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Preface



This book is addressed to a non-professional audience with an interest in Shakespeare that has not, I believe, been well served by modern critics, who on the whole seem to have little time for his language; they tend to talk past it in technicalities or down to it in arcanely expressed platitudes. Every other aspect of Shakespeare is studied almost to death, but the fact that he was a poet has somehow dropped out of consideration. Of course I do not mean that all modern writing on Shakespeare is rubbish; there has been plenty of high-class scholarship, here for the most part ignored. Anybody who wants to know in detail about the life of Shakespeare, the construction, location, and personnel of Elizabethan theatres, or contemporary methods of acting, will need more specialized studies. I have confined my attention as far as possible to my stated subject, without offering yet another general introduction to the plays.

My concern is for the most part with Shakespeare’s dramatic verse. He was an accomplished non-dramatic poet, but his eminence depends on his work for the theatre and is emphasized by what has long been accepted as his superiority to the other dramatic poets of the time, though among them were theatre poets of high distinction, such as Marlowe, Middleton, Webster, and Jonson.

Such laudatory estimates are commonplace, and can be dismissed as hollow echoes of an obsolete and detested idolatry. But whatever else this book may be, it is not idolatrous; it shuns that ancient error as coldly as it avoids its modern counterparts. There are modern attitudes to Shakespeare I particularly dislike: the worst of them maintains that the reputation of Shakespeare is fraudulent, the result of an eighteenth-century nationalist or imperialist plot. A related notion, almost equally presumptuous, is that to make sense of Shakespeare we need first to see the plays as involved in the political discourse of his day to a degree that has only now become intelligible. These and other ways of taking Shakespeare down a peg seem, when you examine them, to be interesting only as evidence of a recurring need to find something different to say, and to say it on topics that happen to interest the writer more than Shakespeare’s words, which are, as I say, only rarely invoked. The tone of these novelties is remarkably self-confident. The critics need to value their own opinion above that of many predecessors whose qualifications they might not in general wish to dispute. They have to treat as victims of imperialistic brainwashing Johnson, Keats, and Coleridge, to name only three. Of course if you can rubbish Shakespeare you can also rubbish these and comparable authorities; respect for them is merely another instance of our acceptance of unexamined bourgeois valuations. But in the end you can’t get rid of Shakespeare without abolishing the very notion of literature.

On the other hand, the various forms of idolatry against which doctrines of this sort are over-reactions must also be deplored. There is no reason why we should not find passages and even plays that are routine and relatively uninteresting; a man who wrote so much, and sometimes in a hurry, might well, to borrow a phrase of Dryden’s, have some flats among his elevations. In short, this book is by one who believes in the greatness of Shakespeare without what Dr. Johnson called “superstitious veneration,” always remaining “on this side idolatry,” like Ben Jonson.

Indeed, Jonson seems in this respect to have been the most balanced of Shakespearians. When he said that Shakespeare “wanted art” he meant the laboriously excogitated craft he himself developed, something we can admire in his work but do not look for in Shakespeare’s. When he complained that Shakespeare “flowed with that facility that sometime it was necessary he should be stopped,” adding that “his wit was in his own power, would the rule of it had been so too,” we might want to vary his terms a little, but we understand him. Jonson read and thought a lot about poetry, ancient and modern. He believed it called for what we would call genius, even for a sort of divine madness, but also for hard labour. By proclaiming that Shakespeare was “not for an age, but for all time” he was crediting his friend with a high degree of genius, and he thought poets who had it were very rare: “only kings and poets,” he remarks, as usual quoting an ancient author, “are not born every year.” He himself preferred and practised poetry that showed the “labour of the file.” Jonson knew that Shakespeare worked for his effects, that he had “Art,” and that he learned from experience: “For a good poet’s made as well as born.”*

No modern critic can aspire to the authority of Jonson, but it should be possible to avoid both idolatry and counter-idolatry, always remembering the inevitable blemishes and also remembering that a true acquaintance with Shakespeare is as necessary to our culture as an understanding, however partial, of the greatness of Mozart or of Cézanne. All these artists are, admittedly, dead white males, and that, for some, is enough to discredit in advance arguments in their favour. Then there are those who refuse to value one text over another, a play by Shakespeare over an ephemeral contemporary pamphlet, or to see reason to offer the one a different form of attention from that accorded the other. The question of intrinsic or attributed value is admittedly a difficult one, but it vanishes when the object of concern is merely the interaction of all contemporary discourse in a context of political oppression and resistance. As I believe in the value of Shakespeare and, without ignoring historical issues, regard the plays as being about more than such issues, I shall not pay much attention to what are nevertheless the prevailing modes of Shakespeare criticism.

I have said something about almost all the plays. The years 1599–1600 seem roughly the time at which Shakespeare, already the author of several masterpieces, moved up to a new level of achievement and difficulty. There was a turning point, I think, and I associate it with Hamlet and with the poem “The Phoenix and Turle.” At about the same time, Shakespeare’s company moved into the Globe Theatre. Julius Caesar was performed there, and Hamlet was written about then. So the second part of the book deals mostly with Globe plays, each of which gets a chapter to itself, except for All’s Well That Ends Well, bundled in, for what I take to be good reasons, with Measure for Measure, and the two collaborative plays Henry VIII and Two Noble Kinsmen. Plays earlier than 1600 are in Part I. Dates can be uncertain, and some might want Twelfth Night to be in Part II, but in my view it does very well where it is. The text used throughout is that of The Riverside Shakespeare (2nd edition, 1997), but I have omitted the square brackets used in that edition to indicate alterations to the copy-text. Now and again I have had to use some technical language when writing about texts, so I have added an appendix explaining the terms.



Introduction




Although a large proportion of Shakespeare’s verse was spoken in the theatre, a fact that accounts for much that affected its extraordinary development, I am not, or not primarily, interested in purely theatrical matters, though I must occasionally have something to say about them. I am aware that I am writing against the current, since for many years now we have been urged to think of Shakespeare as above all a professional man of the theatre who was required to be a poet because in his time plays were mostly written in verse. In the early years of the twentieth century there was a sensible reaction against an old idea that Shakespeare was somehow too big to be thought of as submitting to theatrical limitations, that King Lear was too great for the stage, and so on. The reaction was necessary and beneficial. That he was essentially a man of the theatre and that he became a great master of dramatic forms intimately related to the playhouses of his time are facts that cannot be contested. He was not only a playwright but an actor, not only an actor but probably what we now call a director, and certainly a shareholder in his company. He must have spent a large proportion of his adult life in the Globe and other theatres, and it is therefore a scholarly imperative as well as a matter of general interest that we should have some idea of how things were done there, by promoters, actors, and directors (whoever they were), all of them constantly motivated by their obligation to please the audiences of the day. Generations of scholars have answered the challenge, and a lot is now known about the companies and audiences, about prompt books and parts, about acting styles and conventions, about contemporary fashions and contemporary censorship, even about which actors played what roles. The physical structure of theatres is better understood than it was fifty years ago. There is a Shakespearian archaeology. Not surprisingly, modern Globe theatres have been erected, and not only in Southwark. There is a perfectly decent one in Tokyo.

As a consequence of all this knowledge it has become a commonplace that only in performance can the sense of Shakespeare’s plays be fully apprehended. It is also maintained on high authority that every production must “mine” something new from the text: “The life of a theatre,” says the distinguished English director Richard Eyre, “should always be in the present tense.” This is true, and the work of a modern director must always be to fuse the horizons of past and present; to read well and faithfully is always to read anew, but without introducing distortion. Eyre adds, “The life of the plays is in the language, not alongside it, or underneath it. Feelings and thoughts are released at the moment of speech. An Elizabethan audience would have responded to the pulse, the rhythms, the shapes, sounds, and above all meanings, within the consistent ten-syllable, five-stress lines of blank verse. They were an audience who listened.”*

“The life of the plays is in the language.” Yet the language can admittedly be difficult, even baffling. This is obviously so for audiences coming in four hundred years after the event, but it must often have been true also of the original audiences, less because the language itself was unfamiliar (though much more so to us) than because of the strange and original uses an individual writer might put it to. It is true that the audience, many of them oral rather than literate, were trained, as we are not, to listen to long, structured discourses, and must have been rather good at it, with better memories and more patience than we can boast. If you could follow a sermon by John Donne, which might mean standing in St. Paul’s Churchyard and concentrating intensely for at least a couple of hours, you might not consider even Coriolanus impossibly strenuous. And although Donne wasn’t talking down to them, much of his language was familiar to his congregation.

We also need to remember how quickly the language of quite ordinary people grows strange, recedes into the past, along with other social practices and assumptions taken for granted in one age yet hard for a later age to understand. If you read or watch a Jacobean city comedy, say, for instance, Middleton’s masterly play A Chaste Maid in Cheapside, you soon discover that for all the manifest life of the dialogue and the characters you are an outsider, missing jokes and implications—as perhaps, in the course of a generation or two, the allusions and jokes in the dialogue of modern soap operas will baffle the student and have to be looked up in a commentary. But the first audience could presumably follow most of it with ease and pleasure and without the effort it imposes on us. It is true that now and again Shakespeare uses a word neither the original nor the modern audience had ever heard before, which yet remains intelligible to both, as when Goneril (King Lear, I.iv.249) advises her father “A little to disquantity” his train. The dictionary records no earlier use of this word, and it did not catch on, but to the modern ear it has a disturbingly bureaucratic ring, rather like the euphemisms produced by government departments, and it must have surely struck the first audience also as a cold and official-sounding word for a daughter to use in conversation with her father.

But this coincidence of response must be thought unusual, and we have more often to deal with dramatic language that was almost certainly difficult even to the audiences for whose pleasure it was originally written. So we need to ask what “following” entails. It is simply inconceivable that anybody at the Globe, even those described by Shakespeare’s contemporary, the critic Gabriel Harvey, as “the wiser sort,” could have followed every sentence of Coriolanus. Members of an audience cannot stop the actors and puzzle over some difficult expression, as they can when reading the play. The action sweeps you past the crux, which is at once forgotten because you need to keep up with what is being said, not lose the plot by meditating on what has passed. Following the story, understanding the tensions between characters, is not quite the same thing as following all or even most of the meanings. Even modern editors, surrounded by dictionaries and practised in the language of the period, cannot quite do that, as almost any Shakespeare edition shows. There are passages, especially in some of the later plays, which continue to defeat learned ingenuity. Dr. Johnson, who liked Shakespeare best when he was writing simply, would struggle awhile with such passages and then give up trying, as he alleged Shakespeare to have done. (“It is incident to him to be now and then entangled with an unwieldy sentiment, which he cannot well express, and will not reject; he struggles with it for a while, and if it continues stubborn, comprises it in words such as occur, and leaves it to be disentangled by those who have more leisure to bestow upon it.”*)

This is well expressed, but we, in our time, are unwilling to cut the knot so roughly. We are far from sharing Johnson’s distaste for Shakespeare’s more rugged and complicated passages; we have lived through a long period when much of the most favoured contemporary poetry has been defiantly obscure; so we are stimulated rather than put off by this. We tend not to discard what seems obscure but to find out something about it; we want to know not what is just going on in a general way but what the words mean, to understand the life of them.

As for the original audiences, Volumnia in Coriolanus remarks that

Action is eloquence, and the eyes of th’ ignorant

More learned than the ears …

(III.ii.76–77)

and contemporary testimony exists to the effect that an onlooker, out of earshot, could still get the drift of a play, just by watching the gestures of the performers. But this kind of acting, which in any case had probably undergone severe modification before Coriolanus was first performed early in the reign of James I, was more demonstrative than we would care for; it may have helped the original audiences to keep up with what was going on, but it would simply make us giggle. Anyway, it does not help at all with the more complicated bits, which are beyond the reach of the most refined code of gesture, though it is vital to what came, around 1600, to be called “personation” rather than playing.

Personation, as Andrew Gurr explains,† meant something grander than mere playing or even acting; it related to a fuller representation of characters, sometimes of characters whose thoughts can plausibly be represented as rugged, involved, even obscure. Perhaps Volumnia was referring to oratory, closer to the old-fashioned playing that was aimed at a large popular audience. But in Shakespeare’s plays, especially after about 1600, the life of the piece, of the whole business of personation, is in large part not in the gesture but in the linguistic detail; we want to understand as much of this as we can. We don’t want just to hang on to the general sense as if we were watching an opera in Czech.

The increasing obscurity of Shakespeare’s language may be shown by the simple operation of contrasting the first of his tragedies, Titus Andronicus, with what is probably the last, Coriolanus. Titus immediately strikes one as much more “literary” than Coriolanus, which is as good an example as any of a work calling for intellectual virtuosity in hearers and even in readers. Here is a speech from Titus; it may be compared with the speech of Aufidius in Coriolanus (IV.vii), quoted below. Marcus comes upon his niece Lavinia, who has been raped and had her hands cut off and her tongue cut out:


Who is this? my niece, that flies away so fast?

Cousin, a word; where is your husband?

If I do dream, would all my wealth would wake me!

If I do wake, some planet strike me down,

That I may slumber an eternal sleep!

Speak, gentle niece: what stern ungentle hands

Hath lopp’d and hew’d, and made thy body bare

Of her two branches, those sweet ornaments

Whose circling shadows kings have sought to sleep in,

And might not gain so great a happiness

As half thy love? Why dost not speak to me?

Alas, a crimson river of warm blood,

Like to a bubbling fountain stirr’d with wind,

Doth rise and fall between thy rosed lips,

Coming and going with thy honey breath.

But sure some Tereus hath deflow’red thee,

And lest thou shouldst detect him, cut thy tongue.

Ah, now thou turn’st away thy face for shame!

And notwithstanding all this loss of blood,

As from a conduit with three issuing spouts,

Yet do thy cheeks look red as Titan’s face

Blushing to be encount’red with a cloud.

Shall I speak for thee? shall I say ’tis so?

O that I knew thy heart, and knew the beast,

That I might rail at him to ease my mind!

Sorrow concealed, like an oven stopp’d,

Doth burn the heart to cinders where it is.

Fair Philomela, why, she but lost her tongue,

And in a tedious sampler sew’d her mind;

But, lovely niece, that mean is cut from thee.

A craftier Tereus, cousin, hast thou met,

And he hath cut those pretty fingers off

That could have better sew’d than Philomel.

O, had the monster seen those lily hands

Tremble like aspen leaves upon a lute,

And made the silken strings delight to kiss them,

He would not then have touch’d them for his life!

Or had he heard the heavenly harmony

Which that sweet tongue hath made,

He would have dropp’d his knife, and fell asleep,

As Cerberus at the Thracian poet’s feet.

Come let us go, and make thy father blind,

For such a sight will blind a father’s eye.

One hour’s storm will drown the fragrant meads,

What will whole months of tears thy father’s eyes?

Do not draw back, for we will mourn with thee.

O, could our mourning ease thy misery!

(II.iv.11–57)



The first audience would have had a very good idea of what Marcus is up to here. He is making poetry about the extraordinary appearance of Lavinia, and making it exactly as he would if he were in a non-dramatic poem. To a modern director the scene is something of an embarrassment: Marcus, instead of doing something about Lavinia, who, as his account of the matter confirms, is in real danger of bleeding to death, makes a speech lasting a good three minutes. Confronted with an obvious need to act, at first he wishes he could be planet-struck into sleep (as it happens, Shakespeare used a similar figure in Coriolanus, but with an entirely different force*). There is a neat play on the antithesis gentle-ungentle. Marcus compares Lavinia to a lopped tree, and the blood pouring from her mouth to a crimson river. Since it pours also from her hands, she is likened to a garden ornament, a conduit with three spouts. Her breath, despite all the blood, is still described as “honey,” as if this were an immutable Homeric epithet. Her cheeks are compared to the setting sun.

Marcus, a well-educated Roman in the hands of a well-educated English poet, aptly adduces a Senecan tag or proverb about unspoken grief stopping the heart. He is quick to see as apposite the story of the rape of Philomel by Tereus, which happens to be the myth on which the plot of the play is based (as the text often reminds us). But Tereus only tore out Philomel’s tongue, leaving her the option of revealing her assailant’s identity in a piece of sewing. The new rapist has taken notice of this and outdone him by cutting off his victim’s hands as well. Marcus remembers Lavinia’s voice and the sight of her hands playing on a lute, not omitting a reference to the music with which Orpheus charmed Cerberus in the underworld. We are not to think it absurd that he expresses a wish he could ease his mind by giving the culprit a good scolding. He leaves us in no doubt that he commands the means to explain why he finds the whole scene very upsetting, and even thinks of blinding Lavinia’s father to spare him the same sight.

We should find this verse ridiculous, but insofar as it belongs in a theatre, that theatre is very different from the theatre of Hamlet or Macbeth or Coriolanus, and the task of the poet very differently conceived. We must not look here for plausible action, not even for plausible inaction or silent horror. In Peter Brook’s memorable production of 1955, the speech was entirely cut; Marcus wasn’t even on stage when Lavinia (Vivien Leigh) entered with red ribbons streaming from her wrists and mouth. That was a way of preserving the horror without the language that in the time of the early Shakespeare seemed a good way of representing it, a poet’s way, but now embarrassing. Trevor Nunn, in 1972, cut twenty-nine lines from Marcus’s speech, leaving us with neither one thing nor the other, but one really needs to choose, all or nothing; Deborah Warner, in her 1988 version, restored the whole speech.

The latest Arden editor, from whom I borrow the stage history above, is a keen advocate of the merits of Titus Andronicus, and he defends Marcus’s speech by claiming to find in it an acceptable modern psychology. Marcus has to learn to confront suffering. “The working through of bad dream into clear sight is formalized in Marcus’ elaborate verbal patterns; only after writing out the process in this way could Shakespeare repeat and vary it in the simple, direct, unbearable language of the end of Lear: ‘Look there, look there!’… And a lyrical speech is needed because it is only when an appropriately inappropriate language has been found that the sheer contrast between its beauty and Lavinia’s degradation begins to express what she has undergone and lost.”* But this interpretation is surely as misguided as it is honourable. It may be true that the kind of thing we find in Titus was a preparation, something a poet at thirty might think right, given the sort of piece he was writing—a drama affected by the example of Seneca and, even more so, by the example of Ovid, who was the source of the Philomel / Lavinia plot, as of much else in Shakespeare. Titus is probably his most learned play, and poets needed to be learned. But playwrights needed another kind of erudition than that appropriate to non-dramatic poetry. There was obviously an overlap of skills, but theirs was a different craft. It soon became apparent that the trade of the dramatic poet was different and increasingly remote from the conventional, bookish rhetorical display. Not that rhetoric was abjured, merely that it was powerfully adapted to a different task and greatly changed in the process. Of course prentice work in a more formal rhetoric could be thought as a useful, perhaps at the time an essential, preparation.

Throughout this scene Lavinia is perforce silent, and the only way of dealing with her silence was to give Marcus a very long speech. “Shall I speak for thee?” he asks. And he does. There was (as yet) no alternative. Shakespeare later found other ways of dealing with silence, not least in the characters of Virgilia in Coriolanus and Hermione in The Winter’s Tale. Indeed, an increasing interest in silence might be thought to mark a general development away from rhetorical explicitness and towards a language that does not try to give everything away.

It is safe to say that at the time he wrote Titus Andronicus he simply lacked the means to do, or even to envisage, what he achieved later, and his treatment of silences is an illustration of this. Impossible on the printed page (in the sense that a blank space can stand in no relation to the absence of speech in a context of talk), silence can be a feature of oral rhetoric, and was proverbially valuable. “In plentiful speech there is always something to be censured,” says a proverb. Loquacity was deplored, but held to be quite different from eloquence, which was praised, though perhaps not in women, where it could be a sign of unchastity.* And silence itself could be eloquent. When nothing is said, runs another proverb, silence speaks. That silence could make a contribution to eloquence, that in the theatre you didn’t have to lay everything out with the utmost explicitness and could treat silence itself as requiring many words (as in that speech of Marcus), was evidently a discovery Shakespeare made in the course of time.

The point is most powerfully illustrated in King Lear V.ii, when Edgar goes off to fight, leaving his father, Gloucester, on the empty stage while the battle proceeds in the distance. Gloucester says nothing at all. How long this silence continues depends on the director’s skill or nerve. I first understood how amazingly bold this little scene was when I saw Peter Brook’s 1962 production; Gloucester, horribly blinded, sat sniffing the air for an intolerably long time, in a silence only emphasized by the distant noise of battle. The silence ends when Edgar returns, defeated, and takes his father away: “Men must endure / Their going hence even as their coming hither, / Ripeness is all. Come on” (V.ii.9–11). Eleven lines, and a silence probably much longer than the speeches—a silence at the very heart of Shakespeare and not available to the author of Titus Andronicus. Lavinia, like Philomel, lost her tongue, but her silence must be volubly represented by the words of Marcus.

Coriolanus has Virgilia, described by her husband as “My gracious silence” (II.i.175); she speaks when she must, but is still silent by comparison with the sheer noise of the play, the military din of her husband and the language of the virago Volumnia; their kinds of eloquence are related to violent action as Virgilia’s is to peace. Coriolanus himself professes to prefer deeds, which speak without voice, to words; what finally drives him into exile is his inability to tolerate the voices of the plebs, “The multitudinous tongue” (III.i.156), and what brings on his death is a wounding word: “Boy!” (V.vi.100–16). It forces him to scold (105) like his mother.

In The Winter’s Tale Hermione, though happily talkative in the opening scenes, remains silent for sixteen years, in contrast to Paulina, who is “Of boundless tongue” (II.iii.92) and “bold of speech” (V.i.218). In the great final scene, when Paulina unveils the supposed statue of Hermione, Leontes is struck dumb. “I like your silence, it the more shows off/Your wonder; but yet speak,” says Paulina (V.iii.21–22). Now there are competing silences on the stage. Hermione continues hers; Leontes is struck dumb; Perdita speaks only to explain why she is kneeling. Leontes begins to contemplate the mouth of the statue: “What fine chisel / Could ever yet cut breath?” (78–79). Breath is silent but carries the possibility of speech. Hermione moves and embraces him. “Let her speak too,” says Camillo (112). “It appears she lives, / Though yet she speak not,” says Paulina (117–18), who has taken on the role of presenter for a sort of numinous climactic dumb-show. And at last Hermione speaks, breaking the long silence.

Such essentially dramatic silences are impossible in earlier drama that depends wholly on florid speech. Much has come to depend on everything not being said, and this is essential to the later Shakespearian development of character. At such moments silence and speech are complementary. We recall that the soliloquy, brought to perfection in Hamlet, is speech in silence, the speech of silence. An understanding of that fact was important to the dramatist, especially if he has been a non-dramatic poet who cannot offer a blank page but must always be talking, like Marcus in Titus or indeed Lucrece in The Rape of Lucrece.

Transformations from early work, where labour and practice have not yet made the necessary technical discoveries, might after all be expected in drama as well as in other arts—in music, for instance. We do not need to cite such exceptional instances as Beethoven, marked by the contrast between the first quartets and the last; musicologists chart this contrast confidently, deploring what they think is the momentary regression of Opus 74 to the manner of Opus 18 before progress towards the last quartets is resumed. They don’t deny a relation between early and late, but they affirm an unpredictable profundity in those final works and might not object to its being represented as gesturing towards silence. The scholar Maynard Solomon suggests that certain youthful and ephemeral music of Mozart’s—mostly serenades and divertimentos written between 1772 and 1776 for Salzburg entertainments (and possibly given only a single performance)— can be seen as early, undeveloped preparations, in themselves not particularly significant, for some highly original achievements of the composer’s maturity.* The point can be made with specific examples. Susanna’s fourth-act aria in Le Nozze di Figaro, “Deh vieni, non tardar,” is dramatically unusual for two reasons: the serenader is a woman and she is involved in a complicated, vengeful intrigue. The aria is high, pure, operatic Mozart, exquisite in itself yet actively involved in the ironic complexities of the denouement of an unusually contorted comic plot—thus an entirely theatrical piece, yet it might not have been possible without the precedent of that more or less routine Salzburg “social” music. The young Mozart wrote serenades in accordance with requirements quite other than those of the opera house. The pizzicato-accompanied melody, a familiar device reminding listeners of a strummed guitar or mandoline, perhaps not without a tone of irony even in Salzburg, became, as an element in the opera, music of which the apparent simplicity formed part of an extremely complex piece of lyric theatre. Considered simply as a serenade, Susanna’s song may be the most perfect ever written, but we hear it in the midst of other, inexhaustibly varied, music, and at the climax of the tangled plot (“Eccoci della crisi al grande istante”), subject to all manner of ironies, ethical, psychological, and political. We are not surprised to learn that Mozart made what was for him an unusual number of sketches for this aria; far from being a straightforward serenade it is a thread in a very highly wrought fabric (and in this respect a finer achievement than the serenade, with mandoline accompaniment, in Don Giovanni). Another illustration of the same sort: in Così fan tutte, Fiordiligi’s enormously eloquent aria “Come scoglio” in Act I and her almost tragic “Per pietà” in Act II might well be found in an earlier opera seria, but they acquire quite different colours (and by no means the same colours) from their locations in this ambiguous comedy. Similarly the aria of Marcus in Titus, though a polished exercise, is a relatively simple matter considered as dramatic verse and compared with the complexities of Coriolanus.

These musical allusions are meant to suggest by analogy the comparable development in Shakespeare: his later language, and so his theatre, does not lose all contact with the eloquence of his early work, but moves deliberately in the direction of a kind of reticence that might, in relation to that speech in Titus Andronicus, be thought close to silence. Something of the old eloquence remains, but qualified now by its reduction to place in a context altogether more complex and ambiguous.

What happened in the fifteen years or so between Titus and Coriolanus is the main subject of this book. There were great changes in both dramatist and audience. Shakespeare became, between 1594 and 1608, a different sort of poet; as in the study of all artists, connections between early and late remain detectable, but the manner and purpose of his activities are transformed. Keeping the speech of Marcus in Titus in mind, let us look at one of roughly equal length from Coriolanus.

The exiled Coriolanus has formed a union with his former enemy Aufidius. They are marching triumphantly on Rome. Aufidius feels some anxiety, some mistrust of his Roman ally. He meditates:


All places yield to him ere he sits down,

And the nobility of Rome are his.

The senators and patricians love him too;

The tribunes are no soldiers, and their people

Will be as rash in the repeal, as hasty

To expel him thence. I think he’ll be to Rome

As is the aspray to the fish, who takes it

By sovereignty of nature. First he was

A noble servant to them, but he could not

Carry his honors even. Whether ’twas pride,

Which out of daily fortune ever taints

The happy man; whether defect of judgment,

To fail in the disposing of those chances

Which he was lord of; or whether nature,

Not to be other than one thing, not moving

From th’ casque to th’ cushion, but commanding peace

Even with the same austerity and garb

As he controll’d the war; but one of these

(As he hath spices of them all, not all,

For I dare so far free him) made him fear’d,

So hated, and so banish’d; but he has a merit

To choke it in the utt’rance. So our virtues

Lie in th’ interpretation of the time,

And power, unto itself most commendable,

Hath not a tomb so evident as a chair

T’ extol what it hath done.

(IV.vii.28-53)



I shall discuss the language of Coriolanus in due course—its extraordinarily forced expressions, its obscurity of syntax and vocabulary, its contrasts of prose and harsh verse, its interweavings of the domestic and the military. For the moment we are concerned with this single example. Coleridge thought this speech “beautiful in itself” but called it “the least explicable from the mood and full intention of the speaker of any in the whole works of Shakespeare”—an obscure remark, but it’s a comfort to know that even Coleridge had trouble following it, and also that despite its obscurity he thought it beautiful. He seems to be measuring it against some privileged prior knowledge of Aufidius’s “mood and full intention,” but we cannot tell how he came by this knowledge, which we lack. Aufidius is contemplating Coriolanus in a way that is remotely like that in which Marcus contemplates Lavinia. But he is deliberate, speculative, not painting a picture for the audience but trying to make clearer to himself just how mixed his feelings are, how difficult he finds it to take a determined position on the standing of his ally, who has been a bitter rival in the past and may be a rival again. Throughout the speech there is a blend of respect, even affection, and envy. He thinks Coriolanus will easily take Rome, and puzzles over the circumstances that led to the exiling of such a superman, asking why he could not “carry his honors even.” He introduces some general considerations concerning the nature and risks of power. One knows roughly what he is brooding about, and in that sense we can, despite Coleridge’s opinion, follow him. But the speech is very inward, the very opposite of Marcus’s, which is intended to lay Lavinia’s plight before the audience with all the colours of rhetoric. There is no rhetorical code that covers the brooding, the starts and stops of thought which are features of Aufidius’s meditation. And it is certainly, ominously, obscure.

The simile of the osprey and the fish, a conventional bestiary illustration, is tersely adequate in its assertion of natural superiority; the oxymoron “noble servant” illustrates with precision the dilemma of Coriolanus. There follows a series of tentative explanations: “whether … whether … or whether”: pride attendant on continuous success; inability to act in peace with the same assurance as in war—but note the strange synecdoches of “casque” and “cushion” (battlefield and senate house, represented by the military helmet and the cushion used by senators); and the hendiadys of “austerity and garb.” Hendiadys is a way of making a single idea strange by splitting an expression in two, so that it calls for explanation as a minute and often rather sinister metaphor—a trick of which Shakespeare was for a time exceptionally fond and which he played most often in Hamlet.* Most remarkable, and even more remote from the rhetoric of his early plays, is the device here used to simulate the movement of thought, the worrying over a perhaps insoluble problem by a mind animated by love and envy, a working out that takes precedence over clarity of exposition:


but one of these

(As he hath spices of them all,

not-all, For I dare so far free him) made him fear’d,

So hated, and so banish’d; but he has a merit
 
To choke it in the utt’rance.



One or other explanation must be right; in fact, Coriolanus has a touch of all these defects—no, not all, that is going too far; yet only one is needed to explain his fate; and even so one finds it hard to say so, his virtues being so great.

That is roughly what these lines mean, if one takes the antecedent of “it” in the last line to be the chief of the faults mentioned; if the antecedent is “merit,” then Dr. Johnson’s explanation that the merit is choked by his boasting about it is the right one. Philip Brockbank, the Arden editor, is hesitantly willing to admit that Johnson’s reading points to a valuable ambiguity.* This seems to me unlikely, but the point is that given this new way of representing turbulent thinking, so different from plainly formulated thought, set out clearly and reinforced by elaborately illustrative and copious comparisons, obscurities will inevitably plague commentators as well as audiences. It is a new rhetoric, substantially established about the time of Hamlet and highly developed by the time of Coriolanus and the Romances. Sometimes it takes the poet beyond the limits of reason and intelligibility.

What should be said about this transformation? That it occurred, substantially, in the course of the greatest decade of English drama; that it happened in the writing of Shakespeare and in the ears of an audience he had, as it were, trained to receive it. We register the pace of the speech, its sudden turns, its backtrackings, its metaphors flashing before us and disappearing before we can consider them. This is new: the representation of excited, anxious thought; the weighing of confused possibilities and dubious motives; the proposing of a theory or explanation followed at once by its abandonment or qualification, as in the meditation of a person under stress to whom all that he is considering can be a prelude to vital choices, emotional and political.

It may be said that the gradual toughening up of the language, accompanied by a new freedom of metaphor and allusion and a rougher handling of the pentameter, is a well-known feature of Shakespeare’s later work. That is so. But Coriolanus also illustrates another, subtler change, from the simpler expressiveness of the early plays to an almost self-indulgent, obsessive passion for particular words, their chimings and interchimings, their repetition. Of this, I shall have more to say later.

At some point, perhaps at school, perhaps during the “lost years”—the years when his movements remain obscure, though some now believe he worked as a schoolmaster in Lancashire—Shakespeare decided that he was to be a poet, at a time when poetry was, much more than it is now, thought of as a craft to be learned. There are many biographical conjectures as to how the young Shakespeare came to be involved in the London theatre, and it is usually assumed that he began work as a dramatic poet, then temporarily abandoned this career when the theatres were closed during the long period of plague in 1592-93, and turned his hand to other kinds of verse. But it seems at least as reasonable to suggest that he arrived in London intending to make his way as a poet not of the theatre but of the page. His first appearances in print were non-dramatic poems. Venus and Adonis (1593) and The Rape of Lucrece (1594) are indeed the only publications in which he ever seems to have taken a direct interest. He had found another source of income, patronage, which was perhaps more rewarding though not so easy to come by as work in the theatre, and he wrote accordingly, in the manner in which he had perhaps always hoped to work. At first, lacking a patron, he might, like many of his contemporaries, have managed to make ends meet by writing or collaborating in the writing of plays. It was roughly the equivalent of the modern practice by which young novelists write reviews to keep body and soul together while writing their books.

Shakespeare’s early dramatic work was usually done in collaboration with other writers. It is not mere conjecture that he was a collaborator; the only example we have of a Shakespeare manuscript is his contribution, dating from some years after he first wrote for the stage, to the multiple-author play Sir Thomas More in the mid-1590s. It is at least probable that he collaborated in other plays, for instance in Henry VI, Titus Andronicus, Edward III, The Two Noble Kinsmen, Henry VIII, Pericles, the lost Cardenio, Timon of Athens, and, some say, Macbeth. The conditions would probably have been different for the later plays; for example, the collaborations with John Fletcher toward the end of Shakespeare’s career would hardly have needed to be done under the Grub Street conditions that probably dictated the circumstances of his contributions to the earlier plays. Working with Fletcher, in a sense Shakespeare’s theatrical heir, should have been easier and less destructive of individuality than the earlier collaborations, where the writers worked to complete their allocated share of a prearranged scenario.

There was a time when the imputation that the great poet was not the sole author of all the works in his canon was stubbornly rejected. But such a response is a side effect of the kind of idolatry that we need to forswear. There is little doubt that many plays in the canon are pretty well exclusively Shakespeare’s, but even with those, one needs to allow for interference in the theatre.* The matter is less important than it is sometimes made to appear. Some now prefer to see works of art as the product not of a particular writer but rather of particular historical milieux, with specific technical and social constraints, merely “discourses” among all the other discourses current at the time. Without sharing that view, one can still argue that when we speak of Shakespeare (outside the restrictions of formal biography) we are talking about the plays and the poems, not directly about a man, though a man certainly wrote the verse; there is what Wallace Stevens called a “presiding personality,” and it cannot be wicked or stupid to make occasional allusion to his presence.

Perhaps 1593 was the year when Shakespeare thought he could free himself from the drudgery of the theatre; he could even have welcomed the opportunity offered him by the long intermission of the plague. Venus and Adonis, an erotic poem in the fashionable manner, was a notable success, reaching its twelfth edition in 1636; and Lucrece also sold well. Calculated to please the educated taste of the time, these are works of a poet for whom the rules of poetic composition were substantially the rules of rhetoric. One could still learn to be a poet; there was a craft to be studied. As Ben Jonson quite conventionally remarked in his Discoveries, “a poem … is the work of the poet, the end and fruit of his labour and study” (my emphasis). The poet required not only natural wit (ingenium) but exercise (exercitatio) and reading (lectio) “so to master the matter and style as to show he knows how to handle, place or dispose [the history or argument of the poem] with elegancy.”*

You could train yourself to poetry, granted the initial gift of ingenium, and the first part of the training you endured at the grammar school, where you studied the trivium of grammar, rhetoric, and logic. This grammar-school equipment was applied, by Shakespeare’s contemporaries, to the making of plays. John Lyly, some ten years senior to Shakespeare, is famous for what seem to us his rhetorical excesses. The classical authors of Greece and Rome, the “ancients,” gave the best models for this “artificial” way of writing, and they were frequently invoked by poets, now dramatists, whose education was founded on them and on prescribed ancient texts and exercises in logic and rhetoric. Few now doubt that at Stratford Grammar School the poet spoke Latin and performed these exercises.†

Devotion to, or dependence on, the arts of non-dramatic poetry produces effects in Shakespeare’s early plays that would seem strange in Hamlet or its successors, which on the whole, though not invariably, show more concern with the kind of art that conceals art. Consider, for example, the highly valued rhetorical device of repetition, which was given systematic treatment in the textbooks. It could occur at different language levels: thus alliteration is repetition at the level of letters; more extensive and varied effects are to be got from the repetition of whole words, and more again from phrases.‡ Anaphora is the repetition of a word at the beginning of a sequence of sentences or phrases; repetition at the end of them is called epistrophe. To repeat the first words at the end of the sentence or phrase is epanalepsis, and so forth. Textbook examples are given from the Psalms (traditionally believed to be a thesaurus of rhetorical tropes) or Epistles: thus St. Paul’s “When I was a child I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child” (1 Cor. 13:11) was a familiar example of epistrophe.

There are some fine examples of repetition in the Henry VI plays. For instance:


To carve out dials quaintly, point by point,

Thereby to see the minutes how they run:

How many makes the hour full complete,

How many hours brings about the day,

How many days will finish up the year,

How many years a mortal man may live.

When this is known, then to divide the times:

So many hours must I tend my flock,

So many hours must I take my rest,

So many hours must I contemplate,

So many hours must I sport myself,

So many days my ewes have been with young,

So many weeks ere the poor fools will ean,

So many years ere I shall shear the fleece:

So minutes, hours, days, months, and years,

Pass’d over to the end they were created,

Would bring white hairs unto a quiet grave.

(3 Henry VI, II.v.24–40)



The distressed King, in a lull in the battle of Towton, is meditating on the life of the peasant, far exceeding his own in peace and comfort. It is a stock pastoral theme, and the speech is an artful exercise in pastoral. When it ends we have the allegorical episodes of the son who has killed his father and the father who has killed his son, emblems of civil war; and the scene ends with the arrival of the Queen and her train, defeated and in flight. It is a well and deliberately planned sequence of set pieces.

We may find this protracted exercise a welcome interlude in the fighting, and a polished rhetorical performance. There are comparable set pieces in later history plays, for example in Henry V, and, much later and in a different style, Henry VIII; but even as early as King John there are passages which one would never expect to find in the Henry VI plays, for example the passage in which the King orders Hubert de Burgh to kill the Prince:





	K. JOHN.

	     Death.




	HUB. My lord?




	K. JOHN.

	A grave.




	HUB.

	     He shall not live.




	K. JOHN.

	                   Enough.







(III.iii.65–66)


This impressive division of one line into four speeches is surely a mark of change; language is here used not for elocution but for drama.

The point is that the development of the theatres and the pressure of the playwright’s intelligence made it inevitable that new rhetorics or counter-rhetorics would intrude, although there would be lapses into the older manner, and instances when old and new conflicted like riptides.* In Titus Andronicus and in the early history plays these rules and schemes still govern the writing, even though the context is dramatic. The writing is not only more “artificial” (a compliment in the vocabulary of Elizabethan criticism) but much less obscure. I shall have more to say about these refined and occasionally excessive obscurities. They are also found in Shakespeare’s late plays, but I must now go back to the beginning, or near it.
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Henry VI is probably the earliest work of Shakespeare we now have. It belongs to 1590–91, a year or two earlier than Titus Andronicus. It seems likely that all three parts of it were the result of collaboration. No single hand had power over the whole; we know from Shakespeare’s lines in the Sir Thomas More manuscript that another hand altered his brief contribution to that play; it can even be suggested that Shakespeare didn’t trouble to look at the text into which his contribution was to be inserted.* It must have been assumed that at least there would be no wild discrepancy between the treatment given by the collaborators—perhaps Anthony Munday as the original author, with Henry Chettle, Thomas Dekker, Thomas Heywood, and Shakespeare producing “additions.” Though it is difficult to argue from this manuscript survival to the whole practice of the theatre in the early 1590s, especially since the “additions” may have been made much later, it does tend to show that there was little room for adventurous writing by individual contributors.

If we examine a specimen of these plays, say 3 Henry VI, we see at once that the traditions of rhetoric have not been forgotten.† The heat of battle cannot prevent Richard of York from expressing himself in similes:


… all my followers to the eager foe

Turn back and fly, like ships before the wind,

Or lambs pursu’d by hunger-starved wolves.

…

With this we charg’d again; but out, alas,

We bodg’d again, as I have seen a swan

With bootless labor swim against the tide,

And spend her strength with overmatching waves.

(I.iv.3–21)



To a modern ear this seems, as a report on a military defeat, to be on the lazy or languid side, the swan particularly. It is hard not to think it absurd that in such a desperate extremity the Duke should seek out two comparisons with ships and lambs to describe the flight of his army, and even explain why the wolves were in pursuit. Likewise, the more far-fetched comparison of a swan swimming against the stream. An Elizabethan audience would not have thought these conceits useless ornaments; they were an accepted way of making one’s points, of decorating, of enforcing pathos, and so on. Yet it is plain that as the stage developed its own habits of language these rhetorical devices came to seem inadequate. A new rhetoric swept away the old, which could henceforth be used only for special effects. When a little later York is offering Margaret his final view of her, he declares that she is

as opposite to every good

As the antipodes are unto us,

Or as the south to the septentrion.

(I.iv.134–36)

Strongly as he holds this opinion, and close as he is to death, he can still enforce his view by reference to the Antipodes and the seven stars of the Plough. His son Richard, remembering his father’s courage in battle, says he attacked

As doth a lion in a herd of neat,

Or as a bear, encompass’d round with dogs,

Who having pinch’d a few and made them cry,

The rest stand all aloof and bark at him.

(II.i.14–17)

The animal figures do give a double impression of the father in battle: the lion ruthless with his easy victims, the bear more than equal to the dogs baiting him—an image from the bear pit, and the bear pit often served as a theatre; one more reminder to the audience that it is in a playhouse that derives from other forms of spectacle. (As late as 1613 Henslowe and the actor Edward Alleyn built the Hope Theatre precisely to alternate plays and bear-baiting.)

The lion and the bear make another appearance at II.ii.11–18, accompanied by more seemingly redundant animals. Clifford is counselling the King, Henry VI, against unnatural exhibitions of mercy:


To whom do lions cast their gentle looks?

Not to the beast that would usurp their den.

Whose hand is that the forest bear doth lick?

Not his that spoils her young before her face.

Who scapes the lurking serpent’s mortal sting?

Not he that sets his foot upon her back.

The smallest worm will turn, being trodden on,

And doves will peck in safeguard of their brood.



The King congratulates Clifford on his oratory, “Inferring arguments of mighty force” (44), but he still rejects those arguments. And to call Clifford an orator is exactly right. These early plays, including of course Titus, are full of orations. In 3 Henry VI the King is an orator, and so is the future Richard III, who has an enormous and important soliloquy at III.ii.124–95, in which he promotes himself as the villain-hero of the next play, Richard III. It is an oration crude by the standard of subtleties to come, yet it does establish character.

Queen Margaret has some terrific orations, the finest of which (V.iv.l–38) uses a sustained series of nautical images, ending with


And what is Edward but a ruthless sea?

What Clarence but a quicksand of deceit?

And Richard but a ragged fatal rock?

All these the enemies to our poor bark.

Say you can swim, alas, ’tis but a while;

Tread on the sand, why, there you quickly sink;

Bestride the rock, the tide will wash you off,

Or else you famish—that’s a threefold death.

This speak I, lords, to let you understand,

If case some one of you would fly from us,

That there’s no hop’d-for mercy with the brothers

More than with ruthless waves, with sands and rocks.



No use swimming, the sands and rocks are equally treacherous, and Edward, George, and Richard, the brothers, are the equivalent of them. It is all as elaborately structured as the great non-dramatic orations in The Rape of Lucrece addressed to Night, Time, and Opportunity.

Already in these early plays we see the use of stichomythia (dialogue in alternate lines) as a contrast or relief from the oratorical rhetoric. The operatic chorus of Queen Elizabeth, the Duchess of York, and Clarence’s children in Richard III, II.ii, is splendid, but it truly belongs to this earliest phase of Shakespeare’s work:


Q. ELIZ. Give me no help in lamentation,

I am not barren to bring forth complaints.

All springs reduce their currents to mine eyes,

That I being govern’d by the watery moon,

May send forth plenteous tears to drown the world!

Ah for my husband, for my dear Lord Edward!

CHIL. Ah for our father, for our dear Lord Clarence!

DUCH. Alas for both, both mine, Edward and Clarence!

Q ELIZ. What stay had I but Edward? and he’s gone.

CHIL. What stay had we but Clarence? and he’s gone.

DUCH. What stays had I but they? and they are gone.

Q. ELIZ. Was never widow had so dear a loss.

CHIL. Were never orphans had so dear a loss.

DUCH. Was never mother had so dear a loss.

(II.ii.66–79)



This ritual mourning wail undoubtedly has a certain power. Even the wisdom of the citizens has an archaic force, very different from that of future citizenries in Julius Caesar and Coriolanus. Everything seems to derive from a sort of shared dialect, and nobody sees any harm in making a point several times over, with some elegance of illustration:


3 CIT. When clouds are seen, wise men put on their cloaks;

When great leaves fall, then winter is at hand;

When the sun sets, who doth not look for night?

Untimely storms makes men expect a dearth.

(II.iii.32–35)



York’s famous vituperative attack on Queen Margaret is no less elaborate (3 Henry VI, I.iv.l 11–49); likewise his son’s account of his father in battle (II.i.11–24). The Messenger (himself a survival from classical tragedy) is allowed several heroic similes before getting round to reporting the death of York:


Environed he was with many foes,

And stood against them, as the hope of Troy

Against the Greeks that would have ent’red Troy.

But Hercules himself must yield to odds;

And many strokes, though with a little axe,

Hews down and fells the hardest-timber’d oak.

(II.i.50–55)



One simile strengthens another:


Their weapons like to lightning came and went;

Our soldiers’, like the night-owl’s lazy flight,

Or like an idle thresher with a flail,

Fell gently down, as if they struck their friends.

(II.i.129–32)



This is surely to make the points as one would make them in a non-dramatic poem, or possibly an oration, where the report and the pathos of the report can be enhanced by a succession of comparisons. There is no shortage of examples. (For instance, II.ii.9ff. shows a systematic simile production, this time of a kind that might have been thought to fall short of best practice; the rhetorician Puttenham, author of The Art of English Poesie [1589], might have judged it redundant.) Other cases of redundancy in the elaboration of simile are found in III.iii.135–40 and at the end of Richard’s celebrated soliloquy, III.ii.124–95. Queen Margaret’s tirade in V.iv.1–38 is an orator’s working out of a detailed analogy of the current state of her affairs with the fate of an endangered ship from which desertion will not mean safety—a well-wrought oration, like that of Marcus in Titus. And for anaphora, the rhetorical use of repetition, there is Warwick’s complaint to King Edward:


Alas, how should you govern any kingdom,

That know not how to use embassadors,

Nor how to be contented with one wife,

Nor how to use your brothers brotherly,

Nor how to study for the people’s welfare,

Nor how to shroud yourself from enemies?

(IV.iii.35–40)



A skilful bout of stichomythia occurs in Edward’s brisk and corrupt wooing of Lady Grey at III.ii.26ff. Here is part of it:


K. EDW. Now tell me, madam, do you love your children?

L. GREY. Ay, full as dearly as I love myself.

K. EDW. And would you not do much to do them good?

L. GREY. To do them good I would sustain some harm.

K. EDW. Then get your husband’s lands, to do them good.

L. GREY. Therefore I came unto your Majesty.

K. EDW. I’ll tell you how these lands are to be got.

L. GREY. So shall you bind me to your Highness’ service.

K. EDW. What service wilt thou do me if I give them?

L. GREY. What you command that rests in me to do.

(36-45)



It might be thought that stichomythia was a route towards more naturalistic dialogue, but it is wholly faithful to an older rhetoric; strict or extensive use of it in Shakespeare’s later plays, where the sense units habitually run past the line endings and often include half-lines, is barely imaginable. I cannot recall that Shakespeare ever used this device in quite this way again; it might have been tempting to do Richard’s wooing of Lady Anne in a rather similar manner (Richard HI, I.ii.68ff.), but that extraordinary passage is a good deal more varied; the value of the device was already, even before the story of the tetralogy was finished, becoming a thing of the past. Now we find single lines divided in three (a device of Seneca better worth imitating than some others):


ANNE. Name him.

GLOU.                   Plantagenet.

ANNE.                           Why, that was he.

GLOU. The self-same name, but one of better nature.

ANNE. Where is he?

GLOU.                      Here. (She spits at him.) Why dost thou

spit at me?

(I.ii.142–44)



Shortly afterwards there is a volley of short lines, as if both players had advanced to the net (196–206). With the introduction of such resourceful variations we know we are in something like a modern theatre.

Richard III seems to have been a favourite with contemporary audiences, and was still called for in the next reign and the next; a performance is recorded in 1633. It is one of the oddities of the theatre of the period that a taste persisted for plays that were in obvious ways out-of-date; there was a hankering after the old ranting rhetorical style, for some raucous Hamlet or for early romances that must have looked quaint in the age of The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest (which nevertheless owe them something, as Figaro owes something to the Salzburg serenades). It has even been suggested that Macbeth was written to provide another villain hero to replace Richard III; in fact, they appear to have coexisted in the same repertory, surprising though this may seem to us. It is perhaps worth noting that Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy (c. 1589) was refurbished by Ben Jonson about 1601 and continued to be reprinted until 1633.*

Not, of course, that Richard III did not deserve to survive. The famous opening soliloquy has all the wicked energy promised by the character in 3 Henry VI, the wickedness being self-advertised, the manner serious yet undercut by ironies the audience can share in. It is the best opening passage in the canon thus far. Shakespeare was to become a virtuoso of openings, and this one may be a little crude compared with those of Hamlet and Macbeth, but it is all the same a great success. Margaret continues to curse effectively, though interrupted by Richard (another four-speech line, I.iii.234), and in I.iv Clarence has his great scene—perhaps the first in Shakespeare to deserve that accolade. Clarence has had a dream, and his report of it is studded with reminiscences of Seneca, yet they are not dead imitations but part of a new conception. Imitation was another skill Jonson demanded of poets; here it is combined, as it must be, with ingenium. The effect is extraordinarily like Dante: he dreams that he is in the “kingdom of perpetual night.”


The first that there did greet my stranger soul

Was my great father-in-law, renowned Warwick,

Who spake aloud, “What scourge for perjury

Can this dark monarchy afford false Clarence?”

And so he vanish’d. Then came wand’ring by

A shadow like an angel, with bright hair

Dabbled in blood, and he shriek’d out aloud,

“Clarence is come—false, fleeting, perjur’d Clarence,

That stabb’d me in the field by Tewksbury …”

(I.iv.48-56)




It is easy enough to see why this passage so impressed T. S. Eliot by “its use of infernal machinery.” He claims that “the best of Seneca has here been absorbed into English,” and contrasts the speech with one from Marlowe’s Dido in order to demonstrate that it does something Marlowe could not do: “the phrase [“What scourge for perjury…”] has a concision which is almost classical, certainly Dantesque.”* Steeped in Dante as he was, Eliot could not miss this echo. It is very unlikely that Shakespeare read Dante, and it is certain that he read Seneca, yet it is true that the passage sounds more like the Inferno than Seneca
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