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

- T. S. Eliot 

What we have to do is to be forever curiously testing new opinions 
and courting new impressions. 

-Walter Pater 

The problems (of the arts) are always indefinite, the results are 
always debatable, and the final approval always uncertain. 

-Paul Valery 

Essays chosen for publication do not necessarily represent opin
ions of the editor, associate editors, or schools with which any 
contributor is associated. The published essays represent a diver
sity of approaches and opinions which we hope will stimulate 
interest and further scholarship. 

Subscription Information 

Two issues- $14 
Institutions and Libraries, same rate as individuals- $14 two issues 

Submission of Manuscripts 

Essays submitted for publication should not exceed fifteen to twenty double
spaced typed pages, including notes. Follow journal format for notes. Quotations 
should be single spaced in typescript. When submitting manuscripts, send two 
copies-the original and one xeroxed copy-and SASE. Allow six months for 
readers. Along with hard copy, please also submit floppy disk, preferably in 
Macintosh format. Mail to James Andreas, Editor, Upstart Crow, Department of 
English, Clemson University, Clemson, South Carolina 29634-1503, e-mail 
asjames@clemson.edu. Information about The Upstart Crow, the Clemson 
Shakespeare Festival, and the South Carolina Shakespeare Collaborative is avail
able online at http:/ /people.clemson.edu/ -jmobley /upstart/ and http:/ I 
www.math.clemson.edu/faculty/Warner/Shakespeare. 
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From the Editor 

This issue of The Upstart Crow is dedicated to the memory of Frank 
Windham who died on June 17, 1997. Frank was a charter "crow
nie" who served as an associate editor until his retirement some 
years back. 
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Dramatis Personae: 

See If You Like It 
by Arnold Kruger 

THERSITES, a deformed, scurrilous, and somewhat Cynical Greek. 
ORLANDO, a well-formed, but distinctly Plotinean English lad. 

Prologue: 

Hush, please! We are inside the mind of the dreaming 
Shakespeare. Both Troilus and Cressida and As You Like It are in 
progress, in different areas (possibly the cortex and the limbic 
system). 

Orlando, in a transport of love's delight, strays from the 
Forest of Arden, poems in hand, in search of new hoardings for his 
panegyrics to Rosalind. 

He rounds some trees, rushes through a clearing, and knocks 
over a thin, twisted figure, bent over defecating in the grass: 
Thersites. 

Thersites. Arrgh! Are you blind from the clap, you running 
fool? Or has your tiny brain already run out at the earholes? 

Orlando. (sitting up and attempting to both clean and disen
tangle himself) I pray your pardon friend. But how come you here, 
in the open middle of the field, to be about this private duty? 

Thersites. Private, you lackwit? And what is more natural, 
necessary, and universal, than to void the bowels? Do you hide 
your ugly self away to eat a meal? Do you conceal yourself like a 
pox-ridden thief to digest it? Never! Nor does any man. So, why 
propose that I seek solitude for the third and final act of the 
trilogy? Answer me, oaf, or I'll plaster you with this fine, natural 
compost of my own making. 

Orlando. Ah friend, to the mind imbued with Love, all things 
in this wondrous world are fair. Not only is the glorious Rosalind 
Beauty's own bright star, but even you and the shit in your hair 
sparkle with the presence of God's spirit! You and I, even these 
shining blades of grass and this rich earth, are all Love's body
all occasions of joy! 

Thersites. Aha! A dog of a metaphysician, eh? Well then, to 
happiness: I propose to you, sir, that you have interrupted me in 
the enjoyment of purest happiness, whilst you are inflamed by an 
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unnatural impediment to joy and satisfaction. Attend: happiness 
consists in living sparely and cleanly, according to natural neces
sity-the man who satisfies all basic wants in the simplest manner 
possible, thereby lacks nothing, and is, ipso facto, free, satisfied, 
and happy. I offer as self-evident examples, a good meal, a good 
shit, and shelter from the rains; for being happily possessed of all 
three, I am my own master, and a slave to no desires. How say 
you? 

Orlando. A philosophy for beasts, friend. For happiness is 
not found in bodily things, but in the art and being of the mind 
contemplate, and the soul hypostate. For joy and truth, and all 
things, pour forth endlessly from the One. We have our being, 
and our happiness, as we turn and reflect in God's grace. 
And as I turn within to contemplate the ineffable Rosalind, I 
return to my source in Love-for God is Love, and Rosalind is 
love-and as I contemplate love's body, its blessed form molds 
me, shining, and dance I must, and celebrate this love in 
poetry .... 

Thersites. Whoa! This is most unnatural. These intellectual, 
mystical nonsensicals are not getting you happiness, you dolt, 
they're getting you exactly nowhere. How does all this rhapsodiz
ing and poeticizing actually get you to this Rosalind? Those are 
poems in your bag, are they not? And to Rosalind, I take it? Aha! 
How can you be such a great fool? You naturally want to be 
fucking the woman, and here you are penning poems-a different 
activity altogether. I say again: satisfy your own natural wants, 
and thereby find your own full happiness, and freedom from these 
pullulating desires. I offer the good example of my own master: 
feeling the same urges as you, he masturbated in the market 
square, was satisfied, and went about his business. Contemplate 
that! 

Orlando. Friend, I do love you as an image of God eternal; but 
as a man material, I find you materially wanting. As one master 
said, an ass would prefer chaff to gold, for an ass gets more 
pleasure from food than gold. So you, friend, mistake your own 
ass for man's proper end, which consists not in base pleasures, but 
in the happiness of exercising his highest faculties, in contempla
tion of the Beloved. For in meditation is the divine in man freed
and bliss eternal lies there, always. So I offer you my example of 
endless devotion to the beloved Rosalind; and in this contemplate 
joy, I bear the fruit of poetry; and forcing the blooms, I everywhere 
hammer my verses forth, on every tree and bush, till all the world 
blossoms with my reverent Words. The only fruit of yours I see 
lies there, stinking and rotting on the ground. So mend your 
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See If You Like It 

ways, friend; and listen for that still, small voice from within-it 
will cultivate your virtues, and weed the garden of your life. 

Thersites: Bah! From a poor philosopher to a worse gardener. 
What I leave there on the ground will be more use to the world 
than all your pretty thoughts! 

University of British Columbia 
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The Universal Shakespeare?1 

by Jeanne Addison Roberts 

A few years ago I spent some time in Calcutta, an endlessly 
fascinating city, which bustles with a large spectrum of human 
and animal life; but, with its open sewers and abject poverty, it is 
a city which has never completely erased its reputation as a black 
hole. However, in the middle of the teeming city is a park with 
lush lawns and sylvan serenity, and at its center is an enormous 
statue of Queen Victoria. As I sat on a bench in this park one 
afternoon in retreat from the noise, heat, and confusion nearby, I 
was quickly joined by four young medical students who wanted to 
practice their English. When I told them I taught Shakespeare, one 
of them responded with a flawless and passionate rendition of 
Othello's Act V speech over the sleeping Desdemona, beginning 
"It is the cause, my soul," and ending with "This sorrow's heav
enly, I It strikes where it doth love" (V. ii. 1-22).2 I was stunned, 
not just by his eloquence, but by the fact that he, an Indian medical 
student, knew the speech so well. I pondered piously on the 
miraculous universality of Global Shakespeare. 

But doubt followed hard on the heels of delight. I could not 
avoid acknowledging in that scene the total discontinuity be
tween the park and the city and wondering whether what I had 
really been applauding as "universal" was in fact a lingering 
remnant of the elitist British public school system in the aftermath 
of empire. What can we really mean by Global Shakespeare? 

In a climate where the traditional Western Literary Canon is 
under attack and absolutes of all sorts are out of fashion, I find that 
I have a recurring need to examine and evaluate the much re
peated dictum that Shakespeare should be read in the schools 
because of his "universal human values." The cliche seems to 
partake of Ben Jonson's early tribute to Shakespeare that he "was 
not of an age but for all time" and of the declaration of Samuel 
Johnson, as an eighteenth-century editor of Shakespeare, that 
"Nothing can please many and please long but just representa
tions of general nature." For moderns, the faith in such absolutes 
and such continuity begins to seem naive. As the voices of women, 
homosexuals, blacks, and other minorities become more audible, 
many are now passionately concerned with change as well as 
continuity, with reassessment as well as reaffirmation. It is only 
a very brave critic who would now support without qualification 
the British author G. Wilson Knight's flat assurance that "Funda
mental verities of nature, man, and God do not change." If our 
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The Universal Shakespeare? 

vision of human values is not unchangeable, how can Shakespeare's 
be? 

In reading, watching, and teaching Shakespeare it seems to me 
important to recognize and acknowledge that he is not univer
sal-at least not in any simple way. Global Shakespeare was 
intrinsically implicated in the original Globe Theatre. His lan
guage, his characters, his manipulations of plot, his great scenes 
are so powerful that they often seduce us into complacently 
assuming that he is for all time. But Shakespeare was inevitably 
the product of a specific fifty year period of English history four 
hundred years in the past. He reflects a hierarchical social system 
ruled on patriarchal principles with an absolute ruler at the top 
and rude mechanicals at the bottom, with an insular outlook 
which made foreigners chiefly objects of humor, and with a mys
tique that valued women primarily as objects of matrimony and 
instruments of legitimate procreation. To insist pedantically on 
Shakespeare's universality is to risk reinforcing the notion that 
politics and power are about men, that the only happy end for 
women is marriage, and that minorities are losers. 

Any high school student will tell you that Shakespeare's lan
guage is foreign. And we need to remember that Shakespeare's 
great tragedies are about men-British or Roman-royalty or 
members of the elite, that, with the exception of Juliet and 
Cleopatra, the women in the tragedies are either villains (Lady 
Macbeth, the witches, Lear's daughters) or victims (Brutus' Portia, 
Ophelia, Desdemona, Cordelia, Lady Macduff) or both, and that 
their deaths are pathetic rather than tragic. With only one excep
tion the glorious female characters of the twelve comedies are part 
of only one plot-the march toward a marriage which will make 
them the property of their spouses. Of the three clearly black 
characters in the plays, one (Aaron the Moor in Titus Andronicus) 
is a villain, one (Othello) is a victim, and one (the Prince of 
Morocco in The Merchant of Venice) is an object of derision. Lower
class characters (like Bottom, Dull, and Elbow) are also usually 
objects of humor. Suitable modern day "role models" are exceed
ingly rare in Shakespeare. 

Even his great scenes do not reflect common modern experi
ence. Their very strangeness is part of their appeal. They may 
picture events which we recognize as feared or wished for or 
might have been, but not ones which we have hope of replicating. 
Macbeth's fight with his conscience in "Is this a dagger I see before 
me ... ?,"Hamlet's musings on oblivion in "To be or not to be," 
Mark Antony's funeral oration to his "Friends, Romans, and Coun
trymen," Rosalind's extended flirtation with Orlando in the guise 
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of a man, Henry V's evocation of the future glory of those who 
fought with him upon St. Crispin's Day-all are scenes which 
excite precisely because they are exotic, neither "the language 
actually spoken by men" nor reflections of situations in which 
audiences are likely to find themselves. The plays are not global 
in language, character, plot, or scene. And yet the premise per
sists that Shakespeare is global in more than the sense of being a 
product of a theatre building which flourished four hundred years 
ago and has long since perished. And yet there is some validity in 
the idea of a Global Shakespeare. 

Global significance is not achieved by familiarity of language, 
representation of role models, universality of plot, or the every
dayness of scenes. Part of Shakespeare's genius is found in his 
very differentness, the sense that he gives us of where we have 
come from, what we have lost or never had, where we might be
ali visions which galvanize our fumbling efforts to construct from 
fragmentary visions a coherent pattern for our existence. Page 
DuBois, paraphrasing the German critic Walter Benjamin, puts it 
this way; "a relationship with shards of the past is established like 
a bolt of lightning in which we suddenly see something new, in 
which we recognize the losses we have sustained in living in the 
present ... "3 

In some ways reading Shakespeare is like traveling in a for
eign country-a kind of global exploration. The project inevitably 
broadens and rearranges what we have thought of as our "natu
ral" psychic habitat by exciting an urgent dialogue between the 
familiar and the strange. Obviously Shakespeare country is not 
totally foreign. Almost every word has been voiced in our pres
ence, whether we recognize its source or not. And characters may 
be part of our common vocabulary. We know that Shakespeare's 
society was not a monolithic patriarchy-it was after all ruled by 
a Queen. And we can see that tensions fueled by evolving atti
tudes toward divine right, arranged marriage, the status of women, 
and established religion clearly energize his plays. They continue 
to resonate familiarly with our own experience. The very foreign
ness of their context permits us, however, to view the conflicts 
with a certain distance and helps to keep us from being simply 
sucked into character identification or sentimental emotionalism. 
From moment to moment we may be Hamlet or Rosalind or even 
Macbeth or part of a Roman mob, but the next moment can push 
us back to detached contemplation. 

Shakespeare himself both entices with familiarity and es
tranges in ways which must have entangled the sensibilities of 
even his original audience. We imagine that many of his most 
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The Universal Shakespeare? 

quoted speeches were as crystal clear to the audiences at the Globe 
as they may seem to global audiences today. And, in some cases, 
this may very well be true. The thirteen-line interchange between 
Seyton and Macbeth after the report of the death of Lady Macbeth 
is a case in point. The "tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow" 
passage is one of the most-memorized in the canon. The speech 
has only one annotation in the Riverside text (in order to 
defamiliarize the word "should"). Out of ninety-seven words in 
the passage, seventy-nine are one syllable. And the alternation of 
long and short vowels, and the oxymoronic conjunction of such 
images as recorded/time, light/death, walking/shadow, strut/ 
fret, tale/idiot, reinforce, at least for English- speaking audiences, 
an overwhelming and maybe unmistakable vision of hope de
feated by hopelessness. 

On the other hand, another, perhaps equally famous passage, 
Jaques' Seven Ages of Man speech in As You Like It seems to be 
almost universally misheard by modern audiences. Listen to it: 

... All the world's a stage, 
And all the men and women merely players; 
They have their exits and their entrances, 
And one man in his time plays many parts, 
His acts being seven ages. At first the infant, 
Mewling and puking in the nurse's arms. 
Then the whining schoolboy, with his satchel 
And shining morning face, creeping like snail 
Unwillingly to school. And then the lover, 
Sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad 
Made to his mistress' eyebrow. Then a soldier, 
Full of strange oaths, and bearded like the pard, 
Jealous in honor, sudden, and quick in quarrel, 
Seeking the bubble reputation 
Even in the cannon's mouth. And then the justice, 
In fair round belly with good capon lin'd. 
With eyes severe and beard of formal cut, 
Full of wise saws and modern instances; 
And so he plays his part. The sixt age shifts 
Into the lean and slipper' d pantaloon, 
With spectacles on nose, and pouch on side, 
His youthful hose, well sav'd, a world too wide 
For his shrunk shank, and his big manly voice, 
Turning again toward childish treble, pipes 
And whistles in his sound. Last scene of all, 
That ends this strange eventful history, 
Is second childishness, and mere oblivion, 
Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything. 

(II. vii. 139-65) 

The twenty-seven lines require fourteen footnotes in the Riverside 
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edition, and the eloquence of the language seems to lull us into 
hearing it as a kind of incandescent aria rather than an exposition 
of Jaques' very grim view of life. Words like mew ling and puking, 
whining, creeping like a snail, sighing, shrunk shank, childish 
treble, second childishness, and the cumulative march toward the 
devastating sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything seem 
to roll over us without leaving any impression at all. Elizabethan 
audiences may have heard them more comprehendingly, although 
the catalog of the seven ages had already become proverbial. 

Some Shakespeare speeches seem almost perversely 
anti theatrical. At the end of Henry V, after the Battle of Agincourt 
has been safely won and the play seems almost over, and all that 
remains is a peace treaty and an engagement, Shakespeare gives 
the Duke of Burgundy a long speech (forty-five lines) about the 
effects of war, a speech which seems deliberately relaxed and 
needlessly elaborated. Lawrence Olivier's film gave us visual 
aids of the French landscape to tide us over the long speech, and 
I think Branagh cut most of it as do most directors. Again, it is like 
an aria: 

8 

My duty to you both, on equal love. 
Great Kings of France and England: that I have 

labor'd 
With all my wits, my pains, and strong endeavors 
To bring your most imperial Majesties 
Unto this bar and royal interview, 
Your mightiness on both parts best can witness. 
Since then my office hath so far prevail' d, 
That face to face, and royal eye to eye, 
You have congreeted, let it not disgrace me, 
If I demand, before this royal view, 
What rub or what impediment there is, 
Why that the naked, poor, and mangled Peace, 
Dear nurse of arts, plenties, and joyful births, 
Should not in this best garden of the world, 
Our fertile France, put up her lovely visage? 
Alas, she hath from France too long been chas'd, 
And all her husbandry doth lie on heaps, 
Corrupting in it own fertility. 
Her vine, the merry cheerer of the heart, 
Unpruned dies; her hedges even-pleach' d, 
Like prisoners wildly overgrown with hair, 
Put forth disorder'd twigs; her fallow leas 
The darnel, hemlock, and rank femetary 
Doth root upon, while that the coulter rusts 
That should deracinate such savagery; 
The even mead, that erst brought sweetly forth 
The freckled cowslip, burnet, and green clover, 
Wanting the scythe withal, uncorrected, rank, 
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Conceives by idleness, and nothing teems 
But hateful docks, rough thistles, kecksies, burs, 
Losing both beauty and utility; 
And all our vineyards, fallows, meads, and hedges, 
Defective in their natures, grow to wildness. 
Even so our houses, and ourselves, and children, 
Have lost, or do not learn for want of time, 
The sciences that should become our country, 
But grow like savages-as soldiers will 
That nothing do but meditate on blood-
To swearing and stern looks, defus'd attire, 
And every thing that seems unnatural. 
Which to reduce into our former favor 
You are assembled; and my speech entreats 
That I may know the let why gentle Peace 
Should not expel these inconveniences, 
And bless us with her former qualities. 

(V. ii. 23-67) 

Shakespeare had an enormous vocabulary of 25,000 words 
(twice as many as the university-educated Milton), and he fa
mously invented and discarded words. Some of them must have 
been unintelligible even to a sophisticated contemporary audi
ence hearing them in rapidly spoken contexts. And not infre
quently the author seems deliberately to introduce language so 
allusive, so grammatically complex, and so obscure or seemingly 
irrelevant as to estrange not only a modern audience but almost 
certainly his own as well. Sometimes strangeness is startlingly 
effective. As you will remember, the scene in French in Henry V 
has an electrifying effect on the audience. (A recent performance 
by The Shakespeare Theatre in Washington, D.C., lost this effect 
through a gimmick of simultaneous translation.) 

In Hamlet the most notorious such speech is that requested by 
Hamlet of the First Player. Hamlet makes a point of saying that 
the speech is from a play which was a failure on the stage because 
it "pleas'd not the million" and was "caviare to the general." And 
Polonius complains, as well might the audience, that it is too long. 
But Hamlet and the Player push on relentlessly. Critics have 
speculated that Shakespeare couldn't have written the speech, 
and the Riverside edition provides nineteen notes. The speech is 
often drastically cut in performance. Even hearers thoroughly 
familiar with Homer and Virgil would have had trouble following 
it or understanding why it is there. Let me try it on you: 

The rugged Pyrrhus, he whose sable arms, 
Black as his purpose, did the night resemble 
When he lay couched in th'ominous horse, 
Hath now this dread and black complexion smear'd 
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With heraldry more dismal: head to foot 
Now he is total gules, horridly trick' d 
With blood of fathers, mothers, daughters, sons 
Bak'd and impasted with the parching streets, 
That lend a tyrannous and a damned light 
To their lord's murther. Roasted in wrath and fire, 
And thus o'er-sized with coagulate gore, 
With eyes like carbuncles, the hellish Pyrrhus 
Old grandsire Priam seeks .... Anon he finds him 
Striking too short at Greeks. His antique sword, 
Rebellious to his arm, lies where it falls, 
Repugnant to command. Unequal match'd, 
Pyrrhus at Priam drives, in rage strikes wide, 
But with the whiff and wind of his fell sword 
Th' unnerved father falls. [Then senseless Ilium,] 
Seeming to feel this blow, with flaming top 
Stoops to his base, and with a hideous crash 
Takes prisoner Pyrrhus' ear; for lo his sword, 
Which was declining on the milky head 
Of reverent Priam, seem'd i' th' air to stick. 
So as a painted tyrant Pyrrhus stood 
[And] like a neutral to his will and matter, 
Did nothing. 

(II. ii. 451-82) 

In fact the speech is extremely apt: a contemplation of violence, 
revenge, and the effects of killing a king. Something may in fact 
communicate in performance, but I think it is more through sound 
than meaning. I conclude that Shakespeare in this long speech 
(I've given you only about half of it) was deliberately estranging 
his audience-offering them shards of their own past which, 
whether they understood them fully or not, might like bolts of 
lightning help them to see something new-in this case the violent 
aftermath of vengeance. 

Peter Brook, surely one of the most brilliant directors of 
Shakespeare, has recently put on in Paris a kind of medley of 
Hamlet speeches and criticism. In his production Hamlet and his 
father were played by Africans, and the First Player by Yoshi 
Oida, a Japanese actor. An eyewitness reports on the perfor
mance: 

10 

In the space of a few seconds the actor undergoes two 
rapid and witty transformations. In the first he shuffles 
on, with the simpering, giggling, embarrassed manner 
of a Japanese commoner shown into the presence of a 
prince. Hamlet ... greets him with traditional warmth 
and makes his traditional request. Oida settles down 
cross-legged on the mat, and Hamlet sits extremely 
close to him .... And now comes Oida's second transfor· 
mation .... [He] takes up his position, and as he does so 
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the mantle of authority falls upon him. All deference 
vanishes. It is Hamlet's turn to be deferential. Oida 
begins the speech and the speech is in Japanese. All its 
style, its rhetoric, is to come from the Japanese tradi
tion, a choice which at once makes you grin at its appro
priateness while you switch your attention mechanism 
into a different mode. You are going to have to rely on 
your memory now, and on your imagination, as much 
as on what you see or hear.4 

Something, certainly, is lost; but the gain is a whole new life. 
Brook's adaptation strikes me as brilliant because it offers an 

extension of our own experience of Shakespeare's lines and I 
suspect that of the Globe audience. It also provides us a license to 
estrange as well as familiarize our own productions, or even to do 
both at the same time. Modern productions regularly update 
settings, invent new costumes and business, and estrange charac
terizations. In doing so they recapitulate Shakespeare's own strat
egy. 

Americans have popularized one kind of estrangement, "color
blind" casting, which, though it may seem momentarily puzzling, 
paradoxically ends up by familiarizing. Such casting makes it 
possible for Prospero to have an Asian daughter or Coriolanus an 
African American mother without rationalistic explanation. This 
strategy makes the works seem contemporary by reflecting a 
heterogeneous society. But in other cases the effect of emphasiz
ing foreignness is arresting and sustained. Lawrence Fishburne as 
Othello projected alien Africanness as neither Richard Burbage 
nor Lawrence Olivier could have done. The first female to play 
Rosalind and the first Jew to play Shylock must have similarly 
estranged their texts until the practice became commonplace. 
Now the once-standard practice of an all-male As You Like It is, at 
least temporarily, estranging. The Shenandoah Shakespeare Ex
press reinvents the plays by rediscovering the conditions of Eliza
bethan theatre and, at the same time, making them modern. Some
times familiarity becomes mind-numbing; sometimes it generates 
resistance. I had a period of such resistance to Hamlet because it 
began to seem to me a record of male experience created for male 
audiences, but my alienation dissolved when I saw Hamlet played 
by a black woman as a woman. This estrangement of the text served 
to create for me a new play, one which offered a fresh opportunity 
for participation and which moved me in new ways. 

Paradoxically, then, I would argue that Shakespeare's plays 
appeal not only through powerful immediacy, which they un
questionably can have, but also through their very distance. Some-
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times it is language. When the Duke of Burgundy in Henry V 
memorably laments the fact that "The coulter rusts which should 
deracinate such savagery," the lines resonate in our heads whether 
or not we know what they mean. At other times particularities of 
characterization arrest our attention. Portia and Calphurnia are 
almost absent from Julius Caesar, but we know more about men's 
view of women because of our brief glimpses of them as well as 
their notable absence from the main events. The Rosalind of As 
You Like It helps us to imagine how a woman might be more like 
a man, but also how a man might be more like a woman. 

The Indian medical student playing Othello in Victoria Park in 
Calcutta might, after all, suggest some hint of universality not 
only because knowing Shakespeare gained him entry into a Brit
ish-oriented elite, but also because in speaking Othello's lines he 
is experiencing and expressing estrangement. In some form 
Shakespeare remains manifestly global. Versions of his plays 
flourish from Japan to South Africa, from Russia to the Caribbean 
and beyond. The plays often take on the quality of primary myths; 
I suggest that this is in part because of their capacity for foreign
ness as well as familiarity. Adaptability may not be quite the same 
thing as universality, but the plays have not ceased to radiate 
intimations of immortality. They continue to germinate and nour
ish what William Vaughan has called in another context "bright 
shoots of everlastingness." Gaudeamus igitur. 

The American University 

Notes 

1Albert Hamilton Holt lecture, "The Universal Shapespeare?" for Clemson 
Shakespeare Festival V: From Shakespeare's Globe to the Global Shakespeare, 
February 29-March 16, 1996. 

2All quotations are from The Riverside Shakespeare, ed. G. Blakemore Evans, et 
al (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1974). 

3Sappho Is Burning (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1995). 
•James Fenton, "Peter Brook's Way," New York Review of Books, March 21, 

1996, pp. 20-21. 
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11By two-headed Janus": Double Discourse 
in The Merchant of Venice 

by Joan Hutton Landis 

The very Janus of poets; he wears almost 
everywhere two faces; and you have scarce 
begun to admire one, ere you despise the other. 

John Dryden 

To begin behind the arras of decorum, my focus here will be 
the bawdy connotations that abound in The Merchant of Venice 
and, in particular, the nether regions of the male anatomy. 

First, I want to look at the pioneering, if passe, Eric Partridge. 
Of course I risk appearing as another Polonius, setting "springes 
to catch woodcocks," for although Partridge wrote bravely enough 
in that Victorian year of 1948, he now sounds to our sophisticated 
and liberal ears peculiarly akin to Chanticleer, Chanticleer 
"moralise," at that. For example, in a section of his introduction 
to Shakespeare's Bawdy entitled "Homosexual," he lets us know 
that the true aliens in his view are not only homosexuals but those 
critics who are interested at all in the claim that Shakespeare 
himself might have been gay. He finds this "ludicrous."' He goes 
on to state, 

And later. 

Had Shakespeare, so frank and courteous, been a homo
sexual, he would have subtly yet irrefutably conveyed 
the fact. Had he even been much interested in the sub
ject, he would have mentioned it far more often: as it is, 
he speaks of homosexuals in much the same way as he 
speaks of eunuchs.2 

The male buttocks, as a sexual feature, do not interest 
Shakespeare at all (yet had he been a homosexual they 
would have done so) and as a physiological feature, 
only a little, as will be seen from the bum, buttocks, rump 
entries in the Glossary, unless it be to make a pun on ass 
and on posteriors: but the female buttocks, despite the 
paucity of the references thereto, did undoubtedly at
tract his attention.3 

Of the female breasts he wonderfully crows that Shakespeare's 
interest in them exhibited "the healthy tendencies of a healthy, 
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well-balanced male mind."4 Shakespeare's own sexuality aside, 
Partridge's special pleading shows how peculiarly meaning lies in 
the eye of the beholder and that it is as hard to see through cultural 
bias as to pass through the eye of the needle. His guidance in 
regard to the buttocks is a bum steer indeed. If I were to annun
ciate my own certainties about Shakespeare's interest in male 
genitals beyond the latitudes of Venice and Belmont, beyond the 
sonnets and beyond comedy, I would argue that Shakespeare's 
theory of tragedy-insofar as he may have had one-finds its locus 
classicus precisely in the phallus, in that "turban'd Turk" so un
cannily imaged by Othello in his final speech, in those centaurs 
that recur, like photographic negatives, Nessus, Lamord, Sagit
tarius, throughout the histories and tragedies. Shakespeare uses 
body images in every genre and in every registration as correla
tives to his own exploration of motive and his particular obsession 
with the versions of desire for power and displacements of that 
desire. 

My entry to The Merchant will be the critically recrudescent 
matter of Portia's ring which, like Mistress Overdone, has had 
much recent business.5 I am not going to re-argue the dynamics of 
the play; suffice it to say that I do read the relationship between 
Antonio and Bassanio as a homosexual one and, while it may be 
only latent, it charges the play with its tensions. Homosexuality is 
as much a subject of The Merchant as property, valuation, bonding, 
justice, or mercy. In the donne of the drama itself, Antonio's 
condition is linked clearly enough to sterility, gelding, self-hatred 
and the death wish as if "to die" were also, if Bassanio were "by," 
to achieve sexual release. "I am the tainted wether of the flock, 
metest for death," he admits (IV. i. 114-5).6 The language of the 
play allows it; interpretation awards it. Certainly, this view of 
Antonio has been current for many years although critics still 
write as if viewing the possibility with a "wild surmise" or, like 
Partridge, do not see it at all. Shakespeare's Venice is the place of 
male bonding that is both homosocial-to use Eve Sedgwick's 
term-and homoerotic, a bonding contingent on the gelding com
mercialism of its ethos.7 Homosexuality is, at one level, an effect 
of such a society and an aspect of Shakespeare's critique of it. 

What happens to the interpretive possibilities if we review the 
play from the vantage point of Act V? As A. D. Nuttall asks in his 
discussion of The Merchant, "What gives the business of the ring
begging ... its extraordinary tension if it is not the half-buried 
conflict between male love and heterosexuallove?"8 Just so, and, 
as we all know, ring is bawdy for the pudendum, vulva, along 
with "circle," "0," "quaint," "cherry," "con," "crown," "eyes," 
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and "home," among others, epithets confirmed not only by Par
tridge and E. A. Colman but by the relative newcomer in the world 
of sexual allusion, Frankie Rubinstein.9 

Let us recall that we have seen Portia present the ring to her 
new "lord," Bassanio, and warn him never to let the ring part from 
his finger. It stands for their marriage vows, their union, as well 
as that traditional circle of spherical harmony. It means, too, the 
actual riches bestowed on him, Portia's house, servants, and self. 
Next, we watch as Balthasar requests the ring in payment for his 
legal services. Bassanio acquiesces at Antonio's urging: 

My Lord Bassanio, let him have the ring, 
Let his deserving and my love withal 
Be valued 'gainst your wive's commandment. 

(IV. i. 449-51) 

It is sent, via Gratiano, to Balthasar. Antonio has prevailed. The 
ring is then produced by Portia after her mock discovery that 
Bassanio lacks it just as Gratiano is missing his ring. Portia then 
manipulates its return via Antonio so that the ring makes its own 
circular journey through the rival and back to its proper Jason.l0 

These rings make the occasion for a bawdy joke that both lightens 
and deconstructs the sexual malaise created by a rivalry and an 
apparent infidelity and prepares us for the imminent reunion of 
husband and wife which we expect will take place in duplicate or, 
if we count Jessica and Lorenzo, in triplicate. Quadruplicate, if 
Launcelot's pregnant Moor is on the premises. 

However, it is worth remembering that the Latin word for ring 
is "ano," or "anulus." If ring is bawdy for female parts it may, as 
well, stand for the anus, or locus amoenus of male lovemaking. The 
word provides an encoded lexical pun of the sort which seduced 
Shakespeare regularly. Taking one's cue from Partridge, one asks 
where else such an improbable ring joke is inscribed. One answer 
is-precisely in the tail of the many male names which Shakespeare 
chose for his characters: Bass-anio, Grati-ano, Sol-anio, Steph
ano. Antonio's name contains a ring in it too, if anagrammatically, 
as does that of Solarino, the Ql precursor of Salerio. If we "En
glish" these names, we have even grosser bawdy; for Gratiano 
might be translated as "gracious," "free," or "thankful" hole. 
Rubinstein tells us that" gracious" meant "sexually well-endowed." 
Solanio has the one-and-only or "single" hole and Bassanio's 
sobriquet offers us the choice between "low," "base," or a tongue
in-cheek jest devolving from the fact that the Latin "basium" 
means "kiss." We have the option of construing his name as "kiss 
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my arse." Shakespeare would use this pun more openly in Henry 
IV, Part 2 when the Dauphin is called "Basimecu," (IV. vii. 25). 
Antonio is the name of the adorer of Sebastian in Twelfth Night and 
the ardor he expresses is, or so it seems to me, forthrightly homo
sexual. (Sebastian in its Italian form contains another ring and 
may, therefore, have guided Shakespeare to choose it for Julia's 
male persona in The Two Gentlemen of Verona.) I will have more to 
propose about Antonio's name later, an instance of true 
"antonmasia." 

This kind of bawdy insight will be found improbable, unsa
vory, and infuriating. "Haud credo," as Holofernes might have 
said. After all, one wants to argue, those are allltalianate names, 
quite suitable for these Venetians on a realistic basis. It proves 
little to remind ourselves that in Shakespeare's main source for 
The Merchant, 11 Pecorone, Antonio's prototype was named 
Ansualdo, Bassanio's Gianetto and Portia's simply "the Lady." 
And, it could be maintained, no one would hear the double
entendres in a performance even if the names are reiterated. 
When Shakespeare wants to identify bawdy characters, he calls 
them names as plain as Pompey Bum, Froth, Kate Keepdown, 
Boult, Doll Tearsheet, Pistol or Ganymede! And even if we allow 
the pun, does it affect or infect similar names in other plays
Bassianus, Lucianus, Coriolanus? My answer would be either 
"no"or "it might." Shakespeare writes in the total context of a 
given dramatic situation. As homosexuality is an explicit orienta
tion in The Merchant, his imagination, so associative, could quite 
consciously play in this manner. "Lancelot" is overtly bawdy. 
Even Tubal and Balthasar could be included as genital puns. The 
homosexual material is, as Nuttall suggests, "half-buried," and 
many of its traces are planted obliquely as well. 

If one grants that the ring exchange in Act Vis identifiable not 
only as heterosexual bawdy-as Portia's brilliant ploy in the 
manipulation of her husband's bosom friend and so of Bassanio's 
allegiance to her-but as homosexual bawdy as well, what are the 
architectural consequences, what does that "do" to the play itself? 
Can bawdy be isolated as if in a cell? What motives could 
Shakespeare have had to play in this specific way in a comedy 
which has such deeply serious content and which ends, in some 
views, with such an apparently harmonious closure, the play itself 
as true metaphysical ring? If the names act as signifiers of a 
double script, the playwright must have been aware of his own 
strategies as early as Act I, scene i, or even before composition 
began. 

I am going to presume here that Shakespeare was experiment-

16 

 Vol. XVI

Clemson University Digital Press 
Digital Facsimile



Double Discourse in The Merchant of Venice 

ing with just such a double script, that it was encoded not only 
because homosexuality was a volatile subject for an Elizabethan 
playwright but because the play itself depended on doubleness of 
many kinds for its hedged meanings. As Keith Geary put it in his 
excellent assessment of The Merchant, 

All the main characters in the play have double selves, 
and so sustain the apparently contradictory critical read
ings that Rabkin has noted, one predominating, then 
the other, making our responses and judgments diffi
cult, shifting, relative. This Janus-like duality is built 
into the larger design of the play. The Merchant of Venice 
contains a number of "tricks" -elements that appear to 
mean one thing but turn out to mean another or, more 
exactly, to have two meanings simultaneously.11 

This is wonderfully apt and points up, if inadvertently, the use of 
Janus, invoked by Solanio in I. i. Even the god who oversees the 
Venetians has a "ring" in the tail of his name. Shakespeare uses 
Janus with stunning efficiency, for not only is he the god of 
beginnings-of the year, of January, of this play-but of shipping 
and of doorways and entrances. "The New Year's Day presents of 
the Romans included coppers with two-faced Janus on one side 
and a ship on the other .... Janus was the inventor of agriculture, 
of civil laws, of religious worship, of coinage; he was the protector 
of shipping and trade."12 One might add that here he is the god of 
entrances that are both structural and anatomical. Perhaps this 
kind of deriving can illuminate Portia's name as well. She is 
overtly linked to "Cato's daughter," the wife of Brutus and the 
politically involved Roman woman. In Julius Caesar, of course, as 
in history, Portia commits suicide, the honorable male mode of 
coping with defeat. In this comedy, Portia deflects male domi
nance and homosocial preference by manipulating it. She may 
also be characterized in The Merchant by her own synechdochic 
portal, gate, or doorway, be it female or male. I suggest it is both, 
delaying until later my own explication of the name's provenance. 

There are, then, two stories being told at once in The Merchant. 
The first is that of the quest for Portia by Bassanio and that of the 
double triangle embodied in Antonio-Bassanio-Portia and Anto
nio-Bassanio-Shylock. This is the fiction we watch unfold on the 
stage or read in our studies. The second, or subtext, I shall place 
on the margins of the fictive or aesthetic realm. It appears only in 
response to the bawdy in the play and gestures, or so I will argue, 
towards the life lived in the world of the Globe Theatre, the actual 
private lives of some of the actors or audience who found the boys 
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who played girls and women of special interest and attraction. 
The two worlds will mirror one another in the same way that 
Bassanio describes when he finds his own image reflected in 
Portia's eyes. That is, in the world of The Merchant of Venice, 
heterosexual love wins the day; homosexual love is treated as 
"tainted," sterile, endemic to that male mercantile ambiance which 
inhibits conventionally defined "charity" or reproductive possi
bility. His love for Bassanio is precisely the cause of Antonio's 
sadness, his masochism, and his sadism. Shylock is clearly not 
homosexual but his "impotence," his skewed mode of valuation 
and eventual symbolic castration are linked to the same ethos. 
Indeed, his usury, from the Christian point of view, is not only 
sinful or masturbatory, but is "ewe-sury,"which is considered a 
kind of sodomy. However, if homosexual love gets bested in 
Belmont, Portia's ring, in its secondary sense of anus, signals its 
recrudescent and ongoing presence. The ring's sly passage from 
one man to another can be seen as an encoded in-joke to which the 
actors would have been privy. As Lisa Jardine has argued so 
persuasively in her book, Still Harping on Daughters: Women and 
Drama in the Age of Shakespeare, the erotics of the stage were often 
overtly homoerotic, insisting on the fact that boys played female 
roles and that this reality underlay all Elizabethan and Jacobean 
drama.13 Such a reality breaks through the artifice of the staging 
in the same way as the "metadramatic" does when we watch 
plays-within-plays or find characters lecturing on acting on the 
stage. Thus, when Gratiano delivers his final odd line "Well, 
while I live I'll fear no other thing I So sore as keeping safe 
Nerissa's ring" (V.i. 306-07), his meaning is overseen by Janus; it 
can refer to any one of his wife's three rings or to the ring in the tail 
of the boy acting the role of Nerissa. If one wants to play with a 
tantalizing but improbable source for this line, see Genesis, XIX: 4-
9. The place is Sodom. The townsmen have surrounded Lot's 
house and wish to know his two visitors. Lot offers to send them 
his two virgin daughters in place of the men-angels. As he exhorts 
them, they exclaim: 

Stand back. And they said again, this one fellow came 
back in to sojourn, and he will needs be judge; now we 
will deal worse with thee than with them. And they 
pressed sore upon the man, even Lot, and came near to 
break the door .14 

"Stand back" means to sodomize; to "press sore" needs no gloss. 
Again, in Bassanio's long rhapsodic speech in III. ii., discovering 
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that he has chosen the right casket, he and Portia use the word 
"stand" and "stand high" three times. It is then that Portia deliv
ers her ring. Speaking of sodomy, look closely at Gratiano's 
speech in response to the outraged Nerissa who has just threat
ened to scratch the hair from the face of the clerk who had the ring. 

Now, by this hand, I gave it to a youth, 
A kind of boy, a little scrubb' d boy, 
No higher than thyself, the judge's clerk, 
A prating boy that begg'd it as a fee. 
I could not for my heart deny it him. 

(V.i. 161-65) 

"Scrubbed," as Rubinstein suggests, derives from the Latin scrobis, 
hole, ditch, grave, vulva. Nerissa is "scrubbed" in her female 
guise but she is also a boy, perhaps in the sense of passive 
homosexual. A "prating" boy is both one who talks or prattles and 
one who has a "prat," or buttocks. The boy "begg'd" the ring as 
a fee and so was a beggar boy or, homophonically, a bugger. The 
word "beggar" is used eight times in the play in some form. 

As I have said, Shakespeare valued heterosexual love over 
homosexual love in his play. He may have done so in life as well, 
but the buried bawdy, encoded as it is, subverts the text, 
deconstructs his own fabrication and reveals, as it were, the male 
bodies under the female costumes. Concomitantly, he inscribes 
the double or "two-headed" aspect of all things. 

Even if one assents to implications of bawdy as I have very 
generally sketched them here, one might take Partridge's line that 
there ought to be homosexual or bisexual connotations, gestures, 
and imagery everywhere. Although one is always in danger of 
looking too hard through the microscope of one's own bias or 
focus, a revisionary scan should produce clues or evidence other 
than the questionable names I have put forward, or the root 
meanings of a few tainted words. I shall amplify. 

Consider, for example, Salerio's rhetoric in I. i. It has often 
been noted as florid, nearer to the language of love than to the 
realistic verbiage of merchants. Addressing Antonio, he says: 

Your mind is tossing on the ocean, 
There where your argosies with portly sail
Like signiors and rich burghers on the flood, 
Or as it were, the pageants of the sea, 
Do overpeer the petty traffickers 
That cur'sy to them, do them reverence, 
As they fly by them with their woven wings. 

(I. i. 8-14) 
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I should not see the sandy hour-glass run 
But I should think of shallows and of flats, 
And see my wealthy Andrew dock'd in sand, 
Vailing her high top lower than her ribs 
To kiss her burial. Should I go to church 
And see the holy edifice of stone, 
And not bethink me straight of dangerous rocks, 
Which touching but my gentle vessel's side 
Would scatter all her spices on the stream, 
Enrobe the roaring waters with my silks, 
And in a word, but even now worth this, 
And now worth nothing? 

(I. i. 25-36) 

Although ships are usually feminine in gender, Salerio compares 
them to "signiors and rich burghers" to whom smaller ships 
curtsy. His "wealthy Andrew" is given the female pronoun. 
While" Andrew" was, literally, the name of a galleon captured by 
the English in 1596, Shakespeare has his Venetian make of it a kind 
of transvestite figure. It is "stone" and "rocks" that "touch my 
gentle vessel's side" and cause his ship to "scatter all her spices on 
the stream." While this language is not explicitly bawdy, it en
codes the displacement of male love for females onto the merchan
dise that is not only valuable in the sense of commodity but for its 
homoerotic aspect. The ships are clearly male in female dress and 
cause their owners, in fantasy, to "scatter" their spice. Again, 
when Gratiano describes the beauty of the chase, he makes the 
following analogy: 

How like a younger or a prodigal 
The scarf'd bark puts from her native bay, 
Hugg'd and embraced by the strumpet wind! 
How like the prodigal doth she return, 
With over-weathered ribs and ragged sails, 
Lean, rent, and beggar'd by the strumpet wind! 

(II. vi. 13-18) 

Overtly sexualized, his argosy is a prodigal son, dressed extrava
gantly, then 11 rent and beggar'd." 15 Gratiano, Bassanio's vulgar 
double (in the sense of dopplegiinger), like Salerio, images his 
shipping in transvestite or ambisexual fashion. The merchant's 
language helps to create the atmosphere appropriate to Venice, a 
city which Elizabethans knew not only as a great commercial 
capital and seaport but as a place infamous for sexuality and 
perversion; whose very name echoes that of Venus, venery, vene
real. Like Sodom, Venice was linked to buggery. Male in its 
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geography when opposed to Belmont-or beautiful mountain-or 
"mons generis," we have all come to think of the landscape as 
divided into sexually identifiable domains. Yet, even there the 
lexical basis is debatable, for "mountain" can be glossed as 
"buttocks"16 and has phallic connotations in its verbal form as 
well. There are other, better ways of describing the relationship of 
the two places, but once we begin to study Venice or Belmont 
through the lens of bawdy, odd perspectives emerge. It is seem
ingly far-fetched to ascribe Antonio's "my ventures are not in one 
bottom trusted" (1. i. 42) to bawdy, yet, if we admit that Bassanio 
is the "one place" in which his interest is vested, we might accept 
such figures as part of a system of puns that stud this play. When 
Antonio insists, "My purse, my person, my extremest means, I Lie 
all unlock' d to your occasions" (1. i. 138-39), the genital and sexual 
meanings seem clear and uncontestable because they belong to the 
play and its inner dynamics. If Shylock binds fast and locks up his 
treasure, it is dramatically right that Antonio wishes to spend his, 
in both senses of that word, for his beloved. Such allusion is not, 
then, "subversive" because it is apparent and intentional. It does 
not belong to the second kind which I am distinguishing as en
coded. 

Another aspect of the play clarified by sexual allusion too dark 
to be conventionally "bawdy" is the uncanny doubling that exists 
between Shylock and Antonio. It has always seemed certain to me 
that Antonio's hatred of Shylock and his disgusting treatment of 
him were motivated by the unconscious recognition of himself in 
the Jew. They both attempt to make barren metal breed. Behind 
it lurks the desire for variations on the pound of flesh. Shylock is 
linked to the bestial through the ram and the ewes; Antonio, the 
wether. Shakespeare consistently makes doubles of rivals and 
enemies, as Rene Girard has argued so forcefully. 17 Neither man 
attains his ultimate goal. Both will suffer a gelding by gold even 
though Antonio does end up in possession of three of his argosies, 
those ships which I have called substitute transvestites. It is a 
trinity which stands in place of Bassanio and his triune genitals. 
Anfonio's spitting on Shylock's gaberdine and voiding his rheum 
on Shylock's beard are especially perverse. Partridge confirms 
that "spit" refers to seminal emission.18 We learn that Antonio also 
"spurned" Shylock like a "dog" or "cur." Second meanings for 
those words are "to copulate" or "prick" and "to sodomize." 
Antonio reroutes his self-hatred outwardly against a virtual twin 
so that his assaults signifybothmasturbation-"self-abuse" would 
be a more apt term-and buggery. Shylock's hatred of Antonio, 
while not identical, is expressed as an "ancient grudge" that he 
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desires to "feed fat." The pound of flesh he wants to cannibalize 
is, concomitantly, phallic, the act one of castration. (It is probable 
that when Shylock speaks of raising up "the gross of full three 
thousand ducats," he is, like other characters, mixing his meta
phors, using the parlance of his trade that is also, simultaneously, 
anatomical. Raising ducats is the equivalent of male erection, 
male power.) Shylock, of course, will be gelded by his daughter's 
theft of his gold, stones and jewels; Antonio already is gelded by 
Bassanio's quest for the golden Portia. She is the golden fleece 
that is sought and won so that, on the level of bawdy, we might 
quibble that as that fleece belonged to a ram, Portia is connected 
to the male sex as well as to her own apparent female sex. 

Before continuing on this revisionary progress, examining 
those sites that seem especially green in bawdy, I want to look 
briefly at two mythic heroes to whom Bassanio is compared: Jason 
and Hercules. Jason's similarity to the Venetian quester for gold 
has been nicely studied by Elizabeth Sklar, who emphasizes Jason's 
double reputation in medieval literary tradition.19 Dante placed 
him in the eighth circle of hell as a betrayer. His double-dealing 
was clear to Chaucer in The Legend of Good Women where Jason was 
described as a "devourer and a dragoun." Moral Gower treated 
him as a breaker of oaths. Sklar suggests that Bassanio betrays 
Portia jasonically when he sends her ring to the "civil doctor" so 
soon afte:r his marriage. Thus Jason and Bassanio are replications 
of Janus by virtue of their two-facedness in love and their valua
tion of gold. Hercules, too, was known in various guises, but 
traditionally he was known as bisexual. He was an Argonaut. It 
was at the beginning of Jason's voyage that Hylas, Hercules' 
beautiful page boy, was sent off the ship in search of water. When 
he failed to return, Hercules went in search of him. Unable to wait 
any longer, the Argo sailed without him. This is the episode on 
which his reputation as a homosexual is based. (He was also a 
transvestite by virtue of his service to Omphale.) Portia refers to 
Bassanio during the casket-choosing as both Alcides and Her
cules. Her, "Go, Hercules" (III. ii. 60) is wonderfully moving in 
its context and signifies her own anxiety. Yet, as always, when we 
place the mythic allusion close to the play itself, to the nature of 
the rivalry of Portia and Antonio for this hero, we might see that 
there are counterpassions that she will, in potentia, have to con
tend with, that passion which Alcides felt for Hylas. Listen to the 
song which is being sung in response to this exhortation just noted 
and as Bassanio is in the process of choosing Portia: 

Tell me where is fancy bred, 
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Or in the heart or in the head? 
How begot, how nourished? 

Reply, reply. 
It is engend'red in the eyes, 
With gazing fed, and Janey dies, 
In the cradle where it lies. 
Let us all ring fancy's knell. 
I'll begin it, ding, dong, bell. 

(Ill. ii. 64-70) 
(my italics) 

It asks where infatuation or sexual desire is begun. The answers 
are all double-entendres. "Heart" may mean "arse or bowel,"20 

"head" means maidenhead, prepuce or testes. It is engendered in 
the "eyes." While this organ can stand for all the human orifices, 
it most often means pudendum or anus. Fancy itself, we learn, 
means not only amorous inclination but homosexual love. 
Rubinstein quotes from Spenser's Fairie Queene: 

The first was Fancy, like a lovely boy, 
Of rare aspect, and beautie without peare's 
Matchable either to the ymp of Troy, 
Whom Jove did love, and chose his cup to beare, 
Or that great daintie lad ... so deare 
To great Alcides ... zt 

Ganymede and Hylas are the subjects of this periphrasis which 
pointedly connects fancy and catamites in one figure. The theme 
of Bassanio's whole cogitation is that of appearance and reality, 
how the world "is still deceived with ornament," and so, as 
encoded meaning, doubly appropriate. 

Launcelot Gobbo's circular reasoning in II. ii as he feigns a 
dialogue with the Devil and his conscience is easily limned as a 
homosexual joke. The Devil-famed for his bisexuality as well as 
his monstrosity-is urging the "servant" with the "lance" to 
"budge" or bugger. His "hard conscience" urges him not to 
budge. As the fiend gives the friendlier counsel, pro-buggery 
wins the day. ("Con," according to Rubinstein, can signify the 
female or male organs and the arse.) A "servant" was a euphe
mism for a pimp or male whore so that Shakespeare could avail 
himself of this second meaning by virtue of the character's role as 
well as the actual word. Because Launcelot is a clown figure, one 
tends to dissociate the jokes of the servant (as with Launce and his 
dog in Two Gentlemen of Verona) from the main thrust of the play, 
yet Launcelot's rhetoric is a mirror of the homosexual material 
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here and shines like the light of a candle in a "naughty world." 
Launcelot does, at III. v., raise the belly of the pregnant Moor, and 
he has just taunted Jessica for raising the price of pork by her 
conversion to Christianity. Shylock, too, had refused to eat pork 
with Christians. Pigs and swine were, as well, connected with 
sodomy. The phrase bougre de cochon, was current. I suggest, 
though I cannot offer more than my own intuitions as proof, that 
the image of the pig is encoded in The Merchant's subtext in several 
ways, indicated by Launcelot's jokes on buggery and pork and 
hogs, by Shylock's reference to the forbidden meat, and his evoca
tion of the image of a "gaping pig," or pig with his mouth open at 
IV. i. 47. Antonio is the name which encodes this meaning. St. 
Anthony was the patron saint of swineherds. He was often repre
sented with a pig or hog to symbolize his striving with temptation, 
sensual temptation in particular.22 (The name has come to be 
attached to the smallest pig of the litter, also known as a ''tantony 
pig.") If Shakespeare associated Antonio with this saint, and his 
pig or hog, and his striving with desire, and added in the conno
tations of sodomy which underscore the play in such a variety of 
ways, one might also cite the name of Portia. According to Karen 
Newman, the name is derived from the "Latin porcus, pig, and the 
Roman clan, the Porcii, breeders of pigs."23 Bassanio's two lovers 
are Christians, pork-eaters, and their names encode the sign of the 
pig and its iconic signification as sodomite. A "lewd interpreter's" 
fantasy, perhaps. An "ane" is also an ass. (The play's imagery is a 
veritable bestiary, mentioning, aside from pigs, wolves, lions, 
horses, dogs, oxen, rams, ewes, sheep, lambs, muttons, beefs, 
goats, monkeys, cats, parrots, swans, doves, geese, nightingales, 
the cuckoo, a rat, and the serpent.) 

Bawdy is a Pandora's box. Once opened, it is hard, if not 
impossible, to close the lid. Each scene in the play is interpretable 
in ways governed by secondary and tertiary meanings of a word 
or action. One might prose at length on the signification of "torch" 
and "torch-bearer" at II. iv.24 Jessica's "shames" at wearing the 
garb of a "boy" preface the cross-dressing of Portia and Nerissa 
and the language invites the reader to cross gender lines, and 
customary costume lines in just those provocative ways high
lighted by Jardine and others who believe that Shakespeare's 
plays often transgressed the boundary between artifact and audi
ence, appearance and reality, rule and misrule, inviting the elite to 
read as cults and sects have always read, gnostically. Or, as 
sensitive and canny readers and viewers have always attempted 
to respond, wholly. 

Finally, one asks how the business of Jessica's traded ring, 
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Shylocks's turquoise ring, is connected to the double rings that 
appear as both prop and symbol at the end of The Merchant of 
Venice. This interchange (Ill. i.) is not overtly "bawdy" as the 
second is because the incident, aside from being unstaged, the 
ring unseen, remains securely within the fiction of the play itself 
and does not, initially, refer to the homoerotic underscene. We 
have seen Jessica in her boy's garb, but she is reported by Tubal in 
Genoa to be spending his hoarded money, his diamond worth 
2000 ducats. We have already heard of Jessica's theft of her 
father's money and his "two sealed bags of ducats, double ducats 
... and jewels, two stones, two rich and precious stones" (II. vii. 
20-22), as well as witnessing her own "casket scene." Related in 
cruel parody by Solanio, it is clear that Shylock has been robbed of 
both money and testicles. He is sacrificed, as it were, and being 
gelded, shorn of his own pound of flesh, and will now even more 
obsessively seek to perform the same ritual on Antonio. (The play 
on 11Wreck" and "wrack" involves the angst in all the important 
emotional bonding.) Just previous to the report of the "turkis" is 
Shylock's deadly serious speech concerning the likeness of the 
Jew and his organs to all other men. Yet, Tubal, Shylock's tribes
man, taunts or "wracks" Shylock with the news of his daughter's 
profligate behavior in Genoa, interlarding his news with the 
placating report of Antonio's losses. One must ask whether "Tu
bal" can be a genital joke. It can, I think, especially in the light of 
his tribesman's own recent loss of "two stones." The ring in 
question was Leah's betrothal gift. The fact that it contained a 
"turkis" has been interestingly studied by Jackson Campbell 
Boswell, who tells us, not surprisingly, that there were two tradi
tions of this stone; the first, an Eastern European folk tradition, 
which endowed it with "safety, prosperity and love."25 Thus, 
Leah's gift would have been conventional. However, the Euro
pean tradition connected it with sterility. On the threshold of the 
Christian world, on her way to Belmont, Jessica exchanges the 
token for a monkey which, iconographically, signified a type of 
lechery.26 We need no gloss to see that Jessica is repudiating both 
parents and her tribe and inviting a new dispensation in which 
sexuality and, presumably, fertility, will be present. If we want to 
press the matter further, of course, we can find that Leah's ring has 
Shylock's "turkis" in it and that the word referred not only to 
those pagan Turks reputed to be castraters, ambisexual, and 
sodomites,27 but to the circumcised penis which Shylock would 
have had. This image of the Turk, so uncannily evoked by Othello 
as the seat of his own vulnerability-Iago, too, was a "Turk"-is 
Shylock's as well. In retrospect, then, the ring does, or can, refer 
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to the sexual organs of both parents. Its figuring prepares us for 
the exchange of Portia's and Nerissa's rings and enacts the dan
gerous truth that bonds are profoundly difficult to keep, that 
oaths are most often broken or forgotten, family relationships are, 
in the final instance, not legislatable by any law, that meaning is 
almost always contingent, and, in the registration of the bawdy 
that re-tunes the end of the play in particular, that rings may be 
substituted, exchanged and re-engendered in surprising ways. 
These ways seem very different from one another but can be seen 
to partake of their own "merry bond." Rings are necessarily and 
functionally part of all our bodies, they appear in rituals, in our 
symbolism that stands for those rituals, and they provide the 
object and the word, par excellence, for bawdy. Bawdy insists on 
our bodies and also on reality at its most real and most tangible, 
even when cloaked with those "scarfs" that hide an "Indian Beauty" 
(III. ii. 98-99). 

I began this essay under the aegis of the god Janus and so, in 
the service of roundness (which Rubinstein glosses as a code word 
for homosexuality28

) and doubleness, I will end by invoking his 
name once more. He is a paradigm, as Geary suggested, both for 
the play itself and for each character in the play. Portia takes the 
name of her servant, Balthasar, and dons the garb of a male with 
the name Balthasar. 29 She is of both sexes, two classes, two profes
sions. Antonio and Shylock are doubles. Bassanio sees himself as 
a "double self" (V.i. 245) in both of Portia's eyes. Bawdy teaches 
the reader to "play" in lexical ways that are instructive and most 
particularly so when one dismisses the areas to which they may 
seem to lead. That is, to "play" in C. L. Barber's "festive" sense is 
surely one function of the bawdy in drama; we can misinterpret or 
read wildly so that we can return to the conventional more respon
sibly, from holiday to everyday.3° For example, let us look at the 
neglected Morocco and Arragon and watch them, in Nerissa's 
phrase, "turn to men" (Ill. v. 78). Both Princes come to woo Portia, 
who is unquestionably the female heroine of the play. She is 
bound by her father's will to be chosen. We may ask if the legal 
will is connected to the "will" or sublimated incestuous wish of 
the dead father, or whether her father is Will Shakespeare who has 
engendered her and can, in all senses, choose her fate for her. 
What has been involved in hazarding for this rich prize? For 
Morocco, a Moor, a barbarian, whose name allies him with 
buttocks31 and with rocks, his failure to win Portia will exact the 
oath "Never to speak to lady afterward I In way of marriage" (ll. 
i. 45). The name Arragon is also open to lexical violation for "a 
rag" is a "hard, rough stone" or .I./lopped off stone," or a "whore."32 
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Arragon finds a fool's head in the silver casket and says, "With 
one fool's head I came to woo, I But I go away with two" (II. ix. 75-
76). Like Janus, Arragon leaves "two-headed." But, in the con
texts of the homosexual puns with which their speeches and 
remarks are studded and which send up all the oath-taking in The 
Merchant, Morocco and Arragon may now be legally released from 
the cultural prescriptions which send all men out to woo and 
marry women-they never can woo maid-and so we might con
gratulate them on their newly found freedom from heterosexual 
"will." Morocco has uttered the following lines to Portia long 
since: 

If Hercules and Lichas play at dice 
Which is the better man, the greater throw 
May turn by fortune from the weaker hand: 
So is Alcides beaten by his page, 
And so may I, blind Fortune leading me, 
Miss that which one unworthier may attain, 
And die with grieving. 

(II. i. 32-38) 

He invokes the Hercules who will be "beaten," or "cudgelled 
sexually" by his page, or boy,33 and so he may be said to speak in 
encoded script. Later, just before he will choose the golden casket, 
he says: 

... They have in England 
A coin that bears the figure of an angel 
Stamp'd in gold, but that's insculp'd upon; 
But here an angel in a golden bed 
Lies all within. Deliver me the key. 

(II. vii. 55-59) 

The "angel" who stands for Portia is also the term for ''catamite,"34 

which she is not but may be, and leads Morocco on to his fate. He 
has hazarded and may have won. Likewise, Arragon is lectured by 
the scroll in the silver casket: 

Some there be that shadows kiss, 
Such have but a shadow's bliss. 

(II. ix. 66-67) 

"Shadow," according to Rubinstein is a "homosexual, who mates 
with his like. One of Plato's homosexual half-men, created when 
Zeus cut original men in hal£."35 Sending these two liberated 
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princes not to their conventional "deaths" but to life in a land 
where women have no claim upon them and watching Shakespeare 
end his play with a Gratiano who may be gesturing toward sore 
rings and the love that dare speak its name only under the sign of 
"two-headed Janus" or of Argus, that monster with one hundred 
eyes in his peacock's tail (invoked by Portia at V.i. 230 to watch 
over her potential infidelities), one might retire with Hamlet's 
"the rest is silence." Or, taking Portia's final promise to "answer 
all things faithfully," one can frame the questions that ask them
selves. To what do we ascribe this sort of bawdy? Does it signify 
Shakespeare's black sense of humor? His critique of Venice only? 
Is Venice London and the Globe? Does his insistence on and 
nearly obsessive interest in sodomy and buggery, in male love, 
signal his subversion of Elizabethan norms and prescriptions or 
his "perversion"? Partridge's injunctions to the contrary, was 
Shakespeare representing reality or speaking of it to a "happy 
few"? The safe and sensible answer would be that we cannot 
know. I have always argued so particularly in regard to 
Shakespeare's own sexual orientation. I would agree with 
Rubinstein, who writes: 

The higher incidence of sexual, including homosexual, 
references in my definitions and consequent inter
pretations of the plays has, for me, no bearing on 
Shakespeare's sexuality; male writers have created great 
fictional women, women have created male characters, 
and homosexuals have created both-to say nothing of 
not having to be a murderer to create a Macbeth.36 

She does go on to point out the fact that boys under eighteen 
played the women's roles and the ambiguities that stemmed from 
such a reality. Yet, to study bawdy in this play and in all the plays 
is to be convinced of Shakespeare's sexual ambivalence and even 
of his bisexuality. The extraordinary number of double entendres 
and their nature are not Freudian slips; they attest to a reality 
behind the facade, the double vision so variously inscribed, per
haps to the scribe himself. 

Bawdy, in all of Shakespeare's plays, is that facet of repre
sented human life which, while often comic, mirrors the fact that 
we are all sexual beings and that gender is often less strictly 
defined than we might think. We accept the various messages and 
innuendoes of bawdy on the stage even though we might repress 
or deny them in reality. Bawdy is a source of subversive democ
ratization. We can react with laughter and enjoyment, or pro-

28 

 Vol. XVI

Clemson University Digital Press 
Digital Facsimile



Double Discourse in The Merchant of Venice 

found horror, because it is already a part of our most intimate, or 
intimately imagined, experience. 

The Curtis Institute of Music 
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"Foremost in Report": Social Identity and 
Masculinity in Much Ado About Nothing 

by Robert Lane 

At the very outset of Much Ado About Nothing, the audience 
witnesses reputation at work in the extensive dialogue regarding 
the character of the absent Benedict (1. i. 30-90).1 Having had no 
experience of him, we have no context in which to put the image 
Beatrice offers; at this point Benedick exists for us only in her 
representation. We are thus immediately thrust into the dynamics 
of report: the circulation of images of persons, images that forge 
the identity of those persons. This experience alerts the audience 
to the attention the play will give to this process, a concern so 
pervasive it constitutes a veritable anatomy of "report" -what I 
will call social identity, by which I mean: 1) the images of persons 
that exist in others' minds and discourse, as well as 2) the images 
characters believe others have of themselves-not "self-image" so 
much as the internalization of 1). Of particular importance in the 
play's dialogue and action is the focus on the impact of report: how 
it defines and motivates the characters. 

Prior criticism of the play has glimpsed the importance of 
these dynamics, describing them in terms of "deception" and 
''misapprehension." Bertrand Evans, for example, stresses "the 
Messinian predilection for deceiving and being deceived,"2 while 
A. P. Rossiter summarizes the play's theme as "[d]eception by 
appearances in love."3 This criticism has, however, been content 
to treat the deception solely as a function of generalized indi
vidual character-Rossiter underscores, for example, the self
deception which facilitates the deception.4 There is no consider
ation either of the social dynamics of report-especially the role 
these dynamics play in shaping gender identity-or of the histo
ricity of those dynamics, the cultural specificity of the forms in 
and through which they are articulated. These are the facets of the 
play I want to explore here. 

The prominence of social identity in the play echoes the im
portance of reputation in early modern England. Maureen 
Quilligan refers to "the preeminent power of social report in the 
time of Elizabeth and James,"5 an importance reflected in the fact 
that "men and women at all levels of society," according to the 
historian Anthony J. Fletcher, "showed extreme sensitivity over 
slights against their good name."6 Whether because communities 
were smaller, or the boundary between "public" and "private" 
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less well-developed, or the sense of belonging to a particular 
group more acute than is typically the case in an urban-industrial 
society, what was said about a person was regarded as having a 
compelling, even decisive, bearing on his or her existence. That 
influence manifested itself not only in the physical presence of 
others, but even when one was alone, because of the internaliza
tion of others' images of the self. It is thus plausible to posit a 
dialectical relationship between personal character and social 
identity-an "interinanimation," to use Donne's word-in which 
neither is isolable from the other as cause and effect or origin and 
derivative. But, as with most aspects of personal identity in this 
culture, the dynamics of report were not symmetrical between 
male and female; the configurations of social identity for men in 
this period are what Shakespeare's play examines especially 
closely, and with a critical eye. 

"Honor" was the concept that encapsulated masculinity in 
this period.7 Though some contemporary commentators discussed 
this quality in terms of inner virtue, most affirmed publicity as 
integral to honor. Robert Ashley's formulation is representative: 

[H]e which thinckes that he ought to be content with his 
owne vertue and maketh no shew of th'excellencie 
thereof for the which he shold thincke that honour were 
to be desired, he ys deceaved, because vertue can never 
be hidden; neither can yt be a true vertue yf the accion 
thereof be obscured.8 

While asserting the congruence between the inner and the outer 
man pre-empted any fraudulent effort to achieve the name with
out the substance, it was only a small step to the virtual equation 
of honor with reputation. "Honour is not in his hand who is 
honoured," as James Cleland declared in 1607, "but in the hearts 
and opinions of other men."9 The historian Mervyn James aptly 
summarizes the implication of this emphasis on publicity: 

Men of honour could (and did) lie, cheat, deceive, plot, 
treason, seduce, and commit adultery, without incur
ring dishonour. Such activities were of course immoral, 
and might compromise the perpetrator's religious sta
tus, bringing his eternal salvation into question. But as 
long as they were not attributed to him in a public way, 
honour was not brought into question. (339-40) 

How, then, to understand the period's almost commonplace 
declarations that life without honor is meaningless? They at first 
seem hyperbolic or overwrought to us, culturally accustomed as 
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we are to the demarcation between the public and the private and 
to the tendency (notwithstanding recent discussions of the 
performativity of the self10

) to locate the authentic self in the 
subjective. But such statements attest to the deep and abiding 
sense, especially for men, that identity was a public matter, that 
good 11 estimation" was not an optional accessory, but integral to 
one's reality in the world. Though his comments are not directed 
at early modern England, William Miller's summary of the consti
tutive nature of honor for personal identity is applicable: 

Honor was more than just a set of rules for governing 
behavior. Honor permeated every aspect of conscious
ness: how you thought about yourself and others, how 
you held your body, the expectations you could reason
ably have and the demands you could make on others. 
. . . It was your very being. 11 

Because of the decisive role of notoriety, honor cannot be divorced 
from considerations of audience. As we shall see (Part 2), the 
company of men was especially important in the formation and 
affirmation of masculinity, but even when the gender of the 
audience changed, the influence of report persisted, though its 
impact took a different form (Part 3). 

I. "True blazons" (II. i. 296-97) 

Shakespeare's play refuses to privilege a private, subjective 
space that could function as a haven from the sway of the social. 
There are only two short soliloquies-whose very focus, as we 
shall see, is the negotiation of social identity-and very little 
dialogue directed toward the revelation of an inner self. Ironi
cally, the most direct expression of subjectivity comes, not from 
any of the lovers, but from the villain Don John, whose claim to 
authenticity is unique in the play: III cannot hide what I am ... 
(though I cannot be said to be a flattering honest man) it must not 
be denied but I am a plain-dealing villain ... [L]et me be that I am, 
and seek not to alter me" (1. iii. 13, 30-32, 36-37). The 11 honesty" of 
this villain thwarts any impulse to valorize the unmediated ex
pression of an authentically interior self. The characters are in
stead known by signs representing them (in both senses of depict
ing and standing in for them), signs that circulate in public as 
verbal 11blazons." The veracity of these signs, however, is repeat
edly problematized. The action of the play constantly revolves 
around instances of misreport, exploring the variable meanings of 
this gap between the representation and the "truth" of the persons 
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represented (sometimes consisting of other perceptions of them). 
The pivotal role such misrepresentation plays in the characters' 
actions underscores the importance of reputation. Much of the 
play's comedy punctuates the disjunction between the consider
able impact of opinion and its fictional quality, revealing in hu
morous fashion how tenuous the relation often is between the 
weight accorded social identity and its accuracy. But, rather than 
offering any simplistic moral distinction between true and false 
blazons, the play explores how and why the misrepresentations 
have the effect they do, focusing in particular on the changes 
produced in those who are the audiences for the falsifications. 

The impact is most thoroughly scrutinized in the plots against 
Benedict and Beatrice, which are similar in important respects. 
"[T]he same net [is] spread" for both (II. iii. 213-14) in that the 
script performed for each of them revolves around images of the 
listener him or herself and the purported admirer. In both cases 
we are shown the sway of social identity as each target abruptly 
rationalizes a radically different attitude toward the other (II. iii. 
220-46; III. i. 107-16). That shift is, of course, largely a response to 
the influence of the public image of the other lover offered by 
important, credible acquaintances ("They say the lady is fair" [230-
31; emphasis added] and "others say thou dost deserve" [III. i. 115; 
emphasis added]). But even more important is the self-image 
submitted by the informants. Beatrice's first reaction is to this 
picture: "Stand I condemn'd for pride and scorn so much?" (III.i. 
108). Her resolve to purge herself of such undesirable traits is 
instantaneous and emphatic-"Contempt, farewell, and maiden 
pride, adieu!"(109)-with the influence of reputation explicitly 
marked-"No glory lives behind the back of such" (110). 
Benedick's lengthier response is similarly motivated: "I hear how 
I am censur' d; they say I will bear myself proudly, if I perceive the 
love come from her .... I must not seem proud; happy are they that 
hear their detractions, and can put them to mending" (II. iii. 224-
26, 228-30). The progress of his remarks shows in comic but 
graphic fashion the power of report: he moves from registering 
the awareness of his impaired reputation, to celebrating the ad
vantages of this knowledge precisely because it allows him to 
refashion himself, to resolving to do so in accordance with the 
images offered him.12 The changes in both characters can be 
attributed, in part, to their carefully suppressed affection for one 
another, but their reactions also manifest the pivotal role of social 
identity (their own and the purported lover's). Beatrice's final 
declaration makes the extent of that influence explicit, even as it 
comically signals her lack of awareness of it: "For others say thou 
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dost deserve, and I I Believe it better than reportingly" (III. i. 115-
16). Even though she is at some level aware of the report's 
unreliable character as hearsay, she confers upon it the status of 
truth. 

There is one important way in which the execution of the two 
plots is different. When the women deprecate Beatrice, it is for 
that quality which impairs her relations with men: her sharp 
tongue. This emphasis is not surprising, given the social stigma in 
this period against "scolds"-women who by assertive verbal 
conduct refused to accept the subservient and relatively passive 
position which custom and official orthodoxy prescribed.13 It is 
particularly noteworthy that Beatrice is criticized for "spelling 
men backward" (Ill. i. 59-61), for distorting their true character. 
The gravity of the complaint is that she improperly exercises 
initiative in shaping the image of men through speech. That this 
complaint, premised on an assumed male prerogative to fashion 
social identity, is voiced by a woman-one who is herself soon 
victimized by the exercise of this very prerogative-shows how 
pervasive and deeply held this assumption was in the culture.14 

While Beatrice is criticized for qualities that bear on her sexual 
relationships, Benedick is not. Instead, he is, in effect, called a 
coward with respect to quarrels with other men ("for either he 
avoids them with great discretion, or undertakes them with a most 
Christian-like fear" [II. iii. 190-92]). This lack of symmetry is 
indicative of the different ways that gender identity was formu
lated for men and women in this period. The informants' jibes 
strike at the heart of a man's social identity, namely his relation
ships with other men, relationships inextricably bound up with 
"quarrel." This dimension of that identity is a central subject of 
scrutiny in the play. 

II. "Upon mine honor" (IV. i. 88): Reputation and Male Company 

At the opening of the play, when Leonato reports that Don 
Pedro "hath bestow'd much honor on" Claudio (1. i. 10-11), we are 
given a glimpse of the dynamics of social identity as they operate 
among men. A man was markedly reliant on other men for his 
"estimation" and thus, given the pivotal status of honor, for his 
sense of himself. Further, the need to secure and maintain that 
estimation put a tremendous premium, and pressure, on public 
action, and therefore on securing the necessary male audience for 
one's behavior. That need is what Beatrice draws attention to 
when she mocks Benedick in the opening scene-"! wonder that 
you will still be talking, Signior Benedick, nobody marks you" (I. i. 
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116-17; emphasis added)-and later at the masked ball-"he'll but 
break a comparison or two on me, which peradventure, not mark' d, 
or not laughed at, strikes him into melancholy" (II. i. 146-48). His 
dependence on social acknowledgment of his actions, which she 
ridicules, grows out of the role men play as audience to constitute 
and affirm other men's identity. The play presents a number of 
instances exemplifying this exchange among men: besides 
Benedick's comical reshaping of himself to align with the image 
the other men present in the orchard and Don Pedro's "bestowal 
of honor" on Claudio, there is Claudio's need for others' affirma
tion of his infatuation with Hero, the mutual cuckoldry banter and 
Don John's plot (each discussed below), and even Dogberry's 
comically obsessive reaction to being called an "ass" by a criminal 
(one whom Dogberry himself berates as a "villain," "false knave," 
and "naughty varlet" [IV. ii. 20-21, 28, 72]). His sensitivity to 
being thus "opinion'd" (67; the verbalization of the noun captures 
the force reputation exerts) reveals the concern with self-image 
and the part men-any men-played in fashioning that image. 
The humor derives from the fact that he exacerbates the damage in 
the very process of trying to repair it. However comic, though, his 
effort reflects the awareness that in matters of reputation one must 
fight the fire of publicity with the same fire. 

As many critics have described, women also played an impor
tant role in fashioning male bonds, typically, however, as threat.'5 

This threat should not be seen, however, as a simple opposition 
between homosocial friendship and heterosexual love. In this 
play, for example, male friends at times work to facilitate their 
associates' relationships with women, such as in the orchard 
scene, and in Don Pedro's "assum[ing Claudio's] part" (1. i. 321) 
in wooing Hero for him. Each explores some facet of male social 
identity. The latter, for example, is an impersonation which is 
enabled not just by masking, but by the replicability of the man's 
image, even in the context of an intimate exchange ("in her bosom 
I'll unclasp my heart" [1. i. 323]). The Prince's successful substitu
tion figures male character in terms of public presentation rather 
than private self-reflection. 

One drawback of such substitution is, of course, the potential 
transfer of the image represented from one person to another, a 
shift which may entail betrayal. Claudio's susceptibility to the 
suggestion of such betrayal reveals the intensely felt vulnerability 
of the male bond to the woman, a vulnerability expressed by him 
as outright antagonism: "Friendship is constant in all other things 
I Save in the office and affairs of love" (II. i. 175-76).16 His 
solution-independent action that "trust[s] no agent" (179)-re-
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veals a strain in the system of honor deriving from the competi
tiveness built into it, the fact that those who determined one's 
honor were also potential rivals. The competition was often over 
women, of course,~ but rivalry extended to male affirmation in 
general, exemplified by Don John, who captures the zero-sum 
character of the economy of honor when he links Claudio's rise to 
his fall: "That young start-up hath all the glory of my overthrow" 
(I. iii. 66-67). 

The rivalry among men was muted by one strategy which 
utilized the shared feeling of vulnerability to women to solidify 
rather than erode male bonds: banter about cuckoldry. "Cuckoldry 
becomes an affair between men," Coppelia Kahn stresses, "who as 
actual or potential cuckolds unite in defensive alliance against 
women as betrayers."17 The men form a "brotherhood," according 
to Kahn, around their status "as potential if not actual cuckolds" 
(124; her comment refers to married men, but as we see in this 
play, this bond extended to single men as well). Jokes about 
cuckoldry use the common threat of humiliation to defuse the 
rivalry between cuckolder and cuckold (125). Thus, in the ex
change between Benedick and Leona to on the first entrance of the 
soldiers (1. i. 105-108), what could be taken for insult is mutually 
treated as friendly (though tacitly competitive) banter, not only 
because Benedick's threat to Leona to is fictional, but also because 
male solidarity allows for, even calls upon, the shared articulation 
of sensitive matters, as if to inoculate against the disease with a 
dose of the germ. 18 

Significantly, the damage the cuckolded husband suffers is 
not to his psyche or even his marital relationship, but to his public 
standing. Because his public image under the patriarchal system 
is bound up with having a chaste wife, "[h]is dishonor and the 
scorn he endures are for him a loss of status in the community and 
particularly among his male peers."19 Thus it is the publicity of his 
shame that Benedick underscores when he invokes the spectre of 
cuckoldry to justify his bachelorhood: 

[I]f ever the sensible Benedick bear ['the yoke'], pluck 
off the buB's horns, and set them in my forehead, and let 
me be vilely painted, and in such great letters as they 
write 'Here is good horse to hire,'let them signify under 
my sign, 'Here you may see Benedick the married man.' 

(1. i. 262-68) 

It is less important that his fellows endorse his refusal to marry 
than that they acknowledge common ground in the potential 
exposure to public shame based on a woman's conduct. 
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The power of this bond becomes most visible when a woman's 
conduct is involved. The signal instance is, of course, Don John's 
plot to disrupt Claudio's marriage by exploiting the vulnerability 
of masculine reputation to the woman's sexual conduct. Borachio 
recounts that Don John's "oaths ... possess'd" Don Pedro and 
Claudio (Ill. iii. 156), registering the force that one man's word 
had on other men where women were concerned. But Don John's 
success in gulling the Prince and his protege is surprising, given 
his recent hostility toward his brother (1. iii. 21). It thus draws 
critical attention to the weight any man's word about a woman 
carries with other men. That this dubious figure is accorded 
credibility by other men reveals the powerful mandate of male 
solidarity. 

The misplaced reliance also invites scrutiny into the basis of 
Don John's appeal. He repeatedly invokes the importance of 
reputation, framing his narrative so as to put his audience's 
"honor at the stake" (e.g. III. ii. 115-16; the phrase is from Hamlet 
[IV. iv. 56]). On his part Borachio tells Don John to assert that the 
Prince "hath wrong'd his honor in marrying" Claudio (II. ii. 22-
24), 20 and to support his claim with declarations of his concern for 
the reputation of each (24-25, 36-38). His prediction of success in 
misleading the two is accurate because the story is well-designed 
to mobilize their anxiety over sexual vulnerability into confirming 
its own worst fears-"jealousy shall be call'd assurance"(49). 
Claudio shows his susceptibility on this score, when, even before 
any proof is offered, he plans what he will do if Don John's claim 
is confirmed (Ill. ii. 123-25).21 

The intensity of that anxiety is both underscored and further 
complicated by Shakespeare's play not showing the audience the 
balcony scene, thus denying us the opportunity to excuse the 
Prince and Claudio's "mistaking" (V. i. 275) because there is a 
compelling likeness between Margaret and Hero. Kenneth 
Branagh's movie version of the play, however, supplying the 
scene conspicuously absent from Shakespeare, provides just such 
an excuse, leading the audience to see things (literally and figura
tively) from Claudio's point of view. As Michael Friedman records, 
this strategy replicates that of some twentieth-century editors and 
directors of the play who introduce this scene into the play in 
various ways (from pronouncing it "lost" to actually inserting it, 
as Branagh does, in performance), all with the effect of "provid[ing] 
a certain amount of vindication for Claudio's actions,"2~ and pre
empting any inquiry into the wellsprings of those actions. It is 
tempting to see in this treatment the influence of homosocial 
bonds extending even beyond the world (and text) of the play. 
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The strength of those bonds in the play creates Benedick's 
anguished dilemma over whom to believe in the church scene. 
While he would spare Claudio and Don Pedro responsibility for 
any possible error because "they have the very bent of honor" (IV. 
i. 186), it has been, ironically, their very concern for honor that has 
led them into Don John's trap in the first place. What should have 
certified the truth of their words-"Upon mine honor" Don Pedro 
intones to verify his account (88; and later at V. i. 104)-has 
underwritten their slander. But, of course, there is at this point no 
proof for Benedick that they are wrong, so that the code the Prince 
invokes exerts its full pressure. Benedick's resistance to that 
pressure is thus all the more striking and, given that the audience 
knows it to be just, offers a critical perspective on that code. At the 
same time, the distinctly masculine form that resistance takes
Benedick's challenge to Claudio-is itself interrogated. 

III. 11True valor and false quarrels": The Duel and Male Identity 

While the pivotal scene between Beatrice and Benedick in the 
chapel (IV. i. 255-336) is marked by the mutual revelation of love, 
just as notable is the extent to which the public status of each of the 
lovers is involved. With Beatrice's lament that she is not a man, 
the gendered difference in the social standing of the two becomes 
the focus of the scene, for that fact bars her from exercising "a 
man's office"(266) of avenging her cousin through public vio
lence: "[T]hat I were a man! I would eat his heart in the market
place"(306-307). Her litany-"0 that I were a man" (303)-em
phasizes the identification of this kind of action with masculinity 
(a quality she repeatedly invokes [261, 306, 317-19, 322]). The 
inability of such an otherwise assertive woman to consider engag
ing in public violence23 clearly defines the sphere reserved exclu
sively for male action. 24 

The encounter between the lovers punctuates how indispens
able violence was to a man's office: it was not just that women 
could not exercise violence, but that a man under these circum
stances must; his failure to do so would deprive him of perhaps the 
most salient prerogative of his gender, the reputation for manli
ness.25 The degree to which that quality is socially defined is 
underscored by Benedick's parting words: u As you hear of me, so 
think of me" (334). The scene that begins with mutual self-disclo
sure concludes by decisively equating Benedick's character with 
his social image, thus focusing the audience's attention on the 
form that image will take: the duel. 26 While Benedick's challenge 
is occasioned by the need for revenge, it functions just as impor-
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tantly as the medium for fashioning and disseminating his public 
figure in society and in Beatrice's mind. 

The prominence of Benedick's challenge reflected cultural 
practice, for in early modern English culture the duel embodied a 
compelling version of masculine identity. The increasing resort to 
the duel in late-Elizabethan/early-Jacobean England,27 which gave 
its role in Shakespeare's play topical significance, can be attrib
uted in part to its status as an emblem of the distinctively male 
character, a crucible for gauging and demonstrating manliness as 
well as a medium for its promulgation. 11 [T]o the field they must 
man to man," one contemporary critic complains, describing the 
combatants' motivation, 11to trie their manhood."28 The duel was 
the preeminent means a man had to secure his 11honor," instru
mental-as one contemporary put it-"for defence of his owne 
particular reputation."29 Violence was indispensable to this end: 
"Even in peace," according to the historian James, "the way of 
honour was the way of the sword" (312). Languet chided Sidney 
caustically for this association: "you and your fellows ... consider 
that nothing brings you more honour than wholesale slaughter."30 

Indeed, one of the chief defenses of the duel was the analogy with 
combat in war.31 The cornerstone of each was steadfastness in the 
face of an immediate threat of mortal physical injury-in Bacon's 
words the duelist "despiseth death" (18). The action was there
fore measured according to the standard announced by a charac
ter in Shakespeare's 3 Henry VI: "'Tis the more honor because 
more dangerous" (IV. iii. 14-15).32 The apparent disregard for 
personal preservation gave violence its defining power, casting 
over the participants the aura of having transcended mundane 
concerns. That is why, as Benedick chides Claudio, "[i]n a false 
quarrel," where there is no real danger, "there is no true valor" (V. 
i. 120). 

The publicity built into the practice-Benedick is confident 
Beatrice will "hear of" his action-cannot be overstressed. This 
form of personal combat was regarded by many as the optimal 
medium for fashioning a man's image for public dissemination. 
Bacon recognized its central role in this regard when he com
plained that those who engaged in duels disregarded official law 
in favor of the "law of reputation" (10). Appreciating the impetus 
publicity gave to the practice, King James I initially tried to 
eradicate dueling by banning news about it-"the publishing of 
any reports or writings of duels."33 

Closer analysis of the occasions that demanded challenge 
reveals further aspects of the representation of the male self. The 
primary occasion for a duel was "giving the lie," publicly accusing 
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another of falsehood. The weight this accusation was given34 

reveals a deep-sea ted concern over the potency of language as the 
medium of identity. Two facets of this concern emerge in the code 
of honor. There is first the power of discourse to mold and fashion 
the self, or, more to the point here, to misshape by false accusation. 
This perspective is reiterated in the play's images of language as 
a material entity, one capable of physical injury or death. As 
Leona to charges Claudio, "[T]hou hast belied mine innocent child! 
I Thy slander hath gone through and through her heart" (V.i. 67-
68).35 It is from language's public character that it derives the 
capacity to injure by maiming social identity.36 

The importance of "the lie" also shows the weight placed on 
fidelity to one's own word. "[W]hat is a man but his promise?" 
Lord Darcy asked rhetorically, placing adherence to his promise 
above even obedience to the king.37 This commitment to conform 
action to utterance springs from the intimate association between 
discourse and self-one can be said to live and have one's being in 
language. The charge of lying strikes at the heart of this equation. 
At the same time, the very nature of the charge, discrediting a 
man's word as it does, precludes any effective verbal response. It 
preemptively annuls whatever influence he might have on his 
public image through his own discourse. What is required tore
establish credibility is lethal action, which accomplishes a two
fold purpose. There is first the economy noted above: damage to 
reputation must be recuperated by reciprocal damage to the party 
causing it. When that party is a woman, her reputation is the 
target, but when it is a man, the "proof" must be upon his body. 
Because that proof entails the risk of mortal danger to the accused, 
it also recuperates him; only by hazarding his own body can he 
trump the language of the accusation and recertify the self. 

This nexus between language and violence is evident in the 
discussion between Beatrice and Benedick. Her demand that he 
"[k]ill Claudio" (IV. i. 289) is premised on the recuperative power 
of violence; she applies the logic that Claudio's injury and death 
"would right" Hero (262).38 At the same time, her derision of 
Benedick-"manhood is melted into cur'sies, valor into compli
ment" (319-20)-accuses him of not matching his word ("bid me 
do any thing for thee" [288]) with effective-i.e. deadly-action. 
For her the degeneration of the times consists in the ability to win 
notoriety as great as Hercules' through words alone, without 
having to perform estimable actions (321-22). The implication of 
this facility is clear: without violence to ground and validate the 
self, a man is diminished to the insubstantial, inconstant character 
of language ("men are only turn' d into tongue" [320]). The lethal 
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corporeal action she demands of Benedick will thus have a two
fold effect: it will certify his declaration of love and simulta
neously repudiate Claudio's accusation against Hero. Should 
Claudio refuse to respond to his challenge, Benedick 11Will sub
scribe him a coward" (V. ii. 57)-unwilling to engage in such 
action-and thus destroy through report the respectable public 
image (backed up by the Prince) that gives his charge credence. 

The emphasis on killing Claudio as the consummation, so to 
speak, of the lovers' relationship may seem to validate and affirm 
the masculine code of the duel, but Benedick's challenge is not the 
only threatened violence among the men. It is immediately pre
ceded by impending combat between the "old men" Leona to and 
Antonio, on the one hand, and the soldiers Claudio and Don Pedro 
on the other. The prospect of violence among these men is imbued 
with comic incongruity that strikes a palpably discordant tone. 
The almost farcical impertinence of a duel in this situation subtly 
ridicules this rite of masculinity. And the effect spills over onto 
Benedick's challenge-springing as it does from the same ground
hollowing out the ritual there as well. 

The most obvious of the ludicrous aspects of Leonato's con
frontation with Claudio and Don Pedro is the hyperbolic taunting 
of the younger soldiers by old men "with grey hairs and bruise of 
many days" (V.i. 65). But their encounter begins with the familiar 
pattern: the near-reflexive resort to violence in response to the 
public charge of lying. When Leonato calls Claudio a "dissem
bler," the latter impulsively reaches for his sword (V. i. 53-57), a 
reaction that introduces into the scene the palpable prospect of 
violence, an eventuality which grows increasingly likely with 
Antonio's rising passion (80-101). Don Pedro's peremptory inter
vention at the end (102-05) suggests how close events have come 
to a flashpoint here. The escalation is fueled by distinctively 
masculine concerns, primarily reputation-that of Hero and her 
male relatives. Claudio has "belied"-misrepresented-her, thus 
casting a cloud of "scandal" over all her kin (67, 69-71). The logic 
described above requires violence to dissipate this cloud and 
renovate the family's image. The pressure of the code is felt in the 
increasingly provocative incitement to combat, marked by the 
shift in focus to Antonio, whom Leonato is only barely able to 
restrain. The role of other men as constituting agents of male 
social identity, a process discussed above as solidifying homosocial 
bonds, here intensifies the conflict when those bonds are broken. 
Throughout, the confrontation is accented by markers of mascu
linity, employed either as boast or insult. The duel proposed, for 
example, is cast as a "trial of a man" (66). And when Leonato 
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senses that he is being dismissed as an "old man," less able to 
engage in personal combat (73, 77), he tries to turn the tables on 
Claudio, calling him "boy" to his "man" (79), a note Antonio picks 
up on and repeats (80, 83, 84, 91, 94). Their taunts are based on the 
familiar equation of manly maturity with the willingness to fight. 

The farcical quality of the proposed combat works against the 
validation of masculinity by the resort to violence (the audience 
may even respect Claudio's restraint). The men are plainly mis
matched; the spectacle of the older men flexing withered muscles 
against the younger, experienced soldiers, is a travesty of what a 
well-known dueling manual called the "accustomed solemnities" 
of the duel.39 The disparity between the ritual form and the human 
reality here, punctuated by the aura of violence that hangs over 
the scene, undermines the former as an appropriate vehicle for the 
articulation of manliness. 

The corrosive incongruity of the encounter is intensified by its 
occasion, which was not just Claudio's humiliation of Hero, but 
also the Friar's ploy to "publish it that she is dead indeed" (IV. i. 
204).40 What is striking is how invested the men become in this 
fictitious account. 41 Not only do Leonato and Antonio repeatedly 
accuse Claudio of murdering Hero (V. i. 68, 78, 88), but Leonato 
graphically elaborates the narrative: "[S]he lies buried with her 
ancestors- I 0, in a tomb where never scandal slept" (69-70). The 
animating force of this public story is yet another sign of the 
intense masculine commitment to public images. But here that 
commitment is critically interrogated through the surreal quality 
the proceedings acquire by the juxtaposition of the fanciful tale 
with its all-too-lethal implications. 

When informed of the near-violence of their encounter, 
Benedick seizes on the disparity in age to dismiss it as a "false 
quarrel" (120), but the tacit ridicule of the ritual lingers to compli
cate his own demand for "trial of a man." What appears foolish in 
the one situation is not wholly recuperated in the other by the 
similarity in age and profession between the would-be combat
ants. The continuity between the encounters is emphasized by 
Benedick's insults directed at Claudio's youth (185, 192), and even 
more by his own appeal to Hero's "death" (148, 191). The fiction 
renders his challenge as false a quarrel as the earlier one. More
over, conspicuous allusions in the scene contextualize his chal
lenge as part of the concern with social identity. Don Pedro's 
extended joking over Beatrice's remarks about Benedick (159-73) 
at first glance seems ironically inappropriate to Benedick's grim 
demand for combat, but in fact it is in important respects of a piece 
with it. The Prince's remarks echo the orchard scene, laying the 
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groundwork for the relationship from which Benedick's challenge 
springs. Don Pedro's reference to Beatrice's purported comment 
about Benedick's "double tongues" (166-70) also perceptibly ech
oes her declaration that "men are only turned into tongue" (IV. i. 
320), evoking the specific context from which his action has arisen, 
together with the ethos of violence that informs it. The association 
of those prior moments with this one reminds the audience that 
Benedick's challenge has been undertaken to shape his public 
image with Beatrice in mind. Just as the narrative of Hero's death 
"shall sweetly creep I Into [Claudio's] imagination" (IV. i. 224-
25), so shall that of Benedick's action creep into Beatrice's ("As 
you hear of me, so think of me"); the symmetry signals how 
pervasive are the processes of social identity. 

The sway of reputation in the world of this play is marked, 
finally, by the extent to which even the most intimate relation
ships here are the products, not of personal self-revelation in 
private settings, but of the parties' public images working from 
the outside in, as it were, to create and solidify bonds between 
them. The strength of those bonds reflects the potency of those 
images, which in turn derives from the investment made in them 
by the characters, who "believe them better than reportingly." For 
the men, Shakespeare unflinchingly traces the damaging, poten
tially lethal, consequences of that commitment. 

North Carolina State University 
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married" (242-44). 
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116-36. 
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17She is referring specifically to Othello, but the remark has general applica
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Humankind: Contexts and Texts of the Controversies About Women in England, 1540-
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effect of Hero's purported conduct on him: "I stand dishonor'd" (IV. i. 64). 
21The public humiliation he contemplates inflicting is appropriate to the 

economy of reputation, repairing the public damage to his social image by 
destroying the woman's. 

22Michael D. Friedman, "The Editorial Recuperation of Claudio," Comparative 
Drama, 25 (1991-92), p. 373. 
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tity, the exclusion of women from public action has important implications for the 
definition of feminine identity. For discussions of this question in the context of 
political thought, see Jean Bethke Elshtain, Public Man, Private Woman: Women in 
Social and Political Thought (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1981), and Nancy 
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accepted procedures maximized public forbearance and notoriety. Giving the 
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unbrideled ... a mischiefe that groweth every day" (The Charge of Sir Francis Bacon 
Touching Duells [Amsterdam: Da Capo, 1968], pp. 5-6). 
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(London: John Wolfe, 1591), A3v. In a 1614 proclamation against the practice King 
James I refers to the desire of duelists to "put themselves upon their proofe" 
(Stuart Royal Proclamations, vol. 1, eds. James F. Larkin and Paul L. Hughes 
[Oxford: Clarendon, 1973), p. 303). 

29William Segar, Honor Military and Civill (London: Robert Barker, 1602), p. 2. 
See also M. James, pp. 322-23, and passim. Castiglione justifies combat for the 
courtier in order "to save his estimation" (The Book of the Courtier, Done into 
English by Sir Thomas Hoby, 1615 [New York: E. P. Dutton, n.d.], p. 40). 

30Quoted in M. James, p. 387. The utility of violence to garner honor extends 
far beyond early modern England. In his discussion of recent western European 
culture the social scientist Julian Pitt-Rivers states: "The ultimate vindication of 
honour lies in physical violence" (Honour and Shame: The Values of Mediterranean 
Society, ed. J. G. Peristany [Chicago: Univ. of Chicago, 1966], p. 29). 

31Alice Shalvi, "Introduction," de Loque, p. viii. 
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'steadfastness') with which events were encountered, not their outcome, which 
mattered" (p. 370). "[M]any duels," according to V.G. Kiernan, "had no cause or 
purpose beyond giving proof of courage" (The Duel in European History: Honour 
and the Reign of Aristocracy [Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1988], p. 40). 

33Larkin and Hughes, pp. 295-97. The ban proved unenforceable, and he soon 
outlawed duels themselves. 

46 

 Vol. XVI

Clemson University Digital Press 
Digital Facsimile



Social Identity and Masculinity 

34"1t is reputed so great a shame to be accounted a lyer," wrote Ludowick 
Bryskett in 1606, "that ... he that receiveth [the giving of the lie] standeth so 
charged in his honour and reputation, that he cannot disburden himself of that 
imputation, but by the striking of him that hath so given it, or by chalenging him 
the combat" (A Discourse of Civill Life, quoted in Robert Baldick, The Duel: A 
History of Duelling [London: Chapman & Hall, 1965], p. 33). Also see Stone, p. 246. 

35"[I)n the play," Michael Friedman comments, "wit is metaphorically de
picted as a piercing weapon" ("'Hush'd on Purpose to Grace Harmony': Wives 
and Silence in Much Ado About Nothing" (Theatre Journal, 42 (1990), p. 353]). 

36Because persons "lived" in and through their public identities, death was an 
apt metaphor for the impact of public humiliation, giving added meaning to the 
claim that Hero "died upon [Claudio's) words" (IV. i. 223). 

37M. James recounts the story (pp. 340-43; see also 316 and 325). 
38Leonato adopts the same logic when he threatens "to prove [his charge of 

"villainy") on [Claudio's] body" (V.i. 74). 
39Three Elizabethan Manuals (Delmar, New York: Scholars' Facsimiles and 

Reprints, 1972), 
40'fhe strategy is expressly devised to wrest her reputation from the impact of 

Claudio's charge: "The supposition of the lady's death I Will quench the wonder 
of her infamy"(238-39). Even Claudio will acquire a new image of her, in his 
"imagination" and in "the eye and prospect of his soul" (225, 229). 

41Cook notes that "the fiction of Hero's death takes on a life of its own," 
becoming "the governing reality of the play, a fantasy more real than the 'truth"' 
(pp. 197-98). 
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Richard II and Theories 
of the Subaltern Magistrate 

by Alzada J. Tipton 

To return to the subject of political thought in Shakespeare's 
Richard II might seem like revisiting the past in several senses-a 
critical past as well as an historical one} To conclude that the 
work is done, however, would be a grave mistake. We have barely 
scratched the surface of sixteenth century political theories that 
inhabit this play and make up such an important context for it
theories on princes, parliaments, and peoples that were a complex 
network of mutual obligations and rights. And the only way we 
can truly do justice to these political theories is by trying to 
reconstruct the political scene as a whole. It is inadequate to read 
one set of documents, such as the Tudor homilies on obedience 
and create a political atmosphere out of them alone. We must read 
different and conflicting texts, acknowledge which ones were 
most influential to Elizabethans, and move beyond national bor
ders to trace the dissemination of ideas. 

The play's interest in the events which can lead up to a 
prince's2 deposition is not merely an academic political explora
tion. The comparison between Elizabeth and Richard always un
derlay Elizabethan accounts of Richard's reign in a provocative 
way. This was especially true in the 1590's, which saw an increase 
in social and political problems and a relative explosion of works 
treating the reign of Richard Il.3 Even Elizabeth acknowledged 
the comparison; when the historian William Camden visited her 
just after the Essex rebellion and its attendant revival of the play, 
she said to him, "I am Richard II, know ye not that?"4 This phrase 
has become trivialized by frequent citation,5 but the critics who 
cite it seldom inquire precisely what that comparison means for 
Elizabethans-what implications and assumptions are written 
into it. We cannot understand this famous statement, let alone 
speculate about what it tells us about Elizabeth's self-understand
ing in relation to the Essex rebellion of 1601, until we understand 
what Richard II, specifically Shakespeare's Richard II, might mean 
as a political symbol. 

To consider all the aspects of the political theory Richard II 
encompasses is far too lengthy a project for a single essay. I shall 
focus here on one major question much discussed by sixteenth 
century political theorists but not hitherto brought to bear on 
Richard II. This question concerns the relationship between the 

48 

 Vol. XVI

Clemson University Digital Press 
Digital Facsimile



Theories of the Subaltern Magistrate 

prince and the so-called subaltern magistrates and the role of the 
subaltern magistrate in creating, executing, and, ultimately, re
moving the prince's power. The terms "magistrate," "sub-magis
trate," and "subaltern magistrate" are frequently used in six
teenth-century texts to refer to government officials other than the 
prince. 6 This term includes all government officials, from the 
members of the Privy Council to the local justices of the peace, but 
is usually meant to refer to the powerful men, primarily noble
men, close to the prince-the men, as W. D. Briggs puts it, "of rank, 
of property, of education, of known ability."7 Sir Philip Sidney 
offers a short discussion of subaltern magistrate theory in the 
Arcadia, in the manifesto Amphialus publishes against Basilius. 
Amphialus concerns himself with the welfare of the kingdom, 
claiming that "the care whereof, did kindly appertaine to those, 
who being subalterne magistrates and officers of the crowne, were 
to be employed as from the Prince, so for the people; and of all 
other, especiallie himself, ... being descended of the Royall race, 
and next heire male."8 Clearly, then, the most important subaltern 
magistrates were those empowered to protect the welfare of the 
kingdom, even perhaps against the prince. (Remember that this 
comes from a pamphlet published against the king.) 

The roots for Tudor England's understanding of the role of the 
subaltern magistrate lay in the Protestant continental theorists. 
The sense of subaltern magistrates as "actively governing beings" 
was encouraged by the Protestant theory that the legitimacy and 
governing power which St. Paul guaranteed to secular authorities 
belonged to sub-magistrates as well as to the prince. The roots for 
this theory lay in a history of the Lutheran German states and their 
response and resistance to the Holy Roman Emperor in the six
teenth century and before. These Lutheran princes and their coun
selors formulated a theory of the Emperor's role which described 
him as the pinnacle of a pyramid of rights and obligations that 
bound him to the electors, princes, and sub-magistrates of the 
Lutheran states and obligated him to protect the good of the 
empire. These theories postulated that his "right of the sword" 
guaranteed to him by Justinian's Code was shared by the electors 
and princes beneath him and claimed that these sub-magistrates 
have the power to sustain the welfare of the empire if the Emperor 
cannot.9 

Religious leaders, faced with the increasing resistance to Prot
estantism of the 1530's, endorsed this "constitutionalist theory," 
as Quentin Skinner describes it,t0 developing it ultimately into a 
theory that allowed sub-magistrates to remove an ungodly king. 
Martin Bucer expanded constitutional theories in Explications of 
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the Four Gospels and later in Commentaries on the Book of Judges, 
arguing that St. Paul included sub-magistrates as well as the 
prince when he referred to the powers that are ordained of God 
and that sub-magistrates have an outright duty to "attempt to 
remove [the prince] by force of arms" rather than "leave the 
people to the lusts of such a godless tyrant. "11 The 1550 Magdeburg 
Confession also relied on the God-given right of inferior magis
trates to protect the public welfare, asserting that "whenever a 
superior magistrate [i.e. a prince] persecutes his subjects, then, by 
the law of nature, by divine law and by the true religion and 
worship of God, the inferior magistrate [or sub-magistrates] ought 
by God's mandate to resist him."12 There was further develop
ment of radical constitutional theories in the works of Knox, Beza, 
Calvin, and Peter Martyr.13 One work which fully develops the 
idea of a divine injunction to sub-magistrates to restrain the 
prince and protect the public welfare is the Huguenot Vindiciae 
Contra Tyrannos (1579). It argues that sub-magistrates, as repre
sentatives of the people, are obligated to look out for their inter
ests: "these officials must protect the safety of the people, which 
has put itself in their collective care and stewardship, and which 
has, in a sense, given them all of its own power of initiative. "14 

Because these magistrates represent the commonwealth, their 
collective authority is superior to the king's. They base their 
allegiance to the king on his ability to protect the commonwealth; 
at the king' s coronation, they swear to the king "to protect, not the 
king, but his crown; to advise the commonwealth and the prince 
on the business of the commonwealth."15 But their duty to safe
guard the commonwealth also includes the ability, as representa
tives of the people, to resist a prince who does not have the best 
interests of the people at heart: lla people, acting through the 
authorities that have the power of the people in them, ... can and 
should use force against a prince who commands unholy action or 
prohibits holy ones."16 Similarly, in a later section, the Vindiciae 
argues that: 

The officers of a kingdom, therefore, when all or a good 
number have agreed, are permitted to use force against 
a tyrant. And they are not only permitted but obliged, 
as part of the duty of their office, and they have no 
excuse if they should fail to act. 17 

Most consistently present in English theories about sub-mag
istrates was the idea that they were there to advise and counsel the 
prince. In 1569, William Cecil told a fellow member of the Privy 
Council, ~~our part is to counsel," and, in 1572, he told Leicester, 
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"the queen's majesty hath no surety but as she hath been coun
selled."18 In De Republica Anglorum (1565), Sir Thomas Smith de
scribes the king's council as a body of men "who doth consult 
daily, or when neede is of the weightie matters of the Realme, to 
give therein to their Prince the best advice they can."19 Elizabeth 
herself acknowledged her need for advisors in a speech made 
shortly after her accession: 

... as I am but one body naturally considered altho by 
His permission a body politic to govern, so I shall desire 
you all, my lords (chiefly you the nobility, everyone in 
his degree and power) to be assistant to me that I with 
my ruling and you with your service may make a good 
account to Almightly God .... I mean to direct all my 
actions by good advice and counset.2° 

Upon her accession, Elizabeth placed Cecil in the Privy Council 
and enjoined him to "be faithful to the state, and that, without 
respect of my private will, ... give me that counsel that you think 
best."21 G. R. Elton gives precedence to the advisory role of the 
Privy Council, saying the functions of the Council were "from 
time immemorial, to advise, administer and adjudicate."22 Parlia
ment, too, was considered part of the advisory bodies available to 
the prince. A recent Parliamentary historian, Jennifer Loach, makes 
Parliament's advisory function the cornerstone of its existence: 
"The origins of parliament lay in the monarch's need for counsel 
and consent, and the giving and receiving of advice was the main 
purpose of a parliament."23 She quotes a writ of summons from 
Edward I's reign requiring a nobleman to wait upon the king 
"because we wish to have colloquy and to treat with you and with 
the rest of the principal men of our kingdom, to provide for 
remedies against the dangers which in these days are threatening 
our whole kingdom."24 

For some political theorists, the presence of an advisory coun
cil could counteract the built-in weaknesses of a monarch. This 
theory was particularly applied to Elizabeth's Privy Council, 
which was perceived as the necessary male influence on a female 
ruler. Smith argues that as long as female or infant rulers "never 
do lacke the counsell of such grave and discreete men as be able to 
supplie all other defectes, ... the quietnes and suertie of the 
realme" are assured.25 Michael Graves writes of the common 
perception of Cecil as the "wise male counsellor who had to direct 
a perverse woman into the right courses. "26 Others promoted the 
necessity of advising the queen on specific issues over which she 
vacillated. In a famous speech to the House of Commons in 1576, 
Peter Wentworth criticized the Queen for vacillating on the ques-
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tion of disposing of Mary, Queen of Scots, and for hindering bills 
on religion.27 He offered a version of the queen's actions which 
described them as a refusal to take good advice. In his speech, he 
suggests how God, in "His great indignation, ... put into the 
Queen's Majesty's heart to refuse good and wholesome laws for 
her own preservation," and he prays to God to "send her Majesty 
a melting, yielding heart unto sound counsel, that well may not 
stand for a reason; and then her Majesty will stand when her 
enemies are fallen, for no estate can stand where the prince will 
not be governed by advice."28 In Scotland, also subject to the rule 
of first a woman and then a child, George Buchanan, one of the 
more radical of the monarchomachs whose De Jure Regni apud 
Scotos was suppressed by an act of Parliament in 1584, wrote of the 
role that councilors play in directing the king's thinking on a 
particular matter: "Evidently, kings do not arrogate to themselves 
the supreme power in matters the disposition of which is in the 
future, for they voluntarily call into council with them men of 
superior judgment. "29 

Thus, these theorists make it clear that advice in governing is 
difficult to distinguish from participation in governing, and royal 
authority is shared in some ways with the sub-magistrates. 
Buchanan asserts that sub-magistrates also hold the authority to 
govern, saying, "when we speak of authorities, we mean also 
those other officials, set up by the same authority of God for the 
same employment [as the king]."30 In a prefatory chapter to his 
discussion of Parliament and the judicial system, Thomas Smith 
describes these institutions as participating in royal authority, 
saying, "there remaineth to shewe, how this head [the prince] 
doth distribute his authoritie and power to the rest of the members 
for the government of his realme, and the common wealth of the 
politique bodie of England."31 A legal theorist of the previous 
century, Henry Bracton, argued that a king could only act in his 
legislative capacity with the help of his magnates and that to
gether they made up "the crown."32 In a legal case of 1542, Ferrar's 
case, the ruling protecting a member's Parliamentary privileges 
led Henry VIII to express his agreement with the judges' decision 
that MPs were a part of the governing authority. Henry declared 
to Parliament, "whatsoever offence or injury ... is offered to the 
meanest member of the House is to be judged as done against our 
person and the whole Court of Parliament."33 Another example 
from Henry's reign is the Act of Proclamations of 1539. This Act, 
designed to give royal proclamations something of the same force 
as statutes approved by Parliament, was received with great 
uneasiness by Parliament and perceived as an encroachment by 
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the king onto Parliamentary authority.34 Yet, significantly, de
spite all the language in the Act of the "liberty and supremacy of 
his [Henry's) regal power," the Act specifically provides that the 
enacting and enforcing of such proclamations will fall, not to the 
king, but to the king's chief counselors."35 The Act refers respect
fully to the "discretion of the aforesaid councillors" and their 
"power and authority by their discretions."36 Thus, the "regal 
power" the Act promotes is actually the power of Henry's depu
ties. In Elizabeth's reign, the Acts of the Privy Council for 1592-93 
records a letter sent by the Privy Council which transmits their 
sense of their participation in government; they describe them
selves as ~~counsellors of Estate to her Majestie, amongste other 
thinges concerning the good government of this realme."37 

Behind these examples lies the plain fact that a prince physi
cally cannot rule a country on his or her own; therefore, sub
magistrates must necessarily share in the authority of governing. 
J. P. Sommerville notes that 11the king could govern effectively 
only with the assistance of the nobility and landed gentry"; with
out the equipment of the modern state-a police force, a standing 
army, a professional bureaucracy-lithe enforcement of royal 
policy required the active co-operation of local elites."38 John 
Guy's analysis of Parliamentary business leads him to conclude 
that 11 queen, Lords, and Commons were co-equal partners in the 
legislative process";39 just as country officials helped to enforce 
Elizabeth's policies, the Members of Parliament helped to make 
them. J. G. A. Pocock considers the progress of the councilor in 
sixteenth century England from advisor to governor, describing 
the "growing stress on association at the expense of hierarchy; the 
counselor is increasingly known by his capacities, on which the 
prince relies, and is becoming something more than a lgood' 
subject appealing to the conscience of a 'good' ruler."40 Heiden
tifies the central role that the court played in this transformation 
of courtiers into governors: "the social microcosm around the 
prince was the milieu in which men became most conscious of 
themselves as actively governing beings."41 

Given, then, that there was a large body of thought on the 
extent to which the sub-magistrates of the nation shared the 
responsibility for its safety and well-management (although, of 
course, there exised a wide range of opinion as to who precisely 
could claim that responsibility and under what circumstance they 
actually set their authority over or against the monarch's), how 
does Shakespeare's play indicate interest in the theory of the sub
magistrate? Richard II insists on the collective nature of govern
ment by giving a prominent place to the advisors, councilors, and 
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deputies who attend both Richard and Henry throughout the 
play.42 In fact, for the first four acts of the play, neither Richard 
nor Henry ever appears alone; they are surrounded at all times by 
followers, be it Richard's lately-arrived favorites or the aristoc
racy who supports Henry. These councilors, who are often but not 
always prominent noblemen, represent the medieval equivalent 
of the more formally defined bodies of government, such as the 
Privy Council, which were created later to advise the monarch. 
This concentration on Richard's and Henry's allies enables the 
play to demonstrate not only how the office of the secondary 
magistrate is realized by those that hold it, but also how the 
actions of these magistrates affect the prince's power. Richard II, 
at least in part, determines the two rival kings' success or failure 
by the number and quality of councilors they can each attract and 
keep. The play encourages a strong and responsible council to 
help the prince govern and commends a prince who listens to his 
advisors. However, the play also develops the possibility of mag
istrates as a source of resistance to the prince and examines the 
prince's ability to gauge this resistance and cope with it. Thus, all 
aspects of the relationship between a prince and his sub-magis
trates are examined as a test of the prince's fitness for sovereignty. 

Most of the characters of the play are noblemen who are alive 
to the responsibilities of being a councilor to the present or poten
tial king. The importance of the role of councilor is introduced in 
the figure of John of Gaunt in the first scenes of the play. That he 
is a loyal servant to his nephew the king is established within the 
first lines when he obeys Richard's demand that he bring in his son 
for questioning, "according to thy oath, and band"(l. i. 2);43 he 
holds his loyalty above his paternal concern for the safety of his 
son. Later, Gaunt also places his duty as councilor to the king 
before his concerns as a father in agreeing to banish Henry from 
the realm: "Thy son is banished upon good advice, I Whereto thy 
tongue a party verdict gave"(l. iii. 233-34). Gaunt himself admits 
the priorities he is required to follow as king's councilor: "You 
urged me as a judge; but I had rather I You would have bid me 
argue like a father"(!. iii. 237-38). Yet it becomes clear that a 
councilor's role is more than just to accede to his king's wishes. 
On his deathbed, Gaunt's wishes demonstrate his dedication to 
the more difficult aspects of advising a king: "Will the King come, 
that I may breathe my last I In wholesome counsel to his unstaid 
youth?" (II. i. 1-2). He debates with his brother York how to frame 
his counsel to ensure that Richard listens to it and pins his hopes 
on the strength that a dying man's words carry. Their understand
ing of the responsibility-and difficulty-of giving a king advice 
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is evident; in fact, in their discussion the word 11 COunsel" appears 
four times. When Richard appears, Gaunt reiterates his sense of 
his own responsibility for the kingdom, saying, 11For sleeping 
England long time have I watched" (II. i. 77). Gaunt warns 
Richard of the decay of his kingdom and his reputation, despite 
Richard's anger, and urges him to rid himself of the flatterers who 
are leading him astray. 

Gaunt's brother, the Duke of York, takes his responsibilities as 
advisor and deputy for the king equally as seriously, and as such 
is presented as a valuable part of government. When Richard 
seizes Gaunt's possessions, York frankly warns him that he is 
endangering himself and his position: 

You pluck a thousand dangers on your head, 
You lose a thousand well-disposed hearts, 
And prick my tender patience to those thoughts 
Which honor and allegiance cannot think. 

(II. i. 205-08) 

Despite York's objections to Richard, the king puts him in charge 
of England during his absence precisely because he is a respon
sible and trustworthy magistrate: II And we create, in absence of 
ourself, I Our uncle York Lord Governor of England; I For he is 
just and always loved us well" (II. i. 219-21). York takes his 
responsibilities as Richard's deputy seriously, warning Henry 
when he has returned to England with his army, 11 the King is left 
behind, I And in my loyal bosom lies his power" (II. iii. 97-98). Yet 
even this declaration of loyalty reveals in its phrasing a central 
thesis of the play-that a prince's power depends vitally on the 
support of his powerful advisors, that it lilies in the bosom" of his 
sub-magistrates. Thus, when York reconsiders his allegiance to 
the king, Richard's power is seriously threatened; furthermore, 
not only does the play present York's change of allegiance as 
effective in tipping the balance in favor of Henry, but it also 
presents some reasons for his change of heart. He experiences a 
conflict between his obvious loyalty to his king and his loyalty to 
Henry, limy kinsman, whom the King hath wronged"(II. ii. 114).44 

This helps to explain his switch in allegiance and perhaps implic
itly approves the ability of councilors to judge their prince. 

The notion of sub-magistrates using their office to resist an 
incompetent prince is further developed in some of the other 
noblemen of the play. The Earl of Worcester, for example, never 
appears in the play but is spoken of twice in the context of his 
office as Steward of the Royal Household. Angered by the con
demnation of his brother, the Earl of Northumberland, as a traitor, 
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he "forsook the court, I Broken his staff of office, and dispersed I 
The household of the King" (II. iii. 26-28). The other report about 
him similarly emphasizes his ceremonial resignation of his office 
by the breaking of his staff: "the Earl of Worcester I Hath broken 
his staff, resigned his stewardship"(II. ii. 58-60). His is an ex
ample of resistance to the king which gains its effectiveness by 
being public, symbolic, and official. Another kind of aristocratic 
resistance to the king, however, takes place in the private conver
sations of the nobility. After Henry's disinheritance, Northumberland 
and the Lords Willoughby and Ross discuss their grievances about 
Richard and agree to switch their support to Henry. Despite the 
private nature of their conference, this scene does not seem quite 
like a conspiracy because their change of allegiance is based, like 
Gaunt's, on their concern for the general welfare of the nation. 
Rather than considering personal gain, they vow that by support
ing Henry they will "Imp out our drooping country's broken 
wing, I Redeem from broking pawn the blemished crown, I Wipe 
off the dust that hides our scepter's gilt"(II. i. 292-94). Thus, the 
play gestures at legitimizing this private discussion by presenting 
those involved as dedicated to their country's good, not to their 
own personal enrichment. 

Having invoked the paradigm of the responsible and con
cerned magistrate in the above-mentioned figures, the play goes 
on to evaluate both Richard and Henry and the relationships they 
create with their councilors. From the first scene, Richard is sur
rounded by advisors, who divide roughly into two separate groups: 
his uncles and the aristocracy who follow them, who mostly 
appear with Richard in public, and his favorites, Bushy, Bagot, 
and Green, with whom Richard consults in private. Naturally 
Richard reacts very differently to the two groups, but in each case, 
he is depicted as unable and unwilling to use his councilors for the 
benefit of his kingdom. As Paul Gaudet describes him, Richard 
"listens to no counsel, good or bad."45 

An important scene which displays Richard's contempt for his 
uncles' counsel is, of course, Gaunt's deathbed scene. Once again, 
Richard is very clearly acting in the context of his public Council; 
he enters with his queen, the nobility, and his favorites, and as 
with the duel scene, his primary advisor is Gaunt. Despite Gaunt's 
hope that the words of a dying man will penetrate to Richard's 
conscience, Richard is furious at his uncle's criticism and refuses 
to listen to him: 

Now, by my seat's right royal majesty, 
Wert thou not brother to great Edward's son, 
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This tongue that runs so roundly in thy head 
Should run thy head from thy unreverent shoulders. 

(II. i. 120-23) 

Gaunt's reply reminds Richard that he has already spilled Edward's 
blood when he had Gaunt's brother Gloucester killed while he 
served as Lord Protector, underscoring Richard's disdain for, 
even malevolence towards, his appointed councilors. This is im
mediately echoed when York protests Richard's seizing of Gaunt's 
possessions for his Irish wars; Richard responds, "Think what you 
will, we seize into our hands I His plate, his goods, his money, 
and his lands" (II. i. 209-10). This answer demonstrates the same 
arbitrariness and unwillingness to be ruled by others which has 
already been seen in Richard. Indeed, before Richard even enters 
into this scene, York doubts that Gaunt will be able to reach 
Richard, saying, "all in vain comes counsel to his ear"(II. i. 4). 

Even at the end of his kingship, Richard is unwilling to follow 
the advice of his councilors. When he returns to England and 
learns of Henry's rebellion, Richard despairs, obstinately refusing 
to be counseled by the ad vice and comfort his followers offer to 
him. Despite the bad tidings, the Bishop of Carlisle advises Rich
ard to resist Henry's rebellion: 

My lord, wise men ne'er sit and wail their woes, 
But presently prevent the ways to wail. 
To fear the foe, since fear oppresseth strength, 
Gives, in your weakness, strength unto your foe, 
And so your follies fight against yourself. 
Fear, and be slain-no worse can come to fight; 
And fight and die is death destroying Death, 
Where fearing dying pays Death servile breath. 

(III. ii. 178-85) 

Aumerle, York's son and Richard's cousin, offers Richard similar 
advice, joining with Carlisle to encourage Richard to fight and 
reminding him, "My father hath a power. Inquire of him, I And 
learn to make a body of a limb" (III. ii. 186-87). But when Richard 
learns that York has joined with Henry, he finally refuses to admit 
the possibility that Carlisle and Aumerle can offer him advice or 
comfort: 

Beshrew thee, cousin, which didst lead me forth 
Of that sweet way I was in to despair! 
What say you now? What comfort have we now? 
By heaven, I'll hate him everlastingly 
That bids me be of comfort any more. 

(III. ii. 204-08) 
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Here, Richard ultimately disallows the possibility of any fruitful 
exchange with any advisor. This is made even more explicit a little 
later in the scene when Richard says, "Let no man speak again I To 
alter this, for counsel is but vain" (III. ii. 213-14). Here the word 
"counsel," so often invoked by the powerful councilors of the 
play, Gaunt and York, is dismissed entirely; Richard effectively 
adjourns his Council forever by refusing to admit even the possi
bility of its usefulness. When Aumerle tries one last time to change 
his mind, Richard says, "He does me double wrong I That wounds 
me with the flatteries of his tongue. I Discharge my followers" 
(III. ii. 215-17). All advice is flattery, and so Richard formally 
dismisses the advisors whose advice he had already dismissed 
long before. It is significant that in the first lines of the very next 
scene, Richard is described as having "landed I With some few 
private friends upon this coast" (III. iii. 3-4; emphasis added). The 
dismissal of Richard's followers from their office of counsel is 
reflected in their description as "private friends." 

Clearly, then, Richard is predisposed to dismiss advice given 
to him by the aristocratic members of his Council, thus making a 
fruitful relationship with his advisors impossible. He is more 
receptive to his favorites, Bushy, Bagot, and Green, but the play 
demonstrates that his relationship with them is finally as unpro
ductive and dangerous to the nation as is his relationship with his 
aristocracy. The favorites make up a private or inner council; 
Richard confers with them in secret and reveals to them his plans. 
However, these plans never promote the benefit of the nation the 
way Gaunt or York's efforts do; instead, Richard's relationship 
with his favorites is based on covert activities, dissimulation, and 
private profit.46 For example, the most important projects this 
inner council undertake during the course of the play are the 
covert surveillance of Henry and the illegal seizure of his inherit
ance. 

Richard's failure to create a useful relationship with his coun
cilors is underscored by Henry's ability to draw others to him and 
involve them in his projects. From the beginning of the play, 
Henry attracts supporters and advisors; when he is banished by 
Richard, he is surrounded by his friends and well-wishers; the 
Lord Marshal promises to ride with him for as long as he can, and 
Gaunt has to remind him to thank all his friends for their support 
(1. iii. 253-54). As soon as he is effectively disinherited by Richard's 
seizure of Gaunt's goods, a group of noblemen speak privately in 
support of his cause. The Earl of Northumberland reports that 
Henry has already surrounded himself with a group of aristo
cratic supporters: 
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... Harry, Duke of Hereford, Rainold Lord Cobham 
That late broke from the Duke of Exeter, 
His brother, Archbishop late of Canterbury, 
Sir Thomas Erpingham, Sir John Ramston, 
Sir John Norbery, Sir Robert Waterton, and Francis 

Quoint, 
All these well furnished by the Duke of Brittaine 
With eight tall ships, three thousand men of war, 
Are making hither with all due expedience 
And shortly mean to touch our northern shore. 

(II. i. 279-87) 

Only a short time in exile, Henry has acquired the loyalty of many 
English nobleman, the support of a foreign prince, and all of the 
equipment of war. Northumberland and the Lords Ross, 
Beaumond, and Willoughby decide to join Henry's cause, and in 
the next scene, it is revealed that the Lord Steward and the rest of 
the royal household have sided with Henry as well. Henry him
self acknowledges his many friends and his dependence on his 
friends, saying to Percy: 

I count myself in nothing else so happy 
As in a soul rememb'ring my good friends; 
And, as my fortune ripens with thy love, 
It shall be still thy true love's recompense. 

(II. iii. 46-49) 

It is clear that Henry's power comes from his supporters. The 
Queen, Bushy, and Bagot are demoralized to learn from Green of 
the noblemen who have gone over to Henry's side, and the Duke 
of York despairs of putting down the rebellion because of the 
support it is receiving at home: "Go all which way it will! I The 
nobles they are fled, the commons they are cold, I And will, I fear, 
revolt on Hereford's side" (II. ii. 87-89). Bushy, too, decides that 
Henry's success will lie in the number of his supporters, saying, 
"For us to levy power I Proportionable to the enemy I Is all 
unpossible" (II. ii. 124-26). Henry admits his debt to his support
ers, a debt he cannot repay at the moment: "Evermore thanks, the 
exchequer of the poor, I Which, till my infant fortune comes to 
years, I Stands for my bounty" (II. iii. 65-67). When the gardener 
reports Richard's downfall to the Queen, he attributes Henry's 
success to his support from the aristocracy: "But in the balance of 
great Bullingbrook, I Besides himself, are all the English peers, I 
And with that odds he weighs King Richard down" (III. iv. 87-89). 
Henry even wins York over to his side, and so removes the last 
major obstacle to his victory in England. Henry respects his uncle's 
position and judgment in a way Richard never does, speaking to 
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him graciously (II. iii. 82-85), enlisting his sympathies (II. iii. 119-
36), appealing to his sense of what is wrong in the commonwealth 
(II. iii. 165-67), and heeding his advice (Ill. iii. 18-19). By recogniz
ing and courting the support of this powerful submagistrate, 
Henry ensures that Richard's government becomes his. 

Henry's externally-directed mind, his ability to reach others 
and bind them to him, creates a convergence between his goals 
and those of his supporters-his personal grievances become 
subordinated into a larger impulse to reform the commonwealth, 
an impulse which often seems to originate in Henry's subordi
nates. In this manner, the paradigm of leader and followers breaks 
down, and, to a certain extent, Henry becomes the catalyst for a 
movement to replace Richard which seems to be spearheaded by 
Henry's followers. The noblemen who surround Henry do a large 
part of the work of transforming him into the king: announcing 
Richard's willingness to give up the throne, suggesting Henry's 
royalty, and heralding Henry's decision to ascend the throne. 
Henry does not announce an intention to depose Richard until 
others have presented him with basically a fait accompli. 
Northumberland and York, in particular, often take the initiative 
to make Henry king. Northumberland arranges the meeting be
tween Henry and Richard (Ill. iii.); York writes letters to a "dear 
friend" which announce the deposition for the first time (III. iv. 
70-71); York proclaims that Richard is willing to resign his crown 
and hails Henry as king (IV. i. 106-12); Northumberland takes 
charge of granting the commons' suit that Richard read a list of his 
crimes (IV. i. 223-43).47 Henry's sole contribution to this process 
occurs when he replies to York's salute of him, "In God's name I'll 
ascend the regal throne" (IV. i. 113). It is certainly possible that 
the prominent place Henry's councilors occupy in the deposing of 
Richard and enthroning of Henry could be a particularly clever 
move on Henry's part to give legitimacy to his usurpation of 
Richard's throne. However, there is no representation of such 
ulterior motives in the play, which seems to be a deliberate choice 
given the play's willingness to stage Richard's ulterior motives (I. 
iv). Furthermore, the major role Henry's followers play in his 
crowning is consistent with their prominence in his affairs before 
and after Henry's ascension of the throne: they make up the might 
of the military effort to conquer England before Henry's victory, 
and they play a major part in suppressing the rebellion against 
Henry after he is crowned. 

When faced with rebellion, Henry again demonstrates his 
ability to manage his subordinates in a way Richard never achieves. 
A second-hand report of the rebellion of his subjects renders 
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Richard helpless and despairing (III. ii.), while Henry is capable of 
dealing competently and compassionately with a rebellion of 
close family members which arrives at his front door. When 
Aumerle and the Duchess of York barrage him with pleas for 
pardon for Aumerle for his planned participation in a revolt, and 
when York equally as urgently begs him to execute his son as a 
traitor (V. iii.), Henry manages to keep his promise to Aumerle to 
pardon him, reassure the Duchess, commend York for his loyalty, 
and order the rebellion suppressed all at the same time. He satis
fies all the petitioners and preserves the integrity of family ties, 
two things Richard was notably incapable of doing in the first duel 
between Henry and Mowbray which started the chain of events 
that lead to his deposition. 

In fact, the rebellion against Henry at the end of the play is as 
much an opportunity to demonstrate the strength of his leader
ship as it is a gloomy preamble for the rest of the reign. Unlike the 
rebellion against Richard, which had been supported by the ma
jority of the population, the plot against Henry is conceived by a 
small group of Richard's partisans, all aristocrats. Also, the man
ner in which the rebellion is suppressed demonstrates that Henry 
still has the support of powerful noblemen and still proceeds 
through them and with them. York, Northumberland, Fitzwater, 
and Percy all enter in turn and report on their victory over the 
rebels and are acknowledged and rewarded by Henry (V. vi. 1-23). 
Henry clearly continues to derive his strength from his deputies 
and advisors, and, as such, he continues to function as a strong 
and able king. Richard's and Carlisle's predictions that Henry's 
reign will be plagued with rebellion have often been pointed to by 
critics who see Shakespeare as condemning Henry as the godless 
usurper of a legitimate king's title. One cannot deny that 
Shakespeare allows these prophecies to echo in Henry's sense of 
his own guilt, as it is manifested in Henry IV, Part 1, or even by his 
son in Henry V. However, the passages have sometimes been 
described by critics as inspired prophecy (and, thus, somehow a 
mouthpiece for Shakespeare's views), without acknowledging 
that Richard and Carlisle are at least as driven by partisan inter
ests as Henry's supporters. Roy Battenhouse tellingly notes that 
Carlisle becomes a plotter of bloody rebellion immediately after 
having issued his diatribe against rebellion.48 John Elliott also 
aptly notes that this play is singular in its lack of active aggression 
portrayed onstage;49 presumably, if Shakespeare had been intent 
on showing the inevitability of civil strife following the king's 
deposition, then the end of the play would have been more vio
lent-but not a single fight is presented on-stage. Furthermore, 
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the rebellions that Richard and Carlisle predict, including the 
defection of Northumberland and the Percies (V.i. 55-68), are all 
unsuccessful rebellions (unlike the rebellion against Richard); 
Henry is able, as the Henry IV plays present him, to defeat the 
Percies and to ensure that his son inherits his throne. In fact, 
Henry's reference to his son can be seen to balance Richard's 
prediction for the future of the country; against Richard's premo
nitions of disaster is set Henry's prediction about his son: "I see 
some sparks of better hope, which [Henry V's] elder years I May 
happily bring forth" (V. iii. 21-22). Thus, the audience is reminded 
that Henry's defeat of Richard will bring about not only the 
rebellions of his reign, but also the glorious reign of Henry V.50 

Even Sir Pierce Exton, the man who kills Richard at the end of 
the play, is an example of the loyalty that Henry inspires, albeit a 
misguided loyalty. Exton claims to be following Henry's wishes 
by killing Richard and vows, "I am the King's friend, and will rid 
his foe" (V. iv. 11). He enters into Henry's presence with the body 
of Richard at the end of the procession of noblemen who report to 
Henry of the suppression of the rebellion, thus inserting himself 
into a context of loyalty and victory, and he hails Henry by 
presenting to him the coffin of "Thy buried fear ... I The mightiest 
of thy greatest enemies" (V. vi. 31-32). Henry claims that Exton 
has misjudged him, taking a wish that Richard were dead to mean 
an order for his death (V. vi. 39-42). Here the paradigm of Henry's 
leadership as a "communal" one breaks down. If Henry did, 
indeed, intend to murder Richard, allowing a subordinate to do 
this for him could never allow him to escape responsibility for it. 
If Henry merely wished Richard were dead, and Exton misinter
preted him, then he is shown the necessity of making himself 
absolutely clear to his subordinates. However, Henry does re
main aware that, as king, he is responsible for the actions of his 
followers, as well as for the welfare of the country as a whole, 
describing Richard's murder as "a deed of slander ... I Upon my 
head and all this famous land" (V. vi. 35-36). Henry is still 
portrayed as a responsible king, willing to acknowledge his part 
in Richard's death and make amends for it: "I'll make a voyage to 
the Holy Land I To wash this blood off from my guilty hand" (V. 
vi. 49-50). 

It remains to consider how Richard II might be specifically tied, 
not only to sixteenth century political theory, but practically to the 
problems posed by Elizabeth I's style of government-providing, 
in effect, the basis for her own famous analogy between herself 
and Richard II. One way that the play could be seen as critical of 
her is as a commentary on her insistence on the royal prerogative 
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and her determination that Parliament avoid discussion of certain 
issues. Richard's difficulties getting along with other governing 
bodies of his reign undoubtedly had particular resonance for a 
nation which had witnessed a long and difficult struggle between 
the queen and her servants over questions of shared authority and 
royal prerogative. Both her Privy Council and Parliament inter
ested themselves in matters which they considered crucial to the 
nation, but which Elizabeth claimed for herself as part of the royal 
prerogative-most importantly, the long, drawn-out question of 
her possible marriage and, when the possibility of marriage had 
faded out, even more urgent questions about the succession. Two 
other hotly-debated issues that sparked resentment on both sides 
concerned the adequacy of her church settlement to the reformers 
and the fate of Mary Stuart of Scotland, whose role in fomenting 
political unrest in England became increasingly clear as time 
passed. Other points of conflict included foreign policy and 
issues of finance, such as taxation and monopolies. 

By the 1590's, the history of Elizabeth's conflict with Privy 
Council and Parliament on these matters was long and sometimes 
acrimonious. In the 1560's, the Privy Council urged the queen to 
check the growth of French military power in Scotland but met 
with resistance from Elizabeth, who claimed that such decisions 
were for her to decide alone.51 In 1562, Elizabeth nearly died of 
smallpox and sent the nation into a panic about her heir, but the 
pressure exerted by Privy Council and Parliament throughout the 
1560's to establish the succession met with the similar answer that 
these were "mysteries of state."52 In the parliamentary session of 
1566-67, Elizabeth was enraged when the Parliament and Privy 
Council tried to pressure her into naming a successor. In 1571, in 
answer to bills trying to enforce the 39 Articles, a more Protestant 
version of Anglicanism than the 1559 Settlement had imposed, the 
Lord Keeper warned that Parliament "should do well to meddle 
with no matters of state but such as should be proposed unto 
them."53 In 1572, Elizabeth commanded that "from henceforth no 
bills concerning religion shall be preferred or received into this 
House, unless the same should be first considered and liked by the 
clergy";54 similarly, in 1581 she rebuffed some parliamentary ini
tiatives for church reform, saying that she was "sufficient of 
herself to deal with the clergy in matters ecclesiastical" and that 
Parliament "should not meddle therein. " 55 In 1576, Peter 
Wentworth demanded greater freedom of speech in the House of 
Commons to speak on issues of religion and the fate of Mary 
Stuart.56 In 1579, John Stubbes had his right hand cut off for 
writing against the proposed marriage with the Due d' Alencon, 
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and in 1581 the "Statute of Silence" was imposed, forbidding any 
more printed matter on the marriage. 57 In 1572, and then again in 
1586-87, the queen temporized and delayed answering Parliament's 
request to execute Mary, Queen of Scots. In 1584-85, Elizabeth 
prevented Burghley from passing an act in Parliament legislating 
the succession should she be assassinated. In 1587, Peter Wentworth 
was again detained for speaking against a royal command to 
ignore Puritan lobbying. In 1593, faced with an attack in Parlia
ment on the court of high commission and episcopal authority, she 
repeated the idea that /I matters of state" were arcana imperii which 
could only be discussed in Parliament with her permission.58 

In portraying Richard's inability to work productively with 
his subordinates, then, the play could very well be obliquely 
touching on Elizabeth's well-known unwillingness to listen to 
Parliament on these issues. The disastrous consequences of 
Richard's misuse of his counselors would thus be a warning to 
Elizabeth of the dangers of denying Parliament a viable role in 
government. More generally, it is interesting to note that both 
Elizabeth and Richard II were perceived to be caught between 
faithful counselors and evil flatterers. Favorites such as the Earl 
of Leicester were often seen as parasitically feeding off of the 
queen and the nation; the widely-circulated Leicester's Common
wealth (1584), for example, charged that Elizabeth was controlled 
by her unworthy favorite, Leicester, rather than reliable counse
lors, and it invoked the example of Richard II and his 
II extraordinarie, and indescrete affection towardes ... turbulent 
and wicked men. "59 Other major figures in government, including 
Sir Christopher Hatton, Sir Francis Walsingham, and Lord 
Burghley, were also targets of pamphlets denouncing them as 
pernicious favorites. 60 Interestingly, two of Elizabeth's important 
subordinates specifically invoked the parallel of Richard II in 
order to deny that they were evil counselors. In 1578, Sir Francis 
Knollys and, in 1588, Henry, Lord Hunsdon, each wrote that they 
would not play the part of 11Richard the Second's men" in order to 
assert that they would not be flatterers. 61 

A more specific critique of Elizabeth that Richard II could well 
be offering concerns her changing treatment of her Privy Council 
as the 1590's progressed. Elizabeth's Privy Council was always 
small, unlike her sister Mary's council, but it became progres
sively smaller as the reign went on, reaching a low point of eleven 
in 1597.62 This contraction occurred because Elizabeth often de
layed or refused to fill vacancies created in the council by the 
deaths of its members.63 She increasingly left important posts 
such as secretary vacant for a substantial amount of time. Further-
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more, the men serving on the Privy Council in the 1590's were 
from only three or four major families, an "inner ring"; much less 
representative than it was previously, the later Privy Council 
almost entirely ceased to admit into its ranks members of the great 
noble families and churchmen.64 This led to complaints that the 
11 Consultative process was [being] narrowed in the sixteenth cen
tury. "65 In disregarding her need for counsel, Elizabeth could very 
well be going the way of the Richard of Act III, scene ii, silencing 
her counselors at the time she most requires them-in a decade 
full of social unrest, famine, foreign wars, and, finally, in 1601, 
outright rebellion. 

As the reign continued, the Privy Council became less and less 
able to pressure the queen into making decisions she did not want 
to make; on issues of the succession, the fate of Mary Stuart, and 
possible military intervention in the Netherlands she was quite 
willing to ignore the combined political pressure of council and 
Parliament. Elizabeth's increasing inflexibility sparked some re
sentment in her advisors. In 1575, Lord Burghley complained, 
"My doings have been interpreted as diminutions of her majesty's 
prerogative,"66 and in 1578, the Earl of Leicester noted with dissat
isfaction, "Our [the Privy Council's] conference with Her Majesty 
about affairs is both seldom and slender."67 Just as Richard rejects 
the useful and sensible advice he receives from his counselors 
upon his return to England, so could Elizabeth be perceived as 
rejecting the assistance in governing her Privy Council and Parlia
ment are there to provide, possibly with equally as disastrous a 
result. 

Even more specifically, Richard II could be seen as comment
ing unfavorably on Elizabeth's neglect of the aristocratic members 
of her council. In the play, Richard rejects the natural candidates 
to be his advisors, his uncles and other members of the nobility, 
for newly-arrived, lowborn favorites such as Bushy, Bagot, and 
Green. In Elizabeth's tenure as queen, she was singularly parsi
monious in creating peers, and a substantial number of the peers 
she created came not from the prominent noble families but were 
instead men who were dependent on her favor for their position.68 

Even those great noble families who remained prominent "found 
their political muscles slackening."69 In the Privy Council, the 
aristocratic membership decreased steadily in the 1590's to be 
replaced by Cecil proteges and men from the royal household; 
despite the deaths of many of the aristocratic councilors, the Earl 
of Essex was the only great noble to be admitted to the council in 
that decade. Thus, Elizabeth's aristocracy had good reason to feel 
embattled. 
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It is hard to imagine, finally, that Richard's relationship with 
his sub-magistrates as it is developed in Richard II would not have 
set off some interesting political resonances for an Elizabethan 
audience. Richard's fate depends crucially on the actions of his 
subordinates, just as Elizabeth's reign was marked by a complex 
balancing act between her and her advisors and servants, a bal
ance made even more tricky because she was a woman. Further
more, as the 1590's progressed, Elizabeth's neglect of her council
ors became increasingly apparent when she withdrew within 
herself as she aged and became more solitary and isolated.70 

Shakespeare's Richard II is a timely warning to Elizabeth of the 
dangers of trying to draw into one's self all governing power. 
Perhaps, as her own remark to Camden might suggest, she heard 
the warning. 

Hamline University 
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King of the Revels or King of the Rebels?: 
Sir John Falstaff Revisited 

By Anita Helmbold 

For Falstaff lovers everywhere, Hal's rejection of his old friend 
comes as an unpleasant surprise and an unconscionable travesty 
of decency, camaraderie, and good fellowship. While the struc
tural development of the Henriad requires Hal's reformation from 
a wild youth to a mature king, a reading that interprets Falstaff's 
rejection solely along these lines is obviously inadequate: Falstaff 
is too rich a character to be accounted for simply on the basis of 
necessities imposed by the plot. Many critics, such as A. C. Brad
ley and Harold Goddard, have sought for explanations by means 
of character analysis and have come to the frustrated conclusion 
that Falstaff's rejection is both unfair and unwarranted. 

These analyses of Falstaff's character, although useful and 
important for their contributions to an understanding of the plays, 
concentrate too narrowly upon Falstaff as an individual character 
and fail to assess the social dimensions of Falstaff's interactions. 
We must beware, as Robert B. Pierce has cautioned, that we do not 
allow Falstaff's "bulk [to] obscure significant patterns in the play 
as a whole." 1 An awareness of Falstaff's position within the larger 
community helps to contextualize his presence in the plays and 
tends to mitigate the otherwise unassailable centrality that his 
masterly presence so readily commands from both audiences and 
readers. A consideration of the extent to which Shakespeare 
"doubles" or parallels Falstaff by providing contrasting charac
ters as foils to set off his virtues or vices reveals the broader, 
underlying patterns that assist in defining Falstaff's position in 
the dramatic hierarchy. Such patterns occur constantly in the 
Henry IV plays, sometimes in obvious parallels but also in more 
subtle comparisons. 

While criticism has been quick to discern characters presented 
as opposites to Falstaff, it has been slower in discovering the 
inherent similarities suggested by Shakespeare's pitting of Falstaff 
against such foils. Several of these relationships deserve a closer 
look because they demonstrate that the rejection of Falstaff, when 
viewed in relation to Falstaff's social and political dimensions, is 
more readily comprehensible than when viewed solely in terms of 
Falstaff's "character." A careful comparison of Sir John and his 
opposites, such as Hotspur and Shallow, reveals that these char
acters have much more in common than conventional interpreta-
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tions have acknowledged, while a comparison of Falstaff with the 
Archbishop of York, on the surface perhaps an unlikely combina
tion, reveals deeper parallels that help to chart the action of the 
play. A comprehensive view of Falstaff's kinship with these 
characters demonstrates the essentially political nature of Falstaff's 
liabilities. Hotspur and York, leaders of open political rebellion, 
reflect Falstaff's personal rebellion against rule and order; Shal
low reflects the injustice of Falstaff's code of conduct. An under
standing of these relationships reveals the extent and complexity 
of the political considerations that are operative in Henry's rejec
tion of Falstaff. 

The commonplace observation that Falstaff and Hotspur are 
opposites has so dominated critical thought about the characters 
that few critics have noted any similarities between them. E. M. 
W. Tillyard's description of Hotspur as a character whose attrac
tiveness is due to the straightforward simplicity of his excesses, 
the infectious nature of his vitality, and the appeal of his sense of 
humor could be applied with equal accuracy to Falstaff, although 
Tillyard fails to make the connection between the two characters.2 

Harold Toliver, on the other hand, describes Hotspur's motiva
tion in Falstaffian terms. He states that Hotspur is driven by an 
insatiable hunger for self-glorification that undermines the com
munity and lacks the correction of conscience, and while he notes 
that Falstaff shares these shortcomings, he fails to explore the 
issue further. 3 C. L. Barber suggests that Hotspur's heroics are 
similar to Falstaff's mock-heroics,4 and Kay Stanton comments 
that Falstaff and Hotspur are among a number of male characters 
who seek power through the female. 5 These brief observations, 
taken together, provide a tantalizing hint that the connection 
between Falstaff and Hotspur may be more extensive than has 
been realized previously. A careful examination of Henry IV, Part 
1 reveals how comprehensively the play documents the common
ality between the two characters. 

The scenes of comedy in the first three acts of the play present 
many parallels to the scenes of rebellion, although Shakespeare 
does not explicitly draw the audience's attention to them.6 These 
opening scenes present much more of a kinship than a contrast 
between Falstaff and Hotspur, despite the differences in their 
milieus. Falstaff and Hal, in their first scene together, debate 
Falstaff's role and future standing; Hotspur and the King, in the 
following scene, consider essentially the same issues in regard to 
Hotspur. Both Falstaff and Hotspur seek, neither honestly nor 
effectively, to justify their position before a royal personage, and 
both scenes end with the plotting of a lawless act. Although the 
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actual topics under discussion differ substantially, surprisingly 
similar-and somewhat ominous-terminology connects both 
scenes, as references to the devil, the hangman, traitors, and debts 
owed in both I. ii. and I. iii. form a tenuous link between the action 
of the two scenes. This tenuous connection, however, becomes 
unmistakable in speeches made by Falstaff and Hotspur. Falstaff 
characterizes his company as "squires of the night's body" and 
"minions of the moon" who are governed "as the sea is, by our 
noble and chaste mistress the moon" (I. ii. 24, 26-29).7 Hotspur, 
too, recognizes his affinity with these elements: 

... methinks it were an easy leap 
To pluck bright honor from the pale-fac'd moon 
Or dive into the bottom of the deep 

And pluck up drowned honor by the locks. 
(1. iii. 201-05) 

Statements by Northumberland and Worcester ideologically 
bolster the verbal link already established between the two char
acters. Northumberland refers to the overactive imagination of 
Hotspur that "drives him beyond the bounds of patience"(!. iii. 
200). Worcester seconds Northumberland's characterization of 
Hotspur's mental state: 

He apprehends a world of figures here, 
But not the form of what he should intend. 

(209-10) 

The description applies just as aptly to Falstaff, who, in the 
previous scene, has already exhibited the quickness of his wit. 
Virtually all critics would agree that imagination is one of the 
most compelling qualities possessed by Falstaff. Goddard consid
ers the trait so central that it serves to define the Falstaffian 
character: "That at any rate is what Falstaff is: imagination con
quering matter, spirit conquering flesh." 8 

When Falstaff next appears in the Gads Hill robbery scene 
(II. ii.), the "action" planned by the "conspirators" in I. ii., his 
main concern is to find his horse. The parallel with Hotspur 
follows quickly, in II. iii., as Hotspur, preparing to undertake the 
"action" planned with his fellow conspirators, demonstrates more 
concern for his horse than for his wife. Again, verbal echoes link 
the scenes; Hotspur says that were he "to go so far afoot, [he 
should] be weary" (II. iii. 84), and Falstaff complains that "if I 
travel but four foot ... further afoot, I shall break my wind" (II. ii. 
12-13). 
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The letter quoted by Hotspur in the following scene could 
have been written by Hal to Falstaff as a mock-heroic description 
of the sequel to the Gads Hill robbery, in which Hal and Poins 
despoil the thieves: 

. . ."The purpose you undertake is dangerous, the 
friends you have nam'd uncertain, the time itself un
sorted, and your whole plot too light for the counter
poise of so great an opposition" 

(II. iii. 10-13) 

Falstaff complains that his fellow conspirators are rogues, rascals, 
and cowards, fit for hanging, and he suggests that he could kill 
"that rogue," Poins (II. ii. 15).9 In an echo of Falstaff's offer of 
violence against a would-be fellow conspirator, Hotspur exclaims, 
'"Zounds, an I were now by this rascal, I could brain him with his 
lady's fan" (II. iii. 21-23). Hotspur, demonstrating a creativity in 
name-calling that rivals Falstaff's, characterizes the letter's au
thor as "my lord fool," "a shallow, cowardly hind," "a lackbrain," 
"a frosty-spirited rogue," "a pagan rascal," and "an infidel" (9, 15-
28). Whereas Falstaff suggests that he could almost "turn true 
man and ... leave these rogues" (II. ii. 22-23) because of Poins' 
arrantry, Hotspur declares that he is ready to "divide [him]self 
and go to buffets" (II. iii. 31-32) for having urged the writer of the 
letter to participate in the conspiracy. 

When the ensuing scene returns its focus to Falstaff and his 
friends in the tavern, a serious interpersonal problem appears, but 
it is, for the moment, glossed over. The play-acting between 
Falstaff and Hal reveals a vast disparity in their estimations of one 
another, but the serious tone of the conflict is suppressed by the 
frivolity of the moment. Although the potential for further con
flict is foreshadowed, the verbal sparring does not lead to any 
immediate readjustments in the relationship. Parallel action oc
curs in the following scene, as Hotspur and Glendower square off 
over the issue of the relative merits of the latter. As in the preced
ing scene, the conflict comes to no resolution but neither does it 
erupt into a serious rift. 

The pattern of scenes alternating between the tavern and the 
plotting of the rebellion is broken in III. ii. when the King con
fronts his son about his shortcomings both private and public, 
bringing the matter to the forefront and hinting at the conflict that 
is to come. Henry, chiding his son on two grounds, accuses him of 
indulging in "inordinate and low desires" and ~~barren pleasures 
[and] rude society" (III. ii. 11, 14). He fears that Hal may willingly 

... fight against me under Percy's pay, 
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To dog his heels and curtsy at his frowns, 
To show how much thou art degenerate. 

(125-27) 

Henry's barbs point at both Falstaff and Hotspur and his descrip
tion of his fears of allegiance that Hal might pay to Hotspur sound 
like an apt assessment of the King's perception of the sound 
relationship that actually exists between Hal and Falstaff. 

Shakespeare now uses Hotspur and Falstaff to demonstrate 
two contrasting attitudes toward war. While there is, on one level, 
a vast difference between the two men, both are extremists; as 
Goddard has noted, Hotspur's honor, when put to the test, is as 
shallow as Falstaff's. 10 Hotspur is too bloodthirsty; Hal demon
strates his rejection of Percy's over-zealous attitude toward war in 
his parody of the man who 

. . . kills me some six or seven dozen of Scots at a 
breakfast, washes his hands, and says to his wife, "Fie 
upon this quiet life! I want work." 

(II. iv. 102-05) 

Hotspur's lusty, overconfident attitude allows him to predict, 
despite the odds, that 

My father and Glendower being both away, 
The powers of us may serve so great a day. 

(IV. i. 131-32) 

Falstaff, too, sees his men as adequate for the battle they are about 
to fight; in answer to Hal's queries about the suitability of his 
troops, Sir John replies that they are "good enough to toss; food 
for powder, food for powder. They'll fill a pit as well as better" 
(IV. ii. 64-65). Hal rebukes Falstaff's under-zealous approach to 
war in the field at Shrewsbury, when Falstaff jokingly lends the 
Prince a bottle of sack rather than a pistol: "What, is this a time to 
jest and dally now?" (V. iii. 55). 

Criticism has thoroughly documented the superficial differ
ences between Hotspur's and Falstaff's views on honor while 
failing to note the underlying kinship implied. No other charac
ters in the play discourse directly on the topic; honor is an issue of 
significant concern only to Falstaff and Hotspur. Shakespeare 
undercuts both characters' perspectives on the subject by tinging 
their "honor" with biting irony. Honor, clearly not valued by the 
pragmatist Falstaff, is, in a measure, achieved, as Sir John receives 
unearned credit for the killing of Hotspur. Conversely, despite 
his military prowess, Hotspur, for whom honor is all, fails to 
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achieve the glory that he feels should be his. His own description 
of the getting of honor, that it must be plucked from the moon or 
from under the seas, implies a strange otherworldliness to this 
quality that he so values. Hotspur's rhetoric agrees well with 
Falstaff's logic, for Sir John believes that honor is attainable only 
through death. 

In the greatest irony of all, however, Hotspur ultimately 
achieves the honor that Falstaff would avoid, and Falstaff receives 
the military honor with which Hotspur yearns to be crowned. 
Hal, preparing to do battle with Hotspur at Shrewsbury, an
nounces that "all the budding honors on thy crest I I'll crop to 
make a garland for my head" (V. iv. 72-73). Hotspur, with his 
dying breath, concurs: 

I better brook the loss of brittle life 
Than those proud titles thou hast won of me. 

(78-79) 

The interchange between Hal and Hotspur demonstrates that 
Hotspur's honor will be transferred to the man who slays him. In 
throwing Hotspur's dead body down before the Prince, Falstaff 
inquires specifically after honor: "If your father will do me any 
honor, so; if not, let him kill the next Percy himself" (139-41). 
Hal's silence on the matter results in the implied transference of 
Hotspur's honor to Falstaff. 

The foregoing illustrates some of the features that Falstaff and 
Hotspur have in common. While the two characters are possessed 
of highly individualized traits, the bonds that link them are much 
deeper and stronger than their differences, which are merely 
superficial. The use of Hotspur as a foil for Falstaff highlights a 
number of Falstaff's most appealing characteristics: his energy, 
his zest for life, and his mastery of the realms of wit and imagina
tion. But a character as round as Jack Falstaff is far more complex 
than the judgments that may be extrapolated from a comparison of 
Falstaff with any single character. Accordingly, in keeping with 
the richness of Falstaff's nature, Shakespeare presents a number 
of other characters as mirrors to reflect his traits. While Falstaff's 
admirers may be content to appropriate the Hotspur parallel and 
loathe to embrace any potentially less-complimentary compari
sons with one of the most appealing characters in literature, a 
well-rounded and impartial view of Sir John must consider un
flinchingly the alternative possibilities. In Henry IV, Part 2, as 
Hal's rejection of Falstaff draws nearer, Shakespeare must com
pare Sir John with a character of a very different sort: Justice 
Shallow, who can best be described as a shadow of Falstaff. 
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A reading of the list of characters in Part 2 reveals how careful 
Shakespeare was to name his characters according to their merits: 
consider, for example, Sergeants Fang and Snare, or potential 
conscripts Mouldy and Bullcalf. The very name of Justice Shallow, 
which conjures up uncomfortable feelings and suggests injustice 
rather than justice, provides commentary on an important theme 
in the play. Significantly, Falstaff is one of the most consistently 
unjust characters in Part 2. Mistress Quickly's unsuccessful law
suit against him, Falstaff's abuse of his powers of military con
scription, his encounters with the Lord Chief Justice, and his 
"borrowing" of money from Shallow all reflect the injustice of 
Falstaff's code of conduct. 

In Falstaff's first scene in the play, the Lord Chief Justice 
questions him about his involvement in the Gads Hill robbery, an 
act of wrongdoing that has dogged Sir John from the preceding 
play. Unwilling to press his point, however, the Chief Justice 
concedes to Falstaff that his "day's service at Shrewsbury hath a 
little gilded over [his] night's exploit on Gads Hill" (II. i. 147-48). 
Ironically, this concession is unjust in itself, for Falstaff has done 
no such service at Shrewsbury as that with which he has been 
credited. Falstaff's next entry into the action finds him again at 
issue in a legal matter. This time he has not defrauded strangers 
or the King's treasury, but an intimate friend, Mistress Quickly, 
"both in purse and in person" (II. i. 114), as the Lord Chief Justice 
puts it. The presence of the legal official in the scene stresses the 
miscarriage of justice, and, as in the previous situation, the matter 
reaches no resolution. 

The cumulative effect of these unresolved legal issues creates 
a certain distance between the audience and Falstaff and suggests 
that a reckoning will have to be made. The audience may have 
found Falstaff's foibles merely laughable in Part 1, and his antics 
may have been, on the whole, harmless, since Hal was present to 
repair the damage done. However, Falstaff seems both more crass 
and more cruel in Part 2, and no one is present to rescue him or 
others from his excesses. Only an increasing blindness to Falstaff's 
liabilities can leave one's sympathies unshaken.11 

Falstaff's abuse of military conscription, which is first de
scribed by his soliloquy in Part 1, is presented for the audience's 
further consideration by its enactment in Part 2. Shakespeare's 
return to this matter re-emphasizes Falstaff's self-chosen stance in 
relation to matters of state. Although the rebellion's success 
would put an end to Falstaff's hopes of advantage from his asso
ciation with Hal, he cannot perceive that the rebellion threatens 
him in any way. He exclaims instead, "God be thank'd for these 
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rebels, they offend none but the virtuous. I laud them, I praise 
them" (Part 1, III. iii. 190-92). Falstaff views the skirmish solely as 
a financial opportunity, and his actions can in no way be of 
assistance to the Prince whom he claims as his friend. 

Ironically, despite the pathetic wretchedness of Falstaff's re
cruits, Shakespeare gives one of his soldiers the moral upper hand 
over his commander. Feeble declares," A man can die but once. 
We owe God a death. I'll ne'er bear a base mind" (III. ii. 235-36). 
Feeble's statement recalls Hal's conversation with Falstaff before 
the battle of Shrewsbury, in which Hal points out to Falstaff that 
"thou owest God a death." Falstaff's answer, however, bears none 
of the nobility of Feeble's meditation: 

'Tis not due yet; I would be loath to pay him before his 
day. What need I be so forward with him that calls not 
on me? ... 

(V. i. 126-29) 

By allowing such a Feeble virtue to outshine Falstaff, Shakespeare 
comments pointedly on the shortcomings of Sir John. 

The portrayal of Falstaff's injustice can be understood most 
clearly through the comparison of Falstaff with Justice Shallow. 
Most critics, in examining these characters, have discerned the 
obvious contrasts rather than the subtle but pervasive similarities. 
Two aspects of Shallow's character, perhaps more than any others, 
have contributed to the interpretation of Shallow as Falstaff's 
opposite. His lack of wit, together with his lack of girth, set him 
apart as a man unlike the humorous and robust Sir John. The play, 
however, undercuts the significance of both the wit and the weight, 
and it asserts, in a number of areas, the essential commonality 
between Falstaff and Shallow. The superficial, external differ
ences between the two characters, like those generally considered 
to set Falstaff apart from Hotspur, dissolve under closer scrutiny 
to trivialities that obscure the characters' intrinsic similarities. 

While no one can praise the level of Shallow's wit, in one 
scene, at least, Falstaff sounds more like Shallow than any other 
character in the play. Whereas Falstaff had a ready answer to Hal 
about his actions in regard to the Gads Hill robbery, he appears to 
have been caught completely off guard when Hal challenges him 
for having verbally abused his royal person in II. iv. of Part 2. 
Falstaff, finding himself genuinely at a loss for words, indulges in 
empty verbal repetitions like those of Shallow. "No, no, no, not 
so," he replies, and, 11 No abuse, Hal, o' mine honor, no abuse"; 
"No, abuse, Hal"; "No abuse, Ned, i' th' world; honest Ned, 
none"; and finally, 11 No abuse, Hal. None, Ned, none. No, faith, 
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boys, none" (II. iv. 308, 312-23). While he quickly recovers his wits 
and offers better answers to the questions posed to him, his lapse 
in this instance into Shallow-like cant reveals the unmistakable 
kinship between Sir John and Justice Shallow. 

As for the matter of physical proportions, Falstaff himself 
provides the key to the significance of the issue. He lectures 
Shallow: 

Will you tell me, Master Shallow, how to choose a 
man? Care I for the limb, the thews, the stature, bulk, 
and big assemblance of a man? Give me the spirit, 
Master Shallow .... 

(III. ii. 257-60) 

He concludes this lecture by declaring "0, give me the spare men, 
and spare me the great ones" (268-69). Falstaff asserts that he 
discounts the outer appearance of the man and looks, instead, at 
other qualities. The careful reader must do the same in order to 
interpret accurately the relationship between Falstaff and Shal
low. 

Shallow's description of himself resounds with echoes of the 
Falstaffian character. Silence, recalling the days of Shallow's 
youth, observes, "You were call'd 'lusty Shallow' then," and 
Shallow exclaims, "By the mass, I was called anything" (III. ii. 16-
17). It is difficult to imagine a character lustier than Falstaff, and 
Falstaff is liable to be called virtually anything, by either himself 
or others. Doll calls him a "muddy conger" and a "full hogshead" 
(II. iv. 53, 62-63); to Hal, he is a "globe of sinful continents" and a 
"whoreson candle-mine" (II. iv. 284, 299). Naming and name
calling, particularly directed at Falstaff, feature prominently in 
the play, and as Barber has noted, Falstaff is constantly renaming 
himself. 12 

Shallow's characterization of his former companions and their 
activities dovetails nicely with the activities of Falstaff and his 
crew. "I would have done anything ... and roundly, too" (III. ii. 
17-19), Shallow boasts, and this statement exemplifies the spirit of 
Falstaff's lust for life. Shallow's naming of the companions of his 
wilder days prompts comparison to the list of Falstaff's tavern 
companions. Shallow describes his milieu as the "Inns o' Court" 
(III. ii. 22), while Falstaff cavorts at an inn of a different sort with 
a member of the court. The holiday world of Falstaff's Eastcheap 
is no different from the world of Shallow's Inn-of-Court memo
ries.13 Shallow rounds out his description of his wilder days with 
a recollection of some of the prostitutes he has known, and in Part 
2 we see Falstaff in the company of a prostitute, Doll Tearsheet. 
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At the conclusion of his self-description, Shallow inserts, some
what unexpectedly, the name of Jack Falstaff (III. ii. 25). It seems 
apparent that the activities just described are connected in 
Shallow's mind with the exploits of Sir John. Shallow's next 
statement confirms this assumption, for he compares his actions 
with those of Falstaff: "I see him break Skoggin's head at the court
gate" and "the very same day I did fight with one Sampson 
Stockfish" (29-32). His exclamations over "the mad days" (33) 
that he has spent form another connection with the madcap antics 
of Falstaff and his cronies. If the reader is struck by the apparent 
incongruity between these descriptions and the character of Shal
low as he appears on the stage, the relevance of the lines as 
descriptions of Falstaff emerges with even greater clarity. 

While it is not easy to assign a plain meaning to the lines that 
follow,I 4 one possible reading suggests that Shallow's meditation 
on market conditions at Smithfield may provide a veiled reference 
to Falstaff. Shallow begins with an acknowledgment of the cer
tainty of death. His sudden, abrupt reference to a yoke of bullocks 
at Stamford fair may be nothing more than a manifestation of the 
incoherent wanderings of a weak mind, or it may serve the same 
function as the concluding line of his previous speech: the inser
tion of an unexpected mention of Falstaff. The reference to Stam
ford fair vaguely recalls Falstaff's earlier reference to the purchase 
of livestock at Smithfield, and it cannot be ruled out that the "yoke 
of bullocks" (Ill. ii. 39) may be an agricultural reference to Falstaff. 
Falstaff and farm animals are linked repeatedly throughout the 
play. Falstaff calls himself "a sow that hath overwhelm'd all her 
litter but one" (I. ii. 11-12), and Poins calls him "the martlemas" 
(II. ii. 96). Doll, in an even more telling reference, calls Sir John a 
"Bartholomew boar-pig" (II. iv. 228-29). Doll's epithet again 
evokes the image of Smithfield, the location of the Bartholomew 
Fair, and she also associates the market imagery with warnings of 
death. Both the conversations of Shallow with Silence and Falstaff 
with Doll associate Falstaff with images of livestock and death. 

Shallow's musings provide the first suggestion that his char
acter should be linked to that of Falstaff, and the connection is 
reinforced by Falstaff in a monologue tinged with irony. He calls 
"every third word" (III. ii. 305-06) of Shallow's a lie, but the 
statement reflects Falstaff's words with equal accuracy. While the 
audience, by now, should have recognized in Falstaff a consum
mate (and delightful) liar, even Falstaff cannot resist the opportu
nity to so label himself in soliloquy; his lament, "Lord, lord, how 
subject we old men are to this vice of lying!" (302-03) identifies 
him as a member of the company of liars.15 Shallow's prating 
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about the wildness of his youth should be compared to Falstaff's 
tales of his exploits at Gads Hill and elsewhere. Falstaff's descrip
tion of Shallow as "the very genius of famine" (312-13) comple
ments the audience's image of Falstaff as the genius of feast. Both 
men embody extremities, and symbolically, Shallow functions as 
a shadow or a hollow reflection of Falstaff. 

Falstaff's commentary on Shallow's lechery, his attire, and his 
songs provides further evidence of the linkage between the two 
characters; in some measure, all three items relate to Sir John as 
well. Of the three, the sexual element is the most strongly stressed; 
several characters refer to Falstaff's sexual interests and activities. 
Hal suggests, in Part 1, that Falstaff could not be interested in the 
sun unless it were "a fair hot wench in flame-colour'd taffeta" (1. 
ii. 9-10), and in Part 2, Shallow recalls his whoring days with Sir 
John. The audience sees Falstaff in the company of a prostitute, 
and Sir John appears to have received sexual favors from Mistress 
Quickly as well. 16 While clothing and songs are less important to 
Falstaff than sex, they do appear, at least briefly, as concerns in 
Part 2. Falstaff is anxious to acquire new clothing (1. ii. 28-30), and 
he is seen singing brief snippets of songs in the tavern.17 

Two final matters conclude the study of the two characters' 
similarities. Falstaff's reference to Shallow as a "Vice's dagger" 
(Ill. ii. 318) is highly significant and must be read ironically; for 
most critics, the image is more suggestive of Falstaff than Shallow, 
as Sir John's origins have often been traced to the Vice characters 
of the morality play. Although Falstaff ridicules Shallow's claim 
of familiarity with John of Gaunt, he assumes an even greater 
familiarity with Hal. As the preceding considerations have shown, 
both Shallow and Falstaff refer to themselves in terms that seem to 
be interchangeable. Their words establish similar patterns in their 
thoughts, actions, and histories. The cumulative weight of these 
similarities between Falstaff and his "opposite" calls for a careful 
re-evaluation of their complementary relationship. 

When one considers the fatness of Falstaff-his richness as a 
literary character-it is hardly surprising that the 400 years that 
have passed since Shakespeare's day have been an insufficient 
period of time in which to explore fully and exhaustively the 
subtleties and complexities of the Falstaffian persona. The rela
tionships of Falstaff with Hots pur and Shallow, too long con
signed to the realm of critical commonplace, promise to yield 
fresh insights upon re-examination and reinterpretation, and they 
do not provide the only fruitful ground for a fresh approach to the 
Falstaffian character. Particularly salient to a study of Falstaff's 
role in the political arena and his relationship to the problem of 
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rebellion are John of Lancaster's statements to the Archbishop of 
York. Criticism has tended to ignore the interchange between the 
two men, and most scholars have confined themselves to a few 
brief and predictable remarks about John's treachery, without 
continuing on to an examination of his conversation with the 
Archbishop. This lack of critical attention is unfortunate, because 
John's speech addresses several important issues that have direct 
bearing upon Falstaff's role and status in the play. 

Upon an initial reading, one might well wonder why 
Shakespeare would relate so much of the conversation between 
Prince John and the Archbishop. By this point in the play, it seems 
that Shakespeare has devoted too little time to their character 
development for the audience to feel concern for their individual 
points of view. The conversation, when viewed merely as exposi
tion of the perspectives of the speakers, appears to have little 
justification, but when viewed from the perspective of plot devel
opment, this interchange highlights issues of importance to the 
various causes espoused by the characters and, perhaps even 
more importantly, it reveals issues of concern in regard to Falstaff. 
As a close analysis will demonstrate, the scene foreshadows Hal's 
rejection of Falstaff and allows John and the Archbishop to discuss 
the rna tter in greater detail. 

Prince John begins by warning the Archbishop away from the 
political arena. It was more fitting, John argues, for the Arch
bishop not to have overstepped the bounds of his religious calling 
but to have remained at the center of his faithful core of followers, 
among those who assembled reverently to hear him speak. 
Falstaff's followers, who assemble to hear him "hold forth" at the 
tavern, attend to him with no less devotion, and Falstaff's page 
even describes this following as "Ephesians ... of the old church" 
(II. ii. 142). It is at the tavern, not in the political realm, that 
Falstaff can rightfully claim a leadership role, and it is in the 
tavern, as leader of the merrymakers, that Falstaff is most loved 
and respected: his followers hang on his every word with antici
pation and delight. Falstaff's attempts to find a role for himself 
within the political realm will end as disastrously as do those of 
the Archbishop. 

The Prince is generous in his estimation of York's influence, 
and he includes himself among those awed by the prelate's abili
ties. He exclaims, 

How deep you were within the books of God, 

To us th' imagin'd voice of God himself, 
The very opener and intelligencer 
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Between the grace, the sanctities of heaven, 
And our dull workings .... 

(IV. ii. 17-22) 

Falstaff has been received similarly by both audiences anq critics. 
Romantic critics were particularly prone to view him in these 
terms and to accord him, as Barber puts it, a "God-like superior
ity."18 Falstaff, fulfilling a role similar to that of the Archbishop, 
has been Hal's tutor, providing him with instruction in wit, hu
mor, good fellowship, an understanding of human nature, and an 
imaginative love of life.19 

After praising York's worthy qualities, John begins to cite the 
Archbishop's errors. He charges him first with having marched to 
war "cheering a rout of rebels" (IV. ii. 9) with his drum. Falstaff, 
as he hears of Henry's coronation, also takes a leadership role, and 
he, like the Archbishop, invokes rebellion against rule and order. 
Falstaff exclaims, "Shallow, choose what office thou wilt in the 
land, 'tis thine," adding, "Let us take any man's horses; the laws 
of England are at my commandment" (V. iii. 125-26, 137-38). 
Finally, he adopts religious terminology, thus associating himself 
with the role of the Archbishop, and in a final act of effrontery, he 
utters a beatitude, as though he would elevate himself to the level 
of divinity: "Blessed are they that have been my friends, and woe 
to my Lord Chief Justice!" (139-40). By associating Falstaff's 
actions with those of the Archbishop, Shakespeare implies that in 
his pell-mell flight to attend the coronation, Falstaff is really 
hastening toward war. 

John also claims that the Archbishop has turned #the word to 
sword and life to death" (IV. ii. 10). The statement, reversed, is 
literally true of Falstaff as well, denoting his actions during an 
earlier rebellion at the battle of Shrewsbury. While Falstaff, through 
the lively intensity of his wit, can turn virtually any word to any 
purpose at any time, and while the rapier thrust of his wit is a 
sharper weapon than the dull edge of his sword, Prince John's 
words find their most literal fulfillment in describing Falstaff's 
actions at Shrewsbury. On the battlefield, Hal asks Falstaff for his 
sword three times, but each time in response he receives only 
Falstaff's words. Falstaff specifically tells Hal that the bottle of 
sack is a substitute for his pistol, not his sword (V. iii. 39-54). 
Furthermore, during the course of the battle, Sir John literally 
turns life to death and then death to life again: he counterfeits his 
own death, comes to life again, and then counterfeits Percy's life 
so that he may claim credit for his death. 

The first seven lines of John's speech to the Archbishop, dis
cussed above, appear to refer primarily to York, although the 
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words may be applied to Falstaff as well. The emphasis shifts in 
the lines that follow, as John begins to utter words that cannot be 
applied to the Archbishop but which describe Falstaff precisely. 
John speaks of the man who 11Sits within a monarch's heart I And 
ripens in the sunshine of his favor" (IV. ii. 11-12), a description 
that obviously does not fit York but that applies to Falstaff per
fectly. Neither of the Henry IV plays gives any indication that 
York was close to the King; the only statement that has any bearing 
on the matter is the Archbishop's complaint in Part 2 that he and 
the other members of his party were consistently denied access to 
the King when they attempted to bring their grievances before 
him (IV. i. 75-79). Falstaff, on the other hand, has benefited 
repeatedly from his association with Hal: Hal mitigates the conse
quences of Falstaff's involvement in the Gads Hill incident by 
repaying the money that was stolen, he answers for Falstaff when 
the sheriff comes to call for him, and he allows him to take credit 
for the killing of Hotspur. 

John's accusation of York, as leader of the rebellion, applies 
more aptly to Falstaff: 

... who shall believe 
But you misuse the reverence of your place 

As a false favorite doth his prince's name; 
In deeds dishonorable? . . . 

(IV. ii. 22-26) 

York's offense is not against the Prince, but against the King, 
whereas Falstaff's shortcomings reflect badly on the Prince and do 
not affect the King directly. Falstaff's lawless attitude upon hear
ing of the coronation corresponds perfectly to the stance undergo
ing John's accusation. 

The Archbishop's perspective on the rebels' situation also 
relates closely to the circumstances surrounding Falstaff. York 
asserts that the rebels 

... see which way the stream of time doth run, 
And are enforc'd from our most quiet there 
By the rough torrent of occasion. 

(IV. i. 70-72) 

Westmorland, couching his reply in terms similar to the 
Archbishop's, blames the times and not the persons involved: 

Construe the times to their necessities, 
And you shall say indeed it is the time, 
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And not the King, that doth you injuries. 
(IV. i. 104-06) 

In referring to time, the characters touch on one of the central 
motifs of the play. L. C. Knights' careful analysis of the function 
of time in the play demonstrates that the characters are "only too 
plainly time's subjects" and that no one remains immune to the 
effects of time's passage.20 In Part 2 even the seemingly immortal 
Falstaff succumbs increasingly to the pressures of time, as a 
number of critics have shown.21 

Other identifications with Falstaff may be seen in York's insis
tence that 

The time misord'red doth, in common sense, 
Crowd us and crush us to this monstrous form 
To hold our safety up .... 

(IV. ii. 33-35) 

York's reference to "common sense" recalls Falstaff's refusal to 
fight for any longer than he "sees reason" (Part 1, I. ii. 179). For 
any reader who has identified the implications for Falstaff of 
Lancaster's speech and who approaches the passage with Falstaff 
in mind, it is difficult to read the words ''monstrous form" without 
also picturing the body of Falstaff. 

York, in a parallel that foreshadows what will happen to 
Falstaff when Henry is crowned, asserts that the grievances of his 
party had been "with scorn shov'd from the court" (IV. ii. 37). The 
Archbishop also claims that 

... we are all diseas' d, 
And with our surfeiting and wanton hours 
Have brought ourselves into a burning fever, 
And we must bleed for it .. . . 

(IV. i. 54-57) 

Disease imagery features prominently in the play, and Falstaff is 
among the sick.22 Bleeding, as the Archbishop speaks of it here, 
refers to bloodshed in battle, but the term, in the sense of blood
letting, has a medical application as well. The Lord Chief Justice 
has already offered his services as Falstaff's physician, and al
though Falstaff rejects the suggestion, he will submit ultimately to 
the prescriptions of justice. 

Using terms that emphasize his perception of the justice of his 
case, York asserts 
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Many critics have pleaded Falstaff's case in similar terms.23 York 
states the case for the defense, and Westmorland counters with the 
opinion of the judge: 

Yet for your part, it not appears to me 
Either from the King or in the present time 
That you should have an inch of any ground 
To build a grief on .... 

(107-10) 

Most critics seem to share Westmorland's assessment of the situ
ation, and it has been generally acknowledged that the rebels' 
cause seems groundless and has lost the vitality that characterized 
it in Part 1. Similarly, Falstaff's cause has lost some of its charm; 
for most readers, he is less captivating than he was in the earlier 
play.24 Furthermore, Hal has treated him consistently throughout, 
and even his rejection of Falstaff is a fulfillment of a promise 
stated explicitly. Tillyard notes that "The most the Prince does is 
not to take drastic measures to disabuse Falstaff, doing no more 
than repeat the unkind truths he has never spared telling." He 
characterizes Hal's manner toward Falstaff as having been "aloof 
and Olympian from the start," and he argues that Hal has not 
deceived Falstaff, but rather, Falstaff has deceived himself by 
wishful thinking. 25 

Additional parallels provide further evidence of Falstaff's 
symbolic association with the rebel camp. Westmorland describes 
the "true, native, and most proper shape" of rebellion as 

... base and abject routs, 
Led on by bloody youth, guarded with rags, 
And countenanc' d by boys and beggary. 

(IV. i. 33-35) 

While York leads a rebellion headed by members of the nobility, 
the "true form" described by Westmorland resembles Falstaff's 
version of rebellion. Falstaff, despite his years, refers to himself 
as a youth, and he is surrounded by a ragged band of smalltime 
ruffians. Pistol, who beats a man to death, is undeniably a "base 
and abject" character, and Falstaff is perennially impoverished, 
repeatedly either stealing, begging, or borrowing money from 
others. 

One final passage sheds additional light on the relationship 
between Falstaff and Hal. The Archbishop, as he discusses with 
his companions his view of the problem that the King faces in 
dealing with the rebels, describes the situation in words that seem 
more suited to Falstaff than to the rebellion. He asserts that the 
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King's 
... foes are so enrooted with his friends 
That, plucking to unfix an enemy, 
He doth unfasten so and shake a friend. 

(IV. I. 207-09) 

He also concludes that the King must 

... wipe his tables clean 
And keep no tell-tale to his memory 
That may repeat and history his loss 

(201-03) 

by which he means that the King must forgive and forget past 
deeds. Hal, in rejecting Falstaff, forgets, but he does not forgive: 
"I know thee not, old man" (V. v. 47). 

In Part 2 good news can be fatal. The King becomes ill upon 
hearing of the victory, and the Archbishop sickens after hearing 
that terms of peace have been offered, noting that 

Against ill chances men are ever merry, 
But heaviness foreruns the good event. 

(IV. ii. 81-82) 

When Westmorland attempts to cheer him, York agrees that he 
feels "passing light in spirit," but Mowbray counters ominously: 
"So much the worse, if your own rule be true" (85-86). Shakespeare 
parallels this scene with V. iii, in which Falstaff hears of Hal's 
coronation. Falstaff and Bardolph react joyously (an ominous 
sign), and Pistol takes the role of Mowbray foreshadowing the 
upcoming twist of fate as he asks, more meaningfully than he 
knows, "What? I do bring good news?" (V. iii. 128). 

Shakespeare has unified the Henry IV plays by a complex 
arrangement of complementary characters and plot elements that 
reflect and comment on one another; as Barber has noted, 
Shakespeare's dramatic art has "reached the point where he makes 
everything foil to everything else."26 In these plays, the comedy 
parallels and critiques the history. The plays, however, are his
tory plays, not comedies: the two plays that frame them, Richard II 
and Henry V, place them squarely in a historical context. The 
comedy of the Henry IV plays provides both humor and commen
tary, but Shakespeare uses it to serve another purpose as well: the 
comedy is also history. 

The theme of stealing forms an important thread that runs 
through all four plays of the tetralogy. Richard II steals 
Bolingbroke's property and inheritance; Bolingbroke's seizure of 

86 

 Vol. XVI

Clemson University Digital Press 
Digital Facsimile



King of the Revels or King of the Rebels? 

the crown from Richard constitutes a symbolic act of theft; and 
Hal's companions engage in acts of petty thievery. In Henry V, 
theft is again an issue: Bardolph is executed for stealing, Pistol 
determines to become a professional pickpocket, and the question 
of Henry's right to the French crown raises issues of thievery as 
well. Much of Falstaff's conversation with Hal consists of half
humorous attempts to sound the Prince on his stance regarding 
thieves and to determine if Hal will side with the "squires of the 
night's body." Raising the central question that the plays must 
answer about Hal, Falstaff ponders, "Shall the son of England 
prove a thief and take purses? A question to be ask'd" (Part 1, II. 
i v. 406-07). 

Falstaff's connections with both Hotspur and York demon
strate the pervasiveness of the portrayal of Falstaff as a charis
matic leader of rebellion. In Part 1, both Falstaff and Hotspur lend 
glamour and credibility to their respective causes, but both un
dergo a death at Shrewsbury: the image of Hal, standing upright 
over the prone bodies of Hotspur and Falstaff, symbolizes his 
victory over both forms of rebellion. As Clifford Leech has noted, 
the conflict at Shrewsbury marks the end of a phase; the plays 
continue on from this point in a more sober vein.27 The armed 
rebellion, having lost the impetus of Hotspur, has dwindled by 
Part 2, and similarly, Falstaff, whose rebellion is tolerated in the 
earlier play, has also lost much of his vitality by Part 2. 

Both of the Henry IV plays focus on a rebellion involving the 
Percy family, and this threat to the throne must be answered by 
the King. In both plays, however, it is a prince, rather than the 
King, who brings the conflict to its resolution. Hal's victory at 
Shrewsbury decides the battle, and John's "diplomacy" at Ga ultree 
Forest crushes the rebellion. These large-scale political conflicts 
pose a threat to the crown, but the small-scale rebellion of Falstaff 
and friends threatens the kingdom with misrule. Hal, as prince, 
must put down this rebellion. 

The associations of both Falstaff and the rebellion with images 
of disease and death in Part 2 furnish an image pattern that 
connects the play with the imagery of Richard II. Both plays 
present a crisis of leadership in which the future of the state is at 
stake and during which associates chosen by the members of the 
monarchy play a pivotal role in determining the outcome of the 
crisis. The Henry IV plays reverberate with the message that it is 
both a serious error to be misled by Falstaff's sense of humor, and 
it is also an overwhelming temptation. Unfortunately, the temp
tation to side with Falstaff, "the misleader of youth," places one in 
the position of Richard II, whose loyalty to his beloved advisors 
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becomes a critical factor in his downfall. Hal must weigh carefully 
the potential consequences attaching to his choice, and in light of 
the possible repercussions of a continued association with the 
politically subversive Falstaff, he has few attractive options. As 
Barber has noted, Hal"will not make the mistake which undid 
Richard II, who played at saturnalia until it caught up with him in 
earnest. " 28 

The equating of Falstaff's role with that of characters who 
reflect rebellion, first Hotspur and then York, demonstrates that 
his role must be considered in a political light. In his own way, he 
threatens the well-run state and poses as great a danger as Richard 
II's advisors. By comparing Falstaff to Justice Shallow and oppos
ing him to the Lord Chief Justice, Shakespeare heightens the 
tension inherent in Falstaff's relationship with the crown prince. 
Civil disorder, no matter how appealing, cannot be condoned; 
Falstaff, no matter how lovable, is an enemy of the state. For 
reasons of state, Hal must thrust Falstaff away, a task that is as 
distasteful as it is essential. Had Hal failed to understand political 
necessity and had he failed to act in the best interests of the nation, 
Henry's prediction of his son's reckless reign could easily have 
become an unpleasant reality. 

With the rejection of Falstaff, Shakespeare assures that by the 
end of the play saturnalia has been placed firmly in check. Even 
though the dancer who pronounces the epilogue promises more of 
Falstaff, the character so beloved by readers and audiences never 
resurfaces on the Shakespearean stage. Fortunately, as David P. 
Young points out in his introduction to Twentieth Century Interpre
tations of"Henry IV, Part Two," the audience need not treat Falstaff 
as Hal does; we are not required to judge Falstaff on political 
grounds, nor do we wish to. 29 Falstaff's relations in the political 
realm, illustrated amply by the various character parallels, denote 
him as a potential threat, but these aspects of his character affect 
only the monarchs' perception of him. As Alice Birney notes, 
Falstaff "embodies some kind of threat to constituted authority; 
[and] the prince's rejection of him can be important only in this 
context."30 The audience need never banish Falstaff from either 
their affections or their presence. To continue to enjoy his carnival 
antics, however, one must retreat, with Falstaff, from the realms of 
legitimate political authority, in which the Lord of Misrule can 
find no sanctioned or sustainable role, and return to the holiday 
world of Eastcheap, where Falstaff's success as master of the 
revels is forever certain, secure, and unassailable. It is only in his 
role as master of the revels that Falstaff can achieve the undis
puted sovereignty that is consistently denied him as the leader of 
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the rebels. 
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Henry Chettle and the Unreliable 
Romeo: A Reassessment. 

by Jeffrey Kahan 

According to Gary Taylor, the ultimate aim of a Shakespeare 
editor is the identification of uthe nature or function of a lost 
manuscript which served as the printer's copy for an extant 
edition. "1 These extant editions range from reliable to very unre
liable quartos, generally graded as either good or bad. In terms of 
those "stolne, and surrepititious copies," the scholar's task is 
complicated by the task of identifying those infamous uiniurious 
impostors." The 1597 Romeo and Juliet is one of the few texts where 
a substantial claim of identification has been made and verified a 
number of times, most recently by John Jowett who declared in the 
Oxford Textual Companion that Henry Chettle was Q1's "drama
tist-editor" and subsequently stated it was "apparent" thatChettle 
was the culprit behind Q1.2 

I do not share Jowett's certainty. Authorial attributions, ques
tionable or not, can seem to have great force, presented, as they 
often are, with neat and highly-detailed statistical tables, graphs, 
or similar passages that seem to indicate common authorship. 
Subsequent citations of original investigations can create an im
pression of evidence that is uncontested and uncontestable. In the 
case of Romeo Q1, the textual evidence is illusionary, built upon 
inferences as to what Chettle wrote and how much authenticity 
and reliance those texts have or had. A study of those inferences 
raise a variety of questions that are unavoidable and perhaps 
unanswerable. 

Henry Chettle was first identified as the culprit behind Romeo 
Q1 by Harry R. Hoppe, who speculated that Chettle may have 
supplied verse where the copy for Q1 was incomplete or defective. 
Hoppe's suggestion was little more than a guess made in passing 
and was of such a tenuous nature that within the same book he 
rejected his own suggestion.3 Nonetheless, his idea that Chettle 
was behind Romeo Q1 took hold. His speculation was, and re
mains, attractive. Chettle was an employee for John Danter, the 
stationer behind Romeo Q1, and a sometime pamphleteer and 
playwright. Chettle was Danter's business partner from 1598 to 
1591 and worked for Danter until at least 1596. By 1598, Chettle 
was writing plays, either solo or in collaboration, for the Admiral's 
Men. 

The speculation that Chettle was behind Romeo Q1 would be 
furthered indirectly by W. L. Renwick, who suggested that since 
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Chettle added eleven lines to the anonymous play John of Bordeaux 
(circa 1590-9), he probably worked on other parts of the play as 
well. 4 However, in a later article, Sidney Thomas, citing Renwick 
as his authority, stated that Chettle was behind the rewriting of 
John of Bordeaux and then argued that much of Romeo Q1's spelling, 
vocabulary, and imagery are consistent with Chettle's revision of 
that play and Chettle's own play Hoffman (1602).5 Thomas further 
asserted that Chettle was a capable artist and a first-rate drama
tist: 

He was no ordinary hack-writer, as students of his work 
have lately come to realize, but a poet capable of creat
ing verse of lyric beauty and exquisite sensibility.6 

However, subsequent research has undermined Thomas' 
claims. Let us first begin with Thomas' assertion that Chettle's 
spelling is apparent in Romeo Ql. Certainly evidence of Chettle's 
spelling should at least give the bibliographer a solid foundation 
to judge whether Chettle was at least involved in the editing or 
writing of Romeo Ql. However, Thomas overlooked Hoppe's ear
lier and far more detailed study of Romeo Q1's spellings, in which 
he identified the spellings of four compositors.7 Chettle, working 
as one of Danter's compositors and press correctors, may well 
have set some of Romeo Q1, but that would not make him the man 
who wrote all or parts of the manuscript, just one of the composi
tors who set some of the type. Even if Chettle's claim as a 
compositor and/ or corrector were validated, his contribution to 
the quarto is further limited by the fact that Danter's shop set only 
a portion of the text. Although Danter's name appears as the sole 
printer, his shop printed only sheets A-0.8 

Thomas' declaration that Chettle was a capable dramatist rests 
on his supposition that Chettle rewrote significant portions of the 
anonymous play John of Bordeaux and that Hoffman adequately 
reflects the author's style. But Thomas' own efforts to prove that 
Chettle rewrote other sections of John of Bordeaux have been 
quashed by John Jowett who noted that Chettle merely ,supplied 
a passage to mend a gap" in the play .9 Even if Chettle did add 
eleven lines to John of Bordeaux, Thomas overlooked the fact that 
this addition probably took place in 1598, not circa 1590-9.10 It is, 
therefore, difficult to follow his logic, since an eleven-line addi
tion to a play in 1598 cannot be used as proof that Chettle was an 
active editor /reviser of plays in 1597. 

Even if we could prove that Chettle had a hand in a pre-1597 
play, it might not tell us much. Defining Chettle's style is a 
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complicated and possibly futile undertaking. In a chapter on 
"Avoiding Disaster" in authorial attributions, a cautionary Samuel 
Schoenbaum notes that identifying Chettle's style is always a 
tricky business as Chettle often imitated those writers he re
vised.11 

The rest of Thomas' evidence is derived from parallels in 
language and imagery drawn from Chettle's play Hoffman. Here, 
problems of imitation are not an issue. Nonetheless, we have 
reason to pause. Drawing parallels between Romeo Q1 and Hoffman 
is an equally risky business. Firstly, Hoffman was written in 1602, 
well after Romeo Ql. Again, the evidence that Chettle was capable 
of patching, writing, and editing Romeo Q1 in 1597 must surely be 
culled from texts that appeared before 1597, not after. Further, 
even if a reliable version of Hoffman might help identify the writer 
of the unreliable Romeo, the textual difficulties of Hoffman discour
age such a process. The play was printed posthumously in 1631 
from a very poor copy-text.'2 The edition is so poor even Chettle's 
biographer openly questions whether it adequately reflects 
Chettle's style.13 Since it is difficult to identify passages that are 
clearly Chettle's, it is equally difficult to identify reasonable 
parallels between Chettle's work and Romeo Ql. 

No discussion of Chettle's possible contribution to Romeo Q1 
would be complete without reference to John Jowett's work, which 
has reinvigorated interest in this minor Elizabethan "Johannes 
Factotum." In Jowett's notes to Romeo, Jowett cited one passage 
from Hoffman presumably as proof that Chettle's usage and spell
ings are discernable: 

If Shakespeare never used agile, Chettle . . . did so 
(Hoffman, MSR, 2001: 'noe woodnimphes here I Seeke 
with their agill steps to outstrip the Roe'; note spell
ing).~• 

Jowett's case for Chettle's discernable usage and spellings rests on 
the selection and spelling of this one word (agill), found in a badly
printed quarto, published more than 30 years after Romeo Ql. On 
this point, his case is hardly overwhelming. Jowett also argued 
that "the more informative and picturesque of Q1's stage direc
tions ... are not dissimilar to those of his [ Chettle' s] own Hoffman. "15 

However, in his otherwise praiseworthy textual study of Romeo, 
Jowett failed to cite a single example of such a non-dissimilarity. 
Six years later, in the "Notes" section of RES, Jowett cited a sole 
Romeo stage direction that he believes bears out his assertion: 
"Enter Juliet somewhat fast, and embraceth Romeo."16 This time, 
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Jowett failed to cite any non-dissimilar stage direction from 
Hoffman. To date, his case remains incompletely stated. 

It is not just fohn of Bordeaux, Hoffman, and Romeo Q1 's spell
ings that give one pause to reconsider Chettle's supposed role and 
the seemingly ''apparent" evidence. The chronology of Chettle's 
work calls into question his writing ability and therefore suitabil
ity for the complex task of editing and possibly mending gaps in 
Romeo Ql. His name has been associated with a variety of texts 
from as early as 1579: The Pope's Pitiful Lamentation for the Death of 
his Dear Darling Don fohn of Austria (1578?), the broadside A Doleful 
Ditty or Sorrowful Sonnet of the Lord Darling (1579?), and a miscel
lany of verse fiction and short narratives, The Forest of Fancy 
(1579). These ascriptions rely on the initials, H. C., which appear 
on the aforementioned texts. Since Henry Chettle has the same 
initials, some argue, he must be the author. Chettle's one and only 
biographer, the erudite Harold Jenkins, is skeptical of this 
evidence. 17 In any case, none of these texts has ever been used in 
any comparison with Romeo Ql. 

According to Warren Austin's 1969 computer tests, Chettle 
may have written most of Greene's Groatsworth (1592). 18 However, 
aspects of Austin's methodology have come under scrutiny. The 
most recent computer-aided study, conducted in 1978, rejected 
both Chettle and Greene as author.l9 In 1993, John Jowett accepted 
Austin's findings while providing a detailed list of scholars who 
did not. 20 A 1994 edition attributes the work to both Greene and 
Chettle. 21 Clearly, this controversy is far from settled, and any 
attempts to use Groatsworth as a test for Chettle's hand in Romeo 
Q1 would be premature. 

Moreover, there is a great deal of uncertainty concerning the 
nature of many of Chettle's playwrighting activities during this 
period. There is no denying that prior to 1597 Chettle was some
times called upon to recopy plays or patch them. But in many 
cases we are not yet in a position to even agree on what passages 
Chettle wrote, much less use them in any comparison with Romeo 
Ql. For instance, Jowett ascribes a third of Sir Thomas More (circa 
1590-93, revisions circa 1594-95)22 to Chettle.23 But more recent 
studies have been less generous: The Revels editors of Sir Thomas 
More point out that, in many instances, Chettle's job may have 
been to allocate revisions to other writers rather than undertake 
them himsel£.24 In another recent study, Scott McMillin remains 
unsure whether Chettle's contributions consisted of crafting 
speeches or copying the speeches of others. 25 

I do not mean to imply that Chettle added nothing of his own 
to the play. Chettle did contribute one section, consisting of a 
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dialogue of five speeches, which was partially deleted, and he 
may well have written more. For instance, Thomas Merriam ar
gues that many of Chettle's own contributions may have been 
recopied by Munday, though even he admits that the question will 
only be resolved when Munday's own contributions are fully 
verified. 26 As with Groatsworth, the question of Chettle's contribu
tion to Sir Thomas may never be satisfactorily resolved. To date, 
no test has ever been undertaken attempting to link any supposed 
Chettle passages in Sir Thomas to passages in Romeo Ql. 

In 1598, a year after Romeo, Henslowe recorded Chettle's in
volvement in both The Downfall of Robert Earl of Huntingdon and 
The Death of Robert Earl of Huntingdon. Henslowe paid Chettle lOs. 
to revise the first of these plays and lent the same again to Chettle 
for his collaborative contribution to the second.27 At first glance, 
Henslowe's information seems very clear. Yet, many textual schol
ars continue to question the exact nature of Chettle's role in both 
of these plays. E. K. Chambers notes that the paltry sum probably 
indicates that Chettle made "small alterations" to both plays.28 

More recently, John Carney Meagher, who edited both plays, 
concluded that Chettle had nothing to do with Downfall and little 
to do with the text for Death. 29 

Similarly, Gabrieli and Melchiori ascribe a portion of The First 
Part of Sir John Oldcastle (1600) to Chettle.30 But this ascription 
contradicts both Henslowe's Diary and a new scholarly study by 
Corbin and Sedge, which do not list Chettle as writer or revisor of 
the play.31 To date, no test linking any detailed stylometrical 
qualities of Oldcastle or The Huntingdon Plays to Romeo Ql has ever 
been undertaken. 32 

The first work that is unquestioningly and fully Chettle's is 
the prose pamphlet, Kind-Hartes Dreame (1592). Yet the author 
himself asserts how unusual it is for him to compose rather than 
composite: 

... let it not seeme strange (I beseech ye) that he that all 
daies of his life hath beene famous for drawing teeth 
[correcting press], should now in drooping age hazard 
contemptible infamie by drawing himselfe into print. 33 

We do know that in 1595 Chettle published his Piers Plainness: 
Seven Years' Prenticeship. But this too is a prose work, not a play. 
Thus far, no tests attempting to match these works with Romeo Ql 
have been undertaken. 

I do not dispute the fact that Chettle may have written plays in 
part or in whole circa 1597. But the evidence brought forward that 
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Chettle was involved in Romeo Q1 is highly selective in that it 
either (1) ignores chronology, and thus the nature and scope of 
Chettle's dramatic activity circa 1597, or (2) derives from texts that 
suffer from dubious textual authority. Nor do I dispute the fact 
that Chettle was later called upon to write, revise, and collaborate 
on plays. Neil Carson has pointed out that Chettle was among 
"the most active" of the collaborative dramatists. 34 But these 
collaborations began in February 1598.35 Even Carson's study of 
Chettle's collaborative activities dates for the most part from 
August 1602 to March 1603 well after Romeo Ql. 

Romeo and Juliet, writes New Cambridge editor G. Blakemore 
Evans, "is fraught with problems, some of them essentially in
soluble."36 The same may well be said of Henry Chettle's work, 
particularly his plays. While it is true that Chettle did collaborate 
on a number of plays, his actual role in many of these works 
remains ill-defined. Selecting any of his circa 1597 work for the 
purpose of linking Romeo Q1 to Chettle remains a dangerous 
undertaking. 

While Chettle certainly wrote one play and co-wrote scores of 
others, in many instances we are unsure as to the full nature of his 
contributions. Extant documents circa 1597 give us no uncontested 
reason to assume that Chettle was the dramatist-editor behind 
Romeo Ql. Even if we accept Thomas' claim that Chettle's spelling 
is apparent in Q1, it does not follow that he was the play's 
dramatist-editor. He may well have been a copyist for the manu
script given to Danter or one of the compositors who set Q1 's type. 
Jowett's case concerning Hoffman's stage directions has never 
been fully published and cannot, in the light of problems concern
ing Hoffman's textual reliability, be accepted without detailed 
study. Stylometric tests comparing Romeo Q1 to other texts Chettle 
may have had a hand in might solve this problem, but such tests 
are unlikely to be run until we are in a firmer position to define 
Chettle's style. 

The nature of the case is such that we cannot say with certainty 
that it was Chettle who was behind the 1597 Romeo, but there is 
plenty of reason to say that the uncertainty is of such a continuous 
nature that we should approach Hoppe's, Thomas' and Jowett's 
claims with serious reservations. Comparisons of Romeo Ql and 
Chettle's circa 1597 plays on stylistic grounds are based on the 
assumption that the latter are reliable and authorially uncon
tested. Scholars who undertake such an exercise may not have 
fully digested the many conflicting bibliographic analyses of 
Chettle's roles in a number of texts and/ or the dubious textual 
reliability of the single play (Hoffman) attributed to him with any 
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degree of certainty. In the light of these facts, any argument 
concerning Chettle's candidacy as Ql's dramatist-editor based on 
his writings circa 1597 cannot be accepted unconditionally. 

Montreal, Quebec 
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in Neil Carson's A Companion to Henslowe's Diary (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. 
Press, 1988), p. 48. 

29See his textual study in Anthony Munday, The Huntingdon Plays: A Critical 
Edition of the Dawnfall of Robert, Earl of Huntingdon (New York: Garland, 1980), 
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Reprints, 1908), i-xvi; p. vii. 
321t should be noted that an earlier article of mine, based upon a blind 

acceptance of Hoppe's, Thomas' and Jowett's findings, did find some tentative 
evidence of minor stylistic affinities between one stage direction in Romeo Q1 and 
two stage directions in The Death of Robert Earl of Huntingdon. The comparisons 
are, admittedly, primitive. See my "Chettle's Romeo Q1 and The Death of Robert, 
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and H3rrespectively. 
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(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1984), 206-12; p. 206. 
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Franco Zeffirelli's Romeo and Juliet 
and the Uses of Cultural Translation 

by Robert F. Willson, Jr. 

A few months ago, after some hurried channel surfing, I found 
Franco Zeffirelli's Romeo and Juliet on the cable station TNT (Turner 
Network Television). This "special event" was introduced by the 
actress Ali MacGraw, a choice that seemed to me somewhat un
usual. Had she performed Juliet's part in some production I had 
not heard or read about? Was she a well-known Shakespeare buff? 
Then I concluded, as she delivered information about the film's 
actors and director and the setting and style, that she was prob
ably selected because she had played a Juliet-like role in the 1970 
film Love Story. An adaptation of Erich Segal's best seller, the plot 
traces the love of a young New England lawyer (Ryan O'Neal) 
from a rich, landed family for a beautiful, sharp-tongued girl with 
lower-class roots. Their marriage is disapproved of by Oliver's 
father, but prevails until MacGraw's character contracts a termi
nal disease and dies. This tear-jerker was a box-office success, so 
much so that it spawned the inevitable sequel, Oliver's Story 
(1978), in which O'Neal woos and weds someone of his own 
class-Candice Bergen in the role of an heiress to the Bonwit
Teller fortune. 

MacGraw was no doubt chosen as host for Romeo and Juliet 
because TNT assumed viewers would make the obvious connec
tion between her character in Love Story and Juliet. (This choice 
will of course also prove profitable when TNT, now the owner of 
many Hollywood films, next decides to air Love Story.) From an 
American audience's perspective, these two films could in fact be 
shown as a double bill, since they speak to issues central to the 
American experience, especially as that experience was drama
tized in the late 1960's and early 1970's. Zeffirelli's movie in 
particular became very popular after being released in 1968, a 
time of political and social turmoil in the United States. Its popu
larity is the focus of this essay: Why did it speak so compellingly 
to American audiences, especially teenagers, and how was its 
reception illustrative of "cultural translation," especially if we 
use the term "culture" to apply to sociopolitical and film prac
tices. One might likewise ask how the production was "used" 
culturally: Did it offer high-school and college teachers a highly 
desirable vehicle for forcing "culture" on television-numbed stu
dents? Did Zeffirelli manage somehow to inscribe Shakespeare's 
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tragedy as a Hollywood epic, thereby making the play a part of 
American popular film culture? An even more radical question is 
whether this Romeo and Juliet deserves to be labeled a "cult" 
movie. What I hope to demonstrate is that elements of Zeffirelli's 
production make it uniquely American, and that the popularity of 
other youth-oriented movies in the late 1960's ensured that it 
would be "read" as a statement against parental, social, and 
governmental oppression of youth. 

Our memories of the 1960's are certainly colored by personal 
experience, but most of us would agree that some very disruptive 
political and social events marked that period, giving it a unique . 
character. The Vietnam War disrupted American society (not, 
granted, as much as it did Vietnamese society) because of the 
strong opposition to it by young people whose lives were directly 
threatened. For many of those young people, the war was a 
symptom of the degenerate world view of all those "over 30." The 
seeds of this generational war were already growing on college 
campuses before the war heated up: the Free Speech Movement at 
Berkeley is only one example of a political awakening that as
serted the youth culture's right to free expression. Rock music, 
"free love," drug experimentation, miniskirts, "flower power," 
long hair-these "Aquarian" values marked American youth as 
rebels against a society and government in which war was not 
only condoned but promoted. Bob Dylan's line "The times they 
are a-changin"' seemed to capture the mood of 1960's youth 
culture, which gained a position of power that it had not had 
before and has not attained again. 

Zeffirelli's film, seen from the perspective of the 1990's, re
flects uncannily the mood of the times. Casting Leonard Whiting 
(seventeen years old) and Olivia Hussey (fifteen) in the main roles 
signaled the director's desire to appeal to an audience that was 
probably not intimately familiar with the play. The decision also 
broke with stage and film tradition: the 1936 Hollywood produc
tion, for example, starred thirty-six-year-old Norma Shearer and 
fourty-three-year-old Leslie Howard. Whiting and Hussey bring 
to their parts both innocence and exuberance, qualities that trans
form encounters at the ball and in the balcony scene into believ
able moments of first-love excitement. In addition, though the 
action is set in Renaissance Italy and features locations and cos
tumes that recall the period, Whiting and Hussey sport hair styles 
that resemble those of the 1960's. He wears a modified Beatles cut; 
she has long, straight hair, parted in the middle. 

The lovers' behavior in the balcony scene (II. ii.)l has all the 
elements of a first date, full of anxiety, embarrassed conversation, 
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and confusion. Zeffirelli breaks with the Shakespearean text by 
having Romeo climb up to the balcony to kiss, embrace, then 
reluctantly part from his beloved-and quickly repeat that se
quence. Such an exchange maintains the innocent mood of 
Shakespeare's tragedy but reminds the audience that physical 
desire-what in common parlance is called "raging hormones"
cannot be restrained. The Nurse's calls could as easily be those of 
an angry father who has waited up for his daughter's return from 
the high-school dance, suspicious that she is necking on the front 
porch with her date. Throughout that scene, moreover, and the 
preceding ball, Zeffirelli's treatment of Juliet's gaze2 "implies 
parity between the genders."3 She is quick-witted and energetic, 
and the result is a more balanced representation of desire. This 
handling of the scene is symptomatic of the liberated 1960's, when 
feminine desire was increasingly asserted and recognized in soci
ety and on film and television. Peter Donaldson has also identi
fied homoerotic elements in the film, especially in the shots of 
male bodies and costumes, although there is no open display of 
homosexuallove.4 

Yet another sign of the film's liberated style is its treatment of 
III. v ., the morning of Romeo's banishment. Although Shakespeare's 
text has Romeo climbing down from Juliet's balcony, Zeffirelli's 
version finds the couple in bed. Both are naked and basking in the 
glow of their wedding-night lovemaking. As Romeo rises from 
the bed, we watch him walk to the window and regard the morn
ing sun; his nakedness is both appealing and innocent, a natural 
act that is in concert with the film's overall tone. We are likewise 
given a brief glimpse of a nude Juliet as she leaves the couple's 
marriage bed and readies herself for Romeo's departure. The 
treatment of this scene further reveals Zeffirelli's intention to 
convey a sense of liberation yet isolation for the lovers: they may 
only briefly escape convention and the gaze of the patriarchal 
world. Like their counterparts in American society, their revolt 
against authority is manifested in a return to natural innocence 
that is doomed from the beginning. 

Romeo's character expresses disgust for the feud and protests 
against it in the manner of a "flower child." We first see him 
carrying a sprig of flowers as he enters after the opening street 
battle between the families. This sprig dominates the screen as he 
speaks of his melancholy to Benvolio. When he sees the wounded 
bodies being carried away from the square, he disgustedly de
clares, "Here's much to do with hate, but more with love," throws 
down the sprig, and marches off. The line in the text occurs earlier 
in the scene, in the middle of Romeo's oxymoronic account of his 
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lovesickness (1. i. 174-86); by changing it to a closing pronounce
ment, Zeffirelli gives Romeo the identity of a kind of chorus, 
commenting on the madness and destructiveness of war. While in 
the text he is only an indifferent observer of the feud, Romeo in the 
film becomes a more ~ctive protester against it. Although the 
flower he throws away certainly is part of a bouquet of blooms 
used to visualize the flower imagery in the text, it here serves the 
specific purpose of protest. An American audience of young rebels 
cannot avoid the obvious identification of Romeo's cause with 
theirs. 

Friar Laurence is likewise first seen "among flowers." His 
entrance in II. iii. situates him in a field outside of Verona that is 
revealed in a slow pan th.at ends on a clump of brilliant yellow 
flowers. The bushes nearby are seen to part, discovering the friar 
on hands and knees plucking what looks like a sprig of mint, 
tasting it, and holding it up to the morning sun. This entrance 
contrasts sharply with the one described by the stage direction in 
Shakespeare's text: Enter Friar [Laurence] alone, with a basket. 
Laurence's manner, moreover, is that of a child of nature: his hair 
and his robe identify him more with the feminine than the mascu
line world of the play. His acquaintance with herbs, flowers, and 
their medicinal power encodes his identity as sympathetic with 
those of the lovers as flower children. He offers a maternal 
presence that contrasts sharply with the paternalism of the 
Capulets and Montagues. (Indeed, even Lady Capulet and the 
Nurse exhibit traits of the patriarchy in their interchanges with 
Juliet, especially as both promote the marriage suit of Paris.) 
Zeffirelli has thus created a little family of pacifists whose only 
path to happiness can be through an underground world of secret 
rites and drugs. 

These significations of pacificism and liberation are evidence 
of what James Clifford calls "equivalents" that exemplify the 
process of cultural translation.5 Although Shakespeare's tragedy 
does not qualify as an anti-war statement or a pacifist manifesto, 
the feud and its causes seem to occupy a position of dominance in 
relation to the lovers' equivalent to that of the Vietnam War in 
relation to American youth in the 1960's. A strong identification 
of that youthful audience with Zeffirelli's lovers may likewise be 
read as a stand against familial as well as governmental authority. 
The warning by some protesters not to trust anyone over thirty 
can be seen as consistent with the views of Romeo and Juliet 
toward all who refuse to recognize their love. Zeffirelli encour
ages this attitude by making all the youthful characters into lively, 
attractive, "rounded" characters while exaggerating the typical, 
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even stereotypical, features of parents and other authority fig
ures.6 He has encouraged the uuse" of the tragedy for purposes 
of protest and liberation that are, conversely, not equivalent to 
what might be called Shakespearean purposes. 

Indeed, this equivalence can be read into other incidents in the 
play. I have already suggested the ~~first-date" associations in the 
ball and balcony scenes. This interpretation underscores the isola
tion of the lovers, not exclusively because of the feud but because 
of the alienating threat of parental authority. Shakespeare's audi
ence, too, might have interpreted the episodes in a similar way, 
but their reaction would no doubt have been tempered by conven
tional attitudes toward rule and hierarchy. For American youth 
the threat to their happiness posed by parents represents a cultur
ally-tolerated, even encouraged, attitude. The secret marriage, as 
well, would be regarded as the lovers' only recourse in a "world 
without pity"-lines from a popular song of the 1960's. In a 
society where parental authority is qualified by a strong desire 
among parents to remain youthful in appearance and outlook, 
such actions as elopement or secret marriage may be tolerated or, 
at least, forgiven. Another instance of equivalence, the Friar's 
saving potion, translates as liberating drug in the1960's setting; 
that the taking of it precipitates Juliet's death can be read as the 
unexpected consequence of an overdose. Juliet's nightmare (IV. 
iii. 36-58), with its Gothic shrieks and visions, might easily be 
decoded as a "bad trip" that is both frightening and mind-expand
ing. The death of Mercutio had already been contextualized as a 
gang murder in West Side Story, which was a popular musical 
adaptation of Romeo and Juliet on both stage and screen. Here the 
parentless culture of America manifests itself in the translation of 
the feud into gang-banging between urban orphans. Zeffirelli has 
in fact been described as filtering the action "through the lens" of 
Leonard Bernstein's production as a means of making 
Shakespeare's tragedy "palatable" to young audiences.7 Nino 
Rota's beautiful score, especially the theme song, "A Time For 
Us," evokes the world of Hollywood musicals. It also suggests the 
mood of teenage anguish expressed in such popular themes as 
Michel Legrand's "Windmills of Your Mind." Romeo's banish
ment, with its heavy freight of shame and anxiety, can be read as 
the equivalent of escape to Canada or Mexico to avoid the draft. In 
the climate of the 1960's, such action was regarded as heroic by 
war protesters, the sole way to escape bloodying one's hands in an 
unjust, racist conflict. While Zeffirelli does not pursue this equiva
lence in any explicit way, an audience attuned to the political and 
social climate of protest would understand that Romeo's unwill-
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ing exile was caused by the naked and insensitive power exercised 
by authority. 

In his handling of the final sequence, Zeffirelli conveys an 
explicitly "modern" message about the lovers' deaths and the 
consequences of this untimely event. In Shakespeare's text, Romeo 
and Juliet's deaths are rationalized as a sacrifice to restore peace 
between the Montagues and Capulets. The fathers, deeply aware 
of their loss, nonetheless vow to build statues of their children as 
monuments to their loss and to the newfound reconciliation. 
Zeffirelli, however, chooses to stage a funeral procession with the 
tragic pair dressed in wedding attire. The members of the two 
families stand on either side of the bodies as the Prince announces 
that "All are punished!" When the procession moves inside the 
church, the survivors are seen consoling each other, even as we 
realize that those we really care about are gone. And the final 
shot, over which the credits roll, is of the wall above the square, "a 
final symbol of division, war, imprisonment, continuity with the 
past. If this conflict has ended, conflict itself has not."8 Such 
"statements" are typical of a number of films of the 1960's, and in 
this case the impression remains that no youthful sacrifice can 
ever hope to save a world dominated by blind patriarchy. 

This message is consistent with those of other youth-oriented 
films of the period. Mike Nichols' The Graduate (1967) stars Dustin 
Hoffman as a confused and naive college graduate-he is told by 
one of his parents' drunken friends that his future success lies in 
"Plastics!" -who is seduced by an older woman (Ann Bancroft). 
When he falls in love with her daughter, however, Mrs. Robinson 
turns all the force of her considerable jealous anger against him. 
She, like Capulet, has other marriage plans for her daughter. In a 
final, hilarious sequence, Hoffman breaks into the church where 
his beloved is about to be wed to another man and steals her away. 
He uses a large cross to bar the church doors to his pursuers, 
thereby underscoring the hypocrisy of adult "values." Here the 
Romeo and Juliet story is contextualized as a victory of love over 
corrupt patriarchy, a comedy that caught the spirit of a youthful 
culture that was both serious and self-righteous. In Arthur Penn's 
Bonnie and Clyde (1967), the lovers are outright social rebels whose 
devotion to robbing banks and defying convention is encoded as 
heroic. Though unlikely innocents of the kind represented by 
Romeo and Juliet, these characters do exhibit the unqualified 
devotion of lovers despite their defiance of authority. Their lives 
of crime are romanticized as they somewhat unconvincingly re
gard themselves as modern-day types of Jesse James. But their 
deaths, gruesomely depicted as bloody sacrifices in a hail of 
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bullets, elevate Bonnie and Clyde to the status of martyrs for love. 
The sympathetic treatment and audience reception of these killers 
demonstrate an ethos of romantic rebellion in the late 1960's. It is 
in this climate that we can better appreciate the popularity of 
Zeffirelli's Romeo and Juliet, even though its theme and characters 
have long been praised for their "universality." Claims of univer
sality for works of art must always be qualified by an understand
ing not only of the medium but also the culture into which they 
have been translated. Only then will we be able to identify the 
uses to which they have been put. 

University of Missouri-Kansas City 
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11Lear, Lear, Lear!" Marlowe, 
Shakespeare, and the Third 

by Lisa Hopkins 

It has long been widely accepted that the plays and poems of 
Marlowe exerted a profound influence on his exact contemporary, 
Shakespeare. Usually, however, it is proposed that Shakespeare's 
creative encounter with Marlowe was a phenomenon principally 
of the first part of his career, manifested most obviously in their 
shared involvement with the three parts of Henry VI (whatever its 
exact nature may have been)1 and in early plays such as Richard III, 
Richard II, and The Merchant of Venice, together with the narrative 
poem Venus and Adonis, taken to be a response to Marlowe's 
presumably unfinished epyllion, Hero and Leander. 2 (There is also, 
of course, a view that Marlowe is the rival poet of the sonnets.)l 
Occasionally, an indebtedness to Marlowe will be posited in a 
slightly later play-Nicholas Brooke and Marjorie Garber suggest 
Julius Caesar,4 Joseph A. Porter, Romeo and ]uliet,5 and Anne 
Lancashire, Timon of Athens;6 and Garber has also argued with 
some ingenuity that the killing of Hotspur by Henry V represents 
Shakespeare's defeat of his rival dramatist.7 However, the critical 
consensus seems to be that for the works of his middle period 
Shakespeare stands alone, showing a maturity of tragic vision far 
surpassing Marlowe's (Wilbur Sanders, in particular, sees 
Shakespeare as possessing an inner stability and balance in which 
he finds Marlowe sadly lacking),8 before the competition with 
Beaumont and Fletcher drives him into the fairy-tale world of the 
last romances. As Maurice Charney puts it, ~~shakespeare is in
creasingly able to shake off Marlowe's influence, which virtually 
disappears in the progress from Titus Andronicus to King Lear";9 

James Shapiro similarly feels that Shakespeare's "engagement 
with Marlowe appears to come to an end ... around the turn of the 
century."10 I want to argue, though, that an ongoing engagement 
with the dynamic of Marlowe's dramaturgy informs precisely one 
of the, ostensibly, most original of all Shakespeare's mature 
creations, King Lear. Furthermore, I will suggest that King Lear is 
shadowed throughout both by Marlowe's Tamburlaine the Great 
and also by the third of my title, which refers equally to the 
tripling motif structuring the plays of both authors11 and to the 
other writer whose thought and aesthetic sense seem to me pro
foundly to color King Lear, Sir Philip Sidney. 

That Shakespeare turned to Sidney's Arcadia for the story of 
the blind Paphlagonian king, which provides the source-narrative 
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of the Gloucester sub-plot, is well-known. The complete extent of 
his indebtedness to the work, however, extends far beyond this.•z 
The Arcadia pervades King Lear not only in the specific eorrespon· 
dences between these two stories but also in numerous details of 
thought, plot device, and verbal echo. Shortly after the two 
princes, Pyrocles and Musidorus, have encountered the blind king 
of Paphlagonia and his loyal son, Book Two of the New Arcadia 
draws to a close with the singing of Eclogues. In one of them, 
Pyrocles compares Philoclea's breasts to the white cliffs of Albion,13 

a highly suggestive reference in the context of Gloucester's pil· 
grimage thither (for which Sidney, with his Arcadian setting, of 
course, provides no analogue). The word "naughty," used by 
Gloucester of Regan with an apparent inappropriateness which 
rarely fails to amuse students, recurs repeatedly in the story of the 
blind king, applied both to the king himself and, more systemati· 
cally, to his wicked son Plexirtus (277, 278, 361, 399). The blind 
king, like Lear, finds too late that "I had left myself nothing but the 
name of a king"(278); and most tellingly of all, when Pyrodes and 
Musidorus first encounter the blind king he, like Gloucester, is at 
the top of a rock from which he wishes to jump (276), claiming that 
he wishes to free his loyal son from "so serpentine a companion as 
I am" (279). The scene thus envisages, as in the Temptation in the 
Wilderness, a virtuous man accompanied by a demonic one, in an 
interesting parallel to the hideous devil which Edgar imagines for 
his father. 14 

Nor is this the only section of the narrative of the Arcadia 
which finds echoes in King Lear. Gynecia, Edgar-like, calls herself 
"only happy because I cannot be more wretched" (732), and the 
labor of the shepherds trying to revive the seemingly dead Basilius 
is termed "bootless" (733), the word Edgar uses for Kent's at· 
tempts to make himself known to Lear when he is occupied with 
trying to revive the dead Cordelia. And towards the end of the 
book, Euarchus, musing on how he hopes to persuade Basilius to 
return to public life, frames some mental commentary which 
would fit very well for King Lear too: "now, a prince being and not 
doing like a prince, keeping and not exercising the place, they 
were in so much more evil case as they could not provide for their 
evil" (791). 15 Finally, Philisides' deliberate pitting of youth against 
age in the Old Arcadia (66) clearly relates centrally to one of the 
major thematic concerns of King Lear. 

As for Tamburlaine the Great, there are similar links between 
King Lear and it. 16 Echoes of Tamburlaine are readily detectable 
elsewhere in Shakespeare. Garber sees them in Henry IV, Part I, 17 

a play linked to King Lear by the shared map scenes, the shared 
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joint-stool joke,l8 and the reference in both, as nowhere else in 
Shakespeare, to Merlin.19 It is, of course, obviously present in 
Pistol's rant in Henry IV, Part 2, and arguably as a systematically
felt influence in Henry V,2° a play even closer to the world of Lear 
than its chronological predecessors: not only is its Monsieur le 
Fer, ransomed for crowns, directly echoed in the name of the 
French marshal, Monsieur La Far, in King Lear (IV. iii. 8), but the 
quarto version of Henry V sets the "Southampton" scene in Dover. 
Both plays, moreover, climax in a dramatized combat between 
English and French troops, and, as the Arden editor notes, Edgar's 
term of "Dolphin" for the Devil clearly recalls the Dauphin (III. iv. 
98 note). Additionally, M. C. Bradbrook finds echoes of Tamburlaine 
in The Merchant of Venice, 21 and Wolfgang Clemen in Richard 111.22 

A connection might also suggest itself between Hamlet's father's 
warning that his son's hair will stand on end "Like quills upon the 
fretful porpentine"23 and Tamburlaine's strictures on his sons, 
"Their hair as white as milk and soft as down- I Which should be 
like the quills of porpentines" (1. iii. 25-26) (a porcupine was also, 
by an interesting coincidence, the device of Sir Philip Sidney).24 

In King Lear, however, the influence of Tamburlaine seems 
particularly marked.25 Both the Scythian shepherd and the British 
king are presented to us as the harassed single parents of that 
staple motif of fairy tale, three same-sex children; both seek to 
evaluate the relative merits of those children in order to establish 
a suitable successor. (King Lear's use of three children here departs 
from the alternative model of two which Shakespeare would have 
found in the most celebrated of Elizabethan succession plays, 
Sackville and Norton's Gorboduc.) Both kings are ruthless in this 
task-Tamburlaine kills Calyphas, Lear disinherits Cordelia and 
curses Goneril with sterility-and when Lear turns against his 
daughter, he explicitly compares himself with just such a "barba
rous Scythian" as Tamburlaine himself is. When he goes on to 
speak of "he that makes his generation messes I To gorge his 
appetite" (I. i. 116-17), we may well be reminded of the strain of 
cannibalistic imagery in Tamburlaine which has Bajazeth invited to 
eat his wife Zabina. Moreover, both Tamburlaine, Part Two and 
King Lear end with the death of a monarch who leaves two succes
sors to his kingdom-Edgar and Albany, Amyras and Celebinus
and in both cases the audience may well doubt the stability of the 
regime that will follow. 

Apart from these broad patterns, there are numerous smaller 
points of similarity. Cordelia's defiance of her father, offered in 
public and on an issue which she must surely know to lie closest 
to his heart, may well be profitably compared with Calyphas' 
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braving of his father; in each case, the result can only ever seem 
likely to be disastrous, and such a juxtaposition may raise illumi
nating questions about the motivation of both children. Lear's 
madness may well recall Zabina's (Marlowe's only depiction of 
insanity), with its striking use of prose. Moreover, in both plays 
the rulers suffer from diminished moral responsibility and dis
play a severely restricted understanding of the consequences of 
their actions, neatly emblematized in the fact that both view their 
territories predominantly through the distorting medium of maps, 
which feature as prominent properties in both plays: 

the map itself-a supposedly definitive 'text' in 
respect of the kingdom it offers to determine-hints at 
a reductive quality in Lear's purpose that a largely 
preliterate audience would have surely recognized and 
responded to. Maps may purport to be objective, accu
rate, impartial in character but, as our own century 
knows to its cost, they inevitably turn out to be exten
sions and implications of specific political and moral 
positions. The sense of maps as insuperably divisive 
and reductive ... is emblematically depicted, for ex
ample, in Shakespeare's 1 Henry IV. 26 

Both plays, too, call into question the existence of the gods, whose 
power is only tentatively affirmed through the dramatic logic of 
the plays; both heroes survive battles to die a natural death whose 
cause and meaning offer themselves as the subject of fierce debate. 
Both plays are fundamentally structured around triples-three 
sons in Tamburlaine, three daughters in Lear, and numerous verbal 
references to underscore the importance of this fairy tale motif; 
and both originally shared another generic similarity, because we 
know from the printer of Tamburlaine that it once contained comic 
scenes which he excised. It is fruitless to speculate on their func
tion and effect, but they would at the least have provided a formal 
analogy to the presence of the Fool in King Lear and of Dametas, 
Miso, and Mopsa in the Arcadia. One might even wonder about 
that unusual reference to Merlin-not given as the author of the 
prophecy in Puttenham, Shakespeare's source-and the variant 
form of Marlowe's name of which Judith Weil reminds us in the 
title of her book, Christopher Marlowe: Merlin's Prophet. 

What then is the purpose of these twin presences of Marlowe 
and Sidney, who, unannounced but omnipresent, haunt 
Shakespeare's most baffling work? In themselves, Marlowe and 
Sidney form an interesting doubling: socially disparate, they nev
ertheless shared a network of connections-Sidney's father-in
law, Sir Francis Walsingham, was Marlowe's employer in his 
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secret service work; Sidney's brother, Sir Robert Sidney, was the 
Governor of Flushing who arrested Marlowe for coining; and it 
has been suggested that Marlowe may have been a member of the 
literary circle surrounding "Sidney's sister, Pembroke's mother," 
Mary, Countess of Pembroke (to whom the Arcadia was dedicated, 
and whose son has been a perennial candidate for the "Mr W. H." 
of the Sonnets). They were, moreover, the two most prominent 
literary practitioners of their day, the one in prose and verse and 
the other in verse and drama; and yet their writing, like many 
aspects of their lives, has little in common. Marlowe, who died 
unmarried, almost certainly in connection with government in
trigue/7 was buried in a pauper's grave and extensively vilified 
after his death as a homosexual and an atheist;28 his work seems to 
sport with conventional forms such as the morality play and 
Senecan tragedy only the more effectively to subvert such values 
as we might expect to find enshrined in them. Sidney, the bright 
star of his age, husband of Walsingham's daughter and lover of 
Essex's sister, died a hero in legitimate (if ill-advised) military 
activity and was accorded the almost unheard-of honor of a state 
funeral at St. Paul's (although the state, given the noted parsi
mony of Elizabeth I, did not, of course, pay for it). Tributes 
flooded in after his death. As for his writing, he combined a lively 
concern with form (shown in his strictures on plays in The Defence 
of Poetry) with a central emphasis on morality. In this respect, his 
work and Marlowe's could well be said to be in dialogue with one 
another. 

There is one area in which this dialogue is particularly pro
nounced and particularly relevant to King Lear. Easily the most 
damaging of all the accusations leveled against Marlowe posthu
mously and during the last few days of his life was that of atheism. 
Whether it was true or not (which seems a matter not susceptible 
of proof) the charge was one which occasioned considerable pub
licity and which could well appear to receive support from at least 
some of Marlowe's plays. Greene notoriously called Tamburlaine, 
in particular, an atheist, and implied that his creator was like him; 
Marlowe was also credited with being a proslytiser of godless
ness, and having converted Sir Walter Raleigh, amongst others. 
Atheism is an issue, too, in the Arcadia. At one of the crucial points 
in the narrative, when the princesses Pamela and Philoclea are 
being held captive by their cousin Amphialus at the instigation of 
their wicked aunt Cecropia, it comes under extensive discussion, 
with Cecropia ascribing to religion very much the role which, 
according to Richard Baines' note, Marlowe himself saw it as 
playing: 
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For as children must first by fear be induced to know 
that which after, when they do know, they are most glad 
of, so are these bugbears of opinions brought by great 
clerks into the world to serve as shewels to keep them 
from those faults whereto else the vanity of the world 
and weakness of senses might pull them. 

(Arcadia, p. 487) 

And both the blind king of Paphlagonia and Pyrocles, in an a fit of 
despair when he thinks that Philoclea is dead, try to kill them
selves, the latter, like Marlowe's Bajazeth and Zabina, by attempt
ing to brain himself, though a merciful Providence prevents him 
from being successful. 

Marlowe and Sidney, then, could well stand as the two oppo
site poles of any debate about the existence of God and of divine 
providence. Another very pertinent point of comparison between 
the two men is perhaps to be found in their respective attitudes to 
the uses of history, particularly in regard to its relations to truth, 
to poetry, and to applicability to contemporary events. King Lear, 
although invariably referred to as one of the four great tragedies, 
is equally classifiable as a history, as indeed the varying titles of 
the Quarto and Folio versions made clear. 29 Its genesis in a story 
in Holinshed makes it, in this respect at least, no different from 
King john or Richard II. As such, it would have presented itself 
immediately for the drawing of the same kind of political morals 
as had made the authors of Gorboduc unpopular with Elizabeth I, 
had prompted the performance of a play about Richard II on the 
eve of the Essex rebellion,30 and had led to accusations of what 
Brents Stirling has neatly called 11allegorical malpractice" with 
respect to Samuel Daniel's play Philotas. 31 And yet it seems to have 
been reserved for the twentieth century to find King Lear seriously 
subversive in the way that Essex's followers obviously found 
Richard II, for its persistent pigeonholing as a tragedy has consis
tently made for aestheticized rather than politicized readings of it 
(presumably something of the same mechanism of genre-based 
interpretation was at work to make the king-killing of Philaster 
apparently safer in the censor's eyes than that of Richard II seems 
to have been). While history plays seem almost invariably to have 
been perceived as vehicles for the making of covert or overt 
political points about the present,32 the interpretation of tragedies 
has traditionally been geared far more to concentration on the 
heroic individual than to any comment on his society. Indeed, his 
very heroism means that he is by definition unlike his society, an 
exception who has more in common with his trans-historical, 
generic Aristotelian counterpart than with his contemporaries. 
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A figure like this-unique, not encountered in the common 
run of experience-comes very close to the basic purpose of poetry 
as defined in Sir Philip Sidney's Defence of it. Taking his cue from 
classical precepts rather than from his own times, and consciously 
engaging in dialogue with Plato's Republic, Sidney deliberately 
contrasted poetry with history to argue that the strength of poetry 
lies precisely in its freedom to tell lies. Thus liberated from the 
mundanity of history, it can conceptualize man at his noblest, 
offering models for imitation and thus uplifting human thought. 
History, on the other hand, is tied to actuality, and since it cannot 
therefore perform this exemplary role, the implication is that it 
has in fact no function at all. Sidney actually seems to be in accord 
with the school of thought that recycled past history for its con
temporary lessons, in that he agrees that the past teaches clear 
lessons about human behavior; however, since his notion of per
fectibility demands that we relinquish old patterns in favour of 
the more inspiring ideals provided by imaginary heroism, he can 
grant history no didactic role except, by implication, a negative 
one. 

Although Marlowe never articulated a theory of historiogra
phy, his practice would certainly suggest that he adopted the 
opposite viewpoint. In Edward II and The Massacre at Paris, he has 
no hesitation about revealing the seamier side of events; in Dido 
Queen of Carthage, with every opportunity to treat of heroism and 
adherence to ideals, he relentlessly humanizes his gods-Jupiter 
fondles his Ganymede, and Venus, goddess of love, is presented to 
us initially in the rather improbable light of concerned mother and 
grandmother-and reveals the weakness of his humans. The Jew of 
Malta suggests a positive reveling in the creation of characters 
who are anything but exemplary, as does the subtle delineation of 
Mephostophilis in Doctor Faustus. Appropriate moral lessons may 
seem to be superficially implied by the plays-or, in the case of 
Doctor Faustus, even spelled out by the chorus-but few critics 
have felt able to take them quite seriously, or to feel that the 
dramaturgy of the plays wholeheartedly endorses their ostensible 
messages. It would be hard to suppose that Marlowe's purpose in 
his representations of human behavior can ever have been to 
incite to imitation, nor do the inglorious motivations and fates of 
his characters appear to imply much faith in any idea of human 
perfectibility. Stephen Greenblatt suggests that "Marlowe seems 
to have regarded the drama's participation in such a system-an 
admonitory fiction upholding a moral order-with a blend of 
obsessive fascination and contemptuous loathing,"33 and Tom 
Healy argues that "Marlowe's drama is a sustained assault on 
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preconceptions about a didactic role for literature, imagining it to 
improve the human condition through representing reductive 
attitudes about moral improvement."34 

What of King Lear? Where does it stand between Scythia and 
Arcadia, between the ancient world's most optimistic and most 
pessimistic views of the human condition? In many ways, the 
issues of optimism and pessimism about humanity are crucial to 
its events and their interpretation. Lear begins the play with an 
apparently limitless faith in all around him, and, in particular, in 
their capacity and willingness to meet his expectations of them. 
This is soon, of course, rudely shaken, and one of the reasons that 
it is so may well seem to be Cordelia's relative pessimism. From 
the inception of the love-test, her asides suggest that she always 
anticipates a disaster-laden outcome: her second speech (and 
second line) labels herself as "poor Cordelia" (I. i. 75), and she 
seems to anticipate no chance of her sisters' reformation. Always 
a creature of extremes, Lear proceeds through the play teetering 
between the state of expecting nothing and expecting everything, 
and it is a nice irony that it should be so impossible for us to tell 
whether it is indeed hope or despair about the chances of Cordelia's 
survival which precipitates his death. In the Gloucester sub-plot, 
it is Gloucester's utter lack of hope which leads him to Dover Cliff. 
Such despair would surely be perceived as culpable by a Christian 
audience, yet Edgar's trust in providence treads a fine line be
tween proper acceptance of divine dispensations and a willing
ness to go on in intolerable circumstances which may well seem to 
resemble a blind, unreasoning optimism. Finally, critics' own 
levels of optimism and pessimism are crucial to their attempts to 
make meanings of this problematic play, from Jan Kott's charac
terizations of it as sharing the nihilism and futility of the Absurd 
to readings which see it as pregnant with Christian resignation 
and hope of the afterlife. 

More fundamentally, however, both optimism and pessimism 
share a common root in that most basic of human urges, the desire 
to perceive pattern.35 Each attitude is predicated on an extrapola
tion of general principles from particular experiences; and so 
subjective is this that in the cases of Gloucester and Edgar a 
largely similar set of experiences can produce diametrically op
posed life-views. Literary criticism, too, relies very heavily on 
this perception of pattern-what Henry James called "the figure 
in the carpet"-and one of the ways in which it habitually finds it 
is through noting repetitions and duplications of the same motif, 
which are taken to be building up thematization. The locus classi
cus of this view that recurrence qualitatively as well as quantita-
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tively generates significance occurs, appropriately enough, within 
Lear criticism, in Schlegel's comments on the Gloucester sub-plot: 

Were Lear alone to suffer from his daughters, the im
pression would be limited to the powerful compassion 
felt by us for his private misfortune. But two such 
unheard-of examples taking place at the same time have 
the appearance of a great commotion in the moral world; 
the picture becomes gigantic, and fills us with such 
alarm as we should entertain at the idea that the heav
enly bodies might one day fall from their appointed 
orbits.36 

This whole question of the qualitative significance of quantitative 
increases is crucial to King Lear, to Tamburlaine, and to Elizabethan 
thought in general. 37 In Tamburlaine, the issue is simple enough: 
more is always better. Tamburlaine's appetite for conquests is 
insatiable, and his final regret seems to be that he must ask" And 
shall I die, and this unconquered?" (Part Two, V. iii. 150). His 
program of infinite expansionism valorizes accumulation above 
all things. 

Numbers and quantities are submitted to a far more radical 
questioning in the skeptical climate of King Lear. Interestingly, 
many of Shakespeare's revisions to the text (it now seems to be 
almost universally accepted that he did revise it), particularly in 
the love-test scene, center around words denoting or connoting 
worth or magnitude-"last and least" or "last not least," "prize" 
or "price," "ponderous" or "richer," "interess' d," with its sugges
tions of merged being, or "interest," with its more obviously 
financial overtones-and these changes invariably work in the 
direction of adding complexity rather than clarifying ambiguity. 
What Lear wants initially-to know who loves him "most"-is 
very like Tamburlaine's uncomplicated drive for quantity; but 
what he learns in the play of the value of "nothing" is a far cry 
from it. Starting from "nothing will come of nothing" (I. i. 89)
the viewpoint of Barabbas, who demands, "Christians, what or 
how can I multiply? I Of naught is nothing made"38-he moves 
away from mathematics towards metaphysics to lose all interest 
in quantity, and-in a trajectory which precisely reverses 
Tamburlaine's-to desire at the close of his life not expansionism 
but contraction to a prison cell. In some sense, he also echoes here 
the extraordinary narrative thrust which characterized The Old 
Arcadia at least, and is to some extent preserved even amidst the 
extensive revisions of the new version, where the focus of events, 
which we may initially expect to be wide because of the references 
to the princes' voyages, narrows progressively to the two huts to 

116 

 Vol. XVI

Clemson University Digital Press 
Digital Facsimile



"Lear, Lear, Lear!" 

which Basilius has exiled his family, the chamber in which Pyrocles 
is trapped with Philoclea, and the cave to which Gynecia attempts 
to lure him. 

Moreover, patterning on the basis of number also marks both 
versions of the Arcadia. It is structured around the complex series 
of comparisons and contrasts which link Pyrocles and Musidorus 
and Pamela and Philoclea, and the repetition of situations for the 
production of deliberate effect (as with the misguided passion 
which drives both Basilius' and Gynecia's parallel pursuits of 
Zelmane); and both the princes and the princesses find themselves 
always shadowed by a third figure darkly enshrining their own 
potential fates-Pamela and Philoclea by the foolish Mopsa, whom 
their father's predilection for rustic exile holds up as a parody 
version of them, and Pyrocles and Musidorus by Amphialus, 
whom passion has already driven beyond the line of acceptable 
behavior which they themselves will come so dangerously near to 
crossing. Amphialus' castle marks an area both physically and 
spiritually liminal in a way which is very close to the concern with 
the crossing of boundaries which figures so prominently in 
Tamburlaine and the definition of boundaries which structures 
Lear, with its frontiers between old age and death, sanity and 
madness, men and women, and England and its others: France 
facing it beyond the cliffs of Dover, and Scotland and the Celtic 
West in the persons of Albany and Cornwall. 

The third concern which structures these triple texts is king
ship; but while it features in all three works, its handling would 
surely have presented considerably more difficulties for 
Shakespeare than for his predecessors, since the presence of a king 
rather than a queen on the throne at the time of King Lear's 
composition would have added so immediate a resonance to his 
treatment of the theme. Although in these sophisticated days we 
can no longer speak of authors' intentions, in one respect, at least, 
we may be very sure of what Shakespeare's intentions would have 
been: he had no desire to offend the king, for no Jacobean drama
tist could possibly have been so unaware of which side the bread 
was buttered. I am, of course, implying rather slyly that 
Shakespeare would have liked to criticize James if he had felt able, 
but I do think this seems very likely. James I may have been 
neither wicked, stupid, nor egregiously immoral, but he had one 
outstanding fault which neither history nor contemporaries often 
forgive: he was unlucky. His reign had few striking successes and 
many embarrassments, and Shakespeare, whose own King fohn 
offers so incisive an anatomy of an unlucky king, will have known 
how devastatingly disabling this problem could prove. His plays 
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repeatedly suggest that even under favorable circumstances king
ship represents the workable rather than the ideal, and in King 
Lear the circumstances are far from favorable. Lear shares with 
James the characteristics of the faineant king,39 and initially must 
surely appear as culpable for this as does Basilius in the Arcadia, 
the arch-abdicator, who has not even the excuse of great age for his 
superstitious and ill-conceived desire to resign his duties and 
consign himself, his wife and daughters to the ignorant steward
ship of Dametas. 

A comparison with Tamburlaine might, however, prove in
structive in providing us with a different perspective on Lear. 
Whereas Basilius retreats from court to the world of shepherds, 
Tamburlaine literally strips off his shepherd garb on-stage to 
embark on a life of conquest. To see in this a deliberate renuncia
tion of the pastoral40 places Tamburlaine both in the contexts of 
the old debate between the active and contemplative lives and of 
the Christian analogy between the shepherd and Christ.41 The 
pastoral world in King Lear may be a distinctly muted presence, 
but it is surely there in the barren heath to which the baffled king 
retreats much as the lovers in A Midsummer Nights' Dream or As 
You Like It had to the wood and the forest, as well as language used 
to describe the territories imaged on the opening map, of which 
Francis Barker comments that "as a chart of sovereign possession, 
the language of its representation is appropriately shaped as a 
discourse not of domination but of pastoral idealism, the form of 
an almost numinously ideal terrain."42 For Lear, the time spent on 
the heath allows not only for a regrouping of his entourage but 
also for a reformulation of his political views: he emerges with a 
deeply cynical view of power and its effect on human nature 
which may not be unlike that of Sir Philip Sidney, whom Martin 
Raitiere has seen as one of the monarchomachs,43 but which relates 
much more problematically to the Marlovian vision, where strong 
kingship like that of Tamburlaine may well lead to intolerable 
cruelty, but where weak kingship, like that of Edward II, Mycetes 
and Bajazeth, precipitates anarchy and futile scrabbling for power. 
The absolute opposite of the roi faineant, Tamburlaine with his 
unstoppable energy can move kingdoms but, at the end of his life, 
seems ultimately of small account in the vaster scale of things 
which is so tentatively invoked. 

Shakespeare's king may well be seen as positioned halfway 
between those of Sidney and Marlowe. His ragings at his daugh
ters soon show us that his abdication was not due to any weakness, 
defeatism, or enfeeblement; but it seems to be only the personal, 
not the political, that can rouse him, and after the first scene he 
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plays no part in any of the maneuverings for power that structure 
the rest of the action (he is not involved in the negotiations for the 
French invasion and is merely a bystander at the battle). How
ever, whereas the spectacular disarray of the family lives of both 
Tamburlaine and Basilius can be attributed largely to neglect, that 
is not the case with Lear: it is rather his immense investment of self 
and effort in his emotional relationships that seems to hamstring 
them, for it prevents him from an accurate apprehension of those 
to whom he thus overwhelmingly directs himself. The way in 
which King Lear negotiates the difficulties of both political and 
familial patriarchal power does little more to inspire confidence in 
the system than the abandonment of Basilius or the excesses of 
Tamburlaine, but the play draws on the depictions of both those 
characters to offer a richer, more strikingly psychologized series 
of perspectives on the difficulties of rule. 

Shakespeare's uses of both Marlowe and Sidney, then, enable 
him at once to broaden the range of his play's allusiveness and to 
increase the depth of its analyses. As his characters all converge 
on Dover-strangely enough, the hometown of Marlowe's mother, 
Katherine Arthur-this play, which sets its examination of a for
mative moment in English history at the geographical spot which 
emblematizes the very essence of Englishness, deploys for its 
effects references to two of the formative giants of English litera
ture (just as another one, Chaucer, is referred to in the Fool's 
mock-Chaucerian prophecy). Not only nationality itself but also 
specifically English (and specifically Renaissance) inscriptions of 
nationality become a part of the play's theme, as do computation, 
thematization, the uses of historiography, and the contemporary 
theorizing about the nature and limits of kingship. 

But most of all, perhaps, Shakespeare's work shares with 
Sidney's and Marlowe's an acute anatomization of those most 
profound and inscrutable of human emotions, the wellsprings of 
desire and love, and, in another manifestation of the concern with 
liminality which informs all three texts, how close they may lie to 
hate. Marlowe's Tamburlaine is entirely driven by an economy of 
desire which, in classically Lacanian terms, is forever shifting 
itself on to a seemingly inexhaustible supply of new objects; 
Sidney's king, queen, princes, princesses, and knights are all 
enslaved by a love beyond their control and which can at any 
moment reduce them to the savagery of an Amphialus or the 
misguided idiocies of a Basilius (whose pursuit of the cross
dressed Zelmane is, of course, so similar to many of Shakespeare's 
own treatments of love in the comedies). Although King Lear is 
unusual amongst Shakespeare's tragedies in not having a hus-
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band-wife relationship at or near its heart (unlike Othello and 
Desdemona, Claudius and Gertrude, the Macbeths, or, loosely 
speaking, Antony and Cleopatra), it is nevertheless fundamen
tally concerned with the nature and workings of love, in a way 
which is perhaps all the more powerful for being less specifically 
couple-oriented than usual.44 It is, of course, equally notable for 
being one of the cruelest of all Shakespeare's plays, with the 
horror of the on-stage blinding of Gloucester, the vindictiveness 
with which Lear at one time or another rejects all of his children 
and the venom which two of them show him in return, and the 
dramatist's own refusal to supply at the end the comfort which 
readers and audiences from Dr. Johnson and Nahum Tate on
wards have so often wanted. 11Let them anatomize Regan, see 
what breeds about her heart. Is there any cause in nature that 
makes these hard hearts?" (III. vi. 75-76) cries the king who will 
later have cause to wonder at the continued affection of another of 
his children, and who will himself find a transcendental solace in 
the love which endures beyond the end of the battle that destroys 
all his worldly hopes. For such an investigation, the Arcadia forms 
a fitting background presence and comparison, with its haunting 
tale of Argalus and Parthenia juxtaposed with the love-frenzy of 
the main-plot characters, not to mention the vindictive persecu
tions of a Cecropia. And so, too, does the story of Tamburlaine, 
who showed both the extremes of cruelty, in his killings of Calyphas 
and the Virgins of Damascus, and the extremes of love in his 
unfading devotion to Zenocrate and his rhapsodies on suffering 
and beauty. King Lear, poised liminally between heath and cliff, 
history and tragedy, and hope and despair, negotiates equally the 
borderland between Scythia and Arcadia. 

Sheffield Hallam University 
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This essay is a revised version of the paper that was joint 
winner of the 1994 Hoffman Prize for Distinguished Publication 
on Christopher Marlowe. 

1See ''Plot thickens as computer reopens Marlowe mystery," The Guardian, 
30-5-94, p. 20, and Thomas V. N. Merriam and Robert A. J. Matthews, "Neural 
Computation in Stylometry II: An Application to the Works of Shakespeare and 
Marlowe," Literary and Linguistic Computing, 9 (1994), 1-6. I am very grateful to 

120 

 Vol. XVI

Clemson University Digital Press 
Digital Facsimile



"Lear, Lear, Lear!" 

Robert Matthews for kindly supplying me with a copy of this article. 
2Thomas Merriam also suggests that Marlowe and Shakespeare may both 

have been involved in the composition of Edward III, and that there is, therefore, 
"a real possibility that he and Shakespeare were more professionally connected 
than scholars have allowed" (T. V. N. Merriam, "Marlowe's Hand in Edward lll," 
Literary and Linguistic Computing, 8 [1993) 60-72, p. 62). 

3See, for instance, Maurice Charney, "Marlowe's Edward 11 as Model for 
Shakespeare's Richard 11," Research Opportunities in Renaissance Drama, 33 (1994), 
31-41, and Nicholas Brooke, "Marlowe as Provocative Agent in Shakespeare's 
Early Plays," Shakespeare Survey, 14 (1961), 34-44. 

4Brooke, "Marlowe as Provocative Agent," pp. 42-44; Marjorie Garber, 
"Marlovian Vision/Shakespearean Revision," Research Opportunities in Renais
sance Drama, 22 (1979), 3-9, pp. 7-8. 

5Joseph A. Porter, "Marlowe, Shakespeare, and the Canonization of Hetero
sexuality," South Atlantic Quarterly, 88 (1989), 127-147, pp. 132-38. 

6Anne Lancashire, "Timon of Athens: Shakespeare's Doctor Faustus," Shakespeare 
Quarterly, 21 (1970), 35-44. 

7Garber, "Marlovian Vision," p. 7. 
8Wilbur Sanders, The Dramatist and the Received Idea: Studies in the Plays of 

Marlowe and Shakespeare (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1968), p. 327. 
9Maurice Charney, "Jessica's Turquoise Ring and Abigail's Poisoned Por

ridge: Shakespeare and Marlowe as Rivals and Imitators," Renaissance Drama, 
New Series, 10 (1979), 33-44, p. 43. 

10James Shapiro, Rival Playwrights: Marlowe, Jonson, Shakespeare (New York: 
Columbia Univ. Press, 1991), p. 81. 

11See Christopher Marlowe, Tamburlaine the Great, ed. J. S. Cunningham 
(Manchester: Manchester Univ. Press, 1981), introduction, pp. 59 and 84. All 
quotations from the play are taken from this edition. 

12See William Shakespeare, King Lear, ed. Kenneth Muir (London: Methuen, 
1972), introduction, pp. xxxiv-xxxviii. All quotations from the play are taken 
from this edition. 

13Sir Philip Sidney, The Countess of Pembroke's Arcadia, ed. Maurice Evans 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977), p. 290. All further quotations from the New 
Arcadia are taken from this edition. 

14The Arden edition further points to a possible parallel between Edmund 
and Cecropia (see note on I. ii. lff) and suggests a possible source in the Arcadia for 
the description of Cordelia's tears (see note on I. viii. 17-24). 

15Interestingly, John Ford was later to use King Lear and the Arcadia in 
conjunction as twin sources for his play The Lover's Melancholy (1628) with its 
character Cleophila (the name of the disguised Pyrocles in the Old Arcadia) and its 
story of a mad old man cured by being reunited with his daughter. 

16A link between King Lear and another Marlowe play, Doctor Faustus, is also 
suggested by the reliance of both on information obtained from Samuel Harsnett's 
A Declaration of Egregious Popish Impostures (see my "A Possible Source for 
Marlowe's Pageant of the Seven Deadly Sins," Notes and Queries, 239 [ 1994], 451-
52, for the argument that Marlowe drew on Harsnett, and see F.W. Brownlow, 
Shakespeare, Harsnett and the Devils of Denham [London: Associated Univ. Presses, 
1993] for an illuminating account of Shakespeare's relation to him.) 

17Garber, "Marlovian Vision," pp. 4-7. 
1BSee Gary Taylor, "Monopolies, Show Trials, Disaster and Invasion: King 

Lear and Censorship," in The Division of the Kingdoms: Shakespeare's Two Versions 
of "King Lear," eds. Gary Taylor and Michael Warren (Oxford: The Clarendon 
Press, 1983), 75-119, pp. 94-95. 

121 

 Vol. XVI

Clemson University Digital Press 
Digital Facsimile



The Upstart Crow 

19See Gary Taylor," King Lear: The Date and Authorship of the Folio Version," 
in The Division of the Kingdoms, 351-468, PP: 385 and 400. 

20See Shapiro, Rival Playwrights, pp. 104-05; Robert Egan, "A Muse of Fire: 
Henry V in the Light of Tamburlaine," Modern Language Quarterly, 29 (1968), 15-28; 
and Roy Battenhouse, "The Relation of Henry V to Tamburlaine," Shakespeare 
Survey, 27 (1974), 71-80. 

21M. C. Brad brook, "Shakespeare's Recollections of Marlowe," in Shakespeare's 
Styles: Essays in Honour of Kenneth Muir, eds. Philip Edwards, Inga-Stina Ewbank, 
and G. K. Hunter (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1980), 191-204, p. 191. 

22Wolfgang Clemen, "Shakespeare and Marlowe," Shakespeare 1971, eds. 
Clifford Leech and J. M. R. Margeson (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1972), 123-
32, p. 124. 

23William Shakespeare, Hamlet, ed. Harold Jenkins (London: Methuen, 1982), 
I. iv. 20. 

24A. D. Wraight and Virginia F. Stern, In Search of Christopher Marlowe, second 
ed. (Chichester: Adam Hart, 1993), p. 110. 

25This connection has previously been briefly made by Thomas Cartelli, 
Marlowe, Shakespeare and the Economy of Theatrical Experience (Philadelphia: Univ. 
of Pennsylvania Press, 1991), p. 36. He also sees connections between Tamburlaine 
and Macbeth. 

26Terence Hawkes, Meaning by Shakespeare (London: Routledge, 1992), p. 123. 
21'fhe fullest account of the events surrounding his death is to be found in 

Charles Nicholl, The Reckoning: the Murder of Christopher Marlowe (London: Jonathan 
Cape, 1992). 

28An excellent account of the construction of Marlowe's posthumous reputa
tion is to be found in Richard Dutton, "Shakespeare and Marlowe: Censorship and 
Construction," Yearbook of English Studies, 23 (1993), 1-29. 

29The two versions are most systematically treated in these terms by Randall 
McLeod, "Gon. No more, the text is foolish," in The Division of the Kingdoms, 153-
193. 

30'fhe question of whether this was Shakespeare's play or another of the same 
name has been exhaustively but rather inconclusively debated by E. M. Albright 
and Ray Heffner in a series of exchanges in PMLA, 42 (1927), 686-720; 45 (1930) 
754-80; 46 (1931), 695-719; 47 (1932), 898-99; and 47 (1932), 899-901. 

31Brents Stirling, "Daniel's Philotas and the Essex Case," Modern Language 
Quarterly, 3 (1942), 583-94, p. 583. 

32For an example of this, see A. H. Tricomi, "Philip, Earl of Pembroke, and the 
Analogical Way of Reading Political Tragedy," Journal of English and Germanic 
Pltilology, 85 (1986), 332-45. For the general principle, see Lily B. Campbell, "The 
Use of Historical Patterns in the Reign of Elizabeth," Huntington Library 
Quarterly, 1 (1937-38), 135-67. 

33Stephen Greenblatt, "Marlowe and the Will to Absolute Play," in Renais
sance Self Fashioning: from More to Shakespeare (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 
1980), 193-221; reprinted in New Historicism and Renaissance Drama, eds. Richard 
Wilson and Richard Dutton (Harlow, Essex: Longman, 1992), 57-82, p. 65. 

34Thomas Healy, Christopher Marlowe (Plymouth: Northcote House, 1994), p. 
31. 

3SSee E. H. Gombrich, Art and Illusion, fifth edition (Oxford: Phaidon, 1977), 
pp. 184-85. 

36Quoted in the introduction to the Arden edition, p. lvi. 
37See my "King Lear and the Numbers Game," forthcoming in Shakespeare in 

Southern Africa, 7(1994), 32-39. 
38The few of Malta, in Christopher Marlowe: The Complete Plays, ed. }. B. Steane 

122 

 Vol. XVI

Clemson University Digital Press 
Digital Facsimile



"Lear, Lear, Lear!" 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969), I. ii. p. 358. 
39For parallels between them see Taylor, "Monopolies," pp. 103-04. 
40See Roy W. Battenhouse, Marlowe's "Tamburlaine": A Study in Renaissance 

Moral Philosophy (Nashville, Tenn.: Vanderbilt Univ. Press, 1941), p. 152, and my 
own '"Dead Shepherd, now I find thy saw of might': Tamburlaine and Pastoral," 
Research Opportunities in Renaissance Drama, 35(1996), 1-16. 

41See Peter V. Marinelli, Pastoral (London: Methuen, 1971), p. 10. 
42Francis Barker, The Culture of Violence: Essays on Tragedy and History 

(Manchester: Manchester Univ. Press, 1993), p. 1. 
43Martin N. Raitiere, Faire Bitts: Sir Philip Sidney and Renaissance Political 

Theory (Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh Univ. Press, 1984). 
44Although OED does not cite this use until the next century, it is tantalizing 

to note that one of the words on which the play hinges, "nothing," is traditionally 
indicated by "love" in racquet games, supposedly because of the resemblance 
between the Arabic word and the French I' oeuf. 

123 

 Vol. XVI

Clemson University Digital Press 
Digital Facsimile



Disjunction and Subjectivity 
in The Winter's Tale 

by Martha Ronk 

In this paper on The Winter's Tale I propose to look at Hermione 
as statue and at how she might be read both on the surface 
(allegorically) and as only visual surface-that is, effectively si
lenced. My argument is that in using allegory and in constructing 
certain highly charged arenas in the play, Shakespeare provides a 
locus in which questions about an emerging psyche necessarily 
surface. 

This paper is one of a series of essays on Shakespeare's con
struction of women characters by means of emblem and allegory .1 

Behind each of these differently framed essays are certain com
mon assumptions. The major historical assumption is that the 
plays utilize a vocabulary of visual allegory prevalent throughout 
the culture in remnants of medieval plays, in emblem books, in 
royal processions and performances, in costume, and in paintings, 
a vocabulary which, however, was under increasing attack as a 
result of the Reformation. The Puritan attack on Catholic practice 
meant an attack on visual decoration, icons, and visual splendor 
of all sorts, particularly as it was viewed as containing "pres
ence."2 Moreover, theatrical practice as a whole was censured and 
various on-stage characters (cross-dressed, embodied, class defi
ant) were viewed with more than suspicion.3 Shakespeare's the
ater as theater necessarily produced anxiety (and also fomented 
theatrical distress by focusing on murder, madness, the authentic
ity of authority, bigotry, and betrayal); but what I want to argue 
here is that Shakespeare's use of visual moments within the plays 
both evoked the free-floating cultural anxiety over the iconic and 
used it for specific and theatrical purpose in his plays. 

I am most interested in those moments when the dramatic 
aspect of character drops away and a character becomes obviously 
emblematic or allegorical: Hermione, for example, disappears and 
becomes a statue, and Viola refers to her unseen sister who sat like 
Patience on a Monument, a popular picture in emblem books. 
Each of these moments in various plays pulls an audience into an 
arena in which one is forced to attend to the phenomenon of seeing 
and of not-seeing, to the highly visual aspects of something not 
there. As C. L. Barber reminds us, the period was one in which 
familiar religious images, now seen as idolatrous, were suddenly 
not there: 
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Christ crucified, constantly before the eyes of worship
ers in the Old Religion as he hung on the cross on the 
rood screen in the middle of the church, is not there . 
. . . The Holy Mother is no longer present, in statue or 
painting or glass. . .. The Blessed Sacrament is not 
there.• 

Another assumption behind this work is that Shakespeare's 
use of technical or structural shifts in the manner of representa
tion of character marks psychological shifts and disturbances. 
Obviously the shift from the still to the moving or vice versa and 
back again would be a central concern for a playwright moving 
from page to stage in creating character, but more importantly, the 
shift would be a means to signal aspects of character perhaps more 
obscure, or to signal the impossibility of representing either by 
words or vision certain aspects of character. I am arguing that we 
take technique seriously and that we think of a technical shift in 
the plays as "analogous to" a cultural shift, one of the places to 
look for emerging "psyche."5 

My avenue into a consideration of subjectivity is through 
allegory, a device which makes a character more not less complex, 
more not less inward, more not less disjunct. Allegory itself is a 
mode of disjunction, presenting a concrete image which is at a 
purposeful remove from the abstraction to which it refers, par
ticularly, I would argue, when the sign is visual.6 I am thus led to 
ask when Shakespeare employs a device which brings two sys
tems of representation into conflict with one another (especially 
when the device itself is problematic), what is the result? What 
does the character "say" at that moment? What does the stillness 
of emblem evoke? Paradoxically, I have come to read the emblem
atic-that which is conventionally "on the surface"-as a locus for 
the construction of subject(s)1 and to see Shakespeare's involve
ment with subjectivity as manifested in the very places one might 
not think to look: in his return to an "earlier" mode of theatrical 
presentation. That is, in Shakespeare (as in Spenser) when char
acters turn allegorical, they announce aspects of themselves un
available in any other way, aspects which often suggest an alter
native reading, a protest, a subversion. Thus, it is the tension 
between allegory and more dramatic aspects of a character that 
creates a sense of a gap and disruption which demands interpre
tation and which provides a space for the psyche to inhabit. Given 
the current questions about the early modern psyche, what inter
ests me is not so much how it was defined but in what arenas it 
seems to "show up," and how in Shakespeare's plays its absence, 
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pressure, inaccessibility (especially to ocular proof) are circum
scribed and represented.8 

The Winter's Tale as a whole plays with the idea of the seen and 
the unseen, that which occurs in the space on-stage and that which 
occurs off-stage, that which can be visualized and that which 
cannot-with the relationship between seeing and knowing (a 
process often set "within" a particular character), and with the 
relationship between disjunct images. In his book, Shakespearean 
Design, Mark Rose asks us to imagine characters as snapshot stills 
to be contemplated in sequence, each showing a different stage of 
development: through this method Shakespeare 11 forces us to 
juxtapose the different images of the character spatially-that is, 
in a single moment of perception-and to contemplate the mean
ing and mystery of the change" (9-10). The Winter's Tale specifi
cally addresses the relationship between the visual and character 
by addressing what a potent visual image might mean-particu
larly the image of the statue, but other images as well. Leontes 
sees an image of courtly behavior as not only lust in action, but 
also as a confirmation of past lust and the illegitimacy of his 
children.9 Polixenes sees Perdita as queen of the May and as 
strumpet. Leontes is absent through the second half of the play, 
yet his "presence" hangs over all that occurs. Leontes looks the 
same at the end of the play (even makeup or powder will not 
change the fact of the actor's age), yet is meant to be seen as 
transformed. The appearance of Time as chorus forces an audi
ence to contemplate the effects of time not only on the physical 
aspects of being (hence Hermione's wrinkles), but also on that 
which cannot be seen. In the middle of the play, Hermione "dies" 
and Leontes disappears into penance: "Once a day I'll visit I The 
chapel where they lie, and tears shed there I Shall be my recre
ation" (Ill. ii. 238-40). 10 Pauline amplifies the picture: 

... therefore betake thee 
To nothing but despair. A thousand knees 
Ten thousand years together, naked, fasting, 
Upon a barren mountain, and still winter 
In storm perpetual, could not move the gods 
To look that way thou wert. 

(III. ii. 209-14) 

This picture is not, however, what one sees in the play, but rather 
-after the grotesque scene of Antigonus eaten by a bear and a 
speech by Time-a pastoral, a re-creation of possibility, a re-cre
ation or re-casting of Leontes, done not by a presentation of scenes 
of penance, but by a visual presentation of scenes of flowers and 
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love. 11 What happens on-stage points to what goes on off-stage by 
means of emblem. As Poggioli suggests, the pastoral works well 
as a psychological emblem since it evokes the longing for a better 
life; it is also associated, usefully for Shakespeare's purposes 
here, with contemplation, introspection, spiritual revival, and 
time enough to work things through. I would suggest also, 
however, that the picture of Leontes praying is not meant to be 
effaced, but to hang in memory behind the pastoral scenes, to 
recall what else is going on, what else is to be remembered, what 
else there is besides what is seen, and what the connection be
tween visual pictures and subjective shift is. 

Leontes does not come to think differently about sexuality, to 
revise or abandon his paranoia, but rather remains immersed in 
pastoral. The sexuality which haunts Leontes at the opening of 
the play does appear, but differently contextualized. The satyr 
dance and Autolycus' bawdy songs (11Pins, and pokingsticks of 
steel, I What maids lack from head to heel") do not taint the 
young lovers. The fixed and obsessive quality of Leontes' jeal
ousy is replaced by shift and change: the sheepshearing occurs 
between seasons that offer mixed flowers, mixed costumes, a 
mixture of classes and stations, a mixture of the high and the low 
in language. If there is an emblematic stand-in for Leontes in the 
dream-like pastoral, it is Autolycus, the self-referential character 
who is the very impulse to change, flitting from place to place, 
changing costume, service, tone, and function. The play deeply 
re-creates Leontes from the outside; if one reads the allegorical 
nature of the pastoral, one reads psyche, but reads it as complex, 
multifaceted, contradictory, ultimately and necessarily displaced. 
Through the mock death of his absence, moving to the innermost 
stage of himself, Leontes reproduces on-stage elements of the 
past-the first half of the play-to affect the future. 13 

Like Leontes, Hermione also spends much of the play mis
sing-turned to stone by Leontes' mad fixing of her with his eyes 
as an adultress. His eyes fix on her and paralyze her with grief. 
The visual image for this is given in a conversation between 
Camillo and Polixenes: 

Camillo. . .. There is a sickness 
Which puts some of us in distemper, but 
I cannot name the disease, and it is caught 
Of you, that yet are well. 

Polixenes. How caught of me? 
Make me not sighted like the basilisk. 
I have look'd on thousands, who have sped the better 
By my regard, but kill'd none so. 

(I. ii. 384-90) 
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Hermione's refusal of Leontes' view of her not only turns her into 
a statue, but also indicates a density of refusal which stands for 
and stands in for subjectivity. For both Leontes and Hermione, 
subjectivity is presented as displayed: for Leontes into the actions 
of others and for Hermione into allegorical depths. Hermione is 
presented through several loaded images-adultress, pregnant 
mother, ghost, absent figure reminding Leontes of his sin, statue 
of holiness and grace. That there is gender bias in these two 
different constructions of character seems obvious, although 
Shakespeare creates allegorical male characters as well. What I 
want to explore, however, is that there is a kind of power-even 
subjective power-associated with characters like Hermione or 
Falstaff or Ophelia or Edgar, although they demand a different 
sort of reading. What I would argue is that we remember the 
historical import of allegory and that we not too easily dismiss 
(out of our twentieth century concerns for a certain kind of subjec
tivity or a certain kind of representation of women) either the 
seriousness or the potency of figures, often although not exclu
sively female, whose agency is emblematic. In the course of the 
play, Leontes must "unfix" himself from his own narcissistic 
jealousy; Hermione, however, becomes more fixed, taking on the 
fixity of an unmovable statue. Hermione is not dead nor mad at 
the end, despite whatever the intervening years may have been; 
she has kept herself alive, she says, to see her child. 

Hermione as statue is Shakespeare's new addition to his source 
in Pandosto, and it is an addition which necessarily raises ques
tions of what it does to have a character as a statue. In A Claim of 
Reason, Stanley Cavell argues that in the dream logic of the play, 
Hermione is not only imitating a statue, but she has been turned 
into one or has stood as one for fifteen years. Leontes must 
recognize the stone as the consequence of his own numbing skep
ticism (481-82). What I want to do is to focus not on Leontes as the 
cause, but on the statue, not only as an emblem of suffering and 
grief which cannot be denied ("unseen"), but also as an emblem of 
potency. Although it is true that Leontes' imprisonment of 
Hermione "kills" her, it is also true that she stays in a state of 
suspension and thus raises questions of what is gained by her 
transformation into suicidal stone.14 At the end of Measure for 
Measure it is Isabella's stony silence that creates for her a profound 
subjectivity, a complexity of possible reactions which the play 
provides only an emblem for: the silent nun. The interior space 
opens and opens the longer she stands without saying anything, 
and finally extends into the abysm of profound silence as the play 
ends. A character who says nothing or speaks as a mechanical 
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figure draws forth questions: why does she remain silent; why 
does she speak as an automaton; why doesn't she say something 
more in accord with what she has said before? What can it mean 
to move so far away from life and pain that one becomes a statue, 
and what does a statue think or feel? In his mourning Hamlet 
describes himself as being like a statue as well as if this created 
"that within": 

Eyes without feeling, feeling without sight, 
Ears without hands or eyes, smelling sans all, 
Or but a sickly part of one true sense 
Could not so mope. 

(Ill. iv. 79-82)15 

The statue Hermione urgently raises the question of the utter 
otherness of another (as in alios, allegory) being completely dis
played as that which is cold, silent, at a remove, constructed. In 
this scenario there is and can be no illusion that one understands 
the other, no misunderstanding as Leontes conceives at the outset 
of the play, as there is nothing that he could construe as under
standing. What would it mean to think one understands or knows 
a statue? As Kenneth Gross points out in The Dream of the Moving 
Statue, at the end Leontes sees Hermione not as his wife but as an 
alien object not yet to be spoken to; "she's warm," he says, not 
"you're warm." 16 What can a statue "say" that Hermione could 
not? What is possible for a statue that is not possible for a 
dramatic character who comes back on stage having to attest for 
sixteen years of daily life? 

First, Hermione as statue is a clear and unavoidable emblem of 
grief, stunned into absence and immobilization by Leontes' cruel 
treatment of her. In part, of course, Hermione's paralysis is thrust 
upon her; she is the victim of Leontes' terror of her erotic power, 
and she has lost sixteen years, her son and daughter, her sexual 
powers. 17 Yet as a statue, an emblem in the theater (underscored 
by the theater in small in which she appears at the end), Hermione 
also forces Leontes to recognize fully what he has done: 

... 0, thus she stood, 
Even with such life of majesty, warm life, 
As now it coldly stands, when first I woo'd her! 
I am asham'd: does not the stone rebuke me 
For being more stone than it? 

(V. iii. 34-38) 

Since she appears as a funerary statue, Leontes must look on her 
death again, freshly and with all its impact-an emblem of a 
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corpse with all its power to warn and remind. Such a statue 
reminds a viewer of what is behind it, eerily reproducing an image 
long dead and buried. Stripped of personality and gesture and 
voice, the statue is all meaning, an emblem to be read. 18 She is the 
uncanny emblem of that which is both alive and dead and she has 
the power therefore, as when she was evoked as a ghost, to force 
the viewer to remember. She is also a figure which, although fixed, 
looks about to move, even as Perdita who ought to move remains 
fixed, even as female hysterics. Yet, hysteria-and Hermione has 
suffered largely because of her ability to get pregnant and repro
duce-can also be a mode of resistance to patriarchy, sixteen years 
of saying no and of withdrawing from the roles of wife and 
mother.19 

Hermione is also an emblem of memory. Even before the 
statue scene, she is evoked in various guises of power, taking to 
herself the power to stun and to remind. In an odd scene just 
before Hermione actually returns, she returns to the play by way 
of a joint fantasy as a frightening, animated corpse. Spurred by 
Paulina, Leontes promises not to marry. 

No more such wives; therefore, no wife: one worse, 
And better us' d, would make her sainted spirit 
Again possess her corpse, and on this stage 
(Were we offenders now) appear soul-vex'd, 
And begin, 'Why to me?' 

(V. i. 56-60) 

Paulina then imagines herself as Hermione's ghost urging Leontes 
to murder the new wife: 

Were I the ghost that walk'd, I'd bid you mark 
Her eye, and tell me for what dull part in't 
You chose her: then I'd shriek, that even your ears 
Should rift to hear me; and the words that follow'd 
Should be 'Remember mine.' 

(V. i. 63-67) 

Hermione returns here twice as a visual image as terrifying as 
the ghost in Hamlet-11 remember me"- and Paulina speaks of this 
image as a picture which will affront Leontes' eye (11Unless an
other, I As like Hermione as is her picture, I Affront his eye," V. 
i. 73-75). Part of Hermione's effect then is as an emblem of 
memory, forcing Leontes to remember, to keep the moment of 
sixteen years ago alive in the present. Renaissance poets and 
critics often referred to the visual image as more potent than 
words at maintaining memory. This impulse towards the visual 
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inspired memory theaters and rooms, memory images, allegorical 
statues or paintings of statues to remind one of virtue and vice, 
visualizations evoking spiritual intentions, and Catholic practices 
of praying to icons or visualizing suffering. In defiance of visual 
potency, Protestants responded by the actual breaking of statues 
and by efforts to efface the image and replace it with the Logos and 
the book.20 The final scene in The Winter's Tale is like a memory 
theater (decidedly architectural, with galleries and a niche from 
which the curtain is drawn to reveal the statue) in which Hermione 
as statue forces Leontes to remember, to embrace both statue and 
wife. Since Leontes' earlier desire was for the past, a utopian 
paradise with the boy Polixenes, it is significant that "desire as 
memory" here is figured by Hermione who replaces memory of 
the male with memory of the female. 21 As emblematic figure, 
Hermione stands in contrast to the figure of Time who takes his 
emblematic place at the center of the play. The emblem of Time 
moves things forward, but the emblem of Hermione moves things 
to the past, to memory.22 As emblems, clearly separated spatially 
from others, they both speak with greater resonance and import, 
Hermione reminding her audience that she was and that what she 
was is maintained in the present. As woman she has waited and 
aged; as emblem she calls attention to the earlier and painful 
scenes of the play-to the reality of "the winter's tale" which must 
never be forgotten despite the romance ending. 

As statue Hermione seems to gather to her a potency of renun
ciation for having turned her back on the world for sixteen years. 23 

The melancholy tone of the opening of the play becomes a kind of 
forceful and sublime melancholy at the end as tragedy becomes (in 
unsettled and unsettling ways) romance.24 I want, therefore, to try 
to come at the statue not from a modern point of view in which 
images of women are often media-driven, reductive, and stereo
typed, but from the point of view of Renaissance England, from 
what leftover (ghostly) potency might haunt the leftover statues 
in churches and courtyards, what leftover anxiety might exist in 
the space between iconoclasm and idolatry, what free-floating 
tropic power might cling to statues, particularly religious ones. 

As statue Hermione also and even aggressively, as she takes 
over for Paulina, forces upon her viewers the experience of oscil
lation, between past and present, between art object and living 
woman, between age and youth, between silence and speaking, 
between that which endures through time or lives forever and that 
which dies, between the outside and the inside, between character 
and allegory. That is, her appearance as statue raises questions 
about the difference between statue and person and hence about 
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the locus of the subject.25 For me, Shakespeare's wrestling with 
subjectivity is located here, in the suggestive claims an image of 
opacity and doubleness lays on us. She is not what she is-her life
like appearance as statue prohibits recognition since it belies logic 
and time. The peculiar nature of doubleness at this moment in the 
play rests, ironically, with verisimilitude: the statue and the woman 
are almost the same but not, the image just slightly off. Our 
recognition of her is thwarted in both directions-she cannot be 
recognized fully as woman, and she cannot be recognized fully as 
statue. As Leontes acknowledges: 11Chide me, dear stone, that I 
may say indeed I Thou art Hermione" (V. iii. 24-5). In this 
thwarting, I would argue, Hermione forces another sort of recog
nition, an acknowledgment of the unseen. Moreover, Hermione 
as statue functions as double and duplicitous and helps to create 
the sort of ambiguity present in ·the sonnets (as the poet and the 
young man oppose one another, mirror one another, tell lies, 
betray one another, become one another), and in allegory in which 
what is seen is not exactly what is there, in which 11Speaking" 
occurs in multiple ways. Allegorical or emblematic figures often 
speak beyond or more potently than language, as they move into 
the realm of ritual or magic. In Elizabethan times, such 11lan
guage" was used not only in literature by poets, but also, as Linda 
Gregersen has pointed out, by men such as Essex whose imprese at 
the Accession Day Tournament in 1595 was meant to speak to the 
queen concerning his love and service.26 Emblems were, as many 
have noted, the coin of the day, especially for the queen, but for 
those around her as well. 

My models for trying to think back into the play are Catholic 
statues and paintings of figures absorbed in remembering, pray
ing or sleeping.27 The theatrical tableau here forces the audience 
to be absorbed in the figure of Hermione seemingly absorbed in 
stillness; we are looking at the on-stage characters looking at the 
statue looking back at them and at us. Although Michael Fried is 
writing about the age of Diderot as he discusses painting and the 
beholder, his observations have proved useful to me as I view this 
scene as spectatorship emblematized: Hermione as still, without 
surface distraction, without speech, absorbed in the moment, a 
form of reified stillness such that complexity of gesture and 
movement and speech is displaced elsewhere.28 The very insis
tence on specularity in this scene demands questions concerning 
that which is not in view, ways in which a person is not exactly a 
statue, or ways in which a statue not only refers to the fullness of 
being-as in a statue of a saint-but actually contains it. 

In the trial scene earlier in the play, Hermione makes herself 
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(like Viola in Twelfth Night) into a figure of Patience (III. ii. 30-32), 
and then speaks of herself as an emblem of chastity standing 
before "spectators": "For behold me ... here standing I To prate 
and talk for life and honour 'fore I Who please to come and hear" 
(III. ii. 37, 40-42). Now, she replays the scene, but with a differ
ence; as silent statue, she becomes the emblem she has described 
herself as being. Her chastity and holiness are on the surface to be 
seen; in that respect, and in opposition to what Leontes called into 
question in the early parts of the play, she is exactly what she 
seems. In discussing Freud's analysis of the statue of Moses, 
Kenneth Gross argues that Freud invests the statue itself as the 
unconscious. "The Moses, then, is not just a body in thought; it is 
an image of the body or thing or thought (the thing/thought of 
dream, mind, and language) that emerges at the theshold between 
impulse and the prohibition of impulse, at the threshold between 
inside and outside, organic and inorganic, even between life and 
death."29 

Shakespeare's last plays are widely viewed as self-consciously 
about the theater. Obviously here is a theatrical scene, but what 
I want to draw attention to is the sort of looking which is taking 
place, its replacing of the looking that occurred at the outset of the 
play: "'Ha' not you seen, Camillo? I But that's past doubt: you 
have, or your eye_-glass I Is thicker than a cuckold's horn I or 
heard?" (I. ii. 267-69) In the final scene this sort of frantic looking 
driven by jealousy is replaced by the gaze that is aware of being 
such. It is contained in an architectural space and focused in an 
artificial and unavoidable way. And time, which has passed by 
rapidly, is now at a virtual standstill, creating self-consciousness 
all around. It is as if Hermione says to Leontes: you haven't 
recognized what I am; this is the end of the quest, you must now 
look at me and know. Frederic Jameson characterizes romance as 
a form which "necessitates the projection of an Other, a Projet 
which comes to an end when that Other reveals his identity or 
'name."'30 Because Hermione is at a spatial remove, set apart to be 
looked on, Leontes is able to view her and to know what he did not 
know before. It is the formal and ritualized relationship enacted 
here which seems to make possible a kind of knowing which 
jealousy obliterated, and hence a re-marriage.31 Leontes does, of 
course, come to see Hermione's life, breath, motion. His faith, to 
use Paulina's word, is awakened. As statue Hermione forces 
Leontes to read the impossible signs, to search for what is hidden, 
to imagine the other, to imagine life behind or within the emblem
atic statue: 
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Leontes. . .. Let be, let be! 
Would I were dead, but that methinks already
What was he that did make it?-See, my lord, 
Would you not deem it breath'd? and that those veins 
Did verily bear blood? 

(V. iii. 61-65) 

As allegorical statue, Hermione moves the play to some other 
place; as sacred art object she is heightened sign, suggestive of the 
resurrection, the holy mother, a saint.32 What is curious is that in 
order for this moment to occur, both Hermione and Leontes 
approach states of death, madness (V. iii. 74), and transportedness. 
Here in these states of dissolution the other emerges. And it is a 
moment that is as uncanny and unsettling as seeing ghosts or 
worshiping statues or acknowledging divine powers. Moreover, 
we must remember that Hermione's appearance as statue cannot 
be simply a convenient theatrical device in a time in which actual 
statues had been defaced, removed, or had disappeared by the 
shiploads into France.33 Here is the return of the repressed with a 
vengeance; the missing one who was deemed nothing ("My wife 
is nothing, nor nothing have these nothings, I If this be nothing" 
I. ii. 295-96) returns. Perdita kneels before the statue as if she were 
a practicing Catholic; Paulina protests that she is not assisted by 
wicked powers, that her business is not "unlawful." Leontes 
seems to evoke the Eucharist and all the attendant legal controver
sies when he hopes Hermione's coming to life is "lawful as eat
ing." Paulina even seems to acknowledge Hermione as a taboo 
figure when she blocks Perdita from touching her or kissing her, 
the usual, recently condemned practice in worshiping statues of 
saints. Shakespeare is evoking particular anxiety as a result of 
Reformation controversies when he has a religious statue come to 
life or suggests that an icon can call forth faith. 

Shakespeare sets up an agonistic arena which replays and 
recalls the religious controversies between Catholics and Protes
tants over religious icons and whether they lead to the divine or 
prove to be distractions to faith or worse, idolatrous. By bringing 
back the statue which has been broken or rejected, Shakespeare 
clearly forces his audience into an unsettled arena of crisis which 
pits images against words, the visionary against vision, the holy 
mother against the mother, the allegorical against the dramatic, 
the live statue against the dead statue, presence against cold 
stone, and the presence of spirit in a statue against Hermione's 
subjectivity. What I am trying to do is move from the atmosphere 
of iconoclasm to the sorts of questions which the statue raises. 
That is, Hermione asks Leontes to believe in the unseen as well as 
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the seen-or, as I have argued, to believe in the seen as the sign of 
the unseen-to embrace visual memory and visual allegory, and 
to acknowledge "presence" over time. Such a request is linked 
both to religious controversies concerning the efficacy of visual 
aids to faith and memory, and to questions about the stability of 
psychic identity. In what way is the character Hermione at the end 
(as statue) like or not like the women with the same name in Act 
I? In what ways is a character both dramatic and allegorical? In 
what ways can one visualize the unseen? Critics of Spenser more 
frequently recognize the ways in which struggles over the visual 
and allegorical open up into suggestions concerning the psyche. 
Ernest Gilman, for example, argues that pictorialism in The Faerie 
Queene as the site of struggle is also the site of psyche: "the urge 
to depict and the complementary urge to deface are both neces
sary for the game to go on, just as the personified struggle between 
split impulses in the mind of the hero is necessary to the game of 
Spenser's allegory."34 It seems to me that Shakespeare has done all 
that he can to make this final scene in The Winter's Tale a charged 
moment by utilizing all the anxieties attendant on the religious 
controversies of the day; moreover, there seems to be something 
about the ferocity and depth of this confusion as Hermione goes 
back and forth across the line of allegorical figure and dramatic 
character that calls forth recognitions of "I was" and "I am." 
Questions of religious faith seem here to be inextricably entangled 
with questions of faith in another, faith that another exists, faith in 
some aspect of inwardness; oddly questions about moving statues 
become psychological questions, though, of course, the period 
was one in which-as in this scene-both overlapped. The dis
junction created by presenting Hermione as an allegorical statue 
suggests an arena in which questions concerning subjectivity, like 
the attendant religious questions, remain unsettled. 

Occidental College 

Notes 

1See Martha Ronk, "Viola's [lack of] Patience," The Centennial Review, 37 
(1993), 384-399 and "Representations of Ophelia," Criticism, 36 (1992), 21-43. The 
bibliography behind this work is long; I mention here only the work of Murray 
Krieger, Ernest Gilman, W. J. T. Mitchell, Harry Berger, Angus Fletcher, Jean 
Hagstrom, Rosemary Freeman, John Doebler, Rensselaer Lee, Mario Praz, Michel 
Beaujour, and Walter Benjamin. 

2See James Siemon, Shakespearean Iconoclasm (Berkeley: Univ. of California 
Press, 1985); Iconoclasm vs. Art and Drama, eds. Clifford Davidson and Ann 
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Eljenholm Nichols (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 1989); Stephen 
Gosson, A Second and Third Blast of Retrait from Plaies and Theaters (1583) as 
reprinted in The English Drama and Stage under the Tudor and Stuart Princes. 1543-
1664, ed. W. C. Hazlitt (1869; rpt. N.Y.: Burt Franklin, n.d.); Jonas Barish, The 
Antitheatrical Prejudice (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press,1981); David Freedberg, 
The Power of Images (Chicago: Chicago Univ. Press, 1989); John Phillips, Reforma
tion of Images (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1973); Ernest B. Gilman, 
Iconoclasm and Poetry in the English Reformation (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 
1986). 

3See Jonas Barish, "Puritanism, Popery, and Parade," The Antitheatrical Preju
dice (Berkeley: California Univ. Press, 1981). 

4C. L. Barber and Richard P. Wheeler, Shakespeare's Power of Development 
(Berkeley: Univ. of Califoria Press, 1986), p. 23. I also agree with Joel Fineman, 
among others, who reminds us that allegory "seems regularly to surface in critical 
or polemical atmosphere, when for political or metaphysical reasons there is 
something that cannot be said," "The Structure of Allegorical Desire," Allegory 
and Representation, ed. Stephen Greenblatt (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Univ. 
Press, 1981), p. 28. 

5Although drama is in many ways resistant to questions of subjectivity, there 
are particular devices which call attention to such an idea, and thus critics have 
focused on monologues, mad songs, dreams, and on-stage actions which parallel 
off-stage events. Others have attended to gaps or inexplicable disjunctions in 
character. Cf. Carol Neely, "'Documents in Madness,' Reading Madness and 
Gender in Shakespeare's Tragedies and Early Modern Culture," Sltakespeare Quar
terly, 42 (1991),315-39; Elaine Showalter, "Representing Ophelia," Shakespeare and 
the Question of Theory, eds. Patrici~ Parker and Geoffrey Hartman (New York: 
Methuen, 1985), 77-94; Bridget Lyons, "The Iconography of Ophelia," ELH, 44 
(1977), 60-74. On the relationship of structure to allegory, see Fineman, pp. 32-
33. Also I hope that my focus on a staged physicality, especially one that hardens 
to statue, serves as a reminder of theatrical mimesis which often in Shakespeare's 
plays means attention to relationships of power and authority. See Robert 
Weimann, "Towards a literary theory of ideology," Shakespeare Reproduced, eds. 
Jean E. Howard and Marion F. O'Connor (NewYork: Routledge, 1987). 

60n allegory see Angus Fletcher, Allegory (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1959); 
Walter Benjamin, The Origin of German Tragic Drama, trans. John Osborne. (New 
York: Verso, 1977). I am interested in allegory for precisely the reasons that it was 
rejected for symbol by the romantics; to quote Murray Krieger: "It is, of course, the 
participatory power of the symbol, partaking fully rather than pointing emptily, 
that allows it to overcome otherness, thereby distinguishing it from allegory .... 
Obviously, what is being sought in the symbol is an alternative to the fate of 
words to be empty, belated counters (Coleridge's phantom proxies) testifying to 
an absence, whose immediate presence would be beyond language, the instru
ment of mediation." Allegory, Myth, and Symbol, ed. Morton W. Bloomfield (Cam
bridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1981), p. 5. 

7Perhaps this is analogous to Freud's examination of the obvious as clues to 
the unconscious-slips of the tongue, repeated behavior. Today we tend to think 
of the visual as related to that which is illusory, media-driven, subject to manipu
lation, related to advertising and television. I keep trying to imagine what a 
culture would have been like caught between thinking of the visual as both 
illusory and as the repository on earth of divine truth. 

8In Staging the Gaze, Barbara Freedman argues that the Elizabethan theater 
was constructed to subvert the idea of subjectivity: "Round characters in this 
theater in the round are possible only in so far as the plays map out an interior 
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place of unknowingness. By pointing to a certain absence within, these characters 
derive presence" (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1991), p. 26. 

9Critics have suggested that Leontes' madness results from homosexual 
anxiety. The cure designed by Paulina, however, treats his madness in one of the 
conventional Renaissance ways by offering a spiritual cure. On Leontes, see 
Murray Schwartz, "Leontes' Jealousy in The Winter's Tale," American Imago, 30 
(1973), 250-73 and Coppelia Kahn, Man's Estate (Berkeley: Univ. of California 
Press, 1981). On early modern cures, see Michael MacDonald, Mystical Bedlam: 
Madness, Anxiety, and Healing in Seventeenth Century England, (Cambridge: Cam
bridge Univ. Press, 1981). 

10"The Winter's Tale," The Arden Shakespeare, ed. J. H. P. Pafford (London: 
Arden, 1963). 

11Much in part two of the play parallels elements in part one, as if Shakespeare 
were demonstrating his skill in manipulating genre. See my article on Leontes 
and Othello, "Recasting Jealousy," Literature and Psychology, 36 (1990), 50-78. 

12Renato Poggioli, "The Pastoral of the Self," Pastoral and Romance (Englewood 
Cliffs, N.J .: Prentice Hall, 1969). 

13Sigmund Freud, Interpretation of Dreams, ed. and trans. James Strachey 
(New York: Avon, 1965), p . 660: "Nevertheless, the ancient belief that dreams 
foretell the future is not wholly devoid of the truth. By picturing our wishes as 
fulfilled, dreams are after all leading us into the future. But this future, which the 
dreamer pictures as the present, has been moulded by his indestructible wish into 
a perfect likeness of the past." 

141 hope I am not (only) falling into the romantic feminist trap of seeing the 
potency of suicide or loss as protests against patriarchy. Ophelia's suicide is, I 
believe, both the terrible result of her entrapment in a male world, and a visual 
reenactment-! would even go so far as to say statement-of the major aspects of 
the play: conception, sex, death, volition. In the same vein, although I agree with 
critics who argue that women characters may be turned into statues by male 
characters who cannot bear them as "flesh and blood" (see Cavell, Adelman), I 
also think that the status of emblem is historically different during the early 
modern period, and that "reading" Hermione as statue or Ophelia as drowned 
may be a more freighted and complex endeavor. 

15"The identification of mopishness with disturbed sense perceptions was not 
p,eculiar to Napier. Medical writers seldom used the word mopish, but they 
described an almost identical condition which was called stupor or lethargy by 
Galen and his English disciples .... A century after Napier's death, William Battie 
included in his famous treatise on madness a malady called insensibility, which he 
characterized as 'a prenatural defect or total loss of sensation"' (MacDonald, p. 
162). 

16Kenneth Gross, The Dream of the Moving Statue (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 
1992), p. 105. 

17See Valerie Traub, Desire and Anxiety: Circulations of Sexuality in_Shakespearean 
Drama (New York: Routledge, 1992), pp. 44-49. I want also to state my agreement 
with Valerie Traub's emphasis on early modern patriarchy as "a profoundly 
unstable structure and ideology: the work involved in Shakespeare's representa
tion of monumentalization discloses an intense investment in staging the impos
sibility of female erotic agency in order to contain it more fully," (p. 47), but to 
extend that instability to include also the ·presentation of monument. On the 
queen's "no body," I also read Katherine Eggert's paper, '"The Statue Is But 
Newly Fix'd,"' SAA Seminar on Identification and Identity, April 17, 1992. 

18See Peter Daly's discussion of the corpse as emblem in Literature in the Light 
of the Emblem, (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1979), p . 147; Glynne Wickham 
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argues persuasively that the statue "should resemble the effigies which normally 
graced the tombs of the gentry in cathedrals and parish churches in Elizabethan 
and Jacobean England-painted effigies modelled from the death masks and 
actual clothes of the deceased," Shakespeare's Dramatic Heritage (London: Routledge, 
1969}, p. 264. 

19Sigmund Freud, "The 'Uncanny,'" On Creativity and the Unconscious, ed. 
Benjamin Nelson (New York: Harper & Row, 1958). Freud cites the uncanny 
effects of a figure that appears both lifeless and animate-a doll, a wax-work 
figure, an epileptic, an insane person-"because these excite in the spectator the 
feeling that automatic, mechanical processes are at work, concealed beneath the 
ordinary appearance of animation" (p. 132). I am uncertain about how to connect 
all of this to recent work on hysteria, although it seems that making oneself into 
emblem by means of one's body can be read not only as anguish, but also as 
articulate and resistant. See In Dora's Case, eds. Charles Bernheimer and Claire 
Kahan (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1985); Juliana Schiesari, The Gendering 
of Melancholia (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1992). What interests me is not only the 
move from actual disease to literature, but also the move from misery to its 
symbolic expression. Schiesari argues that it may be that women "do not have the 
adequate 'signifying economy' available to them to express their melancholias" 
(p. 75). She also, however, refers to the medieval figure of Dame Melancholy 
which she reads as one side of male fantasy and misogyny: behind every beautiful 
damsel lurks a hideous hag. What interests me is that when Shakespeare's 
characters exhibit power, they often turn emblematic. 

20See Frances Yates, The Art of Memory, (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 
1966}, chapt. 4, "Mediaeval Memory and the Formation of Imagery." "My theme 
has been the art of memory in relation to the formation of imagery .... Can 
memory be one possible explanation of the mediaeval love of the grotesque, the 
idiosyncratic? Are the strange figures to be seen on the pages of manuscripts and 
in all forms of mediaeval art not so much the revelation of a tortured psychology 
as evidence that the Middle Ages, when men had to remember, followed classical 
rules for making memorable images?" (p. 104). In Elizabethan England a battle 
was joined within memory; arguments about the arts of memory occurred against 
a background of ruined buildings, smashed images. "The 'Ramist man' must 
smash the images both within and without, must substitute for the old idolatrous 
art the new image-less way of remembering through abstract dialectical order" (p. 
278). 

21In her essay, "Narcissus Interrupted: Specularity and the Subject of the 
Tudor State," Linda Gregerson discusses the relationship of the specular and 
desire: "Governed by providence, by the prince, by fate, or simply by the durable 
specular logic of reciprocal emulation, sexual love was always already a recogni
tion scene for the Elizabethans: the construction of desire as memory." Criticism, 
35 (1993), 1-41, n. 34. 

22See Arden edition on Time, p. 168. 
23Intriguing is what Hermione says as statue, not as a cipher for other statues 

that come alive in various masques or for the story of Pygmalion, but as potent 
figure, self-consciously constructed. On stories of statues coming to life see 
Marina Warner, Monuments and Maidens (New York: Atheneum, 1985), pp. 228-
231; Martin Mueller, "Hermione's Wrinkles, or Ovid Transformed," Comparative 
Drama, 5 (1971), 226-39. Throughout the writing of my paper I have been 
influenced by Kenneth Gross, Spenserian Poetics: Idolatry Iconoclasm, and Magic 
(Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1985). 

24As Walter Benjamin points out in "Trauerspiel and Tragedy," the problem 
for the Renaissance was to separate sublime melancholy from the ordinary and 
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pernicious kind: "In his commentary on Dante, Jacopo della Lana, for instance, 
was giving yet another clear elaboration and penetrating explanation of this 
immanent set of antitheses, when he argued that Saturn, by virtue of its quality as 
an earthly, cold, and dry planet, gives birth to totally material men ... but, in 
absolute contrast, by virtue of its position as the highest of the planets it gives 
birth to the most extremely spiritual religiosi contemplativi, who turn their backs 
on all earthly lie" (p. 151). See Juliana Schiesari, The Gendering of Melancholia 
(Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1992), p. 142. Perhaps here is the place to register 
some reservations about recent historical criticism of Shakespeare, including the 
most convincing and particular, as it seems to domesticate the plays. That is, the 
plays seem often astonishingly disjunct and strange to me, especially a play like 
The Winter's Tale. In trying to avoid readings which have been overly transcen
dent, we may also move too decidedly in directions which eliminate or familiarize 
queernesses. 

25"1t is generally assumed that Donatello invented the modern portrait bust, 
combining antique models and the traditional medieval reliquary used to house 
the physical relics of saints in containers made to look like complete versions of 
the surviving anatomical parts. Donatello's San Rossore in Pisa (1422-27) may be 
the first instance of that invention; it is a gilded, life-size, bronze sculpture that 
contained the bones of the saint in a reliquary shaped like the bust portrait known 
from later in the fifteenth century." Richard Brilliant, Portraiture (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1991), p. 127. See Cynthia Marshall, "Reunion in The 
Winter's Tale," Last Things and Last Plays (Carbondale: Southern Illinois Univ. 
Press, 1991) who discusses the uncertainty of the statue scene and compares it to 
the final scene in Lear: "Both scenes exploit the indeterminacy, on stage, between 
living and dead bodies to remind us of the inexact correspondence between a 
living person and his or her corpse" (p. 53). 

26Gregorsen, p. 4. 
27See, for example, Michael Camille, The Gothic Idol (Cambridge: Cambridge 

Univ. Press, 1989). 
28Michael Fried, Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of 

Diderot (Berkeley, Univ. of California Press, 1980). 
29The Dream of the Moving Statue, p. 194. 
30"Magical Narratives: Romance as Genre," New Literary History, 7 (1975), p. 

161. 
31See Barbara Freedman, "Pedagogy, Psychoanalysis, Theatre: Interrogating 

the Scene of Learning," Shakespeare Quarterly, 41 (1990), 174-86. "Since pedagogi
cal models reflect epistemological models, we must address the cultural specific
ity of Greek, Renaissance, and postmodern models of learned ignorance. For 
example, what distinguishes Renaissance forms of learned ignorance is an emerg
ing model of subjectivity based upon a precise spatial relationship between 
observer and observed." Cf. also John White, "The Development of the Theory of 
Artificial Perspective," The Birth and Rebirth of Pictorial Space (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1957). 

32"The enhancement of Hermione as she is recovered, the sanctification, 
analogous to baroque religious painting, expressed in her appearing first as a 
sacred statue and then coming alive as the warm, actual wife, has been earned by 
freeing Leontes' perception of the maternal in her from the perverse dependence 
expressed in his jealousy." C. L. Barber, "Thou That Beget'st Him That Did Thee 
Beget," Shakespeare Survey, 22 (1969), 59-69. 

33See John Phillips, The Reformation of Images; Ernest Gilman, Iconoclasm and 
Poetry in the English Reformation; Laurence Stone, Sculpture in Britain: The Middle 
Ages (London: Penguin, 1955; 2nd ed. 1972). 
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34Ernest Gilman, Iconoclasm and Poetry in the English Reformation, p. 80. Gilman 
also argues (following Greenblatt) that long before Freud, in Spenser, "the self 
establishes its 'difference,' the firm boundary of its own identity, by imposing and 
indeed celebrating its control over that which attracts it and ... threatens it with 
absorption" (p. 73). 
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A Lightweight Elephant Slept Here 
by Robert D. Anson 

A brief passage in Twelfth Night, apparently overlooked by 
annotators, tickles my taste for Shakespeare's gentlest humor. 
This triviality occurs when the sea captain Antonio offers his 
purse to his young friend Sebastian, encouraging him to brow,se 
around town till supper time. As Antonio hands over his money 
he designates his choice of lodging: "In the south suburbs, at the 
Elephant, I ls best to lodge. I will bespeak our diet .... There shall 
you have me." A few lines later comes this understated exchange: 

Sebastian. I'll be your purse-bearer, and leave you 
For an hour. 

Antonio. To th' Elephant. 
Sebastian. I do remember.' (Exeunt-end of scene) 

Here it seems Shakespeare is playing with a soft-spoken allusion 
to the proverb, "Elephants always remember." The more common 
expression is "Elephants never forget." Perhaps the playwright 
picked the inverted form, with its positive word remember, to keep 
Sebastian's retort the more subtle. Antonio's imperative reminder, 
"To th' Elephant" (implicit exclamation point?), strikes Sebastian 
as unnecessary, maybe punctilious. Wherefore the younger man's 
double-barreled rejoinder feels ironical, if not sarcastic. His 
thought might be, "Your echoing that word reminds me that 
elephants do remember, and so shall I." Thus in voicing his 
allusion Sebastian is both teasing Antonio and playing with a 
perceived antithesis: the abstract realm of memory versus a heavy 
hunk of reality. (All this from only three words?) The word 
allusion derives from the Latin verb alludere, "to play with." 
Shakespeare's elephant brings forth only a mouse-not timid but 
playful, of ready wit-favorable in its response. 

"In the south suburbs," directs the text. The actual inn on the 
south side of the Thames known as the Elephant was popular in 
Shakespeare's day. Nowadays a signpost proclaims Elephant & 
Castle. Did the writer select the Elephant as Antonio's preference 
in order to set up the word-play on remember? Or, having glided 
himself into a convenient pub, did he then recall its link to memory 
and the word remember? Either way, the connection appears stud
ied, the nuance not accidental. 

Inasmuch as the allusion is conveyed by the last word of the 
scene, an audience has an extra moment in which to grasp 
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Sebastian's toying with a proverbial expression. Even so, an audi
ence may well miss this allusive joke. The saying is not greatly 
applicable to ordinary life; in all Shakespearean audiences how 
many have had much traffic with live elephants? (By contrast, 
British author H. H. Munro, known as "Saki," teased less inno
cently when he wrote, "Women and elephants never forget an 
injury."2 Hard not to feel that jab.) And if the two actors or the 
director are unaware of Sebastian's repartee, his half-line closer, 
together with Antonio's non-reaction to it, will end the scene with 
a feeling of "See you later at the inn." Plain vanilla, that; a clever 
and charming comeback has been wasted. 

Sebastian's reply comes close to reflecting the critic Coleridge's 
mind on the interplay of word/phrase assimilation, that is, a 
compound of two meanings. It is typically Shakespearean, he tells 
us, to keep the secondary sense in no less view than the primary. 
The words Elephant and remember stand only two words apart; 
they are kept in view, they should hang together in the ear. 
Coleridge probably was focusing on a single word of double 
meaning, as in Olivia's inquiry, two acts earlier in Twelfth Night, 
"Were you sent hither to praise me?" The chief meaning of praise 
here is "extol." Into that term the poet has assimilated the more 
revealing overtone of "appraise," as if written 'praise. This second 
sense brushes up for us Olivia's vanity and her pride in the facial 
beauty she cannot help but exhibit. Her oversupply of good looks 
does help to justify Sebastian's instant surrender of himself to her. 
Yet she has the character and the integrity to be more than just an 
engaging bloke who by betrothal shall take the Countess Olivia 
out of the way, unwittingly clearing the field for the benefit of his 
twin sister's romance. His picking up on the elephant connection 
becomes another gauge of his increasing dramatic weight. Granted, 
allusion is not the same thing as assimilation of meanings, yet 
surely we can catch the double sense in Sebastian's little joke, and 
that, too, Mr. Coleridge, is typically Shakespearean. 

True, my notion grades out about as thin as this inexhaustible 
treasure-trove can yield. Nevertheless, for those who esteem these 
works, even inconsequential aspects must be explored by some
one, somewhere. Nearly three dozen annotated editions were 
examined; they either shunned this coda or else missed it alto
gether. Perhaps some antique volume will turn up bearing the 
relevant footnote. That does seem unlikely, for the earlier texts 
come with sparse annotation. That the poet had heard or read the 
proverb may be reasonably assumed. In 1555 "The Decades of the 
New Worlde"was published, being a translation made by Richard 
Eden from the Latin text of Peter Martyr. From it the OED cites 
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this entry at delphin: 110f a maruelous sence or memorie as are the 
elephant and the delphyn." The title and date of publication fit 
the presumed pattern of Shakespeare's reading opportunities. 
The general subject was of interest to him, for assuredly it per
tained to The Tempest. One can believe he read this book. One can 
also believe that for a little trick in Twelfth Night he found the 
chance to select only two associative words, one of which-a name 
for an inn-would be needed in any case. The quiet charm of this 
lightweight joke is, by my interpretation, clearly intentional. 

"Tarry a little," says Portia ominously to Shylock. "There is 
something else." Maybe there is something else here, and if so, 
downright eye-opening. Recall the payola scandal of the late 
1950's, where record promoters bribed disc jockeys to favor cer
tain recordings. By discovering that little elephant joke perhaps 
an Elizabethan playola episode is now surmisable. Yes, playola, 
where the proprietor of the Elephant tavern provided to the 
celebrated Mr. Shakespeare free food and drink. And why not a 
clean comfortable bed as well?-in which case of Tudor freeload
ing a literary heavyweight slept here. True, Shakespeare had his 
own quarters on Southbank, but if the Elephant inn was handier to 
the Globe in foul weather, or otherwise expedient, then that 
supposed bed still stands in my scenario. My imaginary script has 
him repaying the favor by inserting a few commercial plugs into 
his upcoming smash comedy, Twelfth Night:" ... at the Elephant is 
best to lodge," and other hints. Yet he tucked them in so slyly that 
until now their economic impulse has gone unnoticed. 

It's possible that the Elephant tavern was actually abomi
nable, making Antonio's praise of it a deliberate in-joke for any 
up-to-date spectators of 1601. Perhaps the poet was fashioning a 
sequel to the Carrier's complaint (1 Henry IV) against that un
named inn at Rochester: "I think this be the most villainous house 
in all London for fleas." However, Antonio's word-order denies 
such supposition. Jokes push key words rearward; the Carrier's 
fleas enter last. Were the writer sending us a gag line, would he 
not shift Elephant from the middle of the sentence to just before the 
end stop? Comic timing urges such arrangement. Thus it might 
read, "(It) is best to lodge ... at the Elephant." (Laughter and 
shouts of derision, no doubt.) If also this inn were notorious for 
rotten meals, why isn't the statement, "I will bespeak our diet," 
followed by a sardonic ingredient, such as" ... that our stomachs 
I May survive our stay, 'tho we do not"? In my view, Antonio's 
syntax yields no hint of an in-joke, no lampoon of his choice of 
lodging, or its kitchen. I find no intent to comically disparage that 
inn's reputation. Yes, there is an inn-joke here, but confined to the 
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elephant/memory connection. 
Is it not conceivable, that having first implanted his host's 

promo, the poet later might wish to make his sales pitch less 
visible, less improper? Perhaps it was only at this point that he 
invented Sebastian's little joke, as if all along that had been the 
warrant for highlighting the name (and the virtues) of a certain 
accomodation. Now we can suppose that the subtle-yet-inten
tional allusion might be an afterthought, a masquerade tacked on 
to hide his earlier artistic in propriety. If so, then we see a qua
druple exposure. First, the engrafting of the subliminal messages; 
then, as a cover-up, the appending of the elephant /memory twist; 
after that, his indicating early on Sebastian's quick wit; and fi
nally, keeping the joke soft and subtle, for the fun of remaining 
obscure. Conjectural, oh, imperfectly conjectural, yet capable of 
being perfectly true. These four impressions could be added to the 
millions which-seasoned or unseasoned, right or wrong-float 
in and around the wondrous strange world Shakespeare created. 
If these new items seem not to stand four-square, consider Portia's 
reminder, "How many things by season seasoned are I To their 
right praise and true perfection." 

Although we'll never know, let us hope our playwright seized 
the opportunity to enjoy the special pleasures of VIP treatment. 
Let us dream he might have relished the reciprocal endorsement, 
the esteem, the joviality such an arrangement implies. His creative 
payoff for those privileges was a mere triple mention of the 
Elephant inn, twice in this scene and again in Act IV, plus four 
little cues. Remember, the playscript required the name of some 
hostelry, anyway. Rather lightweight playola, you say? Yet mark 
the big boost Shakespeare manages to deliver: three times he flags 
a contemporary place of business; he refers to its actual neighbor
hood; Antonio looks forward to dining there, saying in effect, 
"That's the place"; moreover, at the outset he touts the Elephant as 
the best. Well, not so lightweight after all. Imagine that, a tricksy 
elephant asleep in the text for 395 years! 

Whatever the truth may be, considering the undiminished 
excitement-the rapture-which Shakespeare has lavished upon 
us (mind you, for free; our literary freeloading), surely I'm not 
alone in wishing for him an occasional extra reward, a little touch 
of private advantage. I say that Will Shakespeare-then some 
dozen years into his miracle career-deserved every bit of playola 
which might have come his way. To th' Elephant! 

Midland, Texas 

144 

 Vol. XVI

Clemson University Digital Press 
Digital Facsimile



A Lightweight Elephant Slept Here 

Notes 

1III. iii. 47-48. All quotations are from The Riverside Shakespeare, ed. G. 
Blakemore Evans (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1974). 

2H. H. Munro, Tire Slrort Stories of Saki (New York: The Viking Press, 1946), p. 
26. 
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A Tale of Two Shakespeare Festivals: 
Stratford's The Merchant of Venice and Alabama 

Shakespeare Festival's The Winter's Tale 
by Craig Barrow 

The Stratford Festival in Canada and the Alabama Shakespeare 
Festival are among the top five Shakespeare festivals in North 
America, and I thought it would be interesting to compare and 
contrast them by examining one difficult Shakespeare production 
by each company as Stratford nears its forty-fifth anniversary and 
the ASF celebrates its twenty-fifth. I have chosen to deal with 
Stratford's The Merchant of Venice because the play can easily 
create audience difficulties through modern notions of religious 
tolerance and racial equality, especially after Germany exploited 
Shylock for propaganda purposes during World War II. The 
Winter's Tale is easily the most demanding of the three Shakespeare 
productions the ASF has chosen to do this season. If a company is 
not careful with the play, the production can easily split in two. 
This is not to say that Stratford might not have trouble with King 
Lear and As You Like It, although both productions were fine, or 
the ASF could not have difficulties with Romeo and Juliet and The 
Merry Wives of Windsor, neither of which posed great problems. 

As David Zesmer has stated in a recent review of James 
Shapiro's Shakespeare and the Jews,l whenever The Merchant of 
Venice is performed "two questions arise immediately: (1) Is Shy
lock a villain? (2) Was Shakespeare anti-Semitic?" Neither ques
tion can be answered, although for different reasons. While Shapiro 
draws evidence from diaries, chronicles, sermons, political tracts, 
parliamentary debates, and New Testament commentary, no one 
knows what Shakespeare thought about Jews, although inferences 
can be made about Shakespeare's culture. 

Though Shylock clearly goes too far in pursuing his hatred of 
Antonio, seeking Antonio's death for the many effronts he has 
suffered from the Christian, Shylock's "villainy" is fairly well 
motivated. Jessica's running off with Lorenzo, one of Antonio's 
friends, is understandably painful to Shylock, whose home has 
been violated and betrayed, even to the ring Leah, his deceased 
wife, had given him. Portia's justice, since Shylock had rejected 
Christian mercy, is mercilessly crushing, leaving Shylock broken 
and forced to become a Christian at play's end. 

More than the three pairs of lovers at the close of The Merchant 
of Venice and the displacement of Venice by Belmont in Act V, 
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Shylock determines the genre of the play. If Shakespeare was anti
Semitic and treated Shylock as a Malvolio with power, perhaps 
the play, from an Elizabethan standpoint, might be, as C. L. 
Barber argues, one of Shakespeare's festive comedies. 2 I find 
myself more persuaded by Sigurd Burckhardt's "The Merchant of 
Venice: The Gentle Bond,"3 where Burckhardt views the Jew sym
pathetically, in part because Shylock is given most of the great 
lines and he lifts the play to "the level of principle."4 

Marti Maraden, the director of Stratford's production of The 
Merchant of Venice, said in The Beacon Herald that "I wanted to do 
The Merchant of Venice because I believe it's a very good play, 
well-written with a great badness in it."5 In an effort to defuse 
criticism of the production, the angry letters, and phone calls that 
have dogged every production since World War II, Maraden 
consulted with the Canadian Jewish Congress. Maraden, like 
many members of the play's audience, believes the play "contains 
anti-Semitism, unquestionably, and contains racism, unquestion
ably, but I don't think the play itself anti-Semitic, at least I don't 
wish it to be in my presentation."6 As to Shakespeare the man, 
Maraden laments, "I think Shakespeare was a man of his times, 
and to a certain extent was reflecting the thinking of his times."7 

What I found fascinating about the Stratford production of The 
Merchant of Venice is how much the production addressed the 
misgivings of its director without doing damage to the play. 
Setting the production in the Venice of 1933 with its Blackshirts 
worked out extremely well. Without dialogue, scenes set in cafes 
can reflect a transformation in the treatment of Jews. For example, 
when a Jew who was served earlier is refused service, Shylock's 
anti-Semitic culture is exposed. The taunts to Shylock in the play 
are highlighted by the context of the play's fascist setting. In Act 
V the part of Jessica, who complains that Lorenzo stole "her soul 
with many vows of faith, I And ne'er a true one" (V. i. 18-19), 8 is 
expanded not with dialogue but with a wordless discontent, con
veying a sense of having done wrong to her father for no worthy 
end. The production's anti-Semitic setting helps justify Shylock's 
understandable desire for revenge. The crushing judgment against 
him and Venetian anti-Semitism render Shylock a victim, possibly 
even a heroic one. As Antonio advises Shylock in Act I, "lend the 
money rather to thine enemy" (I. iii. 136). Even after the loan, 
Antonio protests that he will spit on Shylock again and spurn him 
too (1. iii. 132). Such behavior and the silent, gestural anti
Semitism help give Shylock stature. 

Casting of the Stratford production helped further establish 
Shylock's importance. Douglas Rain was terrific as Shylock, re-
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calling Laurence Olivier's film performance of the play. Rain 
dominates the production. Susan Coyne as Portia was effective 
during the trial scene, but she did not carry off her role as lover 
nearly as well. The three couples at the end of the play do not 
provide an effective counter to Shylock and the old law of judg
ment rather than the new law of love and mercy. Forgiveness by 
Portia and Nerissa of the broken promises of Gratiano and Bassanio 
for the lost rings lacks the punch it needs. I give Stratford great 
credit for dealing cleverly with issues that could swamp the 
production if ignored. The play remains a comedy although the 
figure of Shylock gives the performance the politics of melodrama 
and the feel of tragedy. Those who think of Shylock only as a 
comic malcontent probably would not like this production, but I 
did. 

The ASP production of The Winter's Tale featured a more 
talented cast overall than Stratford's The Merchant of Venice. Ray 
Chambers, who recently played Hamlet, was Leontes. Greta Lam
bert, probably the most talented actress in the ASF for the last nine 
years, played Hermione. The roles of Paulina, Camillo, Autolycus, 
and the Clown were in the capable hands of Jill Tanner, Barry 
Boys, Steven David Martin, and John Preston, respectively. The 
rest of the cast was more than effective, but the production did not 
feel right for all of the talent assembled, and an ingenious lazy 
Susan set, where the actors are spun into a scene emphasizing the 
cyclic nature of romance, was not as effective as it might have 
been. 

The Assistant Director of the play and Dramaturg of the 
Festival, Susan Willis, describes in the Prologue her idea of ro
mance.9 Most of what she says is reminiscent of Northrop Frye, 
not only in terms of the mythos and genre sections of Anatomy of 
Criticism but also "Recognition in The Winter's Tale. "10 When 
Willis says that romance "partakes of both the tragic and the 
comic," she seems to veer away from Frye and toward tragic 
comedy, with its raw extremes. In the production, just as Willis 
describes the play in the Prologue, "the first half of the play 
catapults toward disaster, and only when a shepherd picks up a 
foundling in a storm, does the plot turn toward the comic and 
thereby the redemptive.'' 11 

In productions of The Winter's Tale I have seen previously, a 
distancing from extremes of feeling occurred on stage, almost as 
if the actors were practicing what Bertolt Brecht called the alien
ation effect in Chinese acting.12 With Leontes behaving more 
jealously than Othello, and Polixenes threatening Florizel, Perdita, 
the shepherd, and his son, and the deaths of Mamillius and 
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Antigonus as well as the unseen ship's crew, the impulse to 
tragedy is powerful, particularly given strong actors such as Ray 
Chambers and Greta Lambert. Similarly, wild comic effects are 
possible with Autolycus, the Clown, and the festive doings of the 
sheep-shearing. Steven David Martin is a wonderful Autolycus, 
and John Preston is funny as the Clown, but their antics are too 
extreme for romance. 

As Richard Knowles suggests in "Autolycus, Caliban & Co.: 
Comic Figures and Audience Response in Shakespeare's Last 
Plays,"13 Shakespeare seems to use Autolycus "to shift the audi
ence identification" to the process of "romantic transformation. " 14 

I did not see this taking place in the Alabama production. While 
The Winter's Tale is a play, it calls attention to many narrative or 
storytelling possibilities. Autolycus sings and sells ballads, and 
comments on their probability. The play even has a narrator, 
Time, the Chorus. Several characters see the action as if it were a 
tale. My point is that these narrative devices distance the action 
and undercut the violence of feeling serious drama usually un
leashes. The Winter's Tale feels like a movie or novel, and it is this 
emotive effect that the ASF production marred, oddly enough, 
through strong performances. 

Kent Thompson, the Director of The Winter's Tale, calls the 
play a fairy tale in his "Director's Notes." 15 Susan Willis, the 
Assistant Director, uses the word romance in writing about the 
play. Yet the narrative stamp of the play which might protect it 
from dramatic excess and unify the audience response to the 
production is missing. While I enjoyed the production, I enjoyed 
the parts, not the whole. 

This year I believe the Stratford Festival did more with less 
than the ASF. In part this may be due to the ASF's participation in 
the cultural Olympics. Perhaps next year will be better. 

University of Tennesee at Chattanooga 

Notes 

'David Zesmer, "The Merchant of Anti-Semitism," Chicago Tribune, 30 June 
1996, section 14, p. 7. 

2C. L. Barber, Shakespeare's Festive Comedy: A Study of Dramatic Form and its 
Relation to Social Custom (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1959), 163-91. 

JSigurd Burckhardt, "The Merchant of Venice: The Gentle Bond," Essays in 
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Shakespearean Criticism, eds. James L. Calderwood and Harold E. Toliver 
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1970), 237-57. 

4Burckhardt, p. 241. 
5Mike Beitz, "Marti Maraden Confronts Dark Side of Merchant," The Beacon 

Herald, The 1996 Festival Edition, p. F-31. 
6Beitz, p. F-32. 
7Beitz, p. F-32. 
8All quotations are from The Complete Plays and Poems of William Shakespeare, 

eds. William Allan Neilson and Charles Jarvis Hill (Cambridge: Riverside Press, 
1942). 

9Susan Willis, Prologue, Repertory /Summer 1996, p. 3. 
10Northrop Frye, "Recognition in The Winter's Tale," Essays in Shakespeare 

Criticism, eds. James L. Calderwood and Harold E. Toliver (Englewood Cliffs, 
New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1970), 357-67. 

uwillis, p. 3. 
12Bertolt Brecht, "The Alienation Effect in Chinese Acting," Landmarks in 

Modern Drama, ed. Charles Edward Aughtry (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1963), 
525-32. 

13Richard Paul Knowles, "Autolycus, Cloten, Caliban, & Co.: 'Comic' Figures 
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14Knowles, p. 84 
15Kent Thompson, "Director's Notes," Alabama Shakespeare Festival (Mont

gomery: Well Printing, 1996), p. 7. 
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Douglas Rain as Shylock in a scene from The Merchant of Venice 
directed by Marti Maraden for the Stratford Shakespeare Festi
val, summer I fall , 1996. 
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Raphael Nash as Polixenes and Greta Lambert as Hermione in a 
scene from The Winter's Tale directed by Kent Thompson for the 
Alabama Shakespeare Festival, summer, 1996. 
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