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Shakespeare: An Overview




Biographical Sketch 

Between the record of his baptism in Stratford on 26 April 1564 and the record of his burial in Stratford on 25 April 1616, some forty official documents name Shakespeare, and many others name his parents, his children, and his grand-children. Further, there are at least fifty literary references to him in the works of his contemporaries. More facts are known about William Shakespeare than about any other playwright of the period except Ben Jonson. The facts should, however, be distinguished from the legends. The latter, inevitably more engaging and better known, tell us that the Stratford boy killed a calf in high style, poached deer and rabbits, and was forced to flee to London, where he held horses outside a playhouse. These traditions are only traditions; they may be true, but no evidence supports them, and it is well to stick to the facts.

Mary Arden, the dramatist’s mother, was the daughter of a substantial landowner; about 1557 she married John Shakespeare, a tanner, glove-maker, and trader in wool, grain, and other farm commodities. In 1557 John Shakespeare was a member of the council (the governing body of Stratford), in 1558 a constable of the borough, in 1561 one of the two town chamberlains, in 1565 an alderman (entitling him to the appellation of “Mr.”), in 1568 high bailiff—the town’s highest political office, equivalent to mayor. After 1577, for an unknown reason he drops out of local politics. What is known is that he had to mortgage his wife’s property, and that he was involved in serious litigation.

The birthday of William Shakespeare, the third child and the eldest son of this locally prominent man, is unrecorded,  but the Stratford parish register records that the infant was baptized on 26 April 1564. (It is quite possible that he was born on 23 April, but this date has probably been assigned by tradition because it is the date on which, fifty-two years later, he died, and perhaps because it is the feast day of St. George, patron saint of England.) The attendance records of the Stratford grammar school of the period are not extant, but it is reasonable to assume that the son of a prominent local official attended the free school—it had been established for the purpose of educating males precisely of his class—and received substantial training in Latin. The masters of the school from Shakespeare’s seventh to fifteenth years held Oxford degrees; the Elizabethan curriculum excluded mathematics and the natural sciences but taught a good deal of Latin rhetoric, logic, and literature, including plays by Plautus, Terence, and Seneca.

On 27 November 1582 a marriage license was issued for the marriage of Shakespeare and Anne Hathaway, eight years his senior. The couple had a daughter, Susanna, in May 1583. Perhaps the marriage was necessary, but perhaps the couple had earlier engaged, in the presence of witnesses, in a formal “troth plight” which would render their children legitimate even if no further ceremony were performed. In February 1585, Anne Hathaway bore Shakespeare twins, Hamnet and Judith.

That Shakespeare was born is excellent; that he married and had children is pleasant; but that we know nothing about his departure from Stratford to London or about the beginning of his theatrical career is lamentable and must be admitted. We would gladly sacrifice details about his children’s baptism for details about his earliest days in the theater. Perhaps the poaching episode is true (but it is first reported almost a century after Shakespeare’s death), or perhaps he left Stratford to be a schoolmaster, as another tradition holds; perhaps he was moved (like Petruchio in The Taming of the Shrew) bySuch wind as scatters young men through the world, 
To seek their fortunes farther than at home 
Where small experience grows. (1.2.49-51)





In 1592, thanks to the cantankerousness of Robert Greene, we have our first reference, a snarling one, to Shakespeare as an actor and playwright. Greene, a graduate of St. John’s College, Cambridge, had become a playwright and a pamphleteer in London, and in one of his pamphlets he warns three university-educated playwrights against an actor who has presumed to turn playwright:There is an upstart crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his  tiger’s heart wrapped in a player’s hide supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you, and being an absolute Johannes-factotum [i.e., jack-of all-trades] is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in a country.





The reference to the player, as well as the allusion to Aesop’s crow (who strutted in borrowed plumage, as an actor struts in fine words not his own), makes it clear that by this date Shakespeare had both acted and written. That Shakespeare is meant is indicated not only by Shake-scene  but also by the parody of a line from one of Shakespeare’s plays, 3 Henry VI: “O, tiger’s heart wrapped in a woman’s hide” (1.4.137). If in 1592 Shakespeare was prominent enough to be attacked by an envious dramatist, he probably had served an apprenticeship in the theater for at least a few years.

In any case, although there are no extant references to Shakespeare between the record of the baptism of his twins in 1585 and Greene’s hostile comment about “Shake-scene” in 1592, it is evident that during some of these “dark years” or “lost years” Shakespeare had acted and written. There are a number of subsequent references to him as an actor. Documents indicate that in 1598 he is a “principal comedian,” in 1603 a “principal tragedian,” in 1608 he is one of the “men players.‘ (We do not have, however, any solid information about which roles he may have played; later traditions say he played Adam in As You Like It and the ghost in Hamlet, but nothing supports the assertions. Probably his role as dramatist came to supersede his role as actor.) The profession of actor was not for a gentleman, and it occasionally drew the scorn of university men like Greene who resented writing speeches for persons less educated than themselves, but it  was respectable enough; players, if prosperous, were in effect members of the bourgeoisie, and there is nothing to suggest that Stratford considered William Shakespeare less than a solid citizen. When, in 1596, the Shakespeares were granted a coat of arms—i.e., the right to be considered gentlemen—the grant was made to Shakespeare’s father, but probably William Shakespeare had arranged the matter on his own behalf. In subsequent transactions he is occasionally styled a gentleman.

Although in 1593 and 1594 Shakespeare published two narrative poems dedicated to the Earl of Southampton,  Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece, and may well have written most or all of his sonnets in the middle nineties, Shakespeare’s literary activity seems to have been almost entirely devoted to the theater. (It may be significant that the two narrative poems were written in years when the plague closed the theaters for several months.) In 1594 he was a charter member of a theatrical company called the Chamberlain’s Men, which in 1603 became the royal company, the King’s Men, making Shakespeare the king’s playwright. Until he retired to Stratford (about 1611, apparently), he was with this remarkably stable company. From 1599 the company acted primarily at the Globe theater, in which Shakespeare held a one-tenth interest. Other Elizabethan dramatists are known to have acted, but no other is known also to have been entitled to a share of the profits.

Shakespeare’s first eight published plays did not have his name on them, but this is not remarkable; the most popular play of the period, Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy,  went through many editions without naming Kyd, and Kyd’s authorship is known only because a book on the profession of acting happens to quote (and attribute to Kyd) some lines on the interest of Roman emperors in the drama. What is remarkable is that after 1598 Shakespeare’s name commonly appears on printed plays—some of which are not his. Presumably his name was a drawing card, and publishers used it to attract potential buyers. Another indication of his popularity comes from Francis Meres, author of Palladis Tamia: Wit’s Treasury (1598). In this anthology of snippets accompanied by an essay on literature, many playwrights are mentioned, but Shakespeare’s name occurs  more often than any other, and Shakespeare is the only playwright whose plays are listed.

From his acting, his play writing, and his share in a playhouse, Shakespeare seems to have made considerable money. He put it to work, making substantial investments in Stratford real estate. As early as 1597 he bought New Place, the second-largest house in Stratford. His family moved in soon afterward, and the house remained in the family until a granddaughter died in 1670. When Shakespeare made his will in 1616, less than a month before he died, he sought to leave his property intact to his descendants. Of small bequests to relatives and to friends (including three actors, Richard Burbage, John Heminges, and Henry Condell), that to his wife of the second-best bed has provoked the most comment. It has sometimes been taken as a sign of an unhappy marriage (other supposed signs are the apparently hasty marriage, his wife s seniority of eight years, and his residence in London without his family). Perhaps the second-best bed was the bed the couple had slept in, the best bed being reserved for visitors. In any case, had Shakespeare not excepted it, the bed would have gone (with the rest of his household possessions) to his daughter and her husband.

On 25 April 1616 Shakespeare was buried within the chancel of the church at Stratford. An unattractive monument to his memory, placed on a wall near the grave, says that he died on 23 April. Over the grave itself are the lines, perhaps by Shakespeare, that (more than his literary fame) have kept his bones undisturbed in the crowded burial ground where old bones were often dislodged to make way for new:Good friend, for Jesus’ sake forbear 
To dig the dust enclosed here. 
Blessed be the man that spares these stones 
And cursed be he that moves my bones.






A Note on the Anti-Stratfordians, Especially Baconians and Oxfordians 

Not until 1769—more than a hundred and fifty years after Shakespeare’s death—is there any record of anyone  expressing doubt about Shakespeare’s authorship of the plays and poems. In 1769, however, Herbert Lawrence nominated Francis Bacon (1561-1626) in The Life and Adventures of Common Sense. Since then, at least two dozen other nominees have been offered, including Christopher Marlowe, Sir Walter Raleigh, Queen Elizabeth I, and Edward de Vere, 17th earl of Oxford. The impulse behind all anti-Stratfordian movements is the scarcely concealed snobbish opinion that “the man from Stratford” simply could not have written the plays because he was a country fellow without a university education and without access to high society. Anyone, the argument goes, who used so many legal terms, medical terms, nautical terms, and so forth, and who showed some familiarity with classical writing, must have attended a university, and anyone who knew so much about courtly elegance and courtly deceit must himself have moved among courtiers. The plays do indeed reveal an author whose interests were exceptionally broad, but specialists in any given field—law, medicine, arms and armor, and so on—soon find that the plays do not reveal deep knowledge in specialized matters; indeed, the playwright often gets technical details wrong.

The claim on behalf of Bacon, forgotten almost as soon as it was put forth in 1769, was independently reasserted by Joseph C. Hart in 1848. In 1856 it was reaffirmed by W. H. Smith in a book, and also by Delia Bacon in an article; in 1857 Delia Bacon published a book, arguing that Francis Bacon had directed a group of intellectuals who wrote the plays.

Francis Bacon’s claim has largely faded, perhaps because it was advanced with such evident craziness by Ignatius Donnelly, who in The Great Cryptogram (1888) claimed to break a code in the plays that proved Bacon had written not only the plays attributed to Shakespeare but also other Renaissance works, for instance the plays of Christopher Marlowe and the essays of Montaigne.

Consider the last two lines of the Epilogue in The Tempest:As you from crimes would pardoned be, 
Let your indulgence set me free. 





What was Shakespeare—sony, Francis Bacon, Baron Verulam—really saying in these two lines? According to Baconians, the lines are an anagram reading, “Tempest of Francis Bacon, Lord Verulam; do ye ne‘er divulge me, ye words.” Ingenious, and it is a pity that in the quotation the letter a appears only twice in the cryptogram, whereas in the deciphered message it appears three times. Oh, no problem; just alter “Verulam” to “Verul’m” and it works out very nicely.

Most people understand that with sufficient ingenuity one can torture any text and find in it what one wishes. For instance: Did Shakespeare have a hand in the King James Version of the Bible? It was nearing completion in 1610, when Shakespeare was forty-six years old. If you look at the 46th Psalm and count forward for forty-six words, you will find the word shake. Now if you go to the end of the psalm and count backward forty-six words, you will find the word  spear. Clear evidence, according to some, that Shakespeare slyly left his mark in the book.

Bacon’s candidacy has largely been replaced in the twentieth century by the candidacy of Edward de Vere (1550-1604), 17th earl of Oxford. The basic ideas behind the Oxford theory, advanced at greatest length by Dorothy and Charlton Ogburn in This Star of England (1952, rev. 1955), a book of 1297 pages, and by Charlton Ogburn in  The Mysterious William Shakespeare (1984), a book of 892 pages, are these: (1) The man from Stratford could not possibly have had the mental equipment and the experience to have written the plays—only a courtier could have written them; (2) Oxford had the requisite background (social position, education, years at Queen Elizabeth’s court); (3) Oxford did not wish his authorship to be known for two basic reasons: writing for the public theater was a vulgar pursuit, and the plays show so much courtly and royal disreputable behavior that they would have compromised Oxford’s position at court. Oxfordians offer countless details to support the claim. For example, Hamlet’s phrase “that ever I was born to set it right” (1.5.89) barely conceals “E. Ver, I was born to set it right,” an unambiguous announcement of de Vere’s authorship, according to This Star of England (p. 654). A second example: Consider Ber  Jonson’s poem entitled “To the Memory of My Beloved Master William Shakespeare,” prefixed to the first collected edition of Shakespeare’s plays in 1623. According to Oxfordians, when Jonson in this poem speaks of the author of the plays as the “swan of Avon,” he is alluding not to William Shakespeare, who was born and died in Stratford-on-Avon and who throughout his adult life owned property there; rather, he is alluding to Oxford, who, the Ogburns say, used “William Shakespeare” as his pen name, and whose manor at Bilton was on the Avon River. Oxfordians do not offer any evidence that Oxford took a pen name, and they do not mention that Oxford had sold the manor in 1581, forty-two years before Jonson wrote his poem. Surely a reference to the Shakespeare who was born in Stratford, who had returned to Stratford, and who had died there only seven years before Jonson wrote the poem is more plausible. And exactly why Jonson, who elsewhere also spoke of Shakespeare as a playwright, and why Heminges and Condell, who had acted with Shakespeare for about twenty years, should speak of Shakespeare as the author in their dedication in the 1623 volume of collected plays is never adequately explained by Oxfordians. Either Jonson, Heminges and Condell, and numerous others were in on the conspiracy, or they were all duped—equally unlikely alternatives. Another difficulty in the Oxford theory is that Oxford died in 1604, and some of the plays are clearly indebted to works and events later than 1604. Among the Oxfordian responses are: At his death Oxford left some plays, and in later years these were touched up by hacks, who added the material that points to later dates. The Tempest, almost universally regarded as one of Shakespeare’s greatest plays and pretty clearly dated to 1611, does indeed date from a period after the death of Oxford, but it is a crude piece of work that should not be included in the canon of works by Oxford.

The anti-Stratfordians, in addition to assuming that the author must have been a man of rank and a university man, usually assume two conspiracies: (1) a conspiracy in Elizabethan and Jacobean times, in which a surprisingly large number of persons connected with the theater knew that the actor Shakespeare did not write the plays attributed to him but for some reason or other pretended that he did; (2) a conspiracy of today’s Stratfordians, the professors who teach Shakespeare in the colleges and universities, who are said to have a vested interest in preserving Shakespeare as the author of the plays they teach. In fact, (1) it is inconceivable that the secret of Shakespeare’s non-authorship could have been preserved by all of the people who supposedly were in on the conspiracy, and (2) academic fame awaits any scholar today who can disprove Shakespeare’s authorship.

The Stratfordian case is convincing not only because hundreds or even thousands of anti-Stratford arguments—of the sort that say “ever I was born” has the secret double meaning “E. Ver, I was born”—add up to nothing at all but also because irrefutable evidence connects the man from Stratford with the London theater and with the authorship of particular plays. The anti-Stratfordians do not seem to understand that it is not enough to dismiss the Stratford case by saying that a fellow from the provinces simply couldn’t have written the plays. Nor do they understand that it is not enough to dismiss all of the evidence connecting Shakespeare with the plays by asserting that it is perjured.




The Shakespeare Canon

We return to William Shakespeare. Thirty-seven plays as well as some nondramatic poems are generally held to constitute the Shakespeare canon, the body of authentic works. The exact dates of composition of most of the works are highly uncertain, but evidence of a starting point and/or of a final limiting point often provides a framework for informed guessing. For example, Richard II cannot be earlier than 1595, the publication date of some material to which it is indebted; The Merchant of Venice cannot be later than 1598, the year Francis Meres mentioned it. Sometimes arguments for a date hang on an alleged topical allusion, such as the lines about the unseasonable weather in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 2.1.81-117, but such an allusion, if indeed it is an allusion to an event in the real world, can be variously interpreted, and in any case there is always the possibility that a topical allusion was inserted years later, to bring the play up to date. (The issue of alterations in a text between the  time that Shakespeare drafted it and the time that it was printed—alterations due to censorship or playhouse practice or Shakespeare’s own second thoughts—will be discussed in “The Play Text as a Collaboration” later in this overview.) Dates are often attributed on the basis of style, and although conjectures about style usually rest on other conjectures (such as Shakespeare’s development as a playwright, or the appropriateness of lines to character), sooner or later one must rely on one’s literary sense. There is no documentary proof, for example, that Othello is not as early as Romeo and Juliet, but one feels that Othello is a later, more mature work, and because the first record of its performance is 1604, one is glad enough to set its composition at that date and not push it back into Shakespeare’s early years.  (Romeo and Juliet was first published in 1597, but evidence suggests that it was written a little earlier.) The following chronology, then, is indebted not only to facts but also to informed guesswork and sensitivity. The dates, necessarily imprecise for some works, indicate something like a scholarly consensus concerning the time of original composition. Some plays show evidence of later revision.

 

Plays. The first collected edition of Shakespeare, published in 1623, included thirty-six plays. These are all accepted as Shakespeare‘s, though for one of them, Henry VIII, he is thought to have had a collaborator. A thirty-seventh play,  Pericles, published in 1609 and attributed to Shakespeare on the title page, is also widely accepted as being partly by Shakespeare even though it is not included in the 1623 volume. Still another play not in the 1623 volume, The Two Noble Kinsmen, was first published in 1634, with a title page attributing it to John Fletcher and Shakespeare. Probably most students of the subject now believe that Shakespeare did indeed have a hand in it. Of the remaining plays attributed at one time or another to Shakespeare, only one, Edward III, anonymously published in 1596, is now regarded by some scholars as a serious candidate. The prevailing opinion, however, is that this rather simple-minded play is not Shakespeare’s; at most he may have revised some passages, chiefly scenes with the Countess of  Salisbury. We include The Two Noble Kinsmen but do not include Edward III in the following list.
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Poems. In 1989 Donald W. Foster published a book in which he argued that “A Funeral Elegy for Master William Peter,” published in 1612, ascribed only to the initials W.S., may be by Shakespeare. Foster later published an article in a scholarly journal, PMLA 111 (1996), in which he asserted the claim more positively. The evidence begins with the initials, and includes the fact that the publisher and the printer of the elegy had published Shakespeare’s Sonnets in 1609. But such facts add up to rather little, especially because no one has found any connection between Shakespeare and William Peter (an Oxford graduate about whom little is known, who was murdered at the age of twenty-nine). The argument is based chiefly on statistical examinations of word patterns, which are said to correlate with Shakespeare’s known work. Despite such correlations, however, many readers feel that the poem does not sound like Shakespeare. True, Shakespeare has a great range of styles, but his work is consistently imaginative and interesting. Many readers find neither of these qualities in “A Funeral Elegy.”
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Shakespeare’s English 

1. Spelling and Pronunciation. From the philologist’s point of view, Shakespeare’s English is modern English. It requires footnotes, but the inexperienced reader can comprehend substantial passages with very little help, whereas for the same reader Chaucer’s Middle English is a foreign language. By the beginning of the fifteenth century the chief grammatical changes in English had taken place, and the final unaccented -e of Middle English had been lost (though  it survives even today in spelling, as in name); during the fifteenth century the dialect of London, the commercial and political center, gradually displaced the provincial dialects, at least in writing; by the end of the century, printing had helped to regularize and stabilize the language, especially spelling. Elizabethan spelling may seem erratic to us (there were dozens of spellings of Shakespeare, and a simple word like been was also spelled beene and bin), but it had much in common with our spelling. Elizabethan spelling was conservative in that for the most part it reflected an older pronunciation (Middle English) rather than the sound of the language as it was then spoken, just as our spelling continues to reflect medieval pronunciation—most obviously in the now silent but formerly pronounced letters in a word such as  knight. Elizabethan pronunciation, though not identical with ours, was much closer to ours than to that of the Middle Ages. Incidentally, though no one can be certain about what Elizabethan English sounded like, specialists tend to believe it was rather like the speech of a modem stage Irishman (time apparently was pronounced toime, old pronounced  awld, day pronounced die, and join pronounced jine) and not at all like the Oxford speech that most of us think it was.

An awareness of the difference between our pronunciation and Shakespeare’s is crucial in three areas—in accent, or number of syllables (many metrically regular lines may look irregular to us); in rhymes (which may not look like rhymes); and in puns (which may not look like puns). Examples will be useful. Some words that were at least on occasion stressed differently from today are aspèct, còmplete, fòrlorn, revènue, and sepùlcher. Words that sometimes had an additional syllable are emp[e]ress, Hen[e]ry,  mon[e]th, and villain (three syllables, vil-lay-in). An additional syllable is often found in possessives, like moon’s  (pronounced moones) and in words ending in -tion or -sion.  Words that had one less syllable than they now have are  needle (pronounced neel) and violet (pronounced vilet).  Among rhymes now lost are one with loan, love with prove, beast with jest, eat with great. (In reading, trust your sense of metrics and your ear, more than your eye.) An example of a pun that has become obliterated by a change in pronunciation is Falstaff’s reply to Prince Hal’s “Come, tell us your  reason” in 1 Henry IV: “Give you a reason on compulsion? If reasons were as plentiful as blackberries, I would give no man a reason upon compulsion, I” (2.4.237-40). The ea in  reason was pronounced rather like a long a, like the ai in  raisin, hence the comparison with blackberries.

Puns are not merely attempts to be funny; like metaphors they often involve bringing into a meaningful relationship areas of experience normally seen as remote. In 2 Henry IV,  when Feeble is conscripted, he stoically says, “I care not. A man can die but once. We owe God a death” (3.2.242-43), punning on debt, which was the way death was pronounced. Here an enormously significant fact of life is put into simple commercial imagery, suggesting its commonplace quality. Shakespeare used the same pun earlier in 1 Henry IV, when Prince Hal says to Falstaff, “Why, thou owest God a death,” and Falstaff replies, “ ‘Tis not due yet: I would be loath to pay him before his day. What need I be so forward with him that calls not on me?” (5.1.126-29).

Sometimes the puns reveal a delightful playfulness; sometimes they reveal aggressiveness, as when, replying to Claudius’s “But now, my cousin Hamlet, and my son,” Hamlet says, “A little more than kin, and less than kind!” (1.2.64-65). These are Hamlet’s first words in the play, and we already hear him warring verbally against Claudius. Hamlet’s “less than kind” probably means (1) Hamlet is not of Claudius’s family or nature, kind having the sense it still has in our word mankind; (2) Hamlet is not kindly (affectionately) disposed toward Claudius; (3) Claudius is not naturally (but rather unnaturally, in a legal sense incestu ously) Hamlet’s father. The puns evidently were not put in as sops to the groundlings; they are an important way of communicating a complex meaning.

 

2. Vocabulary. A conspicuous difficulty in reading Shakespeare is rooted in the fact that some of his words are no longer in common use—for example, words concerned with armor, astrology, clothing, coinage, hawking, horsemanship, law, medicine, sailing, and war. Shakespeare had a large vocabulary—something near thirty thousand words—but it was not so much a vocabulary of big words as a vocabulary drawn from a wide range of life, and it is partly  his ability to call upon a great body of concrete language that gives his plays the sense of being in close contact with life. When the right word did not already exist, he made it up. Among words thought to be his coinages are accommodation, all-knowing, amazement, bare-faced, countless, dexterously, dislocate, dwindle, fancy-free, frugal, indistinguishable, lackluster, laughable, overawe, premeditated, sea change, star-crossed. Among those that have not survived are the verb convive, meaning to feast together, and  smilet, a little smile.

Less overtly troublesome than the technical words but more treacherous are the words that seem readily intelligible to us but whose Elizabethan meanings differ from their modern ones. When Horatio describes the Ghost as an “erring spirit,” he is saying not that the ghost has sinned or made an error but that it is wandering. Here is a short list of some of the most common words in Shakespeare’s plays that often (but not always) have a meaning other than their most usual modern meaning:[image: 007]
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All glosses, of course, are mere approximations; sometimes one of Shakespeare’s words may hover between an older meaning and a modem one, and as we have seen, his words often have multiple meanings.

 

3. Grammar. A few matters of grammar may be surveyed, though it should be noted at the outset that Shakespeare sometimes made up his own grammar. As E.A. Abbott says in A Shakespearian Grammar, “Almost any part of speech can be used as any other part of speech”: a noun as a verb (“he childed as I fathered”); a verb as a noun (“She hath made compare”); or an adverb as an adjective (“a seldom pleasure”). There are hundreds, perhaps thousands, of such instances in the plays, many of which at first glance would not seem at all irregular and would trouble only a pedant. Here are a few broad matters.

Nouns: The Elizabethans thought the -s genitive ending for nouns (as in man’s) derived from his; thus the line “ ‘gainst the count his galleys I did some service,” for “the count’s galleys.”

Adjectives: By Shakespeare’s time adjectives had lost the endings that once indicated gender, number, and case. About the only difference between Shakespeare’s adjectives and ours is the use of the now redundant more or most with the comparative (“some more fitter place”) or superlative  (“This was the most unkindest cut of all”). Like double comparatives and double superlatives, double negatives were acceptable; Mercutio “will not budge for no man’s pleasure.”

Pronouns: The greatest change was in pronouns. In Middle English thou, thy, and thee were used among familiars and in speaking to children and inferiors; ye, your, and  you were used in speaking to superiors (servants to masters, nobles to the king) or to equals with whom the speaker was not familiar. Increasingly the “polite” forms were used in all direct address, regardless of rank, and the accusative you  displaced the nominative ye. Shakespeare sometimes uses  ye instead of you, but even in Shakespeare’s day ye was archaic, and it occurs mostly in rhetorical appeals.

Thou, thy, and thee were not completely displaced, however, and Shakespeare occasionally makes significant use of them, sometimes to connote familiarity or intimacy and sometimes to connote contempt. In Twelfth Night Sir Toby advises Sir Andrew to insult Cesario by addressing him as  thou: “If thou thou‘st him some thrice, it shall not be amiss” (3.2.46-47). In Othello when Brabantio is addressing an unidentified voice in the dark he says, “What are you?” (1.1.91), but when the voice identifies itself as the foolish suitor Roderigo, Brabantio uses the contemptuous form, saying, “I have charged thee not to haunt about my doors” (93). He uses this form for a while, but later in the scene, when he comes to regard Roderigo as an ally, he shifts back to the polite you, beginning in line 163, “What said she to you?” and on to the end of the scene. For reasons not yet satisfactorily explained, Elizabethans used thou in addresses to God—“O God, thy arm was here,” the king says in Henry V  (4.8.108)—and to supernatural characters such as ghosts and witches. A subtle variation occurs in Hamlet. When Hamlet first talks with the Ghost in 1.5, he uses thou, but when he sees the Ghost in his mother’s room, in 3.4, he uses  you, presumably because he is now convinced that the Ghost is not a counterfeit but is his father.

Perhaps the most unusual use of pronouns, from our point of view, is the neuter singular. In place of our its, his was often used, as in “How far that little candle throws his  beams.” But the use of a masculine pronoun for a neuter noun came to seem unnatural, and so it was used for the possessive as well as the nominative: “The hedge-sparrow fed the cuckoo so long / That it had it head bit off by it young.” In the late sixteenth century the possessive form its developed, apparently by analogy with the -s ending used to indicate a genitive noun, as in book‘s, but its was not yet common usage in Shakespeare’s day. He seems to have used  its only ten times, mostly in his later plays. Other usages, such as “you have seen Cassio and she together” or the substitution of who for whom, cause little problem even when noticed.

Verbs, Adverbs, and Prepositions: Verbs cause almost no difficulty: The third person singular present form commonly ends in -s, as in modern English (e.g., “He blesses”), but sometimes in -eth (Portia explains to Shylock that mercy “blesseth him that gives and him that takes”). Broadly speaking, the -eth ending was old-fashioned or dignified or “literary” rather than colloquial, except for the words doth, hath, and saith. The -eth ending (regularly used in the King James Bible, 1611) is very rare in Shakespeare’s dramatic prose, though not surprisingly it occurs twice in the rather formal prose summary of the narrative poem Lucrece. Sometimes a plural subject, especially if it has collective force, takes a verb ending in -s, as in “My old bones aches.” Some of our strong or irregular preterites (such as broke) have a different form in Shakespeare (brake); some verbs that now have a weak or regular preterite (such as helped) in Shakespeare have a strong or irregular preterite (holp). Some adverbs that today end in -ly were not inflected: “grievous sick,” “wondrous strange.” Finally, prepositions often are not the ones we expect: “We are such stuff as dreams are made on,” “I have a king here to my flatterer.”

Again, none of the differences (except meanings that have substantially changed or been lost) will cause much difficulty. But it must be confessed that for some elliptical passages there is no widespread agreement on meaning. Wise editors resist saying more than they know, and when they are uncertain they add a question mark to their gloss.




Shakespeare’s Theater

In Shakespeare’s infancy, Elizabethan actors performed wherever they could—in great halls, at court, in the court-yards of inns. These venues implied not only different audiences but also different playing conditions. The innyards must have made rather unsatisfactory theaters: on some days they were unavailable because carters bringing goods to London used them as depots; when available, they had to be rented from the innkeeper. In 1567, presumably to avoid such difficulties, and also to avoid regulation by the Common Council of London, which was not well disposed toward theatricals, one John Brayne, brother-in-law of the carpenter turned actor James Burbage, built the Red Lion in an eastern suburb of London. We know nothing about its shape or its capacity; we can say only that it may have been the first building in Europe constructed for the purpose of giving plays since the end of antiquity, a thousand years earlier. Even after the building of the Red Lion theatrical activity continued in London in makeshift circumstances, in marketplaces and inns, and always uneasily. In 1574 the Common Council required that plays and playing places in London be licensed becausesundry great disorders and inconveniences have been found to ensue to this city by the inordinate haunting of great multitudes of people, specially youth, to plays, interludes, and shows, namely occasion of frays and quarrels, evil practices of incontinency in great inns having chambers and secret places adjoining to their open stages and galleries.





The Common Council ordered that innkeepers who wished licenses to hold performance put up a bond and make contributions to the poor.

The requirement that plays and innyard theaters be licensed, along with the other drawbacks of playing at inns and presumably along with the success of the Red Lion, led James Burbage to rent a plot of land northeast of the city walls, on property outside the jurisdiction of the city. Here he built England’s second playhouse, called simply the Theatre. About all that is known of its construction is that it was  wood. It soon had imitators, the most famous being the Globe (1599), essentially an amphitheater built across the Thames (again outside the city’s jurisdiction), constructed with timbers of the Theatre, which had been dismantled when Burbage’s lease ran out.

Admission to the theater was one penny, which allowed spectators to stand at the sides and front of the stage that jutted into the yard. An additional penny bought a seat in a covered part of the theater, and a third penny bought a more comfortable seat and a better location. It is notoriously difficult to translate prices into today’s money, since some things that are inexpensive today would have been expensive in the past and vice versa—a pipeful of tobacco (imported, of course) cost a lot of money, about three pennies, and an orange (also imported) cost two or three times what a chicken cost—but perhaps we can get some idea of the low cost of the penny admission when we realize that a penny could also buy a pot of ale. An unskilled laborer made about five or sixpence a day, an artisan about twelve pence a day, and the hired actors (as opposed to the sharers in the company, such as Shakespeare) made about ten pence a performance. A printed play cost five or sixpence. Of course a visit to the theater (like a visit to a baseball game today) usually cost more than the admission since the spectator probably would also buy food and drink. Still, the low entrance fee meant that the theater was available to all except the very poorest people, rather as movies and most athletic events are today. Evidence indicates that the audience ranged from apprentices who somehow managed to scrape together the minimum entrance fee and to escape from their masters for a few hours, to prosperous members of the middle class and aristocrats who paid the additional fee for admission to the galleries. The exact proportion of men to women cannot be determined, but women of all classes certainly were present. Theaters were open every afternoon but Sundays for much of the year, except in times of plague, when they were closed because of fear of infection. By the way, no evidence suggests the presence of toilet facilities. Presumably the patrons relieved themselves by making a quick trip to the fields surrounding the playhouses.

There are four important sources of information about the  structure of Elizabethan public playhouses—drawings, a contract, recent excavations, and stage directions in the plays. Of drawings, only the so-called de Witt drawing (c. 1596) of the Swan—really his friend Aemout van Buchell’s copy of Johannes de Witt’s drawing—is of much significance. The drawing, the only extant representation of the interior of an Elizabethan theater, shows an amphitheater of three tiers, with a stage jutting from a wall into the yard or  center of the building. The tiers are roofed, and part of the stage is covered by a roof that projects from the rear and is supported at its front on two posts, but the groundlings, who paid a penny to stand in front of the stage or at its sides, were exposed to the sky. (Performances in such a playhouse were held only in the daytime; artificial illumination was not used.) At the rear of the stage are two massive doors; above the stage is a gallery.
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Johannes de Witt, a Continental visitor to London, made a drawing of the Swan theater in about the year 1596. The original drawing is lost; this is Aernout van Buchell’s copy of it.

The second major source of information, the contract for the Fortune (built in 1600), specifies that although the Globe (built in 1599) is to be the model, the Fortune is to be square, eighty feet outside and fifty-five inside. The stage is to be forty-three feet broad, and is to extend into the middle of the yard, i.e., it is twenty-seven and a half feet deep.

The third source of information, the 1989 excavations of the Rose (built in 1587), indicate that the Rose was fourteen-sided, about seventy-two feet in diameter with an inner yard almost fifty feet in diameter. The stage at the Rose was about sixteen feet deep, thirty-seven feet wide at the rear, and twenty-seven feet wide downstage. The relatively small dimensions and the tapering stage, in contrast to the rectangular stage in the Swan drawing, surprised theater historians and have made them more cautious in generalizing about the Elizabethan theater. Excavations at the Globe have not yielded much information, though some historians believe that the fragmentary evidence suggests a larger theater, perhaps one hundred feet in diameter.

From the fourth chief source, stage directions in the plays, one learns that entrance to the stage was by the doors at the rear (“Enter one citizen at one door, and another at the other ”). A curtain hanging across the doorway—or a curtain hanging between the two doorways—could provide a place where a character could conceal himself, as Polonius does, when he wishes to overhear the conversation between Hamlet and Gertrude. Similarly, withdrawing a curtain from the doorway could “discover” (reveal) a character or two. Such discovery scenes are very rare in Elizabethan drama, but a good example occurs in The Tempest (5.1.171), where a stage direction tells us, “Here Prospero discovers Ferdinand and Miranda playing at chess. ” There was also some sort of playing space “aloft” or “above” to represent, for  instance, the top of a city’s walls or a room above the street. Doubtless each theater had its own peculiarities, but perhaps we can talk about a “typical” Elizabethan theater if we realize that no theater need exactly fit the description, just as no mother is the average mother with 2.7 children.

This hypothetical theater is wooden, round, or polygonal (in Henry V Shakespeare calls it a “wooden O”) capable of holding some eight hundred spectators who stood in the yard around the projecting elevated stage—these spectators were the “groundlings”—and some fifteen hundred additional spectators who sat in the three roofed galleries. The stage, protected by a “shadow” or “heavens” or roof, is entered from two doors; behind the doors is the “tiring house” (attiring house, i.e., dressing room), and above the stage is some sort of gallery that may sometimes hold spectators but can be used (for example) as the bedroom from which Romeo—according to a stage direction in one text—“goeth down.” Some evidence suggests that a throne can be lowered onto the platform stage, perhaps from the “shadow”; certainly characters can descend from the stage through a trap or traps into the cellar or “hell.” Sometimes this space beneath the stage accommodates a sound-effects man or musician (in Antony and Cleopatra “music of the hautboys  [oboes] is under the stage”) or an actor (in Hamlet the  “Ghost cries under the stage”). Most characters simply walk on and off through the doors, but because there is no curtain in front of the platform, corpses will have to be carried off (Hamlet obligingly clears the stage of Polonius’s corpse, when he says, “I’ll lug the guts into the neighbor room”). Other characters may have fallen at the rear, where a curtain on a doorway could be drawn to conceal them. Such may have been the “public theater,” so called because its inexpensive admission made it available to a wide range of the populace. Another kind of theater has been called the “private theater” because its much greater admission charge (sixpence versus the penny for general admission at the public theater) limited its audience to the wealthy or the prodigal. The private theater was basically a large room, entirely roofed and therefore artificially illuminated, with a stage at one end. The theaters thus were distinct in two ways: One was essentially an amphitheater that  catered to the general public; the other was a hall that catered to the wealthy. In 1576 a hall theater was established in Blackfriars, a Dominican priory in London that had been suppressed in 1538 and confiscated by the Crown and thus was not under the city’s jurisdiction. All the actors in this Blackfriars theater were boys about eight to thirteen years old (in the public theaters similar boys played female parts; a boy Lady Macbeth played to a man Macbeth). Near the end of this section on Shakespeare’s theater we will talk at some length about possible implications in this convention of using boys to play female roles, but for the moment we should say that it doubtless accounts for the relative lack of female roles in Elizabethan drama. Thus, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, out of twenty-one named roles, only four are female; in Hamlet, out of twenty-four, only two (Gertrude and Ophelia) are female. Many of Shakespeare’s characters have fathers but no mothers—for instance, King Lear’s daughters. We need not bring in Freud to explain the disparity; a dramatic company had only a few boys in it.

To return to the private theaters, in some of which all of the performers were children—the “eyrie of... little eyases” (nest of unfledged hawks—2.2.347-48) which Rosencrantz mentions when he and Guildenstern talk with Hamlet. The theater in Blackfriars had a precarious existence, and ceased operations in 1584. In 1596 James Burbage, who had already made theatrical history by building the Theatre, began to construct a second Blackfriars theater. He died in 1597, and for several years this second Blackfriars theater was used by a troupe of boys, but in 1608 two of Burbage’s sons and five other actors (including Shakespeare) became joint operators of the theater, using it in the winter when the open-air Globe was unsuitable. Perhaps such a smaller theater, roofed, artificially illuminated, and with a tradition of a wealthy audience, exerted an influence in Shakespeare’s late plays.

Performances in the private theaters may well have had intermissions during which music was played, but in the public theaters the action was probably uninterrupted, flowing from scene to scene almost without a break. Actors would enter, speak, exit, and others would immediately enter and establish (if necessary) the new locale by a few properties and by words and gestures. To indicate that the  scene took place at night, a player or two would carry a torch. Here are some samples of Shakespeare establishing the scene:This is Illyria, lady. (Twelfth Night, 1.2.2) 
Well, this is the Forest of Arden. (As You Like It, 2.4.14) 
This castle has a pleasant seat; the air 
Nimbly and sweetly recommends itself 
Unto our gentle senses. (Macbeth, 1.6.1-3) 
The west yet glimmers with some streaks of day. 
(Macbeth, 3.3.5)





Sometimes a speech will go far beyond evoking the minimal setting of place and time, and will, so to speak, evoke the social world in which the characters move. For instance, early in the first scene of The Merchant of Venice Salerio suggests an explanation for Antonio’s melancholy. (In the following passage, pageants are decorated wagons, floats, and cursy is the verb “to curtsy,” or “to bow.”)Your mind is tossing on the ocean, 
There where your argosies with portly sail—
Like signiors and rich burghers on the flood, 
Or as it were the pageants of the sea—
Do overpeer the petty traffickers 
That cursy to them, do them reverence, 
As they fly by them with their woven wings. (1.1.8-14)





Late in the nineteenth century, when Henry Irving produced the play with elaborate illusionistic sets, the first scene showed a ship moored in the harbor, with fruit vendors and dock laborers, in an effort to evoke the bustling and exotic life of Venice. But Shakespeare’s words give us this exotic, rich world of commerce in his highly descriptive language when Salerio speaks of “argosies with portly sail” that fly with “woven wings”; equally important, through Salerio Shakespeare conveys a sense of the orderly, hierarchical  society in which the lesser ships, “the petty traffickers,” curtsy and thereby “do... reverence” to their superiors, the merchant prince’s ships, which are “Like signiors and rich burghers.”

On the other hand, it is a mistake to think that except for verbal pictures the Elizabethan stage was bare. Although Shakespeare’s Chorus in Henry V calls the stage an “unworthy scaffold” (Prologue 1.10) and urges the spectators to “eke out our performance with your mind” (Prologue 3.35), there was considerable spectacle. The last act of Macbeth, for instance, has five stage directions calling for “drum and colors, ” and another sort of appeal to the eye is indicated by the stage direction “Enter Macduff, with Macbeth’s  head. ” Some scenery and properties may have been substantial; doubtless a throne was used, but the pillars supporting the roof would have served for the trees on which Orlando pins his poems in As You Like It.

Having talked about the public theater—“this wooden  O”—at some length, we should mention again that Shakespeare’s plays were performed also in other locales. Alvin Kernan, in Shakespeare, the King’s Playwright: Theater in the Stuart Court 1603-1613 (1995) points out that “several of [Shakespeare‘s] plays contain brief theatrical performances, set always in a court or some noble house. When Shakespeare portrayed a theater, he did not, except for the choruses in Henry V, imagine a public theater” (p. 195). (Examples include episodes in The Taming of the Shrew, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Hamlet, and The Tempest.)


A Note on the Use of Boy Actors in Female Roles 

Until fairly recently, scholars were content to mention that the convention existed; they sometimes also mentioned that it continued the medieval practice of using males in female roles, and that other theaters, notably in ancient Greece and in China and Japan, also used males in female roles. (In classical Noh drama in Japan, males still play the female roles.) Prudery may have been at the root of the academic failure to talk much about the use of boy actors, or maybe there really is not much more to say than that it was a convention of a male-centered culture (Stephen Greenblatt‘s view, in Shakespearean Negotiations [1988]). Further, the very nature of a convention is that it is not thought about: Hamlet is a Dane and Julius Caesar is a Roman, but in Shakespeare’s plays they speak English, and we in the audience never give this odd fact a thought. Similarly, a character may speak in the presence of others and we understand, again without thinking about it, that he or she is not heard by the figures on the stage (the aside); a character alone on the stage may speak (the soliloquy), and we do not take the character to be unhinged; in a realistic (box) set, the fourth wall, which allows us to see what is going on, is miraculously missing. The no-nonsense view, then, is that the boy actor was an accepted convention, accepted unthinkingly—just as today we know that Kenneth Branagh is not Hamlet, Al Pacino is not Richard III, and Denzel Washington is not the Prince of Aragon. In this view, the audience takes the performer for the role, and that is that; such is the argument we now make for race-free casting, in which African-Americans and Asians can play roles of persons who lived in medieval Denmark and ancient Rome. But gender perhaps is different, at least today. It is a matter of abundant academic study: The Elizabethan theater is now sometimes called a transvestite theater, and we hear much about cross-dressing.

Shakespeare himself in a very few passages calls attention to the use of boys in female roles. At the end of As You Like It the boy who played Rosalind addresses the audience, and says, “O men, ... if I were a woman, I would kiss as many of you as had beards that pleased me.” But this is in the Epilogue; the plot is over, and the actor is stepping out of the play and into the audience’s everyday world. A second reference to the practice of boys playing female roles occurs in  Antony and Cleopatra, when Cleopatra imagines that she and Antony will be the subject of crude plays, her role being performed by a boy:The quick comedians 
Extemporally will stage us, and present 
Our Alexandrian revels: Antony 
Shall be brought drunken forth, and I shall see 
Some squeaking Cleopatra boy my greatness. (5.2.216-20) 





In a few other passages, Shakespeare is more indirect. For instance, in Twelfth Night Viola, played of course by a boy, disguises herself as a young man and seeks service in the house of a lord. She enlists the help of a Captain, and (by way of explaining away her voice and her beardlessness) says,I’ll serve this duke 
Thou shalt present me as an eunuch to him. (1.2.55-56)





In Hamlet, when the players arrive in 2.2, Hamlet jokes with the boy who plays a female role. The boy has grown since Hamlet last saw him: “By‘r Lady, your ladyship is nearer to heaven than when I saw you last by the altitude of a chopine” (a lady’s thick-soled shoe). He goes on: “Pray God your voice ... be not cracked” (434-38).

Exactly how sexual, how erotic, this material was and is, is now much disputed. Again, the use of boys may have been unnoticed, or rather not thought about—an unexamined convention—by most or all spectators most of the time, perhaps all of the time, except when Shakespeare calls the convention to the attention of the audience, as in the passages just quoted. Still, an occasional bit seems to invite erotic thoughts. The clearest example is the name that Rosalind takes in As You Like It, Ganymede—the beautiful youth whom Zeus abducted. Did boys dressed to play female roles carry homoerotic appeal for straight men (Lisa Jardine’s view, in Still Harping on Daughters [ 1983]), or for gay men, or for some or all women in the audience? Further, when the boy actor played a woman who (for the purposes of the plot) disguised herself as a male, as Rosalind, Viola, and Portia do—so we get a boy playing a woman playing a man—what sort of appeal was generated, and for what sort of spectator?

Some scholars have argued that the convention empowered women by letting female characters display a freedom unavailable in Renaissance patriarchal society; the convention, it is said, undermined rigid gender distinctions. In this view, the convention (along with plots in which female characters for a while disguised themselves as young men) allowed Shakespeare to say what some modern gender  critics say: Gender is a constructed role rather than a biological given, something we make, rather than a fixed binary opposition of male and female (see Juliet Dusinberre, in  Shakespeare and the Nature of Women [1975]). On the other hand, some scholars have maintained that the male disguise assumed by some female characters serves only to reaffirm traditional social distinctions since female characters who don male garb (notably Portia in The Merchant of Venice  and Rosalind in As You Like It) return to their female garb and at least implicitly (these critics say) reaffirm the status quo. (For this last view, see Clara Claiborne Park, in an essay in The Woman’s Part, ed. Carolyn Ruth Swift Lenz et al. [1980].) Perhaps no one answer is right for all plays; in  As You Like It cross-dressing empowers Rosalind, but in  Twelfth Night cross-dressing comically traps Viola.




Shakespeare’s Dramatic Language: Costumes, Gestures and Silences; Prose and Poetry

Because Shakespeare was a dramatist, not merely a poet, he worked not only with language but also with costume, sound effects, gestures, and even silences. We have already discussed some kinds of spectacle in the preceding section, and now we will begin with other aspects of visual language; a theater, after all, is literally a “place for seeing.” Consider the opening stage direction in The Tempest, the first play in the first published collection of Shakespeare’s plays: “A tempestuous noise of thunder and Lightning heard: Enter a Ship-master, and a Boteswain. ”

 

Costumes: What did that shipmaster and that boatswain wear? Doubtless they wore something that identified them as men of the sea. Not much is known about the costumes that Elizabethan actors wore, but at least three points are clear: (1) many of the costumes were splendid versions of contemporary Elizabethan dress; (2) some attempts were made to approximate the dress of certain occupations and of antique or exotic characters such as Romans, Turks, and Jews; (3) some costumes indicated that the wearer was  supernatural. Evidence for elaborate Elizabethan clothing can be found in the plays themselves and in contemporary comments about the “sumptuous” players who wore the discarded clothing of noblemen, as well as in account books that itemize such things as “a scarlet cloak with two broad gold laces, with gold buttons down the sides.”

The attempts at approximation of the dress of certain occupations and nationalities also can be documented from the plays themselves, and it derives additional confirmation from a drawing of the first scene of Shakespeare’s Titus. Andronicus—the only extant Elizabethan picture of an identifiable episode in a play. (See pp. xxxviii-xxxix.) The drawing, probably done in 1594 or 1595, shows Queen Tamora pleading for mercy. She wears a somewhat medieval-looking robe and a crown; Titus wears a toga and a wreath, but two soldiers behind him wear costumes fairly close to Elizabethan dress. We do not know, however, if the drawing represents an actual stage production in the public theater, or perhaps a private production, or maybe only a reader’s visualization of an episode. Further, there is some conflicting evidence: In Julius Caesar a reference is made to Caesar’s doublet (a close-fitting jacket), which, if taken literally, suggests that even the protagonist did not wear Roman clothing; and certainly the lesser characters, who are said to wear hats, did not wear Roman garb.

It should be mentioned, too, that even ordinary clothing can be symbolic: Hamlet’s “inky cloak,” for example, sets him apart from the brightly dressed members of Claudius’s court and symbolizes his mourning; the fresh clothes that are put on King Lear partly symbolize his return to sanity. Consider, too, the removal of disguises near the end of some plays. For instance, Rosalind in As You Like It and Portia and Nerissa in The Merchant of Venice remove their male attire, thus again becoming fully themselves.

 

Gestures and Silences: Gestures are an important part of a dramatist’s language. King Lear kneels before his daughter Cordelia for a benediction (4.7.57-59), an act of humility that contrasts with his earlier speeches banishing her and that contrasts also with a comparable gesture, his ironic  kneeling before Regan (2.4.153-55). Northumberland’s failure to kneel before King Richard II (3.3.71-72) speaks volumes. As for silences, consider a moment in Coriolanus:  Before the protagonist yields to his mother’s entreaties (5.3.182), there is this stage direction: “Holds her by the hand, silent. ” Another example of “speech in dumbness” occurs in Macbeth, when Macduff learns that his wife and children have been murdered. He is silent at first, as Malcolm’s speech indicates: “What, man! Ne‘er pull your hat upon your brows. Give sorrow words” (4.3.208-09). (For a discussion of such moments, see Philip C. McGuire’s  Speechless Dialect: Shakespeare’s Open Silences [1985].)
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Of course when we think of Shakespeare’s work, we think primarily of his language, both the poetry and the prose.

 

Prose: Although two of his plays (Richard II and King John)  have no prose at all, about half the others have at least one quarter of the dialogue in prose, and some have notably more: 1 Henry IV and 2 Henry IV, about half; As You Like It   and Twelfth Night, a little more than half; Much Ado About Nothing, more than three quarters; and The Merry Wives of Windsor, a little more than five sixths. We should remember that despite Molière’s joke about M. Jourdain, who was amazed to learn that he spoke prose, most of us do not speak prose. Rather, we normally utter repetitive, shapeless, and often ungrammatical torrents; prose is something very different—a sort of literary imitation of speech at its most coherent.
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Today we may think of prose as “natural” for drama; or even if we think that poetry is appropriate for high tragedy we may still think that prose is the right medium for comedy. Greek, Roman, and early English comedies, however, were written in verse. In fact, prose was not generally considered a literary medium in England until the late fifteenth century; Chaucer tells even his bawdy stories in verse. By the end of the 1580s, however, prose had established itself on the English comic stage. In tragedy, Marlowe made some use of prose, not simply in the speeches of clownish servants but  even in the speech of a tragic hero, Doctor Faustus. Still, before Shakespeare, prose normally was used in the theater only for special circumstances: (1) letters and proclamations, to set them off from the poetic dialogue; (2) mad characters, to indicate that normal thinking has become disordered ; and (3) low comedy, or speeches uttered by clowns even when they are not being comic. Shakespeare made use of these conventions, but he also went far beyond them. Sometimes he begins a scene in prose and then shifts into verse as the emotion is heightened; or conversely, he may shift from verse to prose when a speaker is lowering the emotional level, as when Brutus speaks in the Forum.

Shakespeare’s prose usually is not prosaic. Hamlet’s prose includes not only small talk with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern but also princely reflections on “What a piece of work is a man” (2.2.312). In conversation with Ophelia, he shifts from light talk in verse to a passionate prose denunciation of women (3.1.103), though the shift to prose here is perhaps also intended to suggest the possibility of madness. (Consult Brian Vickers, The Artistry of Shakespeare’s Prose  [1968].)

 

Poetry: Drama in rhyme in England goes back to the Middle Ages, but by Shakespeare’s day rhyme no longer dominated poetic drama; a finer medium, blank verse (strictly speaking, unrhymed lines of ten syllables, with the stress on every second syllable) had been adopted. But before looking at unrhymed poetry, a few things should be said about the chief uses of rhyme in Shakespeare’s plays. (1) A couplet (a pair of rhyming lines) is sometimes used to convey emotional heightening at the end of a blank verse speech; (2) characters sometimes speak a couplet as they leave the stage, suggesting closure; (3) except in the latest plays, scenes fairly often conclude with a couplet, and sometimes, as in Richard II,  2.1.145-46, the entrance of a new character within a scene is preceded by a couplet, which wraps up the earlier portion of that scene; (4) speeches of two characters occasionally are linked by rhyme, most notably in Romeo and Juliet,  1.5.95-108, where the lovers speak a sonnet between them; elsewhere a taunting reply occasionally rhymes with the  previous speaker’s last line; (5) speeches with sententious or gnomic remarks are sometimes in rhyme, as in the duke’s speech in Othello (1.3.199-206); (6) speeches of sardonic mockery are sometimes in rhyme—for example, Iago’s speech on women in Othello (2.1.146-58)—and they sometimes conclude with an emphatic couplet, as in Bolingbroke’s speech on comforting words in Richard II  (1.3.301-2); (7) some characters are associated with rhyme, such as the fairies in A Midsummer Night’s Dream; (8) in the early plays, especially The Comedy of Errors and The Taming of the Shrew, comic scenes that in later plays would be in prose are in jingling rhymes; (9) prologues, choruses, plays-within-the-play, inscriptions, vows, epilogues, and so on are often in rhyme, and the songs in the plays are rhymed.

Neither prose nor rhyme immediately comes to mind when we first think of Shakespeare’s medium: It is blank verse, unrhymed iambic pentameter. (In a mechanically exact line there are five iambic feet. An iambic foot consists of two syllables, the second accented, as in away; five feet make a pentameter line. Thus, a strict line of iambic pentameter contains ten syllables, the even syllables being stressed more heavily than the odd syllables. Fortunately, Shakespeare usually varies the line somewhat.) The first speech in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, spoken by Duke Theseus to his betrothed, is an example of blank verse:Now, fair Hippolyta, our nuptial hour 
Draws on apace. Four happy days bring in 
Another moon; but, O, methinks, how slow 
This old moon wanes! She lingers my desires, 
Like to a stepdame, or a dowager, 
Long withering out a young man’s revenue. (1.1.1-6)





As this passage shows, Shakespeare’s blank verse is not mechanically unvarying. Though the predominant foot is the iamb (as in apace or desires), there are numerous variations. In the first line the stress can be placed on “fair,” as the regular metrical pattern suggests, but it is likely that “Now” gets almost as much emphasis; probably in the second line “Draws” is more heavily emphasized than “on,” giving us a  trochee (a stressed syllable followed by an unstressed one); and in the fourth line each word in the phrase “This old moon wanes” is probably stressed fairly heavily, conveying by two spondees (two feet, each of two stresses) the oppressive tedium that Theseus feels.

In Shakespeare’s early plays much of the blank verse is end-stopped (that is, it has a heavy pause at the end of each line), but he later developed the ability to write iambic pentameter verse paragraphs (rather than lines) that give the illusion of speech. His chief techniques are (1) enjambing, i.e., running the thought beyond the single line, as in the first three lines of the speech just quoted; (2) occasionally replacing an iamb with another foot; (3) varying the position of the chief pause (the caesura) within a line; (4) adding an occasional unstressed syllable at the end of a line, traditionally called a feminine ending; (5) and beginning or ending a speech with a half line.

Shakespeare’s mature blank verse has much of the rhythmic flexibility of his prose; both the language, though richly figurative and sometimes dense, and the syntax seem natural. It is also often highly appropriate to a particular character. Consider, for instance, this speech from Hamlet,  in which Claudius, King of Denmark (“the Dane”), speaks to Laertes:And now, Laertes, what’s the news with you? 
You told us of some suit. What is‘t, Laertes? 
You cannot speak of reason to the Dane 
And lose your voice. What wouldst thou beg, Laertes, 
That shall notbe my offer, not thy asking? (1.2.42-46)





Notice the short sentences and the repetition of the name “Laertes,” to whom the speech is addressed. Notice, too, the shift from the royal “us” in the second line to the more intimate “my” in the last line, and from “you” in the first three lines to the more intimate “thou” and “thy” in the last two lines. Claudius knows how to ingratiate himself with Laertes.

For a second example of the flexibility of Shakespeare’s blank verse, consider a passage from Macbeth. Distressed  by the doctor’s inability to cure Lady Macbeth and by the imminent battle, Macbeth addresses some of his remarks to the doctor and others to the servant who is arming him. The entire speech, with its pauses, interruptions, and irresolution (in “Pull’t off, I say,” Macbeth orders the servant to remove the armor that the servant has been putting on him), catches Macbeth’s disintegration. (In the first line, physic means “medicine,” and in the fourth and fifth lines, cast the water means “analyze the urine.”)Throw physic to the dogs, I’ll none of it. 
Come, put mine armor on. Give me my staff. 
Seyton, send out.—Doctor, the thanes fly from me.—
Come, sir, dispatch. If thou couldst, doctor, cast 
The water of my land, find her disease 
And purge it to a sound and pristine health, 
I would applaud thee to the very echo, 
That should applaud again.—Pull’t off, I say.—
What rhubarb, senna, or what purgative drug, 
Would scour these English hence? Hear‘st thou of them?

(5.3.47-56)





Blank verse, then, can be much more than unrhymed iambic pentameter, and even within a single play Shakespeare’s blank verse often consists of several styles, depending on the speaker and on the speaker’s emotion at the moment.




The Play Text as a Collaboration

Shakespeare’s fellow dramatist Ben Jonson reported that the actors said of Shakespeare, “In his writing, whatsoever he penned, he never blotted out line,” i.e., never crossed out material and revised his work while composing. None of Shakespeare’s plays survives in manuscript (with the possible exception of a scene in Sir Thomas More), so we cannot fully evaluate the comment, but in a few instances the published work clearly shows that he revised his manuscript. Consider the following passage (shown here in facsimile) from the best early text of Romeo and Juliet, the Second Quarto (1599): Ro. Would I were sleepe and peace so sweet to rest 
The grey eyde morne smiles on the frowning night, 
Checkring the Eafterne Clouds with streaks of light, 
And darknesse fleckted like a drunkard reeles, 
From forth daies pathway, made by Tyrans wheeles. 
Hence will I to my ghostly Frien close cell, 
His helpe to craue, and my deare hap to tell. Exit.

Enter Frier alone with a baskes. (night,  
Fri. The grey-eyed morne smiles on the frowning 
Checking the Easterne clowdes with streaks of light: 
And fleckeld darknesse like a drunkard reeles, 
From forth daies path, and Tisans burning wheeles: 
Now erethe sun advance his buining eie,





Romeo rather elaborately tells us that the sun at dawn is dispelling the night (morning is smiling, the eastern clouds are checked with light, and the sun’s chariot—Titan’s wheels—advances), and he will seek out his spiritual father, the Friar. He exits and, oddly, the Friar enters and says pretty much the same thing about the sun. Both speakers say that “the gray-eyed morn smiles on the frowning night,” but there are small differences, perhaps having more to do with the business of printing the book than with the author’s composition: For Romeo’s “checkring,” “fleckted,” and “pathway,” we get the Friar’s “checking,” “fleckeld,” and “path.” (Notice, by the way, the inconsistency in Elizabethan spelling: Romeo’s “clouds” become the Friar’s “clowdes.”)

Both versions must have been in the printer’s copy, and it seems safe to assume that both were in Shakespeare’s manuscript. He must have written one version—let’s say he first wrote Romeo’s closing lines for this scene—and then he decided, no, it’s better to give this lyrical passage to the Friar, as the opening of a new scene, but he neglected to delete the first version. Editors must make a choice, and they may feel that the reasonable thing to do is to print the text as Shakespeare intended it. But how can we know what he intended? Almost all modern editors delete the lines from  Romeo’s speech, and retain the Friar’s lines. They don’t do this because they know Shakespeare’s intention, however. They give the lines to the Friar because the first published version (1597) of Romeo and Juliet gives only the Friar’s version, and this text (though in many ways inferior to the 1599 text) is thought to derive from the memory of some actors, that is, it is thought to represent a performance, not just a script. Maybe during the course of rehearsals Shakespeare—an actor as well as an author—unilaterally decided that the Friar should speak the lines; if so (remember that we don’t know this to be a fact) his final intention was to give the speech to the Friar. Maybe, however, the actors talked it over and settled on the Friar, with or without Shakespeare’s approval. On the other hand, despite the 1597 version, one might argue (if only weakly) on behalf of giving the lines to Romeo rather than to the Friar, thus: (1) Romeo’s comment on the coming of the daylight emphasizes his separation from Juliet, and (2) the figurative language seems more appropriate to Romeo than to the Friar. Having said this, in the Signet edition we have decided in this instance to draw on the evidence provided by earlier text and to give the lines to the Friar, on the grounds that since Q1 reflects a production, in the theater (at least on one occasion) the lines were spoken by the Friar.

A playwright sold a script to a theatrical company. The script thus belonged to the company, not the author, and author and company alike must have regarded this script not as a literary work but as the basis for a play that the actors would create on the stage. We speak of Shakespeare as the author of the plays, but readers should bear in mind that the texts they read, even when derived from a single text, such as the First Folio (1623), are inevitably the collaborative work not simply of Shakespeare with his company—doubtless during rehearsals the actors would suggest alterations—but also with other forces of the age. One force was governmental censorship. In 1606 parliament passed “an Act to restrain abuses of players,” prohibiting the utterance of oaths and the name of God. So where the earliest text of Othello gives us “By heaven” (3.3.106), the first Folio gives “Alas,” presumably reflecting the compliance of stage practice with the law. Similarly, the 1623 version  of King Lear omits the oath “Fut” (probably from “By God’s foot”) at 1.2.142, again presumably reflecting the line as it was spoken on the stage. Editors who seek to give the reader the play that Shakespeare initially conceived—the “authentic” play conceived by the solitary Shakespeare—probably will restore the missing oaths and references to God. Other editors, who see the play as a collaborative work, a construction made not only by Shakespeare but also by actors and compositors and even government censors, may claim that what counts is the play as it was actually performed. Such editors regard the censored text as legitimate, since it is the play that was (presumably) finally put on. A performed text, they argue, has more historical reality than a text produced by an editor who has sought to get at what Shakespeare initially wrote. In this view, the text of a play is rather like the script of a film; the script is not the film, and the play text is not the performed play. Even if we want to talk about the play that Shakespeare “intended,” we will find ourselves talking about a script that he handed over to a company with the intention that it be implemented by actors. The “intended” play is the one that the actors—we might almost say “society”—would help to construct.

Further, it is now widely held that a play is also the work of readers and spectators, who do not simply receive meaning, but who create it when they respond to the play. This idea is fully in accord with contemporary post-structuralist critical thinking, notably Roland Barthes’s “The Death of the Author,‘ in Image-Music-Text (1977) and Michel Foucault’s ”What Is an Author?,“ in The Foucault Reader  (1984). The gist of the idea is that an author is not an isolated genius; rather, authors are subject to the politics and other social structures of their age. A dramatist especially is a worker in a collaborative project, working most obviously with actors—parts may be written for particular actors—but working also with the audience. Consider the words of Samuel Johnson, written to be spoken by the actor David Garrick at the opening of a theater in 1747:The stage but echoes back the public voice; 
The drama’s laws, the drama’s patrons give, 
For we that live to please, must please to live. 





The audience—the public taste as understood by the playwright—helps to determine what the play is. Moreover, even members of the public who are not part of the playwright’s immediate audience may exert an influence through censorship. We have already glanced at governmental censorship, but there are also other kinds. Take one of Shakespeare’s most beloved characters, Falstaff, who appears in three of Shakespeare’s plays, the two parts of Henry IV and The Merry Wives of Windsor. He appears with this name in the earliest printed version of the first of these plays, 1 Henry IV,  but we know that Shakespeare originally called him (after an historical figure) Sir John Oldcastle. Oldcastle appears in Shakespeare’s source (partly reprinted in the Signet edition of 1 Henry IV), and a trace of the name survives in Shakespeare’s play, 1.2.43-44, where Prince Hal punningly addresses Falstaff as “my old lad of the castle.” But for some reason—perhaps because the family of the historical Oldcastle complained—Shakespeare had to change the name. In short, the play as we have it was (at least in this detail) subject to some sort of censorship. If we think that a text should present what we take to be the author’s intention, we probably will want to replace Falstaff with Oldcastle. But if we recognize that a play is a collaboration, we may welcome the change, even if it was forced on Shakespeare. Somehow  Falstaff, with its hint of false-staff, i.e., inadequate prop, seems just right for this fat knight who, to our delight, entertains the young prince with untruths. We can go as far as saying that, at least so far as a play is concerned, an insistence on the author’s original intention (even if we could know it) can sometimes impoverish the text.

The tiny example of Falstaff’s name illustrates the point that the text we read is inevitably only a version—something in effect produced by the collaboration of the playwright with his actors, audiences, compositors, and editors—of a fluid text that Shakespeare once wrote, just as the Hamlet  that we see on the screen starring Kenneth Branagh is not the  Hamlet that Shakespeare saw in an open-air playhouse starring Richard Burbage. Hamlet itself, as we shall note in a moment, also exists in several versions. It is not surprising that there is now much talk about the instability of Shakespeare’s texts.

Because he was not only a playwright but was also an actor and a shareholder in a theatrical company, Shakespeare probably was much involved with the translation of the play from a manuscript to a stage production. He may or may not have done some rewriting during rehearsals, and he may or may not have been happy with cuts that were made. Some plays, notably Hamlet and King Lear, are so long that it is most unlikely that the texts we read were acted in their entirety. Further, for both of these plays we have more than one early text that demands consideration. In Hamlet, the Second Quarto (1604) includes some two hundred lines not found in the Folio (1623). Among the passages missing from the Folio are two of Hamlet’s reflective speeches, the “dram of evil” speech (1.4.13-38) and “How all occasions do inform against me” (4.4.32-66). Since the Folio has more numerous and often fuller stage directions, it certainly looks as though in the Folio we get a theatrical version of the play, a text whose cuts were probably made—this is only a hunch, of course—not because Shakespeare was changing his conception of Hamlet but because the playhouse demanded a modified play. (The problem is complicated, since the Folio not only cuts some of the Quarto but adds some material. Various explanations have been offered.)

Or take an example from King Lear. In the First and Second Quarto (1608, 1619), the final speech of the play is given to Albany, Lear’s surviving son-in-law, but in the First Folio version (1623), the speech is given to Edgar. The Quarto version is in accord with tradition—usually the highest-ranking character in a tragedy speaks the final words. Why does the Folio give the speech to Edgar? One possible answer is this: The Folio version omits some of Albany’s speeches in earlier scenes, so perhaps it was decided (by Shakespeare? by the players?) not to give the final lines to so pale a character. In fact, the discrepancies are so many between the two texts, that some scholars argue we do not simply have texts showing different theatrical productions. Rather, these scholars say, Shakespeare substantially revised the play, and we really have two versions of  King Lear (and of Othello also, say some)—two different plays—not simply two texts, each of which is in some ways imperfect.

In this view, the 1608 version of Lear may derive from Shakespeare’s manuscript, and the 1623 version may derive from his later revision. The Quartos have almost three hundred lines not in the Folio, and the Folio has about a hundred lines not in the Quartos. It used to be held that all the texts were imperfect in various ways and from various causes—some passages in the Quartos were thought to have been set from a manuscript that was not entirely legible, other passages were thought to have been set by a compositor who was new to setting plays, and still other passages were thought to have been provided by an actor who misremem bered some of the lines. This traditional view held that an editor must draw on the Quartos and the Folio in order to got Shakespeare’s “real” play. The new argument holds (although not without considerable strain) that we have two authentic plays, Shakespeare’s early version (in the Quarto) and Shakespeare‘s—or his theatrical company’s—revised version (in the Folio). Not only theatrical demands but also Shakespeare’s own artistic sense, it is argued, called for extensive revisions. Even the titles vary: Q1 is called True Chronicle Historie of the life and death of King Lear and his three Daughters, whereas the Folio text is called The Tragedie of King Lear. To combine the two texts in order to produce what the editor thinks is the play that Shakespeare intended to write is, according to this view, to produce a text that is false to the history of the play. If the new view is correct, and we do have texts of two distinct versions of Lear  rather than two imperfect versions of one play, it supports in a textual way the poststructuralist view that we cannot possibly have an unmediated vision of (in this case) a play by Shakespeare; we can only recognize a plurality of visions.




Editing Texts

Though eighteen of his plays were published during his lifetime, Shakespeare seems never to have supervised their publication. There is nothing unusual here; when a playwright sold a play to a theatrical company he surrendered his ownership to it. Normally a company would not publish the play, because to publish it meant to allow competitors to  acquire the piece. Some plays did get published: Apparently hard-up actors sometimes pieced together a play for a publisher; sometimes a company in need of money sold a play; and sometimes a company allowed publication of a play that no longer drew audiences. That Shakespeare did not concern himself with publication is not remarkable; of his contemporaries, only Ben Jonson carefully supervised the publication of his own plays.

In 1623, seven years after Shakespeare’s death, John Heminges and Henry Condell (two senior members of Shakespeare’s company, who had worked with him for about twenty years) collected his plays—published and unpublished—into a large volume, of a kind called a folio. (A folio is a volume consisting of large sheets that have been folded once, each sheet thus making two leaves, or four pages. The size of the page of course depends on the size of the sheet—a folio can range in height from twelve to sixteen inches, and in width from eight to eleven; the pages in the 1623 edition of Shakespeare, commonly called the First Folio, are approximately thirteen inches tall and eight inches wide.) The eighteen plays published during Shakespeare’s lifetime had been issued one play per volume in small formats called quartos. (Each sheet in a quarto has been folded twice, making four leaves, or eight pages, each page being about nine inches tall and seven inches wide, roughly the size of a large paperback.)

Heminges and Condell suggest in an address “To the great variety of readers” that the republished plays are presented in better form than in the quartos:Before you were abused with diverse stolen and surreptitious copies, maimed and deformed by the frauds and stealths of injurious impostors that exposed them; even those, are now offered to your view cured and perfect of their limbs, and all the rest absolute in their numbers, as he [i.e., Shakespeare] conceived them.





There is a good deal of truth to this statement, but some of the quarto versions are better than others; some are in fact preferable to the Folio text.

Whoever was assigned to prepare the texts for publication  in the first Folio seems to have taken the job seriously and yet not to have performed it with uniform care. The sources of the texts seem to have been, in general, good unpublished copies or the best published copies. The first play in the collection, The Tempest, is divided into acts and scenes, has unusually full stage directions and descriptions of spectacle, and concludes with a list of the characters, but the editor was not able (or willing) to present all of the succeeding texts so fully dressed. Later texts occasionally show signs of carelessness : in one scene of Much Ado About Nothing the names of actors, instead of characters, appear as speech prefixes, as they had in the Quarto, which the Folio reprints; proofreading throughout the Folio is spotty and apparently was done without reference to the printer’s copy; the pagination of Hamlet jumps from 156 to 257. Further, the proofreading was done while the presses continued to print, so that each play in each volume contains a mix of corrected and uncorrected pages.

Modern editors of Shakespeare must first select their copy; no problem if the play exists only in the Folio, but a considerable problem if the relationship between a Quarto and the Folio—or an early Quarto and a later one—is unclear. In the case of Romeo and Juliet, the First Quarto (Q1), published in 1597, is vastly inferior to the Second (Q2), published in 1599. The basis of Q1 apparently is a version put together from memory by some actors. Not surprisingly, it garbles many passages and is much shorter than Q2. On the other hand, occasionally Q1 makes better sense than Q2. For instance, near the end of the play, when the parents have assembled and learned of the deaths of Romeo and Juliet, in Q2 the Prince says (5.3.208-9),Come, Montague; for thou art early vp 
To see thy sonne and heire, now earling downe.





The last three words of this speech surely do not make sense, and many editors turn to Q1, which instead of “now earling downe” has “more early downe.” Some modern editors take only “early” from Q1, and print “now early down”; others take “more early,” and print “more early down.” Further, Q1 (though, again, quite clearly a garbled and abbreviated text)  includes some stage directions that are not found in Q2, and today many editors who base their text on Q2 are glad to add these stage directions, because the directions help to give us a sense of what the play looked like on Shakespeare’s stage. Thus, in 4.3.58, after Juliet drinks the potion, Q1 gives us this stage direction, not in Q2: “She falls upon her bed within the curtains. ”

In short, an editor’s decisions do not end with the choice of a single copy text. First of all, editors must reckon with Elizabethan spelling. If they are not producing a facsimile, they probably modernize the spelling, but ought they to preserve the old forms of words that apparently were pronounced quite unlike their modern forms—lanthorn,  alablaster? If they preserve these forms are they really preserving Shakespeare’s forms or perhaps those of a compositor in the printing house? What is one to do when one finds  lanthorn and lantern in adjacent lines? (The editors of this series in general, but not invariably, assume that words should be spelled in their modern form, unless, for instance, a rhyme is involved.) Elizabethan punctuation, too, presents problems. For example, in the First Folio, the only text for the play, Macbeth rejects his wife’s idea that he can wash the blood from his hand (2.2.60-62):No: this my Hand will rather 
The multitudinous Seas incarnardine, 
Making the Greene one, Red.





Obviously an editor will remove the superfluous capitals, and will probably alter the spelling to “incarnadine,” but what about the comma before “Red”? If we retain the comma, Macbeth is calling the sea “the green one.” If we drop the comma, Macbeth is saying that his bloody hand will make the sea (“the Green”) uniformly red.

An editor will sometimes have to change more than spelling and punctuation. Macbeth says to his wife (1.7.46-47):I dare do all that may become a man, 
Who dares no more, is none.





For two centuries editors have agreed that the second line is unsatisfactory, and have emended “no” to “do”: “Who dares do more is none.” But when in the same play (4.2.21-22) Ross says that fearful persons need we emend the passage? On the assumption that the compositor misread the manuscript, some editors emend “each way, and move” to “and move each way”; others emend “move” to “none” (i.e., “Each way and none”). Other editors, however, let the passage stand as in the original. The editors of the Signet Classic Shakespeare have restrained themselves from making abundant emendations. In their minds they hear Samuel Johnson on the dangers of emendation: “I have adopted the Roman sentiment, that it is more honorable to save a citizen than to kill an enemy.” Some departures (in addition to spelling, punctuation, and lineation) from the copy text have of course been made, but the original readings are listed in a note following the play, so that readers can evaluate the changes for themselves.

Floate vpon a wilde and violent Sea 
Each way, and moue,



Following tradition, the editors of the Signet Classic Shakespeare have prefaced each play with a list of characters, and throughout the play have regularized the names of the speakers. Thus, in our text of Romeo and Juliet, all speeches by Juliet’s mother are prefixed “Lady Capulet,” although the 1599 Quarto of the play, which provides our copy text, uses at various points seven speech tags for this one character: Capu. Wi. (i.e., Capulet’s wife), Ca. Wi., Wi.,  Wife, Old La. (i.e., Old Lady), La., and Mo. (i.e., Mother). Similarly, in All’s Well That Ends Well, the character whom we regularly call “Countess” is in the Folio (the copy text) variously identified as Mother, Countess, Old Countess, Lady, and Old Lady. Admittedly there is some loss in regularizing, since the various prefixes may give us a hint of the way Shakespeare (or a scribe who copied Shakespeare’s manuscript) was thinking of the character in a particular scene—for instance, as a mother, or as an old lady. But too much can be made of these differing prefixes, since the  social relationships implied are not always relevant to the given scene.

We have also added line numbers and in many cases act and scene divisions as well as indications of locale at the beginning of scenes. The Folio divided most of the plays into acts and some into scenes. Early eighteenth-century editors increased the divisions. These divisions, which provide a convenient way of referring to passages in the plays, have been retained, but when not in the text chosen as the basis for the Signet Classic text they are enclosed within square brackets, [ ], to indicate that they are editorial additions. Similarly, though no play of Shakespeare’s was equipped with indications of the locale at the heads of scene divisions, locales have here been added in square brackets for the convenience of readers, who lack the information that costumes, properties, gestures, and scenery afford to spectators. Spectators can tell at a glance they are in the throne room, but without an editorial indication the reader may be puzzled for a while. It should be mentioned, incidentally, that there are a few authentic stage directions—perhaps Shakespeare‘s, perhaps a prompter’s—that suggest locales, such as “Enter  Brutus in his orchard,” and “They go up-into the Senate house. ” It is hoped that the bracketed additions in the Signet text will provide readers with the sort of help provided by these two authentic directions, but it is equally hoped that the reader will remember that the stage was not loaded with scenery.




Shakespeare on the Stage

Each volume in the Signet Classic Shakespeare includes a brief stage (and sometimes film) history of the play. When we read about earlier productions, we are likely to find them eccentric, obviously wrongheaded—for instance, Nahum Tate’s version of King Lear, with a happy ending, which held the stage for about a century and a half, from the late seventeenth century until the end of the first quarter of the nineteenth. We see engravings of David Garrick, the greatest actor of the eighteenth century, in eighteenth-century garb  as King Lear, and we smile, thinking how absurd the production must have been. If we are more thoughtful, we say, with the English novelist L. P. Hartley, “The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.” But if the eighteenth-century staging is a foreign country, what of the plays of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? A foreign language, a foreign theater, a foreign audience.

Probably all viewers of Shakespeare’s plays, beginning with Shakespeare himself, at times have been unhappy with the plays on the stage. Consider three comments about production that we find in the plays themselves, which suggest Shakespeare’s concerns. The Chorus in Henry V complains that the heroic story cannot possibly be adequately staged:But pardon, gentles all, 
The flat unraisèd spirits that hath dared 
On this unworthy scaffold to bring forth 
So great an object. Can this cockpit hold 
The vasty fields of France? Or may we cram 
Within this wooden 0 the very casques 
That did affright the air at Agincourt? 
Piece out our imperfections with your thoughts.

(Prologue 1.8-14,23)





Second, here are a few sentences (which may or may not represent Shakespeare’s own views) from Hamlet’s longish lecture to the players:Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to you, trippingly on the tongue. But if you mouth it, as many of our players do, I had as lief the town crier spoke my lines.... O, it offends me to the soul to hear a robustious periwig-pated fellow tear a passion to tatters, to very rags, to split the ears of the groundlings.... And let those that play your clowns speak no more than is set down for them, for there be of them that will themselves laugh, to set on some quantity of barren spectators to laugh too, though in the meantime some necessary question of the play be then to be considered. That’s villainous and shows a most pitiful ambition in the fool that uses it. (3.2.1-47)





Finally, we can quote again from the passage cited earlier in this introduction, concerning the boy actors who played the female roles. Cleopatra imagines with horror a theatrical version of her activities with Antony:The quick comedians 
Extemporally will stage us, and present 
Our Alexandrian revels: Antony 
Shall be brought drunken forth, and I shall see 
Some squeaking Cleopatra boy my greatness 
I’ th’ posture of a whore. (5.2.216-21)





It is impossible to know how much weight to put on such passages—perhaps Shakespeare was just being modest about his theater’s abilities—but it is easy enough to think that he was unhappy with some aspects of Elizabethan production. Probably no production can fully satisfy a playwright, and for that matter, few productions can fully satisfy us; we regret this or that cut, this or that way of costuming the play, this or that bit of business.

One‘s first thought may be this: Why don’t they just do “authentic” Shakespeare, “straight” Shakespeare, the play as Shakespeare wrote it? But as we read the plays—words written to be performed—it sometimes becomes clear that we do not know how to perform them. For instance, in  Antony and Cleopatra Antony, the Roman general who has succumbed to Cleopatra and to Egyptian ways, says, “The nobleness of life / Is to do thus” (1.1.36-37). But what is “thus”? Does Antony at this point embrace Cleopatra? Does he embrace and kiss her? (There are, by the way, very few scenes of kissing on Shakespeare’s stage, possibly because boys played the female roles.) Or does he make a sweeping gesture, indicating the Egyptian way of life?

This is not an isolated example; the plays are filled with lines that call for gestures, but we are not sure what the gestures should be. Interpretation is inevitable. Consider a passage in Hamlet. In 3.1, Polonius persuades his daughter, Ophelia, to talk to Hamlet while Polonius and Claudius eavesdrop. The two men conceal themselves, and Hamlet encounters Ophelia. At 3.1.131 Hamlet suddenly says to her, “Where’s your father?” Why does Hamlet, apparently out of  nowhere—they have not been talking about Polonius—ask this question? Is this an example of the “antic disposition” (fantastic behavior) that Hamlet earlier (1.5.172) had told Horatio and others—including us—he would display? That is, is the question about the whereabouts of her father a seemingly irrational one, like his earlier question (3.1.103) to Ophelia, “Ha, ha! Are you honest?” Or, on the other hand, has Hamlet (as in many productions) suddenly glimpsed Polonius’s foot protruding from beneath a drapery at the rear? That is, does Hamlet ask the question because he has suddenly seen something suspicious and now is testing Ophelia? (By the way, in productions that do give Hamlet a physical cue, it is almost always Polonius rather than Claudius who provides the clue. This itself is an act of interpretation on the part of the director.) Or (a third possibility) does Hamlet get a clue from Ophelia, who inadvertently betrays the spies by nervously glancing at their place of hiding? This is the interpretation used in the BBC television version, where Ophelia glances in fear toward the hiding place just after Hamlet says “Why wouldst thou be a breeder of sinners?” (121-22). Hamlet, realizing that he is being observed, glances here and there before he asks “Where’s your father?” The question thus is a climax to what he has been doing while speaking the preceding lines. Or (a fourth interpretation) does Hamlet suddenly, without the aid of any clue whatsoever, intuitively (insightfully, mysteriously, wonderfully) sense that someone is spying? Directors must decide, of course—and so must readers.

Recall, too, the preceding discussion of the texts of the plays, which argued that the texts—though they seem to be before us in permanent black on white—are unstable. The Signet text of Hamlet, which draws on the Second Quarto (1604) and the First Folio (1623) is considerably longer than any version staged in Shakespeare’s time. Our version, even if spoken very briskly and played without any intermission, would take close to four hours, far beyond “the two hours’ traffic of our stage” mentioned in the Prologue to Romeo and Juliet. (There are a few contemporary references to the duration of a play, but none mentions more than three hours.) Of Shakespeare’s plays, only The Comedy of Errors, Macbeth,  and The Tempest can be done in less than three hours  without cutting. And even if we take a play that exists only in a short text, Macbeth, we cannot claim that we are experiencing the very play that Shakespeare conceived, partly because some of the Witches’ songs almost surely are non-Shakespearean additions, and partly because we are not willing to watch the play performed without an intermission and with boys in the female roles.

Further, as the earlier discussion of costumes mentioned, the plays apparently were given chiefly in contemporary, that is, in Elizabethan dress. If today we give them in the costumes that Shakespeare probably saw, the plays seem not contemporary but curiously dated. Yet if we use our own dress, we find lines of dialogue that are at odds with what we see; we may feel that the language, so clearly not our own, is inappropriate coming out of people in today’s dress. A common solution, incidentally, has been to set the plays in the nineteenth century, on the grounds that this attractively distances the plays (gives them a degree of foreignness, allowing for interesting costumes) and yet doesn’t put them into a museum world of Elizabethan England.

Inevitably our productions are adaptations, our adaptations, and inevitably they will look dated, not in a century but in twenty years, or perhaps even in a decade. Still, we cannot escape from our own conceptions. As the director Peter Brook has said, in The Empty Space (1968):It is not only the hair-styles, costumes and make-ups that look dated. All the different elements of staging-the shorthands of behavior that stand for emotions; gestures, gesticulations and tones of voice—are all fluctuating on an invisible stock exchange all the time.... A living theatre that thinks it can stand aloof from anything as trivial as fashion will wilt (p. 16)





As Brook indicates, it is through today’s hairstyles, costumes, makeup, gestures, gesticulations, tones of voice—this includes our conception of earlier hairstyles, costumes, and so forth if we stage the play in a period other than our own—that we inevitably stage the plays.

It is a truism that every age invents its own Shakespeare, just as, for instance, every age has invented its own classical world. Our view of ancient Greece, a slave-holding society  in which even free Athenian women were severely circumscribed, does not much resemble the Victorians’ view of ancient Greece as a glorious democracy, just as, perhaps, our view of Victorianism itself does not much resemble theirs. We cannot claim that the Shakespeare on our stage is the true Shakespeare, but in our stage productions we find a Shakespeare that speaks to us, a Shakespeare that our ancestors doubtless did not know but one that seems to us to be the true Shakespeare—at least for a while.

Our age is remarkable for the wide variety of kinds of staging that it uses for Shakespeare, but one development deserves special mention. This is the now common practice of race-blind or color-blind or nontraditional casting, which allows persons who are not white to play in Shakespeare. Previously blacks performing in Shakespeare were limited to a mere three roles, Othello, Aaron (in Titus Andronicus),  and the Prince of Morocco (in The Merchant of Venice),  and there were no roles at all for Asians. Indeed, African-Americans rarely could play even one of these three roles, since they were not welcome in white companies. Ira Aldridge (c.1806-1867), a black actor of undoubted talent, was forced to make his living by performing Shakespeare in England and in Europe, where he could play not only Othello but also—in whiteface—other tragic roles such as King Lear. Paul Robeson (1898-1976) made theatrical history when he played Othello in London in 1930, and there was some talk about bringing the production to the United States, but there was more talk about whether American audiences would tolerate the sight of a black man—a real black man, not a white man in blackface—kissing and then killing a white woman. The idea was tried out in summer stock in 1942, the reviews were enthusiastic, and in the following year Robeson opened on Broadway in a production that ran an astounding 296 performances. An occasional all-black company sometimes performed Shakespeare’s plays, but otherwise blacks (and other minority members) were in effect shut out from performing Shakespeare. Only since about 1970 has it been common for nonwhites to play major roles along with whites. Thus, in a 1996-97 production of  Antony and Cleopatra, a white Cleopatra, Vanessa Redgrave, played opposite a black Antony, David Harewood.  Multiracial casting is now especially common at the New York Shakespeare Festival, founded in 1954 by Joseph Papp, and in England, where even siblings such as Claudio and Isabella in Measure for Measure or Lear’s three daughters may be of different races. Probably most viewers today soon stop worrying about the lack of realism, and move beyond the color of the performers’ skin to the quality of the performance.

Nontraditional casting is not only a matter of color or race; it includes sex. In the past, occasionally a distinguished woman of the theater has taken on a male role—Sarah Bern hardt (1844-1923) as Hamlet is perhaps the most famous example—but such performances were widely regarded as eccentric. Although today there have been some performances involving cross-dressing (a drag As You Like It  staged by the National Theatre in England in 1966 and in the United States in 1974 has achieved considerable fame in the annals of stage history), what is more interesting is the casting of women in roles that traditionally are male but that need not be. Thus, a 1993-94 English production of Henry  Vused a woman—not cross-dressed—in the role of the governor of Harfleur. According to Peter Holland, who reviewed the production in Shakespeare Survey 48 (1995), “having a female Governor of Harneur feminized the city and provided a direct response to the horrendous threat of rape and murder that Henry had offered, his language and her body in direct connection and opposition” (p. 210). Ten years from now the device may not play so effectively, but today it speaks to us. Shakespeare, born in the Elizabethan Age, has been dead nearly four hundred years, yet he is, as Ben Jonson said, “not of an age but for all time.” We must understand, however, that he is “for all time” precisely because each age finds in his abundance something for itself and something of itself.

And here we come back to two issues discussed earlier in this introduction—the instability of the text and, curiously, the Bacon/Oxford heresy concerning the authorship of the plays. Of course Shakespeare wrote the plays, and we should daily fall on our knees to thank him for them—and yet there is something to the idea that he is not their only author. Every editor, every director and actor, and every reader to  some degree shapes them, too, for when we edit, direct, act, or read, we inevitably become Shakespeare’s collaborator and re-create the plays. The plays, one might say, are so cunningly contrived that they guide our responses, tell us how we ought to feel, and make a mark on us, but (for better or for worse) we also make a mark on them.

—SYLVAN BARNET  
Tufts University




Introduction

In structure Lear differs significantly from the other tragedies of Shakespeare. It is like them in this. It dramatizes the fall of a hero who, assailed by the rebel passion, gives it sovereign sway and masterdom, and is in consequence destroyed. That is the case of Brutus, Othello, and Macbeth. But the resemblance is more ostensible than real. Ostensibly the play is one long denouement. In fact the declining action, which is the dogging of the hero to death, is complemented by a rising action, which is the hero’s regeneration. As the tragic action moves down toward darkness, the more hopeful action that lives within it begins to emerge. This emergent, or renascent, action is a condition of the hero’s loss of the world. The play fools us. Its primary story is not the descent of the King into Hell, but the ascent of the King as he climbs the Mountain of Purgatory and is fulfilled. The suspense the play develops is a function of the ascending action, which is not material but spiritual. Battles and thrones count for little. What does it profit a man if he gain the whole world and suffer the loss of his soul?

The rising and falling curves, the hero tasting his folly, the hero triumphing over it, intersect in the center of the play, in the fourth scene of Act 3. It is on the heath that Lear reaches his nadir. His characteristic utterance is the command: the wonted reversal follows: he is made less than the slave of a detested groom. These are the injuries that he himself has procured. So far the parallel is precise to the action of the other tragedies.

But now the crucial difference. It is also on the heath  that Lear is made pregnant to pity. That is another and an unexpected kind of reversal. “In boy, go first.” These words, addressed to the Fool, who stands shivering in the rain before a hovel that is the refuge of a madman, constitute the real, as opposed to the apparent, hinge of the play. They do not signal the decay but the metamorphosis of the King, Lear the Socialist, got up in a red shirt. The great apostrophe to the poor follows at once:Poor naked wretches, wheresoe‘er you are, 
That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm, 
How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides, 
Your looped and windowed raggedness, defend you 
From seasons such as these? 0, I have ta’en 
Too little care of this! (28-33)





From this point, the action turns upward.

The structure of the subplot duplicates and so of course clarifies and confirms that of the central story. As the King is limed, and by his own folly, so are Gloucester and Edgar. “A credulous father, and a brother noble” (1.2.192). The one is, initially, an unthinking sensualist. The other, the younger, is initially a kind of clown: “and pat he comes like the catastrophe of the old comedy” (145-46). But the degradation of Gloucester is not ratified. He also undergoes a miraculous transformation. The critical point or pivot at which this transformation is announced is located, like Lear‘s, in the mathematical center of the play (3.3), which is also, with a fit symmetry, the symbolic center where meanings are clarified. The man who wants to please everyone and would have all well between the contending parties, is emboldened suddenly to choose. “If I die for it, as no less is threatened me, the King my old master must be relieved” (18-19). In that decision is his death, but also his salvation.

The retrieving of Edgar is more spectacular, if not so abruptly achieved. Edgar is conceded the chance to grow and prosper. He seizes his chance; he makes himself over. “Bear free and patient thoughts” (4.6.80). The dupe of the opening scenes is the philosopher who dominates in the close of the play.

This is not to pretend that the close is thereby made happy. “All’s cheerless, dark, and deadly” (5.3.292). Kent’s somber valediction is approved. If the kindness of the one daughter hints at the redemption of Nature, it does not take off entirely the general curse which twain have brought her to. The implication is uneasy in Edgar’s assertion (as of one who is saying “what we ought to say”) that man must obey the weight of the time. His flawed heart, on the evidence of the play, is too weak to support it. His nature cannot carry the affliction or the fear.

What ribs of oak, when mountains melt on them, 
Can hold the mortise? (Othello, 2.1)



Human beings endure until they expire, dying the pain of death every hour, in a night that pities neither wise man nor fool. What is more unsettling, to be wise is not to be provident. “Man may his fate foresee, but not prevent.” And thus Webster’s conclusion, in The White Devil: “ ‘Tis better to be fortunate than wise.” Man is the natural fool of fortune. That is the title he is born with. It is the stars, and not our own endeavors, that govern. After all we are their tennis balls, struck and bandied which way please them. We do not get our deserts. The optimism is foolishness, to which we are prone.

I would not take this from report. It is, 
And my heart breaks at it. (4.6.143-44)



The wry conjunctions contrived by the playwright-who knows out of what bitterness or whimsy—attest to its folly. Edgar, in a sanguine mood, is sure that the worst returns to laughter. He is confronted at once with the bleeding visage of his father.

The worst is not 
So long as we can say “This is the worst.” (4.1.26-27)



But Shakespeare is not done with him yet. “If ever I return to you again, I’ll bring you comfort” (5.2.3-4). That is Edgar’s promise to Gloucester before the battle. It is a rash promise, and poor comfort attends on it. A hiatus ensues, filled up with  alarums and excursions. Then Edgar reenters and speaks again: “Away, old man.... King Lear hath lost” (5-6).

The optimism of Albany, as it is even more extravagant, is more sternly reproved.

All friends shall taste 
The wages of their virtue, and all foes 
The cup of their deservings. (5.3.305-06)



In that cheerful saying his philosophy is embodied. But the pentameter line, only three feet long, lacks its conclusion. Albany, rather cruelly, is made to supply the missing feet: “O, see, see!” It is the last agony of Lear to which his attention is directed.

Albany, as he presents the hopeful man who insists, a little too suavely, that God’s in His Heaven, is Shakespeare’s particular butt. It is he who cries, of Cordelia: “The gods defend her!” (258) The stage direction follows, enforcing the most monstrous conjunction in the play: “Enter Lear with Cordelia in his arms.” The gods do not defend us. Perhaps they are unable to. “The gods reward your kindness,” says Kent to Gloucester. That is the reading of the Folio, and surely it is the right reading. But the reading of the Quarto provokes speculation: “The gods deserve your kindness.” It is as if the gods are weak, and require that humans collaborate with them in wielding the world. Lear, as his ar dor for the right grows upon him, shakes the superflux to the wretched. His intent is, as he says, to show the heavens more just. It is at least tenable to interpret: his intent is to justify their feckless ways as he can.

Maybe the heavens are worse than insufficient. What is said of the King, suggests not merely a lack of capacity in the ordering of things, but a malevolent purpose, as if the gods had marked us down for their sport. On this reading, Lear’s reference to himself and Cordelia as “God’s spies” will mean, as an early commentator suggested, “spies placed over God Almighty, to watch his motions.” Maybe there is need of surveillance, if  the human sacrifices on which the gods themselves throw incense are offered up for their pleasure; if the brand of fire that parts the predestined victims is handed down, and with an antique malice, from Heaven. “Can so much wrath dwell in heavenly spirits!” The Roman poet Virgil raised the question first, and it is still a problem for Shakespeare. The chill that invades us as, huddled with the others against the roaring wind and rain, we await the advent of unaccommodated man: “What art thou that dost grumble there i’ th’ straw?” is occasioned by the wild surmise, so much more fearful because it is involuntary, that the fiend is really walking up and down in the earth, and with the sufferance and even the connivance of Heaven. In the pitiless conclusion of King Lear,  the dominion of the Prince of Darkness seems confirmed, and his presence a substantial presence as, with his terrible vans, he enshadows and overwhelms the just and the unjust alike.

If Fortune brag of two she loved and hated, 
One of them we behold, (282-83)



Thou‘lt come no more, 
Never, never, never, never, never, (309-,10)



That is, I daresay, only an apparition, the disnatured child of night thoughts, and as such may be dispelled. But it needs more than to rub one’s eyes, or to mutter a pious ejaculation. To such a degree is this true that even critics so tough-minded as Dr. Johnson have averted their eyes rather than acquiesce in the final horror with which the dramatist confronts them. It is too literal, too realistic for “dramatick exhibition.” And yet it is remarkable that this play, in which Shakespeare’s unremitting fidelity to fact is almost an occasion for scandal, manifests in its beginning a studied and a deliberate indifference to fact. If subsequent scenes are so realistic as hardly to be endured, the opening scenes have not to do with realism but with ritual and romance. Their abiding characteristic is a niggling formality. They do not wear the aspect of life so much as the aspect of art. Kent, lapsing into rude rhyme as he takes his departure, catches and communicates that aspect. His language is gnomic, admonitory, and simple—not naïvely but consciously simple: “artificial.” He is not, for the moment, a real (an eccentric) man who displaces air like Hamlet or Parolles. He is, and by design, a flat character,  highly conventionalized, who figures in an old-fashioned morality play. He would speak a prophecy before he goes.

The language of the other protagonists is of a piece with his. It does not evoke—not yet—the savage business of dragons of the prime (for all that the dragon is portentous in the threatening speeches of the King), so much as the ceremonious (the otherworldly !) business of proceedings at law and finance. Legal and fiscal metaphors reverberate. Gloucester, treating of his sons, asserts that the elder is no more dear than the younger, in his account. Lear, enacting his intention to abdicate the throne, renounces interest of territory, or possession. In lieu of Kent’s insistence that he reserve his state, he stipulates his troop of knights as reservation, explicitly a legalism, in which the action of retaining a privilege is denoted. He would extend his largest bounty where nature challenges merit, or makes title to it. Regan, whose tenders of affection aim at that title, finds that Goneril has anticipated her very deed of love. The King, in whose simple-minded understanding love is a commodity, urges his youngest daughter to discover what portion her protestations can draw. But Cordelia loves only according to her bond. Failing to please, her price is fallen. Goneril pleases, in that she is taken as permitting to her father twice the retinue permitted by Regan. Her devotion may therefore be measured. She is precisely twice her sister’s love.

Lear is not easily persuaded of his error, that devotion—in his psychology, a ponderable thing—is to be assessed and ought to be requited in ponderable ways. The inadmissible equation is there still, in the crass appeal to Regan when his agony is upon him:Thy half o’ th’ kingdom hast thou not forgot, 
Wherein I thee endowed. (2.4.178-79)





He is appropriately answered, since that respects of fortune are his love:Good sir, to the purpose. (180)





This veneer of the unreal and the ritualistic, overlaying the initial action of the play, is not peculiar to the love test. The  characters themselves move in an air of unreality. There is about them a felt sense of contradiction, as between what they are and what they seem to be. Lear is not a king but the show of a king. It is an insubstantial pageant over which he presides, recalling, in its unreality, the specious parade with which an earlier tragedy of Shakespeare’s commences, that of Richard II, the mockery king of snows. Kent’s acumen is verified when, with a lack of respect that is intended to shock and thereby to quicken perception, he sees and salutes his master, not as a monarch but as an old man.

But if Lear is an unreal image, so are the wicked daughters. Their essential vacuity, echoing to the touch, announces itself as it issues in their exaggerated protestings of love. Kent points to it obliquely in his praise of Cordelia:Nor are those empty-hearted whose low sounds 
Reverb no hollowness. (1.1.155-56)





Gloucester discerns it, magnified to cosmic proportions, in the disordered state of the macrocosm, riven by machinations, by the hollowness that is hypocrisy. All that glisters is taken for gold. The pretension of the hypocrite, who professes herself weighs more than the practice of the candid and guileless retainer, who professes himself to be no less than he seems. The mere appearance is everything, and hence what is lifelike and vital is eclipsed. The characters are cut in alabaster, like monumental statues. The same metaphor describes the fool and the knave and the paragon of virtue, divesting each of human personality. Gloucester, who seems a good old man, is brazed by self-indulgence, become like hard metal. Regan, in whom nature appears tender-hefted, is hardened to insensibility, made of that self metal as her sister. Cordelia is, conversely, a little-seeming substance. But Cordelia is rendered also in nonhuman terms: her love, a precious metal, is more ponderous than her tongue.

an enemy to all other joys 
Which the most precious square of sense professes, (73-74)



Stylization of language and gesture is notable in such  a play as The Tempest, and for excellent and obvious reasons. Shakespeare’s resort to it in King Lear seems, however, gratuitous, and even antipathetic to the spirit of the play. Lear is not masquelike nor, certainly, romantic, in the harrowing story it tells. But observe that The Tempest begins, not formally, but realistically, with the faithful depicting of a ship driving on the rocks, a wild and literal scene in which the blasphemy and execration of real and affrighted persons bass the throbbing of the storm. And then the scene shifts abruptly. The auditor or reader, whose belief is purchased at the outset by a terrific glimpse of the real world, is brought safe to shore: is induced to enter, and willingly, the world of enchantment and romance. The fact of the transition, and the implausibility attendant on it, elude him. The tempest is still dinning in his ears.

In King Lear the dramatic problem is exactly reversed. It is to ensure that those whose disenchantment the playwright is already preparing, who are to be compelled to look on the Gorgon-features, will not evince incredulity or petrifaction. The problem is resolved by emphasizing at the outset the elements of unreality and romance. The impelling action of Lear is made to resemble a fairy tale, which is, I suppose, its ultimate source. The auditor or reader is fooled. Before he is aware, he has become a participant in the fierce and excessively painful dispute between damnation and impassioned clay.

But there is more than craft to Shakespeare’s design in thus introducing his drama. He makes his characters unreal initially because he means them, at least in part, to be symbolic. The stylized quality of the beginning, as of a charade, its legalistic and ceremonious nature, the exalting in it of appearance as against reality, all work to the fulfilling of that primary intention. And though Lear is essentially representational drama, though realism very quickly takes precedence over ritual, the element of the symbolic is never dissipated altogether but figures in important ways until the end. Just as in  Twelfth Night, whose burden is mistaken identity and the ho cus-pocus of identical twins, realism intrudes persistently to temper and give substance to romance— In nature there’s no blemish but the mind; 
None can be called deformed but the unkind. 
Virtue is beauty; but the beauteous evil 
Are empty trunks, o‘erflourished by the devil.

(Twelfth Night, 3.4.379-82)



—so in King Lear, an anti-romantic play in that its burden is a relentless anatomizing of evil, the symbolic declines to yield entirely to the representational. It persists, not to give substance to the teal, which is substantial enough—Out, vile jelly! 
Where is thy luster now? (3.7.84-85)



—but to order the real and make it meaningful, to avoid a confounding of it with the merely sensational. Not to grasp this ordering function is, necessarily, to run counter, to smell a fault where no fault is. Thus the embarrassment of critics so estimable as Goethe (for whom the action of the play was a tissue of the improbable and absurd), and Colendge (who saw the first scene as dispensable), and A. C. Bradley (who detected and enumerated in the whole, more and grosser inconsistencies than in any other of the great tragedies).

Misconstruction of the role and character of Cordelia typifies this failure to come to terms with the symbolic. Cordelia is, of old, a deeply disquieting figure. Why does she love, and yet remain silent? The question has engendered a little galaxy of answers. It is a question not to be asked. The first principle of good dramatic manners is to concede to the dramatist his given, so long as he is able to exploit it. Here, the given is the heroine’s fatal reserve. It is the lever that starts the play on its progress. As such, it may not be queried, any more than the procedure that governs in chess or in the writing of an Italian sonnet.

But “reserve” is after all the wrong word. It suggests the wrong frame of reference. It leads to the rationalization of conduct on realistic grounds. To make the horrid point, this judgment of a contemporary critic may be cited, that Cordelia loved her father “less than she loved her own way and hated her sisters.” That is a fair sample of the appeal to realism. It is at all costs to be avoided. Cordelia does not  betray, what Coleridge thought to perceive, “some little faulty admixture of pride and sullenness.” No stain of guilt or responsibility attaches to her. She is not imperious, like the King, not headstrong, not intractable. The appeal to heredity is a variation of the appeal to realism, and is, in this context, equally and altogether inapposite. Shakespeare’s characters, unlike Eugene O‘Neill’s, have no antecedents. It is of no use to say that Cordelia is her father’s daughter. The reason she will not speak is because she cannot speak; and she cannot because the heart of a fool is in his mouth but the mouth of the wise is in his heart.

This is to say that the muteness of Cordelia (like the fantastic credulity of Gloucester) is not so much a reflection of character as it is the embodiment of an idea. Less real than symbolic, her affinity is more to a creature of fairy tale like Cinderella than to a heroine of the realistic drama like Blanche DuBois in A Streetcar Named Desire. In delineating her behavior the playwright may be, psychologically, so penetrating and exact as really to catch the manners living as they rise: that is partly an extra, added attraction, over and above what we need. More important is his intention, not to portray a believable woman, but to dramatize the proposition that plainness is more than eloquence, that beauty is to be purchased by the weight, that meager lead, which rather threatens than promises aught, buys more than silver and gold. The agitation of those who worry the details of the love test in an attempt to make it credible, which means to make it conformable to the canons of the realistic theater, is founded on their misapprehension of symbolic action.

When Cordelia is depicted as the last and least, it is not her slightness of stature that the dramatist is glancing at—or not that, decisively. He is preparing an ironic and a pregnant echo, to amplify Kent’s assertion, a little later:Thy youngest daughter does not love thee least (1.1.154)





But more than that, he is invoking the promise of Scripture, unspoken in the play, and yet close to the theme, which is the heart (but not the moral!) of the play: The first shall be  last and the last shall be first. When Cordelia herself exclaims, as she prepares to engage the British powers, it is not altogether the realistic business of an imminent battle to which she is adverting. (Certainly that business does not much preoccupy Shakespeare.) And therefore we are not to wonder why the King of France was, so inopportunely, called back to his kingdom, nor whether Shakespeare’s allegiance or circumspection dictated the victory of the English. We want to catch in what is said an older saying, the sentence of the Evangelist, so much more than a literary reminiscence, and estimate accordingly the symbolic role the speaker plays: “Knew ye not that I must go about my father’s business.” It may be that Cordelia is that quintessence of womanhood celebrated reverentially (and with an appropriate silence as to particulars) by critics like A. W. Schlegel: “Of Cordelia’s heavenly beauty of soul, I do not dare to speak.” But it is not after all the literal woman to whom Shakespeare is holding up the mirror. Compare Beat-rice in Much Ado, or Rosalind in As You Like It.

O dear father, 
It is thy business that I go about, (4.4.23-24)



It is a nice but an indispensable point to determine, just when the dramatist intends that the canons of ordinary realism are to be set aside or, better, transcended. Pretty clearly he wishes to transcend them when, in Act 2, Kent is made to sleep in the stocks, and Edgar, unmindful of him, to step forward and tell of his proposed transformation. Bradley is bemused: “One cannot help asking ... whether Edgar is mad that he should return from his hollow tree ... to his father’s castle in order to soliloquize.” But Shakespeare, in juxtaposing the two characters, is not concerned with motivation or, certainly, with locale. No doubt the Bedlam is understood to remain on the heath. But precisely where he is, is not a question that ought to detain us. Neither are we to ask why he fails to perceive that someone else is up there with him on stage, in full view of the audience, and so, presumably, of himself; nor how Kent, for all his travails, can sleep  undisturbed through twenty lines of blank verse. In the bringing together of the two good men, each of whom has been driven to the lowest and most dejected point of fortune, a dramatic emblem is achieved, a speaking picture, whose purport is not realistic but symbolic. What Shakespeare is after is this dark asssociation, or sequence:A good man’s fortune may grow out at heels. (2.2.160) 
Edgar I nothing am. (2.3.21)





In the same way the symbolic overtops the conventionally real when, in the final act, Edgar issues his challenge to Edmund. One is not to belabor the improbability of Edmund’s failure to recognize his brother, though, in point of fact, the failure is itself symbolic: the villain is indeed beguiled, and not because the plot demands this but because of his own willful behavior. But what is central to the scene is the intimation one hears, in the blast of the trumpet that announces the combat, of that final trump that vindicates the right and summons the perpetrator of wrong to the Judgment. When—another illustration—Edgar, opposing Oswald, assumes the character of a rustic, the clownish dialect he speaks is, realistically, absurd: what is its occasion ? Symbolically, however, it is deeply congruous. The power of truth is attested to, however ludicrous its aspect, and the frailty which is falsehood exposed, in this meeting of the ragged fellow, whose West Country accent gives him out to be a bumpkin, but who intrinsically merits and possesses all honors, and the gilded courtier, whose extrinsic show and sophistication betoken all honors and are as paste and cover to none.

The Prince of Darkness is a gentleman. (3.4.146)



In Edgar’s vanquishing of Oswald, which is the triumph of the lowly and the unprepossessing over the world of robes and furred gowns, Lear’s great social speeches are enacted and answered.

A similar intention, to effect on stage a symbolic tableau, dictates the grouping of the protagonists at the end of the  play. All are there in the resolution, occupying, I think, the same positions they assumed at first, and not least the wicked sisters, whose dead bodies are brought on, no doubt to exemplify this judgment of the heavens, but more, to direct the attention of the audience back and back, over all the dreadful ground that has been traced, to the opening scene. In their beginning is their ending. Perhaps the great wheel of the play, now come full circle, is impelled in its progress by something more than mechanical law.

What this other law may be is the central question Shakespeare poses and endeavors to answer. Lear, as is fitting, is made to enunciate it: “Who is it that can tell me who I am?” (1.4.236) But the question is not peculiar to Lear but is implicit in the utterance and conduct of all those who inhabit the darkness with him. Kent as Caius is interrogated by the King:What art thou? 
A man, sir. (10-11)





But what is it, to be a man? What is man to profess? To what law are his services bound? Gloucester interrogates Edgar: “Now, good sir, what are you?” and is answered:A most poor man, made tame to fortune’s blows, 
Who, by the art of known and feeling sorrows, 
Am pregnant to good pity. (4.6.224-25)





Cornwall, whose disposition will not be rubbed or stopped, does not manifest that pity. It is ascendant, though tardily, in Gloucester, who, if he dies for it, must relieve his master. Why is that? And why had Kent rather break his own heart than the King’s? How does one construe that fitness to which Albany appeals, in declining to let his hands obey his blood; or that pleasure, a more intriguing word, which inclines the Old Man to succor the blinded Gloucester, “Come on’t what will”? What point inheres in Albany’s characterization of Oswald, as Oswald reports it:he called me sot, 
And told me I had turned the wrong side out; (4.2.8-9) 



and in what manner does it comment on the Captain’s decision to collaborate in the killing of the King and Cordelia:If it be man’s work, I’ll do it. (5.3.40)





There ought here to ensue a brief though perceptible silence, in token of the irony and expectation with which these laconic words are charged. The dramatist is bidding us essay a definition of the nature of man’s work and, concomitantly, of the nature of man. Edmund, with his customary coldbloodedness, addresses himself to the task:men 
Are as the time is. (31-32) 
Kent speaks to it, describing Oswald: 
A tailor made thee. (2.2.55-56)





So in whimsical ways does the Fool, begging pardon of Goneril:Cry you mercy, I took you for a joint stool; (3.6.51)



and also the King, whose confusion is at once real and assumed:Your name, fair gentlewoman? (1.4.242)



and, in sterner ways, the Servant, drawing his sword against Cornwall:Nay, then, come on, and take the chance of anger. (3.7.79-80)





To divine the way in which these lines reticulate is to resolve at least a corner of the mystery which is the play.

—RUSSELL FRASER  
University of Michigan
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Scene: Britain]




The Tragedy of King Lear

ACT 1




Scene 1. [King Lear’s palace.] 


Enter Kent, Gloucester, and Edmund. 

Kent I thought the King had more affected01 the Duke of Albany° than Cornwall.

Gloucester. It did always seem so to us; but now, in the division of the kingdom, it appears not which of the dukes he values most, for equalities are so weighed that curiosity in neither can make choice of either’s moiety.°

Kent. Is not this your son, my lord?

Gloucester. His breeding,° sir, hath been at my charge. I have so often blushed to acknowledge him that now I am brazed° to’t.

 

Kent. I cannot conceive° you.

Gloucester. Sir, this young fellow’s mother could;whereupon she grew round-wombed, and had indeed, sir, a son for her cradle ere she had a husband for her bed. Do you smell a fault?




1 The degree sign (°) indicates a footnote, which is keyed to the text by line number. Text references are printed in boldface type; the annotation follows in roman type. 1.1.1 affected loved

2 Albany Albanacte, whose domain extended “from the river Humber to the point of Caithness” (Holinshed)

5-7 equalities... moiety i.e., shares are so balanced against one another that careful examination by neither can make him wish the other’s portion

9 breeding upbringing

11 brazed made brazen, hardened

12 conceive understand (pun follows)


Kent. I cannot wish the fault undone, the issue° of it being so proper.°

Gloucester. But I have a son, sir, by order of law, some year elder than this, who yet is no dearer in my account:° though this knave° came something saucily° to the world before he was sent for, yet was his mother fair, there was good sport at his making, and the whoreson° must be acknowledged. Do you know this noble gentleman, Edmund?

 

Edmund No, my lord.

Gloucester. My Lord of Kent. Remember him hereafter as my honorable friend.

Edmund My services to your lordship.

Kent. I must love you, and sue° to know you better.

Edmund. Sir, I shall study deserving.

Gloucester. He hath been out° nine years, and away he shall again. The King is coming.Sound a sennet. ° Enter one bearing a coronet, °  then King Lear, then the Dukes of Cornwall and Albany, next Goneril, Regan, Cordelia,  and Attendants.




Lear. Attend the lords of France and Burgundy, Gloucester.

Gloucester. I shall, my lord. Exit [with Edmund].

Lear. Meantime we shall express our darker purpose.°Give me the map there. Know that we have divided 
In three our kingdom; and ‘tis our fast° intent 
To shake all cares and business from our age, 
Conferring them on younger strengths, while we17 issue result (child)

18 proper handsome

21 account estimation

21 lame fellow (without disapproval)

22 saucily (1) insolently (2) lasciviously

24 whoreson fellow (lit, son of a whore)

31 sue entreat

33 out away, abroad

34 s.d. sennet set of notes played on a trumpet, signalizing the entrance or departure of a procession

34 s.d. coronet small crown, intended for Cordelia

38 darker purpose hidden intention

40 fast fixed


 
Unburthened crawl toward death. Our son of 
Cornwall, 
And you our no less loving son of Albany, 
We have this hour a constant will to publish° 
Our daughters’ several° dowers, that future strife 
May be prevented° now. The Princes, France and 
Burgundy, 
Great rivals in our youngest daughter’s love, 
Long in our court have made their amorous sojourn, 
And here are to be answered. Tell me, my daughters 
(Since now we will divest us both of rule, 
Interest° of territory, cares of state), 
Which of you shall we say doth love us most, 
That we our largest bounty may extend 
Where nature doth with merit challenge.° Goneril, 
Our eldest-born, speak first.




Goneril. Sir, I love you more than word can wield° the matter;Dearer than eyesight, space° and liberty; 
Beyond what can be valued, rich or rare; 
No less than life, with grace, health, beauty, honor; 
As much as child e‘er loved, or father found; 
A love that makes breath° poor, and speech 
unable:° 
Beyond all manner of so much° I love you.




Cordelia. [Aside] What shall Cordelia speak? Love, and be silent.

 

Lear. Of all these bounds, even from this line to this, With shadowy forests, and with champains riched,°With plenteous rivers, and wide-skirted meads,° 
We make thee lady. To thine and Albany’s issues° 
Be this perpetual. What says our second daughter,45 constant will to publish fixed intention to proclaim

46 several separate

47 prevented forestalled

52 Interest legal right

55 nature ... challenge i.e., natural affection contends with desert for (or lays claim to) bounty

57 wield handle

58 space scope

62 breath language

62 unable impotent

63 Beyond ... much beyond all these comparisons

66 champains riched enriched plains

67 wide-skirted meads extensive grass-lands

68 issuesdescendants

69 perpetual in perpetuity


 
Our dearest Regan, wife of Cornwall? Speak.




Regan. I am made of that self mettle° as my sister, And prize me at her worth.° In my true heartI find she names my very deed of love;° 
Only she comes too short, that° I profess 
Myself an enemy to all other joys 
Which the most precious square of sense 
professes,° 
And find I am alone felicitate° 
In your dear Highness’ love.




Cordelia. [Aside] Then poor Cordelia!And yet not so, since I am sure my love’s More ponderous° than my tongue.




Lear. To thee and thine hereditary everRemain this ample third of our fair kingdom, 
No less in space, validity,° and pleasure 
Than that conferred on Goneril. Now, our joy, 
Although our last and least;° to whose young love 
The vines of France and milk° of Burgundy 
Strive to be interest;° what can you say to draw 
A third more opulent than your sisters? Speak.




Cordelia. Nothing, my lord.

Lear. Nothing?

Cordelia. Nothing.

Lear. Nothing will come of nothing. Speak again.

Cordelia. Unhappy that I am, I cannot heaveMy heart into my mouth. I love your Majesty According to my bond,° no more nor less.




Lear. How, how, Cordelia? Mend your speech a little, Lest you may mar your fortunes.

71 self mettle same material or temperament

72 prize ... worth value me the same (imperative)

73 my ... love what my love really is (a legalism)

74 that in that

76 Which ... professes which the choicest estimate of sense avows

77 felicitate made happy 80 ponderous weighty

83 validity value

85 least youngest, smallest

86 milk i.e. pastures

87 interest closely connected, as interested parties

95 bond i.e., filial obligation


Cordelia. Good my lord, You have begot me, bred me, loved me. IReturn those duties back as are right fit,° 
Obey you, love you, and most honor you. 
Why have my sisters husbands, if they say 
They love you all? Haply,° when I shall wed, 
That lord whose hand must take my plight° shall 
carry 
Half my love with him, half my care and duty. 
Sure I shall never marry like my sisters, 
To love my father all.




Lear. But goes thy heart with this?

Cordelia. Ay, my good lord.

Lear. So young, and so untender?

Cordelia So young, my lord, and true.

Lear. Let it be so, thy truth then be thy dower!For, by the sacred radiance of the sun, 
The mysteries of Hecate° and the night, 
By all the operation of the orbs° 
From whom we do exist and cease to be, 
Here I disclaim all my paternal care, 
Propinquity and property of blood,° 
And as a stranger to my heart and me 
Hold thee from this for ever. The barbarous 
Scythian,° 
Or he that makes his generation messes° 
To gorge his appetite, shall to my bosom 
Be as well neighbored, pitied, and relieved, 
As thou my sometime° daughter.




Kent. Good my liege—

Lear. Peace, Kent!99 Return ... fit i.e., am correspondingly dutiful

102 Haply perhaps

103 plight troth plight

112 mysterles of Hecate secret rites of Hecate (goddess of the infernal world, and of witchcraft)

113 operation of the orbs astrological influence

116 Propinquity and property of blood relationship and common blood

118 Scythlan (type of the savage)

119 makes his generation messes eats his own offspring

122 sometime former


 Come not between the Dragon° and his wrath. 
I loved her most, and thought to set my rest° 
On her kind nursery.° Hence and avoid my sight! 
So be my grave my peace, as here I give 
Her father’s heart from her! Call France. Who stirs? 
Call Burgundy. Cornwall and Albany, 
With my two daughters’ dowers digest° the third; 
Let pride, which she calls plainness, marry her.° 
I do invest you jointly with my power, 
Pre-eminence, and all the large effects 
That troop with majesty. Ourself,° by monthly 
course, 
With reservation° of an hundred knights, 
By you to be sustained, shall our abode 
Make with you by due turn. Only we shall retain 
The name, and all th’ addition° to a king. The sway, 
Revènue, execution of the rest, 
Beloved sons, be yours; which to confirm, 
This coronet° part between you.




Kent. Royal Lear,Whom I have ever honored as my king, Loved as my father, as my master followed, As my great patron thought on in my prayers—




Lear. The bow is bent and drawn; make from the shaft.°

 

Kent. Let it fall° rather, though the fork° invadeThe region of my heart. Be Kent unmannerly 
When Lear is mad. What wouldst thou do, old 
man? 
Think‘st thou that duty shall have dread to speak




124 Dragon (1) heraldic device of Britain (2) emblem of ferocity

125 set my rest (1) stake my all (a term from the card game of primero) (2) find my test

126 musery care, nursing

130 digest absorb

131 Let... her i.e., let her pride be her dowry and gain her a husband

134-35 effects/That troop with majesty accompaniments that go with kingship

134 Ourself (the royal “we”)

135 reservation the action of reserving a privilege (a legalism)

138 addition titles and honors

141 coronet (the crown which was to have been Cordelia’s)

145 make from the shaft avoid the arrow

146 fall strike

146 fork forked head of the arrow


When power to flattery bows? To plainness honor’s bound

When majesty falls to folly. Reserve thy state,°

And in thy best consideration° checkThis hideous rashness. Answer my life my 
judgment,° 
Thy youngest daughter does not love thee least, 
Nor are those empty-hearted whose low sounds 
Reverb° no hollowness.°





Lear. Kent, on thy life, no more!

Kent. My life I never held but as a pawn°To wage° against thine enemies; nor fear to lose it, Thy safety being motive.°




Lear. Out of my sight!

Kent. See better, Lear, and let me still° remain The true blank° of thine eye.

Lear. Now by Apollo—

Kent. Now by Apollo, King, Thou swear‘st thy gods in vain.

Lear. O vassal! Miscreant!° [Laying his hand on his sword.]

Albany, Cornwall. Dear sir, forbear!

Kent. Kill thy physician, and the fee bestowUpon the foul disease. Revoke thy gift, 
Or, whilst I can vent clamor° from my throat, 
I’ll tell thee thou dost evil.




Lear. Hear me, recreant !°On thine allegiance,° hear me! 
That thou hast sought to make us break our vows,151 Reserve thy state retain your kingly authority

152 best consideration most careful reflection

153 Answer ... judgement I will stake my life on my opinion

156 Reverb reverberate

156 hollowness (1) emptiness (2) insincerity

157 pawn stake in a wager

158 wage (1) wager (2) carry on war

159 motive moving cause

160 still always

161 blank the white spot in die center of die target (at which Lear should aim)

163 vassal! Miscreant! base wretch! Misbeliever!

167 vent clamor utter a cry

168 recreant traitor

169 On thine allegiance (to forswear, which is to commit high treason)


 
Which we durst never yet, and with strained° pride 
To come betwixt our sentence° and our power, 
Which nor our nature nor our place can bear, 
Our potency made good,° take thy reward. 
Five days we do allot thee for provision° 
To shield thee from diseases° of the world, 
And on the sixth to turn thy hated back 
Upon our kingdom. If, on the tenth day following, 
Thy banished trunk° be found in our dominions, 
The moment is thy death. Away! By Jupiter, 
This shall not be revoked.




Kent. Fare thee well, King. Sith° thus thou wilt appear,Freedom lives hence, and banishment is here. 
[To Cordelia] The gods to their dear shelter take 
thee, maid, 
That justly think‘st, and hast most rightly said. 
[To Regan and Goneril] And your large speeches 
may your deeds approve,° 
That good effects° may spring from words of love. 
Thus Kent, O Princes, bids you all adieu; 
He’ll shape his old course° in a country new. Exit.  
Flourish.° Enter Gloucester, with France and  
Burgundy; Attendants.




Gloucester. Here’s France and Burgundy, my noble lord.

 

Lear. My Lord of Burgundy,We first address toward you, who with this king 
Hath rivaled for our daughter. What in the least 
Will you require in present° dower with her, 
Or cease your quest of love?




Burgundy. Most royal Majesty,I crave no more than hath your Highness offered,171 strained forced (and so excessive)

172 sentence judgment, decree

174 Our poteacy made good my royal authority being now asserted

175 for provision for making preparation

176 deseases troubles

179 trunk body

182 Sith since

186 approve prove true

187 effects results

189 shape... course pursue his customary way

189 s.d. Flourish trumpet fanfare

194 present immediate


 
Nor will you tender° less.




Lear. Right noble Burgundy,When she was dear° to us, we did hold her so; 
But now her price is fallen. Sir, there she stands. 
If aught within that little seeming substance,° 
Or all of it, with our displeasure pieced,° 
And nothing more, may fitly like° your Grace, 
She’s there, and she is yours.




Burgundy. I know no answer.

Lear. Will you, with those infirmities she owes,°Unfriended, new adopted to our hate, 
Dow‘red with our curse, and strangered° with our 
oath, 
Take her, or leave her?




Burgundy. Pardon me, royal sir. Election makes not up° on such conditions.

Lear. Then leave her, sir; for, by the pow‘r that made me,I tell you all her wealth. [To France.] For you, 
great King, 
I would not from your love make such a stray 
To° match you where I hate; therefore beseech° you 
T’ avert your liking a more worthier way° 
Than on a wretch whom nature is ashamed 
Almost t’ acknowledge hers.




France. This is most strange,That she whom even but now was your best object,° 
The argument° of your praise, balm of your age, 
The best, the dearest, should in this trice of time 
Commit a thing so monstrous to dismantle°197 tender offer

198 dear (1) beloved (2) valued at a high price

200 little seeming substance person who is (1) inconsiderable (2) outspoken

201 pleced added to it

202 fitly like please by its fitness

204 owes possesses

206 strangered made a stranger

208 Election makes not up no one can choose

211-12 make such a stray / To stray so far as to

212 beseech I beseech

213 avert ... way turn your affections from her and bestow them on a better person

216 best object i.e., the one you loved most

217 argument subject

219 disamantle strip off


 
So many folds of favor. Sure her offense 
Must be of such unnatural degree 
That monsters it,° or your fore-vouched° affection 
Fall into taint;° which to believe of her 
Must be a faith that reason without miracle 
Should never plant in me.°




Cordelia. I yet beseech your Majesty,If for° I want that glib and oily art 
To speak and purpose not,° since what I well intend 
I’ll do’t before I speak, that you make known 
It is no vicious blot, murder, or foulness, 
No unchaste action or dishonored step, 
That hath deprived me of your grace and favor; 
But even for want of that for which I am richer, 
A still-soliciting° eye, and such a tongue 
That I am glad I have not, though not to have it 
Hath lost° me in your liking.




Lear. Better thouHadst not been born than not t’ have pleased me better.




France. Is it but this? A tardiness in nature°Which often leaves the history unspoke° 
That it intends to do. My Lord of Burgundy, 
What say you° to the lady? Love’s not love 
When it is mingled with regards° that stands 
Aloof from th’ entire point.° Will you have her? 
She is herself a dowry.




Burgundy. Royal King,Give but that portion which yourself proposed, 
And here I take Cordelia by the hand, 
Duchess of Burgundy.




222 That monsters it as makes it monstrous, unnatural

222 fore-vouched previously sworn

223 Fall into taint must be taken as having been unjustified all along i.e., Cordelia was unworthy of your love from the first

224-25 reason... me my reason would have to be supported by a miracle to make me believe

226 for because

227 purpose not not mean to do what I promise

233 still-soliciting always begging

235 lost ruined

237 tordiness in nature natural reticence

238 leaves the history unspoke does not announce the action

240 What say you i.e., will you have 2

41 regards considerations (the dowry)

241-42 stands ... point have nothing to do with the essential question (love)


Lear. Nothing. I have sworn. I am firm.

Burgundy. I am sorry then you have so lost a father That you must lose a husband.

Cordelia. Peace be with BurgundySince that respects of fortune° are his love, 
I shall not be his wife.




France. Fairest Cordelia, that art most rich being poor,Most choice forsaken, and most loved despised, 
Thee and thy virtues here I seize upon. 
Be it lawful I take up what’s cast away. 
Gods, gods! ‘Tis strange that from their cold’st 
neglect 
My love should kindle to inflamed respect.° 
Thy dow‘rless daughter, King, thrown to my 
chance,° 
Is Queen of us, of ours, and our fair France. 
Not all the dukes of wat’rish° Burgundy 
Can buy this unprized precious° maid of me. 
Bid them farewell, Cordelia, though unkind. 
Thou losest here, a better where° to find.




Lear. Thou hast her, France; let her be thine, for weHave no such daughter, nor shall ever see 
That face of hers again. Therefore be gone, 
Without our grace, our love, our benison.° 
Come, noble Burgundy.  
Flourish. Exeunt [Lear, Burgundy, Cornwall,  
Albany, Gloucester, and Attendants].




France. Bid farewell to your sisters.

Cordelia. The jewels of our father,° with washed° eyesCordelia leaves you. I know you what you are,250 respects of fortune mercenary considerations

257 inflamed respect more ardent affection

258 chance lot

260 wat‘rish (1) with many rivers (2) weak, diluted

261 unprized precious unappreciated by others, and yet precious

263 here ... where in this place, in another place

267 benison blessing

270 The jewels of our father you creatures prized by our father

270 washed (1) weeping (2) clear-sighted


 
And, like a sister,° am most loath to call 
Your faults as they are named.° Love well our 
father. 
To your professèd° bosoms I commit him. 
But yet, alas, stood I within his grace, 
I would prefer° him to a better place. 
So farewell to you both.




Regan. Prescribe not us our duty.

Goneril. Let your studyBe to content your lord, who hath received you 
At Fortune’s alms.° You have obedience scanted,° 
And well are worth the want that you have wanted.°




Cordelia. Time shall unfold what plighted° cunning hides,Who covers faults, at last shame them derides.° 
Well may you prosper.




France. Come, my fair Cordelia.  Exit France and Cordelia.

Goneril. Sister, it is not little I have to say of what most nearly appertains to us both. I think our father will hence tonight.

Regan. That’s most certain, and with you; next month with us.

Goneril. You see how full of changes his age is. The observation we have made of it hath not been little.He always loved our sister most, and with what poor judgment he hath now cast her off appears too grossly.°




Regan. ‘Tis the infirmity of his age; yet he hath ever but slenderly known himself.

272 like a sister because I am a sister i.e., loyal, affectionate

273 as they are named ie., by their right and ugly names

274 professèd pretending to love

276 prefer recommend

280 At Fortune’s alms as a charitable bequest from Fortune (and so, by extension, as one beggared or cast down by Fortune)

280 scanted stinted

281 worth... wanted deserve to be denied, even as you have denied

282 plighted pleated. enfolded

283 Who ... derides those who hide their evil are finally exposed and shamed (“He that hideth his sins, shall not prosper”)

294 grossly obviously


Goneril. The best and soundest of his time° hath beenbut rash; then must we look from his age to receive not alone the imperfections of long-ingrafted° condition,° but therewithal° the unruly waywardness that infirm and choleric years bring with them.




Regan. Such unconstant starts° are we like to have from him as this of Kent’s banishment.

Goneril. There is further compliment° of leave-takingbetween France and him. Pray you, let’s hit° together ; if our father carry authority with such disposition as he bears,° this last surrender° of his will but offend° us.




Regan. We shall further think of it.

Goneril. We must do something, and i’ th’ heat.° 
Exeunt.




Scene 2. [The Earl of Gloucester’s castle.]


Enter Edmund [with a letter]. 

Edmund. Thou, Nature,° art my goddess; to thy lawMy services are bound. Wherefore should I 
Stand in the plague of custom,° and permit 
The curiosity° of nations to deprive me, 
For that° I am some twelve or fourteen 
moonshines°297 of his time period of his life up to now

299-300 long-ingrafted implanted for a long time

300 condition disposition

300 therewithal with them

303 unconstant starts impulsive whims

305 compliment formal courtesy

306 hit agree

307-8 carry ... bears continues, and in such frame of mind, to wield the sovereign power

308 last surrender recent abdication 309 offend vex

311 i’ th’ heat while the iron is hot

1.2.1 Nature (Edmund’s conception of Nature accords with our description of a bastard as a natural child)

3 Stand... custom respect hateful convention

4 curiosity nice distinctions

5 For that because

5 moonshines months


 
Lag of° a brother? Why bastard? Wherefore base? 
When my dimensions are as well compact,° 
My mind as generous,° and my shape as true, 
As honest° madam’s issue? Why brand they us 
With base? With baseness? Bastardy? Base? Base? 
Who, in the lusty stealth of nature, take 
More composition° and fierce° quality 
Than doth, within a dull, stale, tired bed, 
Go to th’ creating a whole tribe of fops° 
Got° ‘tween asleep and wake? Well then, 
Legitimate Edgar, I must have your land. 
Our father’s love is to the bastard Edmund 
As to th’ legitimate. Fine word, “legitimate.” 
Well, my legitimate, if this letter speed,° 
And my invention° thrive, Edmund the base 
Shall top th’ legitimate. I grow, I prosper. 
Now, gods, stand up for bastards.  
Enter Gloucester.




Gloucester. Kent banished thus? and France in choler parted?And the King gone tonight? prescribed° his pow‘r? 
Confined to exhibition?° All this done 
Upon the gad?° Edmund, how now? What news?




Edmund. So please your lordship, none.

Gloucester. Why so earnestly seek you to put up° that letter?

Edmund. I know no news, my lord.

Gloucester. What paper were you reading?

Edmund. Nothing, my lord.

Gloucester. No? What needed then that terrible dispatch° of it into your pocket? The quality of noth-6 Lag of short of being (in age)

7 compact framed

8 penerons gallant

9 honest chaste

12 composition completeness

12 fierce energetic

14 fops fools

15 Got begot

19 speed prosper

20 invention plan

24 prescribed limited

25 exhibition an allowance or pension

26 Upon the gad on the spur of the moment (as if pricked by a gad or goad)

28 put up put away, conceal 33-34 terrible dispatch hasty putting away


 ing hath not such need to hide itself. Let’s see. Come, if it be nothing, I shall not need spectacles.

Edmund. I beseech you, sir, pardon me. It is a letter from my brother that I have not all o‘er-read; and for so much as I have perused, I find it not fit for your o’erlooking.°

Gloucester. Give me the letter, sir.

Edmund. I shall offend, either to detain or give it. The contents, as in part I understand them, are to blame.°

 

Gloucester. Let’s see, let’s see.

Edmund I hope, for my brother’s justification, he wrote this but as an essay or taste° of my virtue.

Gloucester. (Reads) “This policy and reverence° of age makes the world bitter to the best of our times;° keeps our fortunes from us till our oldness cannot relish° them. I begin to find an idle and fond° bondage in the oppression of aged tyranny, who sways, not as it hath power, but as it is suffered. ° Come to me, that of this I may speak more. If our father would sleep till I waked him, you should enjoy half his revenue° for ever, and live the beloved of your brother, EDGAR.” Hum! Conspiracy? “Sleep till I waked him, you should enjoy half his revenue.” My son Edgar! Had he a hand to write this? A heart and brain to breed it in? When came you to this? Who brought it?

 

Edmund. It was not brought me, my lord; there’s the cunning of it. I found it thrown in at the casement of my closet.°

40 o‘erlooking inspection

44 to blame blameworthy

47 essay or taste test

48 policy and reverence policy of reverencing (hendiadys)

49-50 best of our times best years of our lives (i.e., our youth)

51 relish enjoy

51-52 idle and fond foolish

53-54 who ... suffered which rules, not from its own strength, but from our allowance

56 revenue income

64-65 casement of my closet window of my room


Gloucester. You know the character° to be your brother’s?

 

Edmund If the matter were good, my lord, I durst swear it were his; but in respect of that,° I would fain° think it were not.

Gloucester. It is his.

 

Edmund. It is his hand, my lord; but I hope his heart is not in the contents.

Gloucester. Has he never before sounded° you in this business?

 

Edmund Never, my lord. But I have heard him oft maintain it to be fit that, sons at perfect° age, and fathers declined, the father should be as ward to the son, and the son manage his revenue.

Gloucester. O villain, villain! His very opinion in the letter. Abhorred villain, unnatural, detested,° brutish villain; worse than brutish! Go, siffah,° seek him. I’ll apprehend him. Abominable villain! Where is he?

 

Edmund. I do not well know, my lord. If it shall please you to suspend your indignation against my brother till you can derive from him better testimony of his intent, you should run a certain course;° where, if you violently proceed against him, mistaking his purpose, it would make a great gap° in your own honor and shake in pieces the heart of his obedience. I dare pawn down° my life for him that he hath writ this to feel° my affection to your honor, and to no other pretense of danger.°

Gloucester. Think you so?

66 character handwriting

69 in respect of that in view of what it is

70 fain prefer to

74 sounded sounded you out

71 perfect mature

81 detested detestable

82 sirrah sir (familiar form of address)

88-89 run a certain course i.e., proceed safely, know where you are going

91 gap breach

92 pawn down stake

93 feel test

94-95 pretense of danger dangerous purpose


Edmund. If your honor judge it meet,° I will place you where you shall hear us confer of this, and by an auricular assurance° have your satisfaction, and that without any further delay than this very evening.

Gloucester. He cannot be such a monster.

 

Edmund. Nor is not, sure.

Gloucester. To his father, that so tenderly and entirely loves him. Heaven and earth! Edmund, seek him out; wind me into him,° I pray you; frame° the business after your own wisdom. I would unstate myself to be in a due resolution.°

Edmund. I will seek him, sir, presently;° convey° the business as I shall find means, and acquaint you withal.°

Gloucester. These late° eclipses in the sun and moon portend no good to us. Though the wisdom of Nature° can reason° it thus and thus, yet Nature finds itself scourged by the sequent effects.° Love cools, friendship falls off,° brothers divide. In cities, mutinies;° in countries, discord; in palaces, treason; and the bond cracked ‘twixt son and father. This villain of mine comes under the prediction, ° there’s son against father; the King falls from bias of nature,° there’s father against child. We have seen the best of our time.° Machinations, hollowness,° treachery, and all ruinous disorders follow us disquietly° to our graves. Find out this97 meet fit

99 auricular assurance proof heard with your own cars

106 wind me into him insinuate yourself into his confidence for me

106 frame manage

107-08 unstate ... resolution forfeit my earldom to know the truth

109 presently at once

109 convey manage

111 withal with it

112 late recent

113-14 wisdom of Nature scientific learning

114 reason explain

114-15 yet ... effects nonetheless our world is punished with subsequent disasters

116 falls off revolts

117 mutinies riots

119-20 This ... prediction i.e., my son’s villainous behavior is included in these portents. and bears them out

121 bias of nature natural inclination (the metaphor is from the game of bowls)

122 best of our time our best days

123 hollowness insincerity

124 disquetly unquietly


 villain, Edmund; it shall lose thee nothing.° Do it carefully. And the noble and true-hearted Kent banished; his offense, honesty. ‘Tis strange.

Exit.

 

Edmund This is the excellent foppery° of the world, that when we are sick in fortune, often the surfeits of our own behavior,° we make guilty of our disasters the sun, the moon, and stars; as if we were villains on° necessity; fools by heavenly compulsion ; knaves, thieves, and treachers by spherical predominance;° drunkards, liars, and adulterers by an enforced obedience of planetary influence;° and all that we are evil in, by a divine thrusting on.° An admirable evasion of whoremaster° man, to lay his goatish° disposition on the charge of a star. My father compounded° with my mother under the Dragon’s Tail,° and my nativity° was under Ursa Major,° so that it follows I am rough and lecherous. Fut!° I should have been that° I am, had the maidenliest star in the firmament twinkled on my bastardizing. Edgar—


Enter Edgar. 

and pat he comes, like the catastrophe° of the old comedy. My cue is villainous melancholy, with a sigh like Tom o’ Bedlam.°—O, these eclipses do portend these divisions. Fa, sol, la, mi.°


Edgar. How now, brother Edmund; what serious contemplation are you in?

125 it ... nothing you will not lose by it

128 foppery folly

129-30 often ... behavior often caused by our own excesses

132 on of

133-34 treachers ... predominance traitors because of the ascendancy of a particular star at our birth

134-35 by ...influence because we had to submit to the influence of our star

136 divine thrusting on supernatural compulsion

137 whoremaster lecherous

138 goatish scivious

139 compounded (1) made terms (2) formed (a child)

140 Dragon’s Tall the constellation Draco

140 nativity birthday

141 Ursa Major the Great Bear

142 Fut! ’s foot (an impatient oath)

142 that what

145 catastrophe conclusion

146-47 My ... Bedlam I must be doleful, like a lunatic beggar out of Bethlehem (Bedlam) Hospital, the London madhouse

148 Fa, sol, la, mi (Edmund’s humming of the musical notes is perhaps prompted by his use of the word “divisions,” which describes a musical variation)


Edmund I am thinking, brother, of a prediction I read this other day, what should follow these eclipses.

Edgar. Do you busy yourself with that?

Edmund. I promise you, the effects he writes of succeed° unhappily: as of unnaturalness° between the child and the parent, death, dearth, dissolutions of ancient amities,° divisions in state, menaces and maledictions against King and nobles, needless diffidences, ° banishment of friends, dissipation of cohorts, ° nuptial breaches, and I know not what.

Edgar. How long have you been a sectary astronomical? ° .

 

Edmund. Come, come, when saw you my father last?

Edgar. Why, the night gone by.

Edmund. Spake you with him?

Edgar. Ay, two hours together.

Edmund. Parted you in good terms? Found you no displeasure in him by word nor countenance?°

Edgar. None at all.

Edmund. Bethink yourself wherein you may have offended him; and at my entreaty forbear his presence° until some little time hath qualified° the heat of his displeasure, which at this instant so rageth in him that with the mischief of your person it would scarcely allay.°

Edgar. Some villain hath done me wrong.

Edmund. That’s my fear, brother I pray you have a continent forbearance° till the speed of his rage goes slower; and, as I say, retire with me to my155-56 succeed follow

157 unnaturalness unkindness

158 amities friendships

159-60 diffidences distrusts

160-61 dissipation of coborts falling away of supporters

162-63 sectary astronomical believer in astrology

169 coutenance expression

172-73 forbear his presence keep away from him

173 qualified lessened

175-76 with ... allay even an injury to you would not appease his anger

178-79 have a continent forbearance be restrained and keep yourself withdrawn


 lodging, from whence I will fitly° bring you to hear my lord speak. Pray ye, go; there’s my key. If you do stir abroad, go armed.

Edgar. Armed, brother?

Edmund. Brother, I advise you to the best. Go armed.I am no honest man if there be any good meaning toward you. I have told you what I have seen and heard; but faintly, nothing like the image and horror° of it. Pray you, away.




Edgar. Shall I hear from you anon?°

Edmund. I do serve you in this business.

Exit Edgar.

A credulous father, and a brother noble, 
Whose nature is so far from doing harms 
That he suspects none; on whose foolish honesty 
My practices° ride easy. I see the business. 
Let me, if not by birth, have lands by wit. 
All with me’s meet° that I can fashion fit.° Exit.





Scene 3. [The Duke of Albany’s palace.]


Enter Goneril, and [Oswald, her] Steward.

Goneril. Did my father strike my gentleman for chiding of his Fool?°

Oswald. Ay, madam.

Goneril. By day and night he wrongs me. Every hour He flashes into one gross crime° or other181 fitly at a fit time

188-89 image and horror true horrible picture

190 anon in a tittle while

195 practices plots

197 meet proper 197 fashion fit shape to my purpose

1.3.2 Food court jester

5 crime offense


 That sets us all at odds. I’ll not endure it. 
His knights grow riotous,° and himself upbraids us 
On every trifle. When he returns from hunting, 
I will not speak with him. Say I am sick. 
If you come slack of former services,° 
You shall do well; the fault of it I’ll answer.°

[Horns within.]




Oswald He’s coming, madam; I hear him.

Goneril. Put on what weary negligence you please,You and your fellows. I’d have it come to question.° 
If he distaste° it, let him to my sister, 
Whose mind and mine I know in that are one, 
Not to be overruled. Idle° old man, 
That still would manage those authorities 
That he hath given away. Now, by my life, 
Old fools are babes again, and must be used 
With checks as flatteries, when they are seen 
abused.° 
Remember what I have said.




Oswald. Well, madam.

Goneril. And let his knights have colder looks among you.What grows of it, no matter; advise your fellows so. 
I would breed from hence occasions, and I shall, 
That I may speak.° I’ll write straight° to my sister 
To hold my course. Go, prepare for dinner.

Exeunt.




7 riotous dissolute

10 come ... services are less serviceable to him than formerly

11 answer answer for 14 come to question be discussed openly

15 distaste dislike

17 Idle foolish

21 With ... abused with restraints as well as soothing words when they are misguided

25-26 breed ... speak find in this opportunities for speaking out

26 straight at once





Scene 4. [A hall in the same.]


Enter Kent [disguised].

Kent. If but as well I other accents borrowThat can my speech defuse,° my good intent 
May carry through itself to that full issue° 
For which I razed my likeness.° Now, banished 
Kent, 
If thou canst serve where thou dost stand 
condemned, 
So may it corne,° thy master whom thou lov‘st 
Shall find thee full of labors.  
Horns within. ° Enter Lear, [Knights] and  
Attendants.




Lear. Let me not stay° a jot for dinner; go, get it ready. [Exit an Attendant.] How now, what art thou?

Kent. A man, sir.

Lear. What dost thou profess?° What wouldst thou with us?

Kent. I do profess° to be no less than I seem, to serve him truly that will put me in trust, to love him that is honest, to converse with him that is wise and says little, to fear judgment,° to fight when I cannot choose, and to eat no fish.°

1.4.2 defuse disguise

3 full issue perfect result

4 razed my likeness shaved off, disguised my natural appearance

6 So may it come so may it fall out

7 s.d. within offstage 8 stay wait

12 What dost thou profess what do you do

14 profess claim

17 judgment (by a heavenly or earthly judge)

18 eat no fish i.e., (1) I am no Catholic, but a loyal Protestant (2) I am no weakling (3) I use no prostitutes


Lear. What art thou?

 

Kent. A very honest-hearted fellow, and as poor as the King.

Lear. If thou be‘st as poor for a subject as he’s for a king, thou art poor enough. What wouldst thou?

Kent. Service.

Lear. Who wouldst thou serve?

Kent. You.

Lear. Dost thou know me, fellow?

Kent. No, sir, but you have that in your countenance° which I would fain° call master.

Lear. What’s that?

 

Kent. Authority.

Lear. What services canst thou do?

 

Kent. I can keep honest counsel,° ride, run, mar a curious tale in telling it,° and deliver a plain message bluntly. That which ordinary men are fit for, I am qualified in, and the best of me is diligence.

Lear. How old art thou?

 

Kent. Not so young, sir, to love a woman for singing, nor so old to dote on her for anything. I have years on my back forty-eight.

Lear. Follow me; thou shalt serve me. If I like thee no worse after dinner, I will not part from thee yet. Dinner, ho, dinner! Where’s my knave?° my Fool? Go you and call my Fool hither.

[Exit an Attendant.]


Enter Oswald 

You, you, sirrah, where’s my daughter?


Oswald So please you—Exit.

28 countenance bearing

29 fain like to

33 honest counsel honorable secrets

33-34 mar...It i.e., I cannot speak like an affected courtier (“curious” =“elaborate,” as against “plain”)

43 knave boy


Lear. What says the fellow there? Call the clotpoll° back. [Exit a Knight.] Where’s my Fool? Ho, I think the world’s asleep.


[Re-enter Kniglit.]

How now? Where’s that mongrel?


Knight. He says, my lord, your daughter is not well.

Lear. Why came not the slave back to me when I called him?

Knight. Sir, he answered me in the roundest° manner, he would not.

Lear. He would not?

Knight. My lord, I know not what the matter is; but to my judgment your Highness is not entertained° with that ceremonious affection as you were wont. There’s a great abatement of kindness appears as well in the general dependants° as in the Duke himself also and your daughter.

Lear. Ha? Say‘st thou so?

Knight. I beseech you pardon me, my lord, if I be mistaken; for my duty cannot be silent when I think your Highness wronged.

Lear. Thou but rememb‘rest° me of mine own conception. ° I have perceived a most faint neglect° of late, which I have rather blamed as mine own jealous curiosity° than as a very pretense° and purpose of unkindness. I will look further into’t. But where’s my Fool? I have not seen him this two days.

Knight. Since my young lady’s going into France, sir, the Fool hath much pined away.

Lear. No more of that; I have noted it well. Go you47 clotpoll clodpoll, blockhead

54 roundest rudest

58-59 entertained treated

61 dependants servants

67 rememb‘rest remindest

67-68 conception idea

68 faint neglect i.e., “weary negligence” (1.3.13)

69-70 mine own jealous curiosity suspicious concern for my own dignity

70 very pretense actual intention


 and tell my daughter I would speak with her. Go you, call hither my Fool. [Exit an Attendant.]


Enter Oswald.

O, you, sir, you! Come you hither, sir. Who am I, sir?


Oswald. My lady’s father.

Lear. “My lady’s father”? My lord’s knave, you whoreson dog, you slave, you cur!

Oswald. I am none of these, my lord; I beseech your pardon.

Lear. Do you bandy° looks with me, you rascal?

[Striking him.]

Oswald. I’ll not be strucken,° my lord.

Kent. Nor tripped neither, you base football° player.

[Tripping up his heels.]

Lear. I thank thee, fellow. Thou serv‘st me, and I’ll love thee.

Kent. Come, sir, arise, away. I’ll teach you differences. ° Away, away. If you will measure your lubber’s ° length again, tarry; but away. Go to!° Have you wisdom?° So.° [Pushes Oswald out.]

Lear. Now, my friendly knave, I thank thee. There’s earnest° of thy service. [Giving Kent money.]


Enter Fool. 

Fool. Let me hire him too. Here’s my coxcomb.°

[Offering Kent his cap.]

Lear. How now, my pretty knave? How dost thou?

Fool. Sirrah, you were best° take my coxcomb.

Kent. Why, Fool?

86 bandy exchange insolently (metaphor from tennis)

87 strucken struck

88 football (a low game played by idle boys to the scandal of sensible men)

91-92 differences (of rank)

92-93 lubber’s lout’s

93 Go to (expression of derisive incredulity)

93-94 Have you wisdom i.e., do you know what’s good for you 94 So good 96 earnest money for services rendered

97 coxcomb professional fool’s cap, shaped like a coxcomb

99 you were best you had better


Fool. Why? For taking one’s part that’s out of favor.Nay, an° thou canst not smile as the wind sits,° thou‘lt catch cold shortly. There, take my coxcomb. Why, this fellow has banished° two on’s daughters, and did the third a blessing against his will. If thou follow him, thou must needs wear my coxcomb. —How now, Nuncle?° Would I had two coxcombs and two daughters.




Lear. Why, my boy?

Fool. If I gave them all my living,° I’d keep my coxcombs myself. There’s mine; beg another of thy daughters.

Lear. Take heed, sirrah—the whip.

Fool. Truth’s a dog must to kennel; he must be whipped out, when Lady the Brach° may stand by th’ fire and stink.

Lear. A pestilent gall° to me.

Fool. Sirrah, I’ll teach thee a speech.

Lear. Do.

Fool. Mark it, Nuncle.Have more than thou showest, 
Speak less than thou knowest, 
Lend less than thou owest,° 
Ride more than thou goest,° 
Learn more than thou trowest,° 
Set less than thou throwest,° 
Leave thy drink and thy whore, 
And keep in-a-door, 
And thou shalt have more 
Than two tens to a score.°




Kent. This is nothing, Fool.

102 an if

102 smile ... sits ingratiate yourself with those in power

104 banished alienated (by making them independent)

107 Nun- de (contraction of “mine uncle”)

110 living property

115 Brach

bitch

117 gall sore

123 owest ownest

124 goest walkest

125 trowest knowest

126 Set ... throwest bet less than you play for (get odds from your opponent)

129-30 have ... score i.e., come away with more than you had (two tens, or twenty shillings, make a score, or one pound)


Fool. Then ‘tis like the breath of an unfeed° lawyer —you gave me nothing for’t. Can you make no use of nothing, Nuncle?

Lear. Why, no, boy. Nothing can be made out of nothing.

Fool. [To Kent] Prithee tell him, so much the rent of his land comes to; he will not believe a Fool.

Lear. A bitter° Fool.

 

Fool. Dost thou know the difference, my boy, between a bitter Fool and a sweet one?

Lear. No, lad; teach me.

Fool.That lord that counseled thee 
To give away thy land, 
Come place him here by me, 
Do thou for him stand. 
The sweet and bitter fool 
Will presently appear; 
The one in motley° here, 
The other found out° there.°




Lear. Dost thou call me fool, boy?

Fool. All thy other titles thou hast given away; that thou wast born with.

 

Kent. This is not altogether fool, my lord.

Fool. No, faith; lords and great men will not let me.°If I had a monopoly° out, they would have part 
on’t. And ladies too, they will not let me have all 
the fool to myself; they’ll be snatching. Nuncle, 
give me an egg, and I’ll give thee two crowns.




132 unfeed unpaid for

140 bitter satirical

150 motley the drab costume of the professional jester

151 found out revealed

151 there (the Fool points at Lear, as a fool in the grain)

156 let me (have all the folly to myself)

157 monopoly (James I gave great scandal by granting to his “snatching” courtiers royal patents to deal exclusively in some commodity)


Lear. What two crowns shall they be?

Fool. Why, after I have cut the egg i’ th’ middle and eat up the meat, the two crowns of the egg. When thou clovest thy crown i’ th’ middle and gav‘st away both parts, thou bor’st thine ass on thy back o‘er the dirt.° Thou hadst little wit in thy bald crown when thou gav’st thy golden one away. If I speak like myself° m this, let him be whipped° that first finds it so.

[Singing] Fools had ne‘er less grace in a year,For wise men are grown foppish, 
And know not how their wits to wear, 
Their manners are so apish.°




Lear. When were you wont to be so full of songs, sirrah?

 

Fool. I have used° it, Nuncle, e‘er since thou mad’st thy daughters thy mothers; for when thou gav‘st them the rod, and put’st down thine own breeches, [Singing] Then they for sudden joy did weep,And I for sorrow sung, 
That such a king should play bo-peep° 
And go the fools among. 
Prithee, Nuncle, keep a schoolmaster that can teach 
thy Fool to lie. I would fain learn to lie.




Lear. And° you lie, sirrah, we’ll have you whipped.

Fool. I marvel what kin thou and thy daughters are.They’ll have me whipped for speaking true; thou‘lt 
have me whipped for lying; and sometimes I am 
whipped for holding my peace. I had rather be any 
kind o’ thing than a Fool, and yet I would not be165-66 bor‘st ... dirt (like the foolish and unnatural countryman in Aesop’s fable)

168 like myself like a Fool

168 let him be whipped i.e., let the man be whipped for a Fool who thinks my true saying to be foolish

170-73 Fools ... apish i.e., fools were never in less favor than now, and the reason is that wise men, turning foolish, and not knowing how to use their intelligence, imitate the professional fools and so make them unnecessary

176 used practiced

181 play bo-peep (1) act like a child (2) blind himself

185 And if


 
thee, Nuncle: thou hast pared thy wit o’ both sides 
and left nothing i’ th’ middle. Here comes one o’ 
the parings. Enter Goneril.





Enter Goneril.

Lear. How now, daughter? What makes that frontlet° on? Methinks you are too much of late i’ th’ frown.

 

Fool. Thou wast a pretty fellow when thou hadst no need to care for her frowning. Now thou art an O without a figure.° I am better than thou art now: I am a Fool, thou art nothing. [To Goneril.] Yes, forsooth, I will hold my tongue. So your face bids me, though you say nothing. Mum, mum,He that keeps nor crust nor crum,° 
Weary of all, shall want° some. 
[Pointing to Lear] That’s a shealed peascod.°




Goneril. Not only, sir, this your all-licensed° Fool,But other° of your insolent retinue 
Do hourly carp and quarrel, breaking forth 
In rank° and not-to-be-endured riots. Sir, 
I had thought by making this well known unto you 
To have found a safe° redress, but now grow 
fearful, 
By what yourself too late° have spoke and done, 
That you protect this course, and put it on 
By your allowance;° which if you should, the fault 
Would not ‘scape censure, nor the redresses sleep,° 
Which, in the tender of° a wholesome weal,° 
Might in their working do you that offense, 
Which else were shame, that then necessity 
Will call discreet proceeding.°

194 frontlet frown (lit., ornamental band)

199 figure digit, to give value to the cipher (Lear is a nought)

203 crum soft bread inside the loaf

204 want lack

205 shealed peascod empty pea pod

206 all-licensed privileged to take any liberties

207 other others

209 rank gross

211 safe sure

212 too late lately

213-14 put... allowance promote it by your approval

214 allowance approval

215 redresses sleep correction fail to follow

216 tender of desire for

216 weal state

217-19 Might ... proceeding as I apply it, the correction might humiliate you; but the need to take action cancels what would otherwise be unfilial conduct in me






Fool. For you know, Nuncle,The hedge-sparrow fed the cuckoo° so long 
That it had it head bit off by it° young. 
So out went the candle, and we were left darkling.°




Lear. Are you our daughter?

Goneril. Come, sir,I would you would make use of your good wisdom 
Whereof I know you are fraught° and put away 
These dispositions° which of late transport you 
From what you rightly are.




Fool. May not an ass know when the cart draws the horse? Whoop, Jug,° I love thee!

Lear. Does any here know me? This is not Lear.Does Lear walk thus? Speak thus? Where are his 
eyes? 
Either his notion° weakens, or his discernings° 
Are lethargied°—Ha! Waking? ‘Tis not so. 
Who is it that can tell me who I am?




Fool. Lear’s shadow.

 

Lear. I would learn that; for, by the marks of sovereignty, ° knowledge, and reason, I should be false° persuaded I had daughters.

Fool. Which° they will make an obedient father.

Lear. Your name, fair gentlewoman?

Goneril. This admiration,° sir, is much o’ th’ savor°Of other your° new pranks. I do beseech you 
To understand my purposes aright. 
As you are old and reverend, should be wise. 
Here do you keep a hundred knights and squires,221 cuckoo (who lays its eggs in the nests of other birds)

222 it its

223 darkling in the dark

227 fraught endowed

228 dispositions moods

231 Jug Joan (? a quotation from a popular song)

234 notion understanding 234 discernings faculties

235 lethargied paralyzed

238-39 marks of sovereignty i.e., tokens that Lear is king, and hence father to his daughters

239 false falsely

241 Which whom (Lear)

243 admiration (affected) wonderment

243 is much o’ th’ savor smacks much

244 other your others of your


 
Men so disordered, so deboshed,° and bold, 
That this our court, infected with their manners, 
Shows° like a riotous inn. Epicurism° and lust 
Makes it more like a tavern or a brothel 
Than a graced° palace. The shame itself doth speak 
For instant remedy. Be then desired° 
By her, that else will take the thing she begs, 
A little to disquantity your train,° 
And the remainders° that shall still depend,° 
To be such men as may besort° your age, 
Which know themselves, and you.




Lear. Darkness and devils!Saddle my horses; call my train together. 
Degenerate° bastard, I’ll not trouble thee: 
Yet have I left a daughter.




Goneril. You strike my people, and your disordered rabbleMake servants of their betters.





Enter Albany. 

Lear. Woe, that too late repents. O, sir, are you come?Is it your will? Speak, sir. Prepare my horses. 
Ingratitude! thou marble-hearted fiend, 
More hideous when thou show‘st thee in a child 
Than the sea-monster.




Albany. Pray, sir, be patient.

Lear. Detested kite,° thou liest.My train are men of choice and rarest parts,° 
That all particulars of duty know, 
And, in the most exact regard,° support 
The worships° of their name. O most small fault,248 deboshed debauched

250 Shows appears

250 Epicurism riotous living

252 graced dignified

253 desired requested

255 disquantity  your train reduce the number of your dependents

256 remainders those who remain

256 depend attend on you

257 besort befit

260 Degenerate unnatural

269 kite scavenging bird of prey

270 parts accomplishments

272 exact regard strict attention to detail

273 worships honor


 
How ugly didst thou in Cordelia show! 
Which, like an engine,° wrenched my frame of 
nature 
From the fixed place;° drew from my heart all love, 
And added to the gall.° O Lear, Lear, Lear! 
Beat at this gate that let thy folly in [Striking  
his head.] 
And thy dear judgment out. Go, go, my people.




Albany. My lord, I am guiltless, as I am ignorant Of what hath moved you.

Lear. It may be so, my lord.Hear, Nature, hear; dear Goddess, hear: 
Suspend thy purpose if thou didst intend 
To make this creature fruitful. 
Into her womb convey sterility, 
Dry up in her the organs of increase,° 
And from her derogate° body never spring 
A babe to honor her. If she must teem,° 
Create her child of spleen,° that it may live 
And be a thwart disnatured° torment to her. 
Let it stamp wrinkles in her brow of youth, 
With cadent° tears fret° channels in her cheeks, 
Turn all her mother’s pains and benefits° 
To laughter and contempt, that she may feel 
How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is 
To have a thankless child. Away, away! Exit.




Albany. Now, gods that we adore, whereof comes this?

Goneril. Never afflict yourself to know the cause,But let his disposition° have that scope 
As° dotage gives it.





Enter Lear. 

Lear. What, fifty of my followers at a clap?°275 engine destructive contrivance

274-76 wrenched ... place i.e., disordered my natural self

277 gall bitterness

286 increase childbearing

287 derogate degraded

288 teem conceive

289 spleen ill humor

290 thwart disnatured perverse unnatural

292 cadent falling

292 fret wear

293 benefits the mother’s beneficent care of her child

299 disposition mood

300 As that

301 at a ciap at one stroke


 Within a fortnight?




Albany. What’s the matter, sir?

Lear. I’ll tell thee. [To Goneril] Life and death, I am ashamedThat thou hast power to shake my manhood° 
thus! 
That these hot tears, which break from me 
perforce,° 
Should make thee worth them. Blasts and fogs 
upon thee! 
Th’ untented woundings° of a father’s curse 
Pierce every sense about thee! Old fond° eyes, 
Beweep° this cause again, I’ll pluck ye out 
And cast you, with the waters that you loose,° 
To temper° clay. Yea, is it come to this? 
Ha! Let it be so. I have another daughter, 
Who I am sure is kind and comfortable.° 
When she shall hear this of thee, with her nails 
She’ll flay thy wolvish visage. Thou shalt find 
That I’ll resume the shape° which thou dost think 
I have cast off for ever.

Exit [Lear with Kent and Attendants].




Goneril. Do you mark that?

Albany. I cannot be so partial, Goneril, To the great love I bear you°—

Goneril. Pray you, content. What, Oswald, ho! [To the Fool] You, sir, more knave than fool, after your master!

Fool. Nuncle Lear, Nuncle Lear, tarry. Take the Fool° with thee.304 shake my manhood i.e., with tears

305 perforce involuntarily, against my will

307 untented woundings wounds too deep to be probed with a tent (a roll of lint)

308 fond foolish

309 Beweep if you weep over

310 loose (1) let loose (2) lose, as of no avail

311 temper mix with and soften

313 comfortable ready to comfort

316 shape i.e., kingly role

318-19 I cannot ... you i.e., even though my love inclines me to you, I must protest

322 Fool (1) the Fool himself (2) the epithet or character of “fool”


 A fox, when one has caught her, 
And such a daughter, 
Should sure to the slaughter, 
If my cap would buy a halter.° 
So the Fool follows after.° Exit.




Goneril. This man hath had good counsel. A hundred knights!‘Tis politic° and safe to let him keep 
At point° a hundred knights: yes, that on every 
dream, 
Each buzz,° each fancy, each complaint, dislike, 
He may enguard° his dotage with their pow’rs 
And hold our lives in mercy.° Oswald, I say!




Albany. Well, you may fear too far.

Goneril. Safer than trust too far.Let me still take away the harms I fear, 
Not fear still to be taken.° I know his heart. 
What he hath uttered I have writ my sister. 
If she sustain him and his hundred knights, 
When I have showed-th’ unfitness—
Enter Oswald.

How now, Oswald?

What, have you writ that letter to my sister?




Oswald. Ay, madam.

Goneril. Take you some company,° and away to horse.Inform her full of my particular° fear, 
And thereto add such reasons of your own 
As may compact° it more. Get you gone, 
And hasten your return. [Exit Oswald.] No, no, 
my lord, 
This milky gentleness and course° of yours, 
Though I condemn not,° yet under pardon,327-28 halter, after pronounced “hauter,” “auter”

330 politic good policy

331 At point armed

332 buzz rumor

333 enguard protect

334 in mercy at his mercy

337 Not ... taken rather than remain fearful of being overtaken by them

343 company escort 344 particular own

346 compact strengthen

348 milky ... course mild and gentle way (hendi- adys)

349 condemn not condemn it not


 
You are much more attasked° for want of wisdom 
Than praised for harmful mildness.°




Albany. How far your eyes may pierce I cannot tell; Striving to better, oft we mar what’s well.

Goneril. Nay then—

Albany. Well, well, th’ event.° Exeunt.




Scene 5. [Court before the same.]


Enter Lear, Kent, and Fool. 

Lear. Go you before to Gloucester with these letters. Acquaint my daughter no further with anything you know than comes from her demand out of the letter.° If your diligence be not speedy, I shall be there afore you.

Kent. I will not sleep, my lord, till I have delivered your letter. Exit.

Fool. If a man’s brains were in’s heels, were‘t° not in danger of kibes?°

Lear. Ay, boy.

Fool. Then I prithee be merry. Thy wit shall not go slipshod.°

Lear. Ha, ha, ha.

Fool. Shalt° see thy other daughter will use thee kindly;° for though she’s as like this as a crab‘s° like an apple, yet I can tell what I can tell.

350 attasked taken to task, blamed

351 harmful mildness dangerous indulgence

355 th’ event i.e., we’ll see what happens

1.5.3-4 than ... letter than her reading of the letter brings her to ask

8 were’t i.e., the brains

9 kibes chilblains

11-12 Thy ... slipshod your brains shall not go in slippers (because you have no brains to be protected from chilblains)

14 Shalt thou shalt

15 kindly (1) affectionately (2) after her kind or nature

15 crab crab apple


Lear. Why, what canst thou tell, my boy?

Fool. She will taste as like this as a crab does to a crab. Thou canst tell why one’s nose stands i’ th’ middle on‘s° face?

Lear. No.

 

Fool. Why, to keep one’s eyes of° either side’s nose, that what a man cannot smell out, he may spy into.

 

Lear. I did her wrong.

Fool. Canst tell how an oyster makes his shell?

Lear. No.

 

Fool. Nor I neither; but I can tell why a snail has a house.

Lear. Why?

Fool. Why, to put ’s head in; not to give it away to his daughters, and leave his horns° without a case.

Lear. I will forget my nature.° So kind a father! Be my horses ready?

Fool. Thy asses are gone about ‘em. The reason why the seven stars° are no moe° than seven is a pretty° reason.

 

Lear. Because they are not eight.

Fool. Yes indeed. Thou wouldst make a good Fool.  Lear. To take’t again perforce!° Monster ingratitude!

Fool. If thou wert my Fool, Nuncle, I’d have thee beaten for being old before thy time.

Lear. How’s that?

Fool. Thou shouldst not have been old till thou hadst been wise.

20 on’s of his

22 of on

32 horns (1) snail’s horns (2) cuckold’s horns

33 nature paternal instincts

36 seven stars the Pleiades

36 moe more

36 pretty apt

40 To ... perforce (1) of Goneril, who has forcibly taken away Lear’s privileges; or (2) of Lear, who meditates a forcible resumption of authority


Lear. O, let me not be mad, not mad, sweet heaven! Keep me in temper;° I would not be mad!


[Enter Gentleman.]

How now, are the horses ready?  
Gentleman. Ready, my lord.  
Lear. Come, boy.


Fool. She that’s a maid now, and laughs at my departure,Shall not be a maid long, unless things be cut shorter.° Exeunt




47 in temper sane

51-52 She ... shorter the maid who laughs, missing the tragic implications of this quarrel, will not have sense enough to preserve her virginity (“things” = penises)
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