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THE JACOBEAN ANGUISH

O f w hat is 't foo ls make such vain k e e p in g 9 
Sin the ir concep tion , the ir b irth  w eep ing ,
Their life  a genera l mist o f e rro r,
Their death a hideous storm o f te rror.

WEBSTER: The Duchess o f M a lfi.

If was Stendhal who firs t made a lite ra ry  po in t o f the theory 
tha t an a rtis t is tru ly  ap p re c ia ted  only by an age fo r which his 
w ork  holds a specia l s ign ificance , fo r  which it is rea l, a pa rt o f 
experience . That this is true may be seen in the fa c t tha t so many 
write rs owe the ir u ltim ate fam e to d iscovery or red iscovery by a 
pub lic  fa r  rem oved from  them in tim e and manners. Stendhal is a 
case in po in t: when he said tha t his w ork w ou ld  be ap p re c ia ted  
on ly a fte r e igh ty  years, he was alm ost exactly  righ t. And Donne 
and Pascal are s im ilar cases.

For us o f the tw entie th  century the Jacobeans have a peculiar 
a ttrac tion , one which arises p rinc ip a lly  from  the s im ila rity  o f the 
conditions in which we live to those o f the ea rlie r seventeenth 
century. The sense o f restlessness, o f insecurity and disgust o f life  
upon which the ir greatest w ork was b u 'lt is no strange sense to us 
tod ay  who live it  and live w ith it, and are constantly be ing kept 
in mind o f it by our forem ost w riters and artists. O ur w o rld , no less 
—  and perhaps no more —  than theirs, is a sick one; sick because 
bew ilde red  by a d is in teg ra tion  w ith which it cannot cope, which 
it cannot understand a lthough a lready  aw are o f it. Bew ilderm ent 
in itse lf is not harm fu l; may, indeed be be ne fic ia l; but when it is 
in tens ified  beyond a certa in  degree it is alm ost certa in  to b ring  
obou t an unbalance com parab le  with tha t ach ieved by Pavlov in 
his experim ents w ith  cond itioned  reflexes, an unba lance succeeded 
by b reak-dow n and neuroses.

An age which can go so fa r a long the path o f con tem porary  
writers and artists as to produce the nightm ares o f Kafka, a ph ilo so 
ph ica l system such as tha t o f Jean-Paul Sartre, or a cynicism in its 
treatm ent o f human bodies and minds such as is genera l in our 
time, w ould have ap pea led  to the conven tiona lly  m ach iave llian  in 
the Jacobeans. For much the same reasons, p rin c ip a lly  perhaps 
because they were less squeamish and less uncom fortab ly-con - 
scienced than us, the Jacobeans come close to  our hearts. It is not 
en tire ly  w ithou t reason tha t The Duchess o f M a lfi was put on and 
had  a long run in one o f the g reat London theatres shortly a fte r
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the w ar. It is not fo r nothing tha t T. S. Eliot, possib ly our forem ost 
analyst o f W eltschm erz and our forem ost poet, should be deep ly 
in terested in the pe riod  and very much in fluenced by it in his own 
w ork. Bosola’s lines are, indeed, because we can fee l them at 
firs t-hand  and app ly  them w ith fu ll awareness, the key fo r us to 
a study o f the Jacobean dram a in genera l, and pa rticu la rly  to the 
com prehension o f in d iv idua l dram atists, the ir outlook and their 
expression o f it.

O f the names which could be given to tha t pecu lia r quality  
which pervades the work o f the Jacobeans and inform s especially 
the ir cha rac te r-d raw ing , I think that anguish  is perhaps the best. 
The a p p lica tio n  o f single terms to w hat takes much exp lana tion  and 
is in itse lf p ro tean , is not sa tis facto ry; but it is be tte r to establish 
a symbol r ig h t a t the beg inn ing  o f any discussion, which w ill at 
least avo id  undue vagueness throughout, than to flounder in a 
morass o f parentheses and vary ing  in te rpre ta tions. The term 
M etaphysica l as it is ap p lied  to the poets o f the ea rlie r seventeenth 
century is in itse lf extrem ely vague because it carries w ith it neither 
d irect exp lana tion , nor d iffe re n tia tio n  between w ide ly  distinguished 
w rite rs; but it is extrem ely useful because it conveys a flavour and 
indica tes a m ental clim ate which may be said to be common to 
a w hole group .

This qu a lity  o f anguish which is common to the greatest 
dram atists o f the pe riod  necessarily changes from  man to man. 
W ha teve r the type o f p lay, w hatever its subject —  and there is not 
a g re a t deal o f va rie ty  outside o f the themes o f revenge and o f 
evil, the result o f strong m ediaeval and sometimes ill-d igested  
renaissance influences —  each work is given its character p rim arily  
by the in d iv idua l approach  o f the dram atist, by his own a p p re c ia 
tion o f the common fo rm u la . Tourneur, W ebste r, M id d le ton , and 
Ford all hand led sim ilar m ateria l and were men, it seems, o f sim ilar 
tem peram ent. But each o f them had his own expression; so tha t 
w h ile  W ebste r's  lines quoted above may be said to app ly  genera lly  
to the g rea te r characters o f all fou r dram atists, there must be 
cons iderab le  qu a lifica tio n  in each d is tinct ap p lica tion .

“ W hen the bad b leed then is the trage dy  g o o d .’’

For Tourneur the trage dy  was especia lly good , because, with 
small exa gg e ra tio n , all were bad and all b led . Ifo r Evans, w riting  
o f the Jacobeans, says:

Tourneur's mind seems pitiless, and his cruel w orld  is one 
in to which no rm ality  is never perm itted  to in tervene. Unlike 
W ebste r, he never relents tow ards his torm ented characters . . . 
Yet Tourneur continues to give the impression tha t this is no 
m elodram atic  holocaust, but a poetic view  o f the w o rld , o f 
a cruel, diseased, lecherous, revengefu l w o rld , from  which 
there is no escape and in the m idst o f which there is no pity.
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It seems to me, however, tha t there is more to  it than just that. 
There is so much in The Revenger's T ragedy  tha t savours o f the 
m ediaeval m ora lity  p lay tha t it is d iff ic u lt to critic ise it as presenting 
a true picture, a true conception even, o f the w o rld . Characters 
which bear abstract names must a lways ind ica te  tha t a lleg o rica l 
ideas are not fa r  behind the w rite r's  actual expression, even if  
they are not present in it. M oreover, the log ica l progression and 
the consistency o f this p lay, toge ther w ith its obvious a rt if ic ia lity  
and its com plete inhum anity (c.f. the hum anity o f The Atheist s 
Tragedy), put it in a class o f its own.

In the ligh t o f w ha t has been said above, the a p p lica tio n  to 
Vendice o f Bosola’s lines must have an en tire ly  d iffe re n t s ign ificance 
from  that o f the ir ap p lica tio n  to, say, F lam ineo in The W hite  Devil. 
Vendice is, in fac t, the m ora lis t’s de ligh t, qu ite a p a rt from  his value 
to the psychologist. (There must, by the way, be few  periods of 
lite ra tu re  which o ffe r richer pasture to the student o f psychology 
than the Jacobean. Even today, much behaviour o f a com parab le  
nature has lost the d rectness, the gusto, the almost pristine g litte r 
o f tha t o f the ea rlie r seventeenth century.) Vendice is the revenger, 
ju s tifiab ly  so, a c c o rd n g  to the convention ; and a pure and virtuous 
man. Yet in his pursuit o f revenge he shows him self more depraved, 
more positive ly  evil than those o f his fe llow s who are set up as 
exam ples p a r excellence  o f deprav ity . O ne is rem inded, in this 
aspect o f character, o f a la te r Vendice —  the Roger C h illingw orth  
o f H aw thorne s Scarlet Letter, a man d iabo lised  by his obsession.

Vendice: 5urely w e 're  a ll mad peop le , and they
W hom  we think are, are not, we m istake those,
Thus we are mad in sense, they but in clothes.

H ippo liio : Faith and in clothes too we, give us our due.

Vendice- Here m ight a scornful and am bitious woman
Look through and through herself —  see ladies w ith 

fa lse forms,
You deceive men, but cannot deceive worms.
Now  to my trag ic  business, look you bro ther,
I have not fash ioned this only fo r show
And useless prope rty , no, it shall bear a pa rt
E’en in its own revenge. This very skull,
W hose mistress the Duke poisoned, w ith this drug 
The m orta l curse o f the earth , shall be reveng 'd  
In the like stra ’ n, and kiss his lips to death,
As much as the dumb th ing can, he shall fee l:
W h a t fa ils  in poison w e 'll supply in steel.

H ippo lito : Brother I do  app laud  thy constant vengeance,
The quaintness o f thy malice above thought.

(The Revenger's T ragedy, III.5.)
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This is, I th ink, w here in, in this case, the force o f Bosola's 
mist o f e r ro r "  lies; the in ference be ing tha t there can be a w a re 

ness o f the mist o r ignorance o f it, but tha t all are equa lly  lost in 
if; and tha t, w hatever path a character takes, it leads him astray. 
The "h ideous  storm o f te rro r"  must, as fa r  as Vendice is con
cerned, result d irec tly  from  his know ledge o f his own misdeeds, 
from  a consciousness o f sin tha t is counter-ba lanced by the con
sciousness o f a hell tha t m erely perpetuates his he ll-on-earth :

That's the greatest torture souls fee l in hell.
In hell, tha t they must live and cannot d ie.

(The Duchess o f M a lfi, IV.I. 70.)

One is rem inded strong ly here tha t Sartre has exp lo red  the 
same idea in de ta il, and in a pecu lia rly  con tem porary set o f c ir
cumstances, in his Huis Clos. The hotel room , symbol o f im perm a
nence, o f the fu rtive  and precarious pleasures involved in the con
duct o f clandestine or adulterous love -a ffa irs , becomes the utterly 
sord id , u tterly  hopeless hell o f the seedy members o f an im probab le  
triang le , in this case tru ly  an eternal one. But Sartre examines the 
result; fo r Tourneur the interest lies in the course, and in the 
characters ' g row ing  awareness. As they become more aw are, made 
so by the ir actions, they become more outspoken, more clear in 
the ir com m entaries on the situation and on the ir own predicam ent.

It seems to me thus tha t the g rea t power o f The Revengers  
Tragedy, its d ram atic  e ffec t and im pact, lie in the fa c t tha t 
Tourneur has achieved a presenta tion o f which it is im possib le to 
say, dismissing it: "T ha t was p re tty  go od ; a true story too. They’re 
nasty types those Ita lia n s ."  Instead, because o f the com plete absence 
from  the p lay o f anyth ing  which can give it a local hab ita tion  and 
a name, the audience is faced  with an unrelated pa ge an t o f evil, 
w ith which it must, in the very act o f com prehension, id en tify  itse lf.

* * * +

Beyond his savage m ora lity, there seems to be some reason 
fo r seeing in Tourneur a certa in  ab no rm a lity  o f ou tlook from  which 
W ebste r is alm ost en tire ly  free . Pessimist though he may be —  
consider Flam ineo and Bosola as voca l symbols o f d isillusionm ent 
—  there is a kind o f q u a lifie d  humanism in W ebste r which puts him 
closer to Shakespeare than to the m a jo rity  o f his contem poraries. 
His insight in to human character, his rich endow m ent with what 
Unamuno has ca lled "th e  trag ic  sense o f l i fe " ,  the recogn ition  o f 
human worth even in e rro r and w ithou t hope in face  o f ove r
w helm ing odds: "th e  trium ph o f the inner self when a ll ou tw ard 
happiness is dashed to p ieces" —  all these give him tha t p rox im ity .
V itto ria : M y soul, like to a ship in a black storm,

Is driven I know not w h ither.

Flam ineo: Then cast anchor.
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Art thou gone
And thou so near the bottom ? false report 
W hich says tha t women vie w ith the nine Muses 
For nine tough du rab le  lives! I do not look 
W ho  went be fo re , nor who shall fo llo w  me;
No, a t myself I w ill begin and end.
W h ile  we look up to heaven we confound 
K now ledge w ith know ledge. O, I am in a m is t. . .
’Tis we ll there is yet some goodness in my death,
My life  was a black charne l: I have caught 
An everlasting co ld . I have lost my voice 
Most irrecoverab ly . Farewell g lorious v illa ins !
This busy trade  o f life  appears most vain ,
Since rest breeds rest; where all seek pain by pa in .

(The W hite  Devil, V .6 .)

The ap p lica tio n  o f his own lines to W ebste r's  work must 
necessarily show results other than ap pe a r in the case o f Tourneur. 
For W ebster, there is a deep note o f p ity , o f regret, in the entire 
rec ita tion  o f Bosola:

O f what is 't foo ls make such vain keeping?
Sin the ir conception , the ir b irth  w eep ing ,
Their life  a genera l mist o f erro r,
Their death a hideous storm o f terror.

It is not the fau lt o f men tha t they should be so a fflic te d , so 
fost. They are possessed by an evil tha t is ex te rna l, and act in 
torm ent. Ferd inand is, I th ink, the prim e exam ple o f this anguish 
to be found in W ebste r. His is the se lf-ha tred , caused perhaps by 
the sense o f gu ilt arising from  his recogn ition  in h im self o f incestuous 
leanings, which makes him fie rce ly  desirous o f hurting others. 
There is no real hate in his words or in his actions other than self 
hate and hatred o f life , else he could not say (IV.I): “ I w ill no 
longe r study in the b o o k /  O f another's  h e a rt” ; or, la te r, a fte r the 
m urder o f his sister, the Duchess, have such a strong and sudden 
change o f fee lin g . He wished to be rid  o f his sister, not fo r  the 
given reasons —  they are, w ith the possible exception o f m ateria l 
greed, mere ra tiona lisa tions —  but because he believes that w ith 
her w ill d ie  his sense o f gu ilt and the torments o f jealousy which- 
he so v io len tly  expresses in 11.5;

. . . .  Talk to me somewhat, qu ickly,
O r my im ag ina tion  w ill carry me 

To see her in the shameful act o f sin.
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Ha! w hat a rt thou tha t ta k ’st aw ay the ligh t 
Betw ixt tha t star and me? I dread thee not:
’Twas but a mist o f conscience.

M idd le ton  —  The Changeling.

De Flores's “ mist o f conscience" has a touch o f b ravado  about 
it which at once puts him in to  the ca tegory  o f those who are aw are 
o f the ir mist o f erro r, who make use o f its screening darkness as 
a cover fo r the ir own conscious evil, and who know only too well 
that the same is b e n g  done by those around them. It is this a w a re 
ness o f evil in the characters themselves tha t makes o f M id d le to n ’s 
theatre  a much more rea list th ing than that o f e ither Tourneur or 
W ebste r. There are a life  and an energy in those characters which 
justify Lamb's com parison o f M idd le ton  w ith Chaucer, a v igour and 
a restra in t, a d isc ip line  in the ir d raw ing  tha t surpass his con tem po
raries.

Beatrice: W hy ’tis im possib le thou const be so w icked.
O r shelter such a cunning cruelty,
To make his death the m urderer o f my honour.
Thy language is so bo ld  and vicious,
I cannot see which way I can fo rg ive  it w ith any modesty.

De Flores: Push, you fo rg e t yourself, a woman d ip t in b lood  and 
ta lk o f modesty.

(The C hange ling  III.4.)

De Flores is nobody's  foo l, least o f all his own. He is thorough ly 
aw are o f his s itua tion , and opportun is t because o f his awareness.

The Jacobean anguish is then, w ith M id d le ton , not form alised 
or m ach iavellian as w ith Tourneur, not tem pered, as in W ebste r, 
w ith the sense o f hum anity: it is pushed to the extrem e o f the 
satirist, but not o f tha t satiris t who, like Jonson, can laugh, even 
at his most desp 'cab le  characters. It is dead ly  earnest, an unsenti
mental p o rtra ya l o f evil peop le who are the more evil because 
they are rea l. Bosoia's couplet means less fo r De Flores than fo r 
most o f the o ihe r g rea t figures in the con tem porary dram a, simply 
because he is more fu lly  aw are o f his circumstances and more in 
contro l o f himself. Ferdinand's loss o f values is something which 
could not happen to De Flores: he is too com ple te ly master o f 
him self and o f any s itua tion . The “ genera l mist o f e rro r ’ ’ and the 
“ hideous storm o f te rro r"  are perhaps a little  too poetic  to be 
ap p lica b le  to the d irec t and harsh m aterialism  o f M idd le ton 's  
characters, and consequently to his genera l hand ling  o f dram atic  
m aterials.

* * * *
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In the case o f John Ford, W ebste r's  p re -occupation  w ith the 
analysis o f the human soul in torm ent is ca rried  fu rthe r. Ford is 
p rim arily  interested in the problem s o f love and sin, which he dis
cusses in his plays w ith obvious sym pathy fo r the characters whose 
problem s they are . His inc lina tion  is tow ards a fa ta lism  which w ill 
free  h's characters o f the ir gu ilt; fo r w hat is p rede te rm ined cannot 
be used to reproach a man w ith as it m ight be were his w ill free . 
Indeed, F ord ’s m ora lity  has been cited as ind ica tive  o f the 
decadence o f the la te r Jacobean dram a. It seems to me, however, 
tha t Bosola’s couplet applies more exactly  to the w ork  o f Ford 
than to tha t o f any o f his fe llow s m entioned here. His rom anticised 
conception o f a d isordered w orld  results in his plays, especia lly  in 
Tis Pity She's a W hore , in a trea tm ent in which “ mist o f e rro r"  

and “ hideous storm o f te rro r ’ ’ are both very much eviden t. Through
out the p lay  the first crops up instantly, alm ost as a fo rm ula , and 
the second is suggested repea ted ly , as when the Friar says to 
G iovann i:

I was proud o f my fu te lage , and chose 
Rather to leave my books than pa rt w ith thee;
I d id  so: but the fru its  o f all my hopes 
Are lost in thee, as thou a rt in thyself.
O, G iovann i! has thou le ft the schools 
O f know ledge to converse w ith lust and death?
For death waits on thy lust.

( Tis Pity She's a W hore , 1.1.)

W ells says o f Ford's w ork: “ The sp iritua l te rro r is even g rea te r than 
the physical, and the dram a is no more rem arkab le  fo r  its m elo
dram atic  shudders than fo r its p lay upon m ora lized emotions.

In Ford ’s case, it seems, in fac t, tha t awareness o f his own 
im p lica tion  in the “ genera l mist o f e rro r" , a gu ilty  conscience in 
matters o f m oral and sp iritua l im portance, a doub t in things 
re lig ious tha t has not the courage to declare itse lf scepticism, all 
coupled w ’th w ha t Professor Neilson has ca lled his “ lawless 
id e a lism ", have made o f his w ork perhaps the most com plete 
exam ple o f Jacobean anguish. O f G iovann i, Ford has made a 
vehicle fo r the expression o f his own unconventional views, less by 
stressing his im p ie ty and the nature o f his sin than by sym pathetic 
cha rac te r-d raw ing . The success o f the tra g e d y  depends, indeed, 
upon tha t sym pathy. Instead o f be ing m erely the English concep
tion o f a renaissance Ita lian , G iovann i becomes in F ord ’s hands a 
figu re  not unw orthy o f high tragedy , a figu re  in which personal 
charm and no b ility  are present in a high degree ; and in A nnabe lla  
beauty, gentleness, and a rea l purity  have the same e ffec t. The 
two are, c learly , as any characters so pure ly fic tio n a l must be, 
incarnations o f Ford ’s own ideas, exam ples o f how human beings.



w orthw h ile  though star-crossed, should behave. (One must not 
fo rg e t tha t much o f the v io lence and evil in the p lay reflects pa rtly  
the genera l Jacobean conception o f life  in Renaissance Ita ly and 
pa rtly  the bo x -o ffice  requirem ents o f the time. M any o f our most 
popu la r film s today  are exactly  the same, but are ob jec tionab le  
fo r d iffe re n t reasons because times and tastes have changed.) 
Ford is p rim arily  interested in character, and it is this tha t carried  
him beyond an in terest in sub ject-m atter g re a te r than the minimum 
necessary to the shaping o f his p lay. It is perhaps not w rong to 
suggest tha t G iovann i's  love fo r his sister has been put by Ford 
on the level o f a ham artia , ra ther than his im p ie ty; the im p lica tion  
be ing tha t Fate, which could not be responsible fo r im p iety, is 
responsible fo r  the unhappy love. His “ mist o f e rro r "  is likewise 
not o f his own creating,- he may be conscious o f it but is powerless 
in it: love is stronger than considerations o f r igh t or w rong.

So say I.
Kiss me. If ever after-tim es should hear 
O f our fas t-kn it a ffections, though perhaps 
The laws o f conscience and o f civil use 
M ay justly blam e us, yet when they but know 
O ur loves, our love w ill w ipe aw ay tha t rigour 
W hich would in other incests be a b h o rr ’d.
G ive me your hand ; how sweetly life  doth run 
In these w e ll-co loured veins! how constantly 
These palms do prom ise hea lth ! but I could chide 
W ith  N atu re  fo r this cunning fla tte ry .
Kiss me aga in  —  fo rg ive  me.

CTis Pity She's a W hore  (V.5.) 

* * * *

It seems thus, tha t inside a common convention to which 
Bosola’s coup le t is loosely a p p licab le , there is w ith the g rea t 
Jacobeans a personal expression which gives its d istinctive 
cha racter to the w ork o f each. I have attem pted to note the main 
points in which fou r o f those dram atists d iffe r  from  each other, 
the ir various approaches and treatm ents, and in do ing so have 
aga in  been struck by the strong pa ra lle l between the ir ou tlook and 
expressions o f it, and those o f w riters o f our own day. The fo llow ing  
words o f G ide  w ould not have come strangely from  the mouth o f 
F lam ineo or Ferd inand:

“ A disgust, a fr ig h tfu l ha tred o f myself, sours a ll my 
thoughts the moment I wake up. The minute hostility 
w ith which I keep watch over every slightest impulse 
w ith in  me contorts it. Shortcom ings or virtues, I no 
longer have anyth ing na tura l in me. Everything I re 
member abou t myself fills  me w ith h o rro r."
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THE M EANING  OF KING LEAR

Shakespeare's King Lear, like any g rea t work o f lite ra ry  art, 
and especia lly poetry , has many m eanings, is susceptible o f as 
many in te rp re ta tions as there are m ental d irections am ong the 
human beings who read it. The richness o f true poe try  lies in its 
m ultip lic ity  o f meanings, which make the experience o f tha t poetry  
e x tra o rd in a rily  rich and fu ll, and by no means a single one. But —  
and here is the most im portan t po in t —  all the many meanings 
are tribu ta ries  to the to ta l m eaning o f the w ork; the ir value lies in 
a m p lifica tion ; but they are not independently  o f any g rea t im por
tance. It is the whole tha t matters.

Thus it is tha t the trage dy  o f Lear, a p lay w ith which most o f 
us have been fa m ilia r since our schooldays, has, p a rad ox ica lly , 
many meanings but on ly one real m eaning. It is the o ld  story o f 
the w ood and the trees. W e see in the p lay the s ign ificance which 
most closely touches our p a rticu la r tem peram ent, which association 
has caused us to  see, which a teacher or lecturer has suggested to 
us tha t we should see; but we do not see the w ho le ; or, if  we do 
catch a glim pse o f it, we reco il from  it in fe a r. B radley put it less 
b lun tly , but he said exac tly  the same: “ The genera l reader reads 
it less often than the other (tragedies), and though he acknow ledges 
its greatness, he w ill sometimes speak o f it w ith a certa in  d is tas te ." 
It is not d iff ic u lt to understand why this should be so. The truth 
is tha t we human beings are fine  ostriches, bury ing our heads in 
o rder to avo id  seeing the unpleasant, the th rea ten ing ; and fo r 
ge tting  tha t a care fu l inspection o f tha t unpleasant may show us 
a means, not o f overcom ing it or a vo id ing  it, but a t least o f s tand
ing up to it, o f go ing to meet it  p roud ly  and w ithou t fe a r; w ithou t 
fea r, because fe a r is o f the unkown, the unexperienced.

That is, however, go ing too fa r ahead. W h a t I wish to exam ine 
here is the s ign ificance  o f “ Lear” , and its to ta l m eaning, reaching 
tha t by way o f a short consideration o f a few  o f its more obvious 
levels o f m eaning and s ign ificance , which it is not d iff ic u lt  to  see 
as no more than secondary, tr ibu ta ry ; as be ing concerned with 
the more superfic ia l o f human values; one m ight even say, with 
social conventions. The trage dy  o f King Lear is so in fin ite ly  vaster 
than any one, than a ll, o f these tha t, in com parison w ith the whole, 
they are w ithou t s ign ificance . Lear is, in a sense, beyond good 
and evil in its hand ling  o f both. Its s ign ificance  is not m erely human, 
but cosmic.
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There is no doub t abou t it that the p lay is, in one sense, 
“ good  th e a tre " ; but if  one is to accept it  as such, tha t acceptance 
can be based only on a superfic ia l eva luation , a fa lse conception 
o f the p la y ’s m eaning; an eva luation which takes it as a child takes 
a cow boy film , fu ll o f b loody  inc ident, rep le te w ith a ll the characters 
o f m elodram a, but w ith , un fortuna te ly , an unhappy end ing. It is 
good theatre in the sense tha t M a rlo w e ’s Faustus is so, because 
o f the firew orks, the pranc ing devils, the m agic and the japes. 
The fa c t tha t it is a negation o f Tourneur’s fo rm ula , "w hen  the bad  
b leed, then is the tra g e d y  g o o d ” , in no way alters the fac t that 
it is exc iting  and, to  the im m ature m ind, not even unduly ha rrow ing . 
It is this conception o f Lear which was responsible fo r the d istortions 
o f men like Tate, who gave it a "h a p p y  e n d in g " . Even if  they had 
an ink ling  o f the true fo rce  o f the p lay, they rea lised, as showmen, 
that its surface value is the on ly one which can appea l to, which 
can be caught by the genera l audience, tha t audience which seeks 
to be en te rta ined  w ithou t be ing fo rced  to th ink; and that, w ith a 
happy end ing , it must be exce llent “ b o x -o ff ic e " . To the un im ag ina
tive, the storm scenes, the pu tting -ou t o f G loucester's eyes, are in 
c ident, spectacle, h igh ly  exc iting  em otiona lly , even disgusting, 
exercis ing the fasc ina tion  o f ho rro r; but no more; because the fo rce  
o f the d ic tion , the im p lica tions o f the words, are lost in the represen
ta tion  o f the action . Stage m achinery, decor, the very movement, 
ge t in the w ay o f the poetry , reduce its m eaning to a mere com 
m entary on the action . S im ilarly, the scenes o f Edgar, G loucester 
and the c liff, o f  Lear and the Fool on the heath, becom e e ither 
meaningless or com ic in presen ta tion ; can, indeed, scarcely be 
otherw ise, because ho rro r o f  the ha rrow ing  kind which is im p lic it 
in these scenes can u ltim ate ly  be ap p re c ia ted  only in the m ind. 
It is not w ha t is seen tha t carries the m eaning; it is w ha t lies behind 
the seen, w ha t is suggested in the d ic tion . In A ct III, Scene 4, fo r 
instance, Lear, aw are o f the madness ris ing in him, and o f the 
danger in th ink ing  fu rther a long the lines which have brough t him 
so close to it —  “ O, tha t w ay madness lies, let me shun tha t; No 
more o f th a t"  —  still canno t cease revo lv ing  the same thoughts in 
his m ind.

"  . . . no th ing could have subdued nature 
To such a lowness but his unkind daughters; 
Is it the fash ion tha t d iscarded fathers 
Should have thus little  mercy on the ir flesh? 
Judicious punishm ent! 'twas this flesh bego t 
Those pe lican da ug h te rs ."

The o ld  man is here on the b rink ; he knows tha t his wits are 
tu rn ing , and we know it too  from  the in to le rab le  strain and tension
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in his expression. Then Edgar, catch ing on his words, chants 
stupidly:

Pillicock sat on Pillicock hill
A loo a loo a loo.

The e ffec t is instant. The rid iculous words, echoing Lear s 
“ pe lica n ” , break, not in laughter but in tears. The p iling  o f the 
rid iculous upon the m ounting tragedy , has the e ffec t not, as is 
genera lly  suggested, o f lessening the tension, o f gearing  down its 
movement, but o f he ighten ing it to the degree  at which it becomes 
unbearab le . The action, the whole background , can add  nothing, 
can, in fact, but take aw ay. It is not in v ision, but purely in our 
in te llectua l awareness o f the s ituation tha t the tra g e d y  lies. The 
rea l action is in te rna l, w ith in  the m ind. And when the Fool, fo llo w 
ing fas t on Edgar's words, but addressing no-one in pa rticu la r, 
turns and says: “ This cold n ight w ill turn us all to foo ls and m ad
m en" it is not the w it, the w ry humour o f the words and their 
provenance tha t touch us, but firs t a vague idea tha t none o f the 
three is e ither fo o l or mad, and then a still vaguer apprehension 
tha t the cold n ight is not just the tem pora l n igh t in which these 
creatures strugg le : a n ight ra ther, o f blackness and vio lence, o f 
utter helplessness, under which we all, pe rfo rce , keep desperate 
v ig il.

The same is true throughout the entire p lay. It is not the sight 
o f Lear w ith the dead C orde lia  tha t a ffects us, the a trica lly  success
fu l though the scene may be,- it is not the s ight o f the dy ing  king 
tha t harrows us; but Shakespeare's language, which carries w ith 
it a rea lity  o f sorrow fa r beyond tha t o f any specific  situa tion . W e 
are, in fac t, fo rced  to the conclusion tha t the classical idea that 
p lo t and character are the most im portan t parts o f a trage dy , is 
a fa lse id ea ; tha t the d ic tion  is the p lay, and tha t everyth ing else 
a lthough re la ted and necessary, is subservient to  it. It is som ething 
tha t Dr. Johnson, tha t im pertu rbab le  and un im ag ina tive , a lthough 
pene tra ting  critic , should con fide  in us tha t “ I was many years ago 
so shocked by C orde lia 's  death th a t I know not w hether I ever 
endured to read aga in  the last scenes o f the p lay till I undertook 
to revise them as an e d ito r” . N otice tha t Johnson here says read, 
and not see or h ear.

So much fo r Lear as theatre . It is a successful stage p lay if 
only the fac tua l m eaning is considered. People love and hate, and  
do te rrib le  things to each other. There are action and spectacle 
enough to  make the p lay a tho rough-go ing  m elodram a, which, on 
the most superfic ia l level, it is. And fo r those who see it as that, 
or perhaps a little  more than tha t, fo r those fo r whom it is e ither 
mere en terta inm ent or em otional stim ulation —  both o f the dubiously 
healthy va rie ty  tha t is a ffo rd e d  by the p r iz e - fg h t or the bu ll-ring , 
—  Lam b’s contention tha t “ the Lear o f Shakespeare cannot be
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a c te d ", can be no more than nonsense. It is only when one gets 
beyond the firs t two obvious levels at which the p lay has s ig n if i
cance, the levels o f im m edia te im pact which make it appea l, firs t 
as som ething spectacular, and then as an em otional experience, 
th a t it becomes possible to see w hat Lamb is d riv ing  at.

As fa r  as em otion is concerned, Lear is e x tra o rd in a rily  
pow erfu l, most o f a ll fo r those who go to the theatre to live 
v icariously, to experience even at a remove, a t second-hand, some
th ing o f the b iting  rea lity  tha t they sense in life , but which they 
have not known themselves. O ur existence has become so a rtif ic ia l, 
so bound up in a mass o f conventions, a ll o f them designed to set 
up a p ro tective  b a rrie r between us and rea lity , tha t all we are le ft 
w ith am id the jungles o f com p lex ity  is a certa in awareness that life  
is something more than w hat we have; more, not less, because a 
w hole ra ther than an accum ulation o f d is jo in ted and unrelated 
details. So tha t w hat we call escapism is ra re ly  from  rea lity  in to  
unrea lity , but from  one un rea lity  in to  another. G arc ia  Lorca's "g in  
and warm  m ilk "  is a symbol o f this existence, his v io len t and lustful 
w ind -g od  —  who is id e n tifia b le  with Pan, and represents a fusion 
o f the human and the non-hum an, in other words, nature —  a 
symbol o f life  as it is.

Preciosa tira  el pandero  
y corre sin detenerse.
El v ien to-hom bron la persigue 
con una espada calien te . . . .
Preciosa, corre, Preciosa, 
que te coge el v iento verde!
Preciosa, corre, Preciosa!
M ira rlo  po r donde viene!
Satiro de esfrellas bajas 
con sus lenguas relucientes.
Preciosa, llena de m iedo, 
entra en la casa que tiene 
mas a rrib a  de los pinos, 
el consul de los ingleses.
. . .  El ingles da a la g itana  
un vaso de tib ia  leche, 
y una copa de g inebra  
que Preciosa no se bebe.
Y m ientras cuenta, llo rando , 
su aventura a aque lla  gente, 
en las tejas de p iza rra , 
el viento, furioso, muerde.

(Romancero G itpno.)
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And it is this vague awareness which we have that makes fo r us 
the em otional experience o f Lear a trem endous one. The fr ig h te n 
ing ly  unequivocal loves and hates o f the p lay cannot fa :l to have 
an immense im pact on those whose environm ent is one o f “ gin 
and warm  m ilk” . W e hate and love tod ay  w ith as much p o ten tia l 
passion as in the d is tan t past, but how many o f us fo r a moment 
w ill consider showing tha t hate or tha t love, much less acting  upon 
it. W hether our hypocrisy is a good or a bad th ing is a po in t not 
re levant here; but the fa c t remains tha t the em otional freedom  o f 
Lear is stim ulating fo r us by its very id e n tity  with what we fee l but 
w ill not adm it, are perhaps not even en tire ly  conscious o f fee lin g ; 
and by its contrast w ith the a rtif ic ia lity , the p rim a rily  de libe ra te , 
u ltim ate ly  hab itua l, hypocrisy o f our lives.

The w e igh t o f this sad time we must obey, Speak
w hat we fee l, not w hat we ought to say.

(V.3.)

W e fee l the passions in ourselves because we are capab le  
o f them, and it is a release to see them w orked out upon the stage, 
harmlessly fo r us sitting here un involved, ft is because the em otional 
fo rce  o f Lear is so g re a t tha t we fa il to go beyond it, accept it as 
the w ho le  o f the p lay, a trage dy  o f the passions, and not o f one 
man only, but o f a whole g roup . Ridley, in his in troduc to ry  volume 
to the Temple Shakespeare, puts it very c learly  when he says: 
“ It is not here a pa rticu la r m anifestation o f evil tha t oppresses . . . 
and our suspense is not on ly  fo r  Lear.”  Thus fa r  we see well, because 
the p lay  is so; but it is much more than tha t. A m elodram a, a
trage dy  o f the passions, yes; but tha t is only the beg inn ing , a
frac tion  o f w hat it  is.

★ * * *

W hen one begins to think abou t Lear, not just in the slight 
degree possible during a perfo rm ance or a rea d ing , but free ly  
and at leisure, it becomes ev iden t tha t one is dea ling  w ith more 
than a s tage-p lay. W h a t Keats says o f it  is true —  as fa r as it 
goes; fo r Keats seems to me by no means the idea l Shakespeare 
c ritic . He has not the b read th  o f in te llec t o f Lamb, the critica l 
acuteness o f H azlitt; perhaps because he is a poet, and a poet o f 
the lyric only. The mind which can conceive, or th ink in terms o f 
the epic, which can, a t times, get outside the lim its o f man's c ir 
cumscribed th ink ing , is the on ly  mind which can adequa te ly  critic ise 
the Lear o f Shakespeare, the Faust o f G oethe, even the Ilia d  itse lf. 
O ther minds can but touch on them, here and there. By that I do 
not mean to suggest tha t Lamb and H az litt are idea l Shakespeare 
critics: on ly tha t they have the qua lifica tions , the a b ility  to think 

ip wholes, in a h igher degree than Keats.
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Keats says this:
W hen I read King Lear two impressions are le ft 

on my mind . . . King Lear seems to me Shakespeare’s 
greatest ach ievem ent, but it seems to me not his best 
p lay . And I f in d  tha t I tend to consider it from  two 
rather d iffe re n t points o f view . W hen I rega rd  it as a 
dram a, it appears to me, though in certa in parts ove r
whelm ing, dec ided ly  in fe r io r as a whole to Hamlet, 
O the llo  and M acbeth . W hen I am fee ling  tha t it is 
g rea te r than any o f these, and the fu llest reve la tion 
o f Shakespeare ’s power, I f ind  I am not reg a rd ing  it 
sim ply as a dram a, but I am g roup ing  it in my mind 
w ith works like the Prometheus Vinctus and the Divine  
Com edy, and even w ith the greatest symphonies of 
Beethoven and the statues in the M ed ic i chapel.

He is here saying w hat Lamb has also sa id ; but whereas Lamb 
attem pts to exp la in  why this is so, Keats m erely asserts it, leaves 
us in agreem ent, perhaps, but not much the wiser.

The best rep ly  to em otional criticism o f Lear —  tha t is, the 
kind which springs from  personal distaste, from  “ fee ling  a b o u t"  
ra ther than from  any critica l assessment or from  honest judgem ent 
and good taste —  is, in any case, the unanswerable rem ark of 
Longinus in his essay on the Sublime:

I know pe rfectly  well that the highest natures are 
the least faultless . . . .  Low and m iddle natures, never 
setting all to the touch or a im ing at the summit, remain 
as a rule free  from  danger, w hile g rea t th ings to tte r 
through the ir very greatness.

If Longinus two thousand years ago  had known h's Shakespeare 
as well as any Dover-W ilson, he could not have made a critica l 
po in t more exact as fa r  as Lear is concerned.

It is s ign ifican t, then, tha t it is only when one begins to think 
abou t it tha t the p lay  shows its vast im p lica tions. O ne becomes 
aw are tha t it is less a representation o f action, an im ita tion  o f 
rea lity , than firs t an analysis, a sounding, and then a frigh ten ing  
statement, unhesitant and sure. W h a t it sounds and analyses is 
human behaviour, the human heart and m ind, and it does so w ith 
an honesty, a frankness, which appa l. There is no so ft-peda lling , 
no le tting -up ; on ly a relentless movement fo rw a rd  —  not o f the 
p lo t itself, fo r tha t is ne ither steady nor unbroken —  but an un
flin ch ing  exposure o f the evil o f which hum an-beings are capab le, 
o f which they are, possibly, the instruments ra the r than the o r ig in a 
tors. O n ly  Lear h im self is fu lly  aw are o f w ha t is happen ing —  Lear 
and perhaps the Fool; and he shows his awareness by his accep
tance, when his madness has le ft him, and even, in flashes, during
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his madness, o f a scheme o f things which can be scarcely more 
than guessed a t by those who shelter behind the ir ba rrie rs  o f an 
im agined security, who bury the ir heads in the sand o f m ateria l 
possessions and assiduous self-delusion. Lear is stripped o f every
th ing tha t can be a pro tection  aga inst the eyeless evil o f rea lity .
It makes him mad, but it  makes him wise, it makes him g rea t as a 
human be ing, as a liv ’ng creature. There is an irra tio n a l means o f 
a rriv ing  a t the truth —  R im bauds “ il s’a g it d 'a rr iv e r a I ’ inconnu 
par le dereg lem ent de tous les sens" —  and it is beyond reason 
that Lear knows w hat is happen ing . He finds, too, in his d is traction , 
p ity  fo r those who have, like him, “ gone over the edge ’, have 
come to the end o f all illusion:

Poor naked wretches, wheresoe 'er you are,
That b ide  the pe lting  o f this pitiless night,
How shall your houseless heads, and unfed sides,
Your looped and w in d o w ’d raggedness, de fend  you 
From seasons such as these?

It is, in its own w ay, the dark n igh t o f the soul o f St. John of 
the Cross. Lear pities not on ly pa rticu la r men in the physical storm 
which rages abou t him, but a ll those who, like him self, are a t the 
mercy o f the tempest o f the see!ng m ind, the tempest from  which 
there is no p ro tection ; the searching ra in  and w ind , the exposing 
ligh tn ing , the te rrib le  thunder o f the naked m ind.

This same idea is repea ted throughout the p lay. It recurs ag a in  
and aga in , and there is no doub t o f its m eaning. W e meet it firs t 
in Act II, Scene 4, when Kent, in the stocks, tells Lear o f his 
daughte rs ’ behaviour, and the Fool says “ W in te r's  not gone yet, 
if  the w ild  geese fly  tha t w a y " . The suggession o f cold and storm 
Is in germ in the phrase. And then ag a in  in the same scene, the 
Fool, d isguising wisdom in his w it, sings to Kent:

That Sir that serves fo r ga in ,
And fo llow s but fo r  form ,
W ill pack when it begins to rain,
And leave thee in the storm.

A t the end o f Act II comes the firs t m ention o f the physical 
storm, which breaks when all is set fo r  the b reak ing  o f the storm 
o f evil, o f passion, and o f madness which has been led up to by 
the action so fa r. These things have been m arked, a ll a long, by 
the Fool's comments, his re ference to w in ter, to storm, to desertion, 
in fact, to the w hole s ituation as it la te r develops. C ornw a ll says: 
"L e t us w ith d ra w ; tw ill be a s to rm "; and the second act ends with 
his exho rta tion :

Shut up your doors, my lo rd , ' tis a w ild  n igh t;
My Regan counsels well, come out o f the storm.
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Lear is to be le ft to both storms, the real and the m ental; 
the others are to w ith d ra w  to the ir im ag ined security in evil, which 
G loucester is inv ited  to share. W ith  the th ird  act, both storms have 
broken, and we watch the destruction o f evil and good a like.

Lear has been s tripped , toge ther w ith his m ateria l kingship, 
o f the illusion which keeps most men sane; and then, defenceless 
and shocked, he has come face to face with an evil that is a ll- 
pe rvad ing . That he goes mad —  no, tha t his wits turn; fo r he is 
not w ho lly  mad —  is an ind ica tion  o f his strength. A lesser man 
w ould  have become ab ject. Lear, o ld and in firm  as he is, retains 
a pow er and a n o b ility  tha t make our p ity  fo r him a kind o f 
ad m ira tio n . A lthough all else has gone in which he once had fa ith , 
a lthough b e lie f itse lf is gone, there remains yet the conviction —  
one can say, the know ledge —  tha t there is yet a justice in nature 
which cannot a llow  to go unpunished such crimes as those o f which 
he is the victim .

But the forces to which Lear prays, in the wrath o f which he 
has such deep fa ith , are not the gods, e ither o f classical or 
Christian times: they are, a t the same time, much more and much 
less. They are nature itself, prim itive  nature, which active ly  resents 
any crime aga inst its own order. Lear is on ly too well aw are tha t 
rea lity  is b itte r; tha t he accepts, and inveighs on ly aga inst w hat is 
unna tu ra l. It is fo r  the sin aga inst nature tha t he demands revenge, 
and gets it.

No, you unnatural hags,

I w ill have such revenges on you both 
That all the w orld  shall —  I shall do such things, —  
W h a t they are, yet I know not, but they shall be 
The terrors o f the earth . You think I ’ ll weep;
No, I’ ll not w eep: I have fu ll cause o f w eep ing ;
But this heart shall break in a hundred thousand flaws 
O r e ’er I'll weep. O  foo l, I shall go mad.

( 11. 4 . )

The revenge is not Lear's: he does noth ing, has nothing to do. 
The unnatural and the evil destroy themselves as surely as the g o od . 
And it is nature tha t does it a ll.

As flies are to the wanton boys, are we to the gods; 
They kill us fo r the ir sport.

G loucester's words carry  a d re ad fu l m eaning, suggest man's 
utter helplessness, are a negation o f free  w ill and o f a purpose 
in existence. That is why peop le speak o f Lear, as Bradley says 
w eakly, "w ith  a certa in  d is ta s te ". But these words are tem pered 
by Lear’s own:
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You do me w rong to take me out o ' the grave.
Thou a rt a soul in bliss, but I am bound 
Upon a wheel o f fire , tha t my own tears 
Do scald like molten lead.

(IV .7.)

The words, themselves, w ith all the ir in fin ite  weariness, pa in , 
and long ing , im ply an a ttitude  other than G loucester’s, an a ttitude  
which can, a lthough the man is worn out w ith  suffe ring , still perm it 
o f the serenity and hope which find  the ir expression la te r, in Lear’s 
speech to C o rde lia :

Come, le t’s aw ay to prison:
W e two w ill sing like b irds i ’ the cage:
W hen thou dost ask me blessing, I’ ll kneel down 
And ask o f thee forgiveness: so w e 'll live,
And p ray, and sing, and te ll o ld  tales, and laugh 
A t g ilded  bu tte rflies, and hear poor rogues 
Talk o f court news; and w e ’ ll ta lk w ith them too,
W ho  loses and who wins, w h o ’s in, w h o ’s out,
And take upon ’s the mystery o f things,
As if  we were G o d ’s spies; and w e 'll w ear out,
In a w a ll’d prison, pacts and sects o f g rea t ones 
That ebb and flo w  by the moon.

(V.3.)

Lear is in ecstasy, is become, in a sense a mystic, the seer 
whom Rimbaud has described as a rriv ing  at the unknown by way 
o f the derangem ent o f the senses. There are, in fac t, some rem ark
able para lle ls  here between the two poets. Lear s you do me 
w rong to take me out o ' the g ra v e " has, in te llec tua lly , the same 
meaning as Rim baud's " je  suis ree llem ent d ’ou tre-tom be ; his 
"A n d  take upon ’s the mystery o f things, As i f  we were G o d ’s 
sp ies” ; the same aga in  as Rimbaud s “J ’ai seul la c le f de cette 
pa rade  sau vag e". W h a t has happened is tha t Lear has, through 
su ffe ring , "a rr iv e d  at the unknow n".

" In e ffa b le  torture . . . ou il devient entre tous le g rand 
crim inel, le g rand m audit, —  et le supreme savant! 
—  car il a rrive  a I'in con nu ."

W e are here b rough t back aga in  to the rea lisa tion  that w is
dom  o f the kind tha t we call vision is an essentia lly irra tiona l 
th ing . W e know w hat Lear means when he says "A n d  take upon s 
the mystery o f things, As if  we were G od 's  spies” , but see a t the 
same time tha t the thought is not a rrived  at lo g ica lly  and by 
reason. A lthough it makes the passage g rea t, it is scarcely re levant 
to its lite ra l sense; is an exam ple o f tha t incan ta tion  o f which 
F. L. Lucas writes as be ing the core, the soul o f poetry , and more 
fu ll o f m eaning than any care fu lly  w o rked -ou t though t.

A fte r a ll tha t Lear has known, his utter loneliness in the high
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places o f evil, this return to the w orld  o f human warm th and love 
is like a bened ic tion ; he knows tha t a prison is no prison fo r the 
m ind, which is everywhere free to exp lo re  the vastnesses o f 
existence. But that means little  to him any more; he has crossed 
his desert, and welcomes the idea o f physical im prisonm ent b e 
cause it w ill keep fo r him the con tact with hum anity to which he 
has struggled back through such trem endous and unpeop led wastes.

And when, la te r, the crash comes, when the ra t-trap  snaps 
shut and C orde lia  is dead , the ideas, the obscure fa ith  behind the 
words, are not qu ite nega ted: because Lear is no longer the same 
person. W hen he laments, when he enters, as Ridley says, “ w ith 
C o rde lia  in his arms, he is no longer the g reat king in ruin; he is 
an o ld  man w ith his dead daughte r; he is no longer trag ic , but 
pa thetic . And it is this, I th ink, tha t makes the qu ie t end ing o f 
King Lear the most p ro fo un d ly  m oving conclusion in Shakespearean, 
and perhaps in any, tra g e d y ’ ’ .

“ Tel qu 'en lu i-meme enfin le te rn ite  le cha ng e ."

The remarks o f Charles Lamb upon Lear fa ll in to place here, 
a fte r these loose considerations o f the im plica tions, and po inters 
to the vast scope o f the p lay:

But the Lear o f Shakespeare cannot be acted. 
The con tem ptib le  m achinery by which they mimic the 
storm which he goes out in, is not more inadequate  
to represent the horrors o f the real elements, than any 
actor can be to represent Lear: they m ight more easily 
propose to personate the Satan o f M ilton  upon a stage, 
or one o f M ichae l A n g e lo ’s te rrib le  figures. The g re a t
ness o f Lear is not in co rpora l dim ension, but in in 
te llec tua l: the explosions o f his passion are te rrib le
as a vo lcano; they are storms turn ing up and disclosing 
to the bottom  tha t sea, his m ind, w ith all its vast riches. 
It is his mind which is la id  bare. This case o f flesh and 
b lood  seems too ins ign ifican t to be thought on; even 
as he him self neglects it. On the stage we see nothing 
but co rpo ra l in firm ities and weakness, the im potence o f 
rage; w hile we read it, we see not Lear, but we are 
Lear, —  we are  in his m ind, we are sustained by a 
g randeur wh'ch ba ffles  the malice o f daughters and 
storms; in the aberra tions o f his reason, we discover
a m ighty irre g u la r pow er o f reasoning, im m efhod ized 
from  the o rd in a ry  purposes o f life , but exerting  its
powers as the w ind blows where it listeth, at w ill upon
the corruptions and abuses o f m ankind. W ha t have 
looks, or tones, to do w ith that sublime id en tifica tion  o f 
his age w ith tha t o f the heavens themselves, when in 
his reproaches to them fo r conniv ing at the injustice o f
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his ch ildren, he reminds them tha t ‘ they themselves 
are o ld '.  W h a t gesture shall we a p p ro p ria te  to this? 
W h a t has the voice or the eye to do w ith such things? 
But the p lay is beyond all art.

W ha t Shakespeare has done in Lear is w hat no other artist 
has done fu lly  and c learly . Instead o f setting man against nature 
as a kind o f backdrop , o f reg a rd ing  human life  as something 
d istinct from  the scenery am id which it has its action , he has put 
man in his con text in nature, has trea ted him as a pa rt o f the whole, 
a w ord in the con text; which, in fac t he is. W ithou t tha t w ord  the 
sentence is not com plete, but w ithou t the rest o f the sentence, the 
w ord has no iden tity , no rea l m eaning. Man may have an existence 
o f his own, a pecu lia rly  human existence, but it is not independent 
o f the rest o f existence; and, i f  it a ttem pts to make itse lf so, it 
becomes purposeless and so is destroyed. The “e v il ' ’ characters in 
Lear deny this iden tity  o f man w ith nature —  I have a lrea dy  quoted 
C o rnw a ll’s “ Shut up your doors, my lo rd, ’ tis a w ild  n igh t; My 
Regan counsels we ll, come out o ’ the storm ", as an exam ple o f 
tha t den ia l —  and are fo rced by b itte r experience to recognise 
the ir e rro r. And it is because he has done this tha t Shakespeare 
is such a g reat artist, and Lear such a g re a t w ork. O ut o f m an ’s 
courage in the face o f overwhelm ing odds, a certa in n o b ility  is 
born. That is truth, and Shakespeare has not flinched from  it. The 
odds are overw helm ing, man is puny and essentia lly a lone, a lways 
alone, be fo re  them. By this courage he earns his p lace —  a not 
ins ign ifican t p lace —  in the scheme o f th ings. If he is a rrogan t, 
and pretends to an im portance which puts him a p a rt from , and 
above nature, he ceases to be w orthy even o f tha t p lace which is 
his by right.

A ndre  G ide is on the same track when he says “ W h a t I a d 
mire is not man, but his courageous despa ir ”; and Shakespeare's 
con tem porary, Nashe, when he says tha t it is a puny fea r that is 
not courageous enough to despa ir. There is none o f the perennia l 
“ noble savage”  nonsense in these ideas. M an is acco rded his fu ll 
p lace in the w o rld ; but no more than tha t.

The m eaning o f Lear is, then, this: tha t man is pa rt o f nature, 
is helpless be fore  it, and certa in  o f punishm ent i f  he o ffends aga inst 
it. He is governed u ltim ate ly  by the laws which cannot be a lte red , 
and not by the laws o f his own m aking. In seeking to assert himself, 
to make him self more than a pa rt o f nature, he transgresses against 
these laws, and so is punished by be ing destroyed, in the circum 
stances most inopportune and in the w ay most ho rrib le  fo r  his own 
tem peram ent. He is, in fac t, made to destroy him self. It is not even 
a question o f re tribu tion ; the justice fo r which Lear looks can 
scarcely be called justice in our sense o f the w o rd : it is something 
autom atic, re flex, by which nature excises a cancer in itself, a 
cancer in one pa rt which can in fect the whole. And in the opera tion ,
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good and bad suffer a like. The idea crops up many times in Shake
speare '; in Ham let, it is put in to words:

Their virtues else, be they as pure as grace,
As in fin ite  as man may undergo,
Shall in the genera l censure, take corrup tion ;

(1.4)
but in Lear, it has been m ade the w hole m atter o f the play.

That is why I say that Lear is a fr igh te n ing  statem ent, un- 
hesitant and sure. It is c lear too, e xp lic it in several places th rough
out the p lay, perhaps most c learly  so in the scene between A lbany 
and G oneril:

That nature which contemns its o rig in  
C annot be o rdered  certa in in itself;
She tha t herself w ill sliver and disbranch 
From her m ateria l sap, pe rfo rce  must w ither 
And come to dead ly  use.

and then:

If tha t the heavens do not the ir v isible spirits 
Send qu ick ly  down to tame these vile offences,
It w ill come,
Hum anity must perfo rce  prey on itself,
Like monsters o f the deep.

(IV .2.)
H am le t’s scorn and disgust are real, and come o f a true 

percep tion o f the vileness o f which human beings are capab le , 
when he says:

W h a t a piece o f work is man. How noble in reason! 
How in fin ite  in facu lty ! In form , in m oving, how express 
and ad m irab le ! In action how like an ange l! In a p p re 
hension how like a go d ! The beauty o f the w o rld !
The pa ragon  o f an im als! And yet, to me, w hat is this 
quintessence o f dust?!

There is a chastening thought in all this.
W e, today, in the be leaguered W est, w ill do well to read

Lear, to read it ca re fu lly  and to grasp its m eaning; and to recog
nise, not just casually, in te llec tua lly , tha t we are still the same 
human beings as those o f whom Shakespeare w ro te . O ur “ gin
and warm m ilk "  existence w ill not p ro tect us against the w ind -god  
o f rea lity , aga inst Pan, ou traged . O ur sin, be it rega rded  from  
the Christian or from  a pagan standpo in t, is still the same. It is 
the sin aga inst nature. And nature is a lready  unleashing the
storm o f its anger. The ve rd ic t o f the watchers may well be A lbany 's  
words:

This justice o f the heavens, tha t makes us trem ble. 
Touches us not w ith p ity.

(V.3.)
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ARISTOTLE, SHAKESPEARE, AND TRAGEDY

Before a ttem pting  to discuss a p la y ’s a ttribu tes as a tragedy , 
in try ing  p rim arily , to d iscover w hether it is a trage dy  a t all, it 
is necessary to have a c lear idea o f what a tra g e d y  should be, 
or rather, o f w hat a trage dy  theo re tica lly  is. But even to have the
de fin ition  at one's finge rtips , and to be ab le  to ap p ly  it, does
not im ply tha t those plays which fa il to measure up to its rig id
dem ands are not traged ies. There has been so much change in 
the course o f the th e a tre ’s developm ent, pa ra lle l, a fte r a ll, w ith
the developm ent o f the W estern mind, tha t it is sometimes d i f f i 
cult to  find , in w hat is ce rta in ly  a tragedy , exactly  those qua lities 
dem anded by A risto tle , the firs t and still accepted theoris t o f the 
d ram a. H auptm an’s p lay  Die  W eber, is, fo r  instance, unden iab ly  
a tragedy  o f the highest kind, in tha t it deals w ith the problem  
o f man in his re la tion  to the cosmos, the tim e-honoured subject 
o f destiny; and yet it obeys the classical rule on ly in secondary 
clauses, as in the fa c t tha t it deals u ltim ate ly  w ith one inc ident. 
The hero is missing, unless one takes the weavers co llective ly  as 
a dubiously heroic elem ent. And then the ham artia  is missing, 
unless one allows it to rest in a single e rro r o f judgm ent.

II
The idea l tragedy  is, summarily, acco rd ing  to A risto tle  

(Poetica V I.2}, the representation, in such a w ay as to prom ote in 
the audience a purg ing o f the emotions o f p ity  and fea r (katharsis), 
o f a single action o f cons iderab le  re la tive im portance, in which a 
man, necessarily g reat or g ifte d  or otherw ise a superior human 
be ing, is destroyed, the instrument o f his fa te  be ing his own 
besetting sin, the m ajor f la w  in his character (ham artia ).

That is the classical d e fin ition  o f tragedy . But English tragedy , 
ii must be rem em bered, has inhe rited  the trad itions  not o f the 
G reek but o f the Roman stage. The purity  and s im plic ity o f the 
G reek idea l, the re lig ious s ign ificance o f its dram a, fe ll aw ay w ith 
the developm ent o f the Roman stage, fo r  which the dram a was a 
secularised, sophisticated shadow, cons iderab ly  narrow ed in scope, 
o f the o rig in a l m odel. M ora l and d idac tic  purpose, the use o f stock 
types o f character, the in troduction  o f ho rror fo r its own sake, and 
the genera l grow th o f crudeness, are characteristics o f the Roman 
tra g e d y  which can be seen a t w ork in such ea rly  English plays as 
G orboduc  and The M isfortunes o f A rthur. The in fluence o f Seneca, 
who had genu ine ly adm ired and deep ly studied the G reek dram a,
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but who had, nevertheless, in his own plays —  lite ra ry  ra the r than 
stage works —  succeeded in keeping or in recapturing  none o f 
the G reek sp:rit, is the firs t g rea t in fluence on the grow th o f English 
tragedy .

Senecan trage dy  is not, however, the whole background o f 
English tragedy , a lthough his use o f the theme o f personal revenge, 
so dear to the E lizabethans, m ade the Roman s in fluence a lasting 
one. The m ediaeval re lig ious dram a and Ita lian  renaissance culture 
have an extrem ely im portan t place in the whole scheme. But the 
rise o f an essentia lly English com edy, the grow th o f na tiona l con
sciousness, and the consequent leavening o f the pure ly deriva tive 
trage dy  w ith native stuff, b rough t in to be ing a trage dy  that speedily 
becam e, under the la te r E lizabethans and Jacobeans, w holly  and 
cha rac te ris tica lly  English. Thus the English conception had, in 
Shakespeare's day a lrea dy  been three times m od ified , at least four 
times rem oved from  tha t o f A ris to tle : through the in fluence o f Rome, 
o f the dram a o f the church, o f Ita ly and other European countries, 
no tab ly  France and less d irec tly , Spain; and, fin a lly , in its own 
purely English developm ent.

In discussing Shakespearean tragedy , it is then necessary to 
bear in m 'nd tha t A ris to tle 's  de fin ition  may be ap p lied  on ly in 
m od ified  form , tha t each succeeding in te rp re ta tion  o f the main 
points o f his theory has necessarily varied  acco rd ing  to period  and 
p reva iling  ways o f though t; and to the increasing independence 
o f the artist o f the o ld established rules. M arlow e 's  conception o f 
Faust as a trag ic  figu re , G oe the ’s, Lenau’s, and Thomas M ann's, 
are illum ina ting  exam ples o f the in fluence o f the Zeitge ist on con
ceptions o f the trag ic  hero.

But Shakespeare, ap a rt from  the in fluence on him o f time 
and manners, seems to have gone further than any other dram atist, 
e ither be fo re  or fo r long a fte r him, in establishing a conception 
o f tra g e d y  which, en tire ly w ithou t exp lic it theoris ing, was firs t tested, 
in the ea rlie r plays, and then put in to fu ll p ractice  in his block o f 
g rea t traged ies: Ham let, O the llo , M acbeth , K ing Lear, A nthony and  
C leopatra , and Con'o/anus. It is in this m atter o f a pecu lia rly  Shake
spearean conception o f trage dy  that I am interested.

IV
The theory o f tragedy  which may be deduced from  a study o f 

Shakespeare ’s work in tha t genre, has been neatly  set down by 
Ifo r Evans in his Short H istory o f English Dram a  (p. 64):

The traged ies have a suffic ien t number o f features 
in common to support the conclusion that Shakespeare 
from  his long practice  in the history plays had m atured 
a conception o f tragedy.
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. . . The pro tagon  st was a man, and one who, as king, 
prince, or leader, involved a whole peop le by his 
actions; so tha t a t any moment his personal conduct 
m ight become pa rt o f the 'w o r ld ’s d e b a te ’ . Each 
possessed a g reat nature and outstanding g ifts and yet 
had some weakness or co rruption  which made him un
equal to the s ituation w ith which he was faced  . . . .  
Each p lay is ab le  to appea l on a number o f d iffe re n t 
levels. The theme is in one sense so obvious, and the 
characters so d e a r, and the inc iden t so strong and 
active, tha t anyone in terested in human life  w ill be 
moved. But accom panying this there is a range o f sug
gestions in the language and there is a subtlety in the 
characters which endless exp lo ra tion  never seems fin a lly  
to exhaust.

To drive home this po in t, Evans goes on to quote the passage 
from  Ham let in which the theory o f the "v ic ious mole o f n a tu re " is 
put fo rw a rd . But I cannot help fee ling  tha t even tha t does not give 
an idea o f the fu ll scope, o f the bread th  o f Shakespeare's con
ception .

A com parison o f this present, if shadowy, idea o f a theory, 
as it emerges in Shakespeare, with tha t o f A ris to tle , w ill show how 
much the classical conception has been m od ified , and how fa r  the 
uncom prom ising nature o f its basic rules has been softened and 
loosened by the humanism o f the renaissance mind as exem plified  
in Shakespeare. The idea o f the good man or the g rea t man is 
still there, the idea o f katharsis, the idea , much b ro ad e r now, of 
the ham artia ; but the curb ing and exact rules have gone, the rig id  
form  o f the o rig in a l is lost in the dem ands o f increasing realism . 
The action is no longer purely a m atter between hero and gods or 
what they may be taken to stand fo r: the involvem ent o f others is 
noted, personalised emotions emerge, the w hole becomes real 
instead o f sym bolic. For the Greeks the event was the im portan t 
th ing, fo r  us it is the p re pa ra tion  fo r the event tha t matters,- which 
necessarily im plies that fo r the Greeks character was re la tive ly  
un im portant. For us it is almost a ll o f the trage dy .

In this connection, a read ing  is va luab le  o f those passages 
o f Der U ntergang des A be nd lan de s ' in which Spengler discusses 
the conception o f trage dy  o f the Euclidean m ind, as ty p ifie d  in this 
instance by A ris to tle , and tha t o f the Faustian mind as typ ifie d  by 
Shakespeare. The two w ide ly  d iffe rin g  sp iritua l approaches to the 
same goal are exhaustively, and not a t a ll easily exp la ine d ; and 
the stock terms o f trage dy  —  G reek, a fte r a ll, and become a little  
vague o f m eaning in the course o f nineteen centuries —  firm ly

1. S p eng le r :  The Decline  o f  the West , tr. A tk in s o n ,  A l len  & U n w in ,  London.
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pinned down and de fined . W ritin g  o f classical tragedy , Spengler 
makes tw o  observations which seem to me to be o f pa rticu la r value 
in an a ttem pt to back up the argum ent fo r Shakespeare's separa te ly 
evolved conception o f tragedy .

It took all the aesthetic industry and assertiveness o f 
the Baroque and o f Classicism, backed by the meekest 
submissiveness be fo re  ancient texts, to persuade us tha t 
this (the G reek conception) is the sp iritua l basis o f our 
own trage dy  as well. And no w onder. For the fac t is 
tha t the e ffec t o f our trage dy  is precisely the opposite . 
It does not de live r us from  de ad w e igh t pressure o f 
events ,bu t provokes active dynam ic elements in us, 
stings us, stimulates us . . .  . That is Shakespearean 
e ffect.

(Vol. I, p. 322.)
The second passage is more d irec t:

But w ith tra g e d y  it was another m atter. Here there 
was the possib ility  o f a m ighty dram a, purely Faustian, 
o f un im agined forms and d a rin g . That this d id  not 
appear, tha t fo r all the greatness o f Shakespeare the 
Teutonic dram a never quite shook o ff the spell o f mis
understood convention, was the consequence o f b lind 
fa ith  in the au thority  o f A ris to tle .

(Vol. I, p. 323.)

Behind this lyricism it is possible to see c learly  w hat Spengler 
is ge tting  at. But it is his suggestion tha t Shakespeare had gone 
fa r  tow ards the rea lisa tion  o f a new and non-A ris to te lian  tragedy 
that I wish to stress.

V.

The argum ent that, if one is to call Antony and C leopa tra  a 
tragedy , it is necessary to find  a new ca tegory  in to which to put 
O the llo  and M acbeth , is, I be lieve, a fa llac ious one. It could 
le g itim a te ly  be argued, as I have stressed, tha t none o f Shake
speare's traged ies is a tragedy  if  judged by r ig id ly  academ ic 
standards. The fac t a lone should put us on our guard  aga inst any 
pa rticu la rised  suggestions such as the one in question.

There are d iffe rences, adm itted ly , o f considerab le p ro fund ity , 
in the whole treatm ent o f the plays; but those d iffe rences lie 
p rim a rily  in the vary ing  dem ands o f d iffe r in g  m aterials. O the llo  and 
M acbeth  are traged ies which approach more nearly the o ld idea l: 
they are more d irec t and more concentra ted than Antony and  
C leopa tra , and are, superfic ia lly , at least, traged ies o f the 
ham artia . A ntony and  C leopa tra , is a p lay, a kind o f la te echo o f 
Romeo and  Juliet in its love theme, which deals w ith the story o f an 
un fortuna te and adu lt passion in an adu lt way, and in the in fin ite ly
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■greater context o f the po licy o f empires. W ha t is stressed is no* 
ham artia , not love itself, despite S hakepeare ’s m agn ificen t poetry , 
but character; tha t and the consequences o f the love o f A ntony and 
C leopatra , not only to themselves, but to the others who are involved 
In their fortunes.

The story o f Antony and C leopa tra  p rov ided  the m atter fo r a 
tra g e d y  o f the type produced by a sophisticated age. W hereas the 
stories o f O the llo  and M acbeth were re la tive ly  d irec t and had to 
be treated acco rd ing ly , this story, by nature o f its less com pact 
chronic le  form  and g re a te r diffuseness, gave more rein to the 
dram atis t and so cons iderab ly  a ffec ted  his hand ling  o f it. That is 
where in the d iffe rence  between the plays essentia lly lies. Tragic 
m atter in the hands o f a g re a t d ram atis t w ill y ie ld  a trage dy . And 
in essence, P lu tarch’s account o f the A ntony and C leopa tra  a ffa ir  
Is as va lid  as trag ic  m ateria l as C in th io ’s Ita lian  ta le , or H o linshed ’s 
Scottish chronicle.

VI

If the ham artia  is missing from  Antony and  C leopa tra  (and I 
be lieve tha t A n to ny ’s vac illa tion , C leopa tra 's  capriciousness, have 
scarcely the stature o f such a fla w ; in any case the tra g e d y  was 
inev itab le  w ithou t them), it is necessary to exam ine the p lay fo r 
traces o f those other characteristics by which it may qu a lify  as a 
tragedy . A stum bling-b lock is the fa c t tha t the p lay has a "d o u b le  
h e ro " :  tha t is, both Antony and C leopa tra  are o f such supreme im 
portance that w ithou t one or the other, the story w ould not exist. But 
tha t does not in itse lf, I th ink, in te rfe re , even w ith the classical 
conception o f trage dy  and is no more than an augm enta tion , as, in 
music, a fugue may have two subjects and still be a pe rfect fugue. 
M acbeth  d isplays, a fte r a ll, another case o f the "d o u b le  h e ro " , 
a lthough in less urgency; and there is no qu ib b le  abou t its status.

The idea  o f the do w n fa ll, not un qua lified , o f the good  or 
g rea t as the sine qua  non o f trage dy  is in Antony and C leopatra  
fu lly  present. O f A n to ny ’s goodness, o f the superio rity  o f both the 
pro tagonists to the average human be ing , we are le ft in no doub t. 
A g lam our surrounds the reckless and irresponsib le  pa ir, no less as 
queen and genera l than as roya l courtesan and in fa tua ted  pa tric ia n . 
O f the idea o f whore and e rran t husband one has to be rem inded 
several times. That last is perhaps a litt le  harsh, a lthough it is true 
tha t in sum C leopa tra  is no more than a courtesan, a Dame aux 
Cam elias  in a more exa lted , and consequently more po ten tia lly  
trag ic  position. It says much fo r S hakespeare ’s hand ling  o f his 
theme tha t we jib  a t the sord id  id e a : the kothurnos has not been 
lost to the trag ic  stage: the characters are still he ightened above 
life-size.

In Antony and C leopa tra  we are dea ling  w ith love in a woy

29



which was unknown to the Greeks and to the ancient w o rld . Shake
speare ’s w ork ing  out o f the trage dy  rests upon his presentation o f 
the pro tagonists as renaissance beings. They are a live, in the sense 
that they are free  to work out the ir own destinies. W here , on the 
G reek trag ic  stage, can a real pa ra lle l w ith this be found? For the 
Greeks, trage dy  lay in the event; fo r  Shakespeare, and fo r us, it 
lies in the d irec tio na l behaviour o f the free human be ing, in the 
w orkings o f the un fe tte red m ind. The G reek mind was b linke red by 
convention and by re lig ious tabus. In Shakespeare determ in istic 
ideas are also to be found, but the conception o f an inev itab le  
personal destiny, ready w o rked -ou t and w a iting , the postula te o f 
helplessness, despite struggles, in the face o f w hat is to come, has 
been passed beyond.

VII

A read ing  o f M acbeth , w ill show that, w hile it is fo r us 
ind ispu tab ly  a tragedy, the argum ent may be leg itim a te ly  put 
fo rw a rd  tha t it breaks the classical rules and is the re fo re  not so. 
It is aga in  a question o f whether we are to judge it by Shake- 
pearean or by A ris to te lian  standards.

The very conception o f M acbeth is one which would de fea t the 
com prehension o f the Greeks. Beginning as a no tab le  but by no 
means g re a t man (the open ing scenes give no in d ica tion  tha t he 
is, or is held to be so), he becomes, as he grows more and more 
evil, s tead ily  a more and more ou tstanding , g reat, not noble, figu re ; 
this in the sense that he grows in strength o f character, in dram atic  
stature, and is not like the G reek hero, la rge ly  static, presented 
to and w ithdraw n from  us m od ified , but still the same man. As 
M acbeth becomes increasing ly  hardened to his deeds, he completes, 
as it were, his own ham artia , which had h itherto  prevented the 
w o rk ing  o f the actual trage dy  by its lack o f firmness o f purpose. 
A m b ition  w ithou t resolution w ould y ie ld  no positive tragedy . That 
reso lution, la te -found  by M acbeth, yie lds the real tragedy : tha t o f 
the fine  sold ier, the human be ing, who becomes progressively 
dehum anised, and ends up like a w ild  beast. As Ridley says (New  
Temple Shakespeare<, In troducto ry  Volume, p. 96 ff.) :

“ . . . M acbeth fo rfe its  one by one all the many claims 
on our adm ira tion  w ith which he started . . . ; there is 
not the least sign o f any recovery o f no b ility ; he has 
lost, I th ink, even his love fo r hrs w ife  (though a famous 
rem ark is susceptible o f d iffe re n t in te rpre ta tions); he dies 
w ith the snarl o f a trapped  an im al on his lips, and w ith 
the mere an im al courage o f despa;r . ”

How unlike this is the noble death o f an tique tragedy , o f classical 
tra g e d y  like tha t o f seventeenth-century France.
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In a p lay such as M acbeth  we are faced aga in  with not a 
generalised situation, a sym bolic presenta tion o f events, but with 
a study o f ind iv idua ls, a humanism that goes beyond a ll g e ne ra lisa 
tions, tha t indeed contains them in itself, and gets in to  the souls 
o f the pro tagonists in a tra g e d y  which is one o f peop le and not 
o f stock specimens from  a ga lle ry  o f types; I had alm ost said, o f 
a lleg o rica l figures.

VIII

In O the llo , the superfic ia l trage dy  is one o f jealousy, and it 
has been convenient to leave it a t tha t. But O the llo 's  ham artia  does 
not exp la in  aw ay the trage dy  itse lf; on ly a pa rt o f it. The tragedy  
as a whole is o f lo g o ’s m aking; the ham artia  on ly  lays O the llo  open 
to lo g o ’s suggestions and m achinations; which is, a fte r all, the 
w ork ing o f the ham artia  a t one remove. It is a p lay too , in which 
the actua l trage dy  is on ly pa rt o f an o rgan ic  whole, in which the 
katharsis is, I th ink, more strongly fe lt  than in any o f Shakespeare ’s 
plays except Lear, but in which it is decentra lised and d iffused 
through the w hole w ork. Thus O the llo  owes less to the classical 
trad ition  than is genera lly  a llow ed : more, p ro ba b ly , to the ea rlie r 
E lizabethan Senecan trage dy , in which gra tu itous ev ildo ing , horror 
and personal revenge p lay  a la rge pa rt. It is in G ranv ille -B arke r's  
words, less “ a sp iritua l tra g e d y ” , than one in which Shakespeare 
is w ork ing on the problem  o f l a d e  g ra tu ite . lo go  is the key to 
O thello . The hero depends on him; which is fa r  from  being in ac 
cordance with the classical idea . But that does not make the p lay 
one w h it the less a trage dy , one o f the two most consistently 
ha rrow ing  o f a ll S hakespeare ’s, and p ro b a b ly  the most f ine ly  con
structed.

IX

Thus it emerges tha t these three plays, A ntony and C leopatra , 
M acbeth , and O the llo , if  judged  by one set o f standards are none 
o f them traged ies, if  by another, are a ll traged ies, w ith some 
reservations in the case o f A ntony and  C leopa tra . And I th ink tha t 
the doubts there may be cleared by considera tion  o f the fa c t that 
the historica l m atter is less essentia lly d ram atic  m ateria l. But it is 
trag ic  m ateria l in the b road sense, and under S hakespeare ’s tre a t
ment becomes a stage tra g e d y  o f the firs t class, even if  it does 
lack the more v io len t im pact o f the other two.

It is, then, in the case o f these three plays, im possib le to 
regard  any one as other than a trage dy  in the Shakespearean 
sense; which is also the modern sense. That they d iffe r  is un
den iab le . But tha t is exp la ined  by the a lrea dy  argued fa c t that 
fo r Shakespeare the classical conception o f tra g e d y  no longer fu lly  
held good (see Spengler, Vol. I, p. 320  f f .). He had him self m od i
f ied  and deve loped the various aspects o f its set o f dem ands as
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they had reached him, until he had made o f trage dy  an in fin ite ly  
w ide r th ing than any ea rlie r culture had known. W h a t he produced 
is, however, tra g e d y  in the p ro foundest sense o f the w ord , in the 
universal sense.

The day has gone past in which the theorist or critic is ac 
corded more reverence than the creative man. But we are a lways 
in danger o f fa llin g  in to  tha t e rro r. A risto tle  discussed an idea l 
tragedy , Shakespeare made a real one, in which the o ld  rules are 
used or igno red  as occasion and aesthetic considerations dem and, 
and not just b lind ly  accepted and obeyed. One is rem inded o f 
Schum ann’s rep ly  to criticism o f his harm onic procedure: “ what 
sounds r ig h t is r ig h t" .  In Shakespeare’s case it is a question o f 
w hat is theatre . None o f his plays is not, least o f a ll perhaps 
Antony and C leopa tra .
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