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Preface

I have a recurring nightmare about the end of the world. London’s famous telecommunications tower, a structure that dominated the skyline visible from my childhood home, slowly falls. Meanwhile, in a lecture hall just below, a bullet grazes my shoulder. The violence quickly spreads: panic on panic is deeply redoubled. Shots are fired between colleagues and associates, even friends. A moment later, I am running through a narrow corridor as the ceiling begins to bend and crack. Before the ceiling collapses, before the tower crushes me, I wake up. ‘The problem with the apocalypse’, a friend of mine once told me, ‘is that it never actually arrives’. As this book contends, Shakespeare’s tragedies stage this aspect of eschatology.

Apocalyptic imagery was widespread in medieval England and clearer than the oblique messages delivered by the unconscious via dreams: wall paintings that depicted the Doom were commonplace in every pre-Reformation church. Usually found above the chancel arch directly in front of the congregation, these large, vivid images of divine salvation and sulphurous damnation could not be missed. Nor could they be misunderstood. Centrepieces of the church iconography that acted as a mode of religious instruction for the mostly illiterate parishioners, depictions of the Doom warned every man, woman and child of the eternal consequences of their mortal actions. A righteous life would be rewarded with grace on Judgement Day, just like the souls on the wall saved by swooping angels. Alternatively, never-ending fire awaited sinners, thrown into a lizard-like hell-mouth by the array of sinister demons that stared down on the pews with menace.

Not only did many of these Catholic images survive the zeal of sixteenth-century Protestant iconoclasts, they also held a firm place in the collective memory of local communities. In a time of mandatory church attendance, their impact was such that Shakespeare, even in the unlikely event that he never encountered one, would have been well aware of the trumpet-blasting angels and snatching fiends that were among the standard elements of Doom paintings. Moreover, that so many of his dramatis personae reference these images suggests that Shakespeare, like the majority of people in early modern England, knew the iconography collectively referred to as the poor man’s Bible just as well as the biblical narratives they illustrated. Most of this iconography was destroyed as part of Reformation decrees to obliterate idolatrous imagery. Adherence to these decrees was far from universal and in many of the compliant churches Doom paintings were simply washed over, present, if not completely apparent, below a thin surface of lime. It may have been the obscured, half-existence of these images that convinced Shakespeare to use the Apocalypse they portrayed as a force that, as this book proposes, promises dramatic resolution in Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth and King Lear, but which never arrives to provide unequivocal salvation and damnation.

We are still obsessed with apocalypses today. Current cultural and political debates often return to the future of the planet: climate change, aggravated geopolitical relations, state and civilian terrorism and the periodic renewal of nuclear tensions are all perceived to threaten humanity with the kind of widespread destruction feared during the Cold War. Popular culture, in particular cinema, television and novels, fictionalizes these varied concerns by uniting the religious and the secular, the philosophical and the scientific. Our screens show us young children blown apart by nuclear detonations and the dirty grey rubble of their annihilated home cities; the scorched earth wandered by the unfortunate survivors, the indomitable resistance or the mercenary anti-heroes; and the barren landscapes stalked by the murderous, the infected or the barbarous tribes. Humans will destroy Earth. Humans will leave Earth. Humans will be annihilated. We will all be cyborgs, aliens or disembodied, downloadable consciousnesses in a post-apocalyptic dystopia. Perhaps we already are. In both contemporary fiction and the critical practices it elicits, articulations of the apocalypse have proliferated. In early modern England, however, the end of the world was almost universally understood in the Christian context that Doom paintings depicted.

There are three main aspects to this book. First, it analyses the role of the Apocalypse – also commonly referred to as the Doom, the Last Judgement or Judgement Day – in the Bard of Avon’s elite quartet of tragedies. The dramatis personae of these plays call for divine intervention that would untangle and clarify all the equivocations, misconceptions and ambiguities that lead them to tragedy. At their most desperate, these tragic heroes invoke the final Judgement promised by the Bible, an event most memorably foretold through the proto-psychedelia of St John of Patmos’s wild vision in the Book of Revelation, a swirling, hallucinatory tale of heaven’s climactic victory over hell and the definitive assessment of every soul. Shakespeare, however, withholds any heavenly dénouement from these plays. Human pain and confusion, denied the declaration of metaphysical truths that determine punishment and redemption, persist. Tragedy can thus be understood as the irresolution of malevolent misunderstandings.

By way of contrast, the problems that occur in comedies as a result of misconstructions and misapprehensions are solved. Indeed, sometimes divine intervention determines this closure. Comedies, by definition, have endings that oppose those of the tragedies: the malicious are punished or are penitent, the benevolent are redeemed, the lost are found, the estranged are reconciled, frustrated lovers are finally married and confusion is barred. Comedy, then, can be understood to offer the resolution absent from tragedy, a resolution that frequently displays the supernatural justice Shakespeare both invokes and withholds from Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth and King Lear.

Secondly, this book analyses these plays from a poststructuralist perspective. Specifically, it appropriates elements of contemporary critical practices, in particular psychoanalysis and deconstruction, in order to examine Shakespeare’s plots. Previous attempts to read Shakespeare in the light of poststructuralism have been accused of a bias for the incidental, minor and relatively inconsequential moments of Shakespeare’s texts in order to play elaborate, verbose and overcomplicated word games. As a result, although poststructuralism has helped to open up Shakespeare studies to new and liberating readings, its adherents are said to eschew the artwork in its entirety and ignore the connections, or indeed disjunctions, between the margins of the text and the design of the whole. My aim is to answer this accusation by scrutinizing specific elements of Shakespeare’s language in relation to the plots of each play. In short, the book aims to use poststructuralist theory in order to comment on Shakespeare’s dramaturgy. By doing this I intend to show that productive intersections between poststructuralism and early modern studies need not intimidate or baffle the reader. Indeed, the two disciplines can fit together rather well: for instance, in its concern with the instability of language, a condition exemplified by equivocation, deconstruction can help us to explore the irreducible differences that characterize both early modern uses of English and the sometimes disparate versions of Shakespeare’s plays.

With these intersections in mind, this book follows the recent academic focus on Shakespeare as a literary, as well as a theatrical, figure and foregrounds the process of signification. In other words, it values and examines the way Shakespeare’s words make meaning. For philosopher Jacques Derrida, one of the key figures of poststructuralism, a word or other signifier has meaning as a result of differences that occur within the language system. To make this clear, consider the signifier ‘man’, a hotly contested term in Macbeth. Poststructuralist theory states that we understand what ‘man’ means because it differs from ‘woman’, from ‘beast’ and from ‘mouse’, not because it has a mystical connection to something ideal in the world. Furthermore, any strict, uniform, or conclusive meaning of ‘man’ is constantly deferred because new contexts demand new articulations, new matrices of differentiation. This twin operation of difference and deferral defines language. Consequently, signification cannot be closed, final, or held in place because the signifier, first, has no access to free-standing concepts, no access to ideas that exist outside language and, secondly, develops over time, literally, because it unfolds as we speak or write, an unending process of negotiation and discovery. To put it another way, the signifier is separated from any full or sovereign meaning: it has many, often opposed, meanings, as Macbeth’s, Lady Macbeth’s, Malcolm’s and Macduff’s diverse understandings of ‘man’ indicate. Language, then, can best be understood as equivocal. Only a metaphysical presence outside language could, according to Derrida, provide full, sovereign, unequivocal meaning. Appropriate this notion for the plays and God can be understood as the kind of metaphysical presence that Derrida posits, and the Apocalypse as the moment when He provides final, stable meaning. Without this intervention, the malevolent dramatic creations we encounter exploit linguistic instability with devastating, unchecked effects. There are synergies, then, between how language works and how Shakespearean tragedy works. Simply phrased, Shakespeare’s tragedies are structured like a language.

The texts do present the Apocalypse in indirect ways. The third aspect of this book is the critical mining of
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