions
in literature, art, religion, government. But in philo-
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sophical reflection the new world was Sow to be born.
The First Book of The Advancement tells avivid enough
story: Bacon had hard things to say about the Univer-
gties; he himself at Cambridge had been expected to
stomach long-putrid intellectual food; and it is not sur-
prising that, as the sixteenth century came to its end,
scepticism was frequent: Montaigne was at once a
symptom and a maker of a disposition to scepticism.
There were, indeed, those willing enough to be con-
servative, if with differences, of the old high tradition:
the First Book of Hooker's Ecclesiastical Polity had drawn
on classc medieval philosophy. But in this state of
affairsmen'smindslay open to curiousinfluences. That
Plato should have a new lease of influence was natural,
and few will deplore it; but the Occult won earnest
students, and the Hermetic books, the lore of the Cab-
bala, and the writings of Cornelius Agrippa deeply en-
gaged men's attention and were to make much of the
poetry of a writer as late as Henry Vaughan unintel-
ligible except in their light. And throughout the six-
teenth century the scientific movement grew: Vesdius,
Copernicus, Tycho Brahe; in our year of 1600, Gilbert
published his work on magnetism.

To describe this state of affairs further is no part of
my purpose. But into this world, and into this now
Protestant England, Francis Bacon came in 1561, and,
three years after him, Shakespeare. They were born, |
have said, into no activeintellectual tradition; and if the
world was till awaiting new philosophical formulations,
it dso seemed dow, in England at least, to move in
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certain other ways. In literature, dlegory died hard. In
the eighties and nineties Spenser could ill give it full
employment, if only just in time; in drama, the transi-
tionfromtheMorality towhat wecall Dramaproper was
dow, chequered, and laborious; and, indeed, when we
survey the body of English renaissance drama, or even
the body of Shakespeare's work, it seems clear that the
tradition of allegory in drama was by no means wholly
thrown off. In science it was only the last year of the
century which saw the publication of the first great
scientific work in English. But the new eye for the par-
ticular was being opened; and its vison was strong in
Bacon and in Shakespeare. Only, with their new vision,
they yet contemplated different things, and their minds
moved in different directions and to different ends.

3

Certainly, we must see Bacon and Shakespeare as
issuing from asingle great movement of thehuman spirit
towards what Bacon cdls the Enclosures of particu-
larity®. | said earlier that to compare Shakespeare and
Baconisnot to compare, intheordinary courseof things,
apoet and a philosopher; and the reason for thisin part
is that Bacon was not in the first place a philosopher as
we ordinarily understand the word. To the theory of
knowledge he gave little enough attention. He gave as
little to metaphysics. Here he was in the full line of de-
scent from what medieval philosophy in its last great
days had come to: demonstration in metaphysics and
divinitv was hardlv nossible. Here, at least. Bacon seems
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to spesk like a child of William of Ockham; here, he
seems to inherit an attitude which the intervening cen-
turies had not destroyed but somehow subtly nourished;
here, if we wish to speak in the fashion of Macaulay,
Bacon wasthe medlar-likefruit of amedieva philosophy
which was ripe only when it was rotten with decay. To
delight', says Bacon, 'in the spacious liberty of gener-
dities, as in a champain reglon can only be to 'the
extreme prejudice of knowledge';* his delight, and in-
creasingly the delight of his fellow men, was in the
Enclosures of particularity’. What excited his mind was
the prospect of the vast and unexplored tracts of the
natural world. The ship of the mind had in the past
fallen upon the shores and flats of final causes; only
Democritus, of classical philosophers, won Bacon's clear
praise: he did not suppose a mind or reason informing
the frame of things, and was therefore well fitted to in-
spire investigation of the natural world; we might now
dose our Aristotle and open our Lucretius.

But it cannot be too much emphasized that Bacon
was no materiaistic philosopher. It was one thing to
remove the thought of final causes from the action of the
mind engaged in investigating the natural world; it was
another to deny that revelation had disclosed to us the
ultimate truth about the world; it was dso another to
deny that both final and physical causes had both their
validity; and in this, Bacon's point of view reminds us

1 Advancement, n. viii. i. Quotations from The Advancement are made
from the edition of W. Aldis Wright, Clarendon Press, 1868, impression
of 1926. Quotations from other works of Bacon are from the edition of
Ellis and Spedding, 1857-74.
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of things being said in our own time. He acknowledged
both kinds of cause; and the one did not invalidate the
other. He might have understood, indeed perhaps he
anticipated, the remark of a modern philosopher that if
al possible scientific questions were answered, the prob-
lems of I|fe would gill not be touched at all; and his
remark: ©I request men not to suppose that ... | wish
to found a new sect in philosophy. For thisis ot what
| am about',! has a contemporary ring in our ears. He
wasconcernedwﬂhmethod toensureanew kindof under-
standing, which was the right study of nature; and final
causes could only get in theway of thislearning. We can-
not confidently say that Bacon was unaware of thelimits
ofthe new learning he proposed, however far it advanced.

And yet Bacon was not content to confine himself to
method; he was not, after al, clear as to what he was
about. For one thing, he believed, if without any not-
able vigour and conviction, in the possibility of meta-
physic. He is emphatic enough that final causes are
in physic 'impertinent. Nay, they are indeed but re-
moraes and hindrances to stay and dug the ship from
further sailing; and have brought this to pass, that the
search of the physcal causes hath been neglected and
passed in silence” But he dso asserts that it is the neces-
say duty of metaphysic to concern itsdf with final
causes, they are 'wdl inquired and collected in meta-
physic. The teleology of nature must be studied by
metaphysic, and from it the existence of God can be

1 Nowum Organum, i. cxvi, vol. 4 of the Philosophical Works.
Advancement, n. vii. 7.



The New Learning 9

established. He is indeed aware of a certain danger to
religion from natural science; he says that 'in the en-
trance of philosophy, when the second causes, which are
next unto the senses, do offer themselves to the mind of
man, if it dwell and stay there, it may induce some
oblivion of the highest cause’; but, he goes on, ‘when a
man passeth on further, and seeth the dependence of
causes, and the works of Providence, then, according to
the alegory of the poets, he will easily believe that the
highest link of nature's chain must needs be tied to the
foot of Jupiter's chair'.!

It is necessary to say this in any account of Bacon's
thought. Still, it is dso true that the generd bent and
direction of his thought was to make little enough of the
scope and power of natural theology; and there is little
in his work of the metaphysic of final causes. For much
the bigger part, religion is in Bacon's mind an affair of
faith to which metaphysic makes little contribution;
and reason and faith have small and slight enough con-
nexion in his writings. What may properly be said to be
knowledge is of God's creatures and works. Some of
these creatures are indeed human; but even their
humanity lies beyond rational investigation. The life
they share with the animals is materia and will suffer
scientific inquiry; the life they do not share with the
animals we can truly apprehend only in revelation's
light; and till more, the knowledge of God himsdlf is
properly only afaith and a wonder which comes of re-
velation. Itistruethat Bacon offers us, if perfunctorily,

! Ibid.i.i. 3.
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a natural theology for a bridge between rational know-
ledge and faith; but it is a dight bridge which can bear
little weight; and | think we may fairly say in general
that Bacon places religion outside the life of reason.
Reason must ook principaly, if not entirely, to the
physical world and to physical causes. Hereitistruly at
home; and Bacon was less concerned to come by a
philosophy of nature than by a partial but fruitful in-
vestigation of it.

It is natural to think that this intellectual scheme
reflects the interests and predilections of Bacon's mind,
it issues from his prevailing concern. Where a man's
treasure is, there will his head be also: it is not easy for
philosophy to resist the play of sensibility and passion.
Kant prescribed limits to the office of the understand-
ing, and did so from acertainfear and alarmwhich arose
in response to the Enlightenment and to two centuries
of scientific discovery; but Bacon, early in the seven-
teenth century, prescribed such limitsin order to ensure
aconquest of the natural world which still seemed at
best in the balance. Bacon wished to overrun new terri-
tories; Kant was anxious to safeguard old ones. Cer-
tainly, we cannot say that Bacon was not religious; but
he seems aways to take heaven too much for granted
and the world for something too much to be won.

4

Bacon's thought everywhere stumbled forward; in no
respect did it advance on a clear and straight path. His
mind was rich, daring, and catholic; it had a prophetic
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grandeur; but it was dso uncertain. How uncertain his
mind remained | can illustrate further and in a way
which will, I think, throw a light back on what | have
sad of his view of final and physical causes. There can
be no doubt that in Bacon we see the now familiar
mechanigtic interpretation of nature; it is not indeed
clearly and fully expounded; but it is there. It is there
in Bacon's expogition of what he cdls the ‘forms of
smple natures. He dlows, as | said, that metaphysic
may concern itself with final ends; but he is more con-
cerned that it should concern itself with formal ends. It
IS here that he shows his essentid modernity and his
vision of things to come. Metaphysic, he says, must con-
cern itsdlf with Forms; and it is here, in the way he
employs this term, that we see, more sharply and clearly
than anywhere dse, the point a which the medieva
and renaissance is finished and the modern begins. With
a certain contempt he wrests the word ‘form' out of the
hands of scholastic philosophers and puts it into the
hands of modern science. To me . . ., he saysin The
Advancement (n. vii. 2), it seemeth best to keep way with
antiquity usque ad aras\ and therefore to retain the an-
cient terms, though | sometimes ater the uses and
definitions’; and now, in changing the 'use and defini-
tion' of the word /form’, the essence of the proposed
advancement isto befound. The old forms are 'figments
of the mind', he says in the Novum Organum (i. li); but
there are new forms to which we must look; and these
new forms are part of the proper study of metaphysic.
But this department of metaphysical inquiry turns out
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to be not metaphysica at al, but a part of what we call
physics. The knowledge of the old forms was the ascent
of the soul to the suprasensual; the knowledge of the
new forms is the key to the mastery of the natural
world. He goes on to say: 'lt may be thought ... a
strange and harsh thing that we should at once and with
one blow set aside al sciences and al authors; and that
too without calling in any of the ancients to our ad and
support, but relying on our own strength’; but he adds,
'new discoveries must be sought from thelight of nature,
not fetched back out of the darkness of antiquity’. He
says again, in a crucial passage in The Advancement
(n. vii. 5):

But it is manifest that Plato, in his opinion of ideas, as one

that had awit of elevation situate as upon a cliff, did descry
that forms were the true object of knowledge; but lost the real
fruit of his opinion, by considering of forms as absolutely
abstracted from matter, and not confined and determined
by matter; and so turning his opinion upon theology, where-
with all his natural philosophy is infected. But if any man
shall keep a continual watchful and severe eye upon action,
operation and the use of knowledge, he may advise and take
notice, what are the forms, the disclosures whereof are
fruitful and important to the state of man.
Here is the voice of modernity asit gives farewell to the
Plato of Greek philosophy, of the Christian tradition
and of renaissance speculation. No doubt the voice and
influence of Plato will recur againin later years, and the
Cambridge Platonists will reply to Hobbes before the
century isout; but it will be on the whole an unavailing
protest against a stronger intellectual impetus.
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But what are the new ‘forms of things to ascertain
which isthat part of metaphysic of which he speaks with
more ease and confidence than when he spesks of that
other part of metaphysic which treats of fina causes?
They are (to quote now from the Novum Organwri), the
‘configurations [of matter] and changes of configuration,
and smple action, and law of action or motions; for
forms are figments of the human mind, unless you will
cal those laws of action forms' (i. li). Here and dse-
where in Bacon's writings is the decisive, the palmary
idea: the true forms of things are patterns and laws of
motion. Thevariety of the universeweknow falls away,
and al things become expressible in terms of patterns
of movement. Bacon is nat, it is true, in perfect posses-
son of hisidea; heis stumbling towardsit and reaching
out only; but in a number of passages and in the dis-
cusson which opens the Second Book of the Novum
Organum, thethoughtisdeclaringitself. Heiswell onthe
way to the distinction between the primary and secon-
dary qualities of matter; and the coloured and sounding
world is fading into material configurations. It is little
wonder that Democritus won Bacon's approval; there
had been a discovery of the truth, after al, in the 'dark-
ness of antiquity’; and the ‘light of nature’ was only
rediscovering a truth which in its bare essentids was in
the mind of Democritus and Lucretius. But now the
light of nature was to hold; soon Hobbes, Descartes, and
Newtonwill beat work; and the mechanistic interpreta-
tion of naturewill change the world. Here, inthismatter,
Bacon is modern. He comes early and is uncertain;
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but he had at least adumbrated one of the leading
idess of the new world.

And yet, in saying al this, my purposeis to illustrate
less Bacon's certainty than his uncertainty. The new
world is being born; but it could hardly spring fully
armed from the head of Bacon or of anyone dse. No-
where in Bacon's writings do we find certainty of touch,
the fully formed idea, the fashioned conclusion. It is
a commonplace that Bacon, with dl his discusson of
scientific method and induction, clean missed certain
crucia features of scientific investigation; his method as
he propounded it was fruitless; it was not dong these
lines that science in fact was to advance; Gdileo, Gil-
bert, and Harvey, working men of science, might have
told him much that he had no grasp of; and if his method
would not do, his doctrines, even where, as | have said,
they werein all truth prophetic of what wasto come, were
not clearly seen and held. But it is not only this. There
aretimesin Bacon's writings when he seems to put him-
«df a a remove from his doctrine of the forms of things
and the mechanigtic understanding of nature. The late
Professor Whitehead in his famous book Science and the
Modern World" quoted from Bacon's Sylvit Sylvarum,
written in the last years of his life, a passage on which
Professor Whitehead made a remarkable observation;
and there are other passages like it. This is the passage:

Itiscertainthat dl bodieswhatsoever, though they have
no sense, yet they have perception: for when one body is
applied to another, there is a kind of eection to embrace

! Cambridge, 1936, impression of 1937, p. 53,



The New Learning 15
that whichisagreeable, and to excludeor repel that which
isingrate; and whether the body be aterant or atered,
evermore a perception precedeth operation; for ese dl
bodies would be dike one to another. And sometimes this
perception, in-some kind of bodies, is far more subtile than
sense: so that sense is but a dull thing in comparison of it:
we see a weather glass will find the least difference of the
weather in heat or cold, when we find it not. And this
perception is sometimes at a distance, as well as upon the
touch; as when loadstone draweth iron; or flame naphtha
of Babylon, a great distance off. It is therefore a subject of
avery noble enquiry, to enquire of the more subtile percep-
tions, for it is another key to open nature, as well as the
sense; and sometimes better.

But Professor Whitehead's comment, whatever we may
think of it, is hardly less surprising than the passage
itself. 'l believe, he says, 'Bacon's line of thought to have
expressed a more fundamental truth than do the materi-
digic concepts which were then being shaped as ade-
quate for physics; and Mr. Whitehead might have said
—'then being shaped by Bacon himsdf and others. The
whirligig of time brings in its revenges. Mr. Whitehead
was not ill-equipped to pronounce on the nature of the
physical World in the light of the long history of classicd
mechanics and of the ferment of the physics of our own
day; and he declares that Bacon is nearer the find truth
of things when he talks after the fashion of renaissance
vitalism than when he talks like a prophet of the mecha-
nisic science of the succeeding centuries. | am not at
al concerned to argue that thisis so. My purpose now is
only to emphasize the great shifts of perception in
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Bacon's mind, his precarious hold upon the new ides,
the ease with which he fals back on current and typical
renaissance modes of thought which liked to see the
universe everywhere animated, and the scene of a uni-
versaly diffused life.

5

But there is another thing toremark™ about the passage
from Baconwhich Professor Whitehead quoted. It isnot
only that Bacon spoke of 'al bodies whatsoever' as hav-
ing 'perception’ and 'election’; he adds that if it were
not so, 'all bodies would be alike one to another'. Bacon
will not now, in this passage, willingly envisage aworld
inwhich al thingsare 'alike' tooneanother; instead, he
s things as individual and organic; and Professor
Whitehead, rightly orwrongly, approved of thisdoctrine
of things. Only, we must recall that other strain in
Bacon of which | have spoken, in which he spesks, like
a true fashioner and prophet of modernity, of the laws
of matter in motion as the true forms of things; and then
we e that there his imagination is moved by the vision
of auniversein which al things are dike one to another,
ultimate atoms of matter, unchanging, unaffected by the
other units to which it bears the most complete resem-
blance. We see in Bacon the parting of the ways, his
view is now on one road, and now on another, and heis
uncertain which to take. But his successors will have
less uncertainty.

11t was remarked by the late Professor A. £. Taylor in his British
Academy lecture on Francis Bacon, 1926.
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Now this epochad moment we must see againg its
background, which stretchesfar into the past. The move-
ment from the apogee of scholastic philosophy in S.
Thomas, through Scotus to the nominalism of Ockham
and hisfollowers, was a movement which removed the
supernatural beyond rational discourse and brought
thought to earth; but it had done so only to help our
later modern centuries to be disposed to think that the
earth was composed of bodies entirely like one another.
When Bacon was writing The Advancement, Hamlet had
not long before made his bow before his audience—and
it was to prove alarge one; and Lear was soon to make
his appearance. But men from the seventeenth to the
twentieth centuries wereto be frightened by the thought
that a Hamlet and a Lear were indeed idols of the
theatre, a mere show which contrived to hide the pup-
pet-strings and the back-stage redlities. A great conti-
nental philosopher of the eighteenth century, aided by
Romantic poetry, was to dlay this fear; at least, for a
time. Today, Romanticism and the English empirical
temper have alike laboured to produce a philosophica
climateinwhich an English philosopher can coolly spesk
about whathecall sthe'bogyof mechanism'. But weshall
see, no doubt, whether the bogy will belaid as negtly as
is now thought; metaphysical ghosts are not perhaps
exorcised so easily; and the fearful imagination of man
may continue, in Dr. Johnson's phrase, to prey upon
life.

However that may be, | sad that we see Bacon com-
ing near to the modern mechanistic notions of nature;

6387 G
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but he saw that in that case dl things would be dike
to one another; and there remained in his mind the
sense of things as having 'perception’ and 'eection’,
keeping, thereby, their peculiar identities. This illus-
trates the recoail, in Bacon's mind, from abstraction; his
Imagination did not go on to grasp firmly aworld which
lent itsdf to mathematical treatment; instead, it clung
to a mode of apprehension that would ordinarily be
caled more poetical. Certainly, Shakespeare's poetry is
full of things having 'perception’ and 'dection’; it is full
of what is sometimes called the 'personal metaphor'.
The rivers are proud and burst their continents; the
daffodil comes before the swalow dares and takes the
winds with beauty; an envious diver bresks, the blood
peeps through scars; the flame of the taper bends to
perceive the enclosed lights of the eyes of Imogen. With-
out this kind of thing, Shakespeare's poetry would be a
very different affair. But is it wholly or merely fancy?
Once, indeed, we see Shakespeare's mind arresting itsdlf
in the course of apprehension like this. Everyone knows
the lines describing Cleopatra in the barge; but | ven-
ture to quote some of them:
Purple the sals, and so perfumed that
The winds were love-sick with them; the oars were Slver,
Which to the tune of fluteskept stroke, and made
The water which they beat to follow faster,
As amorous of their strokes . . .

...shedidlie
In her pavilion—cloth of gold, of tissue—
O'er-picturing that Venuswherewe see
The fancy outwork nature . . .
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... and Antony,
Enthroned i' the market place, did St done,
Whistling to the air; which, but for vacancy,
Had gone to gaze on Cleopatra too
And made agap in nature.

How beautifully Shakespeare's fancy turns back upon
itsdlf here and makes the implied rebuke to itself of a
piece with the poetry! No doubt it was not the new
science which had first announced that nature abhors a
vacuum; but | think it is true to say that we see here in
Shakespeare something of the same strain of conflicting
apprehensions which we have observed in Bacon.

6

It is not necessary for my purpose to speak of the de-
tall of Bacon's method and of his notions of how the
great result was to be brought about. They have been
sufficiently expounded; so havetheir faults, limitations,
and misunderstandings, when they have beenjudged in
the light of how physical science hasin fact proceeded. |
need hereonly look briefly to thefeelingand imagination
which animated what Bacon thought and wrote about
human knowledge. He believed that the world of the
New Atlantiswaswithin our grasp; it could be wrought,
and soon; and its coming would be akind of rebirth of
human life. Here is the centre, the urgent, passonate
motive of Bacon's thought. The Fal was in dl truth the
consequence of man's pride; he had aspired to a for-
bidden knowledge; in seeking rational knowledge of
God he had sought to be like God; he had paid the
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penalty; and his days had become few and evil. This
Bacon declares in the opening pages in The Advance-
ment; it was the starting-point and theme of al he had
to say. 'It was, he says, ‘the proud knowledge of good
and evil, with anintent in man to give law unto himself,

and to depend no more upon God's commandment

which was the form of the temptation. But now, let us
call off the assault of our reason upon heaven and direct
it to the earth. We may not have rational understanding
of God; we may have understanding and mastery of his
creatures. Reason was clouded and lost in metaphysical
heights; it would shine with pristine purity in the plains
of natural science. The supernatural called to be obeyed;
the natural called to be commanded. Heaven lay indeed
beyond man's mind; but the earth lay at his feet, and
might, in some respects at least, be again the paradise
of Adam. The Kingdom of Man lay about us for the
getting; and 'the entrance into the Kingdom of Man,
founded on the sciences, [ig not much other', he said,

'than the entrance into the Kingdom of Heaven where-
into none may enter except as a little child'? with, that
is, the understanding freed from 'idols. The true role
of reason did not lie in philosophy; it lay in the sciences
which have no other end than that 'human life be en-
dowed with new discoveries and powers. Truth there-
fore and utility are here the very same things, he says.
He had 'no entire or universal theory to propound’; his
purpose was to try whether he could not 'in very fact

Q.3

& Novum Organum, i. Ixviii.
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lay more firmly the foundations, and extend more
widely the limits, of the power and greatness of man'.
This was the vison which was in the mind of Bacon
at the outset of modernity. But it was no mere vision or
vague aspiration. It could be realized soon. A few gene-
rations of inquiry and the task of natural science could
be accomplished and the new world be born. Here was
Bacon's brave new world. Bacon wrote the New Atlantis
in 1624. He did not finish it. His chaplain Rawley tels
us that he left it in order to press on with his investiga-
tions. The new world was not something to write about;
it was something to bring about, and soon. We may
didike the flattery which Bacon addresses to the King
in the first pages of The Advancement; in writing it, he
may well have had his own advancement in view; but
he had dso the advancement of learning in view; and
for both, the King's goodwill was decisve. Bacon no
doubt was ambitious for office; but he was more ambi-
tious for mankind and itsreleasefrom brief and wretched
days; his pity for mankind is abundantly shown in his
writings; and it was open to James, or so Bacon believed,
to become the chief architect of a work which would
bring in a new world and the Kingdom of Man.*

7
In the years when these things were being cogitated
and written down, Shakespeare was writing his greatest
plays. Shakespeare could hardly not have known
of Bacon: Essex was 0 illustrious a man, and his
Y 1bid., i. cxvi.
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conspiracy and death such momentous events, that
Shakespeare must at the least have heard of this friend
of Essex and of therole he played in his tria. A famous
performance of Richard //, a a crucia time in Essex's
life, brought Shakespeare and the players near to the
conspiracy; they did not suffer for it in any way; but
they must have heard and talked of Bacon; it is natural
to think that Shakespeare read over an account of
Essex's treason, published in 1601, which Bacon had
drafted; and if there is any good cause to believe that
the figure of Essex went into the making of Hamlet,
Bacon and Shakespeare each set down on paper, a very
much the same time, their renderings of this strange and
unstable man. But however that may be, the accesson
of James was to bring changes for them both. The Lord
Chamberlain's Men became the King's Men, and they
were to play at Court more frequently than in the reign
of Elizabeth. Bacon was knighted on the accesson, and
then, after anxious and industriousyears, was to become
Solicitor-Generd in 1607. Early in the first years of the
King'sreign Bacon had composed The Advancement\ he
was anxious to engage the King's interest in the Great
Design; and in October 1605 ** "* published. In that
year, in that autumn it seems likely, when Robert
Catesby and others were entertaining certain alarming
notions, King Lear was composed; it was acted at Court
at Christmas 1606. Did acopy of The Advancement come
into Shakespeare's hands at this time? and did Sr
Francis Bacon see the performance of Lear a Court?
In earlier Elizabethan years he had tried his hand at
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writing for masqueand revel; and in what he then wrote
the new knowledge and the new means to power were
dready a theme. Did he think that this play, enacted
in these later, Jacobean times, was benezath his notice?
Or, if he saw it, he perhaps saw it as an image of
human misery, of the sorrows of mankind and of our
lifewherein wewear out daysfew and evil; and he may
have hurried home to draft or redraft one of his direc-
tives for a new and happier world. 'But it is not good,,
he said in The Advancement, 'to stay too long in the
theatre.’

8

And yet, when we compare Bacon with Shakespeare,
we are not, | think, comparing a mind naturally and
chiefly intellectual and analytical, with a mind natu-
rally poetical. Bacon's mind sheered off from the labour
of philosophical analysis, nor was his mind of the
scientific quality which was being exhibited and labori-
oudy employed by the makers of scientific method and
discovery in his own time. He was naturally impas-
soned and imaginative; he was quick, in the words he
used of King James but which are redly a description
of himself, to 'take flame and blaze from the least occa
son presented, or the least spark of another's knowledge
delivered.' He himself distinguished between the mind
apt in resemblances, lofty and discursive, and the mind
apt in digtinctions, steady and acute; and he belonged
himsdlf to the first sort. He left off the writing of the

1 Advancement, i, To the King'.
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New Atlantis to push on with 'Natural History'; but he
knew his way about in Atlantis better than in his
scientific investigations, where he easily got himself lost.
He knew what he wanted, and showed us Atlantis; he
could not even apply his own rules for getting there.
Dean Church said of him that his mind was 'keenly
sengitive to dl analogies and affinities, impatient of a
strict and rigid logica groove, but spreading as it were
tentacles on al sdes in quest of chance prey, and
quickened into a whole system of imagination by the
electric quiver imparted by a single word, at once the
key and symbol of the thinking it had led to'.! There
could hardly be a better description of the quality of
Bacon's mind than this. It isin the light of this that we
can best understand his love of the aphorism and his
didlike of ashow of system and completeness; initslight
adso, we understand the role of images in his writing.
He was unwilling, he said, to let the intellect fly up
from the senses. Shakespeare's thought was steeped in
the senses; Bacon's was never far from them. This helps
to explain why in philosophy, as a theorist of science,
as an investigator, he fell short. He could not carry his
imaginative thought into the detail and tria of ana
lytical labour; he had little head for mathematics, and
he could not depart so far from his images without
stumbling or losing vitality and clarity. For the same
reason, he could not, like Descartes, withdraw himself
from the world; brooding and puzzling in front of a
gove would not facilitate his kind of thinking. Hobbes
1 R. W. Church, Bacon, London, 1884, edition of 1888
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was content to be a dependent of a noble family; Bacon
must move between the Court, York House, and his
splendid Manor of Gorhambury. He was to be Lord
Chancellor; but he had worked at his profession of the
law reluctantly and against the grain; he was a better
and happier Lord Chancellor than he was a working
lawyer. He could write of the new science like a Lord
Chancellor; we cannot say with any accuracy that he
contributed to scientific knowledge. He needed the
stimulus of great scenes, great affairs, of wide vistas and
splendid prospects to release the peculiar power of his
ample mind.

9

Itistherefore of great interest to consider thetragedies
of Shakespeare in the light of the 'flame and blaze' of
Bacon's mind. | said earlier that there was no strong
intellectual frame within which Shakespeare's mind
could move and work; and the greatest thinker of his
time in England was principally concerned to lay the
foundations of natural philosophy. Besides, Bacon made
of Christian faith something beyond, or nearly beyond,
reason; he asserted faith, but withheld intellectual sup-
port from it; and the time was not yet ripe for the
appearance of metaphysical systems (such as, in effect,
Hobbes's was) which were secular in feeling and inten-
tion. As it was, Bacon left philosophy at best to a pre-
carious and ghostly existence between the two worlds of
faith and natural science: it did not bridge the two
worlds.
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Shakespeare, then, worked in a time of intellectual
uncertainty and philosophica barrenness which Bacon
did little enough to mitigate. But besides, if Shakespeare
could not draw upon a strong philosophical system or
tradition, he dso did not write as a man of faith. He
may have died a Papist; he did not write as a Christian.
This seems certain. He writeswithout aphilosophy; and
we cannot say that his writings are Christian writings.
And yet he conducted a poetic and dramatic explora
tion of human experience which is without parallel for
both depth and range in the world's history.

Again, | have said that Bacon inherited a disinclina-
tion to philosophy aswe ordinarily understand it; what
excited his mind were the prospects of investigating the
natural world; what he wanted was philosophy made
'natural’; he was above all a gospdler of 'natural philo-
sophy', and far less a practitioner in philosophy proper.
Bacon indeed spesks of human nature in The Advance-
ment and in the Essays; and he does so with insight and
sagacity. Butitisnot for thisthat heis mostly interesting
to us, and his mind was chiefly fixed on the natural
world. But Shakespeare'swas chieflyfixedonthe human,
the material he treated was human conduct and charac-
ter, idiosyncrasy, goodness and evil, wrought into pat-
tern after pattern as play succeeded play; and it cannot
be denied that in those plays of his with which we are
specidly concerned there is exhibited a sense of the
mystery of man's relationship to the universe: Hamlet
IS a perplexed, even distracted, intellectual; and in Lear,
even more powerfully, the universe's nature and man's
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destiny in it become the amost declared theme and
substance of the play.

| am not of course proposing to argue that we ought
to regard Shakespeare as a philosopher; that certainly
we must not do. Coleridge somewhere spoke of Shake-
speare's 'most profound, energetic and philosophic
mind’; and Mr. Eliot has remarked, and rightly, that
‘philosophic' is not the right word; he added that we
must try to find aword to put in its place, but that the
right word hasin fact not yet beenfound. No one indeed
will deny that Shakespeare was a man of thought, and
of profound and energetic thought; but few will assert,
with any scrupulous regard to language, that he was a
man of philosophic thought. Still, a great work of art is
—or so | should say—awork of reason; for the universe
of reason is not, | take it, exhausted by mathematics,
science, and philosophy; and if we argue that thisis so,
we must seein Shakespeare's plays arationa treatment,
by the greatest man who has appeared in our civiliza-
tion, of human conduct and human destiny. Accord-
ingly, we have this situation: Bacon, the philosopher,
declined the traditional tasks of philosophy; he turned
his rapt mind to the envisagement of scientific progress
and its great consequences, his prospect was of the
natural world understood and then controlled. He saw
himsdlf as redirecting philosophy back into the paths
from which Socrates had led it: 'When Socrates had
drawn down philosophy from heaven to earth, moral
philosophy became more fashionable than ever, and
diverted the minds of men from the philosophy of
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nature', he saysin Novum Organum (i. Ixxix). But Shake-
speare was aware—he could not fail to be aware, and
shows unmistakable signs of being aware—of the new
naturalism; still, his meditation was of man and his
destiny not as something to be decided apparently in
any measure by a command of the physical world. At
least, to spesk for a moment of the last plays, in the
brave new world of Shakespeare there is no hint of a
Salomon's House, such as we find in the New Atlantis.
There is indeed, to compare with the Father of Sdo-
mon's House, Prospero, with his 'science’ and learning.
Still, Bacon's spokesman speaks of libraries and devices
and experiments; Prospero breaks his staff and gives up
his power. The scientists of Sdlomon's House will plumb
al depths and unknown places; Prospero is content to
drown his book where plummet never reached nor ever
will. In the New Atlantis we hear of 'the enlarging of the
bounds of human Empire’; on the idand of Prospero
we hear of the great globe itself dissolving and leaving
not a rack behind. To say this is to look on into the
'Romances, which are not my concern now; but if we
consider the work of Shakespeare as a whole, we find
in it neither a manifest faith nor any concern with the
understanding of the physical world. Neither of Bacon's
requirements are here. But dso, we have not here a
philosophy. And yet we have, in spite of this, an incom-
parable exploration of, we may even say investigation
into, human life, its nature, mystery, and destiny.
This is a Situation of interest and importance. Bacon
and Shakespeare are the greatest figures in the early
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days of our civilization, and both were men of imagina-
tion. What Bacon signified for the future of mankind
we know. He stands at the threshold of modernity, and
pronounces, like a Lord Chancellor indeed, the new
idea of science. The idea was not, in any ultimate
sense, original to him; thescientific movement wasunder
way, and would certainly have continued had he never
lived. Still, he was prophetic; and as the century wore
on he was to be increasingly a light and an inspiration
to English science. His method would not do; but the
drive and passion of his mind did not die with him;
they increased in power and scope. He did not see, he
could hardly foresee, that faith could not be left, ifit was
ultimately to survive, in the crowned but undefended
isolation from the life of reason in which he put it; but
he rightly sensed the immense power which lay to our
hand in scientific inquiry. Faith may have declined; the
power of science has grown in ways and in a measure
beyond even Bacon's dream.

But if the significance of Bacon is clear, we may find
it hard to define and declare the significance of Shake-
speare. Itisto thislarge and difficult matter that | shall
try, for what my attempt will be worth, to address
mysdlf in later chapters, and this | shdl try to do by
speaking chiefly of Hamlet and King Lear. Presumptuous
as my intention may be it is not, | think, in itself
supererogatory. Shakespeare has indeed come to greater
fame in later days than Bacon; and everyone, no doubt,
would acknowledge that he was the greater man. But
does he, in fact, signify more to us than Bacon, and has
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he had, and has he, a greater influence on us than Bacon
and what Bacon signified? Bacon spesks the twofold
gospel of sheer faith and of natural philosophy; Shake-
speare writes without faith and without philosophy, and
with no apparent concern with science. What is it then
which he may be said to have done, and what does it
come to, that we acknowledge that he is not only greater
than Bacon, but aso the greatest man of our civiliza-
tion? The knowledge Bacon wanted was dso power, as
he declared; and time hasjustified him. But what kind
of knowledge did Shakespeare provide, if indeed he
provided knowledge a al? and if, in any sense, he
provided knowledge, is it of a kind which aso may be
said to be power?

10

We may or may not know the answers to these
questions. But Bacon thought he knew them. To him
the role of reason was clear, and he undertook to provide
the rulesfor its employment. But he was dso clear about
the role of the imagination: poetry, he says in The
Advancement, has 'reference’ to the imagination (I1. i. 1).
Now imagination, he says, dso in The Advancement, is
ordinarily an agent of the reason and in that measure
sarves knowledge. But it may not itself provide know-
ledge; no science 'fitly pertains to the imagination’; ‘as
for poesy, it is rather a pleasure or play of the imagina-
tion, than a work or duty thereof (n. xii. i); that is to
sy, in poetry the imagination does not even sarve
knowledge; here, it is cut right away from it. Thereis a
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passage in the De Augmentis (3. i) where he says of
history that it walks upon the earth and that it acts as
a guide rather than alight; but Poesy, he says, is 'as a
dream of learning; a thing sweet and varied, and that
would be thought to have in it something divine; a
character which dreams likewise affect’. Reason, that
IS to say, provides an advancement of learning; poetry
isasadream of learning merely, andissweet and varied.!
What Bacon saysin The Advancement (n. iv. 2) about
poetry iswell known. It is, he says, a 'feigned history’;
'poesy serveth and conferreth to magnanimity, morality,
and delectation'’; “and therefore it was ever thought to
have some participation of divineness, because it doth
raise and erect the mind, by submitting the shows of
things to the desires of the mind; whereas reason doth

! But there is a feature of what Bacon has to say about poetry which
cdlsfor remark. He speaksin The Advancement, and at greater lengthin
DeAugmentis, of * Parabolical Poetry'. In TheAdvancement (I1.iv. 3) hesays
that 'Allusive or Parabolical [Poetry] is anarration applied only to express
somespecia purposeor conceit*; andthissentence, intheL atintrandation,
becomes . . . historia cum typo, quae intellectualia deducit ad sensum®,
typal history which brings to the senses objects of the intellect. He
distinguishes between two kinds of parabolical poetr;y both of which he
declares to be superior to other forms of poetry. Thefirst kind is used for
illugtration; the second ‘for an infoldment'. By the first he means a
deliberate form of teachi ng, asin allegory and fable; by the second he
means poetry in which 'the secrets and mysteries of religion, policy and
philosophy are involved in fables and parables, where 'involved* means
indeed wreathed or entwined inextricably. It is this second kind of
parabolical poetry quaeintellectualiadeducitadsensum*; itis myth; and
Bacon clearly beholds it as more important than the other fabular form
of poetry. It is drange, and of deep interest, that Bacon should see this
0 clearly; but he nowhere, so far as | know, is diposed to look a any
narratives other than very primitive ones in this light. It is true that his
interpretations of Greek myths are preposterous. But that is another
matter.
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buckle and bow the mind unto the nature of things.
Poetry is the child of our desires; and, like religion, it
can have no place in the life of reason. To this, and to
other passageslikeit, | shall have occasionto returnfrom
time to time. In the meantime, we observe that Bacon is
declaring, in effect, that King Lear, or anything like it,
does not buckle and bow the mind unto the nature of
things. It is at best a dream of learning; and Bacon was
concerned with the advancement of learning.
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N trying to speak of Hamlet, | give mysdf some com-
Ifort by saying at once that | shall be content to play

the role of a Teucer to the Ajax of Mr. Granville-
Barker. Mr. Granville-Barker concluded his essay on
Hamlet with these words:

In England, for the best part of a century before Hamlet
was written, and for sixty years after, the finer issues of the
spiritual revolution which the Renaissance had begun were
obscured by secular discord, persecution, and civil war; and
the ensuing peace left them hardened into formula. To the
popular mind thus distressed and coarsened, the finer issues
implicit either in play or character might well make small
appea. Nor would they be likdlier to touch the conscience
of the positive eighteenth century. Not till it was waning, and
many men had come to find their set creeds unsatisfying,
till they began to ask the old essential questions once again,
to have a better answer if they might, did the Hamlet of
spiritual tragedy come by his own; then to become, indeed,
the typical hero of a new ‘age of doubt'. It was as if Shake-
speare, S0 dive to the spirit of his own time, had been in this
mysterioudly attuned besides to some

prophetic soul
Of the wide world dreaming on things to come.

While our age of doubt endures and men il cry despairingly

'l do not know..." and must go on uncomforted, the play will

keep, | should suppose, its hold on us. If anew age of faith
6387 D
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or reason should succeed, or one for a while too crushed
by brute reality to value either, Hamlet may then be seen
again simply as the good Polonius saw him.

In these, as | believe, profound words, is the essence
of what | haveto say. | amnot, | trust, unmindful of all
the work which has gone to exhibiting to us the Eliza-
bethan Hamlet; but those who have illuminated the
play by historical research have not themselves been
unmindful that Hamlet was not merely contemporary
with his age; and the mind of Shakespeare is not, | take
it, expressible as a function of a number of features of
the age in which Shakespeare lived. The historian must
accept the creativeness of the rare and great mind as
itself a brute fact, and as a major brute fact; thereis no
resolvingitaway; itispeculiar, unique, andinexplicable;
it is creative both of itself and of its civilization. The
apparently simple category of cause and effect does not
apply here; in such a mind, the facts and features of its
age are material worked upon and transfigured into
expressive symbols. Indeed, the symbol is not a state-
ment or even a trandation of the fact; instead, the fact
emerges into clear light in the form of the symbol which
aone is the full because significant fact. Thus, Hamlet
better helps us to understand the Elizabethan un-
certainty about ghosts than books written by lesser
contemporaries of Shakespeare whose study of these
things is far more partial and abstract than Shake-
speare's treatment of them in his play.

| am not here chiefly concerned with these matters.
! Prefaces to Shakespeare, Third Scries, London 1937, third impression,
1944, PP- 3289,
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| wish only to suggest that we may go too far in seeing
Shakespeare as one behind whom we must look in order
to understand him; we may rightly look to what came
after. Thereis much, indeed, in Bacon which was of the
Middle Ages and of the Renaissance; but the core of
him was what we can only call modern; he was one of
thefirst of the moderns; his vision of things was creative
of, and is better understood in the light of, what came
after him; and what makes Bacon important and gives
to him his splendid literary powersis, | venture to say,
his modernity. What was of the Middle Ages in him and
of the Renaissance, is, of course, of deep interest to us;
but it is not this which makes him loom so large, which
indeed gives him his peculiar greatness, and secures for
him the attention and admiration of al succeeding
generations. And soit is, | think, with Shakespeare. He
was, in al truth, as Mr. Granville-Barker says, greatly
alive to the spirit of his own time; but he, like Bacon,
was prophetic, though of different things. The ‘finer
issues of the spiritual revolution' of his time are still our
issues; it is Hamlet as a figure expressive of modernity
which holds our rapt contemplation; he, too, is one of
the first, and is perhaps the greatest, of the moderns.
The spirit of Bacon is till potently alive; so is Hamlet's.
We read, in a nineteenth-century poet, that we are

Light half-believers of our casua creeds,
Who never deeply felt, nor clearly will'd,
Whose insight never has borne fruit in deeds,
Whose vague resolves never have been fulfill'd;
For whom each year we see
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Breeds new beginnings, disappointments new;

Who hesitate and falter lite away,
And lose tomorrow the ground won today;

and it is natural to acknowledge that Arnold's descrip-
tion of usistrue enough. But Arnold's lines, fine as they
are, are a poetry of brief statement; Shakespear€'s play
Is the detailed image, the elaborately wrought symbol,
of this unresolved distress of modernity. Our modern
world, at its outset, beheld itself here, here defined, and
inthat measure created; hereit has continued to behold
itself; this play, far more than any other work of art or
philosophy, has held our fascinated study. Bacon, | have
said, was prophetic; and yet he looked to a conclusive
event, an absolute achievement through knowledge
which was aso power. But Shakespeare, in Hamlet, was
dso, | have said, prophetic; but he saw uncertainty,
ignorance, failure, and defeat. | do not say he saw, even
in Hamlet, only these things; but that he saw at least
these things, we cannot deny. Bacon looked to un-
questioning religious faith and to natural philosophy;
but Hamlet certainly had no unquestioning faith; he
had no philosophy, natural or other; and his problems
were hardly to be resolved by the use of scientific
method, or knowledge, or experiment.

b4

| cannot, within my limits, proceed to a systematic
study of the play of Hamlet: | must move discursively,
but not, | trust, evasvely.

| have suggested where, as it seems to me, the centre
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of the play lies. Some have seen Hamlet as congenitally
indisposed to action: Goethe and Coleridge saw him
largely inthisway. But infact, the play forbidsthis; and
Ophelias description of Hamlet is no doubt intended to
suggest to us a difference between the Hamlet we see
now and the Hamlet of earlier days. He had been the
courtier, the soldier, and the scholar,

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

But now he is quite, quite down. New circumstances
have arisen, and in them he is distracted, uncertain of
his way, unable to resolve an intolerable state of things;
and the play presents this man in this condition, what he
does and what happens to him. Thisindeed is not al it
does; but this it does chiefly.

To see Hamlet as merely a perplexed mind, an un-
certain intellect, would be grosdy to simplify; no play
could be enacted out of such abstracted matter. Hamlet
Is aman of strong passion, if he is aso one of weak will;
but the weakness of his will and the strength of his
feelings, whether of contempt and disgust for Claudius
or of admiration for Horatio, are of a piece with his
intellectual condition; and if | appear to spesk of
Hamlet as of some ghostly and bloodless intellectual, it
will not be in entire forgetfulness of the rest of him.
Nor, if | appear to lift Hamlet out of the play and seem
to offend against a canon of contemporary criticism,

! Quotations from Shakespeare are made from the Arden editions.
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shall | forget the risks | am running. | must indeed ask
forbearance for what cannot, within the scope at my
disposal, be a full-length study of the play; | shall
proceed withwhat | acknowledgeto bealimited purpose
in view; | only think that nothing that | say isin the
last resort at odds with any full consideration of the play
as awork of dramatic art.

Now we have, in the first place, to see Hamlet as a
man uncertain of hisduty in the circumstancesin which
he finds himself. Ought he to murder the murderer of
his father and the seducer of his mother? That is the
question:

To be, or not to be: that is the question:

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The dings and arrows of outrageous fortune,

Or to take arms againgt a sea of troubles,
And by opposing end them? To die,—to deep . . .

| am not unaware that | am plunging into, to say the
least, debated territory. But itisbetter, | think, for me to
declare myself at once and make clear where, on this
battlefield, | stand and fight; and Mr. Granville-Barker
would, | am sure, forgive me if for the moment | make
Dr. Johnson my Ajax; he stands four-square, if shot at,
in this as in his other battles. His interpretation of this
soliloquy seemsto meincomparably the best yet offered.
The thought of the soliloquy is not, a the outset, of
suicide at al, but of persona immortality: whether we
areto beor not to be, to live or in truth to die; and in the
context of this thought, which recurs at the conclusion
of the lines | quoted (. . . and by opposing end them?
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To die—to deep ...), Hamlet asks whether it be nobler
to suffer the dings of fortune or to take arms against
troubles and end them. Hamlet's mind is moving fast:
we may read the 'that is the question’ as referring both
backwardsandforwards; andthetwo questions, Whether
we shall live or die? and, Whether it is nobler to suffer
or to take arms against our troubles? are tied up with
each other and are in Hamlet's mind quite inseparable.
Certainly, the thought of suicide occurs later with the
talk of a bare bodkin making a quietus for us; this is
one way of taking arms against a sea of troubles; and
then Hamlet's thought turns at once, again, to death and
a life to come. He had spoken first of taking arms
against others with the chance that he be killed; and his
mind had passed at once to the thought of what might
come in another world than this. Now he speaks of
killing himself; and now, again, his mind turns to what
would come in another world.

For who would bear the whips and scorns of time . . .

When he himself might his quietus make

With a bare bodkin? who would fardels bear . . .

But that the dread of something after death,

The undiscover'd country from whose bourn
No traveller returns, puzzles the will . . .?

We do offence to the speech, or so it seemsto me, unless
we see Hamlet contemplating first, the killing of others
with perhaps, then, his own death, and second, a
suicide; both are ways of taking arms against a sea of
troubles, and the taking arms in either form is seen
against the fearful background of a world to come
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in which condign punishment may be inflicted by a
righteous God. What kind of an eternity will the taking
up of arms, whether against others or oneself, bring one?
Therefore the overriding question is, Whether ‘tisnobler

. .? This we must know; for God, if there be a God,
may punish us through eternity for a wrong choice.
There is the intrinsic ethical question—Which is in
itself nobler? But Hamlet ties up this question aong
with the thought of eternal sanctions imposed by God.
If there were no after-lifeit would not matter, or matter
less, which line he took; but he cannot here, upon this
bank and shod of time, jump the thought of a life to
come. There is, then, an ethical question; there is dso
a metaphysical and religious question; and to neither
does he know the answer.

| only emphasize here, in passing, Hamlet's fearful
imagination of alife after death. | venture to think we
often underrate this. Here, indeed, weneed toremember
how close these Elizabethan days were to the Middle
Ages, here we must hold our modernity in restraint. If
we need to illustrate further that in this matter Hamlet
was not fetching excuses for delay, we may look at lines
Shakespeare wrote in another play afew years later.
In Measure for Measure the Duke has urged Claudio to be
absolute for death: the afflictions of life make death
Sweet. Later in the same scene, Isabellahastold Claudio
that 'the sense of death is most in apprehension’. But
the reply of Claudio, given indeed to Isabella but coming
in effect as a reply both to her and to the Duke, is
dreadful in its imagination:
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Ay, but to die, and go we know not where;
To lie in cold obstruction and to rot ...

. . . 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 pendent world; or to be worse than worst
Of those that lawless and incertain thought
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.

Hamlet too had 'lawless and incertain thought'; and it
will not do to say that here, in the face of this, Hamlet is
finding extravagant or recondite reasons for his hesita-
tion. Since the days when these lines were written the
eschatological imaginationhasfallensteadily back before
the onset of naturalism. A. C. Bradley merits our
gratitude, and | should be the last man to speak of him
without deep respect; but an English Hegelian would be
intelligibly disposed to underrate Hamlet's fear of other
worlds and to say that his thought, ifit moved on these
lines, was a symptom merely of a morbid and diseased
state. My own wish is frankly to elevate Hamlet's
intellectual distresses to an equality in importance with
his emotional state; the strength of the emotional shock
he has suffered is equalled by the weakness of his mind
in the face of difficult moral and metaphysical issues.
Hamlet was, after dl, an intellectual. We must bear in
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mind that Shakespeare was the first to make him a
member of a university; and Hamlet was acted before
the universities of Oxford and Cambridge. (We may
aso recal, with alarm, that Polonius had been amember
of a university; some will further note, and with still
greater alarm, that hehad clearly, when at the university,
been a member of the Dramatic Society.) But my point
is that Hamlet is not a tragedy of excessive thought; so
far as we arc to sec the cause of Hamlet's destiny in
intellectual terms, itisatragedy not of excessive thought
but of defeated thought. Hamlet does not know; and he
knows of no way of knowing. And then comes the line,
Thus conscience does make cowards of us all;
resolution is sicklied o'er, and enterprise loses the name
of action. It is hard to know what it is right to do; and
we do not know whether in fact we live after we die, and
in a universe in which a moral order asserts itself. No
doubt Shakespeare had to be careful how he expressed
the issues which confronted Hamlet. But the plain issue
was, Docs God exist or not? What was at stake in
Hamlet's mind was nothing less than the greatest which
confronts our mortal minds.

‘Conscience does make cowards of us." There has been,
| am aware, much dispute as to what the word means
here. For my part, | find not the least difficulty in
believing that the word carries both its usual meaning
and that of 'reflection and anxious thought'. It is a
platitude of Shakespeare study that Shakespeare could,
with wonderful ease, charge a word with two or three
meanings at once; there is hardly a page of Shakespeare
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which does not illustrate this; and, in any case, the word
‘conscience’ means for us al both a command to do
what isright and anxious reflection astowhat is, in fact,
the right thing to do. If I had to choose (what | feel
under no compulsion whatever to do) between the two
meanings proposed, | should unhesitatingly choose the
former and usual meaning. A. C. Bradley was cross
(in a footnote) with the Oxford Dictionary for giving its
authority to construing ‘conscience’ in this passage as
meaning 'moral senseor scrupulousness’; and he declares
that 'in this soliloquy Hamlet is not thinking of the duty
laid upon him at all'. But how then can he begin to
explain the lines,
Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer . . .
Ortotakearms. . .?

It is precisely his duty Hamlet thinks of, and of his duty,
which hefindsit hard to decide, in relation to a possible
world to come; and the difficulty of knowing what is
right, and the uncertainty of our last destiny, together
puzzle and arrest the will. Conscience requires that we
do what is right; but then, what is right or wrong
in these circumstances? Anxious reflection discloses no
clear conviction; nor does it provide knowledge of a
world to come. This is the moral and metaphysical un-
certainty in which Hamlet finds himself. He does not
know and cannot find out. Conscience makes demands;
but it dso provides no clear moral or metaphysical
sense. Until he finds himself in this climacteric condi-
tion, life has gone on smoothly enough; but now, and
suddenly, he knows that he lacks the insight, or the
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knowledge, or the faith, which will steady him, and
carry him forward in a single and continuous course of
action. In this, Hamlet knows he is different from
Horatio, whose calm and steadily appointed way of life
we are expected to admire. Horatio is precisely one who
in suffering all, suffers nothing; he has accepted the first
alternative Hamlet had proposed to himself: ‘whether
'tis nobler in the mind to suffer the dings and arrows ..."
Horatio has, we are expected to understand, decided
that itisnobler so to suffer, and he has taken the buffets
and the rewards of fortune with equal thanks; he knows
his line and he is steady in it. Hamlet has not decided;
and hence his peculiar distress.

It is very important to observe the play here on the
word 'suffer', Horatio is one who suffers everything and
suffers nothing. What doesthis mean ?1 takeit to mean,
inthefirstsense, that Horatio acceptsequally thefortunes
and misfortunes of life; he embraces his good fortune
with restraint and he endures his misfortunes. There-
fore, in the second sense, he suffers nothing; he is not put
out or mastered by circumstance; he is master of him-
sef and of circumstance; he sustains a steady and
imperturbable calm. In the one sense of the word, he
takes what comes, without rebellion against it; he does
not oppose it to end it; he is thus passive. But in the
other sense, heis precisely not passive, but pre-eminently
active and creative in his life. Such a steadiness and
even tenour, in a philosophy of'suffering’, Hamlet does
not possess. Horatio is one who, in suffering al, suffers
nothing; Hamlet isonewho, in suffering nothing, suffers
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everything. He is active where Horatio is passive, and
passive where Horatio is active. His passivity is of the
wrong sort; he is blown about by every gust of passion.
But it isthe same when heis active: hisactivity, like his
passivity, isan affair of passion merely. Judgementisnot
init. He is passion's dave, played on like a pipe, lapsed
in time and circumstance, unaccountable, now listless,
now violent.

But we must remark how Hamlet speaks of Horatio;
he does so in words of passionate admiration. His elec-
tion had sealed Horatio for himself because in suffering
al, Horatio suffered nothing; and it is the man who is
not passion's slave whom he would wear in his heart's
core. How clearly hewould be like Horatio! And yet, in
the face of what has happened, ought he to be like
Horatio? or ought he not to take up arms against his
troubles, and violently end them and perhaps there-
by himself? He did not know. The ghost had given
Haml et specific instructions to contrive nothing against
his mother:

. . . leave her to heaven,
And to those thorns that in her bosom lodge,
To prick and sting her.

But ought he perhaps to leave Claudius to heaven also?
When his guilt was proved beyond any doubt, Hamlet
gtill did not kill him; he left him aone, giving a reason,
plausible enough in Hamlet's eyes, in the eyes of his
audience, and in our eyes, and yet inhabiting a middle
region between sincerity and insincerity. We are told
that in explaining why he does not there kill the King,
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Hamlet was sincere; it was a belief of the time. But it
was certainly not universal. Claudius at least could have
told him it was nonsense; Claudius has madejust clear
to us what was necessary if he, Claudius, was to win
heaven. And could a Hamlet who half his time believed
neither in heaven nor hell, sincerely and with a whole
mind say these things? He leaves Claudius, and goes off
to rage a his mother.

Conscience, says Hamlet, makes cowards of us; we
are made afraid by it; and who of us does not know that
this is true? In the soliloquy in Act IV (How dl occa
gons do inform against me) the same thought is upper-
most. God has given us capability and god-like reason;
we may, Hamlet certainly does not, live in a bestial
oblivion of it. What he charges himself with is excess of
scruple in employing it in his mora difficulties, think-
ing too precisely on the event; his scruples, he says, are
craven; or at least they are one part wisdom and three-
quarters cowardice:

A thought which, quarter'd, hath but one part wisdom
And ever three parts coward.

He is disposed to upbraid himself for letting dl things
deep; but he dso acknowledges, even in his bitter re-
proachment of himself, that he is at least one-quarter
wise in thinking precisely on the event: he could not do
other than think precisdly on such momentous issues.
But then, if his precise thinking issues in no results, no
assured decision, no clear path of duty, how can he be
other than afraid of doing one thing rather than the
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other? He has cause and will and strength and means to
doit; yes, dl these he has; but has he the conscience
to do it? That is the question; and conscience makes
cowards of us. But where is a resolution of this disiress
to come from? From thinking precisely on the event?
Apparently not; Hamlet is a thinker and has thought
enough. Then let him plunge, and do what no doubt
most people would expect of him; he talks fustian at
himself about greatly finding quarrel in a straw when
honour's at the stake; and thisin futurewill be hisline.
But will it? Of course not. It is better to have three-
quarters cowardice and one quarter wisdom than four
quarters of bravado and tomfoolery; and Hamlet knows
thiswell enough. But where and how will he find escape
from this proper and rightminded cowardice? This is
his problem; and it is | suppose, everybody's problem.

| am aware that | may well be manifesting a deplor-
able cocksureness in dl this. But at least | shall make
clear what | intend; and | confess to some impatience
with what seems to me the present-day willingness to
give up Hamlet for amystery. Now it is true, no doubt,
that we must not see the play as merely an affair of the
character of its hero. But few of us will deny that
Hamlet's procrastination is the major fact in the play
and that it was intended by Shakespeare to be so. But
are we redly to find his procrastination a mystery and
to leave it a mystery? Is there really anything mysteri-
ous about a man who has come to no clear and prac-
tised sense of life, and who in the face of a shocking
situation which quite peculiarly involves him, shuffles,
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deceives himsdlf, procrastinates, and in his exasperation
cruelly persecutes the person he loves best in the world?
Is this beyond our understanding? If we fail to under-
stand it, isit not only becauseit is al so near to us and
not becauseitisfar offin Elizabethan times? Conscience,
Hamlet said, makes cowards ofusall. He was thinking
of himself not as the exception, but as the rule.

3

Evenifwhat | have said istrue, it may still be replied
that | am building up too much from the great solilo-
quiesof Acts 111 and IV. Thereis much before, between,
and after these speeches; there is indeed, round about
them, the play asawhole. But | trust | may be alowed
to make a few observations in further defence of what
| have been saying. A. C. Bradley declared that it was
only late in the play that Shakespeare gives any ground
for thinking that Hamlet doubted what his duty was.
In Act v, Scene ii, he has been speaking of his uncle,
and he asks:

.. . is*t not perfect conscience
To quit him with this arm? and is't not to be damn'd

To let this canker of our nature come
In further evil?

Certainly, the question is asked; and here at least (as
Bradley tacitly acknowledges) 'conscienceé means con-
science and no mistake; and with the thought of
conscience comes again the thought of aworld after this
one—'ist not to be damned .. .7 But certainly, if this
were dl we had to go on, it would not be a great dedl;
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it comes too late in the play. | have spoken of two of
the soliloquies, those of Acts II1 and V. Of the soli-
loquy in Act IV (How dl occasons) and of that in Act
Il (Oh, what a rogue and peasant dave am |) Bradley
remarks that in them Hamlet bitterly reproaches him-
odf Tor the neglect of his duty. When he reflects on the
possible causesfor this neglect he never mentionsamong
them a moral scruple™ In fact | think, as | have sug-
gested, that this, so far asit refers to the soliloquy in Act
IV, is not true: it is thinking too precisely on the event
which is there put down for the cause of the delay. But
leaving that aside, we have to take account of the cir-
cumstances in which these two speeches are made. The
first ismade immediately after the players have shown
him their paces; the second after Fortinbras has marched
through against Poland. The player and the soldier
come upon him—how could they else?—as deep and
bitter reproaches. Nothing could be more natural than
this: the player and the soldier move easlly and natu-
rdly into their appointed actions; they suffer no arrest
or inhibition; and Hamlet isfilled with shame when he
thinks of himself. What then could be truer, in any de-
lineation of human nature, than that his mind should
then, in face of those whose inner lives get <o little in
the way of their duties, turn to the second of his great
dternatives, to taking arms against a sea of troubles
and, as Mr. Granville-Barker says, to 'brute capacity for
deads of blood? These are not occasons of mere reflec-
tion; the shame of his heplessness goads him towards
* Shakespearean Tragedy, London, second edition, 1920, p. 97.
5387 E
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the more violent of the two choices. But in between these
two soliloquies comes, in Act 111, the soliloquy which
every schoolboy knows by heart and which the world
has always put down for the essence of Hamlet. Here he
is under the dress of no immediate instigation which
would merely rouse his blood and alay hisjudgement.
Herehe comes quietly on and speaks; and that very night
the play isto be performed at Court. We arein apart of
the play where the time-sequence of the action is given
with unmistakable clarity. Hamlet had agreed with the
player, when arranging to have The Murder of Gonzago
performed, that it should be the following night; and
early in the scene in which Hamlet speaks the great
soliloquy it has been made clear that the play is to be
performed that night. There has been previoudy, as
Mr, Granville-Barker remarked, 'a spdl of timeless
ness ; and now the carefully defined temporal sequence
is 'used, sad Mr. Granville-Barker, 'to validate the
dramatic speed, even aswastimelessnessto help dow the
action down' and give avagueimpression of inaction and
delay. The tension tightens, Hamlet may have no doubt
in his heart of the King's guilt; but soon there will be
proof; and then, if ever, Hamlet must make his decision.
At this point, Hamlet comes on and spesks his speech;
and the purpose of this speech must be above dl to
define the issues. If, after the play-scene, he is not to
act, we must be given fair reason: we must understand
it; and thereason is as | have tried to expound it. This
soliloquy is therefore central; on this, if on anything, the
play turns. In the anguish of uncertainty which he here
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expresses he sees Ophelia and spesks his cruellest words
to her. Then the play-scene; then alifting of the tension
in @ measure, as he talks to Rosencrantz and Guilden-
stern. Then he is summoned to his mother and it is of
his mother he thinks. It is mjdnight and he could drink
hot blood; but il it is of his mother he thinks, not of
his uncle. He goes to his mother but aights upon the
King as he goes. But he does not kill him; he shuffles
out of it and talks off his exasperation to his mother.
But dl isover. Very soon hewill bein effect a prisoner,
on hisway to England. It isindeed, as he goes, that he
hears of Fortinbras; and he ends hislong soliloquy with,

Oh, from this time forth,
My thoughts be bloody, or be nothing worth.

But he had said something like this after hearing the
Player; he had afterwards had his proof and his chance;
and nothing had come of it. He may say what he likes
about his thoughts being bloody; but this they will
never be. 'My thoughts be bloody, or be nothing worth'’;
but was his thinking precisely on the event 'worth
nothing'? It was at least one-quarter wisdom; and
Hamlet, storm as he will a himsalf, will not throw up
that wisdom for mere thoughts and deeds of blood.
As Mr. Granville-Barker said, here is the end of a
movement—the second movement—of the play. A new
movement will begin; but Hamlet will not design and
accomplish its ending. Someone ese will do that.

| suggest, therefore, that it is not only what a careful
ingpection of the speech discloses that we have to take



52 The New Doubt

into account; there is ds0 the crucid postion of the
speech in the action of the play as awhole. And to this
| add that we must see this speech as close to, indeed as
of a piece with, the conversation with Horatio in which
Hamlet declares the quintessence of Horatio's mind and
character which he so admires. This conversation occurs
later in the third act and immediately before the play-
scene; the moral and intellectual confusion of Hamlet,
and then the calm and impregnabl e bearing of Horatio,
aredriven hard home astheinner spiritual setting of the
ensuing climax of the play.

Butitisnot only this. Everywhereinthisplay thereis
uncertainty and doubt; everywhere dso there is incal-
culable and amost incredible conduct. In belief as in
conduct nothing is firm and clear. If we look to belief:
the ghost may be an honest ghost; he may be the devil;
he may be anillusion. Man has an immortal soul; heis
dso the quintessence of dust. Death may be a nothing,
or adeep, or itsworld may contain a heaven and a hell.
It may be right to leave criminals to the action of
heaven; it may aso be right to find quarrel in a straw
when honour (whatever that may be) is at the stake.
There may be a God to point his canon a sdlf-
slaughter; but aso there may not be, and only, in his
place, a congregation of vapours. And if we look to the
conduct of others: a brother can murder his brother
whose wife he has seduced, and he can smile and be a
villain. A loving wife will betray her husband and
promptly marry again with no obvious compunction;
and before these two a Court will cringe and crawl.
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Ophelia will apparently play in with the others. Of
clarity of belief and clarity of conduct there is nothing.
The world has crumbled to shifting sand; there is
nothing which is firm and no one on whom to rely.
Except indeed Horatio, who in suffering dl suffers
nothing; who has made a choice; and him Hamlet
wears in his heart's core, ay, in his heart of heart.

4
But canwe, beforewego further, say anythingwhich
isat al clear about the fundamental ethical issuewhich
confronted Hamlet? 1 think it is possibleto do so; and to
dosointhefirst placeintermsof anopposition, withwhich
Hamlet plays a good deal, between 'blood’ and 'judg-
ment'. Haml et hassaid to Horatiothat hesuffers nothing
insufferingal; and he goesonto say that they areblessed
Whose blood and judgment are so well commingled
That they are not a pipe for fortune's finger
To sound what stop she please. Give me that man
That isnot passon'sdave. . .
‘Blood, here, is the same as 'passion’, and together are
opposedto ‘judgment’, aword whichisfrequent in Shake-
speare's plays of this time. In thefirst Act, Laertes tells
Ophélia to regard Hamlet's favours as 'a fashion, and
atoy in blood'; Hamlet tells his mother that at her age
The hey-day in the blood istame, it's humble,
Andwaitsuponthejudgment; and whatjudgment
Would step from this to this?
And then again, he says of himsdlf, in the soliloquy in
the fourth Act,
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How stand | then,
That have. . .
Excitements of my reason and my blood . . .
The opposition of these two is frequent and clear. Be-
gdes, the King spesaks of Ophelia in her madness as

Divided from hersdf and her fair judgment,
Without the which we are pictures, or mere bessts;

and this chimes in with Hamlet's

What is a man,

If the chief good and market of his time

Be but to degp and feed? a beast, no more.

Sure he that made us with such large discourse,

Looking before and after, gave us not

That capability and god-likereason

To fust in us unused.
It is clear that what is of the blood is animal and is
opposed tojudgement, which is reason; and Hamlet in
one place declares that reason isfrom God and god-like.

Now we observe that Hamlet, in the soliloquy in the

fourth Act, speaks of 'excitements of my reason and my
blood: both his reason and his blood are roused, he
says, and in the mood in which he finds himsdf after
hearing of Fortinbras, he implies that both his reason
and his blood require that he takes aams. But in the
speech to Horatio he spesks of blood and judgement,
which are dso passon and reason, being so wel com-
mingled in Horatio that he is neither a pipe for fortune
to play upon nor a dave of passon; this is part and
parcel, apparently, of Horatio's power to suffer dl and
to suffer nothing; and Horatio is dso
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asjust aman
Aseéer hisconversation coped withal.

In order to try further to illumine this pair of terms,
| turn for a moment from Hamlet to Troilusand Cressida.
A little later | shdl try to offer something in the way
of justifying my turning to this play. But | look now,
without apology, to the scenein Troilus where Hector,
Troilus, Helenus, and Paris discuss the whole matter of
the cause and Tightness of the Trojan War. Shall they
return Helen to the Greeks? And Hector begins the de-

bate b ing that

Y sying modest doubt is call'd

The beacon of the wise, the tent that searches

To the bottom of the worst.
Modest doubt is the beacon of the wise and tents into
the depths, and Hector denies that it can be reasonable
to decline to give up Helen. It is Troilus who replies:
he passionately denies that the ‘worth and honour' of a
King can be weighed against ‘fears and reasons. What
he cdls 'honour' and 'greatness are infinite; ‘reasons
are but so many miserable counters. Helenus comes out
on the side of Hector; and Troilus turns on him to say,

Nay, if wetalk of reason,

L et'sshut our gatesand degp: manhood and honour
Should have harehearts, would they but fat their thoughts
With thiscramm'd reason: reason and respect
Makeliverspaeand lustihood deject,
where 'respect’ means 'anxious consderation'.
Then, when Hector declares that Helen is not worth
holding, and Trailus replies by asking

What isaught but as 'tisvalued?
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Hector in turn replies that

... vaue dwdls not in particular will;
It holds his estimate and dignity

As well wherein 'tis precious of itsdf
Asintheprizer.

Value, that isto say, isnot something arbitrarily placed
by the individual or 'particular will' upon an object or
act; it is something there to be discovered, and presum-
ably by reason.

I cannot nowfollowin cose sequencethisremarkable
debate; | quote again only Hector's words to Troilus
which occur later in the scene:

.. is your blood
So madly hot that no discourse of reason,
No fear of bad success in a bad cause,
Can qudlify the same?
and Trailus replies that the reasons of Hector and the
ravings of Cassandra

Cannot distaste the goodness of a quarrel
Which hath our severd honours al engagd
To make it gracious.

But the purpose and issue of thisdebateis clear: reasons,
discourse of reason, modest doubt, ‘respect’ are set over
againg honour, blood, dignity, glory; the one sde pro-
claims reason and modest doubt, the other declares that
these 'make livers pale and lugtihood degject’. | see here
the fundamental issue which aso agitates Hamlet. For-
tinbras and Troilus hold, in these matters, the same
role when honour's a the stake they act againg al
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congderations of reason and modest doubt. Hamlet does
not do so; he cannot do so; and at the lowest estimate,
his not doing so has one-quarter part of wisdom. He
cannot forbear to place the check of reason and judge-
ment upon passion, blood, and honour. He wants ajust
commingling of the two; the sheer mastery of himsalf
by unreflecting blood will not serve. But no doubt

reason and respect
Makes livers pae and lustihood deject.

It is this which, | think, lies at the centre of the play;
and with this great ethica issue isjoined the question-
ing of last things of which | have spoken earlier.

5

| have looked to Troilus and Cressida for light on
Hamlet. | look now briefly, beyond Shakespeare's own
work, for further light. Bacon had certainly read Mon-
taigne, and there is much that might be sad on that
subject. But it seems certain to me that Shakespeare also
had read Montaigne before writing Hamlet and Troilus.
| cannot now attempt to give chapter and verse; but
the evidence that can be compiled is, it seems to me,
decisve. Itisnot, however, necessary for my purposeto
provethat thisisso: | wish only to mention briefly those
things in which Shakespeare in these plays manifests
a mind deeply concerned with matters discursively
treated by Montaigne.

There is of course Montaigne's scepticism. But it is
not of this only that, recalling what | have just been
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saying, | think now. Everybody knows that it has fre-
quently been thought, and reasonably enough, that
some lines in the soliloquy in Act 111 derive from an
essay in the Third Book; in that essay Montaigne gives
a loose verson of some passages which occur in the
Apology of Socrates; and, ifwe are at dl right in thinking
that Shakespeareread these pages, it is striking to reflect
that here at least he encountered a verson of a part of
the Apology. | shall quote soon afew sentencesfromthe
Apology, not as in Montaigne's version, but in a dose
trandation; | do so in order further to emphasize, what
ismy main thess, that the play of Hamlet hasfor its soul
and centre a passionate and deeply reflective concern
with the problem of conduct; and if thisisso, itisnatural
to bring together in our minds Shakespeare and Socrates.
Socrates, we know, declared that he turned away from
natural philosophy to concern himsef with conduct;
we have seen that Bacon wished to turn the energies of
human inquiry back into natural philosophy; in Hamlet
we see Shakespeare writing one of his grestest plays,
after reading an essay by Montaigne inwhich Socratesis
exhibited as the model and pattern of human wisdom.

You do not spesk wisdy ... if you think a man of any
worth should weigh the risks of life againg the risks of
death. What he should congder is only whether what he
doesisright or wrong, and is the action of agood or a bad
man. . . . For, my friends, to fear Degth is only to think
yoursdf wise when you are not; it is to think you know
when in fact you do not know. For no one canbesurethat
Death is not the greatest of dl benefits; but men fear itin
the firm belief that it is the greatest of dl evils. But is it
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not the most contemptible kind of ignorance to think you
know when you do not? . . . For to be dead is one of two
things: either it is as good as being nothing, so that a dead
man has no consciousness of anything; or it is, as people
sy, a trandtion and a moving of the soul's abode from
here to another place.

Now if to be dead is to be unconscious and, as it were,
adeep in which dreams do not appear, how wonderful a
benefit Death becomes! Let aman compareanightinwhich
he degpswithout dreaming with other nightsand daysof his
life. Then let him reflect carefully and declare how many
of those days and nights he has passed to more advantage
and more pleasantly than his night of dreamless deep. |
think that, whether he is a private citizen or the great
Persgan King himself, he would find that he could count
them on one hand. Now if Death were a dreamless deep,
| certainly would count it a great gain: the whole of time
would then be no longer than a night. But if, instead,
Death is a change of abode from here to another place, and
ifitistrue, aswe aretold, that al the dead are there, what
greater boon can therebe . . . ? For if a man on coming
to the other world escapes from so-cdled judges and finds
real judges ... is his change of abode of no account? . . .
But you, my judges, must be of good hope when you think
of Death. Have in mind this one truth: that nothing evil
can befal a good man in life or in death; and the Gods are
never unmindful of him.
| have quoted these passages from the Apology, not as
they are given in Montaigne, but in a dose tranda
tion, because | venture to think we shal better under-
stand Shakespeare's play by areading of Plato than by
indulging the naturdistic temper of our time and seek-
ing therefore to see Shakespeare only as a professond
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playwright, who dedlt cleverly with intractable material
or contrived merely to stretch out a play for the ap-
pointed time. Socrates spoke these words near to his
death; Hamlet spoke his words with death, as he
might wel think, not far off. Socrates knew his ling;
he knew where he stood; and he was ready. Shake-
speare exhibits Hamlet as a man seeing indeed the
issues, and with his imagination complicated by cen-
turies of Christian eschatology, but not knowing his
line or where he stood; he was not ready. He could not
keep his mind in a pious and cheerful agnosticism of
what came after; and he could not do so because he
swayed between the clamour of a traditional moral code
which might be only the clamour of blood, passion, and
revenge, and the calm demands of what might be true
judgement and reason. What he should do was not clear
to him, in the face of his dreadful situation; and not
knowing this, he could not calmly face the prospect of a
world to come. By Socratic standards he fell short and
was lost; he was not enough of a philosopher, after al.

He fdls short by the standards of Socrates, and he
fals short by the standards of Montaigne, who holds
up Socrates for a paragon of virtue and wisdom. The
burden of much of Montaigne's writing is the folly of
passion which masters conduct.

| know how to dedl in publike charges without departing
from my sdfe. This sharpnesse and violence of desres
hindreth more then steade the conduct of what we under-
take, fillinguswithimpatiencetotheevents, either contrary
or dow, and with bitternesse and jealousie towards those
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with whom we negotiate. Wee never governe that thing well
wherewith we are possessd and directed. ... He that is
besotted with this violent and tyrannical intention doth
necessarily declare much indiscretion and injustice. The
violence of his desire transports him. . . . Philosophic wills
us to banish choller in the punishment of offences; not to
the end revenge should be more moderate, but contrary,
more weighty and surely set on.... When my wil givesmeto
any party, it is not with so violent a bond that my under-
standing is thereby infected. . . . See why that man doth
hazzard both his honour and life on the fortune of his rapier
and dagger; let him tell you whence the cause of that
contention ariseth: he cannot do 0 without blushing, so
vaine and frivolous is the occasion.

And later, in the essay in which passages from the
Apology are rendered, Montaigne illustrates from hisown
experience what he means when he says: 'l am aman
that willingly commit my selfe unto fortune, and care-
lesdy cast my selfe into her armes; and then he con-
cludeshisessay by sayingthat 'ordinaryjudgementsare
exasperated into punishment by thehorror of thecrime;
And that enmildens mee. Thehorror of thefirstmurther
makes me feare a second; And the uglinesse of one
cruelty induceth metodetest dl maner ofimitationofit.
To me, that am but aplainefellow . . may that con-
cerne which was reported of Charillus . . .. "He must
needsbegood, snceheissotothewicked.” Monta|gne
says dsawhere that the two extremes of men are the
philosophers who have attained to 'noble Stoica

! World's Classics edltlonof Florio's trandation, 1904-6, iii. pp. 293
306. Ibid., pp. 3656.
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impassibility and the smple and, as he calls them,
‘rurall men the middle region, he says, 'harboureth
stormes:;* and these storms are storms of intellectua
doubt and speculation which are mingled with strong
and violent emotions. Hamlet is a man having a sense
of the high stoical impassibility; he beholds it lived by
Horatio; and Horatio he wears in his heart's core. But
he is dso moved, and naturally, by the passons of dis-
gust and revenge; what they say may be right; 'ist not
perfect conscience to kill him with this arm? He does
not rise to the demands of philosophy; he cannot sink
into passion; he inhabits a middle region where philo-
sophy and passion, judgement and honour, reason and
blood, annul each other and leave him, for al essential
purposes, helpless and angry, passive and violent.

6

This | take to be Hamlet; and we see him in aworld
of distress which does not appear in the philosophy of
his contemporary Bacon. Bacon enjoined natural philo-
sophy and complete religious faith. It is hard to see how
natural philosophy could have helped Hamlet; and he
had failed to come by that other kind of philosophy
which might rule his conduct. But are there sgns that,
in his troubles, he turned to faith?

The name of God is indeed sometimes on his lips, and
once, in the closet scene with his mother, he tells her
that what she had done

! World's Classics edition of Florio's trandation, 1904-6, iii, p. 308.
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As from the body of contraction plucks
The very soul, and sweet religion makes
A rhapsody of words . . .

Now | do not think there are any grounds whatever for
seeing Horatio as a Christian; he seems nearer to Stoic-
ism; and it is natural to think that thatjust commingling
of blood and judgement, the philosophy of right suffer-
ing, which animates Horatio and is so admired by
Hamlet in him, is vaguely a Stoicism. Certainly, aso,
Hamlet exhibits no touch of piety or devotion; he does
not turn, or show sSgns of turning, to supernatural
power for light or strength. Once indeed, in the con-
versation with Horatio which immediately precedes the
fencing, he quotes, or amost quotes, the Gospels.
'there's a specia providence in the fall of a sparrow’; he
seems here to suggest that his fate is in the hand of a
God who knows and loves him. But this comes late in
the play; thereis not a hint of this earlier; and besides,
and even more important, the Hamlet who speaks in
these lines is a defeated Hamlet who has given up the
struggle. All's ill indeed about his heart; but we are
clearly given to understand that he is resigned to death
and foresees it coming soon. Thisis not the Hamlet who
had earlier struggled with his conscience and urged
himself, now with shame, now with exasperation, into
some line of action. Then, as he was then, we must see
him as fundamentally secular, and not inclined to faith
and to belief that he might find succour in religion. The
srugglesof Hamlet within himself and with his conscience
were the struggles of the secular soul, reared indeed in
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'sweet religion’ but looking to it now not at al for help
and deliverance. This is | think, a fact of interest to
us. In the bedroom scene Hamlet says to his mother:
Confess yoursdf to heaven;
Repent what's past, avoid what is to come;

And do not spread the compost on the weeds,
To make them ranker.

Hamlet himself may or may not have had something
to repent; some may think his treatment of Ophelia,
however much we may understand his terrible exas
peration, was of this kind; but he certainly had good
reason to avoid what was to come. However this may
be, Hamlet seems to enjoin religion on others; thereis
no sign that he sought it in his own troubles,

Still, we dso observe that Chrigtianity is not excluded
from the play. Claudius turns, in desperation, to the
hope of divine pardon and absolution. | believe that
not enough attention—or indeed, weight—is given to
this remarkable soliloquy of Claudius. Claudius is a
murderer of his brother and a seducer of his brother's
wife. His guilt isfinaly disclosed. Then, in his despera-
tion and alone, not now maintaining a restrained and
clever imposture, but aone, he speaks the lines.

Oh, my offence is rank, it amndls to heaven . . .

Coleridge truly remarked about this speech that it
'marks the difference between crime and guilt of habit"
Claudiuss enormous wickedness is the source and
beginning of dl the trouble which the play sdts forth.
But he, too, has a conscience; and conscience makes
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cowards of us dl. Claudius has no illusons about the
issue that confronts him. He must either go on in crime
or, for expiation and forgiveness, give up hiscrown, his
own ambition, and his queen. Which shdl it be? He
knows that, as Coleridge again says, 'not what you have
done, but what you are, must determine’. Soon Hamlet
will come by. Both of them are at the turning-point;
both of them will either cease from their divided wills
or be carried helplesdy by time and circumstance to
their disastrous ends. Hamlet has declared that con-
science makes acoward of him; and he will soon prove
it to the uttermost when he excuses himsdf from killing
Claudius then. But Claudius, too, in his way, is con-
science's coward. He at least knows what isrequired of
him. Here heisdifferent from Hamlet. Ifthey are both
conscience's cowards, thereisadso adifference: Hamlet
does not know what is required of him; but Claudius
cannot rise to what his conscience clearly requires. Out
of these, their respective situations, both will shuffle.
‘There, is no shuffling’, says Claudius; but he kneeb to
his prayers with a wesk 'All may be well": it is a faint
hope and not a resolve. Then Hamlet, as Claudius
prays, does his shuffling; he utters a resolve indeed, to
kill him when he is drunk, adeep, or in his rage; but
we know there is nothing in it. And Claudius, rising,
says only what we expected: 'words without thoughts
never to Heaven go. Could there be a clearer comment
on Hamlet's talk of sending the soul of Claudius to
Heaven as he prays?

My point now is chiefly that here, in this speech of

6387 F
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Claudius, we see the promptings of religion. Shakespeare
does not exclude Christianity from the play and from
the soul of Claudius; nowhere do we see it touching or
inclining the soul of Hamlet. Hamlet seems to be en-
tirely without the faith which Bacon enjoined.

7

If I have been at dl right in my interpretation of
Shakespeare's intention in his handling of the Hamlet
story, one thing we might fairly expect: that in at-
tempting so bold and masterful a project he would en-
counter one quite peculiarly great difficulty. He was
using an old, crude, and violent story; he was turning
it to a majestic usage, controlling and amending it, so
far as he could, to convey the tragedy of a man caught
in ethical and metaphysical uncertainties. How could
he hope to convey, beyond question and doubt, the
fundamental issues which were involved? He makes of
Horatio a philosopher who has succeeded in life where
Hamlet has failed. Might we not have expected that
Horatio and Hamlet would be shown in colloquy and
debate, and that Hamlet might have confided to
Horatio, of dl people, the source and character of his
disquietude and dismay? We might indeed. But, infact,
such a scene we have in Troilus and Cressida, where the
Trojans talk after the fashion | outlined earlier; and it
is because no such debate occursinHamlet that | thought
it reasonable to turn to that scene, in a play written
only a little later. But there is no such thing in
Hamlet. It may well be that the play was aready too
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long; had Shakespeare resorted to such debate the play
would certainly havegone beyond bounds; hisdifficulty,
we may be sure, was to keep the play short enough,
not to make it long enough. He resorted therefore
to making Horatio the image and model of philo-
sophy, but aso to keeping him strangely in the back-
ground. It was the soliloquies that had chiefly to bear
the burden; but these again he would need to handle
carefully and varioudy; a philosopher coming on and
holding philosophica dialogue with himsglf from time
to time could easly ruin the play. Of the four great
soliloquies occurringinturnin thefirst four Acts (I use
the Act-divison for convenience), the first comes hard
upon the opening Court-scene; it isinevery way drama-
tic, and essential in the exposition. The second, coming
at the end of the next Act, is inspired and aided by the
previous acting of the players: it shows Hamlet, as |
sad earlier, violent in exasperation, impatient with
himself, and at once promising action; it, too, isentirely
dramatic. The fourth and last ds0 is aided by a con-
trast, this time with Fortinbras, and again Hamlet is
violent, and the violence of his feeling could hold the
stage; at least it had afair chanceof doing o, eveniif the
gpeech was probably cut in acting. But the third is much
theleast dramaticinany obvioussense; it reactstoor from
no preceding scene, and Hamlet is quiet and subdued;
he is responding to no immediate stimulus; his talk is
wholly generalized and reflective; hereis Hamlet as de-
tached as he hasit in him to be. Shakespeare risked only
one such soliloquy, and a lot had to be got over; as |
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have said, he placed it carefully and in the crucia place
when the tension of the play is a last mounting; and
there, in the midst of this mounting tension, he gives us
a quiet Hamlet, conversing with himself and speaking,
if what |1 have said has any truth, what everybody has
awaysjudged to be the heart of the play. Of course
| do not wish to exaggerate the role of the soliloquies, or
to reduce Hamlet to a string of monologues. But the
soliloquies had to carry a heavy burden, the secret, pas-
sonate and intellectual Hamlet; and if they could not
make dl clear, we need not be surprised. It is true
enough that Shakespeare was writing, after al, a play.
If we remember this, we may well be amazed that he
conveyed, as it seemsto me, so clearly, his momentous
and profound intention.



POETIC EXPERIMENT

AMLET is one of the first plays of Shake-
speare's tragic period if we take 1600 as mark-

ing its beginning. The tender and joyful
secularity of much of his earlier writing has ended;
there are difficult plays now: Hamlet, Troilusand Cressida,
All's Well that Ends Well, Measure for Measure; and of
these plays Hamlet is the greatest: it has enthralled
generations of readers and spectators. Now Hamlet, |
ventured to say, is an image of modernity, of the soul
without clear belief losing its way, and bringing itsdf
and others to great distress and findly to disaster.

I have now to speak of the tragedies proper, or rather
of King Lear. Hamlet is the greatest of its group; King
Lear isthe greatest of its group; and the group to which
King Lear belongs is different, in ways | do not propose
to spesk of in a generalizing fashion, from those of the
Hamletgroup. | shall spesk only of someof thedifferences
between Hamlet and King Lear; and they are not, | think,
hard to discover.

2

The chief difference between Hamlet and King Lear is
| think, this. In Hamlet we see, predominantly, a mind
faltering before the wickedness of men and women
and before the difficulties of conduct and dl its huge
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implications. InKing Lear we seg, chiefly, the wickedness
itself. It is true enough that Lear's own mind does more
than falter: it collapses. Still, | say that it is not chiefly
the mind of Lear we observe and study, but the world's
savagery as it overwhems it. In Hamlet we see the
weakened mind; in King Lear we s the world in its
power breaking a mind. It is to be observed that in
Hamlet we see little enough wickedness. Claudius is a
hideous, if distressed, criminal. But he has committed
his dreadful crime before the action of the play; and if
he is subtle in his continuing villainy, he is capable, |
think we cannot deny it, of forbearance, love even, and
the cry for pity. Hetoo delays and holds off; heisnot, as
we see him in the play, quick to violence; he has to be
driven hard, in the course of the action, before he will
take arms against histroubles. Gertrudeisfeebleenough,
but hardly plainly evil; Ophdia is pathetic; Laertes
passionate, ebullient, and foolish. But if in Hamlet we
see little enough of the fierce working of human evil, we
se enough of it in King Lear. Goneril, Regan, Edmund,
Cornwall, Oswald we see in their lusts of cruelty and
anger. Therefore we can say that Hamlet shows us the
reception of an ascertained evil by a mind; King Lear
shows us the evil, continuing and terrible, in its actua
and physica onset upon a mind. Hamlet's is a soul in
which wickedness is imaged with al its consequences
for thought and feeling; Lear's is a soul which will not
receive that image. It rgects it, incredulously; but the
wickedness fals upon it, not as an image, but as a
successon of shattering blows.
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This difference between the two plays is shown in
other ways. It is shown in a comparison of Hamlet and
Lear asmen. Hamletisyoung, thoughtful , philosophical,
disgposed to reflection; Lear is old, unreflective, rash,
extrovert. Hamlet is highly sendtive; Lear is crass.
Hamlet, one might have expected, had a mind suffi-
ciently trained and philosophical to bear theills of life;
infact, he was not philosophica enough. But we do not
expect, we have no reason to expect, that Lear can with-
stand the ondaught of suffering; we know that he will
be helpless, and heis. Or again, Hamlet reflects much,
but hardly knows what to do; Lear knows, or thinks he
knows, what to do, and without a moment's reflection.
The one yields a tragedy, | will not say, of excessve
reflection, but of abundant reflection which has issued
in no settled principles of practice or belief; the other
gives us a tragedy of unreflective desire, noble and
ignoble.

But the difference between the two menis shown aso
when we condder their stories. Hamlet remains, in spite
of much that he does, passve; heis borne aong on a
stream of events; he does not, eventualy, change; and
disaster overtakes him. Towards the end of the play, in
the scene with Horatio before the dudling, he seems
indeed to have come to acalm of mind; but it isonly a
calm of defence, which helps him to accept what he has
not had the strength of mind to prevent. He remains, at
bottom, the same dl through; there is little develop-
ment in him; he does not acquire efficacy; he becomes
increasingly a 'story’ to be told in a 'harsh world'.
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But with Lear it is different. His world is harsh
enough; but at the end he is not, to himsdlf or anyone
d asad 'dory’. We s Lear a the end with clear
eyes, but we are dso looking at the dead Cordelia. But
Lear has changed much before he comes to this point.
He has learnt, if you will, lessons which Hamlet, with
al that his philosophy dreamed on, did not learn.
Hamlet's very intellectuaity keeps him at a certain
removefrom experience; Lear'sthoughtlessness plunges
him into it. Hamlet plays, or half-plays, at being mad;
and he getslittle or nothing out of it. Lear becomes mad
in dl truth; but he comes out of his madness a changed
man. Hamlet will exclaim, in his brilliant way, 'O God,
| could be bounded in a nut-shell, and count mysdlf a
King of infinite space’; but the time comes when Lear

says.
Come, let's away to prison;
We two done will sing like birds i’ the cage . . .

Hamlet wastalking brilliantly; Lear issaying something
which he feels with profound sincerity.

| put the same point in another form. Hamlet's mind
is naturally thoughtful, speculaive, imaginative. We
are constantly made aware of the play of his great mind,;
the other characters we see for the bigger part as affecting
himin the range and subtlety of hisemotion and thought.
EvenHoratio remainsacurioudy shadowy and undefined
figure; he appears comparatively little, doeslittle, speaks
little; it is what Hamlet feds about him that is at the
centre. The other characters mogdly inhabit life a far
lower levels, a Laertes, Polonius, Ophelia, Gertrude, are
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smple people unable to reach up to Hamlet or to begin
to understand him. Hamlet is everywhereisolated, alone
in his thought; and his world of despair, doubt, specula
tion, is something of which the others have no sense.
His problems, his questions, are his; he is encircled
away from the common humanity, even of a Court. He
out-tops its knowledge and ascent to him is out of the
question; heisarare and estranged spirit. But Lear isan
ordinary enough fellow; he is no intellectual; he is at
the level of the other characters in al essentids, if we
exclude Corddia and Edgar; heisin their world. And
upon al of them the great problem of life presses; the
last and metaphysical question is not only Lear's, with
his

Is there any cause in nature that makes these hard hearts?
It is Kent's with his

Itisthe stars,
The stars above us, govern our conditions. . .;

and Gloucester's, with his
Asfliesto wanton boys are we to the gods,
They kill usfor their sport. . .;
and Edgar's, with his
Think that the clearest gods, who makethem honours
Of men'simpossibilities, have preserved thee;
and Albany's

If that the heavens do not their visible spirits
Send quickly down to tame these vile offences,
It will come,

Humanity must perforce prey onitsdf

Like mongters of the deep.
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Are there Gods, and are they just? This and other
questions had pressed upon Hamlet but upon him only;
it presses upon many in King Lear whose minds confront
the mystery of the world. But again in Hamlet we see a
mind putting high ethical and metaphysical questions;
but King Lear is a question, or rather a number of
questions; and one of the questions is
Why should a dog, a horse, a rat, have life
And thou no breath at all?

The quedtion is asked about Cordelia. It was not asked
about Ophelia. Ophelia dies in, so to spesk, a not un-
pleasing poetical description; the impact of her death
is softened to us. The recent film of Hamlet distressed us,
| think, in its delineation of the death of Ophelia; but
was it so far, in the falsity we felt in it, from the Queen's
gpeech which describes it in the play? And then, later,
Ophdlia is the topic of a lot of ranting over her grave.
But Cordeliais carried on, dead, warm from her hang-
ing; there is here no fine gauze of poetry to beautify her
in her death. Thou art the thing itsdf.

Findly, it is to be noticed, we can hardly not notice,
that whenthestruggleinLear isover and thetrue senseof
lifebecomesclearinhim, he asksforgiveness of Corddia.
He had felt shame a seeing her again, a sovereign
shame, Kent says. and later Lear says hell kneel down
and ask of her forgiveness. | cannot forbear to remark
that we see here some measure of the greater spiritua
profundity of King Lear when we compare it with Hamlet.
Itis | think, clear that Lear asksfor forgiveness and that
Hamlet, by contrast, seeks to excuse himsdlf. | confess
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that Hamlet's speech to Laertes a the outset of the
fencing scene adways strikes me as more than faintly
disagreeable. His speeches as he had sood in Ophelids
gravejar uskeenly, | think; it may have been that forty
thousand brothers with dl their quantity of love could
not make up the sum of Hamlet's love for Ophelia; we,
no doubt, may fairly find excuses for Hamlet's treat-
ment of her; but in fact he had hardly shown her the love
of one brother, to say nothing of forty thousand. And
when now he tells Laertes,

What | have done,
That might your nature, honour and exception
Roughly awake, | here proclaim was madness.
Wast Hamlet wrong'd Laertes? Never Hamlet;
If Hamlet from himself be taen away . . .
Then Hamlet does it not; Hamlet denies it,

| think it difficult not to reflect that Hamlet is getting
away with it very lightly indeed. Later, when Laertesis
dying and asks Hamlet for forgiveness—the word
forgiveness is on Laertes lips, not on Hamlet's—he
declares that his and his father's death come not upon
Hamlet. Hamlet is again let off lightly; and nothing is
sad, a this stage, about Ophelia.

In saying this, | am not, | trust, so foolish as to want
to try to score off Shakespeare. We may say, but on
reflection are not likely to persst in saying, that here at
least Shakespeare's sense of moral values, ordinarily so
keen and ddlicate, desarts him; or if we say 0, we shall
remember that Shakespeare was contriving a play with
a very unusual hero. Hamlet holds our sympathy well
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enough until the play-scene; Shakespeare's difficulty
was to hold our sympathy for him in these later Sages
of the play where it becomes clear that Hamlet is to
show little enough heroism. The escape from the ship is
an ad, but hardly enough; in the major issue of the
play Hamlet is not heroic, and to keep him built up
enough as a tragic hero was not easy; it must have been
one of Shakespeare's most difficult tasks. We shall not
therefore grudge him his skill in building up the legend
of the sweet prince as the play moves to its end; and
after al, Hamlet himself, because of things standing
thus unknown to others in the play, had to help to
contrive the image of the wounded name and the sad
story inaharshworld. Besides, onfurther reflection, we
shall, if we are wise, not be censorious about Hamlet's
conduct; his distraction was genuine, even if he was
hardly mad.

Still, we may fairly remark that Hamlet was treated
more gently than Lear; Lear'ssuffering, when al issaid
and done, was far greater than Hamlet's. We may alow
that Lear was more the originator of his troubles than
Hamlet of his; but it remains true, and beyond question,
| think, that Lear evokesfrom us morepity than Hamlet.
Hamlet has, at the end of the play, to win our pity by
more than a touch of self-pity; Lear wins our pity
because he has gone through a fire which has purged
him of what, earlier in the play, had indeed been a
disposition to fed pity for himsalf. Hamlet excuses him-
sdf, and we are willing enough for him to do so; Lear
only asks to be forgiven.
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Itis | think, in some such way or ways, that we see
the difference between Hamlet and King Lear. Hamlet
explores a mind arrested in dubiety before the awful
problem of life; King Lear explores life itsdf. In Hamlet
lifeitselfisshifted offinto some distance; it is misted O'er
with the pale cast of thought; it losesitssting, itsdemand,
its peremptoriness; it is arrested as far as possible in
order to give play to the arrest in Hamlet's mind. But in
King Lear it is not 0. Shakespeare has turned from the
torturing image to the masterful, brutal reality; and
what, when he does 50, does he chiefly see, and what is
its prevailing pattern?

3

| wish now to refer to the well-known statement by
Bacon on the subject of poetry in The Advancement of
Learning (Il. iv. 2). ". . . Becausg, says Bacon, 'true
history propoundeth the successes and issues of actions
not so agreeable to the merits of virtue and vice, there-
fore poesy feigns them more just in retribution, and
more according to reveded providence’; and therefore
poetry 'was ever thought to have some participation of
divinenees, because it doth raise and erect the mind, by
submitting the shows of things to the desires of the mind;
whereas reason doth buckle and bow the mind unto the
nature of things. These famous words naturally send
our minds forward to smilar observations of Johnson
and to the gtrictures he pasd on Shakespeare in this
point of view.

Now in the year in which The Advancement was
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published, King Lear was being written; and King Lear
clearly shows Bacon's statement for untrue. No one will
say of King Lear that it submits 'the shows of things to the
desires of the mind'; thisis precisdly what it does not do;
and if we want a witness we have only to cal up Dr.
Johnson. But if King Lear does not do what a neo-
classca theory of poetry requires, what does it do, and
what isitsjustification?

The answer is that it represents a great labour of
knowledge: not indeed of understanding but of percep-
tion. Bacon requires of us asubmissive faith, astrenuous
natural philosophy, and a belief that poetry satisfies the
desires of the mind to which redlity is submitted. Shake-
speare has no blind faith; he does not exhibit natural
philosophy for important; and he writes poetry which
does not satisfy the desires of the mind but offends them
instead. We ordinarily believe that in King Lear Shake-
gpeare is doing something very important; and this
important thing is something for which Bacon makes no
dlowance in his scheme of knowledge and art. Now
what is a stake here is whether or not we dlow the
imagination as a form of genuine knowledge. 1 am
aware that | am here nearing very large matters which
embrace nothing less than the structure of human know-
ledge. But we cannot, | take it, if we are committed to
bdieving that literature is important, fail to argue that
poetry is not chiefly an affair either of the intellect or of
the emotions; we must say that it issues from a peculiar
labour of knowing; and we must declare that the merits
of any literary work belong to it as an act of knowledge.
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A play such as King Lear exhibits human life as it is
known by its author; our judgement on it is necessarily
ajudgement on its veracity, on its rendering of the
features of things. It is not a matter of submitting the
shows of things to the desires of the mind; it is a matter
of seeing things as they redlly are; and if things are not
conveyed as they redly are by the poet, the play, what-
ever dseit may be, isabad play. Now we dl beieve no
doubt that King Lear is one of the greatest works of
literary art, if not the greatest, ever composed; its
cregtor is with Homer and Dante: a trinity of the
greatest writers; and Shakespeare, we say, isthe greatest
writer our modern civilization has had. Now if we dl
think o, Shakespeare mugt, or so it seemsto me, show
things more as they redly are than dl other modern
writers. Here, we say, lifeismorefully rendered thanin
any other modern works; here, we say, the secular
imagination of modern Europe has reached the top of its
bent. We therefore take King Lear, to say the leedt,
serioudy, as a contribution to human knowledge; and
this in spite of the fact that it is not an expresson of
faith, nor awork of metaphysic, nor a piece of natural
philosophy. Besdes it does not set out to please our
desires or sk to submit the shows of things to them; it
has nothing to do with what we happen to want; itisa
genuine exploration of experience and the issue of a
labour of knowledge. Now Bacon declares that reason,
unlike imagination, buckles and bows the mind unto
the nature of things; but we declare that Shakespeare's
imaginationin King Lear dso bucklesand bowsthe mind
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unto the nature of things, and that he is certainly not
titillating agreesble or other emotions. And if thisis o,
we need to acknowledge that the imagination is a part
of the life of reason, and that it may proceed with al the
impersonality, the bleak labour of discovery, which
animates the scientist or the philosopher; it has its own
rational life; and the only desire which mastersit isthe
desire, shared by saint, philosopher, and scientist, to sse
things as they redly are.

Now because Shakespeare was a poet and not a
philosopher, the question is not, What did he believe or
declare? but What did he see and show? He was not
explicating and theorizing, but merely labouring to see
more clearly and to show what he saw. And here, we
have tojudge Shakespeare's greatest play with its inevit-
able claim to be ajust rendering of mortal life, whenlife
is seen not through the eyes of faith or of the intellect,
but merely through the eyes of the most powerful
secular imagination the world has yet known. Shake-
goeare's mind had no prepossessions; his imagination
was pure and disinterested; and | do not know therefore
that there can be any higtorica labour more important
for us than to try to raise our minds to the height, not
of hisgreat argument in King Lear, for he had none; but
to the height of his blesk and merely exploratory vison.

4

Itisimportant to take account of whereKing Lear fals
in the body of Shakespeare's writings. | shall say aword
about All °s Well and Measurefor Measure in a moment.
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But if Hamlet is what | have sad, we observe in it the
moment of doubt, uncertainty, and arrest. In it Shake-
peare exhibits an intellectua man in his peculiar
disresses and dl that went with them; it is something
an aspect of which we see in Montaigne and of which
we e an aspect in Descartes. We must remember, as |
said, that it was Shakespeare who first made Hamlet a
member of auniversity, and that the play was performed
before the Universties of Oxford and Cambridge. Here,
in the figure of Hamlet, much of the intellectua doubt
of the Renaissanceis embodied. But Montaigne resolved
his problems by being a Catholic; and Descartes who, a
few years after Shakespeare died, was to set about re-
solving his doubt, did so by the methods of philosophy,
or so he believed. But how is the imagination which
retains its autonomy to proceed? Its way cannot be the
way of faith, nor theway of philosophy; it hasto remain
itself; and doing o, it can only advance by extending
and sharpening its vison. The mind may not stay in its
irresolution, perplexity, and dismay; it dso may not, by
any summary act, remove them. There is only one
thing to do: to look again, but not now at the distressed
mind but at the world which distressss it. In Hamlet we
see the world in the glass of the mind; in King Lear we
e the mind, or seek to seeit, in the glass of the world.

It may be sad that | am making a rash assumption,
namely, that Shakespeare imaged himsdlf in the person
and mind of Hamlet. But in fact | do not do this; for the
cregtor transcends the created. But | add that | cannot
forbear to believe that the writing of Hamlet was an
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event, and one of great importance, in the growth of
Shakespeare's mind; | do not see how anyone can doubt
this, Shakespeare's plays were, after al, works of art and
not mechanical contrivances. The writing of Hamlet was
an extenson of his knowledge of human life and, | do
not doubt, of himself; nor do | doubt that its writing was
an enablement of his writing of the later tragedies. It is
true that al we quite certainly haveis the plays; but not
to e them related together, as part of the history of
their author's mind, seems to me quite impossible.

In King Lear, then, Shakespeare's eyes turn to behold
more fully what had caused Hamlet's dismay and
reluctance, to see more clearly than Hamlet had seen or
been able to see; and if this is S0, we might expect that
now his imagination, keeping its autonomy indeed,
should yet seek such compromise with the intelligence
as its sovereignty could rightly suffer. Shakespeare has
turned from Hamlet's mind to see more clearly, in other
plays as well, but for our purposes chiefly in King Lear,
what it was before which Hamlet had stumbled. The
great question of Hamlet,

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suflfer . . .
Ortotakeams. . .?

will dso be the great question which gives purpose to the
play of King Lear. But it will be answered, if a dl, not
by speculation and thinking precisely on the event, but
by a labour of perception. Shakespeare turns, with a
question which is not upon his lips but in his eyes; and
his eyes, and not his or Hamlet's thought, must be the
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instruments of discovery. Hewill not resolve, but behold.
But, in what manner is possble to perception which
will not suffer itsdf to be over-intellectualized, he must
yet probe and test; he must abstract and classify and
separateout; hemust simplify in something of themanner
of an experimenter; he must deal dragtically with his
material; he must play boldly, in violence; he must put
things to the encounter and commit himsdf to the
extreme; he must not squint at his object, mitigate, and
soften down. There is much here that could be sad on
the infinitely delicate compromises and adjustments to
which the imagination and the intelligence may come;
and it would of course be absurd to suggest that the one
can ever operate without the other, or that they are in
their essences st over againgt each other. | am suggest-
ing only that when Shakespeare has come to the phase
in his writing of which | am now spesking, and which
ismost clearly illustrated in King Ltar, anew balance of
power between them is effected and a subtle reaccom-
modation; and in this balance and accommodation the
intelligence is given more play than formerly. But it is
ds firmly held and its exercise findy controlled and
obscured; it isafree dly, but is dsojealoudy watched.
For Shakespeare has a purpose now; he is conscioudy
engaged in a task of imaginative discovery; and the
intelligence must yield every possible tittle of support
which does not dso, in the sum, threaten the imagina
tion's integrity. Like the scientist or the philosopher he
has an am; he ds, and pre-eminently, remains an
artist; he aso becomes, and hereby, a dill greater artist.
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He will push the powers of art to their last encounter;
and hewill use, init, adangerous support. The materid,
which is the material of life in its extremes, will be
intractable enough; he will dso risk an uneasy and
difficult alliance.

What | mean in speaking in this way will, | trust,
become clearer when | say how this readjustment and
adliance showsitsdfin King Lear. It showsitselfin what
| shall cal for the present aform of allegory; but in an
allegorizing which is cunningly obscured and controlled,
so that we hardly know it for what itis. Theold Morality
Isnot dead; it survivesinto Shakespeare's grestest work
to become apowerful instrument of discovery. | will not
try to estimate its scope and play in Shakespeare's
earlier work; but it seems to emerge unmistakably in
Airs Well and then in Measurefor Measure; and here, in
these two plays, we are even uncomfortably aware of it;
or perhaps better, we fedl it must be there in order to
give the plays a coherence which, in anaturdistic point
of view, they do not possess; but if we turn to find it, it
escapes us. Thereis here in these plays little of asolution
of the problem of how to accommodate alegory to the
requirements of naturalism; and neither as naturalistic
nor as alegorical pieces do they come near to satisfying
us. And yet Shakespeare was moving forward; in these
two plays he is approaching his greatest period; he has
not acquired the new reaccommodation of imagination
to intelligence, of creation to purpose, of naturalism to
alegory, which he must have if heisto fulfil the highest
requirements which can be placed upon the art of
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literature; but he is experimenting and learning; and
s00n the solution is reached: we are at the phase where
Othello, King Lear, and Macbeth come quickly.

My businessiswith KingLear. But | cannot forbear to
gpeak for a moment at large about these three plays. |
cdl attention to the presence in al of them of akind of
play of good against evil which is, | will not say wholly
new because we have to remember Airs Well and
Measurefor Measure, till, in the main, a new feature of
his writing: | mean, the appearance now of figures of
extreme evil or figures of extreme good or of both.
Thereisaconcern now with pure and unmitigated evil;
and over againgt this there is spiritual beauty of such
magnitude and proportion as we have not encountered
beforein the plays. | remarked earlier that Shakespeare
must in these plays 'commit himself to the Extreme;
the words are a quotation from some notes of Keats on
Paradise Lost\ and Keats says that had not Milton been
able to desert 'poetical Luxury' and so ‘commit himself
to the Extreme’, he could never haverisento thecreation
of Satan. There wasworking in Milton, said Keats, 'that
same sort of thing as operates in the great world to the
end of a Prophecy's being accomplished’; and he adds,
‘Therefore he devoted himsdlf rather to the ardours than
the pleasures of Song'. So it was with Shakespeare; heis
now engaged in what | can only cal a poetical experi-
mentationwithlifeby thecreation of extremesmplicities
of both good and evil. This he has to carry on now, and
succeeds in carrying on; but he has to do so in a spirit of
temporization with the requirements of representational
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drama. | am not concerned to argue that some
thing of the tradition of the mordlity play lived on in
Shakespeare alone of the playwrights of the time; |
remark only that there came atime in Shakespeareslife
when he falls back on it after writing many plays in
which he had felt and shown less need of it. | add that
he comes to employ it extensvely now only under the
compulsion of a personal need and as a means of experi-
ment and discovery; and that the tradition of the
Morality and of allegory was not so dead as not to be
able to give aid to what he now sought to do. Only, it
will be activein hiswriting as a hidden method personal
to hisneeds; it will be subtly renewed, incorporated, and
controlled in plays which belong naturally enough to
Jacobean England.

The first of the group of plays in which King Lear
occurs is Othello; and in Othello there is lago, who is
sheerly evil. There has been much discussion of lago and
many attempts to explain him. The point, as | take it,
about lago is that there is no explaining him; Shake-
speare removed the obvious motive for lago's conduct
which was in the source-book; lago is what Hamlet
cdled the ‘canker of our mortal nature’; heis the pride
of man; and the evil which he is, seeks only to seize and
overcome the place where Othdlo must ether live or
bear no life. Heis the inexplicable but indisputable evil
whichisin our mortal nature; and itislago, and nothing
less than lago, that Shakespeare's plays have now, and
unceasingly, to take account of. There is no going back
now. By removing any obvious motivefor lago's conduct,
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Shakespeare has so far approached, by dlegory, a
metaphysical, but no less poeticd, ingpection of human
life; by conducting a drastic process of abstraction, he
has confronted himself and us with the major and brute
fact of evil: he has shown us evil itsalf. Like ascientist he
has simplified, for the sake of experiment; like a philo-
sopher he is confronted, willy-nilly, with high meta-
physical issues from which he cannot now withdraw;
the issue isjoined; but he is dill, and above dl, a poet.
He is a scientist experimenting by and through his
creation; he is a philosopher speculating in terms of
human beings of his own making; but heisnowhere any
less the poet. Some of these creations, thesehuman beings
of his, stand indeed at the very limits of the human;
they are of a dazzling purity either of good or of evil;
they reach beyond flesh and blood to brilliant spiritual
sgnificances, abstractions, and principles; they exhibit
in their action a metaphysical combat of cosmic powers.
And yet, in this metaphysical action, they are no mere
balet of bloodiess categories, but bear about them the
warm and breathing beauty of the flesh.

5

In the light of what | havejust said and for a con-
cluson before going on to spesk of King Lear, | must
recoil upon myself and my use of the word 'alegory’ in
spesking of this phase of Shakespeare's writing. | have
tried indeed to soften it down in my employment of it,
and to suggest that in these plays it is so obscure or
employed with such care as not to interfere with Shake-
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goeare's great gifts in the creation of highly individua
character. But the fact is that it is better not to use the
word at al; for so long as we use the word and intend
a saious and accurate use of it, we imply a certain
dichotomy between intellect and imagination; but that
such a dichotomy exigs in these plays | have been at
some painsto deny. Forwherethereisalegory, thereisan
explicit conceptua scheme accompanying and explain-
ing what is exhibited in story; and there is certainly
no such scheme anywhere explicit here. What we have,
or 0 it seems to me, in these greet tragedies, is astate of
affairs in which any conceptua schemes, any mere
significances, never quite break out from the presented
situations; they are drictly implicit; they are held, if
only barely, in solution; and they are not precipitated in
our gpprehension of the plays. That is to say, the state of
affairsis drictly one of symbolism, not of alegory; one
of 'involvement', not of explication. There is indeed a
certain tenson between what is imaginative and what
is intellectual; but the tenson never comes to a break;
it never snaps the mind into two and concurrent appre-
hensons. We are never merely concerned with mean-
ings. What is exhibited is charged with meaning; but it
does not carry it. Now this state of affairs, which is not
one of dlegory proper, is yet one in which intellectual
formulation is nearly bresking out from the imaginative
unity of the play; the imagination only just succeeds in
keeping its supremacy; the dly pressed into service is
al but in revolt, but is dwaysjust held; and it is in
works like Othello and King Lear where thereis an dmost
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intolerable tenson of this kind, and where the artistic
consciousness comes near to breaking and to losing its
autonomy, that we are aware of the very highest artistic
power; it isprecisely then that imaginative power needs
to be strongest. | only ask therefore that in what follows
this may be remembered; we are dedling here with an
adjustment so delicate and walk so fine an edge, that
words, which are better instruments of analysis than
synthesis, are apt to be poor instruments in discussions
of this kind'

In order to illustrate the point | have been trying to
make, | have referred briefly to Othello and there only
to lago; and it would be agreeable to speak, at greater
length, of it and of Macheth. But | have enough to do in
speaking of King Lear; King Lear will provide more than
enough matter for my purposes. it illustrates, more
clearly than the other tragedies, what | havein mind, as
| shdl try to show at a later stage.

6

Before completing my comparison of Hamlet and King
Lear, | wishto emphasizeamatter towhichsofar | have
referred only in passng. | have taken it as certain that
Shakespeare's imagination in these plays was a secular
imagination; and here, in King Lear, we see the place
where Shakespeare's secular imagination puts itsdlf,
without any illusion, under the greatest possble strain.
In earlier compogtions Shakespeare's secularity had a
full and comparatively easy play; but the time came,
and was bound to come, when it would be put hardly to



90 Poetic Experiment

the test. It came to work only in great labour and
difficulty; it came to be cdled to great undertakings,
and there was bound to be stumbling and vacillation.
Suddenly, after As You Like It and Twelfth Night comes
Hamlet; and then, after what we now cal 'the dark
comedies, come the tragedies of which King Lear is the
chief. After Hamlet Shakespeare pushes on, trusting to
his imagination as an agency of truth; and he will not
at dl abate his imagination's secularity. Shakespeare is
precisaly not a rdigious dramatist; he is committed to
being loyd to his art; he must not make any facile
surrender to faith; he will not feign 'the successes and
issues of actions morejust’, as Bacon said, 'inretribution,
and more according to revealed providence'; hisjob is
to discover and see and show; and what he discoversand
sees he will bring home to us as truth which does not
stand upon externa testimony but is carried dive into
the heart. In King Lear, more than anywhere dse, his
imagination tekes the greatest strain: Lear will be
locked out in the storm, Gloucester blinded, the Fool
forgotten, Corddliahanged from abeam: poetry will not
here come between us and the object.

We have to remember, no doubt, that the renaissance
drama of England is a treatment of human life by a
spirit of secular humanism; it obvioudy is not, in any
consderable extent, a religious treatment. Early in its
greatest days Marlowein Doctor Faustusindeed accom-
modates the spirit of his play to Chrigtianity; but Doctor
Faustusis not, | think we would agree, areligious play;
and in few other places does anything approaching a
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rdigious or Chrigtian ethos manifest itsdf in renaissance
drama: renaissance drama was, by and large, created
and sustained by men whose imaginations, as shown in
their writings at least, were free of any religious pre-
possessons. Drama had in dl truth moved out of the
Church; it had undertaken its own exploration of
human lifewhich owed little, initsspirit, tothe Church's
teaching. | am aware that there is a problem and a
difficulty here. We cannot fail to ask why so notable an
effort of the imagination as these dramatists put forth
seems to be so removed from Christianity. It is true,
no doubt, that their moral values could not have been
what they were, had they not been reared in a Christian
country; dill, I think it is true to say that a clearly
religious and Christian sensibility rarely appears; and
it is a question whether strong puritan feeling or the
censorship can explainit. | do not myself think that they
can; and there is here a large and difficult problem
which embraces the whole character of the Renaissance.
But however that may be, on the evidence of the plays
themselves, and of these only we can speak confidently,
these men clearly did not think as Chrigtians. In this
senge their imaginations were free, subject only to anot
fierce censorship. Bacon's imagination was free to con-
template the coming to a mastery of the physical world,
and his Christianity was not to interfere with this new
investigation; what Christianity the renaissance drama-
tists possessed did not seem, by and large, to have
interfered with their investigation of human nature.
When we look especidly a Shakespeare, dl this
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remains, | think, true; and | have sad that in King Lear
his secular imagination is at its strongest and most
determined. How determined it was, we can see if we
look at the old play of King Leir. Here, for once, is a
play, lately acted, asthe 1605 Quarto declares, the tone
of which is unmistakably one of Christian piety. Leir's
dead Qjueen is 'possest of heavenly joys’; Cordeliahas
aChristian sanctity; Leir himself acknowledges that he
has offended against the majesty of God; and the bless-
ing which hefinally givesto Corddliais

The blessing, which the God of Abraham gaue
Vnto the trybe of Juda.

Now this biblical and Christian ethos is a new thing in
the history of the story of Lear; it is not to be found in
any of the earlier versions.

That Shakespeare knew this earlier play there can, |
think, be no doubt whatever. Here, at least, | must take
it for granted. What | wish to emphasize is that Shake-
speare, in devising his version of the story, carefully
declined to give it anything approaching a Christian
setting: he puts the story back, where it had dways
earlier belonged, in a remote Celtic past; and the gods
of the play become Apollo and Jupiter. I am not now
concerned to argue, what | think would be extravagant,
that there is nowherein the play implicit Christian feel-
ing; what seemscertainisthat it was Shakespeare'sfully
conscious decision not to give to the story any fraction
of a Christian context. The play's action is terrible in
al conscience; but there is no crumb of Christian com-
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fortinit. When dl alowance has been made for censor-
ship, which seems in any case to have been on the look-
out only for political effrontery and profanity, Shake-
speare’'s intention seems clear. In a play as recent as
Measurefor Measure Shakespeare had put into Isabellas
mouth the words,

Why, dl the souls that were were forfeit once;

And He that might the vantage best have took,
Found out the remedy;

in King Lear there is nothing like this; Shakespeare had
ruled out the chance of any one of his characters talking
after this fashion. Now this, | think, we have need to
bear in mind.

7
| wish now to make an approach to King Lear by way,
once more, of comparison with Hamlet.

There is a feature of Lear's persondity which has
aways impressed me and which | cannot fail to fed is
at the centre of Shakespear€'s intention in this play. It
is the sense, which Lear frequently conveys, that the
source of his children's evil isin himself. This thought,
which on occasion he pronounces clearly enough, he
yet holds uncertainly; he fals away from it; and he
falls away from it into violent expostulation and anger.
Before speaking further of this, | give these quotations
in illustration.

In the course of the great scene where Lear and Kent
arive at Gloucester's cadtle to find Kent in the stocks,
Lear, having spoken tenderly to Goneril, goes on:
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But yet thou art my flesh, my blood, my daughter;
Or rather adisease that'sin my flesh,

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

A plague-sore, an embossed carbuncle,

Inmy corrupted blood.

And then he goes on, now tenderly, with

But I'll not chide thee:
Let shame come when it will . . .
| do not bid the thunder-bearer shoot . . .

Again, in the storm on the Heath he declares that it is a
judicious punishment that discarded fathersshould come
to this. ' "Twas this flesh begot those pelican daughters/
Now this sense of guilt, sometimes clearly stated but
then aso forgotten, is an important power in the dis
tress and conflict of Lear's mind; and it is something
which, so long asit lasts, profoundly affects his attitude
to Goneril and Regan. As | suggested in giving my
first quotation, it mitigates his strong anger and causes
him to desist from judgement:
But I'll not chidethee. . .
| do not bid the thunder-bearer shoot,
Nor tell tales of thee to high-judging Jove.

This forbearance, or a least this wish to forbear, is
something we must take account of; along with his vio-
lent anger and the gtill more violent curses he invokes
upon his daughters, there goes a vague enough feeling
of guilt and a sense, vague enough aso, of a mord life
and quality which he ought himself to come by. It is
easy enough, and no doubt natural enough, to cal Lear
sdfish, impulsive, and crass, but this is not the whole
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truth about him; and Shakespeare makes clear that it
is not. It is easy enough to say that when Lear speaks
his words excusing Cornwall, on arriving a the castle
of Gloucester, he is merely deceiving himself with wish-
ful thinking. Again, it is easy to say that when Lear,
on hisjourney to the castle of Gloucester, says'l did her
wrong', he is referring to Cordelia; but it is, | suggest,
better to think he is referring to Goneril on whom
he had a little earlier called down a dreadful curse.
For we cannot fail to remark how often he calls out for
‘patience. 'l can be patient’, he says in one place; in
another, 'Y ou heavens, give me that patience, patience,
| need!’; and Kent mildly upbraids him with,

Sir, where is the patience now
That you so oft have boasted to retain?

He needs patience, and he knows it, however vaguely
and intermittently. Now by ‘patience’ we mean, first,
the power to suffer with calmness and composure; and
secondly, forbearance with the faults of others; and it is
these things which Lear has often boasted to retain. He
has indeed 'boasted' to retain them; but he has at least
felt the wish to retain them, and he is patient, or at
leat tries to be patient, when he is disposed to acknow-
ledge that his daughters' evil is dso his own.

This is one side of Lear; the other is anger, condem-
nation, rage, judgement, the invocation of a curse
underlying al these is self-justification: the thought of
himsdf as the 'old kind father, whose frank heart gave
al'; and accompanying them is the impulse to self-pity.
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This is the other side; but againgt it there struggle the
wish for ‘patience, the sense of others both in their
faults and needs, and the rejection of self-pity. Thisis
Lear's conflict; it brought on his madness; but it is only
because these things had struggled in him that he could
recover from his madness; the changed man that Lear
became was only the victory, however aided by Cor-
delia, of something in him which had always been there;
and Cordelia could only aid him because, if he had the
nature of Goneril in him, he dso had something of the
nature of Cordelia. It is no miracle which is wrought
in Lear; he has genuinely grown to what he has become
at the end of the play. The issue has been between anger
and judgement on one Sde, and patience and forgive-
ness on the other.

| am conscious that what | have been saying is very
obvious. But | am anxious to emphasize the moral issue
which animates the play; | am dso anxious to empha-
gize that it is dso the moral issue which animates the
play of Hamlet. In Hamlet, | said, the issue lay between
blood and judgement, passon and reason, being for-
tune's dave and suffering nothing in suffering every-
thing. Now this issue Hamlet contemplated; it held him
in suspense; it exceeded his powers of decision. Hamlet
was neither a man of passion and blood, nor of judge-
ment and reason; he could not make up his mind which
of them to be; therefore the conflict between themis not
joined in him; and that is the source of his exasperation.
Thereforewe find him now whipping up passion in him-
odf after seeing an actor or Fortinbras; and now declaring
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that the man who is not passon's dave he will wear in
his heart's core. But both the life of passon and the life
of reason escape him; he enters neither upon one nor
the other; he is not even now the man of passon and
now the man of reason; he is standing off from life and
will put nothing to the test. Therefore to the conflict as
it exists in Hamlet's mind there can be no solution, for
the reason that it is not a realized conflict at all; itisa
conflict contemplated and intellectualized, not suffered,;
Hamlet precisely sheers off from it; and events must
carry him to disaster. He knows indeed that life cannot
belivedlikethat; heishesitatingandfalteringlifeaway;
and he comes to any calm only when he has given up
making a choice, and when he knows that death is near.

But this same conflict between blood and judgement,
passion and reason, anger and patience, is in al truth
the conflict of King Lear; here it is truly joined and
works like a fierce fire through the play. Lear is unin-
trospective and unreflective; but in him the opposing
forces are fighting; the struggleis on, unobjectified, but
suffered. Lear isnow in atowering rage or calling down
terrible curses; and he is now crying to Heaven to give
him patience, the patience he needs. He is from the be-
ginning a dave of passon; but he aso has moments
when the ideal of patience shines before him, and then,
briefly, he will speak and feel the words of patience;
he cries out for what he knows is the only escgpe from
the madness of anger and hate; and there is no danger,
in him, of a pale cast of thought misting the course or
outcome of action. He is not indeed delivered wholly
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from this conflict; the old Lear is not entirely trans-
figured in the new one we see in Act V; but he has at
leest advanced far in patience. | may therefore sum up
the argument of my comparison between the two plays,
Hamlet and King Lear, thus: in Hamlet the question is
put, and by Hamlet,

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer . . .?

but if the question is asked, it is not answered. The
question is not asked, in so many words, in King Lear;
but it is answered. Besdes, there is no mistaking what
the answer is; to the question of Hamlet, Lear himself
in a measure, Cordelia and Edgar completely, provide
the answer. In whatever disaster and gloom King Lear
closes, that answer is given; and it is clear and unmis-
takable.



Y
POETIC DISCOVERY

HAVE sad that at the stage to which Shakespeare
I has now comein the writing of his tragedies, he will,

in varying degrees, in what manner is possible to
perception which will not suffer itsdf to be over-intel-
lectualized, probe and test, abstract and separate out,
simplify in something of the manner of an experimenter,
deal drastically with his material; and | said that these
processes are most clearly shown in King Lear. | wish
now to illustrate this in some detail, and in that way
make clearer what | intended. Asin speaking of Hamlet,
| cannot proceed to a full study of the play.

Let me give first, before turning to speak of the play
as awhole, a smple and obvious illustration of the kind
of thing | have in mind, by referring to Shakespeare's
way of presenting Cordelia to us. In the first scene
Cordedlia is led away by the King of France to become
his Queen. It will be remembered that Cordelia has
rejected Burgundy: 'l shal not be hiswife." France then
speaks and declares, in a moving speech, that he will
have her. Corddlia does not reply. It is Lear who re-
plies. 'Thou hast her, France, let her be thine . . .
and then, with Lear and the others gone, Cordelia and
France remain behind with Goneril and Regan. But in
the conversation that follows, Cordeia spesks to her
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ggers, she speaks not a single word to France. France
says, 'Come, my fair Cordelia; and they are gone.
There is not aword from Cordelia which expresses her
feeling for the man she accepts for a husband. Thereis
nothing here which even begins to correspond with the
scene in the old play which shows the wooing of Cor-
delia by France and her loving acceptance of him.
Whatever the role of Cordelia in the play is to be, we
are not to see her as alover and awife. Then, latein the
play, France and Cordelia come with their army; but,
as everybody knows, and by what Mr. Granville-Barker
caled the clumsiest lines in the play, France is bundled
back again home. But why? Because, again, Cordelia
must not comein therole of awife; her roleisother, and
wholly other, than this, Shakespeare has intentions
which the presence of France would drasticaly inter-
fere with. But why, in that case, did Shakespeare send
over the King of France at all? The answer is not, |
think, difficult to find. Shakespeare had to choose be-
tween two things: either the King of France (whom we
certainly have been led to think of as a loving husband)
must send Cordelia with an army to England and stay
in France himself for reasons of state, or he must come
over with her and be urgently recalled. Between these
two there was little to choose. He decided so far to stick
to the old story as to bring over the King of France, in
that measure raise our expectations of a happy issue of
the battle, and then to imagine a state of affairs in
France which required his summary return. But what is
certan is that Cordelids life as a wife and queen are
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strangely shut out from the play. It is her relation to her
father which is aone relevant; and for this reason and
in this measure, Cordelia is drastically simplified and,
as we may say, dehumanized.

b4

But | turn now to look at the play as a whole; and |
shall speak of the play's beginning, and then of its end-
ing.

The division of the kingdom has frequently been re-
garded as a serious fault in King Lear\ we must grant
Shakespeare this incredible scene, it is said, in order
that he may get started. But in fact this violent and out-
rageous beginning served Shakespeare's purpose well
enough: it cuts away from our imaginations any sense
of the preceding life of Lear and hisfamily; it makesthe
beginning of the play as absolute as may be; and Shake-
speare gives us very little which helps to make the scene
we see continuous with what had gone before. The
play begins with more of the abrupt, unquestioning be-
ginning of afairy story than of aplay which isto satisfy
naturalistic requirements: ‘Once upon a time there was
a very old and foolish King; and he had two wicked
daughters who hated him and one good one who loved
him. . . ." We do not begin from the normality of any
previous family lifewith itstypical graces, suppressions,
subtle deceptions, forbearances; the family begins here;
here it is what it is; from here it must move; what has
been in the past is nothing and nowhere. In the old play
Lear's wife had but recently died; and the frequent
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mention of her ties the present with the past. In
Shakespeare's play, Lear has had no wife, and his
daughters no mother. The old play shows us Goneril
and Regan, before the divison of the kingdom, spesk-
ing of Cordelia with envy and malice; but there is
nothing like thisin the new play. In King Lear the family
beginswith what it is shown to be in thefirst scene, with
al its absolute simplicities. In this respect there is no
play of Shakespeare comparable with King Lear; only a
little inspection of Macbeth and Othello shows its differ-
ence here from them. It is true that we learn that Lear
loved Cordelia most and that Lear had ever but den-
derly known himself; but these are little more than
pieces of information which, in any case, are barely
necessary; nowhere is the past conjured up for us and
entertained as something out of which this state of affairs
had or could have grown. No doubt Shakespeare was
helped by his audience's familiarity with the story. But
what is more important is that Shakespeare was content
with, he wanted, a highly simplified situation. | have
sad that he abstracted from his characters; he was no
less content to abstract the present from the past; he
simplifies drastically by declining to try to make the
opening scene begin even to look like a piece of history.

But then, it is not only this. Shakespeare brought in a
sub-plot, the beginnings of which are even more incred-
ible. No good purpose will be served by my recounting
the perplexities and absurdities of the scenes showing
Edmund's deception of his father. Here again the past
must be carved away; here too, as in the main plot, we
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must connive a the making of as absolute a beginning
as may be; we start with something which is cut clean
away from the fine and elaborate tissue of the continu-
ing life of afamily. Now these things, thefirst stagesin
the two stories of Lear and Gloucester and their chil-
dren, are no doubt big enough faultsin the play. But we
must assume that they are faults about which Shake-
speare had no illusions; they were necessary for what he
wanted to do; if these things were faults, they were yet
the conditions of the success of his play. Shakespeare
then, by its beginning, lifts the play out of history, out
of the context of the past; and this is part and parcel of
his intention for his characters. The children of these
fathers have not grown out of a preceding human situa-
tion; they flare out and occur as the eternal powers
which play for place and mastery in the human soul.
We have not seen them nor imagined them as members
of afamily life; they are not and will not be clothed in
the normality of the trivial or unultimate things which
make up so much of living.

We find a similar state of affairs if we look to the
play's ending. The reader will recal that Albany, to
whom the successon would normally fall, declines any
clam to the throne: it is for Kent and Edgar to rule in
the realm, he says. But Kent has ajourney to go: his
master calls him; and Edgar goes on to spesk the last
four lines of the play which are as weak as they are
obscure. | am aware that it has been held by some
editors, who follow the Quarto, that these lines are pro-
perly Albany's. | cannot believe this; and assuming that
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the lines are Edgar's, we can only marvel at so wretched
an ending for this greatest of plays. | think we must, on
reflection, decide that Shakespeare wishes us to under-
stand that Edgar accepts the throne; but Edgar goes on
to speak a line which, if it means anything, means that
he prophesies his own early death.

In the face of this ending we must, | think, believe
that Shakespeare was embarrassed by the close of his
play; and it is clear, or it seems so to me, that he was
disinclined, if not averse, to giving us any clear sense of
Edgar's assumption and exercise of roya power. That
IS to say, the ending of the play is not, so far as Shake-
speare could with any propriety contrive it, an end
which looks on to a succeeding order and condition.
Fortinbras succeeds Hamlet, Malcolm Macheth: sanity
and justice are restored. But in King Lear we are given
little of the feeling of this. The play at its end a most
looks dimly ahead beyond itself as, at its beginning, it
had not looked back to what had gone before. Shake-
speare does not choose to st it in an imagined history;
it is more like a fable which is told or an image which
occurs and fades. Itsfinal note is anticipated death, and
not renewed and continuing life.

3
Before | go on to look at the content, or some of the
content, of the plot, | wish to remark briefly on an
aspect of Shakespeare's play which is closely connected
with what | have been saying. | mean the unusual
vagueness of what | may cdl the spatid and temporal
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ordering of the plot of King Lear. Bradley has written at
some length on this matter; and | shal refer to it only
in passing. But it is, unless | am mistaken, a most sig-
nificant feature of the play, and of a piece with what |
conceive to be its prevailing purpose. We are given, for
example, no idea of where, in Britain, Lear, or again
Albany and Goneril, live; and it is very hard, if indeed
it is possble, to get clear about the movements of
characters in the play to the homes of Cornwall and
Gloucester; afterwards, we have a vague movement of
everybody to Dover; and we have little more. It is the
same with time: it is very difficult to arrive at any
clearly defined temporal sequence, and hard therefore
to believe that we are required to imagine one. None
of the great tragedies is comparable to King Lear in these
respects. There are periods indeed, inHamlet, whenthere
occurs what Mr. Granville-Barker calls a 'timelessness
which accords well enough with the inaction which the
play exhibits; but there prevails far more of thisin King
Lear, where 'timelessness has far less strict dramatic
appropriateness. This consistent disregard for time and
space cannot, | suppose, be an accident; it is one of the
ways in which the quality of Shakespeare's imagination
in this play is shown; it must be explained in the same
way as we explain (if we can) the temporal features of
the play's beginning and end; and dl must be explained
by certain other features of the play of which | shall now
go on to speak. Before doing so, | cal to mind certain
remarks of Coleridge about Spenser: he spesks some-
where of the 'marvellous independence and true
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imaginative absence of dl particular space and time in
the Faerie Queene. | should not mysdlf say that thereis
anything necessarily truly imaginative in the mere ab-
sence of particular space and time; but | quote Cole-
ridge's remark to suggest that, if we are at dl justified
in seeing in King Lear some approach to an ‘alegory’,
we might expect such a treatment of time and space as
we do, in fact, find in it.

4

| look now to another striking feature of the plot,
which may be illustrated from the stories of Edgar and
Kent. Edgar, it will be remembered, declines to disclose
himself to his father where the plot provides no obvious
reason why he should not do so; and if the plot provides
no reason why he should not do so, Edgar's compas-
sionate human nature provides reason enough why he
should. On meeting his blinded father, Edgar could well
have disclosed himself, would in al nature have dis-
closed himself, given Gloucester comfort and succour,
and saved hislife. In Sidney's version there is no hiding
of the son's identity; but in King Lear the reconciliation
of father and son is withheld by what Edgar later ac-
knowledged for a fault in himself; and we hear only
from Edgar of how Gloucester died on hearing of the
truth and after much terrible and unnecessary suffering.
Edmund had deceived Gloucester; why must Edgar now
a0 decelve him? What must now deny to father and
son the joy they may have in each other, except for a
last, heartbroken, fleeting moment? Why must common
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human nature be so gratuitously and brutally out-
raged? For we must reflect that Gloucester, led by
Edgar, and above dl in the cliff scene, is an even more
poignant and inexpressibly pitiable figure thanwhen he
staggered blinded from the knives of Cornwall; and this
Is not required by the plot and is strictly unnecessary:
it only heaps misery on both Gloucester and Edgar.
The natural flow of Edgar's love and forgiveness is
brutally stopped to increase his and his father's suffer-
ing. Now if | amright in this, we can only conclude that
this situation exhibits an intention essentid to Shake-
speare's imagination of the play.

Consider again now Kent. Here, if you will, is the
common stuff of human nature: a man loyal, generous,
rash, loving. But why does not Kent, at the opening of
the storm and before Lear's madness s&ts in, disclose
himself to Lear? Again, the plot does not at dl forbid
it; and again, Kent makes himself known to Lear only
at the end when Lear is too far gone in grief and des-
peration to do more than take the barest note of him.
Had Kent acted on what must have been his most
natural impulse, he would not indeed have averted the
main tragedy; but he could and would have brought
comfort and companionship to the lonely and dis-
traught Lear.

Now in the face of what | have sad of Edgar and
Kent, it is natural to say that we have to consider what,
when we st oursdves to apprehend Shakespeare's
masterpiece, we are undertaking to do. It is not, as |
have sad, a question of understanding an argument;
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it isaquestion of rising to adifficult perception offered
by Shakespeare's most mature tragic art. Now if we
think so, we shall not put down these things | have
spoken of as mere faults; and we shal be no more dis-
posed to shrug our shoulders, to leave them for a mys-
tery, to take a note of them and leave a question-mark
after them. They were, we must suppose, integral to
Shakespeare's intention when he wrote the play; they
must become integral to ours when we read it or seeit.
Shakespeare will not allow us to imagine Cordelia in
the human context of wifehood and queenship; he aso
will not allow the goodness of Edgar and Kent the com-
fort they may give and receive in the world's conflict.
Against the pure wickedness of Cornwall and Edmund
the beneficence of Edgar and Kent are not allowed to
work with any mitigation; they are held firmly and un-
naturally in much helplessness and suffering which are
gratuitous and beyond the requirements of the plot.

5

| have said that Shakespeare will not alow Edgar
and Kent to mitigate the suffering which the play ex-
hibits; by the silence to which he condemns them he
addsindefinitely to their sufferings and to the sufferings
of Lear and Gloucester; and the plot, taken as a whole,
does not require this. But if we turn to the large outline
of the plot, we come upon a third illustration, to add to
what | have said of Kent and Edgar, and perhaps the
most striking of the three, of the kind of improbability
which may be seen as a gross fault or may, again, be
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construed as a sign of Shakespeare's intention in the
play. | mean, Edmund's inexplicable delay in telling
the others of the instructions he has given to kill Lear
and Cordelia. Edmund is now defeated; he has played
his adventurer's game and logt. In playing it he has
some little sympathy from us; heisnot in the same class
as Cornwall, Goneril, and Regan; he had some reason,
they had not; and when he says 'Yet Edmund was be-
loved, we warm to him in pity. Now, with the game
lost, he acknowledges the justice of his fate; he hears
the story of his father's death which, he says, moves him
to do good. But he knows that he has given orders to
execute hisvictimsinstantly; and itisincredible that he
hasforgotten. Why does Shakespeare suffer himto speak
only when heis expresdy asked by Albany where Lear
and Cordeliaare? Shakespeare clearly givesusto under-
stand that Edmund is changed, despite of his own
nature; why do not common pity and compunction act
in him? We may feel exasperation with Albany and
Edgar at delaying at this time in a long colloquy; but
we are more mystified by Edmund. Here too, then, a
natural and generous impulse, even in Edmund, is for-
bidden; what good there came to be in him came to
nothing in the plot's design. The silences of Edgar
and Kent occasoned much and unnecessary suffer-
ing; the silence of Edmund is even more inexplicable;
but it is dso more catastrophic. It brings to nothing
what Kent and the others had been indeed suffered
to do.
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6

[t will be remembered that my concernisto illustrate
the practice of Shakespeare's purposive, abstractive
imagination as it works in the tragedies and above dll
inKing Lear; and to show how Shakespeare deas hardly
with his material to gain certain special ends. That in
Cornwall, Goneril, and Regan he creates characters
ample and abstract in their evil is clear; there is no
useful purpose served by speaking of them in this point
of view. But | have been anxiousto call attention chiefly
to another major feat of abstraction in the play, which
adso rejects the requirements of naturalism, to say no-
thing of poetic justice; and al three examples | have
given, of Edgar, Kent, and Edmund, show Shakespeare
removing virtue away from efficacy and power over the
course of events. Lear must go on sufferinguncomforted
by the knowledge of Kent's presence, and Gloucester
by the knowledge of Edgar's, and when Edmund at last
repents, heis checked from influencing the course of the
plot. On the one Sde, therefore, is surpassing good, and
on the other extreme evil; but the scales are hopelesdy
weighted on one side; against the wickedness of Corn-
wall, Goneril, and Regan, what beneficence human
nature is shown to possess is not alowed to issue in
action; it iskept as far as may be in silence and suffer-
ing. Here, it will be seen, the smplification which
Shakespeare conducts is not only in the characters them-
sdves, it is, S0 to spesk, in the control of the plot by the
characters. The characters of Goneril, Regan, and
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Cornwall are, indeed, smple. The characters of Edgar,
Kent, and Edmund are not; but they are controlled by
a plot which holds them, and therefore dso Lear and
Gloucester and Cordelia, in amost unrelieved suffering,
and then brings them to their deaths.

Here, or so it seems to me, is the main abstraction
which Shakespeare seems determined to conduct
throughout the play: the forcing apart, | mean, of
character from circumstance, of virtue from happiness
and then of virtue from life itsdf. In the world which
Shakespeare is now rendering, merit is made as power-
less as possible and is then destroyed. Therefore', Bacon
had said, 'poetry feigns [actions] morejustin retribution,
and more according to revealed providence’; but, as |
have said, this is precisely what Shakespeare was not
doing; indeed he set himsdlf at dl cogts, including the
cost of clear faults and absurdities, not to do 0. The play
seems to be designed to exhibit suffering and helpless
virtue, whether it be the virtue of a Kent, the uncertain
virtue of a Lear, or the transcendent virtue of an Edgar
and a Cordelia. None of them may come to any happi-
ness. Gloucester and Lear are given, beforethey die, and
by an irony, only akind of heartbrokenjoy. Kent and
Edgar indeed survive; only, as | said, Kent speaks of
imminent death, Edgar of death not long delayed. For
them dso, life may not go on.

7
| wish further to emphasize this primary feature of
the play by taking account of events in the story which,
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as the reader will have noticed, | have hitherto ignored;
and | can, | think, illustrate in another and very differ-
ent way what | havein mind. | am looking principally
not to character but to plot; and when we consider the
plot as a whole, we can see without any great trouble
that it has a major flaw in addition to those | have
pointed out. | quote Mr. Granville-Barker who, spesk-
ing of the play after the third Act, says: 'The rest of the
play must be pitched in a lower key... The thing stays
by comparison pedestrian. . . . The chief fact to face,
then, is that for the rest of the play, the best will be
incidental and not germane to the actual story. The
producer, therefore, must give his own best attention to
Albany, Goneril, and Regan and their close-packed
contests, and to the nice means by which Edgar is
shaped for a hero ... If he will take care of this, the
marvellous moments will tend to take care of him." So
Mr. Granville-Barker: 'the best will be incidental and
not germane to the actua story.' In other words, the
soul of the play and the body of the plot have fallen
apart; they have indeed to be made to look as if they
have not; but they have, dl the same; the 'marvellous
moments' are 'not germane to the actual story'. To say
nothing of the deaths of Goneril and Regan and to
speak only of the most vital thingsintheplot, the combat
of Edgar and Edmund, and then the battle, seem some-
how to mean nothing to us. The duel isindeed made as
stagy as may be; Mr. Granville-Barker spoke (a little

* Prefaces to Shakespeare, First Series, London 1927, third impression of
1940, pp- 151-2.
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uneasily, | suggest) of the 'nice means whereby Edgar
is shaped for a hero’; but are they 'nice”? The combat
is nearer to being a piece of hollow stage trumpery.
Compare it, as Bradley urged us to do, with the duel in
Hamlet. Everything turns on the battle; but was there
ever such abattle so perfunctorily and shoddily treated?
Compare it, as again Bradley urged us to do, with the
battlein Macbeth', it isobviousthat, like the duel, it has
no life in it. But when Lear, or Lear and Cordelia, are
on, the scenes surpass anything even in Shakespeare.
What is the cause of this state of affairs? We may say,
no doubt, as Bradley does, that because of the double
plot Shakespeare has too much on his hands, and that
we are wearied by dl that is going on. But thisis not, |
think, the real reason, or certainly the whole reason;
it hardly explains our attitude to the decisive fighting
that occurs. | suggest that the reason lies deeper than
this: deeper in Shakespeare's imagination and in ours.
But it is dso smple enough. Edgar has to be made into
afighting man, Corddliainto the leader of an army; and
it smply will not do. Shakespeare could not take it; we
cannot take it. The Cordelia and the Edgar whom we
know are one thing; the Corddlia and the Edgar who
fight battles and engagein combatsareanother; andthey
cannot be reconciled. The souls of Corddia and Edgar
are not in the stage figures who in battle and com-
bat thus serve the purposes of a plot which a drama-
tist has to get on with and bring to a conclusion. In
Cordelia and Edgar Shakespeare is contemplating
figures of spiritual perfection who cannot move, with
6887 |



114 Poetic Discovery

any substance of redlity, at this level of the plot's work-
ing. Who can see Cordelia (or Lear, for that matter, in
the state to which he has now come) at the head of an
army, whether the army she leads be victorious or de-
feated? And the whole bent and direction of Edgar's
spiritual bearing is away from this kind of thing; make
him do this, and whether he be victorious or defeated,
he is no longer Edgar. Mr. Granville-Barker says that
Edgar is 'nicely shaped' for ahero; but how may Edgar
be rightly submitted to this kind of treatment? Hamlet
no doubt needed to be nicely shaped into a hero; but
not Horatio, if Horatio was indeed what Hamlet said
he was. Shakespeare had no heart to do this kind of
thing; if he had, and had he wished to shape Cordelia
nicely for aheroine, or Edgar for a hero, he would, and
no doubt could, have made the battle and the combat
rea enough to make us hold our breaths; but had he
contrived to do this, Cordelia and Edgar would have
been other than they are earlier in the play; they might
have become a 'heroine and a 'hero’; but they would
then have been less important to us than they are.

The reader will recall that my argument has been that
Shakespeare contrives to dlow his virtuous characters
as little influence on the course of events as possible; he
holds them in akind of slent and helpless suffering. But
now, at the place in the play to which we have now
come, Cordelia and Edgar, types of spiritual perfection
if ever there were such, are suddenly required to take
arms againgt their troubles. Hitherto they have been
figures of patience; they have suffered the dings and
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arrows of outrageous fortune; Edgar is indeed an
Horatio, not spoken of and described merely, but mani-
fested in the detail of life; and Cordelia will be cast
down only for Lear's sake: for herself she could out-
frownfalsefortune'sfrown. But now Cordeliamust lead
an army against her sisters and Edgar fight his brother;
they have now, in dl conscience, to take a hand in the
plot. But in doing so, they become stage-figures and not
what they have been. They become no longer images
of suffering; whether they arevictorious or defeated is
neither here nor there; they no longer ring true. Here
again, therefore, as in the illustrations | have given
earlier, character and plot are ill-adjusted to each other.
Formerly Kent and Edgar were forbidden to do much
they might have done for Lear and Gloucester; thisis
unnatural and inexplicable; and their suffering and the
suffering of Lear and Gloucester is thereby increased
indefinitely. Now, latein the play, Cordelia and Edgar
are required to do things no less unnatural. In either
case, plot and character are irreconcilable; in either
case, our apprehension of character is offended by the
course of the action in which it is .

8

| must now ask, Why doesthiscomeabout?Why isthe
plot of Lear so unsatisfactory in theway | have tried to
explain? What explains this severance of character and
circumstance? | quote A. C. Bradley: 'When | regard
King Lear drictly as drama, it appears to me, though in
certain parts overwhelming, decidedly inferior asawhole
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toHamlet, Othello, and Macbeth'; and | cannot doubt that
Bradley is right. But we must understand the cause of
its comparative failure; and its cause liesinjust thisill-
adjustment of plot to character and character to plot
of which | have been speaking. Only, we must assume,
| think we can do no other, that Shakespeare knew what
he was doing. | part company from A. C. Bradley only
when he is content to leave the improbabilities, incon-
sistencies, and the rest as things due to Shakespeare's
carelessness; they must, or so it seems to me, arise from
the workings of Shakespeare's imagination here, which
for its purposes is willing to manhandle plot and cha-
racter and wrest them sharply apart. Bradley iswilling
to believe, in the face of the play's improbabilities and
therefore, as he thinks, cardessness of design, that the
Fool was forgotten not by Kent and the others, but by
Shakespeare. But if | have been at dl right in what |
have said, the Fodl is at the centre of the play's imagi-
nation: hisvirtue is pitiable in its helplessness; he, like
others, is an image of helpless and suffering love; he
exerts no influence upon the course of events; the course
of events passes him by.

For the truth is, or so it seems to me, that in this play
Shakespeare is little enough concerned with strict
dramatic plot or with character in the ordinary sense.
He is, above dl, concerned to exhibit certain moral
ideas or states, imaginatively apprehended indeed, yet
gtill ideas of evil and of good. His imagination sifts out
these essences. To Evil he gives the initiative, the force,
the driving power of the plot. Over againg it he s



Poetic Discovery 117

Good; but he forbids it, so far as he may, to interfere
with and control the action and consequences of Evil;
it is made slent and patient; it is suffering love; it has
little influence upon the executive ordering of theworld;
it merely isand suffers; it is not what it does but what it
is as it is shown in a Cordelia and an Edgar, that we
contemplate. Evil drives on, dynamic and masterful,
but to its own destruction; Good is 4ill, patient, and
enduring, but is dso destroyed; no limit, not even that
of death, is put to what it must endure.

Now that thisis so is, | think, shown by the way in
which we ordinarily think of the play. Itistruer of King
Lear than of the other tragedies, that we think above dl
of certain scenes. the plot is comparatively dim to us.
We think of Cordelia's silence before Lear; Lear on the
heath and in the storm; then, in the last two Acts, what
Mr. Granville-Barker cals the 'marvellous moments
which look after themselves; and these, likethoseearlier,
are scenes of pity and suffering. In comparison with
these, the course of the plot with its combats and battles
engages little enough of our attention. What Shake-
speare was concerned above al to contemplate were the
figures of suffering; around thesefiguresin their suffer-
ing the plot swirls its tragic way. But it is the figures
themselves that hold our minds, and where Edgar
and Cordelia are suddenly changed into martial shapes
and take, or try to take, a strong hand in the direction
of affairs, they interest us little; they are no longer at
the play's centre. The play then is one which exhibits,
above dl in Cordelia and Edgar, ‘patient merit', to use
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Hamlet's phrase; and Shakespeare's mind is not dwell-
ing now on the spirit of Hamlet, but of Horatio.
Hamlet, the reader will remember, had asked,

.. who would bear the whips and scorns of time,
The oppressor's wrong, the proud man's contumely,
The pangs of disprizd love . . .

. . and the spurns
That patient merit of the unworthy takes . . .?

The answer is provided by King Lear: Cordelia and
Edgar are indeed such figures of ‘patient merit', and dl
these things they undergo. Besdes, thereis no question
for them of finding a quietus with a bare bodkin. Who,
Hamlet had asked,

. . . would fardels bear,
To grunt and sweat under a weary life,

but for the dread of something after death and other
possible ills that we know not of? To this dso Shake-
speare gives the answer in King Lear\ here thefigures of
patient merit have nothing of this fear of death. The
problems of living which Hamlet had posed seem not to
be problems for them; they have come to a sense of life
in which they do not occur; and similarly death does
not come as a problem and as a source of fear. It comes
differently as something somehow natural; and to en-
dure it crowns the detachment and disinterestedness of
their lives. 'Bear free and patient thoughts, says Edgar:

o Menmustendure
Their going hence, even astheir coming hither:
Ripenessisal.
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This is the centre of Shakespeare's perception of life in
his grestest play; and it will not do to spesk of pess-
mism and gloom in the face of it; the crass opposites of
pessmism and optimism have no relevance here. There
could be no question of Cordelias being brought, with
the play, to some happy ending; to give her some thirty
years of life in this world would have been as slly as
to give us some assurance of temporal immortality for
her in another. She, and through her Shakespeare, had
cometo asense of life, and therefore of death, in which
the soul makes no demand either of life or death. It is
here, in al truth, that we may rightly say, Therest is
slence.

9

| must turn, in conclusion, before summing up my
argument, to discuss again, but briefly, a matter | re-
ferred to in the preceding chapter. | said there that
Shakespeare'simagination in the tragedies was secul ar;
that he had no argument to illustrate; and that he was
animated only by awish to seethings asthey really are.
In the light of what | have been now saying, this dtill
seemsto meto betrue. Shakespeare'spowersnever pene-
trated, or so | think, so far asin King Lear to the limits
of human experience; and in thus rendering human life
and the place and role in it of death, the question
whether it is a Christian play cannot, it seems to me,
naturally arise. Certainly, there are sgns that Christian
belief was moving in Shakespeare's mind in the course
of its composition. There is Albany's speech:
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If that the Heavens do not their visible spirits.
Send quickly down to tame these vile offences,
It will come,

Humanity must perforce prey on itself

Like monsters of the deep;

or again, Cordelia takes on once a kind of supernatural
beauty, where she is described to Kent before she re-
appears again after her long absence; or again, we feel
sometimes that Shakespeare's imagination almost sees
her as a figure of redemptive grace, redeeming the
world's evil which is embodied in her sisters; or again,
when she says,

And wast thou fain, poor father,
To hovel thee with swine and rogues forlorn,
In short and musty straw?

| find it difficult not to believe that here there was mov-
ing in Shakespeare's mind the story of the Prodigal, and
that he half-saw the roles of parent and child reversed
in his own story. Above dl, because the play shows the
extreme suffering of love and its apparently hopeless
defeat, it seems to come near to Christian bdief and
feeling. Still, |1 think that to erect an argument on these
things is mistaken. It is certain that a mind such as
Shakespeare's, of such depth, and power, and candour,
could not fail to be influenced in his perception of things
by Christianity; acandid and thoughtful mind cannot di-
vest itsdlf of what it is reared in. But | have emphasized
that Shakespeare set himsalf to divest his play of any
framework of Christian belief and deliberately denied
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himself any occasion for its expresson. If the labour and
study of his imagination seem to come near at times
to Christianity, that is hardly surprising; if his mind
was indeed as great as we ordinarily believe, we should
hardly expect otherwise. Still, to see the play as issuing
from amind of confirmed Christian sensibility is, | think,
not to look fairly at the play as awhole; and indeed, the
play's importance for us conssts, | would venture to
say, chiefly, in its coming from a mind free of antecedent
and determining belief, and conducting, with al its
great power and insight, a candid exploration of our
human experience. Besides, we certainly cannot say that
it brings us to a state of belief; instead, it confronts us
with mystery in the face of which there is nothing to be
said. It exhibits the limits merely of our human experi-
ence as they are reached by souls of surpassing excel-
lence and beauty. These are dso the limits of secular art.
In plays which are to follow soon, Shakespeare seems
indeed not to accept these limits, and to try to trespass
beyond them. This is not the occasion to speak of the
last plays. Yet, in spite of what | havejust been saying,
| will say that it is a mistake to see the last plays as
entirely new things having no connexion with what has
gone before; and of what has gone before, it is to King
Lear that we may mogt profitably relate them. | add
only that | follow Bradley in saying that we shall better
understand Prospero's most famous speech in the light
of King Lear and King Lear in the light of Prospero's
speech.
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10

| have now to sum up the argument of what has gone
before and to look back to the questions which | put at
the end of the first chapter. Bacon, | said, proposed the
means of coming to a kind of knowledge which could,
he thought, be decisive for human destiny; but the
question was, Did Shakespeare provide knowledge? and
if he did, was it knowledge which was dso a power? |
said, further, that it is clear to us what Bacon proposed;
and what he signified has had an influencein our civili-
zation which can hardly be exaggerated. But we may
ask whether the influence of Shakespeare has been com-
parable in weight and importance?

| have argued that Shakespeare indeed provided
knowledge, and that the works of the imagination do not
fall outside the life of reason. | have implied that to
restrict the rational activity of the mind to the investi-
gation of the natural world will not do; and that if we
are the disciples of Bacon in this matter, we are badly
astray and must sooner or later get ourselves hopelessy
lost. We are perhaps here more the followers of Bacon
than we redize. More times than | care to think of, we
see poetry spoken of as an affair of emotion, philosophy
and science as affairs of the reason; but if we spesk like
this, we are serioudy mistaken. Shall we say that Hamlet
and King Lear are products of emotion, and not, in
some important, even profound, sense, a product of
the reason; that if we want reason, we shadl go to
scientists and philosophers, and that if we want emotion
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we shall go to Shakespeare? We can find enough emo-
tion, presumably, in a hundred and one ways, and if
the works of Shakespeare are chiefly or wholly emo-
tional, there are other and better means of employing
our timethan in reading them. If we speak (aswe often
do) of these things in this way, | do not see that we
can fairly explain, dtill lessjustify, the importance we
attach to the study and the teaching of Shakespeare.
Besides, | am convinced that this is not an affair of
words merely and of indifferent nomenclature. The
words we use in these matters exhibit a philosophy of
life, or at least, a whole set of assumptions which we do
not stop to examine. Bacon at least declared where he
stood; he put poetry in its place; he knew what its place
was; but we have reason to be careful lest we are his
disciples without having, aso, his clear-headedness and
forthrightness.

Now Bacon indeed wrote his Essays, which haveto do
with human nature; but, in spite of their accomplish-
ment and shrewdness, their [imitations are clear enough;
and they are parerga to his main labours. But Shake-
gpeare turned his mind principaly to human nature.
He had indeed, in the last resort, nothing to say about
it and its destiny; he showed it only, in a number of
dramatic patterns; each play is a symbol of his vision of
life; he is concerned, in the way of a poet, to make mani-
fest the truth of things; and as he goes on, the symbols
become more expressve and less trandlatable; more and
more they render their great object as it redly is.

| have spoken of Hamlet and King Lear, which are, |
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suppose, Shakespeare's two grestest plays. | have tried
to exhibit them in relation to each other; and the pro-
gresson from one to the other is or so | think, of deep
interest. In Hamlet, indeed, Shakespear€'sinterest is not
in a'character'; we go wrong if we think so; it ischiefly
in the state into which a thoughtful and intellectual
man is cast in the face of life: Hamlet iswithout a clear
sense of life, and the answers to his many questions
are not forthcoming; wearied out with perplexities and
contrarieties, he yields up moral questions, and there-
foreinitiative, in despair. My words recall Wordsworth
a a crucia period of his life. He had been, he says,
‘perplexed with impulse, motive, right and wrong . . .
what the rule and what the sanction’; and seeking proofs
and not finding them, he logt al feeling of conviction.
Then he recalled, out of his childhood, landscapes that
werefrightening andvisionary; andfromthemhedrank,
he says, as at a fountain, and restored his imaginative
powers. In Hamlet Shakespeare turnsthelabouringrnind
into material for artistic composition; the scholar and
the thinker is put to the test; the imagination sees and,
asit were, declares his failure; but the poet must go on
in the way of discovery which his gifts permit and re-
quire; and | have used King Lear to exhibit Shakespeare
now dealing boldly and even violently with his material
in order that he may thereby see more clearly. And what
in King Lear does he chiefly see? Evil certainly, from
which he promises the world no escape; but dso, and
principaly, the wholly good, suffering indeed, but aso
atogether proof againgt dl that is brought againgt it.
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This suffering he savagely surrounds with al that evil
and mischance can bring; but it never declines from its
standards of complete disinterestedness. To exhibit this,
Shakespeare has dealt hardly with his story; and for my
part, | cannot doubt that he has dealt thus hardly with
his material in order, at al codts, to communicate be-
yond doubt the perception of values to which he has
now come. King Lear is, so far, if you will, didactic. |
only add that he is not here letting his emotions rip;
we shall be more disposed to say that he is rendering
life as it redly is; here, we shall say, is the truth and
secret of things. It is, indeed, a painful enough secret;
we behold it in the hanging of Cordelia by the world's
wickedness; or rather, we behold it in the life and death
of Cordelia, who could truly say:

For thee, oppressed King, am | cast down;
Mysdlf could ese out-frown false fortune's frown.

The father of whom she speaks is the father of Goneril
as well as of hersdf; and he has stumbled his way
through the storm from Goneril to her.

This is what Shakespeare finally saw in his greatest
play; and this perception is his great bequest to us. It
is indeed a very different bequest from Bacon's who
looked ahead afew generationstoaNew Atlantis brought
about by the play of reason as he conceived it. | have
sad indeed, and we need to remember, that it is cer-
tainly notjust to Bacon to see him as utilitarian merely,
and to write off for insgncere his professons of reli-
gious belief. The drive of his mind was certainly not
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irreligious. But it was not dso chiefly religious, and the
demi-Paradise he looked for came more easily to an
imagination which had not, for al the shrewdness that
went with it, contemplated human nature as long and
as deeply as Shakespear€'s. The reason, as it acted in
Shakespeare's less interested mind, saw evil ill, and
suffering; but he also saw a certain power in human
nature to overcome the world and to make the world
fade in our imaginations and leave not a rack behind.

These are the two visons which came, early in our
civilization, to two great men. The vison of the one has
been eagerly, unbrokenly pursued and with momentous
consequences. The vision of the other has had less good
fortune, and this is not surprising. Two centuries and
more passed before it was posshle to see King Lear on
the English stage. Thiskind of thing is unthinkable now.
But we are dso largely committed to away of thinking
which relegates the play from being taken, in the last
resort, serioudly; like Bacon, we have a map, but, too
frequently nowadays, suffer to appear on it only those
territories which are, or may be, charted by certain
prescribed methods; what lies beyond this we declare
beyond our powers of cartography, and a pretty game
for any man's guesses.
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