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INTRODUCTORY NOTE

How much T owe to other students of Shakespeare is as
impossible to estimate as to acknowledge. The debt is
surely very great; so great, indeed, that a full biblio-
graphy of books which I have at some time or other
consulted would be formidable and forbidding. Yet
there are only two, singularly different in kind, to which
I feel that my obligation must be specifically recorded.
The first is the Letters of John Keats; and the second,
Schmidt’s Shakespeare-Lexicon. .
I have attempted to combine two aims: to avoid
treading the beaten way of Shakespeare criticism, and
at the same time to give as complete an imaginative
picture of Shakespcare as I can. I have tried, above all,
not to leave things out: essential things, I mean. To
use the word which I have borrowed from Keats, I have
tried to give the ‘sensation’ of Shakespeare. To the
extent that anyone, after reading this book, feels that
Shakespeare is more real and immediate to his imagi-
nation, I shall have succeeded. All I ask of the reader
is that he should be prepared to make his mind ‘a
thoroughfare for all thoughts, not a sclect party’.

JM.M.
LARLING,

September 11th, 1935






PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION

RE-READING this book after nearly twenty years for the
purpose of a new edition recalled to me vividly the mood
in which it was written: a kind of desperation, a deter-
mination to get something said about Shakespeare before
I became incapable of saying anything about him at all.
Not from fear of any physical incapacity: but because the
more I read Shakespeare and thought about him the
more he showed like his own Antony:

ANT. Eros, thou yet behold’st me?
EROS. Ay, noble lord.
ANT. Sometime we see a cloud that’s dragonish;
A vapour sometime like a bear or lion,
A tower’d citadel, a pendent rock,
A forked mountain, or blue promontory
With trees upon’t, that nod unto the world
And mock our eyes with air: thou hast seen these

signs;
They are black vesper’s pageants.
EROS. Ay, my lord.

anT. That which is now a horse, even with a thought
A rack dislimns, and makes it indistinct
As water is in water.
EROS. It does, my lord.
ANT. My good knave, Eros, now thy captain is
.Even such a body: here I am Antony;
Yet cannot hold this visible shape, my knave.

All T could hope to do, it scemed, was to set down
as quickly as I could one momentary image of the
X
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ever-changing reality; and if I stared at it any longer I
should be incapable of doing even that.

Happier critics than I are those who early in their
career conceive a theory about Shakespeare and stick to
it. working it out to the bitter, and probably paradoxical -
end. They may appear to bchave like Blake’s Devourers,.
who ‘take portions of existence and think them the.
whole;’ but, as they bore their way through Shakespeare’s-
mountain they accumulate an immense amount of ore,
which, when refined by the application of their theories,
yields a substantial residue of gold: of the rarer and still
more precious radio-active material the yield is perhaps
less impressive. Am farbigen Abglanz haben wir das Leben,
Goethe said (I think truly). And down in the mine-shaft
it has a trick of vanishing.

Best of all pcrhaps would be that a critic who, carly in
life, determined to try to say somcthing of permanent
value about Shakespeare, should write a book once every
ten years or so based on a sudden and complete re-
reading of Shakespeare, careless each time of what he
had said before, discarding his note-books, with a plain
text in front of him, concerned with only what he, at that’
moment, understood and felt and conjectured. Si
Jeunesse savait, si vietllesse pouvait.

§

Many notable books on Shakespeare have appeared
since this one was written. 1 have not read’ them alk;
The most simply readable of thosc I have read is Mr.
Ivor Brown’s Shakespeare, which has the high merit of
presenting a Shakespeare who is, to the extent to which
he is presented, humanly credible as the author of his

X
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works. Yet Mr. Ivor Brown visibly owes much to Mr.
Edgar Fripp’s posthumous Shakespeare : Man and Artist,
which (for all its wealth of Stratford learning) puts before
me a Shakespeare in whom I cannot belicve — almost a
model of Victorian propriety. I find the conception of
a Shakespeare who did not enjoy his own bawdy jokes,
‘but condescended to them de haut en bas, merely as an
unfortunate condition of his profession, not only im-
probable, but repugnant. Mr. Fripp, I conjecture, was
led astray by his own theory concerning the poet’s father,
whom he supposes to have been a Puritan recusant, who
went (as we say nowadays) underground. By thus ex-
plaining the virtual disappearance of John Shakespeare
from the civic life of Stratford, Mr. Fripp became more
or less committed to the notion that the poet was brought
up in a Puritan environment, the influence of which to
my astonishment he discovers in all Shakespeare’s final
plays. He speaks of the ‘puritan’ heroine of Cymbeline
(as of Pericles), and the ‘puritan atmosphere’ of The
Tempest. Even of the Shakespeare of King Lear he says
that he ‘was, as all thinking men were, Calvinistic,’
“which - leaves him, of course, more than ordinarily
“embarrassed to explain Antony and Cleopatra.

Thjs Shakespeare, saturated in and shaped by the
Genela bible, and yet inventing the Dark Lady as ‘a
chsreputablc fiction’ on which to exercise himself as a
poetig 'virtuoso, outsoars my powers of conceptlon But,
this main thésis and its corollaries apart, there is much
ifv the’ prddlglous and loving erudition of Mr. Fripp’s
book for which students of Shakespeare must always be
grateful. It would be lcss than honest not to acknowledge
that I have been persuaded by him that Shakespeare,
before coming to Londpn, spent some considerable time

X1
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in a Stratford attorney’s office. And he has also persuaded
me that the Droeshout portrait — the original, and not
the quaint caricature of it which precedes the Folio — is
a credible and not unworthy likeness of the greatest of
all poets.

§

Just as I tend to lose my way in the forest of Mr. Fripp’s
cornucopious documentation, I am frequently benighted
in Mr. Wilson Knight’s volumes of interpretative
commentary. Like the lated traveller, I spur apace to
gain the timely inn: which in this case is, happily enough,
the plain text of Shakespeare. I feel safer there. The
depth of meaning which Mr. Knight discovers in the
plays appears sometimes to me like a strange sclf-
proliferating growth which threatens to entangle and
suffocate me. Though I acknowledge, with respect, that
his interprctation confronts me with a remarkable
experience of Shakespcare, it seems to be so different
from my own that I am overwhclned rather than
illuminated. The complex pattern which he elicits from
the play leads him to what strike me as strange con-
clusions.

One of these, in particular, demands attention here,
for it concerns a play, Henry VIII, which is deliberately
ignored in this book, on the ground that it is essentially
un-Shakespearian, in a sense which will be explained.
In his volume The Crown of Life, Mr. Wilson Knight
maintains not only that Henry VIII is wholly of Shake-
speare’s writing (in which he has the support of Mr,
Fripp) but that it is also, in spiritual content, the veritable
crown of Shakespcare’s work. For example, in com-
menting on Buckingham’s final speech, he says:

Xi11
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This is Shakespeare’s one explicitly Christian
play. . . . Can the Shakespcarian hero live the
Christian way, to the end? The presence of Christ
himself is realized through his absence. . . . Here
Shakespeare’s genius attains a spiritual sensitivity,
a finc point of Christian penctration, beyond
anything so far attempted. That alone should
answer arguments of spuriousness. Is not every
phrase saturated, barbed with Shakespearian feeling?

(p- 227)

That, it may be said, is a matter of opinion, about
which I can only say that I do not share Mr. Knight’s.
But I do not think such a comment as this on a line of
Wolsey’s speech: ‘Farewell, a long farewell, to all my
greatness,” is a matter of opinion mercly. The line is:

Vain pomp and glory of the world, I hate ye.
On which Mr. Knight comments:

Sce how Wolsey’s onc line, with ‘hate’ corres-
ponding to the whole emotional field of Timon of
Athens, compacts Apemantus’ three and sharpens
them to the fiery pin-point of the concluding ‘ye’.

(p- 284)
Or, again:

Notice that Kathcrine, who from the start enjoys
that morc charitable religious consciousness else-
where giving risc to the pronominal rhythms, has,
as it were, the right to make a more positive,
attacking usc of them, both here and elsewhere, in
the stabbing ‘ye’, than any other person, though the
monosyllable is generally charged with hostility.
(p- 292)
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By pronominal rhythms, Mr. Knight means the
‘hypermetrical’ weak endings in ‘ye’, as in the quoted
line of Wolsey’s, which are a positive tic in Henry VIII and
are generally characteristic of Fletcher. Mr. Knight will
have it that there is a vast difference between the use of
this ending in Henry VIII and in Fletcher. The difference
is imperceptible to me. He says that in Henry VIII it is
Shakespearian; and he refers us to Caliban’s usc of it,
‘charged with hostility,” in The Tempest. The lincs to
which he points us are:

As wicked dew as ¢’er my mother brush’d
With raven’s feather from unwholesome fen
Drop on you both! A south-west blow on ye
And blister you all o’cr.

My ear may be unduly horny: but it tells me peremp-
torily that the use of the ‘pronominal rhythm’ is totally
different here. The ‘ye’ in Caliban’s line is not a weak
ending, at all. The line is tense, passionate and compet,
with no rhythmic resemblance whatever to such a line
as:

Vain pomp and glory of this world, I hate ye.

To say such a line is self-cvidently Shakespearian is to
show a high a priori disregard of the evidence. What has
evidently happened is that Mr. Knight, on quite other
grounds than the texture of the veise, has decided that
Henry VIII is Shakespeare’s. His decision is based,
primarily, on what he calls ‘the explicit Christianity’ of
the play, which he regards as the nccessary culmination
of Shakespeare’s spiritual progress. Henry VIII, he finally
says, ‘is the crowning act for which the Aricl of Shake-
speare’s art has been steadily, from play to play,
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disciplined and matured.” From that presupposition he
argues that it is, even in all its poetic detail, totally
Shakespearian, though ‘the blank verse shall halt for’t.’
This leads him into statements about the spiritual import
of the verse texture of the play, such as those we have
quoted, which are entirely beyond my comprehension.

Whether or not Henry VIII is Shakespeare’s will no
doubt be argued as long as there are people capable of
arguing about Shakespeare. There will always be some
who, taking their stand on the firm ground of its inclusion
in the Folio, will reluctantly or joyfully, accept it as
Shakespeare’s final work — as it must be, if it is his. But
that is a very different matter from arguing that it is the
triumphant culmination of Shakespeare’s unique and
magnificent drama. That, I confess, is in my opinion
an untcnable paradox. If it is wholly Shakespeare’s, I
must count it a lamentable anti-climax. But I cannot
persuade myself that Shakespeare did more for it than
write a few scenes. That he was directly responsible for
the great bulk of the verse in it is, to me, beyond belief.
Much of that verse is a complete non sequitur from the
verse of his final plays. I cannot conceive it developing
out of the versc of The Tempest. And this is not merely a
matter of much feecble and monotonous verse-rhythm;
it is a matter of the motion of a supreme poetic mind.
To a motion of bewildering and quicksilver swiftness
frequently succeeds a commonplace movement. Even
when allowance is made for the limitations imposed by
the necessity of following historical material, less than
half the play can be credibly assigned to Shakespeare’s
writing.

To find in it the consummation of Shakespeare’s poetic
thought is beyond my capacity. The resignation of
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Buckingham and the repentance of Wolsey arc in them-
selves perfunctory; as evidence of an explicitly Christian
attitude in the dramatist himself, they scem to be trivial.
A convincing case can, no doubt, be made for the
triumph of a vision at least compatible with the Christian
vision in Shakespeare’s later plays; but Henry VIII adds
nothing whatever to its strength and cogency. Moreover,
if the play is considered more narrowly and more
appropriately as a culmination to Shakespeare’s histerics,
it ignores rather than rcsolves the ‘problems’ raised by
them. Henry VIII is a very inadcquate successor to
Henry V, who is his immediate royal prcdgcessor in the
order of i 1mag1nat1vc creation; as an embodfﬁicm of the
royal ‘idea’ he is even less compreheug\fefthan the
comrade of Agincourt. And at the one moﬂlent when a
real inward conflict might have been powerfully imagined
in him between royal duty and human inclination over
the divorce of Katherinc—he is presented as a mere
automaton. At no point, not even in thé scencs which
are almost certainly of Shakespcarc’s writtng, does the
play make the impression that Shakespeare’s mind was
powerfully engaged in it. Nor can I believe that of his
own free motion the writer of the tragedics and the
‘romantic’ plays which succeeded them, would have
even attempted such a play as Henry VIII. Such a play
was bound by the political compulsions of the time to be
a superficial glorification of the historical reality — the
Tudor triumph and the Stuart succession; and I believe,
on the evidence of Shakespcare’s plays subsequent to
Henry V — not excluding even the Shakespearian’s and
quintessential part of Pericles that Shakespcare’s vision
of the human predicament had developéd in a way
that made the decp ecngagement of his mind in a supcr-
xvi .
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ficial glorification of the Tudor and Stuart reality a
moral impossibility for him. That is not to say he
was not willing to lend a hand, and even his name,
to the putting togcther of a compctent and popular
picce of pageantry, which could be of practical benefit
to his former fellows. There is no evidence to suggest
that Shakespeare was in the least careful of his immediate
reputation. But I think he kncw, even better than Ben
Jonson, that he was not of an age, but for all time; and if
a subsequent gencration of critics chose to find his final
word in the moral and poetic commonplace of Henry
VIII—a specimen, par excellence, of ‘art made tonguc-
tied by 'fu‘hstlty —well, why not? Much more dreadful
things, had- happcned to him than the discovery of
profundmeam his work where they did not exist.

§

The treatment of King Lear in this book is confessedly
unsatisfactory. I recommend those who, like myself, are
dissatisfied with it, to rcad a notable book by Mr. John
Danby: Shakespeare’s Doctrine of Nature : A Study of King
Lear. They will find in it a masterly unravelling of clues
which I have missed, and which, without Mr. Danby’s
help, I should have been incapable of finding. I do not
pretend to accept all he has to say; but I am convinced
that no one can read his book without gaining a deeper
insight into the nature of some of the problems which
beset the mind of the greatest of all poets and the kind
of answers he gave to them.

For my ewn unaided part, I have come to appreciate
much more vividly than I did when I wrote the chapter
on King Lear, the extraordinary dramatic and poetic
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mastery cvident in that great play. Therefore, I feel that,
however honest, it was preposterous in me to say that
Shakespeare was out of his dcpth, when the evidence
stares me in the face that I was out of mine. There
is not a tittle of evidence in the construction or the
verse to suggest that Shakespeare was not saying in
King Lear precisely what he wanted to say. Quite the
contrary. Not only is there the reduplication of the
Lear theme in the Glouccster theme (on which I perhaps
dwelt adequately) but there is the simple but staggering
fact, on which I dwelt all too lightly, that Shakespearc
very deliberately departed from his sources’ in killing
Cordelia. I cannot believe that it cost hif Jess to do
this, than it costs us to watch and listen to’it; and I
will more readily believe it cost him a grcat deal more.
It is almost as though the wonderful creationd of Marina
and Perdita, Imogen and Miranda are, from gne simple
human point of view, the efforts of a supreme imagina-
tion to salve its own self-inflicted wound. , At any rate,
they serve me as indications of what it vcrllx cost Shake-
speare to write the magnificent and uncndurable final
scene of King Lear.

If we ask under what compulsion Shakespeare acted,
there is only onc possible reply. He was compelled to it
by his loyaliy to Truth. Truth in art may be a difficult
conception, but in this context we know well enough
what it means: fidelity to human experience. It means
more than that, or more than that generally mcans.
‘They are very shallow people who take things literally.’
If they do in the case of the death of Cordelia, they will
be thrust into the conclusion that the happy issue from
all their afflictions of her compeers in the world of
imagination, Perdita and her sisters, is untrue and

xviu
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unfaithful to human cxperience. That is a false con-
clusion. But the conflict is not to be reconciled by the
pedestrian notion that loyalty to the good, ‘the simple
truth miscalled simplicity’, is sometimes triumphant in
this world and somctimes not. It is that Shakespeare’s
creative imagination works with a different focus. In the
final plays he translates the positing of eternal value
against the storm of circumstance and evil, which is of
the essence of his tragedy — the assurance of the shattered
and resurrected imagination that ‘Love’s not time’s
fool” — mtp a dream or a vision of regeneration. The
tempest wieh Miranda watches in an agony of sympathy
i1s a bcnig‘p nt one; the tempest which Lear braves and
under which ‘the Fool falters, is symbolic of the chaos
which, alik# in the elcmcnts of the universe and the
lawless app’étlfe of man, incessantly threatens the city of
God — the precarious world of goodness and love.
Prospero’s tempest does not deny Lear’s; neither does it
domesticate and humanize it. Th'y co-exist; they are
co-present $6° our imagination, which, we must needs
helieve, is a reflection however dim of Shakespeare’s
mind. Lear’s final innocence, the innocence of the sea-
scoured bone, and the perturbation of Prospero’s final
wisdom, meet in a point beyond the reaches of our souls,
where indeed:

Beauty is truth, truth beauty — that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye nced to know.

All we know; because it is only at moments that we
know so much, and what remains of our momentary
knowledge is what men call faith. All we nced to know;
because the very condition of such knowledge or such
faith is the manifestation and the recognition of the good.

Xix
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Goodness is the simple and mysterious link by which
terror is transformed to beauty. Lose hold of that simple
clue, and, as life becomes a madness, so does literature
become an imposture.

But, it may be, to escape the labour of trying to utter
such incxpressible, but abiding convictions as these,
which arise out of King Lear, I should turn to the vision of
a world in a grain of sand, and linger wondcringly over
such a relatively unimportant sentence as Regan’s to
Lear about Goneril.

I pray you, sir, take patience. I have hope
You less know how to valuc her desert
Than she to scant her duty.

Words to the immediate and instinctive apprehension as
clear as the noonday sun, but to the intelligence, non-
sense — one of the thousand of lines which, no doubt, Ben
Jonson would have had Shakespeare blot. But, make it
grammatically correct, in any way you choose, and you
get something of a diffcrent and lower order—far less
forceful, far less (in the peculiar Shakespearian sense,
anyhow) dramatic. It is only an example, it may be
said, of Shakespeare’s familiar legerdemain with double
negatives. But, much more importantly, it is a simple
example of the mysterious mastery of dramatic diction
which is omnipresent in King Lear. What is here manifest
in miniature is a strange power, which secms to us purely
natural, of by-passing the obstacles interposed by the
mere intclligence in the path of complete communication.
This power, raised to the highest dcgree imaginable,
and applied to matters of life or death for the little spark
of true humanity within us, is what scts Shakespearc on
his pinnacle.
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CHAPTER I
EVERYTHING AND NOTHING

THERE is no book which, considered as a mere book,
stirs my imagination so much as the First Folio of Shake-
speare. Needless to say, I do not possess one: but I have
a facsimile which serves as well. It stands, and has stood
for years, on a shelf at the right hand of my desk; and
never a month passes without its faintly troubling my
consciousness. Troubling, I say; for the stir which this
book creates in my imagination is not altogether com-
fortable. It is a rather ghostly book, having an evan-
escent relation to Hamlet’s visitant, at least in this that
it disturbs me with thoughts beyond the reaches of my
soul. It mocks at my desire. The wooden Droeshout
engraving of something — hardly a man — with a high-
domed forchcad and a smile which comes as I go, and
goes as I come, seems to my baffled intelligence the very
acme of non-entity; not vague enough to set my fancy
free, but in no single detail living enough to satisfy the
imagination which it fetters: and yet perhaps the proper
frontispicce for a book which, so far as any evidence goes,
might never have appeared at all but for the casual piety
of two of the author’s fellow-actors. ‘Others abide our
question; thou art free’, said Matthew Arnold. It is
true in other senses than Arnold meant; it is too true,
too damnably true. The ghost of his father was question-
able to Hamlet, if to him alone, but Shakespeare’s ghost
to none.

Like Hamlet’s ghost, that book has not created much

Il
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visible disturbance in the world of men. True it has
lately re-built a fine new theatre in the place where its
author, careless of more futurity, once re-built himself a
house; but a much smaller book, and a younger by more
than two hundred years, is building far vaster structures
all over Russia. The disturbance created by the Shake-
peare Folio belongs, as yet, to the invisible kind, the
kind which, again like Hamlet’s, finds no outlet in action.
The vibration passed from Shakespeare to the written
and spoken word, thence to the printed. There it was
stored up, like electrical current within a battery, but
with this signal difference, that it was inexhaustible, to
set vibrating —to no visible outcome —the human
organism that makes contact with it. For three centuries
some few varieties of the human organism have vibrated.
In some chosen ones it caused almost a revolution of
their being, and a kind of paralysis. There was Milton,
who complained to Shakespeare’s ghost:

But thou, our fancy of itself bereaving,
Dost make us marble with too much conceiving.

Shakespeare — to put it in other words — paralysed
Milton’s imagination, and petrified his poetic impulse by
driving him into the alien path of deliberate thought.
That at least is what Milton felt at the moment: since
it was also the moment of writing the noblest poem —
with perhaps one exception — that has cver been
directly inspired by Shakcspcare, it may be said that he
exaggerated.

And yet —in a matter where proof is inconccivable —
there is some evidence, and that of the best quality —in
a matter where quality is all — that Milton knew pretty
well that something irreparable had happened to him.

12
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For the author of the one poem on Shakespeare that
may challenge the pre-eminence against Milton’s own
was Keats. One evening he shut up his Spenser, and
clenched his will — with something of the sheer moral
effort we now must make to read Keats’ own letters
through to the bitter end — and sat down to read King
Lear once again. To stiffen the sinews of his soul to the

task, he wrote, straight out on the fly-leaf of his book,
.this sonnet: .

O golden-tongued Romance with serene lute!
Fair plumed Syren! Queen of far away!
Leave melodizing on this wintry day,

Shut up thine olden pages, and be mute:
Adieu! for once again the fierce dispute
Betwixt damnation and impassion’d clay
Must I burn through: once more humbly assay
The bitter-sweet of this Shakespearian fruit.

Chief Poet! and ye clouds of Albion,

Begetters of our deep eternal theme,

When through the old oak forest I am gone,
Let me not wander in a barren dream;

But when I am consumed in the fire,

Give me new Phoenix wings to fly at my desire.

The barren dream which Keats feared, and the marble
petrifaction which Milton experienced, are not, indeed,
quite the same; nor were the natures quite the same from
which Shakespeare compelled these reactions. But they
were the natures of two of our greatest poets since
Shakespeare, and probably more like each other than
they were like anybody else.

13
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§

This is not the end of the story, but rather the begin-
ning. For Milton had to forge deliberately for himself
a new style and invent a new blank verse whose structurc
should be so definite that it would prevent him from
succumbing to the allurement of the easy numbers of
Shakespeare. Whether the effort to maintain himself
against Shakespeare was conscious or unconscious, the
invention of Miltonic verse was the finest tribute ever
paid to Shakespeare’s sheer poetic power: unless, again,
it be the final verse of Keats. He likewise passed under
the spell of Shakespeare, yet turned to Milton for the
pattern of his blank verse. Then he was compclled, in
his own great creative moment, to break away. Not that
he returned to Shakespeare’s pattern. The strange thing
is that Shakespeare has no pattern. Kcats returned rather
to himself, saying that ‘Miltonic verse cannot be written
but as the verse of art’, and that ‘he must devote himself
to other sensations’. The ‘other sensations’ to which he
devoted himself were the great Odes — verses which,
though in outward structure they resemble nothing of
Shakespeare’s, are yet essentially more Shakespearian
than any other English verse. ‘O for a life of Sensations
rather than Thoughts!” Keats had exclaimed at the
outset of his full poetic career. The wheel had turned
full circle; for the substance of Milton’s complaint
against Shakespeare was that he bereft his ‘sensation’
of itself and drove him to thought. True, Milton did not
call it ‘sensation’; but neither did anyone else save
Keats. Neither has any accepted name been found for
it since his time.

14
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§

What Keats meant by ‘sensation’ was the spontaneous
utterance of the total man through the imagination.
Yet this total man was somehow impersonal. As Keats
himself said, ‘The poetical character . . . is not itself —it
has no self’. He was speaking of one type of poetical
character, the type to which he himself belonged, as
distinct from ‘the Wordsworthian or egotistical sublime’.
‘Once Kcats has made the distinction, we ratify it by
our experience. There is the poetry — which includes
nearly all poetry, and much of the greatest —in which
we are conscious of the poet as making the poetry, and
of the poetry itself as something made; then there is
poetry of another kind of which we can only say that we
feel that it grew — the poetry which Keats described
once for all when he said of it, that ‘if Poetry comes not
as naturally as the Leaves to a tree, it had better not
come at all’. This is what Keats mecant by the poetry of
‘sensation’; for him it was sensation: the outcome of
some mysterious and total surrender of the personal self.
It produced Keats’ odes, and Keats felt that it had
produced Shakespeare’s poetry; and, so far as any total
outcast from this heaven may judge of what happens there,
Keats was right. He probably had more knowledge of what
it felt like to be Shakespearc than any man who has lived.

This quality in Shakespeare, to which Keats brings
us as close as we may ever hope to come, was recognized
by Milton. The distinction between the poetry of
sensation and the poetry of thought is not merely made
by his thinking in the famous sonnet: it is almost caught
in a cadence:
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For whilst to th’ shame of slow endeavouring art
Thy easy numbers flow, and that each heart

Hath from the leaves of thy unvalu’d book
Those Delphic lines with deep impression took,
Then thou our fancy of itself bereaving,

Dost make us marble with too much conceiving;
And so sepulcher’d in such pomp dost lie

That kings for such a tomb would wish to die.

It is a conceit —but a conceit. so magnificent, so
splendidly apt, that it passes out of the realm of fancy
and enters the kingdom of imagination. And perhaps no
criticism of Shakespeare is extant that is really compar-
able to this of his almost peer, one who might have sat
upon his knee, and must have felt that he could have
touched him with his hand. The conception that
Shakespeare’s true monument is no ‘star-y-pointing
pyramid’, but is made of the marble ingp which later
poets’ minds are frozen by their own excess of thought,
when by submitting themselves to him they find ‘that
their natural imagination is made dumb, is a perfection
of that ‘slow-endeavouring art’ which is recognized for
second-best.

Neither Milton nor Keats has a place in the history of
Shakespeare criticism. They were not Shakespeare
critics; but great poets instead. But they fulfil very
exactly the demand made by a modern historian of
Shakespeare criticism, Mr. Ralli, when he speaks of ‘the
right type of mind for criticizing Shakespeare — recep-
tive before it becomes active’. Milton’s heart ‘with deep
impression took the Delphic lines’; Keats was ‘consumed
in the fire’ of King Lear. And they behave according to
the law, which Mr. Ralli formulates after long and
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peculiar experience of the behaviour of Shakespeare
critics: ‘It is ordained that every critic who touches
the hem of Shakespeare’s robe springs erect in his own
shape.” Milton’s poem is pure Milton; Keats’ pure
Keats: one is, in the most nobly poetic sense of the word,
a ‘thought’; the other is, in the most nobly poetic sense
of the word, a ‘sensation’. And both these great poets
are acutely aware of the miracle before them, in ways
delicately different. In one breath Milton speaks of the
easy numbers flowing and the deep impression of the
Delphic lines. But Milton seeks to maintain, and does
maintain conscious control. There has been the moment
when he too has had no self; but now when it comes to
writing the poem, the self is there — a splendid and noble
self, the self of a poet conscious of his own true greatness;
but yet a self. In Keats we are aware of the sclf as it
were in the act of self-annihilation, with all its sense of
inevitability, and its fear and trembling of the nothing-
ness. that may ensue — ‘the barren dream’ in which he
may be doomed to wander.

§

In the end there is nothing to do but to surrender to
Shakespeare. Milton and Keats are typical of the
possibilities of a complete reaction to him. Either we
must move away from him, in order to remain ourselves;
or we must let the wave go over us, and risk annihilation.
I once asked one of the most famous of modern critic-
poets why, in his writings, he left Shakespeare so
pointedly alone. ‘It’s no good’, was the memorable
reply. ‘He is too terrifying; he frightens me.” That was
the reply of one who had felt Shakespeare more deeply
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than many who affect familiarity with him; for it is the
reply of a man who knows the essential truth about
Shakespeare: that he is like life itself, he s life itself.
The man who pretends to be on familiar terms with life
itself knows nothing about it. He lives in a dream,
which may seem to him as solid as the four walls of
the house in which he dreams it, but is yet a dream.
No man knows life unless he has been terrified by
it, and unless the possibility of being terrified by it
remains for ever in his soul. And to be terrified by
life, in this fundamental sense, is not to be terrified
merely by the menace of the personal catastrophes which
await alike the wary and the unwary, but by the joys
and beauties of life also: to have known what it is to feel
the fact of birth as far more awful than the fact of
death; for death is a mystery which all men acknowledge
for a mystery, but the mystery and terrvor of life each
man must discover for himself and by himself alone.
Omnia abeunt in mysterium: ‘all things lead to a mystery’.
To realize that this is the truth of life is to be terrified.
And this terrifying truth of life is in Shakespeare as it
is in no other of the world’s great books. It is not that
Shakespeare expressed that truth with his conscious
mind — though there indubitably was a moment when
he did apprehend it in full consciousness, and sought to
express the mystery which then overwhelmed him — but
that he prc-cminently embodied that truth. Nature
uttered itself in him, and came to sclf-awareness in him.
When Shakespeare becomes conscious of his own
mystery, the breath of our soul is withheld, for Nature
itself seems to pause, to hesitate, to become bewildered
and afraid. One feels that it is not a man that asks
these unanswerable questions, nor into a man’s eyes that
18
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comes the sudden glint of apprehension and anguish
when Hamlet shrugs his shoulders: “Thou wouldst not
think how 1ill all’s here about my heart; but it is no
matter.” It is the wind of life that has dropped in the
sails of the splendid ship, and yet the ship moves on.

At such a moment we feel it is not a man who hesi-
tates, but Man; and Man in the sense of Goethe’s
saying, that ‘Man is the first speech that Nature holds
with God’. In Shakespeare we seem to watch Nature
involved in her destiny of self-discovery; and since this
is a process which cannot be merely watched, we our-
selves are caught in it. The moment comes in our
experience of Shakespeare when we are dimly conscious
of a choice to be made: either we must turn away
(whether by leaving him in silence, or by substituting
for his reality some comfortable intellectual fiction of
our own), or we must suffer ourselves to be drawn into
the vortex. To enter that vortex is to plunge into chaos:
a chaos of the world of order and of moral law in which
men long to believe. Of such a world Shakespeare
eventually knows nothing, or spares nothing. And
perhaps the most impressive and unremitting effort of
the great average of Shakespeare criticism has been to
demonstrate that this is otherwise: that in some form or
fashion, and often in a sadly commonplace form or
fashion, conventional morality is at the heart of Shakes-
peare and his world.

§

This is to attempt the impossible. One might as well
seck to demonstrate that morality is at the heart of life.
That certainty, for those to whom it is a certainty, comes
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by faith and not by demonstration. It is possible to hold
all kinds of faiths concerning Shakespeare, — even the
faith that his real name was Francis Bacon — just as it
is possible to hold all kinds of faiths concerning life.
But the world which Shakespeare represents to us, or the
Nature which represents itself to us through him, is not
a world to which faith is the appropriate attitude of
mind: it is a thing which simply is. If it satisfies us, it is
because existence itself has come to satisfy us; if it
terrifies us, it is because existence itself still terrifies us;
if we seek in it a morality, it is because we seek a morality
in existence; if we can only be reconciled to it by
faith, it is because we still need faith to reconcile us to
existence.

Lear says to Edgar: ‘Thou art the thing itself’; and
so we to Shakespeare. Where he seems to bid us take
heart we may take heart indeed. Somewhere, somchow,
there are always ‘births of new heroism’; they can no
more be gainsaid than the presence of a wart on a man’s
finger, neither is it possible to deny the movement of
our heart towards them. If they perish pitifully from the
world of time, they cannot perish from the world of
Eternity. Beauty, truth and rarity, though they become
ashes, have been themselves; and becauty, truth and
rarity emerge in strange places and in strange ways.
Who shall deny them to Cleopatra, or to Falstaff, or to
Lady Macbeth? In order to be generous, men have
only to cease to be blind; and when they ccase to be
blind they need no further cffort to be generous. This
is a morality; but it has nothing to do with justice; and
a morality which has nothing to do with justice and has
its sanction only in the faith that has vanished into sight
is still suspect of non-entity.
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Yet an awarcness of its existence and a recognition
that it is esseutial Shakespeare underlies all that seems
to be most enduring in the great body of Shakespeare
criticism. The difficulty is to express the recognition.
But always, when Shakespeare has been allowed to make
his impression, we find the critic groping after the para-
dox of the poctic character itself as described by Keats.
We read, to take an example quite at random, Mr.
Mackail’s judgment (as summarized by Mr. Ralli) that
‘Shakespeare did not impress his contemporaries greatly,
but immediately took the impress of every word, humour,
quality. His fairness to his characters is the index of an
indulgent temper, but more largely of a sensitiveness
which is in touch with the whole of life.” Thereabouts,
we know, the authentic vibration of Shakespeare has
passed. For Shakespeare seems always to bring to the
true Shakespearian critic a liberation from himself. He
shuflles off the mortal coil of moral judgment, or at least
wears it so casily that it ceascs to be a faculty of judgment
and becomes simply a means of description. You cannot
sit in judgment on life itself. It may make you sad, or
happy, or content; but when, in a moment of happiness,
you declare that ‘Life is good’, it is not a moral judgment
you are passing; you are experiencing, in your own small
fashion, the divine joy which is attributed to the creator
of all things when he looked upon them and found them
good, not with a goodness that is the opposite of badness,
but each with the simple marvel of its own identity. In
Shakespeare we learn to experience the nature of this
prime creative joy.
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§

So that it is not surprising that one of the greatest of
all critics of Shakespeare — Coleridge — should have
spoken of Shakespeare in terms that befit the Godhead.
Nor is it surprising that his language should have been
misunderstood, and interpreted in an order to which it
did not belong. Coleridge did not really mean that
Shakespeare was infallible; but that he lifts the human
mind into a region where the question of fallibility
becomes irrelevant. He releases us from the burden of
disputing whether things could happen thus, by simply
convincing us that they did happen thus. Perhaps that
was how he handled the old plays on which, as all are
now agreed, he built his own. Their improbabilitics
may have concerned him hardly at all, in much the same
way as the improbabilities of a story do not concern a
child. He may have accepted them as he accepted life;
and even those which seem to contain cruder- work than
we can certainly ascribe to him may have had their own
peculiar vividness in the world of his youthful imagina-
tion. We can see what happened, quite naturally,
without any apparent effort, to passages of North’s
Plutarch in his mind. Why should he not have trans-
figured to himself even the story of Titus Andronicus?

Thus the movement in Shakespeare criticism which
scems to have succeeded the period of ‘romantic’
criticism and, in its own opinion, has superseded it — the
endeavour by rigorous analysis to separate out the
authentic Shakespeare from the alleged supposititious,
or the effort to determine what Shakespeare really meant
by interpreting him through the alleged psychological
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limitations of an Elizabethan audience —leaves the
substance of the ‘romantic’ criticism intact. It is quite
possible that the Elizabethan audience did understand
Shakespeare in ways substantially different from our
own. But it by no means follows that our way is wrong.
Ben Jonson’s may have been merely a friendly hyperbole:
‘He was not of an age but for all time’; but as like as not
he felt and meant it.. ‘And we have seen that Milton,
when almost within speaking distance of the dead
demiurge, responded in a manner not very different
from our own. That Shakespeare should have made the
best of both worlds, of actuality and posterity, is nothing
surprising — in Shakespeare. Nor, again, if ‘romantic’
criticism — which is after all simply the criticism of Mr.
Ralli’s ideal Shakespearian mind: the mind that is
receptive before it is active — has generally taken the
Folio as, on the wholc, authentic Shakespeare, does it
follow that it has been cssentially mistaken. The recep-
tive mind is :capable of im»ression only by what is in
somc way impressive. The idea that the supreme and
commanding Shakespeare of the ‘indolent and kingly
gaze’, emerged gradually out of a confusion of experi-
ment, and apprentice-work, and downright copying, is
not so repugnant to some as it is to others. On the
contrary, it seems rather natural. It is in fact more
casily credible that Shakespeare actually wrote Titus
Andronicus as a young man than that he was the man of
principle whom Mr. J. M. Robertson used to posit as the
author of his severely expurgated works. Professor Bradley
believed, and we believe with him, that Shakespeare had
a dislike for men who act on principle. He would have
been uneasy in the whole armour of aesthetic rectitude
which Mr. Robertson would have imposed upon him.
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We live in an exact and scientific age; and our
Shakespeare criticism cannot fail to show signs of it.
If we are to be exact, we may as well be exact about
Shakespeare too — if we can be. But here, in a different
order, Shakespeare may prove to be terrifying, and as
finally recalcitrant to the crypto-morality of authentic
and unauthentic as he is to the plain morality of good
and evil. There remains, when all is said and done, an
instantly felt discrepancy between Shakespcare and the
application of ‘a rigorous critical method’. How much
of rigour, we wonder, is there in the critical method
which produced Professor Bradley’s quictly startling
remark that ‘only Hamlet, of all Shakespeare’s charac-
ters, could have written Shakespeare’s plays’> And
might not Hamlet have written Measure for Measure
pretty well as it stands without having tb call in Chapman
to write the bulk of it for him? The results of science and
the deliverance of the Imagination are in opposition.
It is unlikely that it is the Imagination that is at fault.

§

But, it is argued, the ‘romantic’ Shakespeare has
derived his supposed character of impersonality pre-
cisely from the laxity with which ‘romantic’ criticism has
allowed itself to be impressed indiscriminately by the
whole of ‘Shakespeare’s’ works. This major assault on
the romantic tradition is difficult to repel. What is really
at issue is two opposed conceptions of the poetic nature.
Both these conceptions of the poetic nature are founded
on fact: poets have belonged to both kinds. The question
is to which kind Shakespeare belonged. And, with a
negative or positive emphasis, the acknowledgment
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from those best qualified to make it has been almost from
the beginning that Shakespeare belonged to a very rare
and peculiar kind of poets. Ben Jonson, with the
negative emphasis, maintained that Shakespeare ‘wanted
art’; Milton gave to what is essentially the same judgment
the positive inflection — as Jonson also did on a more
public and responsible occasion — when he said that the
flow of Shakespeare’s easy numbers was the shame of
‘slow-endeavouring art. And the long battle was joined
which ended in a seemingly universal acknowledgment
that Shakespearc’s want of art was not a defect but a
quality: that his art was indeed beyond art, and in some
mysterious way a second nature.

The very notion is baffling. That Shakespeare should
belong to a different kind from poets whom we recognize
as great poets is ah almost alarming paradox; it seems to
threaten the sanity of those who are compelled to the
opinion. Yet it is precisely the great poets themselves
who have been most strongly inclined to it. They seem
to have felt that whereas they themselves were always
to some degree deliberate, Shakespeare was not. And
in its naivé form the tradition is there from the beginning
in the simple wonderment and pride of Heminge and
Condell iy praising one ‘who, as he was a happy imitator
of Nature, was a most gentle expresser of it. His mind
and hand went together. And what he thought he
uttered with that easiness, that we have scarce received
from him a blot in his papers’. No doubt it was exag-
gerated; but these two men must often have seen
Shakespeare in the very act of composition. Their
testimony is, with Ben Jonson’s own, the directest that
we have. And Ben Jonson, in the Folio verses, is corro-
borative. When he says that the poetry of the Greeks
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and Romans is now, in comparison with Shakespeare,
antiquated and deserted,

As they were not of Nature’s family.
Yet must I not give Nature all: Thy Art,
My gentle Shakespeare, must enjoy a part. ..

he is manifestly arguing an a priori case. Since Shake-
speare was such a great poet, the deliberate art (as
Jonson understood it) must have been in him. He is
ascribing to Shakespecare the quality of poetic mind
which he himself possessed. Unfortunately the descrip-
tion of the players was in conflict with Jonson’s theory
of ‘the second heat’. They asserted that in Shakespeare
there was no second heat; Jonson asscrted that it was
necessary if lines were to be tempered for posterity: and
he had proclaimed that Shakespeare was not of an age,
but for all time. The contradiction was naked; and it
explains the painful touch of asperity in Jonson’s remark
to Drummond. The players, in the innocence of their
hearts, had controverted the great Ben in his theory of
poetic creation. And in his annoyance he admits that
the theory did not apply to Shakespeare. Before, he had
said Shakespeare was the supreme poct, therefore his art
must have been deliberate. Now, to Drummond, he
says: Shakespeare’s art was not delibcrate, but it ought
to have been. Sufflaminandus erat: ‘he needed braking’.
The nature of the conflict, which was really between
Ben Jonson’s head and his heart, is familiar to every
critic of experience. The conflict is experienced as
between elements within the individual man, and it
is apparent also as a conflict between classes of men.
The issue between Jonson and Shakespeare corresponds
to a struggle in Jonson’s own nature. Part of him re-
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sponds quite selflessly to Shakespcare; part of him insists
on judging Shakespeare by a pattern — the pattern of
himself, or the law to which he subscribes. But we feel
certain that there was no such conflict in Shakespcare
concerning Jonson. Ben was Ben, and there was an end
of it. If once he had ‘to give him a purge’ — as the story
went — it was administered so pleasantly that no one
has ever been able to discover what it was.

§

This conflict, of which Jonson’s attitude to Shake-
speare was a form, more or less continuously exercised
the pondecring of Keats. He formulated it to himself as
the conflict between Genius and Character. Thus he
wrote to Bailey, whom he regarded as a man of character,
and who had been offended by the action of another
man of charactér,. Haydon:

I must say one thing that has pressed upon me
lately, and increased my humility and capability of
submigsion — and that is this truth — Men of Genius
are great as certain ethercal Chemicals operating
on the Mass of ncutral intellect — but they have not
any individuality, any determined Character — 1
would call the top and head of those who have a
proper sclf, Men of Power.

A month later, while the problem had been fermenting
within him, he reaches a conclusion, after an encounter
with another man of character:

I had not a dispute, but a disquisition, with Dilke
upon various subjects; several things dovetailed in
27
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my mind, and at once it struck me what quality
went to form a man of achievement, especially in
literature, and which Shakespeare possessed so
enormously — I mean Negative Capability, that is,
when a man is capable of being in uncertainties,
mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching
after fact and reason. Coleridge, for instance, would
let go by a fine isolated verisimilitude caught from
the penetralium of mystery, from being incapable
of remaining content with half-knowledge. This
pursued through volumes would perhaps take us no
further than this, that with a great poet the sense of
Beauty overcomes every other considcration, or
rather obliterates all consideration.

These are but the preliminary gropings which eventu-
ally led Keats to his distinction of two types of poctic
character, and his memorable analysis of the one to
which he belonged: the one which has no self, and is
‘everything and nothing’. One feels that it is the best
description of Shakespeare’s character that has ever been
given. It is the final expression of the paradox that
‘Negative Capability’ is the quality necessary to supreme
imaginative achievement: the paradox which in the
moral order is apparent in the fact that Keats’ ‘humility
and capability of submission’ produced, in his actual
life, the impression of a perfectly flexible power, a unity
of strength and grace, a consummation of personality
attained through selflessness.

If this is, as Keats believed, the type of poetic char-
acter of which Shakespeare is the great exemplar, many
of the problems raised by the most modern criticism
of Shakespeare appear to be falsely conceived. They are
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formulated on the tacit assumption that becausc
Shakespeare was the supreme poet, it follows that his
style must from the beginning have been supremely
individual. And this assumption appears, in the light of
Keats’ illumination, to be highly questionable. The
probability is rather that the formative years of a poet
of Shakespeare’s peculiar kind would have been not
much more but much lcss strongly marked by idiosyn-
crasy than those of poets of a different kind. We should
expect from such a man a peculiar kind of imitation of
his slightly senior contemporaries — the imitation that
cannot help doing what his contemporaries do a little
better than they do it themselves. And this is, in fact,
precisely what we find in much of the early work attri-
buted to Shakespcarc by the Folio. Those who have
followed, with due care, the investigations of sceptical
criticism will know the baffling frequency with which
passages of early Shakespcare betray a marked similarity
to the style, or rather the manner, of Peele or Greene or
Marlowe, and yet are notably superior, in that manner,
to anythingwe know of the authors’ own. The result is
that the sceptic is driven to postulate a curious miracle
by which, sd soon as Shakespeare began to tinker with
their work, the writing of these contemporaries invari-
ably underwent an improvement in its own manner of
which they themselves were incapable. And that this
particular kind of improvement should be due to
Shakespeare’s revision is, in reality, less credible than
the simple hypothesis that it is intended to supersede —
namcly, that Shakespcare is in the main himself the
author of all the early work in the Folio.

That young Shakespeare should, in essence, have been
an imitator is morally repugnant to minds of a certain
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type. But that may only be a particular manifestation
of the moral repugnance they would feel towards the
poetic nature depicted and analysed by Keats. The
man of character is uneasy when confronted with the
man of genius; the man with a determined and proper
self is baffled by the man without one; and his perplexity
becomes the more burdensome when, as in the case of
Shakespeare, some part of him is compelled to acknow-
ledge the greatness of the achievément of the character-
less man. Therefore he seeks to restore order in his
moral world, which is threatened with chaos by this
acknowledgment, by striving to prove that Shakespcare
was a man of character, too. The notion that in the
moral world the finest type of character may be achieved
through having none; that in the world of art, perfection
of style begins where manner ends; that in the world of
spirit, absolute identity supcrvenes on self-annihilation:
this is too imaginative or too paradoxical to'be admitted.
Shakespeare must be somehow restrained frem becoming
the moral anomaly which he threatens to be; he must be
given a ‘proper self’ — have greatness thrust upon him.

This is, at bottom, the great issue which in diverse
forms has divided Shakespcare criticism throughout its
history. Itappears at the beginning; it is operative at the
end. It is the division between the mind that is content
to submit to Shakespeare, and the mind which insists
that Shakespeare shall submit — not indeed to itsclf but
to the law. The law is not always the same law; but it is
always the Law. Shakespeare must bccome a man of
principle. But he will not. He remains at the end what
he was at the beginning: Nature uttering herself through
a human being as completcly as we can imagine. We
surmise, because we are compelled to surmise it, that
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there was in him some incomparable faculty for self-
submission to experience in all its forms; and we find that
those who have discovered in themselves some kindred
faculty for self-submission to the work he has left us are
those whose names are most certainly imperishable in
the long roll of his critics.



CHAPTER II
FACT AND THEORY

THE number of passages in the whole of Shakespeare’s
plays which point at all compulsively to actual incidents
in his life is singularly small. And an indication which is
compulsive in this direction to one reader, may be without
significance to another. For instance, when I read in

Henry IV, Part m:

So that this land, like an offensive wife,

That hath enraged him on to offer strokes,

As he is striking, holds his infant up

And hangs resolved correction in the arm
Thatwasupreared to cxccution — (f/48.1v.1. 210-4)

I personally am persuaded that Shakespeare did not
observe that happening as a detached third-party. He
was involved in it. There is somcthing in the image
which betrays intimate experience, and recalls to me
James Joyce’s penetrating pun: ‘Whoever hath her will,
Anne hath a way.” But such interpretation ‘depends on
nuances, on a ‘something’ which, however definite to me,
I recognize to be next door to a nothing, and which may
be an actual nothing to my critical neighbour.

Trifles light as air
Are to the critic confirmation strong
As proofs of holy writ.

But one of these trifles, I am convinced, is more than a
nothing made somcthing: though, I admit, the strength
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of my conviction may be due to the manner of arriving
at it.

I had been reading and re-reading the Falstaff plays,
and I found myself growing increasingly conscious of
something unusual in the elaborate simile of house-
building in Henry IV, Part 1u:

When we mean to build,

We first survey the plot, then draw the model:
And when we sce the figure of the house,
Then we must rate the cost of the erection;
Which if we find outweighs ability,
What do we then but draw anew the model
In fewer offices, or at last desist
To build at all> Much more, in this great work,
Which is almost to pluck a kingdom down
And set another up, should we survey
The plot of situation and the model,
Consent upon a sure foundation,
Questioy surveyors, know our own estate,
How abte such a work to undergo,
To weigh against his opposite; or clse
We fortify in paper and in figures,
Using the names of men instead of men:
Like one that draws the model of a house
Beyond his power to build it: who, half through,
Gives o’er and leaves his part-created cost
A naked subject to the weeping clouds
And waste for churlish winter’s tyranny.

(HgB. 1. iii. 41-62)

That struck, and still strikes me, as altogether more
detailed and factual than Shakespeare’s similes are wont
to be; and I felt that it must derive from some fairly
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fresh and vivid personal experience. Not long before he
wrote those lines, I felt, Shakespeare was building or
contemplating building a house; and perhaps, regard
being had to the picture in the last three lines, he had
been contemplating carrying to completion a half-
finished and abandoned house. The latter was the merest
surmise; but of the former I was inwardly convinced.

It dovetailed prettily enough with my general con-
clusions about the Falstaff plays: that Falstaff had been
an instantaneous and prodigious success, so prodigious
that Shakespeare was in danger of being driven to death
by the universal demand for more ‘fat meat’. In writing
Henry IV, Part 1, he had found his true and popular vein;
in writing Henry IV, Part 11, he was on the top of the
wave of his own confidence and of popular favour. This
was precisely the moment, somewhere in 1598, when I
should have expected him to set about building.

Strangely enough, it did not immediately occur to me
that this might be corroborated. It was not till some
days after that I looked up the date in Sir Sidney Lee’s
Life. '

On May 4, 1597, he purchased the second largest
house in the town. The edifice, which was known
as New Place, had been built by Sir Hugh Clopton
more than a century before, and seems to have fallen
into a ruinous condition. But Shakespecare paid for
it, with two barns and two gardens, the then sub-
stantial sum of £60 ... In 1598, a year after pur-
chasing New Place, the dramatist undertook much

-structural repair, and out of the stone which he pro-
cured for the purpose, he sold a load to the corpora-
tion of the town for tenpence.
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As a matter of fact, I gather from Sir Edmund
Chambers’ later and more trustworthy book, that Lee’s
statement that Shakespeare ‘undertook much structural
repair’ is a deduction: first, from the bare statement in
the Stratford accounts that in 1598 the Corporation
bought a load of stone from ‘mr Shaxpere’ for tenpence,
and, second, from the fact that New Place, which was
described by Leland in 1540 as ‘a pretty house of brick
and stone’, was reported in ‘1549 to be ‘in great ruin and
decay’. But it is a fair deduction, and I accept it.

-§

It must have given Shakespeare great satisfaction to
buy New Place and repair it. There is clear evidence that
from 1577 onwards his father, John Shakespeare (who
seems to have been what we now call in the country a
‘dealer’), had been in a bad way financially. From a man
of substance and consideration in Stratford, first Alder-
man and then Bailiff — the chief magistrate of the town —
he had declined to the condition of one who dared not
put in an appearance at the meetings of the Corporation,
who was excused a levy for the relief of the poor for whom
a dozen years*before he had subscribed liberally, who was
rated exceptjonally low for the musters and could not pay
even that, and was steadily disposing of all his property;
until in 1587 he was deprived of his position of Alderman
and in 1592 he was reported as not coming to church for
fear of being served for debt. In 1577, when this process
of his father’s failure first becomes visible to history,
Shakespeare was thirteen — just at the age when a.boy
is sensitive to these things. And the facts give substance
to the story which Rowe got from Betterton that his
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father took him away from the Grammar school owing
to ‘the narrowness of his circumstances and the want of
his assistance at home’.

Against that background, Shakespeare’s purchase and
repair of New Place becomes something more than a dull
fact. New Place was a great house, by Stratford stan-
dards. It was called a ‘great house’ in his will by the man
who built it in the 1490’s —no less a person than Sir
Hugh Clopton, who had left Stratford to become Lord
Mayor of London in 1491. That would be the kind of
thing the boy Shakespeare would know by heart —almost
the story of Dick Whittington over again. If not so
gloriously — for what were player-poets compared to
Lord Mayors? — nevertheless substantially, in 1598
Shakespeare had repeated the exploit of his famous
townsman a hundred years before. There was a poetic
justice about the whole proceeding: he had bought the
Lord Mayor’s great house and was re-building it.

It is important enough in the life of a penniless pro-
fessional man of letters to-day when the moment comes
that he can buy or build a house of his own —1I can vouch
for that. It happened to me at the same ‘age (in ycars
alone) that it happened to Shakespeare: namely, thirty-
four. The miraculous transformation of the thoughts of
one’s brain into solid bricks and mortar, into a shelter
for one’s head, and a parcel of ground which brings forth
fruit is heady enough in my small experience. But what
could my house compare with Shakespeare’s? Or my
achievement with what Shakespeare had achieved? He
had succeeded in fulfilling a boy’s drcam. He had
returned from London like Sir Hugh a hundred years
before; and, more even than this, he had re-established
the name and reputation of Shakespeare in Stratford.
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The buying and re-building of New Place must have
been a tremendous event in Shakespcare’s life. I am not
surprised that I found ‘something unusual’ in the
elaborate simile of house-building in Henry IV, Part m.

§

It is, alas, not often that the intuitive mecthod is so
nicely corroborated by the factual. There are so few
facts to perform the office of corroboration. But there
are correspondences to be found. In a later chapter will
be found an example (perhaps convincing to me alone)
of how the most intimate and unconscious process of
Shakespeare’s image-making vields a curious confirma-
tion of the most ancient of the traditions concerning
Shakespeare’s youth, namely, that for deer-stealing in
Sir Thomas Lucy’s park he was haled before Sir Thomas,
who had him whipped and imprisoned, and obliged to
leave Stratford. Some such story, I think, is posi-
tively required to account for the otherwise obscure
armorial jokes at the beginning of The Merry Wives.
What the exacting conscience of Sir Edmund Chambers
allows to be probable in the matter of facts concerning
Shakespecare, I can accept without more ado. In the
investigation of one recurrent and extremcly peculiar
strand in Shakespeare’s imagery, I find myself compelled
to account for it by supposing an incident in Shake-
speare’s life which made an indclible impression on his
unconscious mind —a moment when he was standing
before the table in an Elizabethan hall, watching the
hounds wagging their tails, licking the hands of a pom-
pous company, gobbling up the rich and sticky sweet-

1 See Chapter xIir.
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meats thrown to them — and this experience so decply
nauseated Shakespeare that it went on working un-
consciously within him, and became a self-creating image
of servility and flattery. An incident of precisely this kind
is recorded by the tradition and required for the elucida-
tion of The Merry Wives; and, rightly or wrongly, I am
persuaded that I can enter into the actual ‘scnsation’
which Shakespearc experienced when he stood before
Sir Thomas Lucy in Charlecote Hall. I can well believe
that it was this experience which (as the tradition says)
‘drove him to London to his great advancement’.

Shakespeare had his revenge, in more ways than one.
The most explicit is the gibe at Justice Shallow and the
‘dozen luces in his coat’ with which The Merry Wives
opens so gaily. And was not this the moment to take his
revenge? The Merry Wives marks the topmost pcak of
Shakespeare’s popular success: when Falstaff was so
popular that he was being ‘continucd’ by Royal com-
mand. To jibe good-humouredly before the Queen at
the ‘absurd pomp’ of Sir Thomas must have given Shake-
speare an exquisite satisfaction. And, of course, it was
not far from the blessed year 1598, when Shakespeare
was rc-building New Place — the year of his modestly
triumphant return to Stratford, whence Sir Thomas Lucy
had been the cause of his departure some fifteen years
before.

saaLLow. Sir Hugh, persuade me not: I will make
a Star-chamber matter of it. If he were twenty Sir
John Falstaffs, he shall not abuse Robert Shallow
Esquire.
SLENDER. In the county of Gloucester, Justice of
peace and ‘Corany’.
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snALLOW. Ayc, cousin Slender, and ‘Custalorum’.

SLENDER. Aye, and ‘Ratolorum’ too; and a gentle-
man born, master parson, who writes himself
‘Armigero’ in any bill, warrant, quittance, or obliga-
tion — ‘Armigero’. (MW. 1.1. 1-11)

‘Armigero’. Shakespeare had secured himself there also.
Two years before this, he had financed the application of
his father for a grant of arms. In this he seems to have
been gratifying his father’s ambition as well as his own,
for an application had been made by his father when
Shakespeare was a boy and withdrawn, evidently for the
same reason that Shakespeare was withdrawn from
school. In 1596 the arms were granted. Shakespeare
could write himself Armigero. And who could forbear
the thought that the motto: Non sans droict, was Shake-
speare’s subtle-simple assertion of the right of genius to
the privilege of blood? Non sans droict. 1 do not at all
belicve it simply meant that the claim of Shakespeare’s
father to a grant of arms was good because he had been
ithe Queen’s justicer as Bailiff of Stratford.

§

It is on such twigs as these that I propose to spin my
theory of Shakespeare’s career up to the writing of Hamlet.
That it is no more than a theory, I am as conscious as
anybody. But that it is necessary to have a theory I know
by experience.

I imagine Shakespeare as a boy of ‘more than ordinary
organic sensibility’ who had, in his most impressionable
years, tasted the bitterness of seeing his father decline
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from a person of substance and consideration to a man of
almost none; until in 1592 — mark the year — he is re-
ported to be taking the risk of not going to church, as the
law commanded, for fear of being arrested for debt. I
believe the tradition to be sound that Shakespeare
suffered the ignominy of being taken away from school
because his father could not afford to keep him there,
and needed him at home. His young manhood was, in
consequence, rather wild. Says the dear old shepherd in
The Winter’s Tale — he who spoke the words, ‘We must
be gentle, now we are gentlemen’:

I would there were no age between sixteen and
three and twenty, or that youth would sleep out the
rest; for there is nothing in the between but getting
wenches with child, wronging ‘the ancientry, steal-
ing, fighting. (ur. iii. 58-62)

Under all those rubrics, I believe Shakespeare offended.
He had ‘the boiled brains’ of a young man thwarted of
his natural progress, half resentment, half diverted
vitality. The wench Shakespeare got with child was one
Anne Hathaway. He was eighteen, she cight years older;
a dangerous discrepancy, as we know by experience, and
as Duke Orsino maintains in Twelfth Night:

DUKE. Too old, by heaven: let still the woman take
An elder than herself; so wears she to him,
So sways she level in her husband’s heart:
For, boy, however we do praise oursclves,
Our fancies are more giddy and unfirm,
More longing, wavering, sooner lost and worn,
Than women’s are.
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VIOL. I think it well, my lord.
DUKE. Then let thy love be younger than thyself,
Or thy affection cannot hold the bent;
For women are as roses, whose fair flower
Being once display’d, doth fall that very hour.
(. iv. 30-40)

Besides the intrinsic disproportion — even greater then
than now — the probability is that the marriage was
enforced on Shakespeare. Without reading volumes into
the bequest of ‘his second-best bed’ to his wife in his will,
it is manifest that the will betrays no particular affection
for her.* Anyhow, when he married her at the end of
1582, she was already three or four months gone with
child by him; and I think their life together was what onc
would expect it to be — brief and unhappy. The one
vivid picture I have is of her having nagged at him till
he is beside himsclf, and about to beat her. She snatches
up one of the tiny children to protect herself, and ‘hangs
resolved correction in the arm’.

Their first child, a girl, Susanna, was baptized on
May 26th, 1583; after that came twins, Hamnet and
Judith, on February 2nd, 1585. Shakespeare was then
barely twenty-one. He had to strike out quickly, if he
was not to be overwhelmed in a penurious domesticity.
His wife had next to nothing; and he no more. It is
quite possible that the final spur to his resolution was
given (as tradition records) by his ignominious treatment
at the hands of the local landowner, Sir Thomas Lucy,
after being involved, and caught, in a poaching affray.
As critics so diffcrent as Dr. Johnson and Dr. Bradley
have remarked, Prince Hamlet, though he complains of

them, had not himself experienced
1 See Note 1.
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The insolence of office and the spurns
That patient merit of the unworthy takes.

Shakespeare had. He is said to have been whipped and
imprisoned by Sir Thomas, to have made a ballad upon
him, to have been prosecuted again, and to have been
forced to leave Stratford. All which I find inherently
probable: first, because in the main it seems to me a
fundamental trait of Shakespeare’s nature that he should
take the line of least resistance. Deeply though he desired
to succeed and restore the family fortunes, he was not
the kind of man to enforce an opening for himself. To
use Keats’ phrase, he was not ‘a man of character’.
Since the obvious paths were closed to him, he would be
inclined to sink back in a kind of lazy lethargy, as an
attractive country ne’er-do-well, until some extra-
ordinary compulsion drove him from his lair, and forced
him to forsake his protective colouring. That to be haled
before a country magnate was a crucial and decisive
experience in his life, there is evidence in the innermost
substance of Shakespeare’s poetry; and for the ballad-
revenge, there is Falstaff’s alacrity to get his satisfaction
in that way. ‘An I have not ballads madc on you all and
sung to filthy tunes, let a cup of sack be my poison.’
Then Shakespcare went to London. How he contrived
for his wife and children, it is foolish cven to guess: that
he did contrive something for them — even if it was no
more than commending his family to the care of his
father — scems pretty certain from the fact that he could
eventually return to Stratford with honour. He hadn't
behaved like a cad, even if he hadn’t behaved like one
of the elect. The morality of the country-side is realistic;
it doesn’t wastc sympathy on women of twenty-six who
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gobble up attractive young men of eighteen, and doesn’t
expect the young man to take kindly to his clog. ‘There
are three things’, said the country proverb, ‘that make a
man weary of his house: a smoking chimney, a dropping
eaves, and a brawling woman.” Shakespeare’s own
version of it was:

O, he is as tedious
As a tired horse, a railing wife;
Worse than a smoky house. (H4A4. 1. 1. 159-61)

All those things you change if you can, according to the
wisdom of the country. I should guess that the sense of
the country-side was with him when he went up to
London, to sink or swim.

§

Then he disappears. We may suppose that he left
Stratford in 1585, at twenty-one; we do not hear of him
again till 1592. Tradition says he held horses outside the
theatre for a start. Itis probable enough that he left with
the vague idca of ‘getting a job to do with the theatre’;
and it is unlikely that anything better would come his
way. He picked up some sort of living hanging about the
theatre, and slowly wormed his way into it. Things fell
luckily at first. The plague in London was practically
negligible for the four years 1588-91, so that the activities
of the theatre suffered a minimum of interruption. That
gave Shakcspeare a chance to get in. He became an
actor of small parts. Since he showed an aptitude for
tinkering plays, he was allowed to write some. The first
three parts of Henry VI seem to us pretty poor, now that
we have the rest of Shakespcare to compare them with;

43



SHAKESPEARE

but they were quite as good histories as anybody else
was writing — Marlowe included. Probably we can put
them down to 1589-91. By the time the third part of
Henry VI appeared, Robert Greene, the most prolific of
the university-educated playwrights, who had gone
completely to the devil in the grim and squalid Bohemia
of those days, was sounding the note of alarm against
Shakespcare.

Greene was in a miserable condition: as he confessed,
‘sickness, riot, and incontinence had shown their ex-
tremity’ in him. The cause of his evil life, he says in his
strange death-bed document, was his having been per-
suaded by ‘pestilent Machiavellian policy’; that is to say,
he had become a disbeliever in God and morality. He
had, on his own confession, made it a practice to break
faith with the players whom he supplied with plays: to
take pay in advance from one company and sell the play
to another, until at last, ‘For my swearing and forswear-
ing, no man will believe me’. Yet, in his maudlin moral
incoherence, he bitterly attacked the players for deserting
him in his extremity, and the climax of his pamphlet is
to warn three of his fellow-‘scholars’ —one certainly
Marlowe, whom he declares to be an atheist and
amoralist like himself before his ‘repentance’, the second
Nashe, and the third Peele — to take warning by his fatc
and not to trust the players.

Yes trust them not: for there is an upstart Crow,
beautified with our feathers, that with his Tiger’s
heart wrapt 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 Fohannes fac totum, is in his own
conceit the only Shake-scene in a country.
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The meaning is plain in the context, which is some-
times forgotten. Let his university-educated friends no
longer suppose that the players are dependent upon them
for their plays. The players now have a playwright of
their own —one of themsclves —who is an absolute
Johannes fac totum: a fellow who can turn his hand to any-
thing. That was William Shakespeare in the early months
of 1592. Greene died on September 3rd of that year.

Had Shakespeare cut himself adrift from Stratford all
this while? It seems unlikely, considering that his first
act, on achieving substantial success, was to re-establish
himself there; and to my sense the Venus and Adonis be-
trays more than recollection of the Avon country-side:
it is stecped in its sights and sounds. I think that Shake-
spearc returned home pretty frequently. But there is no
knowing. More definite is the evidence that, although
he had begun to emerge from obscurity, and to make a
place for himself in the theatre, he had achieved no solid
success. For it is in the same year, 1592, that his father
is reported too much in debt to go to church. Since he
was probably looking after Shakespeare’s family as well
as his own — the families would naturally blend into one
another, for Shakespeare’s youngest brother, Edmund,
who eventually followed him to London to be a player,
was only three years older than his elder daughte,
Susanna — it is unlikely that, if Shakespeare had been in
a position to extricate his father from his embarrassments,
he would not have done so.

§ .

In 1592, therefore, I imagine Shakespeare just feeling
his way into a secure foothold in the London theatre.
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That it was a critical moment in his career seems fairly
certain. On the one hand there is the evidence of Greene;
on the other the fact that in the next year, 1593, he pub-
lished the Venus and Adonis with a dedication to the young
Earl of Southampton, and in the year following dedicated
The Rape of Lucrece in even warmer terms to the same
young nobleman. That is an episode without parallel in
Shakespeare’s career. In the second of these dedications
he addressed the Earl: ‘What I have done is yours; what
I have to do is yours; being part in all I have, devoted
yours.” It seems strange, therefore, that Shakespeare
never dedicated anything else to his Lordship. For even
if we suppose that a ‘good quarto’ Hamlet was not con-
sidered worth dedicating, it remains singular that Shake-
speare never wrote another poem for his Lordship; and
no less singular that, when his fellow-actors, Heminge
and Condell, put out the folio Shakespeare in 1623, they
dedicated it to the ‘incomparable pair of brethren’,
William and Philip Herbert, the Earls of Pembroke and
Montgomery, respectively, who (said the actors) ‘have
prosecuted both them [the plays] and the author living
with so much favour’. If Shakespeare’s rclations with
the Earl of Southampton had remained of the kind sug-
gested by his dedications of 1593 and 1594, it is hard to
believe that Heminge and Condell would not have com-
memorated it.

Thus, quite apart from the sonnets, the evidence points
to the episode of the dedications having been a digression
in Shakespeare’s career. But if we accept that it was
Southampton to whom the sonnets were addressed — as
I incline to do — the evidence that the period of patron-
age and dedication was an aberration is greatly streng-
thened. The only argument against Southampton’s
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being the ‘hero’ of the sonnets is that the ‘only begetter’
of them is described on the title page of the volume in
which they were first printed, in 1609, as ‘Mr. W. H.’
If it was really Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton,
why call him ‘Mr. W. H.”> But that seems to me pre-
cisely the kind of fairly transparent deception that would
have been adopted in such a case. For the sonnets em-
phatically were not a book with which an eminent noble-
man would wish to have himself publicly identified. I
think that Southampton was responsible, directly or in-
directly, for their being handed over to the printer. Yet
more, I suspect that the sonnets were published against
Shakespeare’s will, and that the publication was bitterly
resented by him.

The positive case for identifying the ‘hero’ of the
sonnets with Southampton is, first, that on grounds of
style it is impossible to date the majority of the sonnets
later than this same period of 1592-4. Sccond, that much
of the argument of the Venus and Adonis is a repetition of
the argument in the first seventeen sonnets, urging the
young nobleman to marry. Venus’ words to Adonis are
the theme of the early sonncts:

Seeds spring from seeds and beauty breedeth beauty;
Thou wast begot; to get it is thy duty.

Upon the earth’s increase why shouldst thou feed

Unless the earth with thy increase be fed?

By law of nature thou art bound to breed

That thine may live when thou thyself art dead;
And so, in spite of death, thou dost survive,
In that thy likeness still is left alive. (V4. 167-74)

It is not a very appropriate argument from Venus to
Adonis; but it is what we should expect Shakespcare to
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put in, if the early sonnets were addressed to the same
man. To conceive that there were two young noblemen
at the same time to whom Shakespeare was addressing
the same recommendation is beyond my capacity.
Occam’s razor must eliminate one of them: Entia non
sunt multiplicanda praeter necessitatem. But more peremptory
still is the evidence of the ‘Rival Poet’ sonnets.

So oft have I invoked thee for my Muse
And found such fair assistance in my verse
As every alien pen hath got my use

And under thee their poesy disperse. (78)

Whilst T alone did call upon thy aid
My verse alone had all thy gentle grace. (79)

I grant thou wert not married to my Muse
And therefore mayst without attaint o’erlook
The dedicated words which writers use

Of their fair subject, blessing every book. (82)

Only a strained scepticism can deny that Shakespeare is
there complaining that, whereas he had formerly been
the sole poet who was permitted to dedicate his verses to
his patron-friend, now other poets are being received
into favour. It seems to me pretty certain that the man
to whom Shakespeare’s poems were actually dedicated is
the ‘hero’ of the sonnets. Any other supposition creates
more difficulties than it avoids.

§

Moreover, I regard it as practically certain that the
rival poet was George Chapman. The crucial sonnet for
identifying him is the masterly 86th.
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Was it the proud full sail of his great verse
Bound for the prize of all too precious you
That did my ripe thoughts in my brain inhearse,
Making their tomb the womb wherein they grew?
Was it his spirit, by spirits taught to write
Above a mortal pitch, that struck me dead?
No, neither he, nor his compeers by night,
Giving him aid, my verse astonishéd.
He, nor that affable familiar ghost
Which nightly gulls him with intelligence,
As victors of my silence cannot boast;
I was not sick of any fear from thence:
But when your countenance filled up his line,
Then lack’d T matter; that enfeebled mine.

That is an astonishing sonnet. The harmonious com-
bination of persiflage and splendid poetry is incompar-
able; so is the beauty of its demonstration of the superior-
ity which it nowhere explicitly claims. But the sonnet
cannot really be understood without a reference to the
dedication of Chapman’s The Shadow of Night, published
in 1594. For Shakespeare’s rival is no ordinary poet.
What are we to make of his ‘spirits’, his ‘compeer by
night’; ‘his affable familiar ghost’?> What could we make
of them, unless we had this passage from the dedication
of Chapman’s pocm?

How then may a man stay his marvellousness to
see passion-driven men reading but to curtail a
tedious hour, and altogether hide-bound with affec-
tion to great men’s fancies, take upon them as killing
censures as if thcy were judgment’s butchers, or as
if the life of truth lay tottering in their verdicts.

Now what a supererogation in wit this is, to think
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Skill so mightily pierced with their loves, that she
should prostitutely show them her secrets, when she
will scarcely be looked on by others but with invoca-
tion, fasting, watching; yea, not without having
drops of their souls like an heavenly familiar. Why
then should our Intonsi Catones with their profit-
ravished gravity esteem her true favours such ques-
tionless vanities, as with what part soever thereof
they seem to be somcthing delighted, they queam-
ishly commend it for a pretty toy. Good lord, how
serious and eternal are their idolatrous platts for
riches! No marvel sure they here do so much good
with them. And heaven no doubt will grovel to the
earth (as they do) to embrace them.

One has only to read The Shadow of Night —no small
undertaking, for it is painfully involved and obscure —
and then Chapman’s poems as a whole, to realize that
he quite seriously claimed to receive a peculiar and super-
natural inspiration in and from the Night. In this dedi-
cation he is angrily complaining that some poet, who
reads only for pleasure, and is slavishly obsequious to a
great man’s fancies, has dared to criticize his poem.
This poet has carelessly said that he rather liked some
few parts of it — those, one supposes, that he could
understand: for there are not many intelligible parts in
The Shadow of Night —and Chapman is furious. How
trivial is the poetry which his critic serves up, with such
profit to himself, to the rich man!

That alone, in conjunction with ‘the heavenly familiar’
who takes drops of his soul, and Shakespeare’s 86th
sonnet, makes it pretty plain that it was Chapman at
whom Shakespeare was laughing. But the identification
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is surely made certain by four lines in the second part of
The Shadow of Night. Chapman is once again dwelling
on the profundity and rapture of his nocturnal inspira-
tions.

Presume not then, ye flesh-confounded souls,
That cannot bear the full Castalian bowls,
Which sever mounting spirits from their senses,
To look in this deep fount for thy pretences.

That, I think, can have no meaning except as an angry
reference to the motto which Shakespeare had put on the
title-page of Venus and Adonis:

Vilia miretur vulgus: mihi flavus Apollo
Pocula Castalia plena ministret aqua.

Even the queer lapse from ‘your’ to ‘thy’ is tell-tale. Un-
fortunately for Chapman’s reputation, he followed up his
denunciation of Shakespeare as ‘flesh-confounded’ — an
cpithet which an austere moralist might not unfairly
have applied to the author of the Venus — with a frigid
piece of pedantic obscenity of his own concoction in
Ovid’s Banquet of Sense, obviously in order to compete with
Shakespeare in what Chapman imagined to be the ac-
ceptable vein. It was a sordid business. One is sorry for
poor Chapman; and the episode gives one a lurid glimpse
of the grim shifts to which men of letters were driven in
the spacious days of great Elizabeth.

§

That horrible precariousness of the existence of the
professional man of letters in Shakespeare’s day should
be the background of all our thought about him. The
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identification of the ‘hero’ of the sonnets with Southamp-
ton and of the ‘rival poet’ with Chapman — both of
which are, to my mind, as near to certainties as one can
get in this order of investigation — are of significance
chiefly as serving to illuminate this background. They
suggest a simple answer to the question: Why, in 1593
and 1594, did Shakespeare turn aside to dedication and
to patronage? The simple answer is that he had to live.
There had come a sudden break in his natural progress.
The plague had burst out in London, so violently that
from June 1592 to May 1594 playing in London prac-
tically ceased, and the companies were compclled to
exist precariously by incessant country-tours.

I surmise that this was the major disaster of Shake-
speare’s theatrical career. In the beginning of 1592 he
was the coming man — the actor-playwright who was
beating the literary playwrights at their own game.
By instinct or intuition he had struck the one promising
vein for a poet of genius who valued independence and
was bent on solid success. As an actor-playwright, Shake-
speare was something quite new in the economics of liter-
ature: he had secured a life-interest in his own work. Asa
fellow of a company of actors he shared in the profits made
by his plays. Tradition says he was not an outstanding
actor: no doubt a competent one, but nothing more —
certainly not the kind of ‘star’ who would attract an
Elizabethan audience by his acting. His conceit lay elsc-
where than in his hamstring. The discussion of acting in
Hamlet suggests, rather strongly, that he was out of sym-
pathy with the prevailing style of Elizabethan acting. His
value to his company was his capacity as a playwright.

That capacity was valucless outside London. What
did a rustic audience care about dramatic novelties?
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It wanted the good old favourites — the Elizabethan
equivalents of The Murder at the Red Barn. The dramatic
novelty, which was a necessity to a company playing
under the competitive conditions, and to the alerter
audiences, of London, was a drug in the market in the
country-side. The disproportion between London and
the provincial city is great enough, to-day, but it was
relatively far greater in Elizabethan times. London,
with some 200,000 inhabitants, was twenty times as big
as the next city, which was either Bristol or Norwich;
and Norwich was a puritan city. The visitation of the
plague from 1592 to 1594 meant this to Shakespeare:
that from being on the brink of becoming the most
indispensable member of his company, he was suddenly
threatened with being set back to one of the most dis-
pensable. More than this, even if he had been apt at
‘terribly thundering The Twelve Labours of Hercules, or
playing three scenes of the Devil in The Highway to
Heaven’, he would have suffered. The life of the strolling-
player in those days was unenviable, indeed. It was
brutai enough two hundred years later, in the time of Mr.
Vincent Crummles. Thomas Hardy once told me the story
of how Edmund Kean and his wife came into Dorchester
along the Weymouth road pushing a perambulator before
them. In the days of Elizabeth the life of the stroller was
still more precarious, painful and disreputable.

Shakespeare exerted himself to avoid it. He looked out
for a patron and he found one.

§

One can only guess how Shakespeare found his
patron: he may have been (as Dr. Dover Wilson has
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suggested) one of ‘the divers of worship’ who had
apparently remonstrated with Harry Chettle for not
having softened Greene’s attack upon Shakespeare
before allowing it to be printed. Chettle, in Kind-Hart’s
Dream, written by the end of 1592, says in his own
defence that he had no personal knowledge of Shake-
speare at the time. ‘With neither of them that take
offence’ — Marlowe and Shakespeare — ‘was I acquain-
ted, and with one of them I care not if I never be’ —
Marlowe, the atheist and amoralist. ‘The other’ —
Shakespeare — ‘whom at that time I did not so much
spare as since I wish I had ... that I did not, I am as
sorry as if the original fault had been my fault, because
myself have scen his demeanour no less civil, than he
excellent in the quality he professes: besides divers of
worship have reported his uprightness of dealing, which
argues his honesty, and his facetious grace in writing,
that approves his art.’

It is natural to suppose that Chettle was here disposing
of Greene’s insinuations against Shakespcare. His
apology mects them exactly. Chettle is sorry for letting
the attack into print, because on acquaintance he finds
Shakespeare as decent and modest a man as he is good
as an actor: further, various emincnt persons have
testified that he is an honest man (who would not steal
other writers’ work) and a writer with a peculiar gift of
his own (who would not need to do so). How eminent
these champions of Shakespcare’s honesty and poetic
talent were, there is no telling. If the young Earl of
Southampton was among them, they were very eminent
indeed.

Yet it is quite possible that he was. Southampton’s
taste for the playhouse is as well established as his
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kindness to Shakespeare. In the autumn of 1599, after
his return to London from Essex’s disastrous expedition
to Ireland, it was reported that he and his friend Lord
Rutland, ‘come not to court but pass away the time
merely [? merrily] in going to plays every day’. At the
time of Chettle’s attack he was nineteen: and one can
well imagine him' responsive to the lovely freshness of
The Two Gentlemen of Verona, which was something new
in the London theatre. It was Shakespeare’s most
individual and most natural piece of playwriting in
1592 — the one wherein his genius was most evidently
stretching out new tendrils in search of response and
support. Itis, as we shall hereafter see, in the best mean-
ing of the word, tentative through and through; and it is
the one dramatic work of all those which Shakespeare
had produced by 1592 which is most marked by ‘face-
tious grace’ — the molle atque facetum, which has nothing
whatever to do with facctiousness. If we look for an
example of what an Elizabethan connoisseur meant by
‘facetious grace’ we shall find none better than Julia’s
reply to Lucetta’s effort to check the impetuous fire of
her love for Proteus.

juL. The more thou damm’st it up, the more it burns.
The current that with gentle murmur glides,
Thou know’st, being stopped, impatiently doth rage;
But when his fair course is not hindered,
He makes sweet music with the enamelled stones,
Giving a gentle kiss to every sedge
He overtaketh in his pilgrimage,
And so by many winding nooks he strays
With willing sport to the wild occan.
Then let me go, and hinder not my course,
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I’ll be as patient as a gentle stream

And make a pastime of each weary step,

Till the last step have brought me to my love;
And there D’ll rest, as after much turmoil

A blessed soul doth in Elysium.
(1. vii. 24-38)

‘Gentle’ three times, and thrice-gentle. It is, compared
to Shakespeare the master, Shakespeare the novice still:
but how lovely! And it is the note of all the play. One
would be happy to believe that Southampton became
Shakespeare’s patron because he was responsive to this.



CHAPTER III
THE PUPIL AGE

SHAKESPEARE was now about half-way through 1592 —
a man of twenty-eight with seven or eight years of pretty
tough cxperience in the London playhouse behind him.
Twenty-eight seems young enough; but in the strenuous
conditions of those days it was approaching middle-age.
Greene, six years older than Shakespeare, was dying of
disease and debauchery, worn out at thirty-four.
Peele lasted till thirty-nine, when he ‘died of the pox’.
Marlowe, Shakespeare’s exact co-eval, was to be stabbed
next year in a tavern brawl. Nashe was with the dead
men by thirty-four. It is not surprising that in two more
years Shakespeare was speaking of himself as an old
man, and thinking seriously of the possibility of death.

That time of year thou mayst in me behold

When ycllow leaves, or none, or few, do hang

Upon those boughs which shake against the cold,

Bare ruin’d choirs, where late the sweet birds sang.
(Sonnet 73)

Strange words, they seem to us, from a man of thirty.
But the expectation of life was vastly different then from
what it is to-day. It is one of the simple, elemental
changes which, because they are so simple and elemental,
are the most difficult to bring home to our imagination.
Thirty, in Shakespeare’s time, was the equivalent of
forty in ours. ‘If all were minded so’, he says to his
patron-friend, who refuses to marry and beget children,
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The times should cease
And threescore year would make the world away.
(Sonnet 11)

To express the same thought, a modern poet would need
to change three score to four. In Shakespeare’s world,
sixty was extreme old age: the utmost that he himself
expected.

Thirty was therefore a climacteric for him, and I be-
lieve that, in fact, it proved to be so. It was the moment
when in the words of the lovely 6oth Sonnet,

Nativity, once in the main of light,

Crawls to maturity, wherewith being crowned,
Crooked eclipses ’gainst his glory fight,

And time that gave, doth now the gift confound.

It is the moment for us to try to do what he assuredly
did —look back on his achicvement. What had he
done? Little enough, judged by the standard of his own
subsequent production: so little indeed, in that perspec-
tive, that many of the plays which he had written have
fallen at one time or another under suspicion, as very
dubious Shakespcare. The three parts of Henry VI,
Titus Andronicus, The Comedy of Errors, The Taming of the
Shrew, The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Richard I1I — these
are the plays in the Folio which we can fairly confidently
say that Shakespeare must have written by the end of
1592 — if some of them were his at all.

That is the problem. Itis not, in the present condition
of Shakespeare criticism, permitted to ignore it; and
though it is not a problem of great intrinsic importance,
it is one which must be settled, to the best of his ability,
by any one who desires to sce Shakespeare steadily and
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to see him whole. In the attempt to settle it, we shall at
least have glimpses of the process by which the young
Stratford ne’er-do-well had emerged from the obscurity
of the Elizabethan theatre into which he had plunged.

§

Shakespeare’s theatrical career falls naturally into
three parts: the first, from a problematic 1585 to 1592;
then, leaving out a year or so for the poems and the
plague years, the second, from 1594 to 1602, by which
time Hamlet was in its final form; the third, from 1603 to
1611. The eight plays we have named above belong to
the first period; Othello, Macbheth, Lear, Timon, Troilus,
Coriolanus, Antony and Cleopatra, Cymbeline, The Winter’s
Tale and The Tempest to the third; and all the rest to the
second. Eight plays in the first period of seven years,
seventeen plays in the second period of eight years; ten
(or eleven if we add various fragments) in the third
period of cight years. The proportions seem eminently
natural. The point of this simple arithmetical distribu-
tion is merely to show that the number of plays, namely
eight, which we are compelled, on grounds of style, to
assign to Shakespeare’s apprenticeship, before the end of
1592, is roughly what we should expect, by two other
lines of reasoning: first, because Shakespeare’s produc-
tion by 1592 must have been enough to justify Greene’s
warning to the scholar-playwrights that their occupation
was gone; second, because in the case of a professional
writer like Shakespeare we expect a fairly harmonious
curve of production. If we suppose that during the first
three years of his novitiate he wrote nothing, but was
simply busy with the effort to establish himself anyhow
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in the theatre, we arrive at two plays a year for the four
years 1589-1592, just over two plays a year for the eight
years 1594-1602, and one and a quarter plays a year
for the eight years 1603-1611.

§

The Reverend John Ward, who was Vicar of
Stratford from 1662 to 1681, is a provoking man. He
had magnificent opportunities for recording something
reliable about Shakespeare, and he kept voluminous
note-books. When he came to Stratford, he seems to
have been dimly conscious of some responsibility in the
matter: for shortly after his arrival he wrote this memor-
andum:

Remember to peruse Shakespeare plays, and bee
versed in them, yt I may not bee ignorant in yt
matter.

It is unlikely that he ever did, for he tells us very little
about Shakespeare. He tells us that Shakespeare,
Drayton and Ben Jonson ‘had a merry meeting, and it
seems drank too hard, for Shakespcare died of a fever
there contracted’. We may take that as vaguely authen-

tic. His one other substantial picce of information is
this:

I have heard yt Mr. Shakespear was a natural wit,
without any art at all; hee frequented ye plays all
his younger time, but in his elder days lived at
Stratford: and supplied ye stage with 2 plays every
year, and for yt had an allowance so large, yt he
spent att ye Rate of 1,000 L. a yecar, as I have
heard.
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The thousand a year is fantastic exaggeration, which
means no more than that Shakespeare became one of the
richest men in Stratford, as he surely did. But the quota
of two plays every year fits neatly enough with Shake-
speare’s actual production in the years during which he
established himself in a commanding position in the
London theatre, and at the same time became one of
the most substantial citizens in his home town.

It is with the emergence of this ‘natural wit’, so far as
it can be traced in the plays of his apprenticeship, that
we are now concerned. That Shakespeare’s wit was
natural, and that he ‘wanted art’, is the consensus of
such contemporary opinion as we have. He had ‘small
Latin and less Greck’, as we should expect of a boy
taken away from the grammar school well before his
time. Compared to the ‘scholars’ — Marlowe, Greene,
Peele, Nashe — Shakespeare was uneducated by the
standards of the day; they were ‘the University wits’,
he was the ‘natural wit’. Where, then, and how did he
learn to write?

The answer is obvious: in the theatre. It is so obvious
that its implications are sometimes forgotten. Some
critics simply refuse to make real to their imaginations
Shakespeare’s necessary process of poetic self-education
in the Elizabethan theatre. A shudder of horror seems
to pass over them at the mere idea that Shakespeare
once played the sedulous ape; yet it is impossible to
conceive how otherwise he could have begun. There are
those who are not satisfied unless they imagine him
coming to London with at least the manuscript of Venus
and Adonis in his pocket, and heaven knows what in the
shape of drafts of Hamlet left behind in his cupboard at
Stratford. There are those who are so shocked at
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Shakespeare’s first appearing in literary history accused
as an upstart crow beautified in the scholar-wits’ feathers,
that they do not pause to make certain what the accusa-
tion was. It sounds like an accusation of plagiarism; and
perhaps that is how the ordinary reader of Greene’s
pamphlet would have taken it. Probably that natural
misinterpretation is what Shakespeare objected to, for
otherwise there is no particular relevance in the terms
of Chettle’s apology. But whether Greene meant to
accuse Shakespeare of plagiarism is quite doubtful.

§

Greene had attacked the players before this, in 1590,
in Francesco’s Fortunes. Therein he quotes Cicero’s rebuke
to Roscius:

Why Roscius art thou proud with AEsop’s Crow,
being pranked with the glory of others’ feathers?
Of thyself thou canst say nothing, and if the Cobbler
hath taught thee to say Ave Cacsar, disdain not thy
tutor because thou prated in a king’s chamber: what
sentence thou utterest on the stage, flows from the
censure of our wits, and what sentence or conceipt
of the invention the people applaud for excellent,
that comes from the secrets of our knowledge.

When Greene said that an actor was ‘pranked with
the glory of others’ feathers’, he meant no more (in 1590
anyhow) than that an actor gained his fame by speaking
a writer’s lines. And in the year before, Greene’s young
friend, Nushe, writing a preface to Greene’s Menaphon,
had used the same figure with exactly the same meaning.
After praising Peele, he goes on:

62



THE PUPIL AGE

Sundry other sweet gentlemen I know, that have
vaunted their pens in private devices, and tricked
up a company of taffeta fools with their feathers,
whose beauty if our Poets had not pecked with the
supply of their periwigs, they might have anticked
it until this time up and down the country with the
King of Fairies and dined every day at the pease
porridge ordinary with Delphrigus.

Nashe says that if the scholar-wits had not supplied
the actors with plays of a kind to please a London
audience, the actors would still be poverty-stricken
strollers in the country. From this context — and Nashe
and Greene count as one, so close was their connection —
it is pretty plain that Greene in pointing out Shake-
speare to Marlowe and Peele as ‘an upstart crow
beautified with our feathers’ mcant no more than that
Shakespeare, like the rest of the actors, had come into
fame by acting in plays which the scholar-wits had
written; not satisfied with that, Shakespeare had now
committed the enormity of writing the plays himself; he
‘with his Tiger’s heart wrapt 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 Fohannes fac totum,
is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in a country’.

There is, I believe, no accusation of plagiarism here,
although it may have been understood as one then,
and is generally understood to be one to-day. Greene’s
chief point is that, with the emergence of Shakespeare,
the scholar-wits have lost their market. By his means the
actors can now supply themselves. He repeats his former
accusation that thc actors, of whom Shakespeare is one,
have gained their rcputation through the scholar-wits’
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work. He makes a new accusation that Shakespeare is
very conceited and thinks himself the topmost playwright
of the day. He quotes a blank-verse line of Shakespeare’s
‘bumbasting’. For the accusation of conceit Chettle
subsequently apologizes when he says that he had him-
self seen how ‘civil was Shakespeare’s demeanour’.

In fact of authorship, Shakespeare was accused by
Greene of nothing more than ‘imitating the past excel-
lences’ of the scholar-wits. If Green had had any evi-
dence at all that Shakespeare plagiarized from them, he
would surely have shouted it aloud. If Shakespeare had
put himself forward as the sole author of any play to
which Greene had contributed a scene, we should have
heard of it from Grecne at this moment. That Shake-
speare sometimes did re-write the scholars’ work is
probable, but when he did, he did not put it forward as
his own. He was, in this respect, merely play-tinkerer
for a company.

§

In the dedication to the Venus and Adonis, Shakespeare
describes that poem as ‘the first heir of my invention’;
and a whole imposing critical structure has been reared
on the assumption that the phrase mcans that the Venus
was Shakespearc’s first wholly original composition,
and that it follows that any play of Shakespeare which
we are compelled to date before 1593 was in the main
not Shakespeare’s work. The deduction is illegitimate.
No doubt the phrase ‘the first heir of my invention’ does
mean that thc Venus was Shakespeare’s first wholly
original work. But the question which remains to be
answered is what Shakespeare did mean to convey by
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the distinction he was cvidently drawing? Did he mean
that hitherto he had only touched up or re-written plays
by other men? And if he did, what did he mean by
that?

We need to have it firmly in our minds that Shake-
speare throughout his career was engaged in touching-
up or re-writing plays first drafted by other men; and
that it is highly improbable that he would ever have
described either Hamlet or King Lear as ‘heirs of his
invention’. So that it is extravagant to deduce from the
phrase, as Mr. J. M. Robertson used to do, that Shake-
spearc’s work prior to 1593 consisted merely in adding
slight touches to the dramatic work of other men. It does
not in the least exclude a transformation of other men’s
work as complete, for instance, as that of the old Trouble-
some Raigne into King John. There not a half-dozen lines
of the old play remain in the new one. Yet Shakespeare
would never have called King John an ‘heir of his inven-
tion’.

The second point to be noticed in the dedication of the
Venus bears closcly on the matter. If the poem pleases
his Lordship, Shakespeare vows ‘to take advantage of all
idle hours, till T have honoured you with some graver
labour’. The implication of this seems obvious. Beget-
ting heirs of his own invention, writing poems like Venus
and Adonis, was a sparc-time occupation for Shakespeare.
His daily labour for his daily bread was of another kind;
only the idle hours could be spent on original and decora-
tive pocms for great lords.

In other words, by 1592, Shakespeare was a man of
business. His business was primarily the business of an
actor; but he had discovered in himself some years
before the gift of writing plays. The company of actors
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with which he was associated found itsclf in the happy
position of being no longer dependent upon the scholar-
poets for their plays. They had one among themsclves
who ‘was as well able to bumbast out a blank verse as
the best of you’.

Grecene’s attack in 1592 was made only a few months
(if so much) before Shakespeare began to compose
Venus and Adonis. The attack may possibly have been
the spur to Shakespeare’s invention, and may have
incited him to clear himself of the vague and rancorous
aspersion by a piece of wholly original composition.
It is by this exacting and unusual standard of originality
that the import of the phrase ‘the first heir of my inven-
tion’ is to be judged. By it would have bcen rejected
plays of which every syllable may have been Shake-
spearc’s own, but of which either the plot was derivative
(as in all the histories) or the style was imitative (as to a
greater or less degree it was bound to be in all the early
plays), or the ground was another’s but completely re-
worked by Shakespcare (as a little later in King John).
It is obvious that such a standard would percmptorily
exclude work which, by the standards of the I'olio, was
wholly Shakespeare’s own. That Shakespeare, at the
moment, did employ two standards of originality is not
only probable in itself, but hinted at in the actual motto
of Venus and Adonis.

Vilia mirctur vulgus: mihi flavus Apollo
Pocula Castalia plena ministret aqua.

The journeyman work on the one side: the work of
original inspiration on the other. But both were Shake-
speare’s.
At any rate, I can discover no real ground, external
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or internal, for denying that Shakespeare was substan-
tially the writer of all three parts of Henry VI, of Titus
Andronicus, and The Taming of the Shrew. Yet at one time
or another all these plays have been repudiated by
intelligent critics on grounds of substance or of style;
and at one time or another in his life the careful student
of Shakespeare feels the same impulse to repudiate
them. He feels that they are unworthy of Shakespeare.
But when he pauses to take a more advised aim, and
questions the grounds of his impulse, he finds that the
Shakespeare of whom he judged the plays unworthy is
Shakespeare the master. Since, on any showing, the
plays which he has the impulse to repudiate are the
work of the apprentice Shakespcare, a feeling that they
are unworthy of Shakespeare the master is no criterion
whatever of their authenticity.

Further, it is plain that no convincing case against any
of these plays can be made on the ground of their sub-
stance. It is true that the substance of Titus Andronicus is
repulsive, of The Taming of the Shrew unsympathetic, of
the Joan of Arc scenes of Henry VI, Part 1, alien, to a
modern sensibility; but since we are not bound to suppose,
but by the terms of the dedication of Venus and Adonis
bound not to suppose, that the substance of these early
plays was of Shakespcare’s creation, there is no cause for
alarm. The plots of the questionable plays were data,
and Shakespeare did his best with them.

§

No case of any worth can be made against any of the
early plays on the ground of substance. There remains
the possibility of a case against them on the ground of
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style. Such a case must rest on a demonstration (which
can, in the nature of things, never be compulsive, but at
best persuasive) that the style of the early plays is in
contradiction with itself. Such a demonstration is not,
perhaps, theoretically impossible; but when we consider
that Shakespeare’s style was in process of formation, that
the process by which it was formed was largely a process
of imitation, and that he must have done a great deal of
re-writing of other men’s work, such a demonstration is
in fact inconceivable. In order to undertake it, a critic
would need to have established, not merely to his own
satisfaction, but to that of other competent critics, the
nature and peculiarities of Shakespeare’s early style; and
he would need to assume and to persuade other critics
to assume, that Shakespeare’s style was highly individual-
ized from the beginning — a fantastic assumption.

Still, let us suppose that a critic did undertake this
task. How could such an inquiry be conducted? At
what point would it begin? Could he fix on any passage
in the earliest plays that is vouched as Shakespeare’s by
other warrant than the evidence of the Folio, or his own
instinct? There is only one such passage: the spcech of
York to Margaret in Henry VI, Part m1. There would be
no point (it seems) in Greene’s vicious parody of the

line:

O tiger’s heart, wrapped in a woman’s hide!
into

O tiger’s heart, wrapped in a player’s hide!

unless the line, and the scene, were of Shakespcare’s

known writing. Further, the speech is substantially the

same in the Folio as it is in the Quarto True Tragedy; and
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if, as I believe, the Quarto does not represent the original
of Henry VI, Part m, but a shortened version, put
together from a play more like, if not identical with,
the Folio play, the probability is that it existed very
much in its present form in 1591. Here, then, is a
passage which must be largely of Shakespeare’s writing
round about 1590:

YORK. She-wolf of France, but worse than wolves of
France,
Whose tongue more poisons than the adder’s tooth!
How ill-besceming is it in thy sex
To triumph, like an Amazonian trull,
Upon their woes whom fortune captivates?
But that thy face is, vizard-like, unchanging,
Made impudent with use of evil deeds,
I would assay, proud qucen, to make thee blush.
To tell thee whence thou cam’st , of whom derived,
Were shame enough to shame thee, wert thou not
shameless.

Thy father bears the type of King of Naples,
Of both the Sicils and Jerusalem,
Yet not so wealthy as an English yeoman.
Hath that poor monarch taught thee to insult?
It needs not, nor it boots thee not, proud quecn,
Unless the adage must be verificd
That beggars mounted run their horse to death.
Tis beauty that doth oft make women proud,
But, God he knows, thy share thereof is small:
*Tis virtue that doth make them most admired;
The contrary doth make thee wondered at.
"Tis government that makes them seem divine;
The want thereof makes thee abominable.
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Thou art as opposite to every good

As the Antipodes are unto us

Or as the south to the Septentrion.

O tiger’s heart wrapped in a woman’s hide!

How could’st thou drain the life-blood of the child,

To bid the father wipe his eyes withal,

And yet be seen to wear a woman’s face?

Women are soft, mild, pitiful and flexible;

Thou stern, obdurate, flinty, rough, remorseless.

Bid’st thou me rage? Why, now thou hast thy wish:

Wouldst have me weep? Why, now thou hast thy
will:

For raging wind blows up incessant showers,

And when the rage allays, the rain begins.

These tears are my sweet Rutland’s obsequies:

And every drop cries vengeance for his death,

’Gainst thee, fell Clifford, and thee, false French-
woman. (HOC. 1. iv. 111-49)

There is little sign of an individualized style so far.
If the passage belonged to an anoftymous play, no one
would drecam of attributing the play to Shakespeare on
the strength of it — nor to anybody else. For the truth
is, there is only one marked style in the English drama
about 1590: and that is Marlowe’s, and Marlowe, as
we shall see, was getting rid of it. So far, the passage is in
anybody’s style, or rather in no style at all. But the
lines immediately following begin to show traces of a
nascent individuality.

NORTHUMBERLAND. Beshrew me, but his passion
moves me so

That hardly can I check my eyes from tears.
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vorkK. That face of his the hungry cannibals
Would not have touch’d, would not have stain’d
with blood.
But you are more inhuman, more incxorable,
O, ten times more, than tigers of Hyrcania.
See, ruthless queen, a hapless father’s tears:
This cloth thou dipp’dst in blood of my swect boy,
And I with tears do wash the blood away.
Keep thou the napkin, and go boast of this;
And if thou tell’st the heavy story right
Upon my soul, the hearers will shed tears;
Yea, ecven my foes will shed fast-falling teass,
And say, ‘Alas! 1t was a piteous deed?
There, take the crown, and with the crown my
curse;
And in thy need such comfort come to thee
As I now rcap at thy too cruel hand!
Hird-hearted Clifford, take me from the world:
My soul to heaven, my blood upon your heads!
NorTH. Had he been slaughter-man to all my kin,
I should not for' my life but weep with him
To sce how inly sorrow gripes his soul.
Q. MAR. What, weeping-ripe, my Lord Northumber-
land?
Think but upon the wrong he did us all
And that will quickly dry thy melting tears.
(HO6C. 1. 1v. 150-72)

There is a simple, limpid movement in these lines which
is unlike that of any contemporary blank-verse known to
me. It is quite imperceptible and indistinguishable if
we come to it fiom the rich music of Shakespeare’s
prime; but when we are steeped in the language of these
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tarly plays, we can catch the silvery accent. This is
Shakespeare’s style at the earliest moment of formation
at which I can distinguish it. There are, besides, charac-
teristic early Shakespearian touches in the diction:
‘Weeping-ripe’, ‘inly sorrow’. And, in the former
passage we can watch Shakespeare experimenting with
a word: ‘captivate’, for ‘make captive’. He probably
adopted it from Peele, who was fond of it. Shakespearc
had tried it twice in the first part of Henry VI as a past
participle. He came to feel that it would not do. In
Love’s Labour Lost he makes fun of it by giving it to
Armado, who describes himself as ‘restrained, captivated,
bound’. In Venus and Adonis he tries it metaphorically:

And this I do to captivate the eye.

And then the word disappears from Shakespeare’s
vocabulary. He never uses it again. Notably, his final
use of it is the one that has endurcd in the English
language.

That is, I think, a miniature example of Shakespeare’s
experimental attitude at this moment, round about
1590. He is feeling his way into a style, groping for his
own mode of utterance, and he is half-way towards
achieving it. If we take that passage as a whole, and
set it against a comparable passage of the work of the
greatest of Shakespeare’s contemporarics at about
the same moment, we can enter more nearly into the
nature of this early style of Shakespeare’s. Here is a sus-
tained passage from Marlowe’s historical play, Edward IV:

EDWARD. Leicester, if gentle words might comfort me,
Thy speeches long ago had eased my sorrows,
For kind and loving thou hast always been.
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The griefs of private men are soon allay’d,

But not of kings. The forest deer being struck
Runs to a herb that closeth up the wounds,
But when the imperial lion’s flesh is gor’d,

He rends and tears it with his wrathful paw,
And highly scorning that the lowly earth
Should drink his blood, mounts up into the air.
And so it fares with me, whose dauntless mind
The ambitious Mortimer would seek to curb
And that unnatural queen, false Isabel,

That thus hath pent and mew’d me in a prison.
For such outrageous passions cloy my soul

As with the wings of rancour and disdain

Full often am I soaring up to heaven

To plain me to the gods against them both.
But when I call to mind I am a king
Methinks I should revenge me of the wrongs
That Mortimer and Isabel have done.

But what are kings when regiment is gone

But perfect shadows in a sunshine day?

My nobles rule, I bear the name of king;

I wear the crown but am controlled by them,
By Mortimer and my unconstant queen

Who spots my nuptial bed with infamy,
Whilst I am lodg’d within this cave of care
Where sorrow at my elbow still attends

To company my heart with sad laments

That bleeds within me for this strange exchange.

Compared with the Shakespeare, Marlowe’s verse is
curiously monotonous. In the last seventcen lines the
speech accent and the metrical accent invariably coin-
cide, and the sense-clause ends with the same fatality
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on the end of the line. The total effect is that of an
accumulation of self-contained lines, of exactly the same
rhythmical pattern, gasped out one after the other. In
the earlier portion there are two weak endings, and
in one case the sense, but not the rhythm, is run on into
the next.

The griefs of private men are soon allayed,
But not of kings.

These are the only real variations in the uniform
pattern. In the Shakespeare, however, there is a con-
stant variation of verse-melody. The devices by which
it is produced are indeed crude compared with those he
was later to employ; but they are effcctive. (And one
is not a device at all: it was pure instinct which led
Shakespeare to avoid letting the speech accent and the
metrical accent coincide for long.) There are six-foot
lines, there is a sudden sequence of sense-couplets,
(Tis beauty ... abominable), followed by a sensec
triplet, a single line, a triplet, a couplet — one six-foot
line, one with a weak ending — then an internal varia-
tion:

Bid’st thou me rage? Why, now thou hast thy wish:
Would’st have me weep? Why, now thou hast thy
will,

The rhythmical variations are incessant, although the
verse itself is almost as rigidly end-stopped as Marlowe’s;
and the variations are achieved in the main by the
constant introduction of semi-formal elements — bal-
anced groups of lines.
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If we take another passage in the same play (Henry VI,
Part m1) we can see the technique more plainly:

Q. MAR. Great lords, wise men ne’er sit and wail their
loss,
But cheerly seek how to redress their harms.
What though the mast be now blown overboard,
The cable broke, the holding anchor lost,
And half our sailors swallow’d in the flood?
Yet lives our pilot still. Is’t meet that he
Should leave the helm and like a fearful lad
With tearful eyes add water to the sea
And give more strength to that which hath too
much,

Whiles, in his moan, the ship splits on the rock,
Which industry and courage might have saved?
Ah, what a shame! ah, what a fault were this!
Say Warwick was our anchor; what of that?
And Montague our topmast: what of him?
Our slaughter’d friends the tackles: what of these?
Why, is not Oxford here another anchor?
And Somerset another goodly mast?
The friends of France our shrouds and tackelings?
And, though unskilful, why not Ned and I
For once allow’d the skilful pilot’s charge?
We will not from the helm to sit and weep;
But keep our course, though the rough wind say no,
From shelves and rocks that threaten us with wreck.
As good to chide the waves as speak them fair.
And what is Edward but a ruthless sea?
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What Clarence but a quicksand of deceit?
And Richard but a ragged fatal rock?
All these the enemies to our poor bark.
Say you can swim; alas, ’tis but a while!
Tread on the sand; why, there you quickly sink:
Bestride the rock: the tide will wash you off]
Or else you famish; that’s a threefold death.
This speak I, lords, to let you understand,
In case some one of you would fly from us,
That there’s no hoped-for mercy with the brothers
More than with ruthless waves, with sands and rocks.
Why, courage then! what cannot be avoided
*Twere childish weakness to lament or fear.

(v. iv. 1-38)

Here the limpid and melodious movement of the open-
ing lines contrasts cffectively with the formal antiphonies
beginning: ‘Say Warwick was our anchor . ..> Thesc are
the two most marked elements in Shakespeare’s early
style. I do not believe that it is possible to say which
came first; I think that they were parallel developments.
Neither can be said to be wholly Shakespeare’s inven-
tion. It does not need much (it may scem) to evolve the
liquid yet periodic flow of the first eleven lines from such
a trick of verse as Marlowe’s; but no one save Shake-
spearc could achieve the evolution. It docs not need
much (it may seem) to devclop the varied antiphonies
of the last twenty-seven lines from such a pattern as
this in Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy:

Here lay my hope, and here my hope hath end:
Here lay my heart, and here my heart was slain:
Here lay my trcasure, here my trcasure lost:
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