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Bibliographical Note

Unless otherwise indicated, all citations from Shakespeare in my text are
from The Riverside Shakespeare, edited by G. Blakemore Evans et al. (Bos-
ton: Houghton Mifflin, 1974), and all works published before 1800 bear a
London imprint. Throughout, I regularize i/j and u/v, expand contractions,
and silently ignore obvious printers’ errors, meaningless capitals, small cap-
itals, italics, and the like. To avoid annoying intrusions in the text, I have
also avoided the use of square brackets to indicate that the initial word in
a quotation is or is not capitalized in the original. For the same reason, I
avoid ellipsis marks at the end of quotations, when their elimination does
nothing to alter the sense of the quotation. I am aware that Nietzsche schol-
ars usually refer to his works by section rather than by page numbers, but
because some of the sections referred to here are rather lengthy, I have, for
the reader’s convenience, cited page numbers. To avoid repetition, and in
cases in which more than one work cited was published in the same year,
I abbreviate frequently cited works. In some cases, to avoid confusion, I
include the author’s name; but for complete bibliographical information,
see “Bibliography.”
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1 Philosophy’s Shakespeare
Defining Terms

The rise of science in the eighteenth century led David Hume, William Rich-
ardson, and others like them to ponder ways in which literature and liter-
ary criticism were, or could be, vehicles for the discovery and dissemination
of knowledge. A century later, the aim was more likely to be to think of
literature in musical terms. When Pater asserts that poetry aspires to “the
condition of music,” he implies that poetry increases in value in proportion
to its appositeness to music. To put that point another way, Pater assumes
that music is more valuable than poetry, and so that the prestige of poetry
increases with its capacity to mimic the effects of music. Likewise, when one
describes a piece of music as a “tone poem,” the rhetorical aim is to appropri-
ate value in the opposite direction, toward “programmatic” music, “Pasto-
ral” symphonies, and “Pictures at an Exhibition.” In the twentieth century,
literary critics were more inclined to emulate the social scientists; presum-
ably, their method and vocabulary were more telling, more important, than
those of literary studies. In this context, it was convenient to admire litera-
ture in proportion to the way in which it reflected sympathy with one or
another social cause or political movement. As partisan zeal increased, this
kind of literary criticism became, in Harold Bloom’s lively characterization,
the academic equivalent of “cheerleading” for paladins of the “six branches
of the School of Resentment: Feminists, Marxists, Lacanians, New Histori-
cists, Deconstructionists, Semioticians” (Bloom 1994, 527).

We need not enshrine Bloom’s characterization to wonder whether such
recent efforts as Marxist Shakespeares are enough like English Studies or
Comparative Literature to be grouped under these disciplines, which is not
to say that, if they are not, they must be consigned to categories with less
prestige. We could infer that Bloom is merely saying something about the
current emphasis of literary criticism on social concerns. So we might ask:
Is Marxist Shakespeares about Marx or Shakespeare or both or neither?
One answer might be descriptive. Contributors to this particular collection
of essays on Shakespeare are professors of English or Comparative Litera-
ture. Then if we think the tone of “An Elegy for the Canon” in Bloom’s
The Western Canon is appropriate to the current status of literature in the
curriculum, we would seem to share Bloom’s regret for the triumph, as
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Antonio Gramsci might put it, of “cultural history” over “artistic criticism
in the strict sense” (Gramsci 291). Of course, Gramsci is a very different
kind of critic from Harold Bloom. Gramsci considered Tolstoy, the Chris-
tian, and Shaw, the secularist, as rhetorically identical in their “moral ten-
dentiousness.” Gramsci was a Marxist, but if he were writing today, I think
he would join with Bloom in criticizing the movement on the left in literary
criticism toward an apologetics of moral indignation. He would say that, in
their determination to emulate the social scientists, socially motivated liter-
ary critics have, perhaps unwittingly, abandoned “artistic criticism in the
strict sense”. Why, for instance, do we have Marxist rather than, say, Nietz-
schean or Pragmatic Shakespeares? Do “New Historicism” and “Cultural
Materialism” dominate Shakespeare criticism so completely that the field
has become the intellectual equivalent of applause for “the last Marxists
standing” on the “battleground” of “that strange creature ‘Shakespeare’ in
our cultural politics” (Howard and Shershow 2001, xii)?

Gramsci would not be alone in such an estimate. Historians of ideas
might also be amused by the whiff of Whiggish self-satisfaction in the mar-
tial figure here (of literary criticism as a “battleground”). At the same time,
they might concede that Victorian critics thought they were praising poetry
when, in an age that idolized Wagner, they described poetry as “musical.”
In The Western Canon, Harold Bloom eulogizes literary values because, for
him, they seem to be, for all practical purposes, dead. “Cheerleading” has
replaced literary appreciation. In this sense, Terence Hawkes sees Marxist
Shakespeares as an effort “to undermine ancient and inherited prejudices,
such as the supposed distinction between ‘foreground’ and ‘background’”
(Howard 2001, xi), as one of many signs of the progress of “Cultural Mate-
rialism.” A glance at the core curriculum of almost any college literature
department will show that this effort to replace historical analysis with
social advocacy has succeeded.

Obviously, the “Cultural Materialists” consider this success benign, and
it may well be so. But if in fact it is benign, it is so because literary values
held by critics like Harold Bloom either were, so to speak, “unsound” or
“pernicious” or in some way “unproductive”—not benign; or, if the val-
ues of these critics were not themselves pernicious, then at the very least
they were predicated on perceptions which were “improper” or “biased”
or “oppressive” or something of the sort. The point is that, for them, lit-
erary history gua literary history, accompanied by attempts at objective
critical analysis, did not and does not encourage the “right” social out-
come. Somewhere here, where literary discussion intersects with philoso-
phy, the temptation to Whiggish self-dramatization can be, I think, both
powerful and hidden. When moral judgment marches hand in hand with
historical characterization, well-meaning critics may veer toward the cul-
tural attitude of Sir John Frazer, whose analysis of “primitive” religious
practices Wittgenstein severely scrutinized. Specifically, Wittgenstein found
fault with Frazer for his belief, typical with Victorian anthropologists,
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that evolution was a process of inevitably forward progress from savagery
toward late-nineteenth-century English institutions and customs. Hence,
Sir John Frazer’s The Golden Bough reflected the views of enlightened Vic-
torian society: “Frazer’s account of the magical and religious notions of
men is unsatisfactory: it makes these notions appear as mistakes” (RFGB
1). Frazer wrote as if there were something wrong with the practices of the
people that he was studying, as if their rites and ceremonies contradicted,
and so blasphemed, the one true God of Victorian England, namely, “sci-
ence.” In fact, Wittgenstein suggests, since the rain dance as well as the
prayers of men like St. Augustine and “the Buddhist holy-man” assert no
hypotheses, it is impossible for them to contradict any hypothesis. With
something like the same stricture in mind, and at the risk of appearing to be
one who would hoist the banner of cultural “bias”—even that of the worst
“ancient,” “inherited” kind—the following discussion will proceed on the
assumption that the “distinction between ‘foreground’ and ‘background’”
might help explain the history of Shakespeare as a subject of philosophy, as
distinct from philosophy as a subject in Shakespeare studies.

Let me say at the outset that there are many legitimate aims of literary
criticism and among them might be “liberating” readers from attitudes that
well-meaning critics, whether rightly or wrongly, find pernicious. So when
critics suggest that universities should replace Shakespeare in their curricula
with authors more tractable to such political interests as Marxist feminism
(Howard and O’Connor 1987, 1), we should probably impute a sincere, even
charitable, motive to these critics. In the case in question, the argument is,
if T understand correctly, that if literary critics can politicize the subject
of Shakespeare, they can politicize, and in that way do as they wish, with
any author. This statement about the power involved in establishing cur-
ricula reflects a view which goes back at least to Plato, and, in one way or
another, probably most societies support some version of it. School boards
and other “Guardians” spend a great deal of time and money making sure
that younger members of society read certain books rather than others. But
having said that, I am still inclined to ask: Why, in today’s university of all
places, would anyone want to replace Shakespeare with an author more
malleable to one or another political program? For that matter, why would
anyone want to do anything “to” Shakespeare, or “to” his or any other
author’s works? Returning to Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough, 1 want
to say that Wittgenstein was not arguing that religious practices of other
societies were improper subjects of scientific inquiry. Rather, he was saying
that, as a scholar of the subject, Frazer failed to meet his obligation to get
the facts straight about the subject under consideration.

For Wittgenstein (to whom we will return in Chapter 8), description of a
culture is an ethical matter, or, at least, it has an ethical component. When
we characterize a cultural custom or artifact, we purport to understand
it. For centuries, for instance, scholars and critics have tried to explain
Shakespeare and his works. They have researched his life, his times, and
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his writings, and argued strenuously about the proper means of studying
them. We can safely say, I think, that most of these critics share the honor-
able aim, as the subtitle of Colin McGinn’s Shakespeare’s Philosophy puts
it, of Discovering the Meaning Behind the Plays. They want not only to
understand this great poet, but also to share that understanding. And yet
somehow the significance of Shakespeare’s hallowed texts remains “undis-
covered,” as if just out of reach of our reading or viewing, just “behind”
the words and actions that we perceive or imagine as the work unfolds.
Since McGinn is a professor of philosophy, it is not surprising that he
approaches “Shakespeare from a specifically philosophical perspective”
(McGinn viii). In recent years, considerable attention has been paid to the
question of the restraints, if any, that historical context imposes on authors
like Shakespeare, and, for that matter, on their critics. The Marxists are
not alone in this concern. For many critics, the question is: Who or what
wrote Shakespeare’s plays? Was Shakespeare—the actor, playwright, and
businessman—the agent or primary cause of the works attributed to him,
or was he more like the warm wax upon which the seal of Elizabethan and
Jacobean culture was pressed? Is it possible for an unusually gifted poet to
“transcend” the commonplaces of his time, to address ideas and attitudes
that neither he nor his audiences would have recognized? If so, we might
legitimately claim that Shakespeare, besides being a talented playwright,
was also an original thinker. We can probably trace the serious effort to
characterize Shakespeare as a philosopher to Leo Strauss and his follow-
ers, Allan Bloom in particular. In Shakespeare On Love and Friendship,
Bloom declares that “Shakespeare was the first philosopher of history”
(Bloom 1993, 29). No less straightforwardly, Agnes Heller and Leon Craig
argue that Shakespeare was a creative, philosophical mind. For Craig,
Shakespeare was “as great a philosopher as he is a poet” (Craig 4). Indeed,
“Shakespeare ranks high among true philosophers” (12), and, similarly,
Heller writes that, along with Machiavelli, Montaigne, and Bacon, Shake-
speare “opened the way for . . . realistic ethics” (Heller 18).

Few scholars of the Early Modern period deny the importance of phi-
losophy in the work of major authors such as Marlowe and Shakespeare.
We have good reason to suppose that the authors of The Jew of Malta and
Richard I1I knew Machiavelli well; “Machiavelli” delivers the Prologue in
Marlowe’s Jew of Malta, and Shakespeare’s Gloucester, who would “get
a crown” at any cost, claims that he can “set the murtherous Machevil to
school” (3H6 3.2.193). As for the reaction of their audiences, as it is with
discussion of Freud in the twentieth century, in the Age of Elizabeth, even
people who had never read Machiavelli were familiar with ideas attributed
to him. And the same could be said of other thinkers. Many dozens of
scholars have shown the impress of ancient and modern philosophy on the
curricula of Renaissance schools and universities. Richard Popkin has dem-
onstrated the influence of Savonarola and Montaigne, Lily Bess Campbell
of Aristotle, Robin Headlam Wells of Cicero, and so on. In a general sense,
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we could say that the works of Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, Jonson, and
Milton exhibit a wide spectrum of reading in philosophy. But this fact does
not make any one of these distinguished poets “philosophers” in the sense
implied by McGinn, namely, the “specifically philosophical” sense. “Phi-
losophy” is not a normative term. A poet’s work may embody significant
philosophical substance without being an original philosophical statement.
My aim here is not to refute such learned critics as Allan Bloom, Agnes
Heller, and Leon Craig, but to investigate the ways in which these critics
advance the case for the proposition that Shakespeare was a “philosopher”
from, as McGinn puts it, “a specifically philosophical perspective.”

Consider, first, Leon Harold Craig’s argument in Of Philosophers and
Kings: Political Philosophy in Shakespeare’s Macbeth and King Lear. Here,
Craig purports to represent “old fashioned views about literature” (Craig
11), while at the same time showing that Shakespeare’s plays embody “phil-
osophical merit” (7). To accomplish this task, Craig must first get around
what he regards as the prevailing trend in criticism toward philosophical
relativism. For how can there be philosophical merit without wisdom, and
how can there be wisdom without knowledge? And yet nowadays—espe-
cially in the humanities and social sciences—the trendy assumption that
knowledge is nothing more than the assertion of raw political power has
gained considerable political momentum, so much so that, in many disci-
plines, it goes almost without challenge. So at least in some circles, since
Shakespeare knew nothing, he had no knowledge to impart. For many of
the same reasons, it is improper to say that Shakespeare’s works reflect
“reality,” because we have no stable, “unmediated” sense of what “reality”
might be, even in our own time, much less in Elizabethan days.

But, setting these worries aside for the moment, Craig says that Shake-
speare was the greatest of all contributors to the English language, and that
he was so not just because of his facility with the language, which never-
theless inspired over two hundred operas (Craig 3). More to the point of
his philosophical argument, Craig insists that Shakespeare’s great success
reflects his understanding, his wisdom: Shakespeare was “as great a phi-
losopher as he is a poet” (4). Indeed, “Shakespeare ranks high among true
philosophers” (12). Literary criticism must not only ask, but answer, such
questions as King Lear wanted Edgar, the “Theban” and “philosopher,”
to address. Here, Craig admits that he is using philosophy in a normative
sense, that he in fact presupposes certain value distinctions. But he prepares
the way for his investigation by admitting his bias toward traditional liter-
ary and philosophical inquiry. For him, philosophy is not a statement of a
particular point of view, but an activity aimed at understanding, or rather
“a way of life in which this activity is the dominant organizing principle”
(12). But then, since, as the subtitle of his book indicates, Craig is primarily
interested in King Lear and Macbetbh, it is safe to say that by philosophy
he means “political philosophy.” Then, given this narrowing of the topic
toward practical concerns of governmental consequences, not surprisingly,
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Shakespeare is a psychologist, par excellence. Thus, his philosophy derives
from the concrete experience of aporia. At this juncture, Craig distinguishes
between “intellectual” and “experiential” knowledge; true understanding
involves both. Angelo is Shakespeare’s representation of the one without
the other. It follows for Craig that Macbeth and King Lear show “what
can be gained from reading Shakespeare ‘philosophically’” (21). Analyzing
these two plays, Craig demonstrates that Shakespeare knew, appreciated,
and used the political wisdom of Plato and Machiavelli (251).

Given this philosophical perspective, it might seem strange that Craig
looks to Macbeth, which has far less philosophical discourse than, say,
Measure for Measure, Timon of Athens, or Hamlet. Even Coriolanus
is more preoccupied with political theory. Macbeth is a play marked by
horrendous violence, and yet for Craig it is Shakespeare’s “most meta-
physically ambitious” work (Craig 26). In this context, it is important to
remember that there are serious grounds on which Macbeth might rightly
claim the throne. The numerous mysteries in the play suggest, Craig argues,
that Macbeth “is designed to illustrate the political teachings we associate
most readily with Machiavelli’s The Prince” (31). For, although Duncan
is the recognized king of Scotland, beloved rather than feared by all, he
is also weak, depending as he does on others, especially Macbeth, to lead
his armies in battle. In the same way, Macbeth depends on Lady Macbeth
for political advice, and it is she—no Machiavelli—who thinks that no one
will ask about the chamberlains’ motive for killing Duncan. Craig reminds
us that the word “metaphysical” occurs only once in the Shakespeare
canon, namely, when Lady Macbeth ponders the letter from her husband
on his meeting with the Weyward Sisters. She wants to intervene to help
the situation with which “fate and metaphysical aid doth seem / To have
... crown’d” her husband.” For Craig, the diction here touches questions
of reality, spirit, morality, time, and necessity. Hence, the play’s notable
appositions between foul and fair, light and dark, good and evil, truth and
lie. No Shakespeare play more forcefully confronts metaphysical concerns
than Macbeth, and none more persistently probes philosophical questions
of good and evil, freedom of the will, the nature of the world, and man’s
responsibility to others. In the latter connection, it is also the author’s most
unrelenting exploration of Machiavellian principles. It seems clear thus far
that, for Craig, Shakespeare is a political philosopher in the sense that he
had read and understood Machiavelli.

Now if Macbeth is Shakespeare’s most philosophical play, King Lear is
his most misunderstood. Craig disagrees with Coleridge, who thought the
first scene was not integral to the play. On the contrary, not only is it inte-
gral, but it is crucial, for, remember, Machiavelli insisted that it was harder
and more important to sustain than to establish a state. So the division of
the kingdom is, at bottom, wrongheaded. The King of France recognizes
this, which is why he steps in so quickly to supplant Burgundy. The love test
raises the same question that Edmund asks in the following scene: What
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does nature ask of parents and offspring? Lear and Gloucester claim to
love their children equally, but one bestows “land” on his older “legiti-
mate” rather than his younger “natural” son, and the other wants to give a
“more opulent” third of the island to the youngest of his three daughters.
When Edmund asks why age and custom, rather than merit, determines
inheritance, damning him as “base,” he forces the audience to rethink the
political reality of family structure and of the commonwealth as well. Legit-
imate, illegitimate, first, last—in politics, life is unfair. Insofar as the play
searches into an understanding of “Nature” (Craig 168), Lear is, writes
Craig, a play about the “birth of philosophy.” Thus, the play examines the
difference between the “natural” and the “man-made,” which Shakespeare
traces out in the “intellectual transformation” of the protagonist. Lear dis-
covers that if, indeed, the world is “something” as distinct from “nothing,”
then the world must make sense. And yet in his accustomed reason, he
cannot make sense of it. Paradoxically, in his descent into madness—in his
surrender of his rational” attachment to his family and the world—Lear
survives with a new moral bearing, which emerges from an imaginary trial
of his daughter-malefactors, and transcends the seemingly cosmic range of
his indignation:

I will have such revenges on you both

That all the world shall—I will do such things—
What they are yet I know not, but they shall be
The terrors of the earth! (3.4.279-83)

In Act 4, Lear erroneously thinks that Edmund is kinder to his father than
the son “got ‘tween the lawful sheets” (4.6.116). But his newfound moral
order transcends any relaxation of sanction against adultery. To “let copu-
lation thrive” is to govern only by half measures. Since the power of judg-
ment is the source of Lear’s suffering, judgment itself must be brought to the
bar, judged, and executed: “None does offend, none, I say none” (168).
Craig is interested, then, in the way in which Shakespeare understands
the law; and the law connects the dramatist to philosophy. For instance, in
Measure for Measure, Shakespeare examines Plato’s view that any society
with excessive license produces tyranny. Here, it is almost as if Barnar-
dine and Claudio are examples from Plato’s Republic; one flouts the law,
while the other, a felon convicted of a capital crime, lives a more or less
normal life in prison, immune to worry. The questions are how and why
Vienna has sunk to such a low condition, and why Duke Vincentio places
Angelo, rather than Escalus, in power. Craig finds the answer to these ques-
tions in Machiavelli’s analysis of Cesare Borgia’s pacification of Romagna
(Craig 237). The difference is that, to pacify an angry citizenry, Borgia
executed the equivalent of Angelo in his reform program. Although Clau-
dio and Mistress Overdone flout the same law, Craig perceives a serious
difference between the attitudes of the two offenders. These and similar
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Platonic considerations suggest to Craig that Shakespeare’s play develops a
distinctly Stoic point of view. In that context, the Duke’s astonishing pro-
posal of marriage to Isabella is not at all out of place, for “he is by nature
a philosopher” (242), which explains the sad state of Vienna at the time of
Angelo’s commission. At the start a confirmed bachelor, like the King of
Navarre in Love’s Labor’s Lost, Angelo is “as good as married by the end”
(243). (Craig’s Isabella will set aside her plan for a cloistered life and accept
Vincentio’s romantic proposal.) For Shakespeare, the problem in political
philosophy is how to find the middle ground between abstinence (the con-
vent) and licentiousness (Vienna). The Duke learns that private virtue is
not the answer. His proposal is an act of self-sacrifice. For Vienna’s sake,
he must enforce the protocols of marriage, even at the cost of his study and
of Isabella’s fidelity.

Craig argues, then, for Shakespeare’s robust interest in political philoso-
phy, especially as the subject was understood at the time in the writings of
Plato and Machiavelli. He is by no means alone in this view. For instance,
like Craig, Agnes Heller traces the hard edge of Machiavelli’s thought in
Shakespeare’s work, but she extends the argument for Machiavelli’s strong
influence to the second Henriad, the Roman plays, Othello, and Hamlet.
Allowing that it may seem strange to call Shakespeare a philosopher, who,
except for the one speech by Ulysses in Troilus and Cressida, has little to
say about the cosmos, Heller construes Shakespeare’s skepticism in accord
with Machiavelli’s. As such, Heller writes, it is more historical than cosmic:
“One can only agree with E. M. W. Tillyard’s observation in Political Shake-
speare that Shakespeare hardly mentions the cosmic order.” Accordingly,
Shakespeare sees the world in “contingent” or “contextual” terms. Thus, in
Shakespeare’s tragedies, “beimarmene, the blind and irrational fate, rules”
(Heller 1). From this point of view, Heller meets the question of Shake-
speare’s status as a philosopher head-on, admitting that the “dubious honor-
ary title of philosopher” need not be accorded him, just because some of his
characters engage in philosophical musings. Rather, in Shakespeare, actions
do the work of precepts. So, with Craig, Heller turns to Shakespeare’s treat-
ment of the character of Macbeth, which, as Heller points out, seems to lend
credence to Hannah Arendt’s “idea that evil comes from thoughtlessness”
(5). With regard to the term “philosopher,” it is important to remember that
Shakespeare employs it to characterize Edgar and Apemantus as “mad.” So
Heller insists that Shakespeare has no philosophical agenda, but again, like
Machiavelli, he is “infinitely interested in struggle between a human being
and fate” (4). In this way, he is more attuned to the perceptions that postmod-
erns have of Machiavelli than to those of his own time. Again, Heller echoes
the theme of “negative capability”: Shakespeare makes no absolute judgment
of the moral qualities of the likes of Richard II, Bolingbroke, Henry IV, or
Richard III. Instead, he examines the effective and ineffective uses of cruelty,
when it is employed by the powerful for good or ill political purposes. In
this context, although Coriolanus may be an unsympathetic character, he is
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not wicked. Goneril and Regan are wicked, “as they are presented in their
relationships to others,” especially to Cordelia and Lear (370).

It is a telling point for Heller that Shakespeare’s plays lack “divine inter-
vention.” In Shakespeare, “contingency rules”: “There is no meaning here,
only misery.” This being so, Heller can brush aside Henry VI’s recognition
“in the young Richmond the future redeemer of England” (Heller 15). Like
Machiavelli, Shakespeare sees no purpose in history. He is too skeptical
to “entertain such an illusion” (17). On the other hand, because she rec-
ognizes development in Shakespeare’s attitude toward the plebes, Heller
sees the Roman plays, from Coriolanus to Julius Caesar and Antony and
Cleopatra—as she does the second Henriad—in historical sequence, rather
than in chronological order of composition. With this progress in mind, she
lays out a program of Shakespeare’s dramatic “secularization of the para-
dox of divine justice” (19). Within this framework she links Shakespeare
to Machiavelli, this despite the fact that the latter looks for mechanisms
that produce regularity, while Shakespeare is more interested in the unique-
ness of personal choices, even if those choices militate against social order.
In this way, Shakespeare fits what some critics call the “counter-Renais-
sance.”! With Machiavelli, Montaigne, and Bacon, Shakespeare “opened
the way for . . . realistic ethics” (18).

To advance her thesis, Heller unpacks the locution, “the time is out of
joint,” which she sees as the major motif of Shakespeare’s history plays.
Nature and nurture, legitimate and illegitimate, power and will—these
hurl themselves at each other with often equivalent claims to social recti-
tude. (As we shall see in Chapters 5 and 6, this line of argument is remi-
niscent of Hegel.) The Wars of the Roses is just the vehicle to trace out
the consequences of the nature-inheritance opposition, and the strength
of the conflict carries over in Hamlet and Lear. In a flourish, following
Harold Bloom, Heller asserts that “we are Shakespearean heroes and hero-
ines; Shakespeare reinvents us as well” (Heller 9). She quotes from Bloom’s
Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human: “They [Shakespeare’s plays]
read us definitively” (9). Shakespeare’s readership, then, is not so much
an active participant in an imaginative art as it is a creation shaped by a
powerful creator. This nonjudgmental shaping power avoids moral judg-
ment. This fact explains why Shakespeare’s transparently moral characters,
Horatio and Brutus, for instance, “have no monologues” (10). (Presumably,
Brutus’s “serpent’s egg” speech—when he delivers it prior to the conspira-
tors’ arrival, he is alone onstage—doesn’t count. And yet it is the means by
which Shakespeare lets the audience know why, late at night, Brutus admits
the conspirators to his dwelling.)

Heller is aware that the casuistry implicit in her thesis makes it hard
to avoid certain philosophical anomalies. For instance, can we, in accord
with the skeptical tradition, say truly that Shakespeare’s plays affirm such
and such a political proposition? And even if we can, given her postmodern
thesis, which seems to deny the validity of moral standards (and depends on
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a rather thoroughgoing view of Shakespeare’s “negative capability”), how
can Heller simultaneously impute to Shakespeare an admirable “negative
capability,” while registering her own moral indignation? Admittedly, in
her “Posteript: Historical Truth and Poetic Truth,” Heller tries to answer
such questions by denying that answers to such questions are needed or
even possible: “The presentation of Shakespeare’s poetic truth about his-
tory speaks for itself; it does not require, or even allow for, a conclusion”
(Heller 367). Is the point, then, that this non-conclusion is the only “con-
clusion” we can draw concerning Shakespeare’s political philosophy? Not
exactly. Heller wants to clarify the locution “poetic truth about history”
by distinguishing factual from poetic truth. The past is always changing,
because “new facts” are discovered, and new theories are generated into
which these facts are arranged in explanatory form. These arrangements
are only fictions, because they are “approximations,” which means that
they are something like estimates, and so, of necessity, not accurate. This is
so because “one will never know how something really happened, first and
foremost because nothing ‘really’ happened in any one fixed way” (367).
But can something be said to approximate this “nothing [that] ‘really’ hap-
pened” in 7 un-fixed ways?

I realize that my question is awkwardly worded, but what Heller has to
say about Shakespeare as a political philosopher involves telling what “is
revelatory” about the past in Shakespeare’s plays; and here the criterion
of revelation “is the truth that we accept as it is” (Heller 367). We do not
ask of Shakespeare’s Richard II, as we might of a historian’s Richard II,
whether he really did such and such. Heller writes: “In the hylomorphic
tradition (for example, in Hegel), one could say that the content disap-
pears entirely in the form” (368). We know there are n variations of Ham-
let, as performances, either by design or by accident, include or exclude
entire speeches or scenes or parts of them. For Heller, these variations do
not touch what remains constant and revelatory. Here, assuming that “the
whole drama is staged and the end remains unchanged” (369), “there is
nothing to approximate, because the drama itself is the truth” (369), which
truth is not referential, but self-referential. The historical Richard III may
have been born with teeth, but we cannot affirm the truth of the proposi-
tion that he was born with teeth on the grounds of Gloucester’s confession
and the Duchess of York’s complaint in the first Henriad. For Heller, the
“revelatory truth” (370) of Shakespeare’s tragedies is like the truth of seder
for Jews or of Christmas for Christians. Knowing that we cannot confirm
these truths in the same way as we do historical facts does not in the least
lessen their importance.

I look closely at Craig and Heller, not because they have broken new
ground in arguing for Shakespeare’s serious interest in and use of Plato and
Machiavelli, but because, although they focus on different works, they do
make refutation look unpromising, and maybe even pointless. Even so, we
might still ask: Does employment of the wisdom of Plato and Machiavelli
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make Shakespeare a “philosopher,” that is, a “philosopher” in the sense
of Colin McGinn’s locution, that is, one with “a specifically philosophi-
cal perspective”? To my knowledge, no critic has addressed this question
more forcefully in the affirmative than A. D. Nuttall. In Shakespeare the
Thinker, A. D. Nuttall advances the argument of critics like Bloom, Heller,
and Craig, claiming that Shakespeare was not just an intelligent reader of
Machiavelli, but a philosopher in his own right. This is so because Shake-
speare addresses epistemological and ethical questions in ways that are not
at all like those he learned in his Stratford grammar school. If T understand
correctly, Nuttall answers the question, “Does Renaissance philosophy cir-
cumscribe the possibilities of ‘the meaning behind Shakespeare’s plays?’”
with an emphatic “No.” And in the process of that argument, he registers a
most strenuous objection to the “social constructionist” shibboleth popu-
lar among academics adhering to postmodern doctrine, which holds that
philosophical notions represented in Shakespeare’s plays reflect the inter-
ests and anxieties particular to Elizabethan and Jacobean England.

Nuttall’s thoughtful study examines “almost all the plays” of Shake-
speare except King John, The Merry Wives of Windsor, Edward II1, and
Two Noble Kinsman, the latter two of which (and presumably Edmund
Ironside, which he does not mention) he dismisses as “of doubtful attribu-
tion” (Nuttall ix). The point is that, for reasons having nothing to do with
attribution, Nuttall finds Titus Andronicus and Pericles worthy of com-
ment, and in the latter case, even of serious interest. This is not surprising,
though, since Nuttall makes it clear from the outset that, for him, the sub-
ject of Shakespeare is personal. So he begins his book in the autobiographi-
cal mode, recalling that he attended a Shakespeare conference in Stratford.
The dreariness of the proceedings drove him into the streets, where he pon-
dered what it must have been like to be Shakespeare, by modern standards
short of stature, and (this had never occurred to me) wandering these very
lanes without access to toothpaste. Nuttall recalls that Shakespeare mar-
ried Anne Hathaway, which reminds him that Bill Clinton looked very dif-
ferent in photographs taken thirty years apart. The same is probably true
of Shakespeare’s house; time must have taken quite a toll. Still, Nuttall felt
closer to Shakespeare on the street where the poet lived than he did “in the
airless lecture-room [he] had left” (4).

I dwell on this narrative because Nuttall’s philosophical approach is
often personal, even intimate, in detail. For instance, he tells of attending a
performance of Cymbeline with a friend, whom “he had always thought of
as coldly detached” (Nuttall 343). When in Act 5 Posthumus strikes Imo-
gen, the audience is shocked, even though it knows that Imogen is disguised
as a man, and that Posthumus does not recognize her. But when Vanessa
Redgrave as Imogen responds (“Why did you throw your wedded lady from
you? / Think that you are upon a rock, and now / Throw me again”), his
friend’s face, “wet with tears,” indicated that the shock had quickly passed,
making way for a very different emotion. Without imputing an extension
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of that personal slant on the material, Nuttall moves to the next work in
his proposed chronology, The Winter’s Tale. Anyone who has read Freud,
he says (it matters that Nuttall has read Freud with as much conviction as
care), will recognize that Leontes is jealous of Polixenes because of their
homosexual liaison “years before” (346). The reason no one saw this until
J. I. M. Stewart wrote about it in 1949 is “probably because Jacobean Eng-
lish [‘the imposition clear’d, / Hereditary ours’] has become difficult to fol-
low.” As Nuttall sees it, at the beginning, Leontes’ feelings for Polixenes
are only “partly homosexual,” but moments later, this partial affection
emerges as an imagined “sexual liaison” between Polixenes and Hermione.
Nuttall buttresses his argument by the normally sensible suggestion that
readers of Shakespeare should “always listen to the lady” (347). Hermione
does tweak Polixenes with questions about what he and Leontes did to and
with each other in those early, “innocent” years.

This easy movement from textual analysis to personal reminiscence is
not only typical of Nuttall’s relaxed style, but it is also integral to his thesis,
which entails an individual corollary. Nuttall’s Shakespeare is always, like
the critic, an individual, never simply a cultural product. Moreover—and
this is important to the argument of whether Shakespeare is a philoso-
pher—Shakespeare is almost always thinking. I say “almost” because there
are exceptions. Nuttall admits that not all of Shakespeare’s plays exhibit
serious, philosophical thought. For instance, Pericles seems not to encour-
age the idea of a playwright thinking (Nuttall 333); and in Much Ado
About Nothing, Shakespeare does not seem to be thinking very hard (226).
But these and a few other exceptions do not diminish Nuttall’s insistence
that the artifacts that Shakespeare produced come from a very particu-
lar being, a gifted playwright who focused on experience philosophically.
For example, in 1579, a young woman drowned in the Avon near Strat-
ford, perhaps a suicide, which possibility makes Nuttall think of Ophelia,
especially when he remembers that the unfortunate young lady’s name was
Katherine Hamlett (4). This and many other deaths, including the death
of a man with the same name as Shakespeare’s father, had “the effect of
a tolling bell presaging things to come, the death of Shakespeare’s son,
Hamnet, in 1596, and then the play itself, written around 1600, when the
other John Shakespeare, the poet’s father, was nearing his end (he died
in 1601)” (4). This “train of thoughts,” as Hobbes characterized the phe-
nomenon, takes its rise from associations in Shakespeare’s mind. Since the
movement of thoughts is forward in time, as Shakespeare writes one play,
he is already thinking about the next. It seems to me that Nuttall’s criti-
cal method works in much the same way; he tells us that he first heard of
Katherine Hamlett in a footnote in E. A. Armstrong’s Shakespeare’s Imagi-
nation. Armstrong was, Nuttall recalls, “a curious figure in the history of
Shakespeare criticism” (5), who put him onto the notion that ideas and fig-
ures in Shakespeare are “recycled” in such a way that the story of Katherine
Hamlett reappears as the narrative of Ophelia’s “doubtful death” in Act
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4 of Hamlet (8). Thus, “the end of his thought remembers its beginning,”
even as Shakespeare “thematized [his—that is, Nuttall’s] thoughts” (8). In
this way, Shakespeare’s experience works its way into his plays in the same
way that it works its way into the critic’s “thoughts.”

Nuttall’s emphasis on shared features of experience may explain his apol-
ogy for the length of Shakespeare the Thinker, which gathers together an
ever more complex aggregate of memories. Accordingly, just as in the first
Henriad, with the pivotal figure of Richard III, Shakespeare thinks about
mismatched mates (Richard and Lady Anne), so he continues to exam-
ine the same theme in The Comedy of Errors (Nuttall 56). Also early on,
Shakespeare wants to compete with and surpass Christopher Marlowe. So,
encouraged by the success of The Comedy of Errors, he writes The Tam-
ing of the Shrew, which, because it is a beautiful love story, segues neatly
into Love’s Labor’s Lost. As we shall see, Love’s Labor’s Lost figures
prominently in Nuttall’s historical perspective on Shakespeare’s aesthetics.
He argues that, in his earliest plays, Shakespeare develops “thoughts” left
inchoate in Richard II1. But even more important in the early works is the
equivocal ending of Love’s Labor’s Lost, which is prompted by the horrific
treatment of Holofernes. Although Nuttall refuses to say that, in the final
scene of the play, Shakespeare advances “a complex philosophy of language
involving not only (mis)representation but also linguistic agency,” he does
claim that “his play has laid the groundwork for such a philosophy” (99).
This is so because, for Shakespeare, the overriding philosophical problem
here “is ethical.” Shakespeare is not frightened by the “nothing” that post-
moderns perceive as the inevitable referent of language. Rather, Berowne’s
success “haunts” Shakespeare; he is ashamed of “the psychological truth
that even if words are variously engaged with the extra-verbal world, we
can, by a trick of the mind, focus on the formal expression and so lose full
engagement, even while we are still applauding our own cleverness.”

Since material in his plays elaborates upon earlier experiences, theatrical
as well as personal, and given the importance of religion in Elizabethan
England, it is not surprising that Nuttall “recycles” information concerning
Shakespeare and Catholicism. There is, for instance, the matter of Malone
and the document found in the rafters of the house in Stratford (Nuttall 12).
In 2003, Robert Bearman “demonstrated in meticulous detail that there is
no basis for the assertion that Campion and Parsons brought the Borromean
document to England at this time” (13). Even so, there are many connec-
tions between the Shakespeare and Arden families and the Old Religion.
Evidence suggests that John Shakespeare shared the views of many of his
neighbors in Stratford, an area known as a recusant stronghold. Then, too,
it could be that his son, William, married at some distance from Stratford
in order to avail himself of a more traditional ceremony. Thomas Jenkins,
Shakespeare’s schoolmaster, had Catholic sympathies, which may have
been echoed at home (14). Furthermore, unlike most English playwrights
of the time, Shakespeare portrayed Catholic clerics, Friar Lawrence, Friar
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Thomas, and Friar Francis, for instance, in a favorable light. Conspirators
in the Gunpowder Plot stayed for a time next door to the Shakespeare
family; and Shakespeare’s daughter, Susanna, seems to have favored their
Catholic cause, missing Easter communion right after the failed venture.
On the other hand, Susanna married John Hall, a Huguenot (14), whom
Shakespeare seems to have gotten along with very well. Just because the
Shakespeare and Arden families had ties to the Old Religion, it does not
follow that Shakespeare was a recusant. He was, after all, a man of sub-
stance, who was buried with honor in the local parish church, and one who
seems to have taken pains to hide “any hint of specific allegiance” (18).

Nuttall engages the religious issue because it relates to his philosophical
interest in Shakespeare’s Stoicism, which spills over from his characteriza-
tion of Brutus in Julius Caesar to Hamlet (Nuttall 192). The adage, “to
thine own self be true,” which sounds to Nuttall like a paraphrase of Cato,
may emerge from the mouth of garrulous Polonius, but it is indicative of the
value that Stoics placed on self-control. Hamlet admires Horatio, because, in
the Stoic manner, he is not passion’s slave; and when he says to Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern that “there is nothing either good or bad, but thinking
makes it s0” (193), Hamlet sounds like a Stoic, too. But for Nuttall, Horatio
is the true Stoic. Hamlet is torn between idealism and empiricism, as were
Locke and Hume. (Nuttall returns to Hume when he gets to Antony and
Cleopatra.) In his remarks on Hamlet, Nuttall slips back into the personal
mode, declaring the relevance of Freudian theory (199). Freud’s explanation
makes much in the play “intelligible” to him (200), this despite the fact that,
as Nuttall admits, Hamlet makes a fool anyone foolish enough to offer “a
single positive interpretation” of the text, including Coleridge, who thought
that Hamlet’s problem was simply that he thought too much (201). At the
same time, reminding us that he is writing a book about Shakespeare, the
thinker, Nuttall counters his thesis on the foolishness of “single positive
interpretations” of Hamlet with the “positive” observation that thoughts
are making Hamlet sick (202). So, while no one interpretation of Hamlet
can be ruled out—since “all are relevant to the play” (204)—Nuttall rules in
Freud’s analysis with more enthusiasm than the others because, by fitting the
“sickness” scenario, it is uniquely “relevant to the play.” This is an impor-
tant development in Nuttall’s argument. Returning to Love’s Labor’s Lost,
he observes that Hamlet is like Berowne, who complains in Act 5 that he is
“sick” (202). It might appear that Nuttall tactfully measures his support for
the Freudian hypothesis. He does deny “that Shakespeare [ever] committed
himself to the lunatic idea that all male infants desire to have sex with their
mothers and to murder their fathers” (200). But even that qualification aims
to buttress his Freudian thesis: “Hamlet is a . . . manifestly peculiar case.”
That is, Freud’s theory of the Oedipus Complex fits this particular work.?
Hamlet sees himself as a “revengeful,” but he knows (Rom. 12:19) that
“Vengeance is Mine . . . saith the Lord,” and that, under the New Covenant
(Matt. 5:38), “revenge should be transcended by love” (203).
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Nuttall’s Freudianism may only partly explain why, in a blurb on the
dust jacket of Shakespeare the Thinker, Harold Bloom claims Nuttall as
his “hero.” For the intellectual nexus between these critics involves not
only Freud, although both critics read Freud with credulity rather than
skepticism, but Bloom would approve, too, of Nuttall’s spirited assertion of
Gnosticism in Shakespeare’s plays. In advancing his argument for this con-
nection, Nuttall admits that he must, again, “speak more personally than
is customary in a critical study” (Nuttall 263). He has just made the case
for The Merchant of Venice being Shakespeare’s most Marxist play, given
the fact that economic considerations shape the action (262). But it is also
a Christian play, which dramatically contrasts Shylock’s belief in law with
Portia’s view of mercy. The latter theme, in turn, points toward Measure
for Measure, where the politics of mercy has reduced Vienna to a moral
shambles.

At this juncture, again, Nuttall reverts to autobiography. It happened
that, some time in the past, Nuttall became interested in “Ophite Gnos-
ticism,” which holds that, in the Garden of Eden story, God, not Satan,
is the evil one. According to this narrative, Adam and Eve do not liter-
ally die when they eat the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. Quite the con-
trary, for Ophites, this key moment is redemptive, because the serpent is
Christ, the Redeemer (Nuttall 264). To support this view, Nuttall cites
Blake, who held that Christ broke every one of the Ten Commandments.
At this juncture, we must remember Nuttall’s claim that every thought that
came after Shakespeare, Shakespeare already had. For example, in Troilus
and Cressida, when Ulysses attempts to get Achilles to fight (3.3.95-122),
Shakespeare dramatizes an argument akin to the “Structuralist intuition
that context is not posterior to identity but on the contrary confers identity”
(213). Moreover, Nuttall reminds us, that view is not unique in the time to
Shakespeare, but found in, among other places, Elyot’s Boke Named the
Governour (1531). One could say that this aspect of Nuttall’s thesis posits
Shakespeare’s proto-philosophy.

So how far does this thesis extend? Rather far, I think: “Marxian, Freud-
ian, feminist, Structuralist, Existentialist, materialist ideas are all there. Did
he never consider Gnostic theology?” (Nuttall 265). Since the “all” in this
assertion includes Gnostic theology, then Shakespeare took the matter up;
and, we read, he did so in Measure for Measure. This being the case, one
might ask, then who takes upon himself the role of Christ in this play? The
answer is: Angelo. Representing the Christian perspective—the Portia of
Measure for Measure—TIsabella refuses to sacrifice herself for her brother.
She cannot then be anyone’s redeemer. Later, at the city gate tribunal, when
the Duke asks her to reveal herself to Angelo, she says, “You bid me seek
redemption of the devil.” Nuttall sees a vexed theological point here. Theo-
logians of the time were uncertain whether Christ took man’s sins upon him-
self, and, if he did, in what manner? Calvin was not alone in insisting that
Christ took our sins upon himself—became sin itself—for our redemption
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(270). Even more explicitly, Luther insisted that Christ despaired (for some
contemporaries, the unpardonable sin—think of Dr. Faustus). So, Angelo is
at once the polluted one and the redeemer of the city—the true Christ of the
play. For Nuttall, the spirit of Simon Magus “haunts Measure for Measure.”
This must be so because, whatever thought has been since Shakespeare, and
second-century Ophite Gnosticism is one (revived in the nineteenth cen-
tury), Shakespeare had that thought before. In proof, Nuttall points out that
Marlowe and Donne knew “some vertiginous Gnostic material” (274); and
Shakespeare hinted at some of the same ideas. Now Nuttall is getting to his
underlying, “all are there” thesis: “If we set aside technological advances like
mobile telephones, it is remarkably hard to think of anything Shakespeare
had not thought of first” (265). If it is hard for Nuttall to think of anything
that Shakespeare has not already thought of, it must also be hard for anyone
to deny that Shakespeare not only thought, but was thinking, of Gnostic the-
ology, while he was writing Measure for Measure. And if this is so, it follows
that Shakespeare felt sympathy for an increasingly unloved Father of Judg-
ment, as he did for that “dysfunctional family,” the Trinity (262).

Certain plays lend themselves to psychological and aesthetic questions.
Sexual identity and pastoral seem to go together; and in comedy, the two
are often linked. Unlike The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Much Ado About
Nothing does not test male friendship in the context of competition for the
same woman. Claudio believes Don John immediately; Iago has to work
on Othello. In this way, Claudio is very unlike the young men of Love’s
Labor’s Lost. In Much Ado, the tension between same sex “solidarity” and
heterosexual love drives the action. Shakespeare doesn’t think hard in this
play (Nuttall 226); Dogberry lacks the mystery of Bottom, although both
are simpletons. As You Like It embodies “philosophy of pastoral” (231),
and is “the greatest pastoral in the English language” (235), but nonethe-
less “a very ‘straight’ play—for some, disappointingly so” (238), in that
it is unrelentingly and unapologetically heterosexual (239). Twelfth Night
looks at pastoral from another perspective: et in Arcadia ego. The play
stands between The Comedy of Errors and The Winter’s Tale,” children
lost and found, death transformed into life (241). This play, not a pastoral,
toys with the affinities of the apparently different, Illyria, Elysium, Viola,
Olivia, Malvolio. The discordant name of the latter is not meant as a par-
ticularly theological comment on Puritanism. Malvolio is simply out of
synch with the festive world around him. Macaulay said that “puritans
opposed bear-baiting not because it caused pain to the bear but because
it gave pleasure to the spectators” (241). This makes Malvolio’s grotesque
gestures toward Olivia extremely unattractive; and he can never be a part
of Illyria (“I’ll be revenged on the whole pack of you”). Perhaps this is why
the cruelty that audiences condemn in Love’s Labor’s Lost and A Midsum-
mer Night’s Dream remains untouched in this play.

Coriolanus, which follows in 1606, has been a great favorite of Marx-
ists; but Nuttall sees the play in psychological rather than economic terms.
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For him, Volumnia is more horrifying than Lady Macbeth, in that she iden-
tifies the milk suckled from her breast with blood shed in battle by her son
(Nuttall 293). It is “another proto-Freudian moment” (295), which rec-
ognizes Volumnia’s shaping influence, when Aufidius refers to Coriolanus
as a “boy of tears” (295). At the same time, the play “certainly engages,
achronically, with Marxian thought” (295), as witnessed by the fact that
Bertolt Brecht “felt the need to rewrite this play.” Thus, for Nuttall, Mene-
nius’s “fable of the belly” is “doubly offensive” (296). He proves this point
by identifying Shakespeare’s view of the situation in Rome through the eyes
of “the great toe,” whom even his fellow citizens rebuke as unmindful of
the services to Rome that Caius Martius has rendered. Rather than exam-
ining the dramatic conflict between the First Citizen and the other rioters,
Nuttall—along with Bertolt Brecht—joins the fray: “But Shakespeare uses
exactly the same phrase at the beginning of the episode: “You must not
think to fob off our disgrace with a tale’” (296). Shakespeare is seriously
interested in the question, “Who creates the wealth?” Here, Shakespeare
seems to proffer an observation that will not comfort Marxists. Rome is
rich, not because of workers in the field, but because the military has won
many victories, and exacted tribute: “Coriolanus is clearly upper-class, but
he is no parasite on the labour of those socially below him” (296). Nuttall
admits that Shakespeare suppresses Plutarch’s claim that many of the riot-
ers bore wounds of battle themselves. Marxians have taught us “now to ask
Marxian questions about deep causes” (297), such as who causes death. In
Coriolanus, Volumnia causes the tragic death of her son. She is the begin-
ning of what many critics of the last half of the twentieth century call
the “construction of the self” of Coriolanus, which, for Nuttall, provides
the necessary and sufficient conditions of his destruction. Nuttall directs
attention to the stage direction in Act 5, where Coriolanus “Holds her by
the hand, silent.” This is the moment of anagnorisis: “O mother, mother,
/ What have you done?” Coriolanus—and the audience—recognizes how
completely his mother has brought about his, now, inevitable death.
Implicitly, as Nuttall suggests that no good purpose is served by separat-
ing Shakespeare from his ethical concerns, he in effect denies the Keatsian
claim of Shakespeare’s “negative capability,” at least as it is broadly under-
stood. That is why such responsibility may be imputed to Volumnia, and
why, for Nuttall, Othello is not jealous. In the case of Othello, Desdemona
explicitly says that the sun took all such “humors” from him (3.4.29-30).
Rather than jealous, “being wrought” (i.e., worked upon), Othello becomes
“perplexed in the extreme” (Nuttall 278). Aristotle’s notion of an “unobvi-
ous decision” in the Poetics applies to Iago’s irrational hatred of Othello. He
does not hate the Blackamoor because he has reason to believe that Othello
has slept with his wife. If he had reason to believe that, he would be a much
less interesting character, and probably no villain at all. Ethically, revenge
taken on that account at least makes sense, if only the sense of retributive
justice. Hieronymo is no villain, at least not so in the eyes of his Elizabethan
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audience. If “negative capability” means that Shakespeare drew back from
ethical norms, then he must have separated himself from his Elizabethan
and Jacobean audience, which does not seem to be the case.

In his searching remarks on King Lear, which he regards as “the greatest
tragedy ever written” (Nuttall 301), Nuttall corrects a common histori-
cal error: King Lear did not rule in the Middle Ages. Even Holinshed is
confused, and Geoffrey of Monmouth is vague. In fact, King Lear reigned
in the early eighth century, BC (Nuttall 300), fifty-four years before the
founding of Rome (Holinshed), and Geoffrey of Monmouth places his reign
at the time of Elijah, that is, long before Sophocles or Julius Caesar or
Christ. The Quarto places the play among “true chronicle histories,” but
the Folio among “tragedies.” Obviously, Nuttall agrees with the Folio, and
he sees this play, “the greatest tragedy ever written,” as a profound intellec-
tual achievement. Nuttall dwells, for instance, on the “mathematical obses-
sion” evident in the play (303), as Shakespeare toys with the ambiguity of
the figure zero: “0,” “love,” “l'oeuf,” “nothing,” “nil” (302).> The figure,
Shakespeare knows, can be a sign for “all” and “nothing.” And this para-
dox is carried through in other ways. King Lear “is a profoundly moving
Christian drama” (307); and yet, in an intellectual turnaround, it becomes
“an anti-Christian play” (307). Hence, the echo from scripture in Cordelia’s
plaintive explanation: “I must go about my father’s business” (Luke 2:49).
While Nuttall thinks that Lear lacks “the final insight into truth that gives
grandeur and dignity to other tragic heroes” (309), he thinks that in delin-
eating Lear, Shakespeare does set out an equivocal representation of moral
possibility. Rather, Shakespeare juxtaposes Good with Nothing. And this
subtle difference is important to Nuttall’s analysis, in that Shakespeare’s
perspective is appreciably different from philosophical relativism. Nuttall
focuses here on Gloucester in Act 4. Edgar convinces him that he has fallen
from Dover Cliff. Edgar explains to the audience that he meant to teach his
father about the benevolence of divine power (310). For Nuttall, it is impor-
tant to recognize that, given the trauma of Gloucester’s recent blinding, the
Dover Cliff episode is believable. Nuttall turns to medical experts, who
agree that, under such duress, the sufferer would invest virtually absolute
value to any voice from the outside. So when Edgar describes himself as a
devil, saying, go ahead and jump, the just-blinded Gloucester believes him
(311). Does this line of argument mean, then, that Shakespeare is saying,
in the end, that Cordelia is in heaven? Nuttall does not seem to imply that.
Rather, the end of the play exhibits Shakespeare’s sense of the difference
between Good and Nothing.

Still, to flesh out his argument, Nuttall compares King Lear with Timon
of Athens. The latter play examines the difference between repayment of
what is owed and gratitude. Lear returns often to his theme of what he has
given to his daughters, while the audience becomes evermore aware of what
he expects in return. Timon is Lear without family, but only “friends.”
He learns to his woe that he has no friends, but only agreeable guests and
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willing recipients of his largesse. In the sense of Marcel Mauss’s The Gift,
Timon does not give disinterestedly. He does articulate a philosophy of
friendship (“We are born to do benefits”), which he imagines in some way
binding on all of his “friends” in Athens. Since, in his mind, he has no
enemies, it follows in the scheme of things that, when he is poor, he will
be the recipient of other Athenians’ generosity. Timon may not be as clever
as Apemantus, Nuttall writes, but “Shakespeare philosophizes in Timon
of Athens” (Nuttall 315), and the play is “cleverer than anything in [].
L.] Austin’s writings” (316). In fact, there is a connection between Timon
of Athens and The Merchant of Venice. But Nuttall finds a deeper affin-
ity with Lear, which he thinks was written only shortly before Timon,
probably in 1606 (many date the play about two years later). And Antony
and Cleopatra likewise embodies serious thinking on “the philosophy of
experience,” namely, “empiricism” (327). In the manner of David Hume,
Cleopatra wonders aloud if such a man as she imagines Antony to be ever
existed, or could exist. We know that she believes that her image of Antony
is so life-like that Dolabella’s negative answer must be false. She imputes
reality to the “vivacity” in her image, a view which, in professional phi-
losophy, “melts at once into idealism,” as we see “openly in the philosophy
of George Berkeley” (327). But as in Anselm’s “ontological proof of the
existence of God,” experience teaches that we like certain things, that is,
that we experience them as “good.” But goodness, then, does not take on
an existence of its own by virtue of our experience. But if existence were
a virtue, it must follow that Hitler is a better person than Mr. Pickwick
because he “exists,” in the sense that he is not a fictional character. Shake-
speare is enthralled by Cleopatra’s idealism, but quietly sympathetic with
Dolabella’s mournful skepticism: “a plural ontology” (328). The grandeur
of their love—death exceeds the moralistic domain of Romeo and Juliet,
because, for Nuttall, in the later play he envisions a merging of two pagan
worlds: Rome and Egypt, in one pagan Elysium of erotic splendor.
Although Nuttall’s philosophical Shakespeare is primarily concerned
with ethics, in the end, as we might expect of a Renaissance thinker, he
did confront the major question facing Renaissance thinkers, namely, that
of epistemology. At this point Nuttall turns to popular culture: The Tem-
pest, the Shakespearean work most robustly concerned with what is and
what is not true about the world, is science fiction. Specifically, “Nicholas
Nayfack’s science fiction film Forbidden Planet (1936) is a version of The
Tempest” (Nuttall 361). Prospero is a contemporary stand-in for John Dee
and Giambattista della Porta, and Gonzalo’s speech imagines a species of
Utopia. Moreover, Nuttall thinks that perhaps too much has been made of
references in the play to America. There was a famous shipwreck near Ber-
muda in the period, but Prospero’s island is in the Mediterranean, not the
Bermuda Triangle. But anachronistic interpretations of the text are hard
to avoid. Postcolonial critics may recoil at the idea of Caliban as an alien,
but Giordano Bruno questioned whether American Indians were descended
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from Adam (363). Moreover, Indians shared that view, in their belief that
they descended not from one man, but from one woman (263). Here, Nut-
tall’s Freudianism reappears: In The Tempest, “Prospero is fighting his own
incestuous desire for his daughter” (368). This explains why, in this play,
we find realized the very “nihilism” that some critics—not Nuttall—find
in Lear (374): “We are such stuff / As dreams are made on; and our little
life / Is rounded with a sleep.” Thus, returning to his philosophical thesis,
Nuttall writes of this late play, “It is monist—but monist-unrealist” (375).
Prospero walks, not because he is upset by Caliban and his fellow conspira-
tors, but he is bothered by “the thought that he has never really been born
at all” (375). Of course, Prospero is not Shakespeare; but, for Nuttall, he
is the character in the Shakespeare canon that most resembles Shakespeare
(376). He is also very much like Berowne, with whom Nuttall began his
discussion: a man who repents “his verbal cleverness” (376). (This explains
why, in Nuttall’s thinking, Love’s Labor’s Lost is such an important early
play.) Prospero sees this facility as a pathway to despair, which Nuttall
refuses to call philosophy. Rather, he suggests, perhaps Shakespeare “was
ashamed of what he had done” (376).

In the “Coda” to his reflections on the Shakespeare canon, Nuttall returns
to the streets of Stratford, where his reflections on the Shakespeare canon
began. He admits that possibly, even probably, Shakespeare has eluded his
best effort to codify Shakespeare’s philosophy, which is, “finally” (a word
that is the underlying subject of this “Coda”) impossible. So where does
Nuttall’s learned, if idiosyncratic, analysis of Shakespeare as a philosopher
lead? Clearly, Nuttall is not happy with the tendency of current criticism
to “social construction” talk. Yes, Shakespeare was a shrewd businessman,
but the general concept of economic interests did not write a line of his
plays: “Shakespeare wrote Shakespeare” (Nuttall 377). Nuttall suggests
that “death of the author” talk is an unfortunate convergence of vapid tru-
isms with baneful attitudinizing. We need not wait for the First Folio to
know Shakespeare as the author of his plays. Although some of the earlier
quartos do not bear his name on the title page, many of the later ones—
those dating from the later 1590s and the first decade of the seventeenth
century—do. And, in the end, Nuttall concedes that Shakespeare is, first
and foremost, this particular kind of philosopher: “Of course he is not
a systematic philosopher; he is a dramatist” (378). But then not all great
philosophers were systematic. Think of Socrates, Montaigne, Kierkegaard,
Nietzsche, and Wittgenstein. Nuttall writes: “Hamlet has as much to do
with Existentialism as with Elizabethan neo-Stoicism” (379). Historicist
“construction” or “production” of Shakespeare “is absurd” (379). We may
not “know” precisely what Shakespeare “thought—finally—about any-
thing” (380). But Nuttall insists that Shakespeare is a better political mind
than Shaw, because he was neither a socialist nor a conservative (381). Mil-
ton tried to answer the question regarding the origin of evil, and came
up with the belief in freedom of the will as a gift of the Creator. Nuttall
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doubts that Milton was “finally” satisfied with that answer. Shakespeare
“is the philosopher of human possibility” (381). Karl Popper detested
Hegel and Heidegger, and their political counterpart, Marx. For Nuttall,
Shakespeare, like Popper, is content with a universe of possibilities, and the
quasi-Darwinian notion that the truth will come out in due time. Milton
thought that the works of Shakespeare turned him, in a manner of speak-
ing, into “marble.” The intellectual turn was no match for the wonder of
Shakespeare’s undecided worlds of possibilities.

I doubt that Nuttall intended his “Coda” as a disclaimer to his thesis
that Shakespeare was a philosopher. Nuttall argues strenuously that, as
he wrote for the stage in the Elizabethan and Jacobean London, Shake-
speare expressed every thought that philosophers have had before or since
that time. I have discussed his argument at length because, if one wants a
learned, thoroughgoing, to-the-point argument that Shakespeare is a phi-
losopher, one could do no better than turn to A. D. Nuttall. And yet, if this
argument stands, it does so with some inconvenience. As we will see in the
following chapter, for a century after Shakespeare achieved fame on the
literary scene—and he was famous from early on in his career—philosophy
paid no attention to him. Indeed, philosophy would not be changed a whit
had Shakespeare never written a line. Montaigne, Herbert of Cherbury,
Bacon, Descartes, Glanvill, Cudworth, Clarke, Culverwell, Whichcote,
Smith, Hobbes, Locke, Butler—philosophers of the late sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries may have known Shakespeare—may have read his Son-
nets, may have read or seen performances of his plays—but they do not talk
about him when they are “doing philosophy.”

In the following pages, I will be discussing Shakespeare as a subject of
philosophy, that is, what philosophers say about Shakespeare when they
are “doing philosophy.” There are very good books (I have mentioned only
a few) on philosophy in Shakespeare. This book is about Shakespeare in
philosophy. Terminology matters with prepositions, just as it does with
propositions. So many “philosophical” authors receive little attention, and
it is likely that the focus may be sometimes skewed. I could have focused
more on Voltaire, Dr. Johnson, Coleridge, Hazlitt, Marx, Freud, Eliot, and
perhaps others, whom some readers consider philosophers. Voltaire did
compose A Philosophical Dictionary, and Freud speculated about “other
minds.” But the former was a playwright and raconteur, and the latter
a physician. (Freud’s remarks on Hamlet fall under the category of liter-
ary criticism, as Shakespeare was, strictly speaking, not his patient.) Karl
Marx knew Shakespeare backwards and forwards; he frequently elucidates
remarks by citing passages from Shakespeare, often with a humorous edge,
and apparently by heart, since he does not bother to check his quotations.
But for purposes of this discussion, his writings are predominantly in eco-
nomic history and ethnography, not philosophy. Some readers will think,
too, that I should have paid more attention to T. S. Eliot, who was, after all,
a graduate student in philosophy at Harvard, and who wrote his doctoral
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dissertation, which was published in 1964, on F. H. Bradley. No doubt
other names could be added to the list of famous authors with legitimate
claims to standing as philosophers, who are more or less excluded from
this study.

The most obvious figure who comes to mind is Samuel Taylor Coleridge,
whom many consider the greatest Shakespeare critic in literary history.
Ever since John H. Muirhead argued in his seminal Coleridge as Philoso-
pher (1930) that Coleridge was the outstanding “founder” and “the most
distinguished representative” of “the voluntaristic form of idealist philoso-
phy” (Muirhead 176-77), the issue of the poet’s standing in philosophy
has been joined, with scholars of notable reputation taking opposite sides
in the controversy, especially with respect to what some critics consider
the derivative nature of many Coleridge compositions.* Herbert Read was
ready to “defend the philosopher in Coleridge” (Read 10), as well as his
reputation as a poet and critic. Read recalls that no less a thinker than John
Stuart Mill admired Coleridge as a philosopher (11). Further, Read argues,
not only was Coleridge well read in all of the major German philosophers,
but his rise as a thinker is comparable to that of Kierkegaard, for both
point the way toward “existentialism” (11). Questions of the originality of
Coleridge’s philosophical ideas aside, it would be pointless to ignore the
fact that he delivered and published ten lectures on philosophy, which have
been ably edited by Kathleen Coburn (we will return to this matter shortly).
Moreover, no less a figure than Owen Barfield pointed out that, at the time
of Coleridge’s death, he was regarded more as “a thinker than as a poet”;
and he adds his more contemporary judgment of “Coleridge’s thought as a
complete and coherent structure” (Barfield 3, 174).

As Paul Hamilton writes, one of the problems in considering Coleridge
as a philosopher stems from the “prodigious and untidy” corpus of this
thought (Hamilton 170). His philosophy emerges in letters and Nozebooks
as well as in his more formal Lectures on Politics and Religion and Enquiry
Concerning Political Justice. Although an early follower of the English
empiricists, Coleridge became disenchanted with the way in which Hob-
bes, Locke, Hume, and Hartley sponsored what he came to think of as
an “irreligious metaphysics of modern Infidels,—especially the doctrine of
Necessity” (CL 2, 706). Of “the originality and merits of Locke, Hobbes,
and Hume,” Coleridge claimed, “I am confident, that I can prove that the
Reputation of these three men has been wholly unmerited” (707). René
Wellek attributes this shift in thought to Coleridge’s absorption of German
idealist philosophy. In particular, Wellek credits Coleridge with a “thor-
ough knowledge of Kant’s writings” (Wellek 68), which led to his rejec-
tion of the “doctrine of association” (71). As for his “Coleridgean whole”
(66), a “system of philosophy” (65), even setting the “old charge of plagia-
rism” aside, Coleridge lacked the discipline to produce a unified “system
of philosophy” (65). Again, there have been notable studies of Coleridge
that argue the exact opposite thesis.” The subtitle of Mary Anne Perkins’
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Coleridge’s Philosophy, The Logos as Unifying Principle fits the aim of the
Ninth Lecture On Philosophy, in which Coleridge writes:

Delightful harmony which ever will be found where philosophy is
united with such poetry as <by> Milton and Shakespeare—or <by>
those who have endevoured to reconcile all the powers of our nature
into one harmony and to gather that harmony round the cradle of
moral will. (Perkins 395)

Whether or not that unity amounts to philosophical coherence is still in
dispute. But Coleridge’s emphasis on voluntarism comes through in this
quotation, which seems to justify Wellek’s claim that the primary aim of
Coleridgean thought was to “escape from mechanistic and atheistic doc-
trines” (Wellek 72), to strike down the doctrine of necessity, and so to
defend Christianity.

Many of these remarks on Coleridge could be applied as well to Wil-
liam Hazlitt, who began his writing career with An Essay on the Prin-
ciples of Human Action (1805). Since he aimed to prove that man was
“naturally interested in the welfare of others” (Hazlitt 1, 1), he was seri-
ously out of sync with the by-then established “association of ideas” views
of Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Adam Smith, David Hartley—and the
French philosopher, Claude Helvetius, in particular. From Hazlitt’s point
of view, the centerpiece of the “association of ideas” school of thought was
the “mechanical principle of self-interest” (1, 50), which these thinkers held
to be behind even the most benevolent of human emotions. He believed
that he had found the flaw in this “mechanical” system of thought, and
he laid his critique out in the first of his published works, An Essay on
the Principles of Human Action and Some Remarks On The System Of
Hartley and Helvetius (1805). John R. Nabholtz writes that “to the end of
his life [Hazlitt] regarded [this work] as his most important achievement”
(Nabholtz v). Advocates of the “association of ideas” depended entirely
on the past and present; Hazlitt thought that, by introducing the future,
which could only be known through the imagination, he had trumped the
Hobbesian theory, which held that the imagination was merely “decaying
sense,” nothing more than memory gone awry. As Nabholtz observes, this
principle was behind everything that Hazlitt wrote, including his remarks
on Shakespeare. No critic, to my knowledge, has written more eloquently
on this subject than Hazlitt:

He was the least of an egotist that it was possible to be. He was nothing
in himself; but he was all that others were, or that they could become.
He not only had in himself the germs of every faculty and feeling, but
he could follow them by anticipation, intuitively, into all their con-
ceivable ramifications, through every change of fortune or conflict of
passion or turn of thought. He had ‘a mind reflecting ages past,” and
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present:—all the people that ever lived are there. There was no respect
of persons with him. His genius shone equally on the evil and the good,
on the wise and the foolish, the monarch and the beggar: ‘All corners of
the earth, kings, queens, and states, maids, matrons, nay, the secrets of
the grave,” are hardly hid from his searching glance. (5, 47)

And yet, notwithstanding his beginning effort, Hazlitt’s Essay on the Prin-
ciples of Human Action and Some Remarks On The System Of Hartley
and Helvetius makes up only one of the twenty-six volumes of The Com-
plete Works of William Hazlitt. Of Hazlitt, philosophers of his time and
since seem to have taken no account.

Coleridge and Hazlitt are probably not the only literary figures, with
equal or greater claim to philosophical standing than many of those on
whom this study focuses, who are more or less excluded from discussion.
It is not enough to say that I have nothing to add to what has already been
said about Coleridge and Hazlitt, or about any of a number of poets, play-
wrights, physicians, journalists, and drama critics, who are, or in the past
have been, known for their interests in, and contributions to, philosophy. I
must say that I do have reasons for the selections that I have made here. To
make this point clear, I should note that I am using the terms “philosophy”
and “literary criticism” in what I take to be a descriptive, as distinct from a
normative, sense. I do not hold the one kind of writing above the other; nor
do I think that expressions of the one kind are elevated or failed expressions
of the other. Literary criticism does not gain weight by virtue of its being
written by a philosopher. I realize that there is disagreement on this matter.
A Coleridge critic like Herbert Read may attribute the fact that Coleridge is
head and shoulders above every other English critic “to his introduction of
a philosophical method of criticism” (Read 18), but what makes Coleridge
a troublesome case for me is that his Philosophical Lectures, and several
excellent scholarly books on certain of his writings, might be found in the
philosophy as well as in the literature section of the library.

The fact that Kathleen Coburn’s landmark edition of The Philosophical
Lectures (1949) presents roughly the same texts as J. R. de J. Jackson’s edi-
tion of Lectures 1818—-1919 On the History of Philosophy (2000), found
in Volume 8 of The Collected Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, means
that, for some purposes, someone other than Coleridge thinks of at least
some of his writings as ‘philosophical.” We cannot say that someone made
a mistake in cataloguing the Coburn edition in the “B” section, and the
Jackson edition in the “PR” section of (at least some) libraries. The fact that
a text appears in more than one section of the library indicates that a clear
boundary between literature and philosophy is, at least from the stand-
point of some librarians, not firmly established. As we will see in Chapter
4, in the eighteenth century, William Richardson struggled mightily to dis-
tinguish between philosophy and what, prior to his entering the discussion,
literary critics were saying about Shakespeare. He wanted the discipline of



Defining Terms 25

literary study to become more philosophical, and, centuries later, Herbert
Read would agree with him. I will argue that these critics, and others who
share their view, proceed on the assumption that philosophy is more valu-
able than literary criticism, per se. On the other hand, most of us recognize
a relationship between the two fields, and we probably have no trouble at
all ambulating from one section of the library to another. Apparently, we
do not need a clear line between philosophy and literature; but even a wavy
line might still be useful, which is only to say that it is not for nothing that,
under the Library of Congress system, philosophy is found in the “B” sec-
tion, and literature, including literary criticism, in the “P” section of the
library. So texts of Coleridge’s writings on philosophy appear in the “B”
section as well as in the “PR” section of the library. They do not gain or
lose value by their placement. And yet the fact that The Collected Works,
as well as the Collected Letters and Notebooks, of Coleridge are shelved in
the “PR” section does have significance. For the purposes of Shakespeare
and Philosophy, then, “philosophy” is what librarians—as well as philoso-
phers (and here, admittedly, opinions vary)—say it is.



2 Philosophy’s Shakespeare
Breaking the Silence

Without denying evidence to the contrary, I would argue that literary criti-
cism today is still interesting and even instructive. Admittedly, on occasion
the field is muddied by convoluted prose, and a tendency to ignore historical
evidence to make way for moral hectoring and psychosexual political atti-
tudinizing. Sometimes credulity takes the place of healthy skepticism. As
we have seen in the last chapter, even sophisticated critics like A. D. Nuttall
take psychoanalytic theory seriously, confident in their belief that its canons
apply to literary analysis (although, it seems to me, it is never made clear
who would treat whom for what symptoms for how long). By no means
all of these critics, but a significant few hold nothing sacred except their
project of demystifying whatever tradition reveres. Shakespeare’s standing
in the world is the relevant case in point. These critics, sometimes called
“social constructionists,” would raze to common ground any and all liter-
ary works that history’s extraordinary praise has elevated above the status
toward which, as Erwin Panofsky would have it, all works of art inevitably
move, namely toward that of a lifeless document (Panofsky 10-24).!

Not long ago, one of these critics claimed that we pay too much atten-
tion to Shakespeare, and that we do so for the wrong reasons, with lam-
entable results. Not surprisingly, a propadeutic resolve accompanied this
judgment: Literary scholars must turn from “the study of [Shakespeare’s|
work,” because of its tendency “to a universalizing and overtly apolitical”
perspective, toward authors more congenial to benign political interests,
such as Marxist feminism (Howard 1987, 1). The idea is that Shakespeare
critics must change “specific practices—beginning with pedagogical prac-
tices—associated with the dissemination of Shakespeare in culture” (5).
Although this might be a good idea, in fairness, I should probably admit
that, in a “materialist” project, moral zeal seems to me a puzzling fit. How
can cultural materialists justify moral indignation toward an “unregenerate
New Critic” (5), believing as they do that such individuals are products—
victims, really—of history? It seems to me unlikely that “materialists” of
any denomination can strip the concept, “unregenerate,” of its theological
overtones, since they assume that the “original sin” of capitalism dooms
every “New Critic” to complicity in a system of relentless canon-mongering,
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with the establishment of Shakespeare’s importance as both means and
end. Hence, the “unregenerate New Critic” cannot escape wallowing in a
fallen state. But wait. The figure carries with it a promise of redemption, for
the very moment of condemnation offers the possible advent of a “regener-
ate New Critic,” christened as a Marxist-feminist New Historicist—"born
again,” so to speak, with those outward signs of inward grace: tenure and
plenary indulgence from the previous norms of archival research. The criti-
cal assumption is that, if they can politicize the subject of Shakespeare, and
subvert the end of Shakespeare study to politically desirable goals, then
they have mastered the power move of canon construction.

We could ask, of course, Why would anyone want to do that? And
maybe this question would lead to productive inquiry. But I want to move
in a different direction, that is, to investigate this odd rage of professional
Shakespeareans against “apolitical” study of Shakespeare, not because it
contradicts any high principle, nor because I was taught that only sentences,
as distinct from sighs, moans, and furrowed eyebrows, can be contradicted.
We can for the moment set logic and common sense aside, to take this
Marxist-feminist New Historicist suggestion seriously, namely, that we rid
ourselves of the historical, idealized, patriarchal, or whatever Shakespeare
studies. What would the world—I mean, the domain of our talk about
literature and value—look like without Shakespeare? Let me suggest that,
to answer this question, we need to distinguish between normative and
descriptive talk about Shakespeare. For when “materialist” critics say that,
if we can politicize, and in so doing de-canonize, Shakespeare, we can do it
to anyone, they are talking about more than a possible or probable outcome
of a proposed intervention. They are applauding this imagined outcome.

Nor do I mean only to point to the cognitive dissonance between the way
people talk inside and outside the academy walls. If we set critical theory
in its usual practice aside as an occult way of talking, then the project of
“demystifying” Shakespeare would seem more “fool’s errand” than stan-
dard missionary work. For in fact, this project of “demystification” clashed
with social reality during the last two decades, which witnessed a singular
outburst of popular interest in Shakespeare. As the hue and cry of Shake-
speareans against Shakespeare rose, it was as if theory would challenge the
tenuous difference between fact and fiction, and the fantasy in Shakespeare
in Love, of the great poet suffering writer’s block, could be achieved by
the triumph of cultural critique over literary history. While angry Shake-
speareans sought to diminish Shakespeare, Shakespeare became the most
prolific screenwriter in history, with over a dozen cinematic treatments of
his plays, not counting the BBC collection, including four Hamlets, three
Richard 11Is (one a Barrymore film buried in the archives since 1919), a
Henry V, which included lines from 2 Henry IV, two Romeo and Juliets,
a Titus, a Midsummer Night’s Dream, and a Twelfth Night, and literally
dozens of films like O and Ten Things 1 Hate About You loosely based
on Shakespeare. Then should we infer a cause and effect relation between
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the assault on Shakespeare by Shakespeareans and this cinematic surge of
interest in his works? It would make just as much sense to say that social
constructionists kept the tide of Shakespeare interest from becoming a tsu-
nami, overwhelming popular culture with X-rated War of the Roses video
games, collectible Caliban Beany-Babies, and frozen meat pies in Titus
Andronicus and Hannibal Lector flavors (hawked in TV commercials by
chef Anthony Hopkins).

Moral posturing by cultural materialists is not the only philosophical
anomaly in Shakespeare criticism. In his Foreward to Philosophical Shake-
speares, philosopher Stanley Cavell expresses concern about a seeming dis-
connect between Shakespeare criticism and Continental philosophy. And
this is odd, too. I think it was Wittgenstein who said that he never knew of
a philosophical problem that he did not get from some other philosopher.
If a disconnect between Shakespeareans and Continental philosophers—
presumably, Derrida, Deleuze, Foucault, and so on—is indeed a problem,
how do we learn that it is such? For if we do not learn it, how can we teach
it to others? I mean, what value do we derive by appreciating this supposed
disconnect as a problem? We could say that, if it is a problem, we can put
its consideration to good use. But here the required assumption does all
the work. So whether it is problematic or not, I want to consider Cavell’s
concern symptomatic of the confusing vocabulary that we are investigat-
ing, which involves, not the Continentals’ imagined “death of the author”
or “of God” or of “agents” in general, but the more exigent demise of a
needful distinction between the prepositions of and about, as in the differ-
ence between ideas expressed in and those expressed about Shakespeare
and his works.

Taking the absence of certainty of Cordelia’s love in her father’s mind
as his prime example, Stanley Cavell thinks of King Lear as an instance of
Cartesian “doubt.” This perception strikes me as odd, and not just because
it seems like a surprising twist of Descartes’ doubt of received claims to
knowledge. Like Bacon and Cherbury (whom Gassendi referred to as a
“second Verulam” [Butler 1897, 25]), Descartes doubted the foundations
of knowledge, as he had learned them at school. Like Bacon, he challenged
the totality of the received curriculum, in effect, the method underpin-
ning what his mentors regarded as the foundation justifying consent to
any proposition. My point here is that there are many kinds of doubt, and
that the fevered questions that plague Lear are different in kind from those
of Descartes, which are largely methodological in nature. Moreover, Des-
cartes insists that his method is personal:

So it is not my intention to present a method which everyone ought to
follow in order to think well, but only to show how I have made the
attempt myself. Those who counsel others must consider themselves su-
perior to those whom they counsel, and if they fall short in the least de-
tail they are to blame. I only propose this writing as an autobiography,
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or, of you prefer, as a story in which you may possibly find some exam-
ples of conduct which might see fit to imitate, as well as several others
which you would have no reason to follow. (Descartes 3)

If we take his disclaimer seriously, Descartes’ “autobiography” could as
easily be named “Discourse on his” as on “the Method”—or better still,
“Discourse on his Story.” For Descartes narrates, not how his reader
should, but only how he himself in fact did move from doubt to affirma-
tion—what worked for him. If I can say with certainty that I am thinking, 1
have already said with certainty that I am. In turn, Lear’s intemperate rage
against his daughters is less reflective, less academic, and more personal
than Descartes’ Discourse, and this notwithstanding the philosopher’s
autobiographical mode of expression.

These remarks are not meant to deny that history is an important influ-
ence in Descartes’ Discourse on Method, as it is in Shakespeare’s Lear. On
the contrary, historical context presents another reason why I find Cavell’s
philosophical conflation of the two works odd. And my sense of anomaly is
all the keener in light of Cavell’s numerous appeals to Freud, which imply
that speculations of a late-nineteenth-century Viennese physician are ger-
mane to an understanding of Shakespeare’s play. We cannot forget that, as a
literary critic, Freud studied Hamlet for forty years, employing presumably
Freudian methodology, finally coming to the conclusion that Shakespeare
did not write the play. Again—and this is odd, too—elsewhere, Cavell
objects to Lily Bess Campbell’s use of Aristotle in her analysis of Lear,
because “she follows a typical assumption of [historical] investigations—
that if Shakespeare’s work is to be illuminated by these contemporary doc-
trines, he must illustrate them” (Cavell 2003, 58).

I say “odd” here because it seems to me that Cavell has the concept of
historical development turned around. Lily Bess Campbell assumes that,
since Aristotle was part of the curriculum in Shakespeare’s time, it is at
least possible—and in Lear’s case, probable—that Shakespeare and his
audience understood the characters and the catastrophe in King Lear in
an Aristotelian context familiar to Elizabethans. In contrast—dubiously, I
would think—Cavell holds the writings of Freud pivotal to an understand-
ing of Shakespeare. (In this way, Cavell, to whom we will return in Chapter
9, is close to the views, discussed in Chapter 1, of Bloom and Nuttall.) T
would say, to the contrary, that the hermeneutic question should be: How
did native speakers in Shakespeare’s time understand the situations and
conflicts represented in this play?

Even more to the point of historical relevance, as Craig, Heller, and oth-
ers have shown, we have good reason to suppose, from 3 Henry VI and
Richard 111, that Shakespeare knew something about Machiavelli. So if the
historical connection between Shakespeare and Descartes works at all, it
would have to work the other way around. For by the time Descartes’ Dis-
course on Method (1637) saw print, Shakespeare had been in his Stratford
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grave for sixteen years; and that work was not translated into English
until over a decade later. Descartes’ Meditations, first published in Latin
in 1642, was translated into French in 1661, and into English in 1680. So
what do we gain by thinking of Lear’s feelings about his daughters’ affec-
tions in Cartesian terms? It seems to me that if we impute something essen-
tially Cartesian to questioning others’ affections, we are obliged to think
of Medea’s passion toward Jason as a harbinger of Descartes’ philosophy.
Surely this constraint is counterintuitive. One may doubt one’s lover’s con-
stancy, and yet be the soul of credulity when it comes to the question of our
knowledge of the external world.

Returning to critics who would redirect interest from Shakespeare to
ideologically more congenial authors, not only does Descartes say noth-
ing about Shakespeare, but, a fortiori, we need only look at seventeenth-
century philosophy to see what the world of academic discourse would
look like without Shakespeare. From the early days of Jonson on, literary
critics, including Milton and Dryden, knew and admired Shakespeare. Not
so with philosophers. Bacon, Lord Herbert, Gassendi, Descartes, Hobbes,
Locke, Glanvill, Smith, Culverwell, Whichcote, More, Cavendish, Con-
way——pbhilosophers of the time had plenty to say, often about each other,
and sometimes even about poetry. But they were mute on the subject of
Shakespeare.

We can learn from this fact, because it enables us to inquire into the
dynamics of a world less interested than we are—indeed, one that appears
to be not interested at all—in Shakespeare. It would be fruitless to investi-
gate the phenomenon of silence on this subject in philosophers of our own
time, for they are often inclined to heady statements about Shakespeare.
For instance, as we saw in Chapter 1, Straussian Allan Bloom claims that
“Shakespeare was the first philosopher of history” (Bloom 2000, 29), and
Emmanuel Levinas, whom we will discuss at greater length in Chapter 9,
thinks “the whole of philosophy is only a meditation of Shakespeare” (Levi-
nas 1987, 79). But although Shakespeare was well known in the period, no
seventeenth-century philosopher says anything remotely like this. (What, if
anything, would it add to this statement to say that no seventeenth-century
philosopher could have said anything like this?) Although Bloom and Levi-
nas are by no means isolated examples among recent philosophers who
impute philosophical significance to Shakespeare, it would not overstate
the case to say that seventeenth-century philosophy would remain as it is
had Shakespeare never written a line. And yet one historian of philosophy
holds that “philosophy flourished in the seventeenth century, to a degree
perhaps unmatched before or since” (Chapell v). So we know what the
world would look like without Shakespeare. Those living in the world of
seventeenth-century philosophy were occupied—a better word might be
“preoccupied”—with other subjects.

In The Rise of Scientific Philosophy, Hans Reichenbach states that it
was with “the rise of modern science, about the year 1600, that empiricism
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began to assume the form of a positive and well-founded philosophical
theory which could enter into successful competition with rationalism”
(Reichenbach 78). In Francis Bacon, “empiricism ha[d] found its prophet”
(84). “Novum Organum,” Reichenbach writes, “is historically the first
attempt at an inductive logic and therefore occupies, in spite of many defi-
ciencies, a leading place in world literature” (83). Bacon is surely the most
important English philosopher of Shakespeare’s time. And yet, for Bacon,
philosophy was an avocation, not a career. By profession, he was a sup-
plicant, nothing if not ever the courtier in suit of advancement.? Techni-
cally a lawyer, Bacon struggled with the financial difficulties of a stepson
in a patriarchal system. Unfortunately, he was often on the wrong side in
dangerous intrigues. For instance, he encouraged the Earl of Essex in his
calamitous Irish adventure, and so, prior to its collapse, he might have
enjoyed Shakespeare’s apostrophe to “the mirror of all Christian kings,”
where, in lines alluding to Essex, Shakespeare’s Chorus portrays London’s
reception of Henry V after the victory at Agincourt:

How London doth pour out her citizens!

The Mayor and all his brethren in best sort . . .
Go forth and fetch their conqu’ring Caesar in;
As by a lower but by loving likelihood,

Were now the general of our gracious Empress,
As in good time he may, from Ireland coming,
Bringing rebellion broached on his sword,
How many would the peaceful city quit,

To welcome him! (HS, 5.Chorus.24-34)

Here, sometime between spring and fall of 1599, Shakespeare envisions
Essex as the embodiment of Elizabeth’s power. Tyrone’s devastating coun-
terattack was yet to come (Sessions 8-9). So with throngs of Londoners,
cosmopolitan Bacon might have enjoyed Shakespeare’s imagined celebration
of the earl’s return, and with it, realization of his hopes for advancement.
Might have. The fact is that we have no evidence that Bacon saw or read
Henry V, or, for that matter, that he ever saw or read any of Shakespeare’s
plays. Given Bacon’s involvement with Essex, the fact of his silence on his
great contemporary tells us something about the standing of the stage—and
of poetry—in Bacon’s future-oriented thought. We might expect that Bacon
would consider the theatre, established in “liberties” beyond reach of city
laws, as an area of the culture free from superstitions and customs of the
past. As Paolo Rossi points out, Bacon disparaged interest in literature of
the ancients, which did not advance science (Rossi 90-91). For example, he
praised Machiavelli’s histories as opposed to the mythology of the ancients
(96). In the ten “centuries” of Sylva Sylvarum (1627), Bacon aims at some-
thing like an encyclopedic “Natural History,” surveying a wide array of
phenomena: bodies, pressure, earth, water, fire, air, gravity, plants, fruits,
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diet, tobacco, copulation, pestilence, creatures, sound, music, even “imma-
turiate virtues and Force of Imagination.” With all of his breadth of inter-
est, Bacon has next to nothing to say about imaginative works, because
to his mind no science “doth properly or fitly pertain to the Imagination”
(Bacon 1889, 3, 82). It is true that by some “secret operation,” the imagina-
tion can, through the operations of belief, affect “the thing itself” (1, 654).
But, unlike the workings of the loadstone, the function of the imagination
remains “secret,” and therefore not open to inductive reasoning.

It would not be amiss to think of the one thousand entries in the ten cen-
turies of Sylva Sylvarum as the “body”—today we might say “material”—
that forms the world of “second causes.” Bacon knew that words, especially
words from Scripture, affect behavior, but they do so in ways that evade
rigorous observation. So Bacon dedicates his verse translation of the Psalms
to George Herbert, and The Great Instauration to King James, not the
other way around. In Part 1 of the latter work, “Division of the Sciences,”
Bacon pays attention to the history of poesy, but even here he associates its
forms with ancient wisdom, practices, and even superstition. As “work of
the Imagination” (Bacon 1889, 4, 292), like art, poetry is “something dif-
ferent from nature” (294), and as such, less important, less effective than
scientific inquiry in improving the conditions of life.> Bacon supports an
academy transformed by a shift in emphasis from mental exercise toward
empirical observation. So although he includes literary history in his com-
prehensive program (as he does the history of bed-stuffing), Bacon more
than once questions the value of “poesy” in relation to other forms of
intellectual endeavor. He recalls, for instance, that, because it “engenders
temptations, desires and vain opinions” (5, 26), one of the Church Fathers
considered poesy “‘the wine of the demons.” And, he adds (in a paragraph
not included in The Advancement of Learning):

Dramatic poetry, which has the theatre for its world, would be of excel-
lent use if well directed. For the stage is capable of no small influence
both of discipline and corruption. Now of corruption in this kind we
have enough; but the discipline has in our times been plainly neglected.
And though in modern states play-acting is esteemed but as a toy, ex-
cept when it is too satirical and biting; yet among the ancients it was
used as a means of educating men’s minds to virtue. Nay, it has been
regarded by learned men and great philosophers as a kind of musicians
bow by which men’s minds may be played upon. And certainly it is
most true, and one of the great secrets of nature, that minds of men
are more open to impressions and affections when many are gathered
together than when they are alone. (Bacon 19035, 89)

Unfortunately, Bacon observes, contemporary critics overlook the one area
of convergence between drama and philosophy. Originally, the stage was
an instrument of moral uplift and education. In this line of thought, Bacon
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echoes Sidney’s lofty response to Stephen Gosson’s attack on the theatre in
The School of Abuse (which was dedicated to Sidney), and, implicitly, on
imaginative writing in general. For Bacon, drama is like a stringed instru-
ment on which the artist performs harmonious strains, taking advantage of
the good spirits that accompany social gathering. Bacon is thinking of the
state’s annoyance with published satire, the laws against which provided a
major impetus to the stage in the time.* But in the main, he perceived the
impact of the theatre on human conduct, although largely an ignored sub-
ject, as the obvious connection between philosophy and literature.

While Descartes’ method emphasized mental process as much as Bacon’s
depended on the operations of the senses, the two thinkers shared much
the same attitude toward poetry. Bacon imagined a variegated aggregate
of disciplines on which a curriculum would be established. Descartes nar-
rated a line of thinking that satisfied him: “I only propose this writing as
an autobiography, or, if you prefer, as a story” (Descartes 3). He disavows
any suggestion that his method would work for everyone, or, in its entirety,
for anyone but himself. If Descartes addresses the curriculum of the schools
at all, he does so only indirectly, recalling that he had been to the best
schools, read voraciously from childhood, and yet remained unsure that he
had learned anything that could certainly be called truth. Although he had
absorbed what his mentors called philosophy, he recognized in what he had
learned only the ways to talk about truth that academia admired. Although
as a young man he “loved poetry,” he came to see it as the product of those
with “the most agreeable imaginations” (5). Above all his subjects, Des-
cartes esteemed mathematics, and he could not understand why, with such
a firm foundation, philosophy had not built upon it. Just as Descartes imag-
ined extending the physics implicit and explicit in Galileo’s observations,
he looks ahead to the overwhelming success of science that mathematics
would achieve a hundred years later.

We should recall here that it was the exact prediction of the return of
Halley’s Comet that earned science the unqualified adulation of society.
The perception was that science had “prophesied” the future. Unfortu-
nately, the Royal Society’s Edmond Halley was neither a great astronomer
nor a great mathematician. His prediction of the return of the comet named
after him was off by almost a year. It was Nicole-Reine Etable de la Briére
whose meticulous calculations revealed that Halley had ignored delays in
the comet’s journey caused by the planets Saturn (100 days) and Jupiter
(518 days). Halley expected that the comet would be visible toward the end
of 1758. So when he died in 1742, the event seemed a long way off. But by
1757, excitement grew about the power of science to predict events (Sagan
83). The calculations of Nicole-Reine Etable de la Briére Lepaute, which
were completed under the pressure of time, indicated that Halley’s math-
ematical errors offset his astronomical miscalculations. In fact, he was not
far off, for the comet reached perihelion on March 13, 1759: “Science had
succeeded where generations of mystics had failed. Newtonian prophecy
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had been fulfilled” (85). No single event did more to establish the prestige
of science than Lepaute’s precise prediction of the return of Halley’s comet,
and more to establish the picture of a mechanistic world as the clockwork
of God (84); in effect, it bore out Descartes’ view that certain knowledge
would have the precision and inevitability of mathematics.

It does not follow from this focus on mathematics and admiration of
Galileo that Descartes and others like him were unfamiliar with litera-
ture. On the contrary, Descartes, Bacon, and Cherbury had the familiar-
ity with literature customary to their rank. They probably attended the
theatre. But the point is that philosophers of this epoch did not talk about
doing so. For instance, Lord Herbert’s Autobiography exhibits interest in
sexual intrigues, personal affronts, debts, rivalries, challenges, tilts, and
duels, but his memoirs are as bare of references to the theatre as Thomas
Bodley’s library shelves were of the works of playwrights. Like Bacon, Her-
bert was preoccupied with knowledge and its relationship to society. That
interest shows itself in the title of Cherbury’s most important philosophi-
cal work, De Veritate, which was published in 1624. And like both Bacon
and Descartes, who grappled with the problem of knowledge in its ebb
and flow across geographical and religious boundaries, Herbert wanted to
“advance” knowledge, but in order to do that, he must first answer Mon-
taigne: “Now I hold neither that we can know everything, or that we can
know nothing; but I think there are some things which can be known”
(Cherbury 78). For Cherbury, knowledge, rooted as it is in human experi-
ence, was not limited by national or religious boundaries. Hence, what is
true is true for everyone, namely, those perceptions and inferences common
to all cultures: “Since the Common Notion of a rose coincides in man’s
experience, all men will agree with me that objects which affect the whole
of the faculties in the same manner produce the same results.”

Knowing where Hobbes would go with apposite assumptions, we can
see the political implications of Cherbury’s cosmopolitanism: “Every Com-
mon Notion is directed towards man’s preservation” (Cherbury 140). Since
physical needs are universal, so are human passions, desires, and institu-
tions: “The only Catholic and uniform Church is the doctrine of Common
Notions which comprehends all places and all men. This Church alone
reveals Divine Universal Providence, or the wisdom of Nature. This Church
alone explains why God is appealed to as the common Father. And it is only
through this Church that salvation is possible” (303). For Herbert, then,
there is truth in the doctrine, outside the Church, there is no salvation, but
it is not the truth of exclusion. Since all societies subscribe to “the doc-
trine of Common Notions,” it follows that one’s estrangement from them
is nothing less that expulsion—excommunication—from the human race.
In this way, Herbert reaches across the great divide of his time, the Refor-
mation. By secularizing a doctrine of the Roman communion, he renders
virtually meaningless the doctrinal issues that fractured European culture,
bringing the whole of Christendom, indeed, the whole of humanity, under
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one creed. Since the universal church is founded on God’s Providence as
articulated in the five Common Notions, it is “open to the whole human
race in these Articles” (306).

Decades ago, Basil Willey pointed out that the Cambridge Platonists
sought truth, not strictly defined in the manner of Bacon, but predicated
on experience and reason. They sought to meld “new philosophy,” or sci-
ence, with enlightened Christianity, grounded in “Common Notions,”
or “universal consent,” which might be subject to empirical inquiry; but
that inquiry would be into social practices. This line of reasoning sees the
truth of religion in the uniformity of peoples’ perceptions. Salvation rests
only on adherence to shared beliefs. Hence, investigation of differences
can reveal only dispensable novelty, not truth. Herbert’s thinking points
toward Kant’s views of aesthetic judgment. For him, “indubitable truths”
(Willey 123) and their opposites are reflected in all religions, because
“Universal consent . . . is the sole criterion of the truth in these necessary
things” (124).

It seems to me that Lord Herbert sounds like a Renaissance equivalent
of a modern anthropologist, as he defines religion in terms of societies’ five
shared beliefs, namely, that: 1) there is a supreme power; 2) this sovereign
power must be worshipped; 3) the best part of worship is proper conduct;
4) vice should be expiated and repented; and 5) there are rewards and pun-
ishment after death. By proffering an alternative to doctrinal factions of his
time, Cherbury shared Bacon’s aim “that human life be endowed with new
discoveries and powers” (Bacon 1889, 4, 79). By establishing religion on
universal experience, Herbert likewise seeks “the glory of the Creator and
the relief of man’s estate” (3, 294), but he had not lived, as Thomas Hobbes
had, through the Civil War. For Bacon’s amanuensis, Hobbes, the passions
of men were such that it was simply not possible to set religious differences
aside. England had descended into the horrors of the Civil War on precisely
such differences. It was better to admit, Hobbes reasoned, that there could
be no universal church, because Christians admitted to no common earthly
power to which all were subject. And since the end of worship is power,
and power descends by irrevocable social contract from and through the
sovereign, it follows that the Church of England determines the canons of
Holy Scripture, and codifies the norms of public worship.

Although later in his life Hobbes translated Homer, and, while writ-
ing Leviathan (1651), also engaged in a discussion of epic poetry with
Sir William Davenant, he nevertheless thinks of poetry as limited to such
“Consequences from Speech” as “magnifying, vilifying, &c” (Hobbes 3,
73). Thus, poetry and drama primarily concern the fancy, or imagination,
which, from the outset, Hobbes characterizes as infirm: “decaying sense.”
Reducible to distorted memory, works of fancy are, then, suspect, since,
like dreams, they tend toward absurdity. The problem in society is that
individuals sometimes insist that their fancies originate from God, that
they are “inspired,” and therefore not subject to the sovereign’s laws:
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It hath been also commonly taught, that faith and sanctity, are not to
be attained by study and reason, but by supernatural inspiration, or
infusion. Which granted, I see not why any man should render a reason
of his faith, or why every Christian should not be also a prophet; or
why any man should take the law of his country, rather than his own
inspiration, for the rule of his action. (3, 331)

What, then, stands between the individual and reversion to “that condi-
tion which is called war; and such a war, as is of every man, against every
man” (3, 113)? In the state of nature, there can be no injustice, but only the
striving of individuals to satisfy their passions: “Where there is no common
power, there is no law: where no law, no injustice. Force, and fraud, are in
war the two cardinal virtues” (3, 115).

Advocates of Hobbesian atomism and power may have flourished in
politics, but in philosophy, the late seventeenth century inclined toward
Cherbury’s benign cosmopolitanism. Perhaps the best example of Cam-
bridge Platonism’s determination to resolve religious controversy by
philosophical reason is Anne Conway. Tutored by Henry More, Conway
thought of her work as a complete answer to Descartes, Hobbes, and Spi-
noza. She sought, in a way that neither Hobbes nor her mentor did, to
conform her rational epistemology, in the manner of Renaissance syncre-
tism, to her Christian faith. In practice, this means that her Principles of
the Most Ancient and Modern Philosophy (1690) is generously imbued
with the spirit, as well as the expressions, of the Hebrew Kabbala Denu-
data (1677), the first volume of which was published two years before
her death. Alluding often to the Kaballa, Conway thinks of her philoso-
phy as a refutation of Descartes, who “claims that body is merely dead
mass” (Conway 63), of Hobbes, who argues “that God is material and
corporeal” (64), and of Spinoza, who “confounds God and creatures and
makes one being of both, all of which is diametrically opposed to our
philosophy” (64). Conway’s work, which Liebniz admired and emulated,
explicitly fuses Christian, Hebrew, and Islamic notions of the Godhead.
Specifically, Conway rejects an orthodox understanding of the Trinity, not
because she was not a Christian, but because she envisioned a view of the
Deity inoffensive to Jews and Moslems:

There is spirit or will in God, which comes from him and which is
in terms of substance or essence nevertheless one with him, through
which creatures receive their essence and activity; for creatures have
their essence and existence purely from him because God, whose will
agrees with his most infinite knowledge, wishes them to exist. And thus
wisdom and will in God are not entities or substances distinct from him
but, in fact, distinct modes or properties of one and the same substance.
And this is that very thing which those who are the most knowledge-
able and judicious among Christians understand by the Trinity. If the



Breaking the Silence 37

phrase concerning the three distinct persons were omitted—for it is a
stumbling block and offense to Jews, Turks, and other people, has truly
no reasonable sense in itself, and is found nowhere in Scripture—then
all could easily agree on this article. (10)

In this passage, the idea of consensus resonates with key phrases from the
Nicene Creed: “God is spirit, light, and life, infinitely wise, good, just,
strong, all knowing, all present, all powerful, the creator and maker of all
things visible and invisible” (9). Since Conway wants to unite rather than
divide, she would, while valuing its metaphoric significance, jettison the
“personhood” figure of the Trinity, and in so doing, affirm only to those
principles established by universal custom.

After a century in which philosophers, with their epistemological, polit-
ical, and religious concerns, barely mention poetry, and do not refer to
Shakespeare at all, the Earl of Shaftesbury breaks the long silence, with
his very influential Characteristicks (1711). Remembered as the philoso-
pher of an innate moral sense, Shaftesbury was the first philosopher whose
remarks on Shakespeare have come down to us. And it is clear from Shaft-
esbury’s reference to Shakespeare as “our old dramatic poet” that Shaftes-
bury recognized the poet as already venerable, through the praise of poets
and critics like Jonson, Milton, and Dryden. Indeed, as a national trea-
sure, Shakespeare’s name was a virtual synecdoche for the genre—not even
named—that he had mastered.

What does this change of subject suggest, and how do we explain the
philosopher’s sudden interest in Shakespeare? Like Vico (who may never
have read Shakespeare), Shaftesbury believed that each nation, and even the
same nation at different times, exhibited particular genius. For instance, in
her courtly manners, France surpassed England. However, England was
not, as her authors sometimes implied, barbarous. In fact, English litera-
ture soared over that of the French, and this because it was more English
than French. The French were masters of manners, and this made them a
success in satire. But great tragedy and great epic required the nurture of
England’s richer soil of liberty. Even England’s rudeness and barbarity lent
to achievement in the grander forms of epic and tragedy. In Shakespeare
and Milton, “the British Muses . .. lisp in their cradles” (Shaftesbury 1,
115), raw and awkward, not yet supreme.

The first philosopher to remark at length on Shakespeare, then, Shaft-
esbury takes even Shakespeare’s weaknesses, as well as his strengths, as
indicative of English taste, which he perceived to be in a primitive state. In
more ways than one, the English stage of Shakespeare’s time was not far
from the barbarous bear-baiting pit. Unable to recognize the bond between
literature and morality, eighteenth-century English readers revel in barbar-
ity. And as they take pleasure in “grotesque and monstrous figures,” they
become inclined toward these as the norm of enjoyment. “But,” Shaftes-
bury inquires, “is this Pleasure right?” (Shaftesbury 1, 175). Like manners,
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taste is learned. As one inclines to the familiar, so one is, willy-nilly, accul-
turated to the books that are around in one’s youth. In this way, corrupt
taste perpetuates itself, as the low material read when one is young becomes
the subject matter of mature research and reflection. With the passage of
time, then, the culture, reared in low enjoyments, is rendered unable to
appreciate great poetry.

In the twentieth century, T. S. Eliot would argue that, by reading widely,
the individual is able to offset the influence of strong, often malign influ-
ences. Shaftesbury argues that, since most literary influences are perni-
cious, one must resist the drift of culture from the moral bearing of great
writing toward “a Multiplicity of Reading™:

We care not how Gothick or Barbarous our Models are; what ill-de-
signed or monstrous Figures we view; or what false Proportions we
trace, or see describ’d in History, Romance, or Fiction. And thus our
Eye and Ear is lost. Our Relish or Taste must of necessity grow barba-
rous, whilst Barbarian Customs, Savage Manners, Indian Wars, and
Wonders of the Terra Incognita, employ our leisure Hours and are the
chief Materials to furnish out a Library. (Shaftesbury 1, 176-77)

Travel literature corrupts, and now the popular monster is the literary
descendant of medieval narratives of St. George and the dragon and the
like. Shakespeare’s popularity is another case in point:

This Humour our old Tragick Poet seems to have discover’d. He hit our
Taste in giving us a Moorish Hero, full fraight with Prodigy: a won-
drous Story-Teller! But for the attentive Part, the poet chose to give it
to Woman-kind. What passionate Reader of Travels, or Student in the
prodigious Sciences, can refuse to pity that fair Lady, who fell in love
with the miraculous Moor? (1, 178)

As Shaftesbury quotes from Othello’s speech to the Senate, the play exem-
plifies the perverse desire for exotic travel, adventure, and strange people—
deserts, cannibals, and tribes of humans without necks:

Seriously, ’twas a woeful Tale! Unfit, one wou’d think, to win a ten-
der Fair-one. It’s true, the Poet sufficiently condemns her Fancy; and
makes her (poor Lady!) pay dearly for it, in the end. But why, amongst
his Greek Names, he shou’d have chosen one which denoted the Lady
Superstitious, I can’t imagine: unless, as Poets are sometimes Prophets
too, he shou’d figurative, under this dark Type, have represented to us,
That about a hundred Years after his Time, the Fair sex of this Island
shou’d, by other monstrous Tales, be so seduc’d, as to turn their Favour
chiefly on the Persons of the Tale-Tellers; and change their natural In-
clination for fair, candid, and courteous Knights, into a Passion for a
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mysterious Race of black Enchanters: such as of old were said to creep
into Houses, and lead captive silly Women. (1, 179)

Shaftesbury is using the term “silly” here in its Renaissance sense of “inno-
cent” or “unsophisticated.” Desdemona is the precursor of a flighty gen-
eration of women, whose reading from their earliest days has been in lurid
tales, which impute a species of honor, even virtue, to wild and primitive
foreigners, especially if they are black: “A thousand Desdemona’s are then
ready to present themselves, and wou’d frankly resign Fathers, Relations,
Countrymen, and Country it-self, to follow the Fortunes of a Hero of the
black Tribe.”

Shaftesbury sees Desdemona as evidence of Shakespeare’s prescience
concerning the English reading audience, which had come to exhibit the
taste of “the silliest Woman, or merest Boy” (Shaftesbury 1, 179). The
problem, then, is systemic; even the foreign sources of these exotic tales,
which so enrapture British youth, have been corrupted. For uncorrupted by
“Commerce,” the primitive people whose experience gave rise to these tales
would exhibit their natural, benign characteristics. But civilization had
taught them “Treachery and Inhumanity” (1, 180). The true poet knows
and responds to the original, natural, human impulse, which is to know
and do the good:

“Tis the same case, where Life and Manners are concern’d. Virtue has
the same fixt Standard. The same Numbers, Harmony, and Proportion
will have place in Morals; and are discoverable in the Characters and
Affections of Mankind; in which are lay’d the just Foundations of an
Art and Science, superiour to every other of human Practice and Com-
prehension. (1, 181)

Only the false poet’s sophistry explains the rules of art and morality as
mere “Caprice or Will, Humour or Fashion.” Such views are a mock upon
nature. In fact, the rules of music, poetry, and architecture are not arbi-
trary: “For Harmony is Harmony by Nature, let Men judg ever so ridicu-
lously of Musick.” Indeed, it follows (in what will become a common theme
in eighteenth-century thought) that the true poet and artist “is in truth no
other than a Copyist after Nature” (1, 181).

For Shaftsbury, then, Shakespeare is the prime evidence that the English
“are not altogether so barbarous or Gothick as they pretend” (Shaftesbury
1, 144). To the contrary, he is the sign that English taste is improving, but
only in one area. In language, Shakespeare exhibits the typical genius of the
English, which is, at best, ambiguous in its taste:

Our old Dramatick Poet may witness for our good Ear and manly Rel-
ish. Notwithstanding his natural Rudeness, his unpolish’d Stile, his
antiquated Phrase and Wit, his want of Method and Coherence, and
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Deficiency in almost all the Graces and Ornaments of this kind of Writ-
ing; yet by the Justness of his Moral, the Aptness of many of his De-
scriptions, and the plain and natural Turn of several of his Characters,
he pleases his Audience, and often gains their Ear; without a single
Bribe from Luxury or Vice. (1, 144)

As this periodic sentence unfolds toward the “yet,” Shaftesbury brackets
Shakespeare’s faults, holding these merely technical deficiencies in sus-
pension, so that they may be balanced against the playwright’s concep-
tual achievement. First, and most important, his morality is in accord with
nature, as, often strikingly, are his characterizations. Shaftesbury is think-
ing now of Hamlet:

That piece of his which appears to have most affected English Hearts,
and has perhaps been oftenest acted of any which have come upon
our Stage, is almost one continu’d Moral: a Series of deep Reflections,
drawn from one Mouth, upon the Subject of one single Accident and
Calamity, naturally fitted to move Horrour and Compassion. (1, 144)

Here is evidence that the English audience matures. Hamlet, chiefly known
for its great soliloquies, is, as “one continu’d Moral,” an unlikely tragedy.
Shaftsbury emphasizes that the play presents “no blustring Heroism,” and
in fact avoids the usual machinery on which “the hinge of modern Trag-
edy” relies.
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It would be hard to overstate the importance of Hume in philosophical
discourse in the latter half of the eighteenth century. Tom L. Beauchamp
notes that “several hundred discussions of Hume’s writings were published
between the date of the Treatise (1739-40) and the end of the eighteenth
century” (EPM Ixiv). Among these were serious reflections by such think-
ers as Richard Price, Thomas Reid, and Adam Smith. Most of these many
commentaries, which put Hume on the defensive from early on in his
career, focused on his perceived skepticism and its supposedly pernicious
consequences. In A Letter from a Gentleman to his Friend in Edinburgh
(1745), Hume, stunned perhaps by the opposition of Francis Hutcheson to
his candidacy for the Chair of Moral Philosophy at Edinburgh University
no less than by clergyman William Wishart’s scurrilous pamphlet, aimed
at blighting his hopes for appointment,' answers six specific charges lodged
against the Treatise. The most important of these, and the one that stuck
for decades, was that of “Opinions leading to downright Atheism” (LGF
21-22). Although Hume responds first to the charge of philosophical skep-
ticism, his dismissive tone suggests that this is not the central issue. Nobody
takes the arguments of Pyrrho and Sextus Empiricus seriously: “As to the
Scepticism with which the Author is charged, I must observe, that the Doc-
trine of the Pyrrhonians or Scepticks have been regarded in all Ages as
Principles of mere Curiosity, or a Kind of Jeux d’ esprit, without any Influ-
ence on a Man’s steady Principles or Conduct in Life” (LGF 19). Hume
approaches the second charge—of atheism—with more caution: “To give
you a Notion of the Extravagance of this Charge, I must enter into a little
Detail” (22). In this connection, philosophers distinguish four kinds of evi-
dence: “intuitive, demonstrative, sensible, and moral.” One type does not
necessarily provide greater “assurance than another. For instance, “Moral
Certainty may reach as high a Degree of Assurance as Mathematical.”
“Certainty” does not always depend on evidence of the senses or the rules
of logic. Nor does this modest observation threaten the imminent downfall
of Christianity.

By the mid-forties, Hume’s burgeoning reputation as “David Hume the
Infidel”? rested on only three works, all published anonymously: the Treatise
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itself, an Abstract of a Treatise, published a year later, and Essays, Moral
and Political (1741-42). The point is that Hume’s rumored “atheism” was
of interest almost solely to people in Edinburgh involved in replacing Pro-
fessor John Pringle, who was retiring from the Chair of Moral Philosophy
at Edinburgh University. One of Hume’s grievances against his accusers
was the partiality of their interest, which left out of account the ambitious
aim of the Treatise. In fact, A Treatise Of Human Nature lays out a broad
range of scientific interests which, at the time of the Letter, Hume was
developing, not setting aside: “There is no question of importance, whose
decision is not compriz’d in the science of man; and there is none which can
be decided with any certainty, before we become acquainted with that sci-
ence” (THN xvi). Ralph Cohen points out that the subtitle of the Treatise
lays out the rhetorical thrust of the work toward “An Attempt to intro-
duce the experimental method of Reasoning into Moral Subjects.”® Hume
insisted that human passions were subject to the same inductive method as
the natural sciences, namely, “fact and observation.” For him, the basis of
“censure or approbation” was “a question of fact,” and therefore only “the
experimental method will yield success” in any venture to explain such
phenomena (EPM 6). And he was sure—or at least pretended to be—that
society was ready to recognize this truth: “Men are now cured of their pas-
sion for hypotheses and systems in natural philosophy, and will hearken to
no arguments but those which are derived from experience” (7).

In Edinburgh at that time, Hume’s “atheism” was only one aspect of
the perceived unbelief that made him unpopular, and, by some lights,
dangerous. The other aspect of his skepticism concerned Shakespeare.
Although Hume’s view of Shakespeare did not achieve the notoriety of
his remarks on cause and effect, it did touch a sensitive nerve of national
pride. Thus, to some of his contemporaries, Hume’s philosophical project
involved two related absurdities: his atheism and his unbelief in Shake-
speare’s genius. Although the official statement that kept Hume from
appointment at Edinburgh University focused on the former, public ridi-
cule of Hume’s beliefs linked his skeptical view of Shakespeare’s literary
standing with his religious unbelief. Twelve years after A Letter from a
Gentleman, Hume published Four Dissertations (1757), which included
a Dedication “To The Reverend Mr. Hume, Author of Douglas, a Trag-
edy.” By then, the controversy over Pringle’s post in Moral Philosophy
had subsided, but Hume, along with Lord Kames, had come under fire by
the Scottish Presbytery, and in 1756 faced excommunication by the Gen-
eral Assembly (Mossner 1954, 343-45). They were charged with being
“the Disgrace of [the] Age and Nation,” and with writing books “subver-
sive of All Religion Natural and Revealed,” and so for corrupting “life
and morals” (343). Before the matter could be settled, “the Reverend John
Home” became embroiled in a similar controversy, and, as Ernest Moss-
ner writes, “the affair of the two Humes consequently became in 1757 the
affair of the three Humes” (352).
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The problem was that Hume’s “namesake” and “quasi-cousin” (Moss-
ner 1954, 360), John Home, a Scottish clergyman, had written a play enti-
tled Douglas, which David Garrick had declined to produce in London.
Unlike the Church of England, officially, the Church of Scotland did not
hold with stage plays. For the Scottish clergy, it was unthinkable that one
of their own would attend, much less write, produce, and act in a play for
the public stage. The fact that Douglas was commercially successful only
compounded the offense. Maybe Home and his associates thought that,
because the play was on a Scottish theme, and produced in Edinburgh, love
of country might persuade the evangelical wing of the Church of Scotland
to set aside its opposition to the theatre.* In fact, it only changed the terms
of the Evangelicals’ anti-Hume campaign from excommunication to the
legal and moral proscriptions against stage plays. One consequence of this
shift in focus was to turn the public’s attention from Hume’s celebrated
infidelity to his heterodox opinion of Shakespeare. Thus, Hume’s role in
producing and publicizing his friend’s play took the brunt of public scorn.

We should remember that “Queen of the Bluestockings” Elizabeth
Montagu’s Essay on the Writings and Genius of Shakespeare popularized
opinions that were enshrined for a century and a half by dozens of liter-
ary critics, including Jonson, Dryden, Rowe, Pope, Warburton, Addison,
Malone, and Johnson. Montagu summarizes the consensus view of Eng-
land’s cognoscenti, who had not strayed far from Ben Jonson. In his elegy
“To the memory of my beloved, The Author, Mr. William Shakespeare:
And what he hath left us,” which was published in the 1623 Folio, Jonson
ranked Shakespeare, alone among English poets, as the equal of “Aschilus,
Euripides, and Sophocles™:

.. . alone, for the comparison

Of all that insolent Greece or haughty Rome

Sent forth, or since did from their ashes come.
Triiimph, my Britaine; thou hast one to showe,

To whom all Scenes of Europe homage owe.

He was not of an age, but for all time! (Jonson 8, 391)

From the outset of the history of Shakespeare criticism, “Intimations of
Immortality” were the norm. Soon Milton praised “sweetest Shakespeare,
fancy’s child,” as endowed by nature to “Warble his native Wood-notes
wild” (Milton 71). In his Essay, Of Dramatic Poesy, Dryden claims that
“Shakespeare was the man who of all modern, and perhaps ancient poets,
had the largest and most comprehensive soul. All the images of nature were
still present to him, and he drew them, not laboriously, but luckily,” that is,
without effort: “He was naturally learned” (Dryden 56). Among the earli-
est to envision a “Science of Criticism,” Lewis Theobald claimed that even
in Shakespeare’s lesser works, readers “encounter Strains that recognize
the divine Composer” (Theobald 1, xl, xxxiii-xxxiv). Addison wrote that
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“Shakespeare was indeed born with all the Seeds of Poetry . .. produced
by the spontaneous Hand of Nature without any Help from Art” (SCH 2,
280). In An Essay upon the Genius and Writings of Shakespeare (1712),
John Dennis declared that “Shakespeare was one of the greatest Geniuses
that the World e’er saw for the Tragick Stage” (SCH 2, 282). Not one to
mince words, George Stubbes offered the settled opinion that Shakespeare
was in fact “the (italics mine) greatest Tragick Writer that ever liv’d” (SCH
3, 40). And Pope affirmed that “ Shakespeare was . . . not so much an Imi-
tator as an Instrument of Nature; and ’tis not so just to say that he speaks
from her as that she speakes thro’ him” (SCH 2, 404).

Such remarks reflect the abiding British literary wisdom in Hume’s
time, which helps explain the enormous popularity of Elizabeth Montagu’s
Essay on the Writings and Genius of Shakespeare (1769).° Accordingly,
whether or not he was steeped in the ancients, Shakespeare was a “Prodigy
of Nature,” a “genius” who transcended the rules of art. In contrast, in
his theory of “genius,” Hume is closer to Vico and Shaftesbury than to
Montagu or Addison. Hume’s critical approach appealed to thinkers like
William Richardson precisely because it seemed to be “philosophical” or
“scientific” rather than belletristic. Accordingly, in “The Rise of the Arts
and Sciences,” Hume writes that “genius,” being “a happy Talent for the
liberal Arts and Sciences, is a kind of Prodigy among Men” (EMPL 549).
There are, of course, different kinds of genius, and they differ in value. The
highest genius, seen in such men as Galileo and Newton, is “philosophical.”
The second level of genius is manifest in poets: Homer, Virgil, Horace, and
Lucretius among the ancients, Milton, Pope, Corneille, Racine, Boileau,
and Voltaire among the moderns. Given the many essays and treatises of
the time on the genius and writings of Shakespeare, the absence of his name
among Hume’s pantheon of geniuses is as notable as the fact that Hume
thinks of Voltaire, not as a philosopher, but as one of the four French poets
ranked with the highest. In this company, only two English poets, Milton
and Pope, deserve mention.

It might be tempting to say that Hume’s omission of Shakespeare’s name
here should not be overstated; Chaucer, Sidney, Marlowe, Jonson, Spenser,
Donne, Webster, Marvell, and Dryden are missing, too. But in fact, going
hand in hand with his supposed atheism, Hume’s distaste for Shakespeare
was an occasion for public ridicule, the caricature of Hume in The Philoso-
pher’s Opera (1757) being perhaps the most telling case in point. John (Lord
Dreghorn) Maclaurin’s play is an obvious parody of Hume, who, as Mr.
Genius, courts the affections of Mrs. Sarah Presbyter, mother of “Jacky”
(John Home), whose new play, Douglas, has just opened in Edinburgh. In his
Preface to the play, Maclaurin makes clear that “two characters, and but two”
(John Home and David Hume) “are not imaginary” (Maclaurin iii). Because
the intellectual calumny directed at both men is quite direct and, at times,
even vulgar, Maclaurin is at pains to point out the poetic justice involved.
Readers “would do well to consider the scurrilous terms in which they have
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pointed out two men long since dead and gone. Remember the barbarism of
Shakespear, the licentiousness of Otway, and that the author of Douglas has
been preferred to both.” Ridicule is justified when it aims “to expose known
falsehood”—and here Maclaurin aims directly at David Hume. One of the
two men proclaims—as fatuously as Don Quixote declared his Dulcinea “the
most beautiful princess in the universe,” “that Douglas is a faultless play.”

The fact that “this tragedy was written by a Scotch clergyman” is, on its
face, an offense, because everyone knew that the clergy in Scotland were
steadfastly opposed to stage plays. So to have a clergyman publicly admit
to writing a play for the stage went beyond impertinence:

He can’t help numbering the tragedy of Douglas, and the circumstances
attending it, amongst the most remarkable occurrences that have ever
happened in this country. If Scotch clergymen may, with impunity, not
only write plays, but go to see them acted here, and absent themselves
for months together from their parishes, in order to solicit their rep-
resentation at London, the religion and manners of this country are
entirely changed. (Maclaurin iii)

This perceived impropriety explains why Mr. Genius pursues Mrs. Sarah
Presbyter, praising her wrinkles as evidence of her “philosophical sedate-
ness” (4), and declaring that men rightly seek old wood to burn, old wine
to drink, old books to read, “and old women to love and caress.” So maybe
Mr. Genius (Hume) courts orthodox believers in the person of Mrs. Sarah
Presbyter, but it is not her confidence (“These breasts” [putting his hand in
her bosom]”) that he admires. In fact, largely because of the Douglas con-
troversy, playwright John Home was, to the dismay of Voltaire and others
on the Continent, forced from the pulpit.®

Understandably, Maclaurin’s indignation is directed primarily at Home’s
flouting Church of Scotland strictures on the theatre. Dreghorn lambasts
the claim of the play’s merit, put forward as it was by the nation’s most
celebrated infidel. As Henry Mackenzie wryly observes: “in such a temper
of the public mind, it was not wonderful if the appearance of a tragedy,
written by a Presbyterian clergyman, should scandalize and provoke the
Church of Scotland” (Home 3, 42). Here, in an “Account of the Life of Mr
John Home,” he lays out how “the Presbytery published a solemn admoni-
tion on the subject,” pointing out its differences with the Church of Eng-
land on the matter of the theatre. But Maclaurin is offended, also, by the
violation by both Hume and Home of the norms of literary judgment:

As it was the first play [Home] ever had made public, one would have
expected, that he and his friend would have ushered it into the world,
either with a real or affected modesty: but, on the contrary, they de-
clared the play to be perfect, and the author to be endowed with a ge-
nius superior to that of Shakespear and Otway. (Maclaurin iii)
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The two Humes may have hoped to draw from the well of national pride.
Not only is Douglas based on a famous Scottish ballad, but its author and
his most vocal public supporter are Scots. Unfortunately, in the public
mind, that supporter was, first and foremost, the most notable Scottish
proponent of atheism. So, in the play, Mrs. Presbyter, “relict of Mr. John
Calvin,” is on her way to see her son’s play, Douglas. She is grateful to Mr.
Genius for placing the weight of his reputation behind the play. In fact,
Hume did talk the play up, and in fact sold tickets to its performance;
moreover, in his dedication of Four Dissertations (1757) to Home, entitled
“To the Reverend Mr. Hume, Author of Douglas, a Tragedy,” Hume did
register a high opinion of the work:

I own too, that I have the ambition to be the first who shall in public
express his admiration of your noble tragedy of Douglas; one of the
most interesting and pathetic pieces, that was ever exhibited on any
theatre. Should T give it the preference to the Merope of Massei, and
to that of Voltaire, which it resembles in its subject; should I affirm,
that it contained more fire and spirit than the former, more tenderness
and simplicity than the latter; I might be accused of partiality: And
how could I entirely acquit myself, after the professions of friendship,
which I have made you? But the unfeigned tears which flowed from ev-
ery eye, in the numerous representations which were made of it on this
theatre; the unparalleled command, which you appeared to have over
every affection of the human breast: These are incontestible proofs,
that you possess the true theatric genius of Shakespear and Otway,
refined from the unhappy barbarism of the one, and licentiousness of
the other. (FD iv—vi)
Here, Hume concedes the likelihood of “partiality” in his estimate of
Douglas. Be that as it may, his remarks tell us something about a subject
that was very much on his mind. At the time of this production, Hume
was working on his essay “Of Tragedy,” which was published seriatim
with “Of the Passions” in Four Dissertations (1757). Clearly, the quotation
above says as much about Hume’s thoughts on Shakespeare and Otway
as it does about those on the author of Douglas. The point is that Hume
praises Douglas for what it is not, as well as for what it is: “unparalleled”
in its “command” of “every affection of the human breast.” Then, in favor-
able contrast, he presents Shakespeare and Otway, who possess a singular
“theatric genius,” one, presumably, capable of entertaining. But at the same
time the two authors provide Home with examples of how not to write trag-
edy. This is so because the results of their “theatric genius” are “unhappy™;
in turn—and happily—the resourceful playwright, namely, John Home,
reads Shakespeare to learn how not to write barbaric plays. In the future,
playwrights will read Douglas to learn the method of refinement: how to
write tragedy unflawed by “barbarism.”



Hume’s Shakespeare 47

So Douglas is “noble” in that it is “most interesting and pathetic,” with-
out being “barbaric” or “licentious.” It is a “noble tragedy,” and, as Hume
argues in “Of Tragedy,” this particular dramatic form provides “an unac-
countable pleasure (FD 1835), in that plays of this kind depend entirely on
“uneasy passions.” When these passions end, so does the play. Only one
joyful moment can be tolerated, and this moment ordinarily coincides with
the conclusion. Paradoxically, the audience experiences pleasure “in pro-
portion as they are afflicted; and never are so happy as when they employ
tears, sobs, and cries to give vent to their sorrow, and relieve their heart,
swoln with the tenderest sympathy and compassion” (186). The dynamics
of “this singular phenomenon” has received attention from only a “few
critics, who have had some tincture of philosophy.” First Dubos claims
that humans prefer any passionate state of mind to none at all: “No matter,
what the passion is: Let it be disagreeable, afflicting, melancholy, disor-
dered; it is still better, than that insipid languor, which arises from perfect
tranquility and repose” (186). Obviously, tragedy portrays human suffering
in the extreme, with protagonists entering a state of repose only when they
die. It is unthinkable that tragedy would produce a “languid, listless state
of indolence” in its audience. But even though these extremities relieve us
from torpor, we cannot deny that they induce a state of unease; and, being
painful, they cannot alone give pleasure. So this account can be only “in
part satisfactory” (187), that is, “in part,” unsatisfactory.

Fontenelle attempts to fill in what is left out of this “theory” (FD 188).
For him, the pain that we feel in these events has a certain kinship with
pleasure. Pleasurable stimuli, when exaggerated, can become painful, and
movement in the opposite direction is also possible. Pleasure becomes pain,
and pain becomes pleasure, depending on the degree of stimulation. In this
way, events that we perceive in a theatre are attenuated by the surround-
ings, which tell us that the events, however vividly presented, are not real:

We weep for the misfortune of a hero, to whom we are attached: In
the same Instant we comfort ourselves, by reflecting, that it is noth-
ing but a fiction: And it is precisely, that mixture of sentiments, which
composes an agreeable sorrow, and tears that delight us. But as that
affliction which is caused by exterior and sensible objects, is stronger
than the consolation, which arises from an internal reflection, they are
the effects and symptoms of sorrow, which ought to prevail in the com-
position. (FD 189)

Again, the problem for Hume is that the account in question leaves too
much unexplained. Fontenelle’s analysis presupposes the transformation
of one passion into another, whereas, in Hume’s mind, “All the passions,
excited by eloquence, are agreeable in the highest degree” (190). Passions
need not become anything other than themselves. Rather, there is a hierar-
chical order of reactions answerable to the particularities of expression. The
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exemplar of this rhetorical truth is Cicero, the great orator and advocate.
His “epilogues™ are the very embodiments of “eloquence,” which renders
even the most horrible of atrocities agreeable, not because they turn what
is horrible into something tender and nice, but because they invest the nar-
ration of a past horror intensely present, instilling in the audience intense
resentment and indignation at the defendant, Gaius Verres. The audience is
“convinced of the reality of every circumstance.” How is it that this rendi-
tion, which “still retains all the features and outward symptoms of distress
and sorrow,” provides a phenomenon so easily recognized as pleasure?

Hume answers, contra Fontenelle, that it is not knowledge that this is
fiction, because it is not. Nor does Cicero in any way modulate the awful
circumstances of the suffering of the Sicilian victims. Rather, he brings the
event vividly present, in all of its gory details. The audience is convinced
of its truth: The audience knows the suffering of those Sicilian captains,
who had endured torture and death for crimes that they did not commit,
at the hands of a self-absorbed libertine and tyrant. Gaius Verres, scion of
a great family and Governor of Sicily, brutalized innocent men, and then
turned on their parents, extorting money from them for the privilege of
seeing their young sons decently interred instead of having their body parts
thrown to wild animals. Like eloquence, imitation—and “tragedy is an
imitation”—*“is always of itself agreeable.” Just as an eloquent account of
an atrocity pleases, so its dramatic equivalent—tragedy—gives pleasure,
by the “mechanism”—a rousing [of] the mind,” which is a “movement,” a
“transformation:

It is thus the fiction of tragedy softens the passion, by an infusion of a
new feeling, not merely by weakening or diminishing the sorrow. You
may by degrees weaken a real sorrow, till it totally disappears; yet in
none of its gradations will it ever give pleasure; except, perhaps, by ac-
cident, to a man sunk under lethargic indolence, whom it rouzes from
that languid state. (FD 192-93)

Here is Hume’s psychological thesis, which, like any hypothesis, requires
proof, namely, “instances, where the subordinate movement is converted
into the predominant, and gives force to it, tho’ of a different, and even
sometimes tho’ of a contrary nature” (193). For Hume, Shakespeare pro-
vides the relevant example, with that memorable sequence of scenes in Act 3
of Othello, in which the subordinate passion of impatience exacerbates the
protagonist’s “predominant” one: “every spectator is sensible that Othel-
lo’s jealousy acquires additional force from his preceding impatience, and
that the subordinate passion is here readily transformed into the predomi-
nant” (194). By itself, jealousy is powerful. But without it, the delights of
love would not exist. Parents are likely to favor the weakest child. Here, the
transformation of weak into powerful, compounded by the pleasure that
fiction and eloquence afford, explain the “regular mechanism” of tragedy.
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We must bear in mind, I think, that Hume is talking about a science of
mind. “Of the Passions,” printed just before “Of Tragedy” in Four Disser-
tations, ends with this reminder:

I pretend not here to have exhausted this subject. It is sufficient for my
purpose, if I have made it appear, that, in the production and conduct
of the passions, there is a certain regular mechanism, which is suscep-
tible of as accurate a disquisition, as the laws of motion, optics, hydro-
statics, or any part of natural philosophy. (FD 181)

So Hume does not set “Of the Passions” forward as the last word on this
behavioral science. But he does insist that “there is a certain regular mecha-
nism” that can be observed in the same way as the scientist observes “the
laws of motions . .. or any part of natural philosophy.” Science explains
the “regular mechanism” of things, the way the world works. And humans
respond, under the same stimuli, in the same way. It is important to recog-
nize this, as we turn to the following essay, “On Tragedy.” For, again, the
passions come into play:

Nothing is more capable of infusing any passion into the mind, than
eloquence, by which objects are represented in the strongest and most
lively colours. The bare opinion of another, especially when inforced
with passion, will cause an idea to have an influence upon us, tho’ that
idea might otherwise have been entirely neglected. (180)

Hume is saying that Cicero’s eloquence affected the jurists in accord with
the “regular mechanism” of such situations. Being human, they responded
with resentment and indignation, not because Cicero lied or told the
truth—not even because Verres was a bad man. Regardless of what idea
they had of the matter beforehand, Cicero’s eloquence “influenced” jurists
to respond in the “regular” way.

With respect to the role “Of the Passions” in establishing a “human
science,” Hume’s reference to Rochefoucauld suggests a stylistic aspect of
Hume’s rhetorical theory: “Rochefoucault has very well remarked, that
absence destroys weak passions, but increases strong; as the wind extin-
guishes a candle, but blows up a fire” (FD 178). Like Rochefoucauld’s Max-
ims, the prose of Hume’s essay on “the Passions” tends toward the pithy,
assertive sentence. Such and such is the case; and the corollary is also true.
Consider the proposition that Hume employs, “Maxim 276”: “Absence
diminishes small loves and increases great ones, as the wind blows out
the candle and blows up the bonfire” (Rochefoucauld 1957, 86).” P is the
case, or as Hume puts it, the “regular mechanism,” and the corollary (Pp)
is also true. Thus, it is true that a zephyr might not put out a candle, and it
would hardly perform the function of a bellows. But what Hume seems to
emulate, beyond the genteel cynicism of Rochefoucauld, is, especially, the
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succinct, pithy, axiomatic sentence typical of the Frenchman’s prose: Such
and such is the case, and therefore the following is also true. We think of
another writer whom Hume admired, Francis Bacon, whose Novum Orga-
num provides another example of the simple, axiomatic syntax, intended to
advance the inductive, scientific perspective.

Now, Maclaurin’s Mrs. Presbyter is hardly the person whom one would
likely find in salons frequented by Rochefoucauld or Hume; the latter would
soon be taken up by Parisian society. And yet, like them, she is somewhat
feckless of the reputation that one might associate with her surname. First,
she has all but forgotten her husband, Mr. Calvin, whose family name she
has cast aside. She admits that he was a good man, but for all that, something
of a prude. Second, she praises Mr. Genius for sponsoring her son’s play.
Indeed, she thanks the philosopher for his influence on her sons, exuding:

But since they got into your good company, they have put off the old
man entirely: they have acqwuired a jaunty air, a military swagger, and
a G—d d—nn-me; they swear, they drink, they wore so handsomely.
(Maclaurin 5)

The fictionalized Hume avers that he is undeserving of such praise, but
his modesty proves to be misplaced. Satan (Mr. Bevil), whom his follower,
Sulphureous, claims has been neglecting Scotland, claims that Scotland has
sunk so low that it no longer requires much of his attention. But he admits
that he would like to meet a certain Scottish philosopher, and perhaps a
few members of his “small Select Society” (9). He may be the “only one
author of note” the country has to offer: “Mr. Genius is his name. He is the
best writer against Christianity in Britain; Nay, he gives very broad hints
against the being of God” (12). When Satan claims to have read all of the
philosopher’s books “with great delight,” Mr. Genius replies:

Why, then, Sir, you are convinced, I suppose, that there is no God, no
devil, no future state;—that there is no connection betwixt cause and
effect—that suicide is a duty we owe to ourselves;—adultery a duty
we owe to our neighbour; that the tragedy of Douglas is the best play
ever was written; and that Shakespear and Otway were a couple of
dunces.—This, I think, is the sum and substance of my writings. (12)

The point here, then, is that Maclaurin thinks of Hume’s atheism as at one
with his errant opinion of Shakespeare. In tandem, these two species of
unbelief should persuade “impartial men of sense in both kingdoms” to
disavow the play and, presumably, the false doctrine and false literary val-
ues of both men. Although the analogy might not be as clear to Scots today
as then, Maclaurin sees Hume’s skepticism in religion and in literary judg-
ment as symptomatic of one and the same social malady: “If Shakespear
and Otway are to be cried down, and the author of Douglas set up in their
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stead, the taste of this country is at an end. Religion will (it is hoped) be
the care of those who are paid to support it.” No doubt Maclaurin’s central
concern is religious. Eventually, Home’s dalliance with the theatre led to his
dismissal from the clergy.® So Maclaurin’s scattergun fire aims at Hume, of
course, but also at the Select Society of the Scottish Enlightenment, whose
members arrogated to themselves the prerogative of controlling thought
and action in Scotland. Unfortunately, some of these men are learned, and
some even decent, so, rightly or wrongly, they have exercised undue influ-
ence on popular culture:

Hence it was that Douglas was acted here last winter thirteen times to
a numerous audience; but Othello (which had not been played here for
seven years) brought no house at all. This shews, that the run Douglas
had here, was owing to the influence of a party; or else, that the people
who generally compose the audience in our theatre, are no more judges
of the merit of a play, than the chairmen who carry them to see it. It is
certainly the duty of every man who regards the honour of his country,
to make a stand against that unhappy barbarism which the cabal T have
already mentioned is endeavouring to establish; and as certainly every
man who has felt exquisite pleasure in reading the works of Shakespear
and Otway, makes them but a very ungrateful return, if he tamely looks
on while they are hunted down by a set of men who owe their title of
geniuses to the courtesy of Scotland alone. (Maclaurin iv)

Of course, Maclaurin’s view of Hume is, to use his term, “partial,” but
this is not to say that he fabricated his Mr. Genius out of whole cloth.
Home had earned the reputation of the “Scottish Shakespeare” (Mossner
1943, 38), but then David Hume did not consider this a compliment. Before
he had read Douglas, Hume wrote that his “namesake” had written a play
which was “very likely to meet with success, and not to deserve it, for
the author tells me, he is a great admirer of Shakespeare, and never read
Racine” (LDH 1, 149-50). Clearly, his friend’s admiration of Shakespeare,
like his ignorance of the great French playwright, is evidence of his current
handicap as a writer. After reading the play, Hume wrote:

A young man called Hume, a clergyman of this country, discovers a
fine genius for that species of composition [tragedy]. Some years ago,
he wrote a tragedy called Agis, which some of the best judges . . . very
much approved of. I own, though I could perceive fine strokes in that
tragedy, I never could in general bring myself to like it: the author, T
thought, had corrupted his taste by the imitation of Shakespeare, whom
he ought only to have admired. But the same author has composed a
new tragedy . .. and here he appears a true disciple of Sophocles and
Racine. T hope in time he will vindicate the English stage from the re-
proach of barbarism. (LDH 1, 203-4)
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Similarly, in a letter to Home on Douglas, Hume wrote, “For God’s sake,
read Shakespeare, but get Racine and Sophocles by heart. It is reserved to
you, and you alone, to redeem our stage from the reproach of barbarism”
(Home 3, 100). The inference seems to be: Read Shakespeare, if you must,
but why must you? If a playwright reads Shakespeare, and then tries to
emulate him, he runs the risk of staging the Elizabethan Englishman’s “bar-
barism.” But if Home will take the Greek and French masters as his models,
he can “redeem” the fallen “stage from the reproach of barbarism.”

Returning to the The Philosopher’s Opera, in his prefatory remarks,
Maclaurin explicitly states that only two of the characters in the play are
“imaginary.” This duo is made up of the author of Douglas and the infi-
del whose “falsehoods” about religion and Shakespeare Maclaurin means
to expose through ridicule. That the two subjects should be linked with
respect to matters of faith is interesting, if not, indeed quaint. For Hume’s
strictures on “miracles” could be, even today, looked upon as anything but
not supportive of orthodox religious beliefs.

Although Maclaurin’s perception of David Hume’s heterodox opinion
of Shakespeare may not be far off the mark, it is, nonetheless, not precisely
on the mark either. For an understanding of Hume’s view of Shakespeare,
we must look beyond Maclaurin, beyond popular perception, and beyond
the Douglas episode. For Hume’s most extensive discussion of Shakespeare
appears in his History of England (1754-62), which was his most commer-
cially successful venture. It is here that we find Hume’s direct comparison
between the two great figures in British literary history, Shakespeare and
Milton. When Hume discusses the prolonged and brutal struggle between
Britons and Saxons during the period of the seven kingdoms, he thinks of
Milton’s “great learning and vigorous imagination” (HE 1, 122). As for
Shakespeare, in a passage recalling that even members of his own party did
not like Milton, Hume shifts the subject to rhyme (5, 529-30), comparing
Shakespeare unfavorably with Cowley and Waller.

Again, in an Appendix on the subject of liberty, Hume turns to Shake-
speare’s Richard II, arguing that liberty, as an ideal, was of recent vintage
in English political history. During the reign of Elizabeth, clergymen were
given the most horrendous punishment for what seemed to Englishmen
only a century later rather minor disagreements with the crown: “The
homilies published for the use of the clergy, and which they were enjoined
to read every Sunday in all the churches, inculcate every where a blind and
unlimited passive obedience to the prince, which on no account, and under
no pretence, is it ever lawful for subjects in the smallest article to depart
from or infringe” (HE 4, 357). Only after another generation had passed
from the scene, with Queen Elizabeth on the throne, did the idea of liberty
take root on British soil. Nowhere in Shakespeare’s saga of the Wars of the
Roses, Hume insists, do we find a single trace of this uniquely Enlighten-
ment ideal. This is so despite the view among historians that the cause of
liberty lies beneath most of the monumental events in British history:
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It is remarkable, that in all the historical plays of Shakespeare, where
the manners and characters, and even the transactions of the several
reigns, are so exactly copied, there is scarcely any mention of civil
liberty, which some pretended historians have imagined to be the
object of all the ancient quarrels, insurrections, and civil wars. In the
elaborate panegyric of England, contained in the tragedy of Richard
IT, and the detail of its advantages, not a word of its civil constitu-
tion, as anywise different from or superior to that of other European
kingdoms; an omission which cannot be supposed in any English
author that wrote since the restoration, at least since the revolution.
(HE 4, 358)

“The elaborate panegyric of England” is, presumably, Gaunt’s monologue
on the “blessed plot,” “the sceptred isle,” “this fortress built by Nature for
herself.” The “advantages” that Hume recalls are physical, not political.
England is the envy of the world because she is immune to attack by all but
Englishmen: “That England, that was wont to conquer others, / Hath made
a shameful conquest of itself” (2.1.65-66). Hume, then, remarks on what is
missing in Gaunt’s eulogy, and from Shakespeare’s history plays in general.
These plays simply do not touch on what an informed historian sees as the
shaping aim of social movements in Britain. Nor was Shakespeare alone in
this “omission.” Hume insists that, not until the Restoration, does evidence
appear of anything like the conviction that Britain’s “constitution” was not
only “different from,” but “superior to,” its continental counterparts. We
must infer, then, that, from Hume’s point of view, out of the nation’s cru-
cible of Civil War and the Interregnum emerged the uniquely British ideal
of political “liberty.”

For Hume, literary analysis provides a purchase for cultural investiga-
tion. In a similar addendum on the “Reign of James 1,” for instance, he
sees Shakespeare’s talent as well as his limitations as indications of a primi-
tive past. That fact is that the Jacobean court was more interested—and
more successful—in commerce than in “learning” (HE 4, 521), and this
fact bears upon a proper literary history of “the most eminent” authors of
the Stuart period, including Shakespeare:

” «

If Shakespeare be considered as a man, born in a rude age, and edu-
cated in the lowest manner, without any instruction either from the
world or from books, he may be regarded as a prodigy: if represented
as a poet, capable of furnishing a proper entertainment to a refined or
intelligent audience, we must abate much of this eulogy. In his composi-
tions, we regret that many irregularities, and even absurdities, should
so frequently disfigure the animated and passionate scenes intermixed
with them; and at the same time, we perhaps admire the more those

beauties, on account of their being surrounded with such deformities.
(HE 4, 523)



54  Shakespeare and Philosophy

Not only do we detect echoes of Voltaire here, but also of Shaftesbury.
Shakespeare is vulgar, but then, since he did not write for an “intelligent
audience,” it would be wrong to judge him too harshly. Refined writing
would have been lost on the rabble in the pit. This explains why, among the
grotesqueries in Shakespeare’s plays, strikingly good passages stand out.

Hume may remind us of Shaftesbury and Voltaire here, but his diction
resonates, too, with the likes of Montagu, Morgann, Addison, Richard-
son, and other literary critics of the time who focused on Shakespeare’s
characters. Like them, he thinks of Shakespeare’s portrayals as epiphanies
unmatched since Greek drama. Shakespeare “frequently hits as it were by
inspiration.” As for this unprecedented creative state of mind, unfortu-
nately, “he cannot for any time uphold” it.

Nervous and picturesque expressions, as well as descriptions, abound
in him; but it is in vain we look either for purity or simplicity of diction.
His total ignorance of all theatrical art and conduct, however material
a defect, yet, as it affects the spectator rather than the reader, we can
more easily excuse, than that want of taste which often prevails in his
productions, and which gives way only by intervals to the irradiations
of genius. (HE 4, 523)

Here, as we have seen, Hume reverts to the traditional vocabulary of lit-
erary criticism. With Edward Young, he affirms precisely what he else-
where denies, namely, Shakespeare’s achievement as a unique expression of
“mighty genius” (Young 81). In one instance, Shakespeare is an expression
of a particular time and place, exhibiting the particularities of a barbaric
audience. In another, his original genius shines forth. Accordingly, unlike
his journeyman contemporaries, “Shakespeare mingled no water with his
wine, lower’d his genius by no vapid imitation” (Young 78). His creations
were not tainted by imitation: “Shakespeare gave us a Shakespeare.” Had
Hume persevered in this established point of view, it seems unlikely that he
would have received public ridicule for holding Shakespeare beneath the
likes of John Home. Finally, Hume writes:

A great and fertile genius he certainly possessed, and one enriched
equally with a tragic and comic vein; but he ought to be cited as a
proof, how dangerous it is to rely on these advantages alone for at-
taining an excellence in the finer arts. And there may even remain a
suspicion, that we overrate, if possible, the greatness of his genius; in
the same manner as bodies often appear more gigantic, on account of
their being disproportioned and misshapen. (HE 4, 523)

I think we can say that Hume’s judgment is a measured one, one that nei-
ther contradicts the sociological assumptions that he registers elsewhere,
nor the ill-tempered resentment of Voltaire. Hume does suggest that the
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English overrate Shakespeare; but then he makes clear that Shakespeare is,
for better and worse, an English poet.

Whether or not Hume was an “infidel” seems to depend on one’s sen-
sibilities, and, perhaps, on how much Hume one has read. In any event, I
am willing to take Richard Popkin’s word for it that “in the mid-eighteenth
century, Hume was the only living skeptic” (Popkin 1980, 58). And it seems
to me that his skepticism applied to the norms of English taste as well as to
those of epistemology. With respect to Hume’s judgment of Shakespeare,
we must remember that he was not only a skeptic, but also a Scot.



4 “Philosophy” in Richardson’s
Philosophical Analysis of
Shakespeare

When William Richardson’s Philosophical Analysis and Illustration of
Some of Shakespeare’s Remarkable Characters first appeared in 1774, the
author had only recently taken his post as Professor of Humanity at the
University of Glasgow.! Described as “a man of some note in his day,”
Richardson specialized in Latin, but lectured also “on the principles of clas-
sical composition and on Roman antiquities” (Clarke 143). Over the next
forty years, he revised his work on Shakespeare, sometimes in apparent
response to books that had come out in the interim on Shakespeare. Rich-
ardson always had a mind to advance his “philosophical” project, which he
considered different from, and even in opposition to, the mainstream views
in literary criticism of the time. Indeed, for him, belletristic attitudes driv-
ing Shakespeare criticism of the period were at loggerheads with the aims
of “philosophical analysis,” which, Richardson believed, were meant to
match “advances in other branches of science” (1774, 13).?

At the time, Richardson probably had no idea that some forty years later
he would include two letters from Edmund Burke in an expanded edition
more than three times the length of the original Philosophical Analysis,
which appeared as the modest quarto publication. But at the outset, I want
to point out that Richardson was keen to align his work with renowned
Enlightenment figures, including (besides Edmund Burke) Adam Smith,
Thomas Reid, Lord Kames, Francis Hutcheson, Joseph Butler, and David
Hume. These are major thinkers in the history of ideas. By placing Philo-
sophical Analysis within an array of major, contemporary philosophers,
especially those associated with the Universities of Edinburgh, Glasgow,
and Aberdeen, Richardson implies that his treatise is part of the intellectual
advancement evident in contemporary philosophy and science. For just as
Richardson’s title is reminiscent of Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry Into the
Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757), so Burke’s essay
recalls Hume’s Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, which echoes
Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding, and so on back through
Hobbes, Descartes, and Bacon, to Aristotle and Plato. Although Richardson
revised his Shakespeare project over the decades, his “philosophical” pro-
gram continued to focus on what he regarded as an “original,” intellectually
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respectable effort to establish literary study as one among many “branches
of science.” To accomplish this end, he aimed from the start to distinguish
“philosophical analysis” from the established norms of literary criticism.
Although not a major figure in Shakespeare studies in his time, Richardson
did his best to set what he believed to be the shaky discipline of literary
analysis on the firmer foundation of the natural sciences.

It is no secret that, in the eighteenth century, Shakespeare was the major
topic of discussion among the most important figures on the literary scene.
Editions of his works flourished, notably those by Nicholas Rowe, Alexan-
der Pope, Lewis Theobald, Bishop William Warburton, Dr. Samuel John-
son, Hugh Blair, and Edmund Malone (Richardson took special note of
the latter), and Shakespeare commentary crammed the pages of numer-
ous books and periodicals. So saturated is the field of eighteenth-century
criticism with Shakespeare commentary that one might easily suppose
Richardson’s A Philosophical Analysis and Illustration of Shakespeare’s
Remarkable Characters to be one of dozens of mercifully forgotten literary
appreciations of Shakespeare’s inimitable poetic genius.?

Such an inference would be mistaken, at least from Richardson’s point
of view, for he characterizes his work as “philosophical analysis” with a
mind to differentiate his method from that of more traditional literary crit-
ics like Elizabeth Montagu, whose Essay on the Writings and Genius of
Shakespeare, although published only five years earlier, had, by the time
Richardson’s project first saw print, already gone through four editions,
and been translated into German. Civil on its surface, Richardson’s rejoin-
der to Montagu appears to give the popular author her due:

It is obvious that my design by no means coincides with that of the
ingenious author of the Essay on the Writings and Genius of Shake-
speare, whose success is in rescuing the fame of our poet from the at-
tacks of partial criticism, and in drawing the attention of the public to
various excellences in his works which might otherwise have escaped
the notice they deserve, gives her a just title to the reputation she has ac-
quired. My intention is to make poetry subservient to philosophy, and
to employ it in tracing the principles of human conduct. (1774, 42-43)

I quote at length from the 1774 edition* in order that the irony of Richard-
son’s declaration might better come through. Here, Richardson’s annoy-
ance rises to the surface. For what is “just” about a reputation based
on an argument for the existence of “excellence” that only a handful of
“partial” malcontents would challenge? So along with obligatory generos-
ity toward Montagu, Richardson registers indignation as well. He would
“by no means” be thought to undertake the supererogatory task of saving
Shakespeare from critical obloquy; the implication is that Montagu is wast-
ing time and energy (and all the while receiving critical adulation). With
respect to Montagu’s pointless venture, “success” implies mere dubious
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self-aggrandizement. Moreover, Richardson’s play on words (“genius,”
“ingenious”) suggests the repetitiousness, the triviality, the “partiality”
of her belletristic approach. Worlds apart from “philosophical analysis,”
Montagu’s Essay labors to elevate Shakespeare’s reputation, while Rich-
ardson’s Analysis seeks to advance the cause of philosophy. The Queen
of the “blue stockings” purports to have rescued Shakespeare from the
“partial” dislikes of Voltaire, regardless of whether his partiality was ever
a serious threat to Shakespeare’s reputation. For Richardson, the difference
in intellectual weight is hard to miss. In Shakespeare investigations, either
questions of “taste” or of “philosophy” must dominate or be “subservient
to” the other. And Richardson emphatically asserts that his “philosophi-
cal analysis of Shakespeare’s . .. characters” is, as Montagu’s “Essay” is
not, devoted to the supremacy of philosophy over literary appreciation. The
latter depends, as the former does not, on the imponderable of individual
preference.

Richardson includes this edgy reference to Montagu’s Essay in his
Introduction to the succeeding four editions of Philosophical Analysis.
Then in the fourth edition, published a decade after the first, he (some-
what oddly perhaps) appropriates the generic sense of the title of Mon-
tagu’s famous work in his Essays on Shakespeare’s Dramatic Characters.
But when, in 1797, Richardson adds seven essays, which appeared sepa-
rately in 1784, 1785, and 1789, to the contents of Philosophical Analysis,
he retains the original Introduction, while deleting all mention of Mon-
tagu or her Essay on the Writings and Genius of Shakespeare. In effect,
while eliminating reference to Montagu and her work, Richardson retains
the Introduction as a statement of his critical focus on “philosophical”
methodology rather than on Shakespeare’s “writings and genius.” It is not
just that Richardson imputes value to the designation of his “analysis”
as “philosophical,” but also that he has in mind a powerful conception
of philosophy, which, if extended to the study of literature, would make
that field of inquiry amenable to the same advancement of knowledge
enjoyed by “other branches of science.” For as he argues in the Introduc-
tion, the subject of one’s research is less important than the investigator’s
methodology:

Many find amusement in searching into the constitution of the material
world; and, with unwearied diligence, pursue the progress of nature in
the growth of a plant, or the formation of an insect. They spare neither
labour nor expense, to fill their cabinets with every curious production:
they travel from climate to climate: they submit with cheerfulness to fa-
tigue, and inclement seasons; and think their industry sufficiently com-
pensated, by the discovery of some unusual phenomenon. Not a pebble
that lies on the shore, not a leaf that waves in the forest, but attracts
their notice, and stimulates their inquiry. Events, or incidents, that the
vulgar regard with terror or indifference, afford them supreme delight:
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they rejoice at the return of a comet, and celebrate the blooming of an
aloe, more than the birth of an emperor. (1774, 10)

Anything but dismissive of scientific researchers’ unflagging energy, Rich-
ardson takes the scientists’ method, with its presumed manner of exposi-
tion, as his model. Although the subject of their inquiry may at times seem
trivial (“a pebble,” “a leaf”), the perseverance and methodology driving sci-
entific inquiry deserves admiration. With a flourish, Richardson catalogues
a range of possible objects of scientific investigation, great and small, from
the “pebble . .. on the shore” to “the return of a comet.” From his point
of view, scientific method is comprehensive; whatever the object of study
might be, science brooks no hindrance to the most exhaustive inquiry. And
what learned, reasonable mind would not admire the results?

Richardson knew that many readers would recall the recent—and per-
haps the single most important—advance in the social prestige of science
in history. Only a few years prior to publication of Philosophical Analysis,
the event that scientists had long predicted—some in the period would say
“prophesied”—occurred: the exact date in 1759 of the return of Halley’s
Comet.> As I suggested in Chapter 2, it would be hard to overstate the
impact of this event, not only on science, but on humanists like William
Richardson. Halley was off in his original calculations, estimating that the
Great Comet of 1682 would return at the end of 1758. Here we may need
to be reminded that, when he died in 1742, Halley’s fanciful notion of
predicting the date of the comet’s return was all but forgotten in England.®
But French mathematicians and astronomers, thanks especially to the inde-
fatigable mathematical calculations of Nicole-Reine Etable de la Briére
Lepaute, which took into account the effects of Jupiter and Saturn on the
trajectory of Halley’s Comet, calculated the exact date of the comet’s pari-
helion passage in mid-April of 1759, from precisely “the sector of the sky
that Halley had foretold” (Sagan 85). This breakthrough forever silenced
critics of Newton’s Principia (Tatgon 2, 438). Carl Sagan observes that
“many soon recognized what Halley and his French successors had accom-
plished. They had established a program, a goal, an ideal for the future of
all of science: ‘the regularity which astronomy shows us in the movements
of the comets,” Laplace concluded, ‘doubtless exists also in all phenomena’”
(Sagan 85). Hence, an emerging consensus affirming a mechanistic uni-
verse, governed by physical laws.

We should remember that it was largely owing to Halley that Newton
undertook writing the Principia in the first place (Tatgon 2, 283). Because
of a wager with another friend, Halley went to Newton with a problem:
What would the effect be on the orbit of a planet if that orbit decreased
by the square of the distance to the sun? Newton replied, without hesita-
tion, that the orbit would be an ellipse. Halley saw at once the value of the
inverse-square law.” Successful prediction of the return of Halley’s Comet,
compounded by the fascination of the public with the “transit of Venus”
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two years later, enhanced the sense that science was the key to the future of
the human race. It was not just that money and talent poured into improv-
ing the production of telescopes; that technological initiative continues to
this day. Still, many literary historians point to publication of Darwin’s Ori-
gin of Species in 1859, and more broadly to the late nineteenth century, as
the time when science triumphed over all opposition in the popular imagi-
nation. It would be more accurate to say, I think, that the unchallenged
triumph of science and technology took place a century earlier, in 1759,
with the return of Halley’s Comet. To humanists like Richardson, it was a
dagger in the heart of metaphysical speculation. In response, thinkers like
the “Professor of Humanity” at Glasgow, Richardson, were convinced that
the only pathway to advance their discipline was to emulate the scientist,
to practice the applied science of “philosophical analysis” of literature.® To
accomplish this end, the advocate of “philosophical analysis” must do more
than cast doubt on literary criticism as it was usually practiced. He must
articulate a theory of literature as “experiment.”

From the outset, then, Richardson thought of his Shakespeare project
in “experimental” terms that fit right in with contemporary advances in
science, where the focus was on cause and effect “systems.” As I have sug-
gested, by characterizing his “analysis” as “philosophical,” he distinguished
his purpose, method, and style from those of the literary cognoscenti who
held sway in Shakespeare criticism at the time, and so aligned himself with
major names of what we now call the Scottish Enlightenment. Here, Rich-
ardson thought, was the great tradition extending back to Socrates. “This
great teacher of virtue,” he wrote, “was so fully convinced of the advantages
resulting from the connection of poetry with philosophy, that he assisted
Euripides in composing his tragedies, and furnished him with many excel-
lent sentiments and observations” (1774, 7). We may recall that, as the
subtitle of her Essay indicated, Montagu wanted to exonerate Shakespeare
of Voltaire’s charge of vulgarity. This was for Richardson a supererogatory,
but by no means an ignoble, intention. Still, he looked to Socrates, who
collaborated with Euripides to undertake a greater task of determining the
facts of human nature. Unlike Montagu and her kind, Richardson would
elucidate “the principles [italics mine| of human conduct,” and in this way
join Newton, Halley, and the growing ranks of scientists, by establishing
the mechanism—the origins, the cause and effect “system”—“of human
conduct.”

Accordingly, adjusting the well-known Horatian formula to his own
purpose, Richardson proposes that amusement is but one aim, and by no
means the only aim, of poetry. Advancement of human happiness is the
other, which explains why philosophers have always recognized a connec-
tion between philosophy and poetry. As Cicero observed, the injunction to
“Know thyself” was “so highly esteemed” that the “sages of antiquity . . .
ascribed it to the Delphian oracle” (1774, 7).” This is not to say that such
knowledge comes easily. Because individuals differ, self-reflection fails the
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observer when it is needed most, namely, when great passion is involved. It
is not surprising that “natural philosophers possess great advantages over
moralists and metaphysicians, in so far as the subjects of their inquiries
belong to the senses, are external, material, and often permanent” (1774,
18). In the natural sciences, the subject remains still, so investigators can
concentrate on it when “they feel their minds vigorous, and disposed to
philosophize” (19). On the other hand, “the abstracted philosopher” is not
inclined to powerful emotion, and even if he were, he must perforce rely
on vacillating recollection, for “in order to succeed in his researches, he
must recall the idea of feelings perceived at some former period; or he must
seize their impression, and mark their operations at the very moment they
are accidentally excited” (20). Since passion and reflection are incompat-
ible, self-knowledge based on recollection will always be “limited,” and the
“theory” derived from it “partial” (21).

Moreover, the fact that passions are compound rather than simple
requires that observation take account of often subtle shadings and grada-
tions. In this connection, Richardson thinks of Thomas Reid’s An Inquiry
into the Human Mind (1764), which had been published a decade earlier.
Here, Reid provided a philosophical “analysis of the human faculties” (Reid
15), arguing that the anatomy of the mind is more difficult to describe than
that of the body. Even genius will not help; in fact it may hinder philosophi-
cal investigation. This is Richardson’s most telling point, and it provides
his reason for invoking the prestige of Reid’s reputation. It is important
to Richardson that introspection cannot lead to self-knowledge, for when
it comes to judgment, there are as many variations as there are feelings,
and feelings sway perceptions. In order to circumvent the partiality of self-
reflection, it seems reasonable to observe the actions of others in society,
and to consider inferences derived from such observations justified, because
they seem to be unbiased. But this is a mistake, too. For not only do we
encounter “the same difficulties” of memory that sully introspection, but,
to make matters worse, we find that both we and our subject are concerned
about our mutual reactions. Philosophical analysis requires objectivity, but
humans are swayed by “affections,” which inevitably mar the clarity of
observation.

So in order “to extend the limits of human understanding,” Richard-
son argues, we must look beyond the immediate and variable in human
interaction, applying philosophical theory to particular cases (1774, 14).
Hence, the value of “philosophical analysis and illustration of Shake-
speare’s characters.” For it is a non sequitur to say that, because inquiry
into human nature is difficult, therefore it “can never be the object of pre-
cise inquiry” (1774, 13). Such skepticism must not go unchallenged, for it
implies that God abandoned “this wonderful machine” of the human mind
“to be actuated by random impulses, misshapen, and imperfect” (17). Why
should there be laws of winds, governance of raging tempests, but none for
the most splendid of God’s creations? It would be better to concede that



62 Shakespeare and Philosophy

“perfect knowledge of the nature and faculties of the mind” is probably not
attainable at the present time. But—and Richardson insists on this proposi-
tion—"neither can the contrary be affirmed of any subject of philosophical
inquiry” (14). On the contrary, he states with Newtonian confidence, the
fact is that “harmony and design pervade the universe” (16).

For Richardson, it is important to recognize that progress can be made,
similar to “advances in other branches of science” (1774, 13), in the study
of the human mind. One need only consider the hindrances to knowledge
of the subject, and find means to get around them. For instance, in order to
explain the mechanism here, one must expose “the nature of the ruling pas-
sion” involved (36). Macbeth provides just such a serviceable “instance.”
Until provoked, Macbeth’s mind is in a “natural and unperturbed state,”
or so it seems, from a public point of view. He is “Brave Macbeth,” whose
loyalty none would question. But Lady Macbeth knows something about
him that complicates this characterization; he is kind, gentle, mild, but
ambitious, albeit “ambitious without guilt” (36). Richardson explains
the relevant aspect of human nature: “All men ... possess the seeds of
violent passion” (1812, 38). Since humans are naturally inclined to “the
desires of the heart” (39), they seek to satisfy their desires in ways condu-
cive to happiness. The avaricious indulge in “reveries of ideal opulence”
(39); the ambitious think of themselves feted in magnificence; the author
who desires fame imagines himself crowned with laurel; the warrior envi-
sions conquests in battle, and so on. If one would know oneself, one must
be aware of what particular passion poses the greatest threat in the indi-
vidual’s case. Following Francis Hutcheson, Richardson lays out a theory
of the mind, “regulated by moral considerations” (40). When perturbed
by violent passion, the mind generates resistance in the form of thoughts,
compounded by a mixture of countervailing native instinct and social pres-
sure. One wants to get on in the world, and experience suggests that to do
so one must trim one’s aims of self-aggrandizement to fit the expectations
of parents, teachers, and religious leaders. In effect, humans internalize the
Sensus communis.

With Hutcheson, Richardson believes in what today we call “psychol-
ogy,” which was at the time a newfangled “way of philosophising concern-
ing the soul” (OED). Parasitic on the ancient term psychomachia, which
dates from the fifth-century poem of that name by Prudentius, “psychol-
ogy” was not yet in common use. And yet believing as he does in this
new science of human faculties, Richardson wants to say something true—
“precise,” “scientific’—not only about Shakespeare’s knowledge of the
human mind, but a fortieri about “mind” in general. Thus, Richardson sees
Macbeth as an example—the experimental evidence—of how the imagina-
tion works. To some extent, the principle that governs the imagination is
“the probability of success” (1774, 52); but that practical concern is “also
regulated by moral considerations.” Richardson thinks of Macbeth—the
character, not the play—as evidence supporting, in addition to the work
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of Francis Hutcheson, that of Joseph Butler, one of whose hypotheses, laid
out in The Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed (1736), Richardson
repeats: “The horror and aversion excited by enormous wickedness, unless
we act in conformity to them, ‘are mere passive impressions, which, by
being repeated, grow weaker’” (1774, 62-63).

Richardson may have relied on his memory in misquoting Butler, but
he does get the theory right. Butler insists that habits of the mind are like
those of the body; in both external and internal operations, “practical prin-
ciples” apply. Thus, the virtues of truthfulness and charity are not thrust
upon one’s character, any more than are the vices of arrogance and cruelty.
So thinking virtuous thoughts, and wishing others to do the same, “con-
tribute towards forming good habits,” which, in action, are what we mean
by virtue. There is a theory here that applies to Richardson’s modification
of Cicero’s nosce teipsum motif. One cannot simply decide to “know one-
self,” at least not in the philosophical sense that Joseph Butler and Rich-
ardson think imperative. One must recognize the mechanism of the process
involved, which requires distance, precisely what is lacking when one is in
a state of mental agitation. One must learn the principle:

But going over the theory of virtue in one’s thoughts, talking well, and
drawing fine pictures, of it; this is so far from necessarily or certainly
conducing to form an habit of it, in him who thus employs himself, that
it may harden the mind in a contrary course, and render it gradually
more insensible, i.e. form an habit of insensibility, to all moral con-
siderations. For, from our very faculty of habits, passive impressions,
by being repeated, grow weaker. Thoughts, by often passing through
the mind, are felt less sensibly: being accustomed to danger, begets in-
trepidity, i.e. lessens fear: to distress, lessens of passion of pity; to in-
stances of others’ mortality, lessens the sensible apprehension of our
own. (Butler 92)

Here is the basic principle, or theory. And Richardson, patient observer of
these changes in Macbeth’s attitude and behavior, provides the evidence to
support this theory of mental faculties. Accordingly, the protagonist’s first
treasonous thoughts on “The Prince of Cumberland” subside peacefully.
Butler theorizes what the evidence “proves,” namely, that inaction renders
the thought passive, as if the individual were merely a witness, rather than
a participant, in the imagined transgression.

Given the power of the concept of analogy at work in Butler’s treatise,
evidence in Shakespeare’s play says something “true” about human nature.
In just the same way, the argument of Hutcheson’s On the Original of
Our Ideas of Beauty and Harmony, which Richardson echoes, is ame-
nable to literary “research.” For since “Minds [are] differently fashioned”
(1774, 53), they are driven by individual motives, regulated by both “the
probability of success and “moral considerations” (52). Richardson revises
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his remarks on Hamlet to demonstrate precisely this point, asserted previ-
ously by Adam Smith. At issue is Hamlet’s brooding over the swiftness of
his mother’s resort “to incestuous sheets.” Notice what Richardson deletes
from his earlier remarks (in square brackets), but especially what he adds to
his original observations (in bold face):

Hamlet, in his retirement, expresses his agony without reserve, andby
giving it utterance he receives relief. In public he restrains it, and wel-
comes his friends with that ease and affability which are the result
of polished manners, good sense, and humanity. [His conversation,
though familiar, is graceful:] Influenced by an exquisite sense of pro-
priety, he would do nothing unbecoming*: he therefore suppresses ev-
ery emotion which others cannot easily enter into: he strives, as much
as possible to bring the tone of his own mind into unison with theirs;
he not only conceals his internal affliction, but would appear uncon-
cerned: he would seem sprightly, or at least cheerful: he even jests with
his friends; and would have his conversation, though graceful, appear
easy and familiar. Yet in his demeanour we discover a certain air of
pensiveness and solemnity, arising naturall from his [internal trouble]
inward uneasiness. (1812, 85-86)

With an asterisk and a footnote, Richardson refers to Smith’s Theory of
Moral Sentiments (1759). In effect, declaring the philosophical context
of his additions to the paragraph, he emphasizes the genesis rather than
the quality of behavior. Dropping a sentence which characterizes Ham-
let’s manner of speech (“familiar,” “graceful”), he turns to internal motive.
Hamlet’s “sense of propriety” influences him to behave in a way attractive
to others. This motive drives Hamlet to suppress “every emotion” that oth-
ers “cannot easily enter into.” Hamlet “strives” to hide anything, including
his inner torment, that would separate him from others. Thus, he appears
“easy and familiar” in manner, when in fact he is not so. Long before the
players enter the action, and we learn how deeply conversant with dramatic
literature Hamlet is, he has already, Richardson’s revisions imply, revealed
himself as a playwright and an actor, using skills of imagination and dis-
sembling to appear as if he were as much like those around him as possible.
Richardson may be thinking of Adam Smith’s discussion of the amiable
virtues in “Of the Sense of Propriety,” in which he argues that, because an
underlying sympathy binds men together, they are inclined, especially if
informed by proper sensibility, to adjust their affections to fit the company
and circumstance of the moment:

What noble propriety and grace do we feel in the conduct of those who,
in their own case, exert that recollection and self command which con-
stitute the dignity of every passion, and which bring it down to what
others can enter into! (Smith 24)"
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In two ways, the revisions that Richardson makes through the years
exhibit preoccupation with “principle,” or “theory.” We have just seen how
he expands his remarks on Hamlet to emphasize his theoretical alignment
with Hutcheson and Smith. Here and elsewhere, Richardson sharpens his
focus on internal operations of the mind. He imposes these changes on
discussions of the characters treated in Philosophical Analysis, and the rea-
soning behind these adjustments informs the compositions added to suc-
ceeding volumes. But Richardson’s revisions also concern the more general
problem of assuring a proper understanding of his theory and its applica-
tion. To this challenge, Richardson addresses his most strenuous efforts.

For example, in the first major addition to his Shakespeare project, in
1784, Richardson introduces Essays on Richard III, Lear, Timon, “The
Faults of Shakespeare,” and “Additional Observations on Hamlet,” with a
new Preface, the most interesting aspect of which is that most of it is writ-
ten, not by him, but—so Richardson claims—by an anonymous reviewer
of the work. This critic introduces an important subject to the project in
a paraphrase of Richardson’s views on the difficulty of setting up “experi-
ments” with the human mind. The problem for a science of human affec-
tions is that, while physical objects stay put, human actions, motives, and
passions do not. Experience teaches that individual situations shift, and
emotions vary with them, and so on. For this reason, it is not only conve-
nient, but scientifically important, that drama provides the opportunity of
“experiment” by combining evidence of passion with stability of example:

The preliminary reflections shew the importance of experiment, in the
philosophy of mind as of body; but they discover at the same time,
how much more arduous and difficult it must prove, to pursue a course
of mental, than of corporeal experiments. The qualities of bodies are
fixed; the laws by which they operate, determined: so that in physical
experiments, if the process be right, the result must be uniform. The
operations of mind, however, are more complex; its motions are pro-
gressive its transitions abrupt and instantaneous; its attitudes uncertain
and momentary. The passions pursue their course with celerity; their
direction may be changed, or their impetuosity modified by a number
of causes, which are far from being obvious and which frequently es-
cape observation. (E, 1784, ii—iii)"

These observations follow the line of thought of the Introduction to Philo-
sophical Analysis. The reviewer recognizes the place in philosophy of the
proper sort of literary analysis:

It would, therefore, be of great importance to philosophical scrutiny,
if the position of the mind, and in any given circumstances, could be
fixed till it was deliberately surveyed; if the causes, which alter its
feelings and operations, could be accurately shewn, and their effects
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ascertained with precision. To accomplish these ends, according to our
author, dramatic poetry may be of the greatest use. (iii-iv)

Now the critic comes to the crux of Richardson’s “experimental” theory of
the “philosophical analysis of Shakespeare’s dramatic characters.” Shake-
speare meets the demands of “accuracy,” of “precision.” After all, science
cannot proceed by guesswork or approximation. Proper analysis requires
fixity of circumstances, followed by precise observation. Shakespeare pro-
vides the philosopher with just such an opportunity to observe a wide
variety of characters, faithfully represented. For Richardson, by doing so,
he achieves the literary equivalent of philosophical—that is, of scientific—
“discovery™:

Among dramatic writers, none has more happily and successfully de-
lineated the human character, in all its indefinite varieties, than Shake-
speare. Our observer, therefore, proceeds to contemplate this faithful
mirror, and to discover the various influences of external causes upon
the images which it reflects. This gives him at once, an opportunity of
shewing how true to nature the poet is in his conception; and of de-
ducing such reflections from his discoveries, as may both enlighten the
theory, and facilitate the practice of virtue. (iv—v)

Is it any wonder that Richardson included these remarks in the Preface
his new Essays on Shakespeare’s dramatic characters? Here, all at once,
Richardson has the opportunity to authorize the proper understanding of
Philosophical Analysis, right along with the approval of the anonymous
critic’s praise of his work.

Four years later, when Richardson brings out new essays on Falstaff
and “On Shakespeare’s Imitation of Female Characters,” he drops this
Preface. But—and this revision remains through all succeeding editions—
he incorporates the critic’s remarks on Philosophical Investigations in a
“Conclusion: Containing Observations on the Chief Objects of Criticism
in the Works of Shakespeare.” This heady title indicates that the reviewer’s
understanding of Philosophical Analysis has now been canonized as part
of the author’s Shakespeare project. It is, in fact, the closing entry of the
1797, first composite edition, of Richardson’s work. Moreover, this gener-
ous characterization goes hand in hand with the notable addition in the
1789 volume of the Dramatic Character of Sir John Falstaff.

This title of the latter essay is probably aimed at Montagu’s fellow dabbler
in undisciplined impressions, Maurice Morgann, who, in 1777, allowed his
ambling, undisciplined Essay on the Dramatic Character of Jobhn Falstaff
into print, accompanied with an apology for the occasion of its composition
and lightness of tone. Admitting that the Essay could be justly faulted for
its “levity” (Morgann A4), Morgann argues that literary argument should
be “subservient to Critical amusement” (A2). In what looks like an explicit



“Philosophy” in Richardson’s Philosophical Analysis of Shakespeare 67

rejoinder, in the 1784 Essays, we read that the author “would render . . .
poetry subservient to a higher end than mere amusement” (viii), a view con-
sistent with Richardson’s earlier statement in Philosophical Analysis that
his “intention is to make poetry subservient to philosophy.” From Rich-
ardson’s point of view, in lamentable contrast, Morgann argues that, not
only should “levity” be forgiven, but it just might be that the subject itself
renders a frivolous tone appropriate. Given Morgann’s disclaimer of any
serious intention (the essay took its rise from a friendly disagreement con-
cerning Sir John’s conduct as a soldier), it is not surprising that Morgann
undermines all criticism by insisting that, although too long, his essay was
put forward in such a lighthearted spirit that only the one charge of excess
levity made any sense. I doubt that Richardson was much amused by such
Morgannesque indulgences as this: “Poesy is magic, not nature; an effect
from causes hidden or unknown” (71). To make matters worse, Morgann
insists that he means “magic . . . in its strict and proper sense” (71n). No
remark would be more likely to stir Richardson to a rejoinder. For Richard-
son, such a remark would appear antiphilosophical, and as such, lacking in
intellectual rigor. Given such dilettantish views, is it any wonder that the
whole of literary studies was in such bad odor? So it is not surprising that
Richardson responds, first, by stating that he will write, not with the gen-
tleman’s expansive drollery, but “with as much brevity as possible.” This
claim might easily remind readers of Morgann’s admitted windiness, and
those interested in rhetoric might recall that, in An Essay Towards a Real
Chararacter and a Philosophical Language (1668), John Wilkins insisted
that “brevity” was a defining feature of “Universal Philosophy” (Vickers
1987, 184); “Equivocals” are a source of ambiguity, and, at their worst,
“Canting forms of speech” (186). Rightly, philosophy contrives language
in such a way as to describe the nature of things” (190), thus overcoming
“the Curse of Babel” (185) by “reduction,” that is, by shedding excess,
or “ornament” (186). In a similar frame of mind, declaring brevity as his
means, Richardson affirms that he will “then by a particular analysis of the
character endeavour to establish [his] theory” (240), that is, his methodol-
ogy, his science.

In 1784, Richardson expanded his Shakespeare project, reshuffling some
of the entries previously published, and adding new material. He continued
this process until 1812, when he added a new essay on Fluellen, plus an
“Appendix,” comprised of two commendatory letters from Edmund Burke,
to the composite collection of 1797. These revisions, the last he would
make, do more than expand the volume. In the comprehensive edition of
1812, “The Chief Object of Criticism,” which had long served as a con-
cluding, forceful restatement of the principles laid out from the start in the
Introduction, no longer concludes the volume. Instead, that pride of place is
occupied by two letters from his eminent colleague, Edmund Burke. Begun
as a Preface indicating how an intelligent reader should understand his
Philosophical Analysis, “The Chief Object of Criticism” concludes the final



68  Shakespeare and Philosophy

version of the project, only to make way for letters from one of Scotland’s,
then, most famous minds. These letters make very clear, now, what readers
should think of these essays.

By 1797, Richardson had identified Burke as the author of a remark
published in “The Object of Criticism” (that quotation appeared without
attribution in 1789). In the comprehensive edition of 1812, Richardson also
added an essay entitled “Shakespeare’s Imitation of Characteristical, and
Particularly of National Manners, Illustrated in the Character of Fluellen.”
Arguing that literary criticism, by ignoring the “great number of diversi-
ties, apparent in human nature . .. occasioned by differences of external
circumstance and situation” (1812, 366), more “than any other science,”
has worked “to retard the progress of critical knowledge” (364-65). Rich-
ardson undertakes his ethnographic study to correct this situation. Men,
he insists, differ in manners and customs according to their geographic and
historical placement (371). And, as Shakespeare’s representation “from the
Welchified English of Captain Fluellen” illustrates, they differ also in their
“language and dialect” (379).

In his Introduction to Philosophical Analysis, and with each addition to
his Shakespeare project up to and including the essay on Fluellen,'? Rich-
ardson amplifies his “intention to make poetry subservient to philosophy.”
Nowadays, literary critics tend to shy away from the “T” word. Even critics
whose work is informed by the language of anthropology and psychology
may draw the line short of “truth claims.” And yet, by appropriating the
diction of anthropologists and psychologists, they, like Richardson, would
borrow prestige, and even “validity,” from disciplines imagined to enjoy
those virtues lacking in literary studies. Richardson wrote in an age in
which, largely because of the success, as we have already seen, of such exact
predictions as the date of the return of Halley’s Comet, science enjoyed a
greatly enhanced reputation. Insofar as the analogy between fictive and
actual characters held (and by “analogy,” Richardson and his colleagues
were thinking of a mathematical notion, like “ratio” [A is to B as B is to
C]), the “philosophical analysis” of literary characters could be “scientific,”
that is “objective,” which is to say “true.”

We need not burden such locutions with a significance that would require
us to remove them from our critical vocabulary. There is a sense that fic-
tive characters—Macbeth, Hamlet, Lear—are “real,” in the sense that
they are invariably nof interchangeable with (respectively) Banquo, Osric,
or Lear’s Fool. T want to say that “true” might be just the word that we are
looking for to describe, say, a characterization or performance of Hamlet
or Lear. Perhaps the philosopher is making a helpful statement when he
states that literature conveys only the “truth” of consistency: “In a world
in which all princes are dignified it is impossible for Hamlet to act like a
clown; and if the Hamlet on the stage does behave like a clown he only
irritates us by his failure to live in the world of our assumption” (Cohen
1961, 20). In this context, “Figurative Truth” involves “appreciation [of]
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the intellectual or scientific function of metaphor” (95). This statement
does not deny that, for many, the notion of “normative science” is an
oxymoron, and would dispatch practitioners of such so-called science to
the realm of art. But for others, logician Morris Cohen, for instance, “all
science is, in a sense, an intellectual art—the art of building of a system
of consistent judgments” (111). Consistency, regularity—these standards,
and the fidelity to the real world that they require, have their uses in sci-
ence, fiction, and everyday life:

The map will never be a complete picture . . ., but it can be perfectly
true on the scale indicated. Fictions, like maps and charts, are useful
precisely because they do not copy the whole, but only significant rela-
tions. (112)

It is “true”—probably correct—to say that belief in the coherence of
individuals—Iliving or dead, fictive or real—is not universally held. Many
literary critics think the concept of the unified self a “myth,” which is to say
that assertions of coherent “selfhood” are “false,” because, as products of
the imagination, all myths are so. It may be true that all myths are false, but
it is possible that some—for instance, the myth that all myths are false—
may be true. The point is that we do not escape questions of deciding such
matters with standards for including and excluding statements from the
canon of “reasonable assurance” and the like. It seems to me that an asser-
tion of falsity here makes no sense if one of “true” is, with respect to the
invoked criteria, not possible. Even if the sentiment today is overwhelming
in one direction rather than the other, the serious question of validity—of
“truth”—remains. Richardson imagined literary analysis as rigorous, and
purpose-driven—the opposite of “play.” He considered the Montagus and
Morganns of his time bellestristic idlers, trivial effetes at “play,” doing no
useful intellectual work. We need not call our colleagues names to appreci-
ate Richardson’s wish to upgrade literary studies to respectable intellectual
status. Even today, some literary critics sound like anthropologists or soci-
ologists, as if the prestige of these related disciplines could be imported,
along with appropriation of their “scientific” vocabulary, to the field of
literary criticism.

Richardson longed for his literary work to be recognized as worthwhile.
He lived at a time when what was intellectually respected depended on
the evidence and reasoning behind the particular “theory,” on how closely
an argument adhered to the norms of scientific inquiry. Hence, for Rich-
ardson, it was a waste of time to argue for or against Voltaire’s claim of
Shakespeare’s vulgarity. But to use Shakespeare’s characters as test cases—
experiments—in human passion enabled investigators to advance their
knowledge of the human mind. Insofar as he succeeded in making literary
“analysis” “philosophical,” Richardson argued that he had made it also
purposive, useful. Which, for him, was to say “scientific.”
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In 1755, a printer, one Johann Friederich Petersen, went broke. Although at
the time it hardly seemed like a world-shaking event, as a result of Petersen’s
financial problem, Immanuel Kant’s General Natural History and Theory
of the Heavens, which would have been his first published book, was still-
born at the press (NHTH 1). Nobody knows what the history of philoso-
phy would look like today had this volume gone forward as planned. Kant
(1724-1804), thirty-one at the time, had just finished his doctorate, and
was ready to undertake his life’s work, which would be spent with his first
love, natural science “treated according to Newton’s Principles.” A year
earlier, Kant had already stated his theory on the effect of the tides on the
rotation of the Earth in a journal (xi). So, five years before the return of
Halley’s Comet (the momentous impact of which has been discussed in
the two previous chapters), Kant had already turned his attention to deep
space, comets, and the origins of the solar system. It seems clear that he
retained this interest, for he included a section from this early work in “The
Only Possible Argument in support of a demonstration of the existence of
God” (1763). In General Natural History and Theory of the Heavens, Kant
presents his thesis in accordance with the “laws of mechanics” according
to “Newton and his followers” (TP 179). At the time, probably hoping for
an invitation to the Berlin Academy of Science, Kant penned a florid dedi-
cation to Frederick the Great, King of Prussia. But Kant’s entry into that
august society was not to be, and it was not until a decade or so later that
the General Natural History and Theory of the Heavens would actually
issue from the press (NHTH ix), by which time Kant had become a famous
philosopher.

In his “Preface” to General Natural History and Theory of the Heav-
ens, Kant concedes that some of his readers might find the work antago-
nistic to religion. Here, we should remember that Kant was trained for
the clergy. Not surprisingly, he also points out that, more likely than not,
these individuals would be uncomfortable with any discussion whatsoever
of the origins of the solar system that did not presuppose the “immediate
hand of the Supreme Being” (NHTH 5). To people who perceived their
faith under attack, Kant’s theory of continuous creation would appear to
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be an “apology for atheism.” Nor were their anxieties in the matter likely
to be allayed by his suggestion that the so-called fixed stars were, in reality,
“slowly moving” (19). In fact, Kant considered his remarks on the “infini-
tude of the whole creation” (24), on comets, and on God’s “incessant cre-
ation” (139) reminiscent of the affirmation of lines from Alexander Pope:

He (sic) sees with equal eye, as God of all

A hero perish, or a sparrow fall,

Atoms or systems into ruin hurled,

And now a bubble burst, and now a world. (139)

Surely, Kant implies, no one would accuse Pope of atheism. The quatrain
quoted here is from the section in An Essay on Man in which Pope emphat-
ically affirms the all-pervasive, if enigmatic, nature of Providence. By hid-
ing “the Book of Fate” from all creatures, God mercifully assures that life
is endurable. It is because God denies man knowledge of the future that
“Hope springs eternal in the human breast.”

It is true that in Paradise Lost, under God’s instruction, Michael pro-
vides Adam with what the Deity intends to be a consolatory narrative of
the future; but it is offered only in a dream, and softened by forgetfulness.
What is meant as consolation might overwhelm any father, who learns that
one of his sons will kill the other, and that the entire race of descendants
will die horrible deaths, likewise at the hands of brothers, or felled by dis-
eases of every imaginable description. Mankind’s victory over Satan does
not definitively show itself in any epoch. Quite the contrary, history often
seems like a repetitive tale of human corruption and failure. The triumph
of the human race, and so the means to “justify the ways of God to men,”
requires the totality of history, which no single generation, much less any
one individual from any one generation, could possibly know, much less
represent. Were Adam, as a parent, to know that one of his sons would
slay the other, Eve’s suggestion that our first parents preemptively abort
the human race would make “all too human” sense. For genocide is at
least one answer to the problem of human suffering. But it is surely not the
answer that Kant finds in Pope’s Essay on Man. Rather, Kant’s reflections
on the “atoms or [solar| systems into ruin hurled” accord with the scrip-
tural account of God’s Providence, as recorded in the Gospel, and echoed in
Pope: “Are not two sparrows sold for a copper coin? And not one of them
falls to the ground apart from your Father’s will” (Matt. 10:29).

Kant’s allusion to Pope’s biblical echo may remind us that Newton, per-
haps the most influential Enlightenment thinker, wrote extensively on the
Apocalypse. “All during his adult life,” Richard Popkin recounts, “Newton
was writing definitive explications of Daniel and Revelation, building upon
what scholars such as Joseph Mede, Isaac Barrow, and Henry More had
written” (Popkin 2003, 113), demonstrating the way in which the Bible
contained “God’s historical plan” (114). There is little cause to doubt that
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Newton perceived no inconsistency between science and biblical prophecy;
indeed, as one scholar puts it, Newton resisted the emerging trend toward
“Higher Criticism” of the Bible, which seemed to him to popularize the
pernicious view of the Bible as myth. This attempt to analyze biblical texts
according to historical and bibliographical principles was a far cry from
Newton’s perception that the Pentateuch, the Five Books of Moses, embod-
ied “scientific truth.” “The scientists and divines in Newton’s entourage,”
Frank Manuel writes, “were not troubled by a conflict of science and theol-
ogy; in their various works, they made clear that the world was one creation
and that all its parts bespoke the same providential order” (Manuel 139,
140). To this critic, then, Isaac Newton sounds very much like Alexander
Pope: “Whatever is, is right.”

In this connection, we might recall, too, that the Royal Society was
established “to illustrate the providential glory of God manifested in the
works of His creation,”! and that, a century earlier, Bacon distinguished
the Book of God’s Word from the Book of God’s creatures. Moreover, and
in the same vein, in his Preface to The Great Instauration, Bacon implored
the Almighty to make sure that his scientific endeavor would strengthen
rather than undermine religious faith:

I humbly pray, that things human not interfere with things divine, and
that from the opening of the ways of sense and the increase of natural
light there may arise in our minds no incredulity or darkness with re-
gard to the divine mysteries; but rather that the understanding being
thereby purified and purged of fancies and vanity, and yet not the less
subject and entirely submissive to the divine oracles, may give to faith
that which is faiths. (WFB 4, 20)

Even more to the point of the emerging interest in eighteenth-century
thought in a comprehensive science encompassing all of human knowledge,
Giambattista Vico comments “On the Study Methods of Our Time” (1709),
and he begins auspiciously by praising Bacon’s “priceless treatise entitled
De dignitate et de augmentis scientiarum” for projecting a new method,
which would bring the sciences to “complete perfection” (Vico 1990, 4)
by including cultural and literary history. For Vico, and, as we shall see,
for Hamann and Herder, the problem confronting science at the time was
due to its overemphasis on “natural sciences” at the expense of other disci-
plines, including ethics (33). Likewise, although Vico considered “poetical
genius ... a gift from heaven” (41), he perceived that philosophers had
heretofore all but ignored it. There was a profound, intellectual impropriety
here. For, Vico insists, poets seek truth no less than do philosophers. The
difference that poets expose is the truth of “psychological traits” (42). In
the last chapter, we saw how widespread preoccupation with the theory of
human feelings was in eighteenth-century English thought. Later, in The
First New Science (1725), Vico would argue that, in fact, without poets,
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philosophy would never have evolved; but unfortunately, it had more or less
stalled in its development. It is true that Bacon had promised a method for
the study of culture, but he had not actually produced one. In truth, from
Vico’s point of view, Bacon moved in a more promising direction than that
offered in De Augmentis—toward a new method of scientific truth—in his
treatise on The Wisdom of the Ancients. Building on the insights of that
work, and declaring the advent of The First New Science, Vico took the
systematic analysis of language and myth as the proper “science” aimed at
an understanding of human development:

We observe that all nations, barbarous as well as civilized, though
separately founded because remote from each other in time and space,
keep these three human customs: all have some religion, all contract
solemn marriages, all bury their dead. And in no nation, however sav-
age and crude, are any human actions performed with more elaborate
ceremonies and more sacred solemnity than the rites of religion, mar-
riage, and burial. For, by the axiom that “uniform ideas, born among
peoples unknown to each other, must have a common ground of truth,”
it must have been dictated to all nations that from these three institu-
tions humanity began among them . .. For this reason we have taken
these three eternal and universal customs as three first principles of this
Science. (Vico 2002, 53)

Vico’s project, which was to describe the evolution of societies from their
beginnings in the religious age, through the heroic, to the human age, is
apposite to that of such thinkers as Hume and Condillac, who wanted to
establish the study of human nature as a science. Insofar as he succeeded
in this effort, Vico would establish the study of literature as a subspecies
of science, generally considered. In this way, he was one of the earliest—
perhaps the first—to advance a systematic theory of the history of ideas.
Based on “the principles of humanity” (Vico 2002, xx), this new field of
study explained the mechanism of social change, or evolution.? According
to his analysis, all present systems are developments of earlier forms, and
future ones are in the process of being shaped by current practices.

Clearly, Vico sought to impose the rigors of objective inquiry on what
we now call the “humanities.” In a somewhat similar way, although Kant
recognized that a certain kind of religious reader would be offended by a
purely scientific approach to the solar system, he insisted that natural law
and the divine order of things were one and the same. We can see how
Kant’s view of the primacy of science in understanding the laws of nature
explains the sense in which, in his thinking, “Shakespeare” was, or was not,
a proper subject of philosophy. This is so, because it is not quite true that, as
one biographer claims, “the name of Shakespeare does not occur in Kant’s
works” (Wallace 51). Kant knows Shakespeare, and he does talk about
him, but in a Vicoesque—that is, in a historical—context. In his discussion
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of harmless lies in Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, Kant
examines the scene in The First Part of Henry I'V in which Falstaff gives his
account of the robbery at Gadshill, claiming that five men clad in buckram,
rather than the two, whom we know to be Poins and Prince Hal, attacked
him. Kant fleshes out this and similar examples to demonstrate his theory
of the imagination, which represents an “intercourse with ourselves” (Kant
2006, 73). In the case of the Gadshill caper, Kant argues, no lasting harm
is done by Falstaff’s exaggeration. Like Hobbes, Kant thinks of the imagi-
nation as apposite to the dream-state. Up to a point, fanciful thinking—
dreaming, in effect—does little harm, because, presumably, as Sidney held
in his Defence of Poesy, imaginative constructs purport to say nothing
about the world. But for Kant, the problem was that, over time, indulging
the imagination weakened “mental powers” (74). In Leviathan, Hobbes
implies much the same thing, characterizing the imagination as “decay-
ing sense.” By distorting sense through “decay,” imagination—“fancy”—
presents an unclear, and therefore false, picture of the world. Hence, the
Enlightenment’s distrust of “unbridled or entirely ruleless” imagination
(74), which all-too-easily gave rise to what the Enlightenment regarded as a
monster of individual presumption, “enthusiasm.”

Since the current topic is “Enlightenment Shakespeare,” we should prob-
ably ask, What does the term “Enlightenment” mean? Is the significance
of this locution shaped by our Whiggish imagination in such a way that
we use the term with perhaps a soupgon of self-satisfaction? In an essay
entitled “An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?” Kant’s
response is both subtle and cryptic: “If it is now asked whether we at pres-
ent live in an enlightened age, the answer is: No, but we do live in an age
of enlightenment” (Kant 1996, 21). If we take this remark in the context of
his General Natural Theory of the Heavens, we would be right, I think, to
suppose that Kant was responding to the irrational opposition of influential
clerics to the rise of science. Despite the fact that they retained control of
society’s major institutions, many religious leaders perceived the march of
science as a threat to their standing in the world. So Kant characterizes the
“age” as a society that had not yet assimilated the advances in science into
the way it conducts its affairs. For him, “enlightenment” would entail the
integration of intellectual development into what Wittgenstein (not usually
described as a Kantian) would call “a form of life,” that is, the way people
conduct business at a particular time in a particular place. Kant thought
that an “enlightened” society would be shaped by intellectual and moral
maturity. He implies that such a condition does not automatically develop
with an individual’s—or a society’s—length of life. Nor, in the individual’s
case, can it be achieved by the mere granting of a degree in Divinity from a
university, no matter how great the esteem in which that institution is held.
Unfortunately, too often privileged individuals were content to pay others
to think for them, to understand for them, to exercise conscience for them,
and so on. Lazy and fearful, they chose to remain comfortably in moral
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and intellectual minority, shrinking from the maturity that was so evident
in the advancements of science. As a consequence, the culture as a whole
remained much like its predecessor in intellectual and moral development.
In other words, “Enlightenment” philosophy had not yet connected with
the culture at large.

In this somewhat jaundiced social outlook, Kant parted company from
his admirer Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744-1803), in many ways, oth-
erwise, a kindred spirit. For instance, like Kant, Herder wrote on anthro-
pology. But Herder’s radical historical perspective on the field, compounded
by what Kant took to be his wrongheaded view of the origin of language
(Kant 1999, 143-44), drew the older man’s ire, and, although he remained
respectful of Herder’s talent, Kant did not have a high opinion of his intel-
lect. For instance, in 1768, he wrote a letter to suggest that Herder should
consider becoming “a master of that sort of philosophical poetry in which
Pope excels” (94). This was not encouragement that the recipient of the
letter was glad to receive, for, as it happened, his poetic venture was a
sore point with Herder, who had lived to regret that his name had become
attached to a “youthful first step” (97). He had unfortunately, as it turned
out, set to verse certain Kant lectures that he had heard. So Herder did not
take kindly to Kant’s suggestion, coming as it did with the statement of the
philosopher’s hope that he would someday achieve the serenity, opposite to
that imagined by mystics, but familiar to original thinkers like Hume. So
Herder was aware that Kant did not consider philosophy his métier. But the
differences between the two philosophers did not end there. Kant was even
more exercised by Herder’s Ideas for a Philosophy of the History of Man-
kind (1784), a topic on which Kant himself was soon to write what Lewis
White Beck calls “one of the most unusual essays he ever wrote,” “Con-
jectural Beginning of Human History” (Kant 1963, ix). In two lengthy
reviews published in 1784, Kant took Herder to task, strenuously arguing
against what he perceived to be the younger man’s evolutionary thesis.

Kant’s temper may have gotten the better of him here, but his instincts
were unerring, for Herder’s historical view of social change—his evolu-
tionary theory—was central to his thought. As Gregory Moore writes in
his “Introduction to Herder’s Selected Writings on Aesthetics, although
Herder wrote extensively, “vainly seeking to refute Kant’s ideas” (SWA 2),
he was largely unsuccessful. The critical turn of Kant’s Critique of Judg-
ment (1790), which Herder vigorously resisted, proved to be the shaping
influence, not only on philosophers of the period, but on Herder himself.
And vyet, even though his great mentor at Koningsberg taught Herder
respect for reason, Johann Georg Hamann (1730-1788) instilled in him
a sense of faith’s greater claim on the intellect. Herder spent most of his
life trying to reconcile these contrarieties of the Enlightenment. One of the
means of reconciliation between what appeared to some thinkers irrecon-
cilable opposites was to reestablish poetry to its proper place in philosophi-
cal discourse. Shakespeare commentary was central to that project. Just
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as Herder wanted to bridge the abyss between reason and faith—between
Hamann and Kant—he sought to reconcile the mutually exclusive views of
Lessing and Voltaire on Shakespeare. For Herder, the critical views of these
two playwright-critics represented only apparently irreconcilable schools
of thought. One held Shakespeare to be a genius entirely above and beyond
explanatory rules; the other considered him an unruly barbarian.

In his eponymous essay on Shakespeare, Herder aimed, by employing
a methodology wholly different from the devices of either Lessing or Vol-
taire, to show that both literary critics were wrong. By this means, Herder
sought to rescue Shakespeare from what he regarded as erroneous extremes
of heady praise and bitter calumny. He was determined not to add to an
already extensive “library” on both sides of the argument, and in this way
his philosophical stance harks back to Richardson’s determined project of
differentiating philosophical remarks from literary criticism. Richardson
had his Montagu and Morgann, Herder his Lessing and Voltaire. Where
the literary critic falters in his baleful repetitions of praise or blame, Herder,
the philosopher, would succeed by an entirely new approach. He will nei-
ther praise nor blame, but clarify and explain:

What a library has already been written about for and against him!
And T have no mind to add to it in any way. It is my wish instead that no
one in the small circle of those who read these pages would ever again
think to write about for or against him, either to excuse or to slander
him, but that they explain him, feel him as he is, use him, and—where
possible—bring him to life for us Germans. (SWA 291)

So, bracing what he imagines to be a select audience, Herder shifts the
focus of commentary from opinion to exposition. By emphasizing expla-
nation based on factual observation, he will bring Shakespeare to life in
Germany. While conceding that many critics have already addressed the
subject of Shakespeare, Herder insists that he is not being presumptuous,
because he is undertaking a project of an entirely different kind from that
promulgated by these literary predecessors. Indeed, he can do this because
he is not a literary critic. In fact, with their passionate declamations of
praise or blame, literary critics were not discussing Shakespeare at all, but
only “an illusion” of Shakespeare shaped by “prejudice” (291).

With his radically historical—this philosophical—method of explain-
ing Shakespeare without “illusion,” Herder is reminiscent of Vico. It is
no happenstance that Herder was among the earliest to recognize the
importance of Vico in the development of the science of human nature.
In his “Letters for the Advancement of Humanity” (1793-97), Herder
lists great British thinkers and poets who advanced the cause of science
whom he has not offered praise, because they have already received due
recognition. The same cannot be said of Vico’s important, indeed forma-
tive, contribution:
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Let it be permitted to renew the rather forgotten remembrance of a
man who in his town before others laid the foundation for a school of
human science in the true sense of the word: Giambattista Vico. . . .In
his New Science he sought the principle of the humanity of peoples . . .
He located all the elements of the science of divine and human things

in cognition, volition, capacity . . . illuminated by the light of eternal
truth. He founded the chair of these sciences in Naples. . .. (Herder
2002, 393)

Like Vico, Herder insists that human events answer to the same laws of
nature that govern the planets. For instance, Herder’s point of departure
for his innovative explanation of Shakespeare is the assertion that “the
words drama, tragedy, and comedy” derive from ancient Greece. Typically,
he argues that the origins of a tradition and the form of its expression
are local and inseparable. Greek drama could never have developed in the
frigid north: “Thus Sophocles’ drama and Shakespeare’s drama are two
things that in a certain respect have scarcely their name in common” (292).
Yes, the former provides the means of genesis of the later, but the two forms
are quite distinct from each other. For instance, Greek tragedy developed
from a single scene, a “mimed dance, the chorus.” Then Aeschylus came
along, adding a second actor, the “protagonist,” while reducing the role of
the chorus; and then Sophocles added a third actor and scenery. Because of
its origins in the single choral presentation, Greek tragedy appears bound
by simple rules of the unity of time and place. But in fact the chorus frames
the drama as the husk embodies fruit: naturally, without effort or artifice.

It follows, then, that the rules that we extract from Aristotle were, for
the Greeks, not rules at all. In Greek culture, religion and manners ren-
dered the action represented all one. Greek dramatists did not simplify the
material, but, on the contrary, elaborated upon a single action. Aristotle
understood this, which is why, in his discussion of Sophocles, he praised
the new playwright’s innovations, even though Sophocles looked back with
praise on lesser poets. In this way, Aristotle “philosophized in the grand
style of his age” (SWA 294). If he were alive at the present time, he would
know that attempts to emulate Sophocles only impose “restrictive and
infantile follies,” turning “him into the paper scaffolding of [the German]
stage.” This is so for the simple reason that, as Greek culture changed,
the dramatic forms no longer fit the religion and manners of the nation,
but became, instead, mere imitation and artifice. The Roman descendants
of Greek culture, in turn, were too clever to adapt the old forms to their
different time, with its different religion and manners. Herder’s historical
perspective explains why French moderns, such as Corneille, Racine, and
Voltaire, even as they perfected the rules which they extrapolated from
Aristotle, have not fared well. For even if they were to adhere to their mis-
understanding of Greek rules of drama (and Lessing provides room for
doubt that they did), they could still not produce Greek drama, “because
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nothing in their inner essence is the same—not action, manners, language,
purpose, nothing” (295). So regardless of its splendor, the modern French
stage presents only the “trappings” of Senecan heroes, for the heroes repre-
sented onstage do not even pretend to be French:

And consequently (no matter how lovely and useful the name we give
it) it is not Greek drama. It is not Sophoclean tragedy. It is an effigy out-
wardly resembling Greek drama, but the effigy lacks spirit, life, nature,
truth—that is, all the elements that move us; that is, the tragic purpose
and the accomplishment of that purpose. (296)

French imitation of Greek drama is lovely, sententious, dainty, and pre-
cious. But it is absolutely unable to capture the zeitgeist of the original.
Reflecting the interests and tastes of a different time and place, it can never
represent the national purpose of the originals imitated, and for that rea-
son, French tragedy must remain inferior to its Greek models.

In marked contrast to eighteenth-century authors of French tragedy,
Shakespeare did not seek to write an English Oedipus, but, instead, he
shaped drama out of the substance of his nation’s history, “out of the spirit
of the age, manners, opinions, language, national prejudices, traditions,
and pastimes, even out of carnival plays and puppet plays (just as the noble
Greeks did from the chorus)” (SWA 297). Herder’s point is, of course, that
as a poet of a different time and place, reared with different religious prac-
tices and social manners, Shakespeare did not, and could not, write Sopho-
clean tragedy. His genius flourished in a different climate, out of different
soil. Most obviously, Shakespeare did not find a culture with the tradition
of a chorus: “He found nothing comparable to the simple character of the
Greek people and their polity, but rather a rich variety of different estates,
ways of life, convictions, peoples, and idioms—any nostalgia for the sim-
plicity of former times would have been in vain” (298). So, in Herder’s
view, Shakespeare fashioned the gallimaufry of his thoroughly English sur-
roundings into a “whole,” but not, as had his Greek forebears did, into a
unity of time, place, and manner.

In this historical perspective, Shakespeare’s dramas take on, not the
ancient single plot line, but rather a more complex, but equally significant,
“action in the medieval sense.” To understand this species of action, and
therefore to deal justly with Shakespeare, one would need an Aristotle
whose philosophy was attuned to this new, historical, “northern” phenom-
enon. Unfortunately, English criticism had not yet produced a thinker with
a theoretical foundation—a philosophy—equal to the task:

O Aristotle, if you were alive today, what comparisons you would draw
between the modern Sophocles and Homer! You would devise a theory
that would do justice to him, the like of which even his own country-
men Home and Hurd, Pope and Johnson have yet to come up with! You
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would be glad to trace the trajectory of plot, character, thought, lan-
guage, song making, and spectacle from each of your plays, as though
you were drawing lines from two points at the base of a triangle so that
they converge at the point where they complete the figure, the point of
perfection! You would say to Sophocles: “Paint the sacred panels of
this altar! And you, O northern bard, cover every side and every well
of this temple with your immortal fresco!” (SWA 298)

Although restrained in tone, Herder’s philosophical answer to English liter-
ary critics, whose remarks on Shakespeare have been hallowed by repeti-
tion into the canonical view, is that they have done no more than establish
a false standard. They err in their estimate of Shakespeare because they
proceed on the basis of faulty assumptions. What they need is a philosopher
with Aristotle’s theoretical bearings, and one also equipped, as the Greek
thinker was not, to understand Shakespeare in the context of his historical
material, which is, for Herder, the only substance available to his genius.

I think we must infer that Herder supplies what English criticism lacks,
namely, a philosophical perspective able to broaden the understanding of
Shakespeare’s works. In demonstrating the limitations of Aristotle’s Poetics,
when applied to tragedy written in Elizabethan England, Herder provides
the ostensive definition of a theoretician who, unlike such contemporary
literary critics as Home, Hurd, and Pope, can function in the manner of a
modern Aristotle, “as interpreter and rhapsodist, for [he is| closer to Shake-
speare than to the Greek” (SWA 298). Moreover, by exposing the faults of
contemporary English critics, Herder advances the philosophical perspec-
tive of an epochal historian, that perspective which alone can establish a
clear understanding of Shakespeare’s literary world.

For Herder, the hard fact is that literary critics like Lord Kames, Bishop
Hurd, and Alexander Pope miss the philosophical—the “pragmatic,” sci-
entific, historical—truth: Sophoclean unity was “true” only in the sense
that the poet faithfully characterized the cultural and religious life of the
Greeks. In Against Pure Reason, Herder argues that “Poetry is a Proteus
among peoples: It changes its form in accordance with a people’s language,
morals, habits, temperament, climate, and even with their accent” (Herder
1993, 141). Languages and nations change in such a way that even the
meaning of “poetry” was not the same for Homer as it was for Longinus.
This being the case, it is not at all clear that the debate concerning the
superiority of the ancients or the moderns makes any sense. Rather, from
Herder’s point of view, it is more reasonable to aim at understanding than
there is in either praising or condemning Shakespeare. We can see why
Herder admired Vico; his great predecessor recognized that epochal values
are incommensurable. Unfortunately, too much energy has been aimed at
assaulting or defending Shakespeare with respect to his adherence to or
default from classical rules of tragedy (147). In fact, Shakespeare did not
write like Sophocles or Euripides, nor even like Voltaire or Corneille.
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Herder is convinced that, just as Greek culture and religion are concen-
trated in one, focused, intense unity of social being, Shakespeare’s England
was splendidly dispersed; it was a world of competing groups, interests,
cultures, and religion. It was a world marked by anxiety, ambition, discord,
and societal disarray:

If in Sophocles a single refined and musical language resounds as if in
some ethereal realm, then Shakespeare speaks the language of all ages,
peoples, and races of men; he is the interpreter of Nature in all her
tongues—and can both, though they travel so very different paths, be
familiars of a single Divinity? (SWA 299)

Of course, as Herder sees it, the answer is a resounding “No.” Different
paths lead to different domains of different gods. Unlike Sophocles, Shake-
speare lived in a vastly expanded world of communication and commerce.
It was a world characterized by sudden change, surprising inventions, mon-
strous betrayals, wars, comets, declamations, prodigies, revolutions, refor-
mations, counterreformations. Perhaps the new Copernican picture of the
solar system stands out. “The sun is lost,” the speaker complains in one of
the few poems Donne published in his lifetime. In a similar vein, Herder’s
Shakespeare reflects a de-centered consciousness, which embodies a vast
assemblage of seemingly unrelated events: “a world, blown by the storm
of history; individual impressions of peoples, estates, souls, all the most
various and independently acting machines, all the unwitting, blind instru-
ments—which is precisely what we are in the hands of the Creator of the
world—which come together to form a single, whole dramatic image, an
event of singular grandeur that only the poet can survey. Who can conceive
of a greater poet of northern man and of his age?” (299).

As Herder imagines Shakespeare’s scope—its grandeur, its sweep of var-
iegated scenes, perspectives, and destinies in their magnificent wholeness—
he is sure that it comprises the modern counterpart of Greek unities of time,
place, manner, and, above all, spirit. In its focus on sociological particular-
ity, Herder’s analysis reveals an underlying affinity with Kant, who per-
ceived in the “incessant creation” and destruction of planets and systems,
a divine order of things. Herder finds that the same is true in Shakespeare’s
created world:

Scenes from nature come and go, each affecting the other, however
disparate they appear to be; they are mutually creative and destructive,
so that the intention of the creator, who seems to have combined them
all according to a wanton and disordered, plan, may be realized—dark
little symbols forming the silhouette of a divine theodicy. (SWA 299)

For Herder, then, Shakespeare envisions a social system constructed in
much the same way as Newton’s natural cosmos. The unified action of
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Greek tragedy is apparent, while the seemingly “wanton and disordered”
events of Shakespearean drama seem to fly off in unexpected and mean-
ingless directions. And what work in Shakespeare’s multifarious human
landscapes stands out in Herder’s mind as indicative of Newton’s madcap,
“incessant creation,” hurtling through space in a seemingly random, but
nonetheless divinely guided order? In a cascade of phrases summarizing the
disparate actions in the play, Herder paints a verbal canvas of King Lear,
with its extremes of landscape, rank, weather, and fortune. Herder’s Lear
presents a kaleidoscope of extreme settings and ranks and individuals com-
bining in such a way as to render the end of the play like “the end of [the]
world, as it were, as if the Day of Judgment had come, when everything,
the Heavens included, collides and crashes, and the mountains fall; the
measure of time is no more” (305).3

If Shakespeare had the knack of comprehending a divine order in the
chaos of far-flung scenes and episodes, if he could exhibit the most dispa-
rate of characters and actions as a single great event, then quite naturally it
was necessary for him to represent time and place ideally in each instance,
so that each individual and each event contributed to the illusion:

Is there indeed anyone in the world who is indifferent to the time and place
of even the most trifling incidents of his life? And are they not especially
important in those situations where the entire soul is agitated, formed, and
transformed—in youth, in scenes of passion, in all the actions that shape
our lives? Is it not precisely time and place and the fullness of external
circumstances that necessarily lend the whole story substance, duration,
and existence? ... In this, Shakespeare is the greatest master, precisely
because he is only and always the servant of Nature. When he conceived
the events of his drama and revolved them in his mind, he also revolved
times and places for each instance! Out of all the possible conjunctions of
time and place, Shakespeare selected, as though by some law of fatality,
the very ones that were the most powerful, the most appropriate for the
feeling of the action; in which the strangest, boldest circumstances best
supported the illusion of truth; where the changes of time and place, over
which the poet is master, cried out the loudest: “This is no poet, but a
creator! This is the history of the world!” (SWA 301)

With an overarching sense of decorum, Shakespeare adhered, as if to “some
law of fatality,” to the most appropriate setting in place and time to elicit
the feel of particular characters in a changing world. Only this poet, who
transcends the technical demands of writing poetry by bringing all appar-
ently unrelated details into a believable order, so completely masters the
material as to create, not the most commanding literary fiction, but “the
history of the world.”

It is no wonder, then, that for Herder, the French theatre had proved so
unwieldy a vehicle for the production and imitation of Shakespearean drama.
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With its contrived conventions, mannered displays, predictable situations,
and staid diction, eighteenth-century French theatre could never accommo-
date “the history of the world.” Unhappily, the same limitations applied to
eighteenth-century English criticism, which failed to address what Herder
regards as the essential question of Shakespeare’s aims and accomplishments,
namely, “How, by what art and manner of creation, was Shakespeare able
to transform some worthless romance, tale, or fabulous history into such
a living whole. What laws of historical, philosophical, or dramatic art are
revealed in every step he takes, in every device he employs?” (SWA 305-6).
Like modern French theatrical practices, conventional literary critics treat
Shakespeare in much the same manner as Polonius does the traveling players,
that is, with an abstract nomenclature already at hand: “Tragedy, Comedy,
History, Pastoral, Tragical-Historical, Historical-Pastoral, Pastoral-Comi-
cal, and Comical-Historical-Pastoral” (306), and the list goes on. In his wry
response (“O Jephthah, judge of Israel, what a treasure hadst thou!”), Ham-
let does not complain that the old man has left something out. Herder’s point
is that, unlike Hamlet, who knows the theatrical canon, including a particu-
lar play that might not actually have been produced on a stage because it
“pleas’d not the million,” Polonius, “the poet’s Aristotle,” responds to drama
only with the preconceptions and attitudes embodied in a memorized, if mis-
understood, vocabulary. “Even Shakespeare’s countrymen,” including “the
Aristotle of this British Sophocles, Lord Home” (306), resort to mistaken
categories in their misguided criticism of Shakespeare.

Herder insists that it makes no more sense to apply Aristotle’s rules to
Shakespeare than it does to complain about historical inaccuracies in the
Henriads. Historical anachronism matters in cases of historical analysis,
but it does not in Shakespeare’s imagined world. By failing to take his-
torical circumstances into account, literary critics blind themselves to the
sense in which Shakespeare is, in fact, the modern Sophocles. Memoriz-
ing Aristotle’s rules, or comparing Shakespeare’s work with Greek tragedy,
does not help, because Aristotle’s theory is relevant to, and explanatory
of, only the social reality that he shared with Sophocles. So by designating
proponents of mistaken categories, like Polonius, as “Aristotle,” Herder
implies that even the best of English literary critics—Lord Kames being the
most prominent example—share with Polonius a method too obtuse, and a
vocabulary too limited, to deal with the complex world around them. With
respect to the traveling players visiting Elsinore, Polonius does no dam-
age to Hamlet’s plans for the production of “The Murder of Gonzago.”
So unlike his method of surveillance, the old man’s dramatic criticism is
harmless. But by failing to explicate and elucidate Shakespeare’s works as
artifacts of a particular time and place, Lord Kames and critics like him
misdirect the entire enterprise of Shakespeare commentary:

Each play is History in the broadest sense, which is of course tinged
to a greater or lesser extent with tragedy, comedy, and so on, but the
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colors are so infinitely varied that in the end each play remains and
must remain what it is: History! A history play bringing to life the for-
tunes of the nation during the Middle Ages! (SWA 306-7)

By imposing a standard of the “unities” on Shakespeare, critics did little
more than exhibit their ignorance of the differences between Greek and
Renaissance English societies. I think it is clear, then, that Herder’s thought
is closer to Vico’s First New Science (1725), Hume’s Treatise of Human
Nature (1739-40), and Kant’s Anthropology From a Pragmatic Point of
View (1798)* than it is to that of his faith-mentor, Hamann. Herder believes
that antagonists in debates about Shakespeare’s achievement do little more
than register local prejudice. The rules of Greek drama merely tell us what
Greek children learned in “the divinity of examples and habits” (147).
Nations are the soil from which such phenomena as drama grow. For this
reason it is not a fault, but rather an indication of national mechanisms of
education, that nations quite naturally applaud expressions of their own
language. This fact explains why Herder is skeptical of evaluating poetry
by genre or by feeling. For him, context is all, simply because, while the
subject of poetry (human nature) remains the same, the world of which
poetic expression is a part constantly changes. He would have agreed with
one contributor to the Scottish Enlightenment, James Beattie, professor of
Moral Philosophy and Logic at Aberdeen, who wrote that, if the human
race disappeared from the face of the Earth, “what man was” could still
be known if only the works of Shakespeare survived, but Herder would
have added, we would know “what man was” of a particular nationality,
climate, and time (Beattie 4, 610).

It is evident, I think, that by claiming the soil of Shakespeare’s time to
be different from that of the great Greek poets, Herder sought to “present”
Shakespeare to the German people as he really was (SWA 147). By amplify-
ing the Greek dithyramb’s one scene into a single heroic act with no parts,
Sophocles simply fit his poetry into religious expressions already in place in
Greek culture. Thus, in unpretentious cadences, the chorus recounts a tale
familiar to all, of how, with divine blessing, the city’s hero had survived
many trials:

A god is behind him,

Forging these laws

For a dragon-ridden land.

Outrage mounting on outrage

Always meets its retribution.

All ends in the drift of time. (Bacchylides 59)

From Herder’s point of view, then, tragedy originates in nature, not art,
that is, in the ordinary cadences of Greek life. The Greeks gathered at a
certain time and place to celebrate their experience of the world. One singer



84  Shakespeare and Philosophy

held the stage, intoning a familiar story, of the Trojan War, for instance.
Afterward, Aeschylus added one of the heroic characters from Greek his-
tory, who engaged the chorus, in an improvisation on the “mimetic dance”
and song of the original performance (SWA 148). By the time Sophocles
came along to build on the foundation that Aeschylus had established,
Greek religion and social organization had changed. By the same histori-
cal reasoning, Voltaire, Racine, and Corneille may be great mimics of the
Greeks, but as Lessing implies, they could not and did not really follow
their ancient rules. By emulating the Greeks, even the best French poets
render their works void of serious action. More Senecan than Greek in
comparison to their supposed models, French heroes look ridiculous. This
is not to deny that Voltaire’s language is often beautiful, but the point is
that it is not meant for the stage: “It is eternal deceit and nonsense for the
action, language, customs, passions, and purpose of a drama other than the
French: And what is the ultimate aim of it all? It is by no means a Greek or
a tragic aim.”

If there is anyone to conjure up in our minds that tremendous image of
one “seated high on the craggy hilltop, storm, tempest, and the roaring sea
at his feet, but with the radiance of the heavens about his head, that man is
Shakespeare” (SWA 143). Far below, mere mortals—the masses—endlessly
argue, pro or con, in empty speculation. In answer to all this nonsense,
Herder wants only to bring Shakespeare to his fellow Germans. Greeks
invented tragedy, beginning with the dithyramb, and adding the chorus.
What strikes Herder’s contemporaries as simplicity is in fact the natural
scheme of all that is ancient Greece. Aristotle did not formulate, but only
observed, regularities or “rules,” which were integral to the nature of things
in Greek society. Now, French playwrights ape the Greeks, and, although
producing many fine, poetic lines, fail utterly in producing “theatrical”
drama. For such an achievement, one must look to a “nation” that had no
wish to produce Greek drama, namely, England, for the perfection of a
drama that did not grow from the chorus. One must look to Shakespeare:

Shakespeare’s age offered him nothing of the simplicity of national cus-
toms, deeds, inclinations, and historical traditions that shaped Greek
drama. Given the first maxim in metaphysics that nothing will come of
nothing, if it were left to philosophers, there would there be no Greek
drama to begin with; but since it is well known that genius is more
than philosophy, and creation a very different thing from analysis and
speculation, there came a mortal man, endowed with divine powers,
who conjured out of utterly different material and with a wholly differ-
ent approach the selfsame effect: fear and pity! And both to a degree
that the earlier treatment and material could scarcely produce. How
the gods favored his venture! It was the very freshness, innovation,
and difference that demonstrated the primal power of his vocation.
(150-51)
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Although Shakespeare did not have the tradition of the chorus to draw on,
he did have puppet plays and historical dramas to guide him. So, Herder
argues, if Aristotle were to address Shakespeare’s plays, he would need
to create a language undreamed of by such literary critics as Pope, John-
son, Hurd, and Home. And Herder holds Warburton and Montagu in even
lower esteem (159). Herder’s point is that one must be a philosopher to
recognize how limited even Shakespeare’s “fellow countrymen” have been
in their theoretical understanding of this great poet.

Johann Herder may have been Shakespeare’s most ardent philosophical
admirer, but probably the two most influential philosophers of the gen-
eration after Kant were Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) and
Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860), and Shakespeare was just as important
to their rather different schematics of human destiny as he was to Herder’s
social mechanism. Although both Hegel and Schopenhauer developed their
thinking along Kantian lines, no two philosophers would use Shakespeare
for less compatible ends. Despite their philosophical differences, Hegel and
Schopenhauer share with Herder a keen admiration of Shakespeare; but
unlike Herder, who, as we have seen, thought it made no sense to com-
pare playwrights from different eras, they rank Shakespeare above all
other poets, regardless of period or nationality. Hegel and Schopenhauer
found Shakespeare’s works as evidence of great genius, genius which they
regarded as indicative of a mentality akin to their own.

In Philosophy of Fine Art, Hegel attempts to differentiate comedy from
tragedy, and in the process to establish general principles of drama, which
range in mode between the poles of these two forms. In tragedy, major char-
acters carry within themselves their own justification. Their motives, to the
exclusion of all other claims however worthy, usually concern filial affec-
tion or patriotism. Hegel’s insistence on this single-mindedness of purpose
explains why he thinks of tragic heroes as “godlike.” What tragic heroes
will and what they do is determined wholly by their individual selves. For
Hegel, Shakespeare was the prime example of dramatic poetry dedicated
to the revelation of “eternal justice,” a notion anathema to Schopenhauer.
Moreover, Hegel, like Herder, saw Shakespeare as very much a poet of
his own time and of his own nation. In fact, Hegel credits Herder with
drawing attention to folk songs and national, epochal styles. Most notably,
Shakespeare often draws his dramatic material from the chronicles. This
fact is important to Hegel’s conception of the tragic hero’s strength and
freedom of action, because dependence on historical sources necessarily
places limits on what a playwright can do with individuals, who, as history
instructs, either were or were not in fact present in certain places at certain
times (ALFA 1, 193).

For Hegel, the most important Shakespearean motif is individual voli-
tion. It is important to see that Shakespeare’s characters, especially his
tragic heroes, depend “on themselves alone” (ALFA 1, 577). Even in
his strictly historical dramas, Shakespeare finds a way to make “formal
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self-reliance” assert itself (1, 190). For instance, even though a plot might
be set in historical times, Shakespeare will focus on civil war, when law
and order hold less sway than they do in ordinary times, and characters
are free to act independently (1, 190-91). More often than not, then,
Shakespeare’s major characters will exhibit “strength of will,” a sense of
themselves which drives their actions, independent of any moral or divine
agent. As evidence of this dynamic, Hegel insists that Macbeth’s ambition
is internally derived (1, 580); it does not develop from the “frenzy of his
wife.” Nor is the “tasteless chatter” of modern critics to the point when
it insists that Lady Macbeth is an “affectionate” wife. And it would not
even matter if they were correct, and she was a loving spouse, because
Macbeth’s ambition exists entirely apart from her, just as it does from the
world around him, including the influence of the witches. Witches and
the like aside, the protagonists of modern drama retain their freedom.
Indeed, it is their defining characteristic: “freedom and independence of
decision are continually reserved for man” (1, 230-31), and we find the
best example of this individual freedom in Macbeth. Far from determining
Macbeth’s fate, the witches only elicit from him his innermost thoughts.

Herder was drawn to King Lear, Hegel to Macbeth. For the latter, Mac-
beth is the most revealing example of Shakespeare’s outlook on the world.
During the Middle Ages, succession of the crown is a major, if not the,
major concern. Hegel is interested in the way in which individual wills col-
lide with the natural order, such as family structure. So, in a way, Macbeth
is a retelling of the myth of Cain and Abel. Duncan is king, and Macbeth
is his closest and eldest relative. As such, for Shakespeare had read the
chronicles, Macbeth was “strictly heir to the throne” (ALFA 1, 208). But—
and for Hegel this “but” is important—in one important detail, Shake-
speare does not follow his historical source, presumably Holinshed. In Act
1, Shakespeare does have Duncan name his eldest son, Malcolm, his heir
and “successor in the kingdome,” but he omits mention of Macbeth’s legiti-
mate claim:

Macbeth sore troubled herewith, for that he saw by this means his hope
sore hindered (where, by the old lawes of the realme, the ordinance
was, that if he that should succeed were not of able age to take the
charge upon himself, he that was next of blood unto him should be
admitted) he began to take counsell how he might usurpe the kingdome
by force having a just quarrell so to doo (as he tooke the matter) for
that Duncane did what in him lay to defraude him of all maner of title
and claime, which he might in time come, pretend unto to the crowne.
(Holinshed 211)

Hegel assumes that the historical Duncan wronged Macbeth by naming his
son his successor. Holinshed’s presumed justification of Macbeth is lodged
squarely in the precedent of age compounded with nearness to the throne.’
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Surely aware of this justification, Shakespeare chooses to ignore it, and by
this means to criminalize Macbeth. Where Holinshed presents Macbeth as
the victim of fraud, Shakespeare shows him to be a cruel ingrate. In Holin-
shed, Macbeth has a “just quarrel,” in Shakespeare only three strong reasons
why he should not lift his hand against his kinsman, sovereign, and guest.
Now, Shakespeare may have criminalized Macbeth, as some critics think,
to please King James. For Hegel, this is a matter of only incidental interest.
The more important point is that what Hegel takes as history provides jus-
tification for Macbeth’s action against Duncan. Although an elected king,
he establishes a hereditary monarchy, bypassing Macbeth in the process.
But in his dramatization of a matter of such great importance, Shakespeare
omits reference to this innovation, thus depriving Macbeth of an ethical
motive for his destructive actions. Indeed, any notion of moral justification
on Macbeth’s part is “altogether omitted by Shakespeare, because his only
aim was to bring out the dreadfulness of Macbeth” (ALFA 1, 208) in order
to exhibit his passion. So effective is Shakespeare in eliciting the depth of
individual passion that he is liberated from the proprieties of representa-
tion. Usually, the suffering man screams. The nobler individual restrains
expression, say, of grief, in order to “to occupy himself with some far-off
idea in this remote object to express his own fate to himself in an image” (1,
418). For instance, in 2 Henry IV, Northumberland asks Morton, who has
run all the way from the battlefield at Shrewsbury, about his son, but then,
before the messenger can fully answer, he exclaims:

Thou tremblest; and the whiteness in thy cheek

Is apter than thy tongue to tell thy arrand.

Even such a man, so faint, so spiritless,

So dull, so dead in look, so woe-begone,

Drew Priam’s curtain in the dead of night,

And would have told him half his Troy was burnt;

But Priam found the fire ere he his tongue,

And I my Percy’s death ere thou report’st it. (1.1.68-75)

Hegel’s point is that Northumberland’s nobility lifts him above the immedi-
ate feeling of grief to a tableau very distant, “a cognate object,” which is
related in his agitated mind to the present situation. Personal grief and the
conflagration of the world fuse, as Shakespeare reveals Northumberland’s
“greatness of soul.”

Similarly, Richard II deals with the extremity of his grief by reflecting
on the triviality of his actions. He intensifies—luxuriates—in his suffering,
seeking extreme figures for comparison: “cousin” (kin), “seize” (betray),
“golden crown” (wealth, power), “deep well” (untapped resource), buckets
(empty, full), “drinking ... griefs” (powerlessness), “mounting . . . high”
(transcendent power). Richard’s speech dramatizes his situation as well as
Hegel’s theory; for the fall of Richard is in process, at one with the rise of
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Bolingbroke (ALFA 1, 419). Thus, with childlike naiveté, Richard, who
once thought of himself as the lion who made leopards tame, imagines
himself drinking from a bucket of his own tears. Elsewhere, with Wolsey
and Macbeth, Shakespeare departs from the melodramatic French practice
of having villains proclaim pernicious intentions all along to be villains. In
Henry VIII, Wolsey sees himself as a tender plant, struck down, not by any
action of his own, but by contingencies over which he had no control. Even
more powerfully, with his own “force of imagination,” Macbeth thinks of
his life as a strange narrative:

Out, out, brief candle!
Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player,
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,
And then is heard no more. It is a tale
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
Signifying nothing. (5.5.23-28)

For the Hegel of the Aesthetics, these lines are deservedly “famous” because
they turn away from moral reflection on Macbeth’s complicity in the dete-
rioration of his “state,” a term that Hegel replaces, in Wolsey’s case, for
“fate.” Even more pathetically than Wolsey, who sees himself perishing a
“good easy man,” falling, like a thing of nature, in due season, Macbeth
trivializes the entire episode of his life. He exempts himself from moral
judgment, because “a tale / told by an idiot” cannot be expected to make
sense. Empty of significance, it neither asks for nor permits final judgment.
Life “struts and frets his hour upon the stage,” but “strutting” and “fret-
ting” are extreme figures that make Shakespeare’s stunning point: Life is
“nothing” else but a fabricated posturing and contriving. It is empty of
meaning—it signifies “nothing”—Dbecause, now that the play is over, the
actor recognizes himself as one who has only taken his turn, “strutting”
and “fretting,” according to a script written by someone else. Again, per-
sonal responsibility is cast aside. Macbeth is one player among many and a
“poor” one at that, not “the” playwright, author of the victims and assail-
ants who have spent their “hour upon the stage.” So Shakespeare’s similes
powerfully set aside Macbeth’s reflection on, and perhaps even regret for,
the choices he has made, which established the necessary and sufficient
conditions of the unfolding tragedy.

Hegel thinks of Shakespeare’s characters as unique in their “complete-
ness” (ALFA 2, 1188); in portraying passion, not even Goethe is Shake-
speare’s equal (2, 1228). So absolute was his command of human passion
that when we think of jealousy, we naturally think of Othello (1, 212). Lit-
erary critics misunderstand the dramatic notion of “completeness,” believ-
ing, for instance, that Hamlet hesitates because he is weak (1, 231). In fact,
Hegel explains, Hamlet is every bit as consistent as Othello. He under-
stands the spiritual transgression of his mother’s immediate marriage to his
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uncle, but he knows, too, that it is wrong to think that his father’s murder
does not justify revenge. If the Ghost speaks truly, the action of revenge
comes with its own justification. The problem is that Hamlet cannot be
sure that the Ghost is the “spirit” of his father:

The spirit that I have seen
May be a [dev’l], and the [dev’l] hath power
T’ assume a pleasing shape, yea, and perhaps
Out of my weakness and my melancholy,
As he is very potent with such spirits,
Abuses me to damn me. I’ll have grounds
More relative than this—the play’s the thing,
Wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the King. (2.2.598-605)

What we see here, Hegel insists, is not weakness, but thought. For him, it is
important that Shakespeare does not judge, but rather creates Hamlet. He
holds himself at a distance from the creature of his craft, thus allowing for
and encouraging development of a more complicated being, irretrievably
enmeshed in the crucible of “universal fate” (ALFA 1, 586), one who finds
that he must cope with suffering entirely on his own (1, 190-91). In Hegel’s
mind, even a villain may engage the audience with his individual agon. We
must understand, if only fleetingly, how Macbeth justifies his evil actions.
It is an old story: blood against blood. Agamemnon kills Iphigenia,
whose mother kills him, and then the son kills the mother. Again, in Ham-
let, brother kills brother, and wife betrays the spirit of her husband. In
Shakespeare, the ethical hurls itself at the sacred; and in each case, values
on each side are of ultimate importance (ALFA 1, 214). It would not over-
state the case to say that this ultimate importance is the crux of Hegel’s aes-
thetic theory of tragedy. In tragedy, only issues of ultimate concern matter:
family, friendship, class, dignity, honor, love (1, 220). This is what makes
for heroic drama; individuals or nations act with “essential justification.”
Two views of what is inherently, eternally good, act boldly against the
other, as if against the agent or agents who oppose them were the enemies
of all that is of value in the world. The example that Hegel brings to mind
is Creon’s decree in Antigone (1, 221), which pits Antigone’s love for her
traitor-brother, a loyalty instilled by the highest value of the family, against
Creon’s belief in law and order, without which life in the city would be
impossible. So the state says that Polyneices’ body cannot possibly be bur-
ied. But Antigone’s loyalty to an irreplaceable family member must, with-
out question, be saved from depredation by animals and birds of prey. In
this way, the noble aims of tragedy are met. We see with great clarity the
splendid love of Antigone and the noble integrity of Creon, because both
characters act with self-abnegation, to preserve values which exercise an
absolute ethical claim. Tragedy leaves no room for base motives on either
side, which is why the independence with which the opposing characters
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act is essential. Heroic action in the service of immutable values make the
agents, on both sides of the conflict, appear godlike in their freedom; and,
likewise, their demise seems tragic rather than merely sad (1, 226).

Hegel finds good examples of this godlike freedom of action in Shake-
speare, and the most notable of these are in Macbeth. Critics may argue
whether the witches “cause” or “influence” the dreadful course of Mac-
beth’s actions, but Hegel insists that freedom of action is the sine qua non
of Macbeth’s decisions, as it is of all heroic characters. Further, independent
volition is in fact the hallmark of what we mean by being human (ALFA 1,
231). Regardless of witches and the like, humans in modern drama retain
their freedom. Accordingly, the witches in no way determine Macbeth’s
fate, but, much to the contrary, they provide the dramatic means by which
Shakespeare reveals Macbeth’s ambition But even more telling in this
regard, says Hegel, is the case of Hamlet, because Hamlet does not believe
in the Ghost. Hegel is adamant on this point; he means to prove it by quot-
ing the closing lines of the “O, what a rogue” monologue, which Hamlet
delivers after he has arranged for the players to perform, with his revisions,
“The Murder of Gonzago.” In Hegel’s perspective on Hamlet’s expression
of doubt in that speech, as we have seen, Hegel advances a notion which
separates him from his younger colleague, Schopenhauer. Hegel’s Hamlet
seeks absolute “certainty,” without which he cannot act (ALFA 1, 231).
The Greek term nd0og [pathos] conveys a sense of profound depth of feel-
ing, which, for Hegel, construes as ethically driven passion, an “inherently
justified power over the heart” (1, 232). Again, Hegel emphasizes Hamlet’s
“rationality and freedom of will” (1, 232), without which ethical consider-
ations would have no purchase. Indeed, this infusion of “rational content”
(1, 232) is “essential” to the tragic drama of Hamlet’s “passionate absorp-
tion in fulfilling a one-sided ethical purpose” (1, 232n).

The point is that Hegel finds nobility, not in Hamlet’s doubt, but in his pas-
sion. Hamlet is great only because of this emotional feature of his character.
For this reason, literary critics are mistaken to fault him for his “multiplied
and variegated comparisons” (ALFA 1, 417). They fail to see that Shake-
speare’s true subject matter, which is the noble passion with which Hamlet’s
soul transcends the boundaries of ordinary men, justifies what in other cases
would be considered low or unworthy expression: “greatness of mind, force
of spirit, lifts itself above such restrictedness” (1, 417). In other words, it is
the power of the creative spirit that affirms the propriety of what would in
other circumstances be strange, even absurd, comparisons. In Hegel’s mind,
Shakespeare is the very embodiment of this “liberation” (1, 418).

The “chief points” for Hegel concern the somatic level of communication,
which is admirably represented in Shakespeare’s histories and tragedies.
We have already noted that Hegel cites the passions of Northumberland
and Richard II. But again, in the terrible fight between Brutus and Cassius
in Act 3 of Julius Caesar, when Brutus accuses Cassius of corrupt dealings
and Cassius threatens him with a dagger, Brutus brushes him aside. Cassius
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thinks Brutus is mocking him, but Hegel perceives intense, if repressed
anger, in the simile that Shakespeare ascribes to Brutus. Only an extraordi-
nary poet could make this kind of figure work in such a context:

O Cassius, you are yoked with a lamb
That carries anger as the flint bears fire,
Who, much enforced, shows a hasty spark,
And straight is cold again. (4.3.110-13)

I dwell on Hegel’s interest in Shakespeare’s diction because it comports well
with his view that, in Shakespeare, the “Old Gods” reappear in symbolic
form (ALFA 1, 469). For instance, the traditional virtue of fidelity is evident
in unequal relationships, originally between servant and master, which, as
the defining characteristic of the relationship between Kent and his master
(1, 569), comes near “romantic fidelity” in King Lear. In its highest form, this
species of loyalty expresses itself as independent of everything else, as in the
search for the Holy Grail (1, 571). For Hegel, independence of action is what
defines eternal, ethical justification, and hence the assertion of character (1,
577). As in Antigone, this “firmness and one-sidednesss . .. is supremely
admirable,” a passionate “unshakeable logic of passion (1, 578) pursued “for
[its] own satisfaction.” And it is just so with Macbeth. As he “storms away
through every atrocity,” nothing restrains him, “neither divine nor human
law,” and the same holds true for his wife. Hegel disdains the “tasteless chat-
ter of modern critics,” which holds that Lady Macbeth is “affectionate.”
Quite the contrary, she and all of Shakespeare’s characters are always “self-
consistent,” true to “themselves and their passions” (1, 579). Even lapses in
behavior confirm the consistency of character traits. Hamlet has a beautiful
and noble heart; he is “not inwardly weak at all” (1, 583). Alone within him-
self, “he surmises the dreadful deed that has been done.” But in the “beauti-
ful uprightness of his heart,” the matter is complicated. So he is compelled to
look “for objective certainty” (1, 584). When in the heat of the moment, he
strikes through the arras, killing Polonius, he departs from his true character,
which inclines toward investigation, seeking as it does to establish the requi-
site “grounds / More relative™: “objective certainty.” So this striking through
the arras is a mistake, uncharacteristic of Hamlet.

For the same reason, then, the witches in Macbeth are not agents of des-
tiny, but “only the poetic reflection of [Macbeth’s] own fixed will” (ALFA
1, 585). For Hegel, this fixedness of individuality extinguishes eccentricities
within the characters, making them transcendent expressions of something
“above themselves.” We cannot say this about characters in French drama,
who justify themselves:

In Shakespeare we find no justification, no condemnation, but only an
observation of the universal fate; individuals view its necessity without
complaint or repentance, and from that standpoint they see everything
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perish, themselves included, as if they saw it all happening outside
themselves. (1, 586)

So, Hegel insists, Shakespeare imposes national character on everything
that he writes, turning Romans into Britons (1, 274-75). Moreover, this
transformation explains why the French cut out the best parts of Shake-
speare (1, 267), and why French drama seems more “mannered” than Eng-
lish drama, while Shakespeare’s diction, at times—especially his humor (1,
295)—may seem trivial. For example, Shakespeare easily places comic and
tragic characters side by side: Falstaff in 1 Henry IV, the Fool in Lear, the
musicians’ scene in Romeo and Juliet, just as, in religious art, Nativity and
Adoration of the Kings tableaux, the painter juxtaposes oxen and asses,
manger and straw, the humble family and nobility (2, 594). Again, in the
same way, Hegel argues, Shakespeare has no particular “manner” at all,
and for that reason, he, like Homer and Sophocles, is “original,” in possess-
ing “one grand manner” (1, 298).

Fleshed out, this capacity to reify ethical principles that are and always
will be abstract, and therefore transcendent, is that something, also finally
abstract, at the heart of Hegel’s theory of tragedy. For Hegel, the true con-
tent of tragic action concerns the aims of individuals, which usually show
themselves in the most powerfully emotional areas of life: love of family
and nation. In the particular individual, matters of abstract good and evil
are represented in “actual interests and circumstances” (ALFA 2, 1194)
of individuals, within whom “one power” dominates whatever they do. In
the particulars of action, accidents of individuality fall away, and, like a
piece of sculpture, tragic heroes become, “on the strength of their free self-
reliance” (2, 1195), the true expression of an abstract ethical principle—
”the one power dominating their own specific character.” In this way, these
figures shadow forth the divine themes at the core of tragedy from its incep-
tion, “not, however, the Divine as the object of the religious consciousness
as such, but as it enters the world and individual action”:

The original essence of tragedy consists then in the fact that within
such a conflict each of the opposed sides, if taken by itself, has justi-
fication; while each can establish the true and positive contents of its
own aim and denying and infringing the equally justified power of the
other. The consequence is that in its moral life, and because of it, each
is nevertheless involved in guilt. (2, 1196)

So tragic characters like Antigone and Creon collide personally, but each
acts out of an ultimate sense of rectitude. They are absolutely convinced of
the rightness of their cause. In their determined actions, they bring to abso-
lute contradiction the equally valid claims of two diametrically opposed
ethical views of the world. It is sadly true that, in their one-sidedness, tragic
heroes destroy themselves. But to their glory, they leave a residue in the



Enlightenment Shakespeare 93

world in a sense of “the eternal substance of things,” a “glimpse of eternal
justice” (2, 1198). This is Hegel’s most emphatic statement about tragedy:
Eternal justice cannot be limited to specific laws or historical practices. For
Hegel, it is essential to see that a dramatic poet with the power of Shake-
speare has “the most profound insight into the essence of human action
and Divine Providence, as well as [the ability of] clearly and vividly reveal-
ing this eternal substance of all human characters, passions, and fates” (2,
1179). Such revelation cannot be reduced to any sectarian point of view or
practice. As Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781) demonstrated in his
great play, Nathan, the Wise, the principles of dramatic art and truth tran-
scend all narrow religious boundaries (2, 1180).

Returning, then, to Hamlet, Hegel sees, in his dedication to value beyond
mere existence, something godlike. Hamlet is absolutely alone (ALFA 2,
1225). His father, has been slain, and his mother has married the murderer.
But it appears that she is guiltless of the crime, which means that Hamlet
must act alone in setting things right. Because of his own determination
to reshape the world of Elsinore, Hamlet perishes, because, in fact, “justi-
fied revenge” will never accord with “the ethical order” (2, 1227). The
two, while eternally justified, are also eternally in conflict. In Hamlet’s
imagination, these eternally conflicting ideas collide, but his noble charac-
ter is shaped in such a way that indecision between colliding ethical claims
meets circumstances over which he has no control. Absolute certainty is not
attainable, so ethical justification of revenge is not possible, which is to say
that Hamlet is godlike, not God. And yet no modern poet has more ably
represented such “greatness of soul” (2, 1228). Hamlet is not like Lear. In
the course of the later play, Lear becomes more and more like himself; he is
not immobilized and destroyed by inner conflict. It is the “inevitability of
[his] personality” that brings Lear to ruin (2, 1230). In contrast, it is “the
strength of [Hamlet’s] will” that destroys him.

Along with the adulation of Hegel came an equal and opposite reac-
tion against him, and Arthur Schopenhauer’s rise in influence went hand
in hand with that negative, opposing reaction. Probably no thinker was
more motivated to thwart the seemingly inevitable ascent of Hegelianism
than Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860). Schopenhauer thought of him-
self as the true inheritor of Kant, and he may very well have been Kant’s
most ardent admirer. Although he considered Kant “that great mind which
nature succeeded in producing but once” (OWN 24), and so, presumably,
the most brilliant man who ever lived, as it happened, Schopenhauer’s own
work may have exercised an even greater influence than Kant’s on shaping
such figures in philosophy as Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and Wittgenstein.
We have seen that Kant began his intellectual life writing on astronomy.
And in his essay “On Human Nature,” we find that Schopenhauer was
particularly intrigued by Kant’s recognition that the order of nature did not
decree such ideal structures as Time and Space. Schopenhauer understood
Kant to be saying that “matter subsists only through the antagonism of the
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powers of expansion and contraction, so human society subsists only by the
antagonism of hatred, or anger, and fear” (EPP pt. 6, 19). The mechanistic
feature here is critical. In Schopenhauer’s thought, the world was only the
flickering appearance of “now” and “then.” Man, as Schopenhauer’s Kant
understood him, was only one of imponderably many forms of matter, act-
ing and acted upon, in a universe of aimless energy. Since each expression
of energy existed in an individual relation to all else that was, it followed
that every man was constrained in a particular way by unique circum-
stances and pressures of birth, education, economic status, and so on.

Schopenhauer’s aesthetic theory, of which unqualified admiration of
Shakespeare is very much a part, reflects the same mechanistic perspective
that put Schopenhauer on a collision course with Hegel, author of what
he perceived to be a too well-ordered system. In fact, Hegel’s thinking so
incensed Schopenhauer that he insisted on offering his course at the Uni-
versity of Berlin in the same time slot as Hegel’s. (Unfortunately, when
no students signed up, Schopenhauer’s class was cancelled, and his teach-
ing career ended soon afterward [Magee 20].) Schopenhauer considered
Hegel’s philosophy to be “absolute nonsense (three-quarters cash and one-
quarter crazy notions)” that somehow passed in academia “for unfathom-
ably profound wisdom,” but was in fact “new systems made up of nothing
but words and phrases for the use of universities, along with a learned
jargon, in which one can talk for days and days without ever saying any-
thing . ..” (OWN 24). A line from Shakespeare’s Cymbeline would make
the perfect motto for Hegel’s philosophy: “‘Such stuff as madmen tongue
and brain not.”” From Schopenhauer’s point of view, Hegel had, through
his influence on the field, succeeded in overturning “the freedom of thought
gained by Kant” (PEFW 76).

We should not be surprised, then, that Schopenhauer’s Shakespeare
bears little resemblance to Hegel’s. For that matter, it would not be wrong
to say that Schopenhauer’s perception of Shakespeare is part and parcel of
his strictures on Hegel. We have seen that Hegel rests his view of modern
tragedy entirely on the strength of will in individual characters. Even in
such tragedies as Romeo and Juliet and Hamlet, works in which, clearly,
circumstance diminishes the horizon of personal actions, free choice rather
than circumstance determines the final outcome, Such a view presupposes
freedom of the will, a notion anathema to Schopenhauer. His Prize Essay
on Freedom of the Will aims to demonstrate once and for all the utter non-
sense of the proposition that human actions are, at bottom, anything other
than in accord with the natural order of things. In The World as Will and
Representation, the work that Schopenhauer thought of as his magnum
opus, “will” is the “ruling passion” in humans (WWR 2, 235). It is evident
in infants, without their choice, without any experience that could possibly
shape even the mildest preference. Will is like the dumb show in Hamilet, a
“foretelling” of what is inevitably the case with this or that character. Since
for Schopenhauer, “Shakespeare stands at the head” (2, 298) in showing
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how characters behave “strictly in accordance with the laws of nature,” it
follows that the world is the representation of the will, and art the elucida-
tion of that manifestation (1, 266—67).

As far as Schopenhauer was concerned, Hegel ignored the compelling
truth of human existence: Will is a function of “the whole man, according
to his being and inner nature” (WWR 2, 233). Accordingly, man is not
the voluntary agent of his actions, but an involuntary organism of matter
reacting against opposing matter. Schopenhauer’s Shakespeare understood
this better than anyone. As we read in his essay on “Art and Literature,”
the agents of conduct are “character and motive,” which move in the same
determined manner described by Kant as “the course of a planet” (EPP pt.
6, 52). Again, men’s actions are “bound by a train of causes” in such a way
that “the future is already ordained with absolute certainty and can undergo
as little alteration as the past” (pt. 6, 57). In The World as Will and Repre-
sentation, Schopenhauer insists that Shakespeare makes his knowledge of
this most basic, somatic level of human experience absolutely clear:

But anatomy and physiology enable us to see how the will behaves,
in order to bring about the phenomenon of life and maintain it for a
while. Finally, the poet shows us how the will conducts itself under
the influence of motives and of reflection. . .. The more correct, the
more strictly in accordance with the laws of nature, the presentation of
his characters proves to be, the greater is his fame; hence Shakespeare
stands at the head. (WWR 2, 298)

Shakespeare, then, is the best example of the underlying principle that indi-
viduals cannot wish away what they are. For Schopenhauer, Shakespeare’s
plays “in every way” demonstrate an awareness of a natural, deterministic
process, and in so doing his works are imbued with the truth of nature “on
every page” (EPP pt. 6, 54). Humans move like a clock (pt. 6, 56), a fact
of nature that the great poet recognized, but which academics—"shallow
fellows in Germany”—see only as “moral commonplaces.”

In The Philosophy of Schopenbauer, Bryan Magee claims that Shake-
speare is more important than is usually recognized in this philosopher’s
thinking (Magee 2635). Schopenhauer considered Shakespeare “the great-
est genius there had ever been outside philosophy” (the greatest genius,
overall, being the giant intellect within philosophy, naturally, Immanuel
Kant). Magee points out that Schopenhauer thinks of Shakespeare as a
dramatic poet who, with flawless fidelity, elicited a sense of one’s own non-
being (179). He offers as the best evidence of this that moment in Hamlet
when, in his most famous monologue, the protagonist shares his thoughts
on suicide with the audience. For that great soliloquy in Act 3 suggests that
“absolute annihilation” would be “be chosen unconditionally” were it not
for the fact that Hamlet suspects that death may not be the “absolute,”
“devoutly to be wish’d,” end of everything (WWR 1, 324).
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Schopenhauer has been called a pessimist. For him, tragedy was “the
summit of poetic art” (WWR 1, 252), in the power of its effect on audi-
ences, and in the difficulties encountered in bringing that effect about,
namely, through exposure of “the terrible side of life[:] The unspeakable
pain, the wretchedness and misery of mankind, the triumph of wicked-
ness, the scornful mastery of chance, and the irretrievable fall of the just
and the innocent ...” (1, 252-53), all of which compound to provide “a
significant hint as to the nature of the world of existence” (1, 253). It is the
will in each individual, which is one and the same in all, which shatters
the peace of mind in most men, although in some men it is somewhat qui-
eted by knowledge. In these few individuals, knowledge resolves itself into
resignation, which enables the individual to surrender the “will-to-live.”
Hamlet is one of very few examples in tragedy of a hero who renounces the
pleasures of life, and even life itself, one who is, by suffering that renuncia-
tion, purified. Literary critics like Dr. Johnson entirely miss this, the most
important, aspect of Shakespeare’s achievement in tragedy. Dr. Johnson
laments Shakespeare’s failure to meet the demand of tragedy for “poetic
justice,” asking inappropriately, “What harm have Ophelia, Desdemona,
or Cordelia done?” “But,” Schopenhauer answers, “only a dull, insipid,
optimistic, Protestant-rationalistic, or really Jewish view of the world will
make the demand for poetic justice, and find its own satisfaction in that
of the demand” (1, 254). In fact, what the tragedy registers is “the deeper
insight” that the hero atones, not for his any “particular sin,” but for “orig-
inal sin,” which is existence itself. Shakespeare recognized that destruction
comes to man through wickedness (Tago, Richard III, Shylock) no more
than “through blind fate, i.e., chance or error.” The best example of the lat-
ter is probably Oedipus, but the same is true of Shakespeare’s Romeo and
Juliet. This recognition is what is so compellingly terrible about tragedy; it
tells us of the pointlessness of suffering:

We see the greatest suffering brought about by entanglements whose
essence could be assumed even by our own fate, and by actions that
perhaps even we might be capable of committing, and so we cannot
complain of injustice. Then, shuddering, we feel ourselves already in
the midst of hell. (1, 255)

In this vein, Hamlet’s relationship with Laertes and Ophelia is an entangle-
ment not of his making; but it provides the necessary and sufficient condi-
tions (in the murder of Polonius) for much of the anguish in the play. This
may seem like a very particular anguish, and yet what is more shared than
the human destiny of birth into one rather than another family?
Shakespeare’s tragedies are greater than those of Sophocles, Schopen-
hauer explains, for the simple reason that, compared to paganism, Christi-
anity is capable of a greater sense of resignation toward the world (WWR 2,
434). Indeed, because of Christian culture, Shakespeare is able to produce,
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even in comedy, a character like Jacques, who prefers the somber reflections
of “convertites” to the frivolous distractions of a wedding celebration (2,
632). Jacques expects no satisfactions from life; he can, he affirms, “suck
melancholy out of a song, as a weasel sucks eggs.” Schopenhauer loves this
Stoic avoidance of joyful experience, which is predicated on disciplined
acceptance of the emptiness of life. Of course, one could object that Scho-
penhauer ignores Rosalind’s lighthearted rejoinder to Jacques later on: “A
traveler! By my faith, you have great reason to be sad. I fear you have sold
your own lands to see other men’s.” Rosalind recognizes that Jacques is the
victim of an irremediable wish to be elsewhere. The good news for Scho-
penhauer is that Jacques’s antisocial attitude is also Shakespeare’s. And
in the same way, as we have seen, Schopenhauer attributes Hamlet’s sui-
cidal impulse to Shakespeare as well. Like Socrates, Shakespeare sees that
death is not to be feared, but embraced, which attitude explains why, in 2
Henry VI, he portrays the stubborn will of Cardinal Beaufort as an obsta-
cle; Beaufort reaches out to death, but with too much feeling: “Give me
some drink, and bid the apothecary / Bring the strong poison that I bought
of him” (3.3.17-18). Unfortunately for Beaufort, as the king observes, the
Cardinal “dies, and makes no sign” (line 29), suggesting not only that he
despairs, but in a more devastating way, in a foretaste of Schopenhauerian
insight, that he suffers in direct proportion of his will to live, which in his
case reaches the point of wickedness (1, 395).

Not surprisingly, then, Schopenhauer’s Shakespeare admires Horatio for
placing no value on life, rather, accepting it in the Stoic manner, as it is.
Schopenhauer quotes from 2 Henry IV to register the same sense of resig-
nation, as proof that Shakespeare held death to be the sumum bonum:

O God, that one might read the book of fate,

And see the revolution of the times

... how chance’s mocks,

And changes fill the cup of alteration

With divers liquors! O, if this were seen,

The happiest youth, viewing his progress through,

What perils past, what crosses to ensue,

Would shut the book, and sit him down and die. (3.1.45-56)

Kant enlisted the law of causality to discriminate between life and the
dream state (WWR 1, 17). But separating himself from the “genius” whom
he so admired, Schopenhauer insists that Prospero’s famous lines from the
Tempest are more compellingly true: “We are such stuff as dreams are
made on / And all our life is bounded by a dream.”



6 Shakespeare and Subjectivity
Kierkegaard and Nietzsche

As the nineteenth century unfolded, Hegel and Schopenhauer, considered
by many the two most intriguing thinkers of the post-Kantian genera-
tion, exercised formative influences on two very different minds, which, in
turn, were imposing influences on two very different philosophical schools
of thought. Early on, Seren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) struggled to adapt
Hegel’s system to his own aims. From the outset, that project moved with
some awkwardness. Kierkegaard’s dissertation, submitted to the Univer-
sity of Copenhagen in 1841, was steeped in Hegel’s antithesis between
growth and resistance, as Kierkegaard struggled mightily to fit his theory
of irony into Hegel’s theory of a synthesis between antitheses. So, in The
Concept of Irony, he praises Shakespeare in Hegelian terms, as if to say
that Shakespeare’s genius embodied the synthesis between the opposites
of Being and Nothing. Hegel’s insistence on Christian rectitude attracted
him, of course, but it was Hegel’s voluntarism that conformed to young
Kierkegaard’s philosophical presentiments, as it would to the aging still-
Christian apologist.

For precisely the opposite reason, Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) was
drawn to Schopenhauer. He reveled in Schopenhauer’s energetic notion
of Will: pure, energetic, unpredictable, and—best of all—uncontrolled
by human reason. As part of nature, man’s Will was not free of natural
law, but, on the contrary, an expression of its power. Schopenhauer glumly
imagined a cosmos of onrushing, aimless energy; Nietzsche exulted in that
endless motion of birth and destruction. Nietzsche may be closer to Scho-
penhauer than Kierkegaard is to Hegel, and he seems to point in a dif-
ferent philosophical direction from Kierkegaard. Surely the two thinkers
present very different views of Shakespeare in the service of very different
ideas about the purpose of philosophy. This is not to deny that Kierkeg-
aard and Nietzsche shared serious doubts about the impact of science and
the Enlightenment on the human race. Both thinkers configured man’s
spiritual development in subjective terms. And for all their differences,
Kierkegaard’s “true knight of faith” and Nietzsche’s Ubermensch are kin-
dred spirits, because they come into being, not through recognition by any
corporate body, surely not by the state, but by purely subjective assertion of
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inner energy, whether that is configured as “faith” or as “inscription” of a
higher law than applies in society upon tablets of the individual’s own mak-
ing. Accordingly, the views of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche on Shakespeare
were not only different, but they were also integral to, and exemplary of,
their more general philosophical outlook.

Kierkegaard was some thirty years older than Nietzsche. When we think
of the latter, with his strong, personal feelings, we probably remember his
adulation of Richard Wagner. In the same connection, with Kierkegaard,
what comes to mind is probably his life-long affection for Regine Olsen.
Even so, when great love affairs in literature come to mind, it is not likely
that we think of Kierkegaard’s Johannes and Cordelia. There are many
ways in which lovers have been tragically thrust apart, and deprived of
romantic satisfaction forever. But the lovers in Either/Or are unfortunate
in such a strange way that we just don’t consider them in the same way as
we do, say, Eloise and Abelard, Tristan and Iseult, Antony and Cleopa-
tra, Romeo and Juliet, or Othello and Desdemona. Novelist John Updike
remarks on the this strange, now famous, relationship: “In the vast litera-
ture of love, ‘The Seducer’s Diary’ is a curiosity—a feverishly intellectual
attempt to reconstruct an erotic failure as a pedagogic success, a wound
masked as a boast, a breast blackened to aid a weaning” (Updike xiv). This
description goes a long way toward characterizing a love affair marred by
mental pathology, perhaps even masochism.

Updike comments also on the play of voices within the structure of
Either/Or, a work which “made a significant stir” when it appeared in
1843. Instead of the single voice of Kierkegaard, the book presents a chorus
of voices, none of them Kierkegaard’s. First we have the voice of Victor Ere-
mita, discoverer and editor of papers found in a drawer of a second-hand
writing desk. Later, Kierkegaard would claim that this pseudonym “con-
cealed” the reality that he was “religiously . . . already in the monastery”
(Kierkegaard 1998, 35). Then there are the voices of the authors of the
various parts of those papers, including a scholar of theatre history, a play-
wright (author of a comedy), Johannes (narrator of “The Seducer’s Diary”),
the young lady who writes to him, and William, once a judge, who writes
from a more mature point of view to the seducer on the subject of mar-
riage and related ethical and aesthetic topics. Then, too, Updike notes that
Kierkegaard, whose name appears nowhere in the book, considered adding
a postscript, retracting the book. But, as he points out, since part of the
deception was the device of anonymous authorship, Kierkegaard observes
that the book needed no retraction. So later editions of Either/Or emerged
from the press without a disclaimer. Updike observes:

In dealing with an author so deceptive, so manifoldly removed in name
from his own words, we need to insist that there were events of a sore
personal nature behind so prodigiously luxuriant a smokescreen. (Up-

dike viii)
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In connection with King Lear, we are, first of all, concerned with “The
Seducer’s Diary.” The strange love affair behind what Updike calls the
“smokescreen” of this fiction involved twenty-seven-year-old Seren Kierkeg-
aard and Regine Olsen, daughter of a well-to-do statesman, Terkild Olsen.
Critics, including John Updike, agree that this narrative, the concluding
section of Part 1 of Either/Or, springs from Kierkegaard’s relationship with
this woman, ten years his junior, with whom the young philosopher, still
intellectually enamored of Hegel, had fallen in love. The story of that rela-
tionship begins in a rather ordinary way. Having completed his theologi-
cal studies in 1840, Kierkegaard traveled to Jutland to visit the birthplace
of his father, who had died two years earlier. This sojourn seems to have
moved him greatly. On his return to Copenhagen, Kierkegaard impulsively
proposed to Regine. In spite of a certain awkwardness at the start, Regine
returned his affection, and since her father consented, Regine accepted
Kierkegaard’s proposal, and it looked as if, in the ordinary scheme of things,
the lovers would marry. But, as Kierkegaard records in his journal, events
would not unfold in the ordinary way. Kierkegaard recalls: “inwardly; the
next day I saw that I had made a false step. A penitent such as I was my vita
ante acta, my melancholy, that was enough. I suffered unspeakably at that
time” (JSK 92).

Here is the mystery. Why, with Regine’s acceptance of his suit for her
hand, did Kierkegaard feel that he had made a terrible mistake? What con-
nection was there between his melancholy and his sense that he “had made
a false step”? A little over a year later, for no apparent reason (hence, the
mystery), Kierkegaard broke off the engagement to Regine (Hannay 154).
Although Regine begged him to take her back (156), instead, he rejected
her in a manner calculated to make her despise him. But just what moti-
vated Kierkegaard to throw his chance at happiness away? As, years later,
Kierkegaard awaited death in Frederik’s Hospital, his friend Emil Boesen
visited him, taking notes on their conversation. Then at the end of his life,
Kierkegaard’s thoughts were still on Regine Olsen. And it seems that he
hinted at an answer to this puzzling question. “I am depressed,” he said:

Like Paul, I had my “thorn in the flesh”; so that I was unable to enter
into the usual relations of life and I therefore concluded that my task
was extra-ordinary; and I tried to carry it out as best I could; I was the
toy of providence which produced me and I was to be used; and then
crash! and providence stretched out its hand and takes me into the ark;
that is always the life and fate of the extraordinary messenger. That
was also what stood in the way of my marriage with Regine. I did think
that it could be changed, but it could not, so I broke off my engage-
ment. (JSK 548-49)

Again, the answer seems to be that this “thorn in the flesh,” which had
something to do with melancholy, prompted Kierkegaard’s realization, the
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day after the engagement to Regine, that he “had made a false step.” So
about a year later, he broke off the engagement.

As John Updike suggests, Kierkegaard critics are divided on whether
Kierkegaard’s sense of an impediment to marriage, his “thorn in the flesh,”
was mental or physical (Updike xi). Literally on his deathbed, Kierkegaard
said to Emil Boesen, “The doctors do not understand my illness; it is psy-
chic, and they want to treat it in the ordinary medical way” (JSK 549). But
perhaps because of Kierkegaard’s allegiance to “indirect communication,”
Kierkegaardians are left to proffer a wide range of speculations. Perhaps
Kierkegaard feared madness, which he might have inherited from the prof-
ligacy, real or imagined, of his father. Then there was his own experience
with extramarital sex, namely, a visit which he did nor did not make to
a bordello, where he did or did not get his money’s worth, did or did not
contract syphilis, and did or did not father a child, depending on whether
he had, or did not have, a capable or curved penis (Garff 104-5). We should
recall that most of these speculations are based on the fact that certain
entries in Kierkegaard’s journal are either missing or torn and therefore
hard to read.

Still, the critical consensus seems to be that Kierkegaard broke off the
engagement, and then, in Fear and Trembling, sublimated his feelings for
Regine into an imagined eternal affection:

... to change the leap into life into walking, absolutely to express the
sublime in the pedestrian—only that knight can do it—and this is the
one and only marvel. . . . A young lad falls in love with a princess, and
this love is the entire substance of his life, and yet the relation is such
that it cannot possibly be realized, cannot possibly be translated from
ideality into reality. (FT 41)

Only in this sublimated way can “will these two in all eternity be compat-
ible” (45). For the problem is that consummation of love in the here and
now leads to disappointment; lovers know that they must grow old, and
that love cannot therefore be sustained. Hence, the sublimation of desire
into art:

These two will in all eternity be compatible, with such a rhythmical
harmonia preestabilita that if the moment ever came—a moment, how-
ever, that does not concern them finitely, for then they would grow
old—if the moment ever came that allowed them to give love its expres-
sion in time. . . . (45)

There is some evidence that Kierkegaard doubted that Regine would
ever be able to “withdraw into significance and steer out into reality and
Christian suffering, where there is neither honour nor respect to be won”
(JSK 275). If T understand correctly, he did not think that Regine could
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ever be, as he so intensely desired to be, a “true knight of faith,” that is,
a true Christian.

And yet, the breach with Regine affected Kierkegaard profoundly. In his
imagination, the sublimated Regine became his literary inspiration. A flood
of volumes, beginning with Fear and Trembling and Repetition, followed
and were, at least in part, shaped by the failed love affair, as Kierkegaard
sought to set right, in literary form, what he felt was the mistake in his
attempted relationship with Regine. From a literary point of view, it was
that doomed relationship which taught him the method of “indirect com-
munication.” “The Seducer’s Diary” in Either/Or is Kierkegaard’s most
transparent attempt to portray himself as a scoundrel and thus make the
break easier for the object of his affection. More important for our pur-
pose, “The Seducer’s Diary” is also a key text in Kierkegaard’s critique of
King Lear, a work that, for him, held great, even theological, significance.
Moreover, this narrative is also indicative of his lofty opinion of Shake-
speare as a tragic poet. From Kierkegaard’s point of view, Shakespeare’s
tragic vision concerned, not the death of his heroes, but the poet’s inability
to envision the transcendent realm of religious experience.

In “The Seducer’s Diary,” the narrator, Johannes, claims that the “girl”
he wants to seduce “was very correctly named Cordelia” (E/O 1, 305). We
soon learn that her name bears philosophical significance. Johannes first
hears that name when one of the girls she is with, and from whom she has
become momentarily separated, calls out: “Cordelia! Cordelia!” (1, 336).
The girls confer quietly, frustrating his effort to eavesdrop. Since he has
pursued (today we would say “stalked”) her in secret, Johannes is left to
ponder the significance of what he has heard: “Cordelia, then, is her name!”
Almost at once the name takes on a sense of familiarity: “Cordelia! It is a
beautiful name!” For, somehow, the name fits the girl, but, to Johannes, its
propriety suggests a kinship of spirit that goes deeper than physical beauty.
It is a name with a literary history; and it also brings with it an important
character trait: “Cordelia! Cordelia! . . . Cordelia! That is really a splendid
name—indeed, the same name as that of King Lear’s third daughter, that
remarkable girl whose heart did not dwell on her lips, whose lips were mute
when her heart was full” (1, 336).

Johannes is convinced that the two Cordelias share more than a name.
Cordelia even looks like her Shakespearean namesake: “She resembles her,
of that T am certain” (E/O 1, 336). So the physical resemblance is impor-
tant. But, of course, it is in their inner composure that the young women
most resemble each other. Indeed, by comparing his young lady with Shake-
speare’s Cordelia, the seducer provides a hint of Kierkegaard’s reverence for
silence, which goes hand in hand with his disdain for idle talk. Cordelia is
a model of composure, closed within herself:

She herself was hidden in herself; she herself rose up out of herself; there
was a recumbent pride in her like the spruce’s bold escape—although
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it is riveted to the earth. A sadness surrounded her, like the cooing
of the wood dove, a deep longing that was lacking nothing. She was
an enigma that enigmatically possessed its own solution, a secret, and
what are all the secrets of the diplomats compared with this, a riddle,
and what in all the world is as beautiful as the word that solves it?
How suggestive, how pregnant, the language is: to solve [at lose]—
what ambiguity there is in it, with what beauty and with what strength
it pervades all the combinations in which this word appears! Just as the
soul’s wealth is a riddle as long as the cord of the tongue is not loosened
[lost] and thereby the riddle is solved [lost], so also a young girl is a
riddle. (1, 330)

As we can see, the passage turns on a pun, which does not come across in
translation. Here, Kierkegaard affirms the mystery of Cordelia’s silence;
she remains a mystery only as long as her innermost self remains in silent
repose, which is its true nature. It is in her serene silence that Cordelia
imparts the paradoxical sense of a mystery that is, in essence, also the solu-
tion to the mystery. This paradox brings longing and satisfaction together
in one existence. But there is this one proviso. The tongue, often purpose-
less speech—the chatter of the empty, everyday world—is “lost”—loos-
ened, resolved—revealing what is, though mysterious, nonetheless true and
beautiful. And all of this is evident in Cordelia’s Christian name.

Here, in the inner thoughts of his narrator on first hearing his beloved’s
name, Kierkegaard registers a theme indicative of his ethical perspective on
King Lear. T use the word “ethical” deliberately, because Kierkegaard insists
on the boundaries separating the aesthetic, ethical, and religious domains.
Much of Either/Or aims at discriminating these boundaries; but perhaps
Kierkegaard’s most extensive discussion distinguishing the latter two is in
Fear and Trembling, which he began writing the year of his breakup with
Regine (Garff 232). Under the pseudonym of Johannes de Silentio, Kierke-
gaard declares Abraham to be the second father of the human race, the
Patriarch of Patriarchs, affirming that Abraham’s faith was for this world.
But just as Abraham loved this world, he also loved his son:

In fact, if his faith had been only for a life to come, he certainly would
have more readily discarded everything in order to rush out of a world
to which he did not belong. But Abraham’s faith was not of this sort, if
there is such a faith at all, for actually it is not faith but the most remote
possibility of faith that faintly sees its object on the most distant hori-
zon but is separated from it by a chasmal abyss in which doubt plays
its tricks. But Abraham had faith specifically for this life—faith that he
would grow old in this country, be honored among the people, blessed
by posterity, and unforgettable in Isaac, the most precious thing in his
life, whom he embraced with a love that is inadequately described by
saying he faithfully fulfilled the father’s duty to love the son, which
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is indeed stated in the command: the son, whom you love. Jacob had
twelve sons, one of whom he loved; Abraham had but one, whom he
loved. (FT 20)

So Abraham loved Isaac; all of his hopes for posterity were in his love for
this one son. This singularity sets Abraham, as a parent, at the far pole
from Lear. Lear loves Cordelia in a special way, too, but not for his poster-
ity, nor even for this world, but as a “nursery” in his old age.

Given the way in which Kierkegaard perceives the episode on Mount
Moriah, Abraham’s faith, tested by God, is exponentially more compelling
and more terrible than it would be if Abraham, like Jacob, had other sons
to make good on God’s promise that his offspring would outnumber the
sands of the sea. And yet when Abraham sets off for Mount Moriah, bear-
ing the instruction that God has spoken to his heart, he keeps silent. He
says not a word to his wife, Sarah, who had waited so many years to bear
a child. On its face, Abraham’s silence might seem to be a moral affront,
for it was Sarah whose aging womb gave life to Isaac. Furthermore, when
Abraham binds Isaac, cuts the wood, prepares the fire, and raises the knife
to plunge into Isaac’s breast, he is, by human standards, a moral monster.
Indeed, Johannes de Silentio (note that the authors of Fear and Trembling
and “The Seducer’s Diary” bear the same Christian name) imagines Abra-
ham saying, before plunging the knife into Isaac’s breast, that a father must
love his son more than himself. Indeed, from a moral point of view, Abra-
ham is an outlaw from human society. But for Kierkegaard, the religious
domain transcends the ethical. Were this not so, the world would forever
condemn Abraham. Since the demands of the ethical and religious domains
conflict, Abraham cannot be understood as “a tragic hero”: “He gets Isaac
back again by virtue of the absurd. Therefore, Abraham is at no time a
tragic hero but is something entirely different, either a murderer or a man
of faith” (FT 57). If the analogy between Regine, Isaac, and the princess
holds, despite Kierkegaard’s reprehensible treatment of Regine, he imagines
that they will end up together:

By my own strength I can give up the princess, and I will not sulk about
it but find joy and peace and rest in my pain, but by my own strength I
cannot get her back again, for I use all my strength in resigning. On the
other hand, by faith, says that marvelous knight, by faith you will get
her by virtue of the absurd. (49-50)

It appears, then, that Johannes shares with Abraham a suffering
which goes beyond heroism and tragedy. In elucidating this point, the
tragic example that comes to Kierkegaard’s mind is from Greek drama.
Agamemnon must sacrifice his daughter, Iphigenia, to propitiate the god-
dess, Artemis, who has deprived his ships of wind for their sails. But in
Euripides, Agamemnon turns his eyes away as the priest raises the knife for
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the sacrifice. Kierkegaard insists that, although “he must nobly conceal his
agony” (FT 57), the true hero, Abraham, the “true knight of faith,” “must
raise the knife” himself. Here, the key term is “public.” It is important to
see that Agamemnon suffers for his nation, to gain the help of Artemis
in the Greeks’ stalled military campaign. Agamemnon’s action is taken
in public, and for the public interest. This is what Kierkegaard means by
“ethical”; the action answers to “immanent” concerns of this world. In the
keenest contrast, Abraham acts alone, in defiance of social values:

Abraham’s situation is different. By his act he transgressed the ethical
altogether and had a higher télog outside it, in relation to which he sus-
pended it. For I certainly would like to know how Abraham’s act can
be related to the universal, whether any point of contact between what
Abraham did and the universal can be found other than that Abraham
transgressed it. It is not to save a nation, not to uphold the idea of the
state that Abraham does it; it is not to appease the angry gods. If it were
a matter of the deity’s being angry, then he was, after all, angry only
with Abraham, and Abraham’s act is totally unrelated to the universal,
is a purely private endeavor. Therefore, while the tragic hero is great
because of his moral virtue, Abraham is great because of a purely per-
sonal virtue. (FT 59)

In the ethical realm, there can be no higher demand than that the father
love his son, and, if necessary, place his son’s life before his own. It follows,
then, that from an ethical standpoint, the world cries out against Abraham,
as if from “Isaac’s loins,” saying “Do not do this, you are destroying every-
thing” (59). In this moment, Abraham’s isolation from all the comforts of
the world transcends all human suffering. As such, it is at the farthest pos-
sible remove from Agamemnon’s plight. Agamemnon is not alone; in open
view to all, he carries the burden of his people. Yes, Agamemnon loves his
daughter, just as Abraham loves his son. But because he places the welfare
of his nation above his daughter’s life, Agamemnon is a tragic hero.

We are in a position now to see how, for Kierkegaard, Abraham’s agony
is in even sharper contrast to Lear’s suffering than to Agememnon’s. It may
even be doubtful that, from Kierkegaard’s point of view, Lear’s actions
measure up even to those of a tragic hero. Lear’s first cries of anguish ring
out in the halls of power, and they echo through one castle after another.
But his aims are not, in the heroic manner of Agememnon, self-abnegating.
Lear does not divide his kingdom, and “sacrifice” his throne, for the good
of England. It is true that he claims such a patriotic motive, as if he divides
his kingdom in order “that future strife / May be prevented now” (1.1.44-
45),! but his subsequent actions make clear that he means to surrender only
the duties, not the perquisites, of kingship. He wants to keep a hundred
knights, with squires, horses, attendants, and what is more, the deference
owed to a proper king. Lear is more believable when he admits that he



106 Shakespeare and Philosophy

favored Cordelia (“I loved her most”) above her older sisters, and that he
planned to cast off “all cares and business” (39) of state, in order “to set
[his] rest / On her kind nursery” (123-24) than when he claims to have the
interests of the state in mind. And more to the ethical point for Kierkegaard,
Lear’s demand that he retain his entourage does not exhibit paternal love
for any of his daughters. Rather, it reiterates the self-centeredness of the
test that he proposes at the opening of the play. Not only is Lear enthralled
by the rhetorical devices of flattery, which he believes is owed to him by
his rank, but he is also a parent who dispenses his affections unfairly. He
admits that, had Cordelia said anything other than “Nothing,” he would
have given her “a third” of the country larger (“more opulent” [86]) than
the “ample third” apportioned to her sisters.

So it is that, while Lear acts for his own sake rather than for England’s,
Abraham acts for God’s sake, to prove his faith, and for his own sake, in
order to prove it. For Kierkegaard, the difference here is significant. Why,
one might ask, if neither man’s suffering is borne in the nation’s interest,
are the two, then, not the same? We have already seen that, unlike Abra-
ham, Lear does not love Cordelia more than himself; and he does not love
her sisters as much as he loves her. So he is not even the moral equal of
Agamemnon. But neither is the Greek hero Abraham’s equal. We weep for
the former, but not for the latter. In the episode of his great trial on Mount
Moriah, we sense the horror—the “divine madness”—of the moment, as
Abraham raises the knife above Isaac, knowing that, if God wills, he must
plunge it into Isaac’s breast. Agamemnon, the tragic hero, does what he
must do for the good of the many, whose tears uphold him in his suffering.
In contrast, Abraham suffers alone, and in silence. What if, in his solitari-
ness, he has made a mistake? It is no wonder that we do not uphold him
with our tears:

One cannot weep over Abraham. One approaches him with a horror
religiosus, as Israel approached Mount Sinai. What if he himself is dis-
traught, what if he had made a mistake, this lonely man who climbs
Mount Moriah . .. what if he is not a sleepwalker safely crossing the
abyss while the one standing at the foot of the mountain looks up,
shakes with anxiety, and then in his deference and horror does not even
dare to call to him? (FT 61)

Kierkegaard once suggested that there is sound theology in King Lear.
But when his niece expressed astonishment at her response to Hamlet, she
struggled to understand his reaction:

I tried to make him take part in the matter by asking him whether he
was not enthralled by that extraordinary drama, whether it did not
move him in the same way. ‘Of course, but with me it is quite a differ-
ent thing,” and when I looked enquiringly at him, he added as a kind of
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explanation ‘You cannot understand that now—perhaps one day you
will understand it.” (JSK 560)

Kierkegaard regarded Hamlet as quite the opposite of Lear. Rather than
make a public display, Hamlet was more likely in fact to disguise his true
feelings. Hamlet was, as Lear was decidedly not, like that paragon of human
strength in Sonnet 94, one of the world’s “lords and owners of their faces,”
and, as such, a master of “indirect communication.” Specifically, he was
never in love with Ophelia, but only used “his relationship to Ophelia to
take the attention away from what he actually [was] keeping hidden” (JP 2,
206). This means that Hamlet’s “reflection,” the cause of his much disputed
refusal to take action against Claudius, must be construed as evidence of
his religious belief. What he hid from others, namely his private convictions
and longings, was what was most important to him, namely, his love and
fear of God. In this way, he was, as his niece might someday appreciate, like
her uncle Seren, who said in retrospect:

I could have looked for a living and as a theological student could have
had one, but T could not accept it (my thorn in the flesh stood in the
way), so it was decided; I understood it quite suddenly. The thing was
to approach as nearly as possible to God. (JSK 549)

Thus, in Kierkegaard’s eyes, “Hamlet had the disease of reflection but still
had not even reached the point of doubting everything” (JP 2, 61). In this
underlying but all-important belief and longing for truth lies the similar-
ity between Hamlet and himself that Kierkegaard perceived, but refused
to explain to his niece, who had become enamored of the play. Since his
response to her enthusiasm for the work seemed equivocal, she inferred that
he might not like it. Quite the opposite, he said, he had a high opinion of
Hamlet, but with him it was “a quite a different thing.” When she pressed
him for an explanation, he said: ““You cannot understand that now—per-
haps one day you will understand it>” (JSK 560).

Kierkegaard’s perception of Hamlet went to the core of his own spiritual
struggle. For him, Hamlet went beyond Hegel in confronting the “immortal
dilemma through all eternity: to be or not to be, that is the question (Ham-
let)” (JSK 74). Like Kierkegaard, Hamlet suffered because he experienced
“the truth of the foreboding,” which entailed the “all-consuming power
of original sin” to “grow into despair” (JSK 40). This does not mean that,
in Kierkegaard’s mind, Hamlet ever doubted, in the religious sense. If he
entertained such doubt, even for a moment, then the play, which depends
on his “reflection,” makes no sense. With Hamlet, it is what he does not
say—what he hides even from Horatio—that counts. In contrast, with Lear,
the totality of his being is thoroughly exhausted by explanation and action
(today we might say by his “acting out”). Hamlet, Kierkegaard observed,
feels that no one understands his life. This is why, in the end, his wish is
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that Horatio, his most trusted friend, delay the solace of death, so that the
world will know the truth about him: “Report me and my cause aright / To
the unsatisfied” (5.2.339-40). When Horatio remonstrates, Hamlet insists:
“Absent thee from felicity a while, / And in this harsh world draw thy
breath in pain / To tell my story” (347-49). On his deathbed, Kierkegaard
registers something of the same concern with his good friend, Emil Boesen:
“It all looked like pride and vanity, but it was not” (JSK 550).

For Kierkegaard, then, Lear’s suffering is palpably different from Ham-
let’s, as it is from Abraham’s, in that it is so accessible to everyone around.
Even Kent, who disagrees with Lear, can sympathize with the old king. But
in his suffering, Lear demeans himself, inviting pity, as if it were an ano-
dyne to his pain. Then and afterwards, principals from far-flung counties in
England and France witness his extreme passions. Lear reviles Kent and his
daughters in overblown, rhetorical figures, always with someone standing
in witness. He longs for understanding, and for others to affirm his actions.
And when they refuse, Lear lashes out again and again, until the only audi-
ence left to hear him is comprised of fellow exiles, fugitives, a lunatic, and
a fool. And even then he rages on, begging for pity:

Rumble thy bellyful! Spit, fire! Spout, rain!
Nor rain, wind, thunder, fire are my daughters.
I tax not you, you elements, with unkindness;

I never gave you kingdom, call’d you children;
You owe me no subscription. Then let fall
Your horrible pleasure. Here I stand your slave,
A poor, infirm, weak, and despis’d old man;
But yet I call you servile ministers,

That will with two pernicious daughters join
Your high-engender’d battles ‘gainst a head

So old and white as this. O, ho! ’tis foul. (3.2.14-24)

Or fantasizing revenge:

It were a delicate stratagem, to shoe

A troop of horse with felt. I'll put’t in proof,
And when I have stol’n upon these son-in-laws,
Then kill, kill, kill, kill, kill, kill! (4.6.184-87)

Most readers and spectators know, of course, that there is a vast chasm
between Lear’s words and the imagined rectitude and violence of his words.
Even when the harsh reality of prison at Edmund’s disposal is upon him
and Cordelia, Lear imagines the two of them, alone, enjoying an uninter-
rupted life of “chatter™:

... Come let’s away to prison:
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We two alone will sing like birds i’ th’ cage;
When thou dost ask me blessing, I’ll kneel down
And ask of thee forgiveness. So we’ll live,

And pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh
At gilded butterflies, and hear poor rogues

Talk of court news; and we’ll talk with them too—
Who loses and who wins; who’s in, who’s out—
And take upon ’s the mystery of things

As if we were God’s spies; and we’ll wear out,
In a wall’d prison, packs and sects of great ones,
That ebb and flow by th’ moon. (5.3.8-19)

In his declining mental state, Lear unwittingly trivializes the actuality of
his relinquished power, transforming his and Cordelia’s arrest into a shared
opportunity for a life of uninterrupted gossip. It is as if, Kierkegaard muses
in Stages on Life’s Way, Lear would distract his daughter with banter con-
cerning “the royal household and ask news from it” (SLW 264).

Here, Kierkegaard is trying to rationalize the suffering that he both
inflicted and endured in the breakup with Regine:

That is how things stand. With all the heroes who hover in my imagi-
nation, it is indeed more or less the case that they carry a deep and
secret sorrow that they are unable or unwilling to confide to anyone.
I do not marry to have another person slave under my depression. It is
my pride, my honor, my inspiration to keep in inclosing reserve what
must be locked up, to reduce it to the scantiest rations possible; my
joy, my bliss, my first and my only wish is to belong to her whom I
would purchase at any price with my life and blood, but whom T still
refuse to weaken and destroy by initiating her into my sufferings.
(SLW 197)

Kierkegaard sees himself, as he sees Hamlet, in essentially religious terms.
Hamlet “is a Christian drama” in the sense that it is “a ‘religious’ drama”
(453). Kierkegaard is like Hamlet because, in the conflict of motives within
him, he transcends “purely esthetic categories” (453). In this way, his reli-
gious presentiments make him heroic: “If he is religiously oriented, his mis-
givings are extremely interesting, because they give assurance that he is a
religious hero” (453-54). In Shakespeare, religious belief has replaced what
was, in the Roman world, national allegiance:

If Hamlet is to be interpreted religiously, one must either allow him
to have conceived the plan, and then the religious doubts divest him
of it, or do what to my mind better illuminates the religious (for in
the first case there could possibly be some doubt as to whether he ac-
tually was capable of carrying out his plan)—give him the demonic
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power resolutely and masterfully to carry out his plan and then let him
collapse into himself and into the religious until he finds peace there.
(454)

Kierkegaard’s point applies to Lear, whose suffering never rises to heroic,
self-abnegating proportions. With Kierkegaard and Hamlet, “the religious
is in the interior being, and therefore misgivings have their essential sig-
nificance” (SLW 454). In contrast, Lear’s suffering overflows with exterior
display. It is Cordelia whose inner agony is never shared. When Edmund
orders father and daughter taken away, Lear reverts to violent figures of
revenge, while Cordelia keeps a resolute, serene silence. This, for Kierkeg-
aard, is the true sign of love.

From the outset “in the division of the kingdom,” Lear overvalues what
Kierkegaard considers the major symptom of social decline: meaningless
social conversation, “talkativeness,” “chatter.”? Unwisely, Lear reacts with
childlike credulity to what people say. Given the fact that court behav-
ior, in particular the level of its speech, is contrived to advance the cause
of diplomacy, Lear’s naiveté, evident when Kent truthfully declares that
Lear’s “youngest daughter does not love [him] least” (1.1.152), is not only
deeply ironic, but dangerous to the state. Kent’s faithful analysis goes hand
in hand with his advice to Lear that he “reserve [his] state” (149), along
with his family and his peace of mind. But Lear spurns the injunction—so
important in Renaissance thought—of the Oracle of Delphi: “Nosce teip-
sum.” Regan, whose paean to her father mimics her older sister’s hyperbole,
understands her father’s weakness very well: “’Tis the infirmity of his age;
yet he hath ever but slenderly known himself” (1.1.292-93). And it happens
that Kierkegaard’s judgment of Lear is not far from Regan’s:

King Lear’s fate can be accounted for as Nemesis. His fault is the mad-
ness with which the play begins, of summarily requiring his children to
declare the depth of their love for him. Children’s love for their parents
is a bottomless mystery, rooted as well in a natural relationship. An
event can therefore be the occasion which reveals its depth, but it is
unseemly, impious, and culpable to wish curiously and selfishly to dis-
sect it, as it were, for the sake of one’s own satisfaction. Such a thing is
tolerable in an erotic relationship (when the lover asks the beloved how
much she loves him), although even here it is pandering. (JP 2, 9)

Notice the level of reprehension here. Kierkegaard is indignant, because
Lear fails to grasp what most people take for granted, namely, that children
love their parents. It is a fact of nature, not amenable to rational expla-
nation. In fact, any attempt to put such a deeply rooted attachment into
words would amount to a superfluity of extraneous expression. Articula-
tion—"chatter”—is a major problem of modern life, because it misleads the
credulous into believing that something of consequence is afoot. Intuitively,
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ordinary people understand that the feelings a child has for the parent can-
not be captured by public expression, no matter how hyperbolic. And, of
course, with Lear, litotes presents an even greater opportunity to misun-
derstand. After hearing Kent’s wise counsel on the love his daughters truly
bear him, Lear attaches his fate, and the fate of his kingdom, to the older
daughters’ public, hyperbolic flourishes.

As we read in Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard insists that a parent’s love
for the child is self-abnegating; Lear’s affections are not even self-effacing.
While it may be harmless, on ceremonial occasions such as Lear’s retire-
ment from kingship’s responsibilities, to engage in hyperbolic expressions
of love, it is reprehensible for a parent to examine their content with a mind
to self-gratification. Lear’s insistence that his daughters articulate their love
is not just “unseemly,” it is “impious,” pernicious, despicable. Even a lover’s
insistence on the beloved’s verbal reassurance is a mistake, albeit one more
easily forgiven than a parent’s. For lovers move “unnaturally”—that is,
sometimes deceptively, sometimes awkwardly, but always over a course of
time—from being strangers into lovers. But children love their parents mys-
teriously—"naturally”—from the beginning. And that is why the parent—
child relationship is “impermeable by verbal characterization.” That is why
Lear’s trust in talk proves self-defeating. Even his verbal decree of exile or
death for Kent holds for less than a fortnight.

For Kierkegaard, “talkativeness” is no mere solecism, like using the
wrong fork at a formal dinner. More tellingly, it exhibits an enervation at
the core of modern society:

What is it talkativeness? It is the result of doing away with the vital
distinction between talking and keeping silent. Only some one who
knows how to remain essentially silent can really talk—and act essen-
tially. Silence is the essence of inwardness, of the inner life. (PA 78)

Chatter fears silence, simply because it “reveals its emptiness” (79). We might
expect, then, that Kierkegaard disdains the cultured conversation of the salon.
Polite conversation is, in the biblical sense, “lukewarm.” It is too careful, too
sophisticated, too knowing, too burdened by unimportant detail. We have
the sense that, from Kierkegaard’s point of view, Shakespeare’s Burgundy
has spoken well—too well, perhaps—in Lear’s court. He has performed all
the niceties of diplomatic “chatter,” and met every expectation of the suc-
cessful suitor for Cordelia’s hand. So he has every reason to suppose that he
has struck a deal with the English court. If Cordelia had done as well, we
would not be dealing with tragedy. All she needs to do is meet the minimal
demands of polite “chatter” on the occasion of her father’s retirement from
public life. Her older, married sisters have shown the easy, if empty, way of
talkativeness. It might be an easy way, but for Cordelia it is impossible. She
cannot mimic her sisters; and it is this incapacity to perform a small imi-
tation of speech that explains Kierkegaard’s admiration of her. Indeed, to
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the speaker of “The Seducer’s Diary,” the very name, “Cordelia,” suggests a
rapture of silence. His Cordelia exists in a dimension beyond everyday talk.
So it is that Johannes recalls how Goneril and Regan—one could easily add
Lear and his Fool—characterize themselves by their public display of garru-
lity. First, there is Goneril, perhaps the most egregious example. We should
remember that, for all her faults, the one that most galls her husband is her
obnoxious carping. When Edgar in disguise fells Edmund, and everything
that Goneril yearns for is at stake, she holds forth on a particular article in
“th’ law of war,” even at the risk of revealing her treachery. Gloucester, she
insists, is not obliged to answer an anonymous challenger. In fact, Albany
does not even bother to refute her claim. He pays no attention to the law:
“Shut your mouth, dame,” he orders, “Or with this paper shall T [stopple] it”
(5.3.44-46). Like Kent, Albany understands the vacuity of his wife’s “chat-
ter,” which, from the beginning in “the division of the kingdom,” aims to
bring people and events into line with her desires.

It would be no exaggeration to say that, for Kierkegaard, Lear’s indig-
nant reaction to Cordelia’s refusal to engage the ceremonial occasion with
speech, however formulaic, in the manner of her sisters, exhibits his limited
spiritual understanding. Lear does not grasp how much his world is shaped
by empty talk. Given the occasion, Cordelia’s “Nothing, my lord” is the
public equivalent of silence. It enrages Lear because it threatens his world,
which depends on the formulae of court speech, geared as they are to social
rank. But, for Kierkegaard, this is precisely the existential matter exposed
by Cordelia’s answer, for the elder sisters’ overblown sentiments are the
opposite of true speech, which we hear in Kent’s cryptic judgments no less
than in Cordelia’s stoic, near- silence. For Kierkegaard, inwardness is the
essence of love, and reticence is its human expression. Thus, Kierkegaard
argues that all that is good in a person is silent:

From the very start, everything that is good in a person is silent, and
just as it is essentially God’s nature to live in secret, so also the good in
a person lives in secret. Every resolution that is fundamentally good is
silent, because it has God as its confidant and went to him in private;
every holy feeling that is fundamentally good is silent . . . every emo-
tion of the heart is silent, since the lips are sealed and only the heart is
expanded. (EUD 370)

For Kierkegaard, noise is a symptom of a profound disorder in the human
soul. Indeed, for him, the first problem of modern society is that it lacks
silence. The turbulence of life—its unrelenting noise—sweeps a person
along with the multitude away from God, into the maelstrom of the super-
fluous world:

Ah, everything is noisy; and just as a strong drink is said to stir the
blood, so everything in our day, even the most insignificant project, even
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the most empty communication, is designed merely to jolt the senses or
to stir up the masses, the crowd, the public, noise! (SE 47-48)

Accordingly, Cordelia is the example that comes most readily to his mind.
She loves her father in the appropriate and sacred way required of a daughter.
Her silence is the outward sign of her humility, of her virtue: “Nothing my
Lord.” Her natural feelings do not lend themselves to public expression.

Again, when Edmund orders Cordelia and her father taken away, she
says nothing. Cordelia bears the knowledge of their situation alone, in
secret. In this way, in Kierkegaard’s mind, Shakespeare’s Cordelia is, at the
core of her being, very much like the modern version of the “tragic hero-
ine,” Antigone (E/O 1,153). As the modern counterpart of her Sophoclean
predecessor, Antigone exists in a world compounded of noisy, empty con-
versation and banal “reflection” on trivial concerns. In all other respects,
the story of modern Antigone’s life in the family of Oedipus and Jocasta is
a repetition of the Greek tale, with this one exception:

Everyone knows that [Oedipus] has killed the sphinx and freed Thebes,
and Oedipus is hailed and admired and is happy in his marriage with
Jocasta. The rest is hidden from the people’s eyes, and no suspicion
has ever brought this horrible dream into the world of actuality. Only
Antigone knows it. (1, 154)

As a young girl, Antigone learns—it doesn’t matter how—this terrible
secret, and, instead of the ancient, immediate, and therefore passing sor-
row of her Greek antecedent, Antigone reflects upon the horror, and experi-
ences anxiety, which, unlike the ancient sorrow, does not pass. In this way,
modern tragedy has a double-edge, for the two—sorrow and anxiety—
exist in an inevitable dyad of the present and the not-present. In Greek trag-
edy, Antigone is unconcerned about her father’s fate, for it is shared by the
community, and understood to be an unchangeable fact, which envelops
the family, but the family no more than anyone else. But now, the modern
Antigone shares her sorrow with no one. She reflects upon it inwardly, for
the stage of this drama is not public, but spiritual:

Perhaps nothing ennobles a person so much as keeping a secret. It gives
a person’s whole life a significance, which it has, of course, only for
himself; it saves a person from all futile consideration of the surround-
ing world. Sufficient unto himself, he rests blissful in his secret; this
might be said even though his secret is a most baleful one. (1, 157)

So as the world praises Oedipus as a hero, Antigone suffers apart from the
world, nourishing her secret of the truth in her heart. Kierkegaard’s Anti-
gone and Kierkegaard’s Cordelia bear their suffering and their love alone
and in silence.
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As we know, for Kierkegaard, secrecy is a site of silence, and so of holi-
ness. But because it exists outside the public domain of ethics, it is also,
potentially, “the demon’s trap” (FT 88). As for the demoniacal, because he
did not shrink from acquaintance with despair, Shakespeare, “the poet’s
poet” (SUD 38), “is and remains a hero” (FT 105). But although he leaves
the reason for this strange anomaly a mystery, Kierkegaard insists that even
the greatest poet who ever lived was unable to speak of this horror. As for
Lear’s misery, Kierkegaard thinks the explanation is obvious. Lear is for-
ever exposing his motives, and these might arouse pity in a compassionate
audience, which might even weep with him. For the drama portrays the
world of words that he so loves stripping him of all his accustomed, exter-
nal signs of his identity. But nowhere does Shakespeare touch on anything
unworldly, on what Kierkegaard calls “horror religiosus™:

—Thanks, once again thanks, to a man who, to a person overwhelmed
by life’s sorrows and left behind naked, reaches out the words, the leaf-
age of language by which he can conceal his misery. Thanks to you,
great Shakespeare, you who can say everything, everything, everything
just as it is—and yet, why did you never articulate this torment? Did
you perhaps reserve it for yourself, like the beloved’s name that one
cannot bear to have the world utter, for with his little secret that he
cannot divulge the poet buys this power of the word to tell everybody’s
else’s dark secrets. A poet is not an apostle; he drives out devils only by
the power of the devil. (FT 61)

In this mix of praise and blame, Kierkegaard questions the range, not of
Shakespeare’s talent, but of his vision. Shakespeare expresses “everything,
everything, everything,” that is, “everything” except what is most impor-
tant. Indeed, Kierkegaard implies that perhaps Shakespeare used his liter-
ary gift to cover up the “misery” that he may have known of this “horror
religiosus.” Unlike Keats, whose view of Shakespeare’s “negative capa-
bility” pragmatist John Dewey would mark out as his own, Kierkegaard
regards a literary talent with an evenhanded perspective on terrestrial suf-
fering as something like “a fugitive and cloistered virtue, unexercised and
unbreathed” in the rare atmosphere of man alone in the awful presence of
God. Insofar as the author of King Lear exorcized demons, he did so by the
material power of Satan.

As we have seen by now, it is one of the defining characteristics of philo-
sophical discussions of Shakespeare—that is, discussions of those thinkers
whom librarians and professors of philosophy regard as philosophers—
that they cluster around certain plays. Shaftesbury thought that, of all
Shakespearean plays, Othello, by reflecting the sexual barbarism of Eng-
lish women, was the one that best explained Shakespeare’s unique place in
the canon. William Richardson was especially intrigued by the characters
of Falstaff and Macbeth. Seren Kierkegaard was drawn to Shakespearean
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comedies and history plays, but especially to his tragedies. Kierkegaard’s
niece thought that her uncle was like Hamlet, whose situation he believed
much like his own (Lowrie 1, 209). She took that to mean that Kierkeg-
aard was haunted by the ghost of his father; it does appear that his father’s
reputed cursing of God had a lasting effect on him. Be that as it may, surely
for Kierkegaard, Shakespeare stood alone in his capacity to represent
opposing impulses within a single character:

The art of writing lines, replies, that with full tone and all imaginative
intensity sound out of one passion and in which there is nevertheless
the resonance of the opposite—this art no poet has practiced except
the one and only: Shakespeare. (SUD 157)

Indeed, in Either/Or, Kierkegaard’s Victor Eremita virtually equates Shake-
speare with Holy Writ in his capacity to imbue existence with the vitality
sadly absent from the modern world:

Let others complain that the times are evil. I complain that they are
wretched, for they are without passion. People’s thoughts are as thin
and fragile as lace, and they themselves as pitiable as lace-making
girls. The thoughts of their hearts are too wretched to be sinful. It
is perhaps possible to regard it as sin for a worm to nourish such
thoughts, but not for a human being, who is created in the image of
God. Their desires are staid and dull, their passions drowsy. . . . Fie
on them! That is why my soul always turns back to the Old Testa—
ment and to Shakespeare. There one still feels that those who speak
are human beings; there they hate, there they love, there they murder
the enemy, curse his descendants through all generations—there they
sin. (E/O 1, 27-28)

It is no wonder that Kierkegaard thinks of Richard III and Macbeth as
the telling figures in the Shakespeare canon, for their sins rise to a level of
grandeur. It is as if Kierkegaard recalls a passage, not from Shakespeare or
the Old Testament, but from the New Testament, which, for him, distin-
guishes “an essential sin-consciousness” from the “triviality and silly aping
of ‘the others’ that . . . can hardly be called sin, a life that is too spiritless to
be called sin and is worthy only, as Scripture says, of being ‘spewed out’”
(SUD 101). Again, as I suggested earlier, he is thinking of St. John’s Apoca-
lypse: “I know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot: I would thou
wert cold or hot. So then because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor
hot, I will spue thee out of my mouth” (Rev. 3.15-16). The lukewarm spirit
cannot be loyal to either spouse or king (SLW 175); nor, to Kierkegaard’s
way of thinking, is it possible for the true Christian to be lukewarm (PC
256). Kierkegaard admires decisiveness. In Shakespeare, as in St. John at
Patmos, commitment, which is at the far pole from that bane of modernity,
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reflection, is what matters. This is why Kierkegaard regarded lines that
Shakespeare gave Macbeth a “psychologically masterful” characteriza-
tion of the way in which the works of evil “gain strength and power only
through sin” (SUD 106). Shakespeare does not leave Macbeth’s villainy in
doubt. And it is Hamlet’s religious presentiments that drive him to divest
himself of his plan for vengeance (SLW 454).

I think Kierkegaard’s interest in King Lear is especially revealing with
respect to his admiration of Shakespeare. From Kierkegaard’s point of
view, in Lear, Shakespeare offers “everything, everything, everything”
about human suffering, and all of it with a magisterial, diagnostic clarity.
And yet, despite this “everything,” Shakespeare’s vision is lacking. Why?
Because there is chicanery here. In King Lear, Shakespeare’s view of human
suffering makes no moral sense. Edmund’s rescission of his death warrant
arrives too late; it does no more for Lear and Cordelia than it does for
Edmund. Shakespeare lets the world lie as it is, with Kent willing to follow
his master in a Roman death, and Edgar left to govern a world in which
all of the women have either been murdered or committed suicide. It is a
bleak world (“Howl, howl, howl”), but it is decidedly not one in which
God decrees that Edmund murder Cordelia. Further, even Lear’s cruelties
toward her and Kent are his own, as the means of reconciliation are not.
Similarly, Gloucester’s suffering, however unjust, separates him from his
household, but reunites him with his legitimate son. Like Lear, Gloucester
is no Abraham on a mountaintop, ready to bear the knife to his beloved
son’s breast. Although he attempts to sacrifice himself, the attempt is comic.
He only imagines himself at the top of a Dover cliff.

St. Paul may not have been a genius, but what he experienced, and
what he said of his experience, was and would always be, in all circum-
stances, true. He did not proffer an unbiased perspective on the world, to
be considered and evaluated even-handedly, among a legion of alternative
points of view. God spoke through him; Paul listened and obeyed, and in
those moments of obedience, he existed apart from society, exceeding the
boundaries of human law. If this analysis is correct, then Nahum Tate’s
revision of Shakespeare’s Lear is, from Kierkegaard’s point of view, right
on target. In King Lear, Shakespeare’s view of human suffering makes no
moral sense. Cordelia does not deserve what happens to her. By setting the
action of the play in pre-Christian England, Shakespeare is saying, with all
of his “negative capability” in play, not that “th’ gods . . . kill us for their
sport,” but that the world would not change its appearance if that were
the case. Christianizers of Lear point to Edmund’s repentance just before
death, but this pointless resolution demonstrates the very Kierkegaardian
point, which aims in the opposite direction. With Shakespeare, it is as if,
like the professional magician, the poet, has purchased a device, which, in
turn, fabricates an illusion. So it is by a secret that the poet is able to tell
secrets. The mere poet “casts out devils only by the power of the devil,”
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and for this reason cannot be compared with prophets and apostles. As
we read in On the Difference Between a Genius and an Apostle (1847),
Kierkegaard vigorously distinguishes between Shakespeare and St. Paul.
His aim is not to deny that St. Paul could be eloquent, but only that the
matter of eloquence is beside the point. It is a mistake to compare St.
Paul with the likes of Shakespeare, because, when we do so, we introduce
extraneous stylistic standards of comparison. St. Paul was a tentmaker,
but we do not praise his accomplishments as an upholsterer on the grounds
that he was a saint:

As a genius St. Paul cannot be compared with either Plato or Shake-
speare, as a coiner of beautiful similes he comes pretty low down in
the scale, as a stylist his name is quite obscure—and as an upholsterer:
well, I frankly admit I have no idea how to place him. (DBGA 104-5)

Kierkegaard’s point is that the comparison is silly. We can only make a seri-
ous comparison when we recognize the juxtaposition as a joke:

As an Apostle St Paul has no connexion whatsoever with Plato or
Shakespeare, with stylists or upholsterers, and none of them (Plato no
more than Shakespeare or Harrison, the upholsterer) can possibly be
compared with him. (105)

The genius is bound to “the sphere of immanence,” while the apostle belongs
to “the sphere of transcendence” (105). With genius, even with one who is
ahead of his time, there is never a serious problem—no paradox. The genius
is born. If born out of his time, he may not fit in, and may even seem like a
prophet. But history overtakes the genius, and society assimilates the work
to which the genius was born, and to which he gives birth.

But here is the secret that either Shakespeare did not know or refused to
share: “It is otherwise with an Apostle” (DBGA 107). As the designation
indicates, the “Apostle is not born; an Apostle is a man called and appointed
by God, receiving a mission from him.” The genius might develop, nurture
his talent; and that talent might have a life-altering sense of self. This is not
so with an Apostle:

Apostolic calling is a paradoxical factor, which from first to last in his
life stands paradoxically outside his personal identity with himself as
the definite person he is. A man may perhaps have reached years of
discretion long ago, when suddenly he is called to be an Apostle. As a
result of this call he does not become more intelligent, does not receive
more imagination, a greater acuteness of mind and so on; on the con-
trary, he remains himself and by that paradoxical fact he is sent on a
particular mission by God. (107-8)
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The point here is that the ornaments of language—and the contingencies of
historical context—play no part in the apostle’s life. He does not develop
a sense of God’s will; it is given and obeyed, all in the same moment. In
this way, the apostle is unlike the genius, who is not only born with inward
capabilities different from those of others, but who is also able to develop
those capabilities throughout a lifetime.

For Kierkegaard, this is an all-important distinction. The genius—and
Shakespeare was surely one—expresses himself on the “aesthetic” level,
and must therefore be judged “purely aesthetically” (DBGA 108). Critics
might argue about the particulars of that expression, its eloquence, its clev-
erness, its style. But the apostle speaks with “divine authority” (109), and
cannot therefore demand a hearing on aesthetic grounds:

St. Paul must not appeal to his cleverness, for in that case he is a fool; he
must not enter into a purely aesthetic or philosophical discussion of the
content of the doctrine, for in that case he is side-tracked. No, he must
appeal to his divine authority and, while willing to lay down his life
and everything, by that very means prevent any aesthetic impertinence
and any direct philosophical approach to the form and content of the
doctrine. (109)

It follows from this comparison that Shakespeare is no more responsible
for the adulation heaped on him than he is for his blindness to “horror
religiosus.” The problem with modern life is that it leaves no place for
this distinction. Because of the prevailing skepticism in society, aesthetic
and authoritative utterances are often judged by the same criteria. If a
genius said it, then God said it. The error of such skepticism is that it
effectively reduces the divine to aesthetic form. Just as Lear’s suffering
is different in quality from Agamemnon’s noble agony, so Shakespeare’s
tragic vision includes “everything, everything, everything” that is in the
“immanent” aesthetic and ethical domains. But Shakespeare’s “every-
thing,” while assimilable by society, includes “everything” except the
“transcendent.”

In From Shakespeare to Existentialism, Walter Kaufmann sees Soren
Kierkegaard and Friedrich Nietzsche as the two major progenitors of “exis-
tentialism.” Nietzsche was Kierkegaard’s junior by about thirty years, and,
like Kierkegaard, he struggled against the overwhelming influence in the
period of Kant and Hegel. In 1888, a friend drew Nietzsche’s attention
to Kierkegaard as “one of the most profound psychologists of all time”
(WP 52n), but although Nietzsche expressed interest in “the psychological
problem of Kierkegaard,” according to Kaufmann, “he never got around
to reading” him. In addition to their shared interest in psychology, both
thinkers were disenchanted with what passed for “Christianity” in their
time. On the other hand, the two philosophers were poles apart in the style
of their resistance to the established ecclesiastical order. Kaufmann insists
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that Nietzsche was the greater of the two minds, presumably because
he thinks of philosophy as an instrument of human liberation, and sees
Kierkegaard as more authoritarian than Luther or Calvin, and exponen-
tially more so than Nietzsche. For Kaufmann, all that mattered to the Dan-
ish philosopher of “existence” was obedience to the will of God. It was
his authoritarianism that drove Kierkegaard to view the clergy of his time
as too passive, too bland, too egalitarian. Kierkegaard’s idea of spiritual
authenticity left no room for the level of social and political concern that
was emerging, especially among young Hegelians, as the dominant strain
of modern thought, whether religious or secular. Both Kierkegaard and
Nietzsche dramatized their literary talents, which they in turn completely
submerged in the service of their philosophical projects. But I can think of
no one who would characterize Nietzsche as “sanctimonious” (Kaufmann
183), a term that Kaufmann applies (perhaps uncharitably) to Kierkegaard.
While Kierkegaard claimed to know “what Christianity is” (184), Nietz-
sche wryly observed that the last Christian died on Golgotha. Both writers
represented their thinking as oracular perceptions unique in their time, as
if it were akin to holy writ; and, significantly, both advanced their percep-
tions as extensions of, and perhaps even advancements upon, the insights
found in Shakespeare. For instance, Kaufmann points out that, in Fear
and Trembling, Kierkegaard’s self-centeredness is at the core of his phi-
losophy of “existence,” which finds its most typical expression in these
lines—"worth more than all the moral systems which have no inkling of
the terrors of existence”—from Shakespeare’s Richard 111

I, that am rudely stamp’d, and want love’s majesty
To strut before a wanton ambling nymph;

I, that am curtail’d of this fair proportion,

Cheated of feature by dissembling nature,
Deform’d, unfinish’d, sent before my time

Into this breathing world, scarce half made up,

And that so lamely and unfashionable

That dogs bark at me as I halt by them—(1.1.16-23)

We see here, too, that Nietzsche shared Kierkegaard’s fascination with
Shakespeare’s portraiture of historical figures. This was by no means his
exclusive interest. Early in his career, Nietzsche considered Hamlet, not as a
historical figure in the same sense as Richard I, but as zhe Shakespearean
tragic hero, par excellence. When he wrote The Birth of Tragedy (1872), a
work that one critic has called “practically the hinge between Romanticism
and everything that is post-Romantic” (Staten 187), Nietzsche idolized
Richard Wagner, to whom he dedicated the work. It may be worth noting
that the first edition of that work bore the title The Birth of Tragedy out
of the Spirit of Music. Nietzsche later relegated this programmatic flourish
to a second title page, placing it after his “Attempt at a Self-Criticism,” a
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forward in which he claims that the youthful work, for all its faults, was
a noble attempt to come to terms, for the first time, with “science” as a
“problem.” And while conceding that, at the time, he lacked the courage
to reach beyond the vocabulary of Kant and Schopenhauer, Nietzsche also
acknowledges that he was mistaken to think of German music, the compo-
sitions of Richard Wagner in particular, as a resurgence of Greek culture,
for, in its unbridled Romanticism, it was quite the opposite. By 1886, when
Beyond Good and Evil was published and the two editions of The Birth
of Tragedy brought together with both title pages, Nietzsche was writing,
publishing parts of, and looking forward to the world-historical appear-
ance in its entirety, of his magnum opus, Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1891).

Returning to The Birth of Tragedy, in this work, at the outset of his
creative career, Nietzsche sought to explain the source, the origin, the well-
spring as it were, of this, the apex, of human development, namely, “the
spirit of music,” which, he argued, was the true source of Greek tragedy.
Central to the form of Greek tragedy, the Chorus captured the expression of
the organic wholeness of Greek culture in a “Dionysian ecstasy.” Embody-
ing “the eternal lust and delight of existence” (BT 80), this essentially reli-
gious phenomenon conjoined all segments of the community in a joyful
frenzy of being alive. This dramatic form encompassed and surpassed what
even the greatest of Greek poets could put into words:

The structure of the scenes and the vivid images reveal a deeper wis-
dom than the poet himself can put into words and concepts; the same
thing can be seen in Shakespeare, whose Hamlet, for example, simi-
larly speaks more superficially than he acts, so that the aforementioned
lesson of Hamlet cannot be drawn from the words of the play, but from
intense contemplation of, and reflection on, the whole. (BT 81)

With Hamlet, Shakespeare achieved the transcendent spirit akin to that of
Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde; and in so doing, like Wagner, he joined the
greatest of the Greek dramatists, tapping into the very source of music.
Similarly, and alone among modern tragedians, Shakespeare captured “the
spirit of music,” which is the stuff of myth.

So at last, writes Nietzsche, Western culture had produced Richard
Wagner, an artist who, like the Greek dramatists, had overcome the stulti-
fying effects of his society’s dying way of life. Wagner brought to the stage,
not the enervation of a decadent Christianity, but the powerful, nonlin-
guistic, Teutonic roots of German myth. He accomplished what the Greek
playwright had achieved to perfection, fusing religion and theatre, and
by that means achieving the “highest spiritualization and idealization of
myth” (BT 81), as if he were “a creative musician.” It looks as if Nietzsche
is close to asserting something like the Pateresque view that “all art con-
stantly aspires toward the condition of music” (Pater 158), that is, toward
an improved mode, in which the creator, the poet, for instance, transcends
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the conceptual limits of “the word-poet,” to achieve the superior mode of
“Dionysian ecstasy.”?

In support of his argument, Nietzsche claims that the underlying func-
tion of Greek myth is nothing less than to answer the ultimate question,
posed by King Midas: What is best for man? The answer is revealed to him
by Silenus, the wood-god and friend of Dionysius; and that answer hints
at the ultimate balance of power between two opposing gods, Apollo and
Dionysus, between the godlike individuality of absolute control, and its
opposite, the sylvan abandonment of all restraints on individual impulse.
The former produces mastery and art, the latter the undoing of all restraint
and self-control. Under pressure, Silenus says:

“Wretched, ephemeral race, children of chance and tribulation, why do
you force me to tell you the very thing which it would be most profit-
able for you not to hear? The very best thing is utterly beyond your
reach: not to have been born, not to be, to be nothing. However, the
second best thing for you is: to die soon.” (BT 23)

In The Birth of Tragedy, this is the juncture at which Shakespeare enters
the conversation. Perhaps surprisingly, Nietzsche sees Hamlet as a “Dio-
nysian man,” and so it follows that Shakespeare wrote under the sway of
the “spirit of music.” Since the Greeks, only a rare few, Goethe, Beethoven,
and Shakespeare, were endowed with a truly “Dionysian” spirit (WP 541).
Being possessed with that spirit, Shakespeare embodied all “the great-
est multiplicity of drives” (WP 507). We may recall that in Kierkegaard
Abraham transcended the limits of ethical conduct by conforming himself
wholly to the will of God. In Nietzsche, the “Dionysian man” overcomes
the limits of the merely human by transgressing the spurious boundary
between good and evil. The terrifying effects of “true tragedy” emanate
from this horrific, even if only fleeting, transgression, which opens the way
for a glimpse of the cosmos as it really is: an unending conjunction of cre-
ation and destruction.

Nietzsche argues that, regrettably, modern scholarship employs tools of
inquiry and inference that are completely inadequate to the task of recon-
structing Shakespeare’s cultural perspective; plying traditional scholarly
skills, traditional academics invoke evidence and logic, when the only
proper equipment is the imagination. In truth, with their relentless, stulti-
fying methodology, Hegelians in particular render historical understanding
impossible. Because of them, the academic world is possessed of as nar-
row a view of history as it is of music. Here, there is a noticeable edge to
Nietzsche’s remarks on one of the most visible of Hegel’s many followers,
Georg Gottfried Gervinus (1805-1871). Nietzsche is responding, I think, to
this well-regarded scholar’s two-volume study of Shakespeare, which, for
Nietzsche, was a perfect example of the lifeless, scientific, logical, system
of literary and historical study entrenched in the universities. Moreover,
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Gervinus, a professor of history and literature at Gottingen, was active for
years in the sort of liberal politics that Nietzsche could not stand. Specifi-
cally, Gervinus was associated with the movement of “Young Germans”
like David Strauss and Ludwig Feuerbach, all Hegelians, who aligned
themselves against the rising tide of German Romanticism. In his essay on
“David Strauss, the Confessor and the Writer,” Nietzsche shows a particu-
lar disdain for Gervinus:

All this is certainly new and striking, even if it does not strike us very
pleasantly; and, as surely as it is new, just as surely it will never grow
old, for it was never young: it came into the world already old. What
ideas the new-style blessed come across in their aesthetic Heaven!
And why have they not forgotten at any rate some of them, espe-
cially when they are as unaesthetic and earthly-ephemeral and bear
the stamp of stupidity as visibly as, for example, some of the opinions
of Gervinus! (UM 20)

Comparing “the modest greatness” of Strauss with the “immodest mini-
mality” of Gervinus, Nietzsche proceeds to ridicule the more traditional
scholar’s aesthetic judgment.*

By the time Nietzsche wrote The Birth of Tragedy, Gervinus had
achieved quite a reputation, writing on Handel and Shakespeare as well as
on history. It would not be wrong to say that the triads, Gervinus—Handel-
Shakespeare and Nietzsche-Wagner—Shakespeare, might easily have been
associated in a contemporary German reader’s mind. Nietzsche’s theory
of tragic drama was predicated, after all, on the “spirit of music,” and
Nietzsche was convinced that Gervinus was misinformed in both historical
categories, being as he was “unconscious [to] musical relationships” (BT
100), such as those splendidly evident in Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde (and
just as splendidly elucidated in The Birth of Tragedy).

Gervinus’s massive study of Shakespeare appeared in 1849-50, about a
decade before The Birth of Tragedy. In his Preface to that work, Gervinus
praises the “archeological research and investigation” behind the British
success in establishing the text of Shakespeare. Now it is up to the Germans
to illuminate the moral significance of these magnificent works, for in fact
Shakespeare’s plays were properly understood as more the product of a
“moralist, a thinker, a master of human nature, and a poet of all places and
of all time, than as those of an English writer of a certain epoch” (Gervi-
nus 1, 5). From Nietzsche’s point of view, Gervinus adds insult to injury,
insisting that, by his “splendid moral grandeur,” Shakespeare had become
a German poet (1, 15). Indeed, Gervinus writes, Shakespeare’s “works have
been often called a secular Bible” (1, 2). Generously referring to a host of
British, American, French, and German scholars, Gervinus insists that it
was George Lessing who, for the first time, truly appreciated “the inner-
most nature” of a play like Romeo and Juliet (1, 18); and it was Goethe’s
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Wilbelm Meister (1821-29) that first showed the way to a proper analysis
of an individual play, namely, Hamlet. Implicitly, these great scholars and
critics had prepared the way for a definitive extension, in this study, of
Goethe’s method to every play in the Shakespeare canon.

It is not the authoritative claim of Gervinus, but the historical reduction-
ism of his method, that annoys Nietzsche. For instance, when he turns to
Hamlet, Gervinus proposes that the play was meant as the “living counter-
part” of the murder of Henry Stuart, Lord Darnley, and subsequent mar-
riage of Mary Stuart to the Fourth Earl of Bothwell (Gervinus 2, 197).
Gervinus insists that this firm setting of the play in the moral climate of
specific historical events provided the “readiest key to the idea of the entire
work” (2, 109). It was, quite literally, “a book with seven seals, as Goethe
had shown.” According to Nietzsche’s lights, Gervinus’s historical method
imposes a dual disservice to Shakespeare’s work: Hamlet is “unlawfully
supplanted” (2, 112), as well as burdened with “pious scruples™

The truth-loving moral hero stands in the midst of those who wander
on none but crooked ways in hypocrisy, dissimulation, and untruths;
his sensible, conscientious, circumspect nature is opposed in strong
contrast to the unprincipled conduct of all the others. (2, 123)

To the young author of The Birth of Tragedy, no perspective on Hamlet
could be more askew of the mark. At pains to refute Gervinus’s remarks
affirming Hamlet’s supposed moral rectitude, Nietzsche imputes to them
nothing but “that cheap wisdom about Jack the Dreamer who does not get
around to acting because he reflects too much” (BT 40). More than just
false, this “cheap wisdom” is canonized claptrap. The truth is that Hamlet
is the very opposite of the benign, moral creature described by Gervinus.
Hamlet is more like Nietzsche’s “Dionysiac man,” in that he has “gazed into
the true essence of things.” Gervinus does not appreciate how knowledge
produces disdain for action, something like a Schopenhauerian lethargy. It
is silly and shameful to think that anyone can alter the dreadful course of
human destiny. Hamlet does not reflect too much because he is so moral; he
knows, and for that reason withholds himself from meaningless interven-
tion in the unfolding of events: “No, it is not reflection, it is true knowledge,
insight into the terrible truth, which outweighs every motive for action, both
in the case of Hamlet and in that of Dionysiac man” (BT 40).

Hamlet grasps the horrible truth of the wood-god, Silenus, who under-
stands the pointlessness of existence, of Ophelia’s death and, worse, of
the pointlessness of his own—and everyone’s—life. In Gervinus’s simple-
minded system, it is impossible to think of Hamlet’s “oaths to Ophelia . . .
as incipient deception” (Gervinus 2, 151). Because his Hamlet is unques-
tionably moral, then, of course, he must love Ophelia. For Gervinus, then,
Shakespeare’s dramatic conflict concerns only the fact that Hamlet is, in
some very limited way, morally flawed. And since Shakespeare is a paladin
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of moral virtue, he rightly punishes Hamlet for his one, minor, moral fail-
ing. Shakespeare puts right what Hamlet puts wrong: “This is it then, that
the conscientiousness, foresight, and consideration, which restrain Hamlet
from the murder, from the just punishment of a single man, bury at last
the guilty and the guiltless in one common ruin” (2, 154). Because Ham-
let lacked the moral “courage to shed necessary blood,” in the words of
the Prince near the close of Romeo and Juliet, “All are punished” in what
Nietzsche sees as the “cheap wisdom “ of Georg Gervinus, in his “assidu-
ous search for ‘poetic justice’” (BT 106).

Nietzsche aims his spirited rejoinder at the more traditional thinker’s
assumption that Shakespeare’s “fundamental opinion concerning the things
of life” is moral in nature (Gervinus 2, 617). Although Shakespeare does
not exactly preach, he understands that “morality is consequently utterly
inseparable from true poetry” (2, 590):

Shakespeare’s poetry is moral, his poetic impulse therefore is insepara-
bly interwoven with his ethic feelings, because he took life as a whole
and was himself a whole man, in whom the moral, aesthetic, and intel-
lectual qualities were separated by no speculative analysis; and his art
is therefore so great, because out of this whole, he absorbed himself
more of the moral element of life, than any other has done, not even
excepting the ancients. (2, 591)

From Nietzsche’s point of view, moral fervor drives Gervinus to miss the
point of Hamlet entirely. His faulty moral assumptions compel Gervinus
to believe that he can construct “a complete system of morals” on what he
wrongly perceives to be—”indisputably”—Shakespeare’s “consciousness”
(2, 618). The catalogue of virtues that Gervinus imputes to Shakespeare
is, for Nietzsche, nothing but “cheap wisdom,” for it discovers in Shake-
speare the very repository of all that is admirable in human conduct: love
of humanity (2, 619), a Christian moral system (2, 620), a sense of retribu-
tive justice (Hamlet pays for his moral failing: 2, 621), the “great truth” of
moderation (2, 627), the tragic consequences of “overgrowing passion.”
This German Shakespeare propounds the wisdom of Aristotle’s Ethics;
Hamlet’s conscientiousness was not a crime, but a moral fault, a failure to
find that mean between “defect” and “excess” (2, 632).

It is easy to see how the impatient young Schopenhauerian Nietzsche
would find serious fault with the pieties of Gervinus’s Shakespeare Com-
mentaries, especially in its reduction of Hamlet to historical reiteration of
Aristotelian platitudes. But as the years passed, Nietzsche’s attitude toward
Hamlet changed. How could the creator of Zarathustra have failed to rec-
ognize Hamlet’s lassitude for what it truly was: an “all-too-human” “res-
ignation,” to be overcome? In Nietzsche Contra Wagner (1888),° Nietzsche
writes that, by 1876, he had separated himself from Wagner, on the grounds
that the great musician “had condescended step by step to everything”
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(NCW 676) that he hated, especially Christianity. Nietzsche was talking, of
course, about the religiosity of Wagner’s Parsifal; and in the same context,
he registers a change in attitude toward Hamlet. The Prince of Denmark
is no longer a “Dionysian man,” but one of those “impudent spirits who
would like to conceal and deny that at bottom they are broken, incurable
hearts” (NCW 680). Such a Hamlet would scarcely meet the requirements
of Nietzschean “overmen,” who “live dangerously,” and “wage wars for
the sake of ideas and their consequences” (GS 228). Nietzsche goes on to
explain that he had misunderstood “the philosophical pessimism of the
nineteenth century as a symptom of a higher force of thought” (271), which
he linked with Wagner and Schopenhauer: “You see what I misjudged, you
also see what I gave to Wagner and Schopenhauer—myself”—and, we
might add, Hamlet as well.

Although Nietzsche places his break from Wagner and Schopenhauer
in 1876, the first published sign of Nietzsche’s change in attitude toward
Hamlet appeared six years later, a decade after The Birth of Tragedy, in
The Gay Science (1882), Nietzsche’s most concentrated attempt to for-
mulate an aesthetic theory. Walter Kaufmann, translator of Die frébliche
Wissenschaft, considered “joyful” and “cheerful” as the modifier of “sci-
ence.” Mindful of the advent of the “Gay Liberation” movement, he was
also aware of the first English translation of the work as The Joyful Wis-
dom. This translation of Wissenschaft omitted what Kaufmann took to
be Nietzsche’s clear intention to designate the subject under consideration
as “science,” not wisdom; and further, Kaufmann was sure that Nietz-
sche wanted to impart the historical significance of “gai saber: the art of
poetry” (GS 6). The work is, Kaufmann insists, a treatise on aesthetics.
Hence Nietzsche, an admirer of Emerson, follows the New Englander,
who referred to himself as ““a professor of the Joyous Science’” (8), which
he linked to Zoroaster (Zarathustra). In The Gay Science, Nietzsche not
only articulates his idea of “the eternal recurrence of the same” for the
first time, but he spells out, also for the first time, why Shakespeare is so
important to the human race, that is, why he is the prototype par excel-
lence, of himself. He writes:

In praise of Shakespeare.—1 could not say anything more beautiful in
praise of Shakespeare as a human being than this: he believed in Brutus
and did not cast one speck of suspicion upon this type of virtue. (GS
150)

This is a serious departure from the adulation of Hamlet expressed in The
Birth of Tragedy. Brutus is much more clearly familiar as a historical figure
than Hamlet; and Nietzsche, the philologist, surely knew that, along with
Judas, Brutus was firmly ensconced in the deepest circle of Dante’s Hell.
We might say that Nietzsche’s Shakespeare admires Brutus because he tran-
scends the conventional distinction between good and evil:



126  Shakespeare and Philosophy

It was to him that he devoted his best tragedy—it is still called by the
wrong name—to him and to the most awesome quintessence of a lofty
morality. Independence of soul!—that is at stake here. No sacrifice can
be too great for that: one must be capable of sacrificing one’s dearest
friend for it, even if he should also be the most glorious human being,
an ornament of the world, a genius without peer—if one loves freedom
as the freedom of great souls and he threatens this kind of freedom.
That is what Shakespeare must have felt. The height at which he places
Caesar is the finest honor that he could bestow on Brutus: that is how
he raises beyond measure Brutus’s inner problem as well as the spiritual
strength that was able to cut this knot.

Forget Hamlet as the prototype of Dionysiac man. Julius Caesar is Shake-
speare’s “best tragedy,” because it sets forward the opposite of the inane
pieties of Gervinus, affirming in their place “the most awesome quintes-
sence of a lofty morality,” which is answerable to nothing outside the will
of Brutus. He is the true hero of Shakespeare’s greatest tragedy, the title of
which should bear his name. For Brutus is Shakespeare’s Ubermensch, a
proto-Nietzschean hero, who courageously inscribes his own law on tab-
lets of his own making. Now Nietzsche asks whether perhaps some dark
experience in Shakespeare’s “own soul” is the real subject of the “sign”
set forward in Julius Caesar. For the agony here exceeds Hamlet’s: “And
perhaps Shakespeare knew both from first hand experience. Perhaps he,
too, had his gloomy hour and his evil angel, like Brutus” (151). Here is
the “lofty” moral point, which goes beyond good and evil, and which,
unlike the “moment” that Abraham experienced on Kierkegaard’s Mount
Moriah, has nothing to do with the Deity.

Nietzsche has in mind, I think, the great monologue that Brutus deliv-
ers just before the conspirators arrive. This solitary reflection is as impor-
tant to Nietzsche as Abraham’s silence toward Sarah is to Kierkegaard.
For Shakespeare’s “lofty morality” is all within the protagonist’s mind.
Abraham has his God; Brutus has only himself. He has sent Lucius to fetch
a candle, and the conspirators have yet to arrive. In fact, they do not mat-
ter in Nietzsche’s moral scheme of things. Just as Abraham loved Isaac,
Brutus loves Caesar. Just as Abraham would, had the Deity not intervened,
sacrifice his beloved son, Brutus does, in fact, sacrifice Caesar. What mat-
ters for Nietzsche is that Caesar is the tragic hero’s “dearest friend,” as well
as “the most glorious human being, an ornament of the world, a genius
without peer.” Brutus is making a great personal sacrifice here, and he does
so, not because God demands it, nor even because Roman law and human
instinct affirm the action to be prudent. What makes Brutus a tragic hero
is that he acts in defiance even of his own experience: “I know no personal
cause to spurn at him” (2.1.11). Noble Caesar has done nothing to deserve
opprobrium, much less execution. In his solitude, Brutus can ponder one
“general” as distinct from “personal cause” or reason or consideration, and
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that is only a possibility: Caesar “would be crown’d.” But even this pos-
sibility is based on a narrative that is not his, but Casca’s, since Brutus was
not present when Caesar declined Antony’s offer of the crown—not once,
but three times. Besides which the crown “’twas not a crown neither,” but
“’twas one of those coronets” made of laurel, placed on the heads of trium-
phant competitors.

Cassius thinks that Brutus “may be wrought,” but Nietzsche’s Shake-
speare makes clear that Cassius is wrong about the noble Roman’s pli-
ability, as he unwittingly recognizes when he speaks the truth “That noble
minds keep ever with their likes” (1.2.311). Cassius thinks that he will
influence Brutus with fabricated notes expressing the outrage of Roman
citizens, but Brutus makes up his mind before Lucius brings those “exhala-
tions whizzing in the air” (2.1.44) to his attention. Nietzsche’s Brutus is a
tragic hero precisely because he alone shapes his destiny, and the destiny
of Rome, and so, as far as he is concerned, of the whole world, solely from
within. Brutus is not “wrought” by Cassius. Rather, he shapes the event of
Caesar’s death, working not only on, but against Cassius, whose instruc-
tion to Brutus is unequivocal: “Do not consent / That Antony speak in
his funeral” (3.1.232-33). By acting contrary to the explicit direction of
Cassius, Brutus allows Antony to “Cry ‘Havoc!” and so “let slip the dogs
of war” (273). This is not the stuff of Schopenhauerian resignation, but
of Nietzschean “will to power.” In The Gay Science, Nietzsche praises,
not pessimistic withdrawal from, but rather courageous attack upon, the
world. Builders of the new “more virile, warlike age . . . will restore honor
to courage above all,” and that courage is “to live dangerously”: “Build
your cities on the slopes of Vesuvius! Send your ships into uncharted seas!
Live at war with your peers and yourselves!” (GS 228).

So Brutus is not pliant material “wrought” by the political artisan, Cas-
sius, who lays out a rational scheme to eliminate Antony along with Caesar.
His would be the wise course of action, but not the “courageous” one.
“Let’s be sacrificers,” says Brutus, “but not butchers” (166). Here, we must
return to the moment when Brutus decides to preserve freedom, along with
Caesar’s nobility, for that is the moment when the conspirators, including
Cassius, become incidental players in the war to guarantee “independence
of soul.” If Brutus were to fail to negate the possibility that Caesar might,
by gaining power, become other than he is, then he would be responsible
for putting “a sting in him / That at his will he may do danger with” (16—
17). This is the nettlesome “knot” that Brutus must untie:

... to speak truth of Caesar,
I have not known when his affections sway’d
More than his reason. (19-21)

The truth is that Brutus has no basis in experience to believe that Caesar
would behave in any way other than he has. And yet Brutus determines to
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act, not on the basis of experience, but on the basis of a possibility: Caesar
might become other than he is:

So Caesar may;
Then lest he may, prevent. . . .
And therefore think him as a serpent’s egg,
Which, hatch’d, would as his kind grow mischievous,
And kill him in the shell. (27-34)

The preemptive strike against Caesar is the only way to assure that the
great man will not change. If there is pessimism here, it is in the com-
parison between species. Humans, like serpents, naturally behave in a
certain way. Hence, “lest” this particular member of the species “may,
prevent.”

Within himself, Brutus overcomes reason, Roman law, and him-
self. He acknowledges that Caesar, the most noble of human beings,
has done nothing to deserve opprobrium, much less assassination. But
“independence of soul”—the ultimate assertion of Brutus’s individual
will—trumps all other values. Kierkegaard characterized the “moment”
in which Abraham stood outside of human society, alone with God. In
The Gay Science, Nietzsche envisions a scene of similar isolation from
the ordinary world:

The greatest weight.—What, if some day or night a demon were to
steal after you into your loneliest loneliness and say to you: “This life
as you now live it and have lived it, you will have to live once more and
innumerable times more; and there will be nothing new in it, but every
pain and every joy and every thought and sigh and everything unutter-
ably small or great in your life will have to return to you, all in the same
succession and sequence—even this spider and this moonlight between
the trees, and even this moment and I myself. The eternal hourglass
of existence is turned upside down again and again, and you with it,
speck of dust!” (GS 273)

Nietzsche’s speaker propounds this question in the entry preceding his
introduction of Zarathustra: “Incipit tragoedia® (274). For Nietzsche,
the “moment” which produces “the greatest stress” or “weight” is that of
“loneliest loneliness,” when the man who overcomes the “all-too-human”
propensity to wish that life were otherwise than it is, lives “courageously,”
separating himself from:

undermen, dwarfs, fairies, centaurs, satyrs, demons, and devils [as] the
inestimable preliminary exercise for the justification of the egoism and
sovereignty of the individual: the freedom that one conceded to a god
in his relation to other gods. (192)
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Brutus is just such a man, one who grants to himself a godlike “relation to
laws, customs, and neighbors.” The point is that when Brutus decides to
act, he does so all by himself, in defiance of law, logic, and experience, and
in so doing, he leaves all “undermen” behind, becoming a prototype of the
“overman” (191). He lives “courageously”; he lets “slip the dogs of war”
without scruple, because “independence of soul” requires the sacrifice of
family, friends, and even Rome.

Nietzsche understands that, since Shakespeare becomes the accomplice
of Brutus and the conspirators in a despicable, public act of treachery, his
remarks might seem to advance a political motif. Since such an interpreta-
tion would degrade Shakespeare’s greatest tragedy, Nietzsche is swift to
suggest an alternative, poetic interpretation: “Or was political freedom
only a symbol for something inexpressible?” (GS 151). As we have seen,
for Nietzsche, the great poet, like the great musical composer, transcends
the mundane limits of the mere “word-poet.” So we must, finally, compare
Brutus with Hamlet:

There are free, impudent spirits who would like to conceal and deny
that at bottom they are broken, incurable hearts—the case of Hamlet:
and then even foolishness can be the mask for an unblessed all-too-
certain certainty. (NCW 680)

And we must recall that, for the Nietzsche of The Birth of Tragedy, it was
certainty—absolute knowledge—that motivated Hamlet toward the defin-
ing characteristic of his being and behavior: Schopenhauerian “lethargy.”
In sharp contrast, Brutus is anything but certain. He cannot possibly know
what Caesar will do in the future, but he overcomes his “all-too-human”
dependence on knowledge and reason, placing all values on his “will” to
affirm, as if for all time, “independence of soul.” In a world of infinite pos-
sibilities, it does not matter if such an imagined “eternal recurrence of the
same” is spatial or temporal.®

Just as Nietzsche first mentions “the eternal recurrence of the same” in
The Gay Science, so he also first introduces himself as the creator of Zara-
thustra. Schopenhauer understood the importance of aesthetic expression,
but he was not himself, in the sense that properly applies to Shakespeare
and Nietzsche, a poet. In Ecce Homo (1888), Nietzsche discusses creative
greatness. “Germans,” he writes, “are incapable of any concept of great-
ness: Schumann is proof of this” (EH 91). Pondering this thought of the
limitations of the German cogniscenti, Nietzsche thinks of Shakespeare’s
great tragedy, just as he does of his own Zarathustra:

Whenever I glance through my Zarathustra, 1 walk around the room
for half an hour, sobbing uncontrollably.—When I look for the high-
est formula for Shakespeare, the only thing I can find is the fact that
he conceived the type of Caesar. You cannot guess at this sort of
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thing,—either you are it or you are not. Great poets create only from
their own reality—to the point where they cannot stand their work any
more afterwards. (EH 91)

The truth is—and Shakespeare’s Brutus proves this—that, in order to peer
into the abyss in this way, a writer must be a philosopher as well as a poet.
The reason this is so is simple: “We are all afraid of the truth” (92). As we
learned in The Birth of Tragedy, even the elemental aspects of Shakespeare
escape the likes of Georg Gervinus. Here we should recall that Gervinus
noted similarities between William Shakespeare and Francis Bacon. Nietz-
sche concedes, then, that the well-trained academic recognized certain
superficial similarities between Shakespeare and Bacon. But from Nietz-
sche’s point of view, Gervinus failed to recognize an even more important
fact, which Nietzsche is prepared, now, to confess, namely, a truth only
hinted at in The Birth of Tragedy:

And just to confess, I have an instinctive certainty that Lord Bacon was
the author, the self-torturer of animals, who is behind the uncanniest
type of literature: what do I care about the pathetic drivel of American
idiots and asses? But the strength for the most powerful reality of vision
is not just compatible with the most powerful strength for action, for
monstrosities of actions, for crimes—it even presupposes it. (EH 92)

The truth is, then, that Shakespeare and the “first realist in every great sense
of the term” approximate the identical prototype of Nietzsche, because
“Shakespeare” is the sobriquet of Francis Bacon. As Nietzsche wrote in
his Nachlass, Bacon was, along with Aristotle, Descartes, and Comte, one
of the four “great methodologists” in the history of science, which Comte
considered nothing less than “virtually philosophy itself” (WP 261). From
Nietzsche’s point of view, science suffered under different challenges during
the nineteenth century than were faced by Bacon: “All the methods, all the
presuppositions of our contemporary science were for millennia regarded
with the profoundest contempt.” They were enemies of God. But by the
mid-nineteenth century, science had risen, as Nietzsche proclaimed in The
Birth of ngedy, high enough to become a problem. Bacon overcame the
limits of science by writing great poetry. Nietzsche overcomes his predeces-
sor by assuming a prophetic voice in Zarathustra.

In his admiration of Bacon/Shakespeare, Nietzsche goes even further in
Twilight of the Idols, by testing “Idols” that survived the scientific revolu-
tion, offering in the process an improvement on Bacon’s “Four Idols of
the Mind.” Here, in his “Four Great Errors,” Nietzsche addresses a world
in which Bacon’s attack on the “Four Idols of the Mind” has succeeded,
perhaps too well: “It is not the victory of science that distinguishes our
nineteenth century, but the victory of scientific method over science” (WP
261). Shakespeare was not a “methodologist,” so, by writing great poetry,
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Bacon overcame the limits of his inductive project. In creating such char-
acters as Hamlet and Brutus, Shakespeare—Bacon delved into the depths of
his own soul. This sort of experience does not answer to the demands of
knowledge laid out in Bacon’s De Instauratio Magna. In Book I of Novum
Organum (The New Instrument), Bacon is concerned only with the proper
scientific methodology. Novum Organum is part of De Instauratio Magna
(The Great Restoration, or Renewal), a seven-part project to revamp all of
the sciences. Bacon would call up “notions and axioms by true Induction”
as the “sovereign remedy for restraining the Idols and driving them off”
(NO 79). His attack on the “false notions,” then, is not only to free up
empiricism, but the end is also the means of doing so: “For the doctrine of
Idols stands in a similar relationship to the Interpretation of Nature, as the
doctrine of Sophistical Refutation does to ordinary dialectic” (79). Hence,
Bacon’s attack on the four “Idols of the Mind” is part of a programmatic
effort to change the way knowledge is acquired and promulgated in the
European citadels of learning.

So the function of the “new instrument,” then, is simply to “forewarn”
and “arm” proponents of science, as Bacon would have it developed. Hence,
the “Idols of the Tribe,” which Bacon considers first are “rooted in human
nature itself.” The mind functions in such a way, regardless of where one
was born or what customs one follows; certain erroneous impressions natu-
rally occur. From this fact the “false notion” emerges that “man is the
measure of all things.” But the fact is that man’s organs of reception are
scaled to human activities, not the cosmos. So men only imagine an order
in nature, in the solar system, for instance, that accords with human activi-
ties; the universe is shaped in “perfect circles” (NO 83). We have some-
thing like the predecessor of Richard Rorty’s view, in at least one perhaps
uncharitable characterization, “that truth is what one can get away with
saying” (Detmer 265), or as Bacon puts it, in “general acceptance” (NO
83). Here, David Detmer is referring to a passage in The Consequences
of Pragmatism (to which we will be returning in the following chapter) in
which Rorty elaborates on Sartre’s assertion that, depending on historical
development, possibly “fascism will be the truth of man.” Rorty writes:

This h