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For within the hollow crown


That rounds the mortal temples of a king


Keeps Death his court, and there the antic sits,


Scoffing his state and grinning at his pomp,


Allowing him a breath, a little scene,


To monarchize, be feared, and kill with looks,


Infusing him with self and vain conceit,


As if this flesh which walls about our life


Were brass impregnable; and humour’d thus,


Comes at the last and with a little pin


Bores through his castle wall, and farewell king!


—Richard II, Act 3, Scene 2















INTRODUCTION



The Arc of Power


It is all very well to see Richard II, Goneril, and Iago on the stage. I, however, have had to work with some of those people.


I am a military historian, a former diplomat, a dean, and an engaged participant in Washington policy circles for over three decades. I have closely observed and occasionally worked with presidents, senators, foreign ministers, counselors, spies, and generals at home and abroad, not to mention corporate executives, provosts, and university presidents. I have even exercised power myself, from time to time. Through it all, I have come to recognize that there are few guides more perceptive than Shakespeare who can illuminate our understanding of how people get, use, and lose power. Shakespeare taught me to read speeches with a discerning eye, to scrutinize how politicians dress and stage public events, and, alas, to understand ever more deeply the darker sides of the desire to rule. He even nudged me into anticipating a major war.


The idea of turning these thoughts into a book occurred to me after seeing a production of Henry VIII at the Folger Theatre in Washington, DC. Henry VIII is not a particularly popular play, and indeed for many years some thought that it might not be a legitimate part of the Shakespeare canon. The present scholarly consensus seems to be that it represents a collaboration with a fellow playwright, John Fletcher. Be that as it may, there is a passage in it that is all Shakespeare.1


Cardinal Wolsey, Henry VIII’s proud, sagacious, and imperious chancellor, has been abruptly dismissed by his mercurial and in many ways opaque master. The shaken chief minister says to his understudy, Thomas Cromwell,


Farewell? a long farewell, to all my greatness.


This is the state of man: to-day he puts forth


The tender leaves of hopes; to-morrow blossoms,


And bears his blushing honours thick upon him;


The third day comes a frost, a killing frost,


And, when he thinks, good easy man, full surely


His greatness is a-ripening, nips his root,


And then he falls, as I do. I have ventured,


Like little wanton boys that swim on bladders,


This many summers in a sea of glory,


But far beyond my depth: my high-blown pride


At length broke under me and now has left me,


Weary and old with service, to the mercy


Of a rude stream, that must for ever hide me.


Hearing this passage occasioned a shock of recognition. Plenty of eminent persons in Washington have taken a boyish pleasure in swimming upon their sea of glory but are indeed far beyond their depth. I have seen some thrash, like Wolsey, when their floats have burst. I have even watched a few drown in the torrent.


The day after the performance, I had scheduled a get-together with some of my students. As graduate students at one of the country’s leading schools of international affairs, they hoped to discuss Washington politics, of course, and registered some surprise when I suggested that we talk about Wolsey’s speech instead. After a lively hour we agreed that we should explore further what Shakespeare had to teach us about power. So began a series of meetings to discuss other Shakespearean speeches, many of which feature in later chapters. A prod from President Ron Daniels of Johns Hopkins led to a short course for alumni, then to a longer one, on Shakespeare for policymakers, offered to graduate students and even freshmen at Hopkins. This book is the eventual result.


What gripped my students, and what grips me, is Shakespeare’s preoccupation with and understanding of character, which is itself at the heart of the politics that I have seen and lived. Shakespeare knew that individuals mattered profoundly and that the key to understanding political behavior is understanding individual psychology. This is why, upon viewing the plays and reading and rereading them, we often feel that we know his heroes and villains as well as, or better than, many of our contemporaries. We find ourselves uniquely familiar with the protagonists and yet still baffled by them. The same is often true of powerful people in real life, because part of the dark magic of power is the way in which it causes those who wield it to show different sides of their characters, sometimes in bewildering succession. Abraham Lincoln’s famously tender letter of consolation to a bereaved teenage girl, Fanny McCullough, in December 1862 was written just as he expressed regret that he had yet to find a general who would accept tens of thousands of casualties on a regular basis to win the Civil War. Kindness and ruthlessness, candor and deviousness, compassion and cruelty are more often intermingled than one might think.


Shakespeare shows furthermore that it is not merely we, the observers, who fail to fully understand the powerful. Often they do not know themselves, or only begin to do so too late. Cardinal Wolsey’s anguished speech begins with a moment of bewilderment but ends with recognition that it was a failing of character that brought him to this pass:


O Cromwell, Cromwell


Had I but served my God with half the zeal


I served my king, he would not in mine age


Have left me naked to mine enemies.2


Shakespeare often employs what the Greeks called anagnorisis, the sudden, piercing recognition of the truth of a situation. It is often (though not always) a moral truth, in any case conveyed through a moment of wrenching self-understanding. The operators of our world sometimes experience anagnorisis too, which is why politically motivated fixers and lawbreakers sometimes become prison chaplains, as did Chuck Colson, one of Richard Nixon’s key advisers, or charitable workers, like John Profumo, the British secretary of state for war who was felled by a dalliance with a nineteen-year-old model. It is why we should perhaps take their confessions more seriously than we sometimes do.


Self-recognition by those who have fallen from power is but one aspect of Shakespeare’s political teaching. There are many Shakespeares, or rather, many Shakespeareans, each of whom looks for and finds different sides of his genius. When I expressed some doubt about writing one more book about Shakespeare to my friend Dale Salwak, a professor of literature, he countered that he thought everyone should have to write a book about Shakespeare. In this he follows the views of the poet, literary critic, and sometime professor W. H. Auden: “It has been observed that critics who write about Shakespeare reveal more about themselves than about Shakespeare, but perhaps that is the great value of drama of the Shakespearean kind, namely, that whatever he may see taking place on stage, its final effect upon each spectator is a self-revelation.”3


Everyone looks for and finds something different in Shakespeare’s work. Some study him in terms of the politics of his age, seeking to place him in the context of the emergence of English theater or the tangled struggles of dynastic succession and religious conflict in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Others approach him through the prism of literary theory, in terms of gender or language. Actors and directors read him pragmatically, as befits their occupations. Still others have studied the plays as works of philosophy detached from the historical circumstances of his time. All of these approaches have their merits but do not satisfactorily come to grips with an issue that lies at the center of so many of Shakespeare’s plays: power, and particularly political power. Moreover, one reads Shakespeare differently when one has seen politicians get, wield, and lose power close up. One reads with new appreciation as well once one has had something of that experience oneself.


The organizing concept of this book, which informs its structure, is the arc of power—namely, the ways in which it is acquired (by inheritance, struggle, or coup), how it is exercised (inspiration, manipulation, and crime), and how it is lost (arrogance, self-deception, and voluntary relinquishment). This approach differs from that of most of the classic commentaries on Shakespeare, which proceed by examining the plays one at a time. My unconventional organization offers some advantages. It is often in comparison of characters and predicaments across plays that Shakespeare’s insights emerge most clearly. Both King Lear in the play of that name and Prospero in The Tempest voluntarily relinquish authority. For one, it ends terribly; for the other, we believe (we cannot be certain) it brings peace and even completion. Similarly, both Prince Hal in Henry IV, Part 2 and Richard II in the play of that name inherit power, but again with very different outcomes.


Looking at Shakespeare through the prism of the arc of power also allows a view into how power works in the real world. Young men and women on the make eventually rise to the top. They are often different kinds of people when they begin their quest than when they have achieved their goals, and they may look very different—to us and to themselves—when they have held power for some time. Shakespeare saw this firsthand, as Queen Elizabeth I aged and declined, as her successor, James I, came to the throne, and as counselors and courtiers, some youthful and others venerable, rose and fell.


I have seen firsthand the danger of believing that any powerful person is static. In February 2022 the Munich Security Conference—an annual gathering of experts and officials from around the world, but particularly Europe and the United States—occurred in the context of an ominous concentration of Russian forces on the borders of Ukraine. US intelligence warned of an impending invasion. Yet, curiously, the predominant view among current and former senior officials and experts was that either the Russian president, Vladimir Putin, was bluffing or he would launch only a limited operation to seize a small part of Ukraine. The consequences of an all-out invasion would be out of all scale with the potential gains in the eyes of these prudent and experienced men and women. Besides, Putin might be cold and callous but was no adventurer; he had committed his murders on a retail, not a wholesale, basis. At worst he might level a city in obscure Chechnya, but he would not be mad enough to blow to pieces jewels like Odessa or Kyiv in the heart of central Europe. The costs would be utterly disproportionate to whatever gains might accrue to him and his country.


I was not so sure. My reasons had nothing to do with a reading of secret intelligence (my security clearance had expired some years before) or a deep knowledge of Russia (which I lack) and everything to do with Shakespeare. In particular, having just reread Richard III for the seventh or eighth time, I thought something much worse for Ukraine and for the West was in the offing.


For the first three acts of that play, Richard III, Shakespeare’s consummate villain, commits a variety of deceits and crimes, including the murder of his own brother by having him drowned in a cask of sweet wine. But then in Act 4, immediately after his coronation, he commits his greatest crime, ordering the murder of his two nephews in the Tower of London. Yet something has changed. When he orders his loyal lieutenant Buckingham to kill the two princes, Buckingham has qualms. These take the form only of hesitation, not refusal, let alone rebuke. Still, Richard explodes:


Cousin, thou wast not wont to be so dull.


Shall I be plain? I wish the bastards dead,


And I would have it suddenly performed.


What sayst thou now? Speak suddenly. Be brief.4


This, Richard’s first murder as king, is different from the earlier ones. He has, until this point, concealed his intentions and his motivations. He has been deceptive, clever, and witty. Now, however, he is direct, violent, and dictatorial. Kingship and the experience of successful murder have transformed him into one who thinks he no longer need conceal his crimes or his purposes—indeed, he now revels in doing in the light what he has hitherto done in the dark. When Buckingham fails instantly and thoroughly to fall in line with Richard’s desires, he is, in effect, banished from the court, and his own murder becomes inevitable.


When talking to colleagues at Munich about Putin, I recognized a similar trajectory. Previously, the Russian dictator had acted ruthlessly but shrewdly. In 2008 he ripped away a chunk of Georgia and effectively crippled it as a potential member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. In 2014 he seized Crimea, but did so with “little green men,” soldiers in uniforms without identifying insignia. This blurred for a time the world’s recognition that this was a Russian coup de main, though Putin subsequently acknowledged that these were in fact Russian special operations forces. In 2014 he also launched operations to seize parts of Ukraine’s Donbas provinces, but again he used a subterfuge: the supposed aspirations of local Russian speakers for autonomy. As Russian forces built up around Ukraine’s frontiers during the fall and early winter of 2021 and 2022, many observers expected a similarly masked landgrab.


On February 24, 2022, just a couple of days after the end of the conference, the attendees were stunned by the scale and wantonness of an invasion of Ukraine on three fronts. Putin’s speeches and writing began by expressing his intent to restore Ukraine to its status as a Russian province, or at the very least a protectorate, eventually giving way to a declared intention to eliminate it as a distinct nation-state altogether. The psychological pattern was the same as for Richard III. Having achieved tremendous successes with crime, a dictator lacking any moral center no longer felt inhibited about saying clearly what brutality would come next or dreaming of future, equally monstrous crimes. Indeed, like Richard, he positively relished it. “Like it or don’t like it, it’s your duty, my beauty,” Putin remarked in early February 2022.5 This threat, with its evocation of rape, is not unlike Richard’s attempt to conquer women, although without Richard’s more adroit efforts at seduction as well. For tyrants, rape and murder often seem to go together.


Shakespeare’s political insights at their most powerful reveal how leaders evolve, for better or worse, and why easy assumptions about leaders becoming more seasoned and cautious as they age may be wrong. They may grow wiser or more foolish, cautious or more reckless, but they will change. For that reason too it seems to me wisest to explore Shakespeare’s psychology of power as an arc. This provides another benefit, because some characters, particularly in the history plays, appear in more than one play. We see them change, and we also see different sides to their characters as the plays unfold.


The Hollow Crown spends most of its time on the better-known tragedies (e.g., Macbeth or King Lear) and the histories, particularly the eight-play cycle that begins with Richard II and ends with Richard III. Questions of power—how it is acquired and exercised—are present in many other plays, but these deal with those issues more directly and more accessibly than, say, Timon of Athens. Inevitably, and with regret, I have made less use of some of the best-loved plays (Hamlet, most notably), confining myself to those plays in which power is a central preoccupation.


This book assumes no deep familiarity with Shakespeare’s plays, though such knowledge will, of course, add to the reader’s enjoyment. Indeed, I hope that it may stimulate reading, or in some cases rereading, including of old favorites like Julius Caesar and perhaps more obscure plays such as Cymbeline as well. These plays look different depending upon the age and life experience one brings to his or her reading. That too is part of the joy of revisiting them—teaching them as well. It has been instructive to me that my younger students say that they would gladly follow Henry V after reading aloud his magnificent St. Crispin’s Day speech, even after I have done my best to show them that Shakespeare reveals him as a selfish and cold-blooded deceiver. For that matter, they probably think of my sympathy with Belarius, the despairing tutor of exiled princes in Cymbeline, as just the kind of crankiness you would expect of a battle-scarred old-timer. That was the view the princes took of Belarius too, come to think of it.


Shakespeare’s characters are often unnerving because he enables us to crawl inside the psyche of even the most repellent of them. William Hazlitt, one of the greatest of all Shakespearean critics, observes in his 1817 book Characters of Shakespeare’s Plays that “Shakespeare was in one sense the least moral of all writers; for morality (common so called) is made up of antipathies; and his talent consisted in sympathy with human nature, in all its shapes, degrees, depressions, and elevations.”6 It is this quality of empathy—so extraordinarily executed that audiences can feel moments of sympathy with villains and revulsion for heroes—that makes Shakespeare so penetrating and at times alarming to a student of the politics of power. We like our heroes and villains straight up, as it were, and Shakespeare pointedly denies us that.


If there is one quality essential for understanding politics it is empathy, the ability to imagine the other and see the world as they see it, no matter who they are and what they have done. The historian John Lukacs once observed that Winston Churchill was a better war leader than Adolf Hitler because he could, to some extent, imagine what it was like to be Hitler, while Hitler could never imagine what it was like to be Churchill.7 If we wish to understand the way powerful people behave, even if we loathe their behavior and mean to thwart their desires, we have to feel their passions and quirks, their ambitions and resentments, while temporarily suspending moral judgment. The study of Shakespeare’s characters develops our ability to empathize with those who seek, use, and leave power. This is not always a pleasant experience and often an unsettling one. Who, after all, wants to suspend judgment and say, in a tone of cool neutrality, “Yes, I can imagine what it is like to be that pitiless monster”?


Using Shakespeare to understand power requires navigating a number of pitfalls. Because Shakespeare’s characters are so remarkably distinct and well-defined, it is tempting to define our contemporaries too closely in terms of a particular Shakespearean character. Very few office conspirators are as wily and implacably malicious as Iago; not every indecisive president is as clueless as Richard II. Shakespeare’s characters are sometimes so well known that they can be too easily invoked as simplistic shorthand for real people. The 2016 production of Shakespeare in the Park, for example, was off base in portraying Julius Caesar as Donald Trump. The Roman was indisputably a great soldier, the American politician anything but. Caesar was a fatalist and Trump a believer in his unique abilities to achieve whatever he wanted.8 There were some points of resemblance, to be sure: the inflated ego (compare Trump’s “I alone can fix it” and Caesar’s “I am as constant as the northern star”), the superstitiousness, the quiet but fearful contempt elicited from their displaced rivals and subordinates. But too close an analogy is always bound to break down sooner or later, as have even wilder attempts to compare Trump with Richard III or Macbeth.


Shakespeare does not provide us a set of stereotypes but rather enriches our understanding of psychology and behavior more generally. We can see points of resemblance to contemporary figures (and this book will explore some of those), but we benefit chiefly from the broader and deeper understanding of human nature he grants us. And he does that by dealing not in archetypes but in variety and idiosyncrasy. Hazlitt again: “Every single character in Shakespeare, is as much an individual, as those in life itself.”9


In an era when statues and their heroes are toppled from their plinths, bardolatry may still be reckoned at least a venial sin. I take refuge in the words of one of the shrewdest of commentators: “An over-strained enthusiasm is more pardonable with respect to Shakespeare than the want of it; for our admiration cannot easily surpass his genius.”10


More than four centuries after his death, Shakespeare still has a great deal to teach. My own understanding of politics has been deepened by Shakespeare not only through his study of character but in how he can teach us to observe closely, to listen for not only what the powerful say but what they omit. Shakespeare understood moreover that power is almost always exercised through a kind of theater, and in pondering staging and the juxtaposition of scenes, one can learn about stagecraft as it shapes the exercise of power in corner offices as well as in the public square.


The reader will note a somewhat dark tone in what follows. That is not coincidental. Shakespeare beguiles us with the fascination that power exerts; through him, even if we do not aspire to exercise it, we can better understand those who do. But the more I have experienced and observed of power and its workings, something else has emerged from my study of Shakespeare. In a variety of subtle ways, his plays reveal just how much damage power does to all human relationships and to the souls of those who wield it, particularly those who wield it without constraint. It is for that reason that I end the book by looking at whether Shakespeare believes it is possible to exercise power without crippling one’s soul and to relinquish it without, as does Lear, going mad.


There is, finally, a bit of a subtext in the book, which has to do with my own experiences with and observations of people wielding power in government, universities, foundations or institutions, and businesses. While I confess to a wry thought now and then, it would be foolish for anyone to suggest that in describing any particular Shakespearean character, be he or she hero, villain, or victim, I have some unnamed person in mind as a particularly compelling example, particularly of duplicity, arrogance, or some other vice. I almost never have. Besides, Shakespeare was a master at covering his tracks, and I have tried to emulate his example.
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CHAPTER 1



Why Shakespeare?


On August 17, 1863, not long after the Battle of Gettysburg, Abraham Lincoln wrote a letter to James H. Hackett, an American actor of some note in both the United States and Great Britain. Lincoln admired Hackett’s portrayal of Falstaff, but his letter grew particularly effusive when he described his love of Shakespeare’s broader body of work: “Some of Shakspeare’s [sic] plays I have never read; while others I have gone over perhaps as frequently as any unprofessional reader. Among the latter are Lear, Richard Third, Henry Eighth, Hamlet, and especially Macbeth. I think nothing equals Macbeth. It is wonderful.”1


He concluded by inviting Hackett to visit him in the White House. When Hackett did so, however, he was treated to a presidential chewing out for having omitted the play scene between Prince Hal and Falstaff in his recent performance of Henry IV, Part 1.2 The hapless actor learned, as have many since, that practicing politicians, including those of the first rank, have found in Shakespeare not merely diversion but truths about their chosen profession. He also learned that some of them do not take kindly to the cutting of their favorite scenes.


Lincoln had, like many on the frontier, been exposed to few books—but those he was able to acquire and read, he mastered. And one of those select volumes, for him as for so many others, was an edition of the collected works of Shakespeare. He carried cheap reprints of the plays with him in his early circuit-riding days and read and reread the plays to his final days, declaiming favorite speeches. During the war he often read aloud from Shakespeare to his somewhat bewildered young secretary John Hay, who noted his particular fascination with Richard II’s nervous collapse in Act 3 of that play: “For God’s sake let us sit upon the ground / And tell sad stories of the death of kings.”3


Later in the war, Lincoln visited the former Confederate capital, Richmond, newly occupied by Union forces. There he witnessed the devastation of the fires that swept the city as rebel forces retreated and was acclaimed by the formerly enslaved citizens of the town, now freed by Ulysses S. Grant’s army. On the steamer bringing him back to Washington, DC, he read this passage from Macbeth to his fellow passengers:


Better be with the dead


Whom we, to gain our peace, have sent to peace,


Than on the torture of the mind to lie


In restless ecstasy. Duncan is in his grave:


After life’s fitful fever, he sleeps well.


Treason has done his worst: nor steel nor poison,


Malice domestic, foreign levy, nothing,


Can touch him further.


Five days later, treason indeed did its worst in Ford’s Theatre.4


Why did Lincoln turn to Shakespeare? Fred Kaplan, in his study of Lincoln as a writer, says that Shakespeare was his “secular Bible,” for in Shakespeare—whom Lincoln preferred to read rather than see on stage—could be found all the foibles and greatness of human beings.5 Shakespearean rhetoric was the stuff of elocution primers of the time, which Lincoln surely knew well. Shakespearean tropes were common in political discourse. With an exceptionally retentive memory, he could reel off lines of Shakespearean speeches, and phrases found their ways into his own oratory.


But it is significant that the plays he named in the Hackett letter were Lear, Henry VIII, Hamlet, and above all Macbeth. These are all dark plays about men tormented by their relationship to power. In several cases, power leads them up to and even over the precipice of madness. Perhaps his choice of favorite plays mirrored his own preoccupations, obsessions, and temptations, for Lincoln was not merely a powerful man but one who had craved and pursued power, and wielded it to great effect, but with very little personal happiness as a result.


Lincoln, of course, was hardly alone among great democratic statesmen in his devotion to the Bard. Winston Churchill adored Shakespeare, and the British actor Richard Burton once described just how disconcerting it was to perform with him in the audience. He was playing Hamlet at the Old Vic and, shortly before going on, was told “the Old Man” was going to be in the audience. In 1953 there was only one “Old Man,” and soon Burton found himself onstage, with Churchill only a few yards away in the front row. To his consternation he heard a rumble accompanying each of his lines: it was Churchill reciting Hamlet’s speeches along with him. No matter whether he spoke slower or more quickly, “I could not shake him off,” he recalled, and whenever the director had cut bits from the play, there was an eruption. Shaken, Burton returned at the intermission to his dressing room, to be startled by a knock: “My Lord Hamlet,” Churchill said with a bow, “may I use your lavatory?”6


Churchill’s writings teemed with Shakespearean references. From the epigraph to one of his first books, The Story of the Malakand Field Force, to his private letters, he quoted from memory not just the famous lines but others more obscure—as when he wrote home to his wife, Clementine, in early 1918, quoting (with slight inaccuracy) a line from Henry VI, Part 3:


This battle fares like to the morning’s war,


When dying clouds contend with growing light.7


Churchill’s rhetoric and often his prose were Shakespearean in inspiration and style. When the Oxford philosopher Isaiah Berlin reviewed the first volume of Churchill’s World War II memoirs, he observed,


The units out of which his world is constructed are simpler and larger than life, the patterns vivid and repetitive like those of an epic poet, or at times like those of a dramatist who sees persons and situations as timeless symbols and embodiments of eternal, shining principles.… The archaisms of style to which Mr. Churchill’s wartime speeches accustomed us are indispensable ingredients of the heightened tone, the formal chronicler’s attire, for which the solemnity of the occasion called. Mr. Churchill is fully conscious of this.8


The echoes of Shakespeare here are unmistakable, to include the use of heightened tone, which is the characteristic effect of iambic pentameter in Shakespearean speeches. For Churchill, as for Lincoln, Shakespeare taught not only truths about human nature but the art of rhetoric, the craft of persuasive speech essential to all politics, but particularly democratic politics.


And yet, if Lincoln admired Shakespeare without reserve, one must also note that his assassin, John Wilkes Booth, was a Shakespearean actor from a family of Shakespearean actors (his brother Edwin was a particular favorite of Lincoln’s and of other contemporaries). More troubling, Booth framed the act of murder as a justified blow against an American Julius Caesar, and the Caesar of his imagination was Shakespeare’s. Booth’s own overblown rhetoric was unsurprisingly suffused with such imagery, revealing how Shakespeare’s work could be fitted to darker purposes.9


Just as Churchill immersed himself in Shakespeare, admired his heroes, and celebrated his language, so too did the Nazis. There was a long history of German devotion to Shakespeare, particularly after the publication of an excellent translation by Wilhelm Schlegel and August Tieck in the nineteenth century. But Nazi opinion went beyond admiration of “our Shakespeare,” as he was sometimes called. Nor was this merely a matter of a quest for usable literary icons when so many German writers—Johann Goethe, Heinrich Heine, and many others—were off limits on ideological grounds. The antisemitism of The Merchant of Venice appealed to them, although not, of course, the shrewder and subtler readings of that play as a critique of Christian Venice. The Nazis admired other plays too, particularly Coriolanus, which could be interpreted as the struggle of the lonely hero warrior against the corrupt and weak democratic mob. One can read in that play and others a contempt for an easily swayed mass that accorded with the Nazi leadership’s view of the world.


Antony and Cleopatra was similarly appealing to Nazi readers, who saw it as exposing the weakness of a leader who indulged in sensual pleasures rather than waging war. Far more appealing was the coolly calculating Octavius, who, like many a Nazi hero, has ice-cold blood in his veins. Hamlet was, in their reading of the story, about a heroic young man deciding on a violent course to avenge injustice, rather as the Nazis were avenging the Versailles settlement and the betrayals by the Weimar Republic and so many others. Building on nineteenth-century German admiration for Shakespeare, the Nazi regime reaffirmed the notion that the Elizabethan playwright was, in his essence, German.10


That Shakespeare could be adored by both the heroes and the monsters of modern politics is disturbing. It is tempting to take comfort in the notion that the former understood him and the latter got him all wrong. That may be so, but it is also instructive to consider that sometimes monsters also see things that are true and deeply unsettling and touch emotions that are as powerful as they are universal. Indeed, that helps explain why Churchill quickly developed a salutary fear of what Nazism could mean. He knew that even a brute like Adolf Hitler had access to human truths that were deep and powerful and, in some sense, true not only in Germany but in human nature itself.


It is better to consider the possibility that Shakespeare is indeed, as Samuel Johnson wrote in a preface to his works, “a faithful mirrour of manners and of life.” We like to think that whatever we see in the mirror is beautiful; Shakespeare forces us to realize that there may be ugly or even hideous things there as well. And through characters like Richard III, he shows that sometimes the bad guys understand their world and the characters of those around them better than the good guys do.


Very well: why should one think that Shakespeare knew anything about politics? One could flip this around, as some have done: he knew so much about courts that for centuries all kinds of theories have been advanced to suggest that the author of the histories, in particular, had to have been a statesman like Francis Bacon. Indeed, some eminent Shakespearean actors like Mark Rylance and Derek Jacobi have subscribed to this view. It is a bit of an odd notion, on reflection: as actors, presumably they can play Shakespearean kings without having ruled anything beyond a dressing room.11


Scholars have patiently and repeatedly debunked the notion that anybody other than Shakespeare authored his dramatic works. There is plenty of documentary and other evidence of his life and career; his contemporaries, including his friend and rival Ben Jonson, who were in a position to know, certainly believed that he had written his plays. The theatrical world of the time was a small one, and Shakespeare was in the thick of it. He did not leave a trace of his political or even his religious beliefs, to be sure, but these were dangerous times, and he was probably too canny to let those slip.


One thing we do know about William Shakespeare is that he was familiar with courts. Troupes of players, including the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, of which he was a principal figure, often performed in aristocratic houses and before the queen or the king. Their patron was, as the name suggests, high up in the court, and indeed they eventually became the King’s Men when James I insisted on taking that role. Their costumes were usually aristocratic cast-offs, and the Master of the Revels, acting as censor of the new and dangerous medium that was the Elizabethan stage, vetted their scripts. And on at least one occasion that we know of, Shakespeare had a close call.


In early February 1601 the Lord Chamberlain’s Men received a request to perform Richard II, including the scene in which Richard is deposed, before the Earl of Essex. Essex, a former favorite of Queen Elizabeth I who had botched a campaign in Ireland and was sliding into financial ruin, was plotting a coup, which fell apart on February 8. He was subsequently executed, but not before the troupe was interrogated and exonerated of any part in the conspiracy. To this day it is unclear whether the players were witting to what was going on and even whether the play was tweaked afterward to make it less threatening to Elizabeth. But we can be fairly certain that it reflected Essex’s understanding of himself and of Elizabeth and that the performance was intended to boost the morale of the conspirators before the planned putsch.12


Shakespeare came away without punishment, which has even led some to suggest that he was an informant of one of Elizabeth’s powerful ministers, possibly Robert Cecil. But in any case, he saw the exercise of power up close in an era when failing to understand its workings could have lethal repercussions. He understood the nature of royal courts.


He was, in addition, a well-read man, having received an education comparable, some have said, to that of a top-notch undergraduate majoring in classics.13 His schooling and probably his later reading included wide reading of the ancient authors, who were nothing if not immersed in Greek and Roman politics. Literary scholars have detected throughout his plays material incorporated from other authors, always selected, rearranged, and even distorted for his own ends, but again, steeped in the political history of the times. There is finally James Shapiro’s frustrated exclamation at the end of his thorough demolition of the notion that anyone other than Shakespeare wrote his plays: “What I find most disheartening about the claim that Shakespeare of Stratford lacked the life experience to have written the plays is that it diminishes the very thing that makes him so exceptional: his imagination.”14


Shakespeare, then, had not only seen power up close but also studied it through the classical authors and rather shakier British histories that were available to him. He knew, from both readings and at first hand, how power may be acquired, exercised, and lost. Across a range of different political settings, his plays reflect on these themes—in history plays, plays set during antiquity, and plays set in the realm of the imagination.


The history plays deal chiefly with the dynastic struggles of the last Plantagenet kings in the two cycles of the so-called Henriad. In chronological order (though not that in which they were written), they are Richard II, the two Henry IV plays, Henry V, the three Henry VI plays, and Richard III. This is the world that gave birth to that which he knew most directly: that of the last Tudor monarch, Elizabeth I, and the new Stuart king, James I, and their royal courts, with their courtiers and aristocrats and of course their queen and king. In these plays (and one may include others like Henry VIII and even King John), he deals with real events and people. However he takes considerable liberties in describing and interpreting their lives and circumstances, rearranging chronology and the facts of time and place as he does so. Thus, in Henry IV, Part 1 Shakespeare sets up a rivalry between Prince Hal, the raffish and disappointing crown prince, and Harry Percy (Hotspur), the valiant son of the Duke of Northumberland, whom Henry IV wishes were his heir:


O, that it could be proved


That some night-tripping fairy had exchanged


In cradle clothes our children where they lay,


And called mine “Percy,” his “Plantagenet”;


Then would I have his Harry and he mine.15


Dramatically, it works for the two Harrys—Prince Hal and Hotspur—to be young men, of nearly identical ages. In reality, as Shakespeare almost certainly knew, Hotspur was born in 1364 and Prince Hal in 1386. The “night-tripping fairy” would have had to replace the infant Hal with a strapping twenty-two-year-old for the words to accord with the deed.


The second setting for Shakespeare’s charting of the arc of power is the ancient world, particularly in the three great Roman plays, Julius Caesar, Antony and Cleopatra, and Coriolanus. These are portrayals of a republic in decline, or in transition to imperial dictatorship. They are in one sense historical—Shakespeare draws heavily on the Greek biographer Plutarch—and so he finds himself partially bound to facts. But he has more room to explore a different kind of politics, less bound by heredity and aristocratic notions of honor. He also has less fear of trampling on the sensitivities of the Master of the Revels, who oversaw new plays for their potentially subversive content, and none touching the sensitive topic of religion. These plays, with their odor of corrupt republics and scheming demagogues, have attracted particular attention from conservative political philosophers.16


The freest realm for Shakespeare to explore politics consists in the imaginary kingdoms of plays like The Tempest or A Midsummer Night’s Dream. These are not about real places or times (notoriously in Winter’s Tale, landlocked Bohemia, the present-day Czech Republic, has a coast). There may be bizarre coincidences, improbable plots, and fanciful irruptions by fairies and ghosts. These are monarchies, but the king may have gone off in disguise or been cast ashore on a desert island by a storm. Magic plays a part in shaping the central action of many of these plays, and while Shakespeare may not have believed in the absolute reality of occult beings such as ghosts and sorcerers, he took them seriously as a part of politics, as should we.


These classifications are rough, and many plays do not fit neatly into one category or the other. Cymbeline, for example, is a study of a court set in an ancient Britain that is at war with Rome. It is a kind of dislocated history play. Troilus and Cressida is a very dark retelling of the Iliad. Macbeth is based loosely on a historical setting but normally classified as a tragedy. Such breadth of venues and circumstances allowed Shakespeare remarkable versatility in his exploration of politics.


A great deal of politics, including much that is relevant to the politics of our time, Shakespeare ignores. Economics he pretty much disregards. Popular revolts appear in his plays, but mass movements do not. While mobs may appear in the history plays (for example, the Jack Cade uprising depicted in Henry VI, Part 2), and peaceably inclined townsmen may deplore aristocratic violence, theirs is a world of thrones, castles, and battlefields. The people are more present in the Roman plays, but largely as an object of manipulation by the patricians than as independent actors, although in both cases the populace often displays a commonsensical aversion to the shenanigans of aristocrats scrambling for honor and power, which they achieve at the expense of the broken limbs and shattered lives of common folk.


Religion Shakespeare carefully steers away from, and indeed, ideology in general is of no particular interest. At most he pokes a bit of fun at the Puritans of his day in the person of Angelo in Measure for Measure and Malvolio in Twelfth Night, but for the most part he avoids the fraught religious controversies of his day. Needless to say, in Shakespeare there are no journalists and pundits, although there are plenty of acute observers such as Enobarbus in Antony and Cleopatra. Legislatures may exist in the shape of the Roman Senate, but they are more a venue for the exercise of patrician rivalries than a place for true legislation, let alone representative government. Judges, sometimes formidable ones, appear, but there is little sense of a legal system braking power. He gives us a world in which there are fewer rules than in our own. Legitimacy matters, but constitutional order as we understand it does not. Bureaucracy in all its forms is pretty much absent.


The select aspects of politics Shakespeare focuses on are nevertheless of acute relevance to us. The first of these is court politics. It is in courts that leaders emerge, exercise power, and lose it. Even in nominal republics there are courts: Julius Caesar is a king in all but name (he desires the title nonetheless), and he has his courtiers and adherents as well as his rivals for the top position. Courts are the central point in the vortex of power.


Strip away the trappings of robes, crowns, and scepters, and one realizes that today as well courts run almost all human organizations. If there were not something profoundly familiar even to the citizens of republics about court politics, we would read neither Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace nor Shakespeare. There is someone at the top who rules or reigns. There is often a designated (or aspiring) successor as crown prince, around whom factions form, as well as various nobles jockeying for position. The king or queen may be old and failing or young and inexperienced, besotted with power or too easily influenced to exercise it well. And surrounding all there are the artful behaviors of those who wish access, privilege, or power. “In the presence of kings,” Tolstoy observes in War and Peace, “all men are courtiers.”17


When I became counselor of the Department of State—the senior adviser to the secretary of state and indeed all of the senior officers of the department—a grizzled former ambassador greeted me saying, “Welcome to the Knights of the Round Table.” It was a shrewd analogy, because Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice would pick from among the principal officers to go on diplomatic quests or beat back incursions from the bureaucratic borderlands. The seventh floor of the Foggy Bottom office building where I worked was indeed a court. As a dean, I soon realized that university headquarters was a court. Indeed, I ran a lesser court myself on the second floor of our Washington, DC, offices. Courts can be found in executive suites of any business, university, or charity. They are as universal a form of politics as patron-client relations or conspiracy.


In contemporary usage the word court is often intended in a pejorative way, connoting a world of flattery and insincerity. One encounters plenty of that in organizational life, but considered more objectively, this reflects the simple fact that most organizations have a person at their apex. That individual will have a certain aura, reinforced by setting (the throne room may be a corner office), dress, and rituals of collective engagement. Even ostentatious efforts to show the common touch (think of an open office plan) only reinforce the image of a benign king, or perhaps one who wanders the streets incognito, like Haroun al-Rashid in The Arabian Nights, but nonetheless remains a king.


All courts have a limited number of actors. There are formal and informal hierarchies (also described quite brilliantly by Tolstoy) in which an adviser of modest nominal rank and background will outrank someone who appears to the outside world as superior in station and importance. The inhabitants of courts have complex motivations and, because one almost never rises without ambition, their own aspirations for success. Intrigue and backstairs politicking are entirely normal, and one encounters characters who are noble or sociopathic and many more who are interestingly in between. Moreover, courts are shifting places, which is why Shakespeare studies many different forms of corruption, from the harshness of a Henry IV, too long accustomed to arbitrary power, to the luxury and decadence of Cleopatra’s court, which causes more than one great Roman general to lose his bearings. Sex scandals that bring down chief executives have been around for a very long time.


Looming over all is the perennial problem of succession. In Shakespeare’s world, as in ours, a ruling monarch may think he has found an ideal successor or find himself trapped by having picked someone in whom he has lost faith. In that world, as in ours, an ambitious if talented subordinate can cut out those who stand in his way and rise to the top on a path strewn with real or metaphorical bodies. It is not just on the stage or in alleyways that knives get planted in noble backs. Julius Caesar’s shock at his own abrupt exit from power is experienced in C-suites, corner offices in government buildings, and academic quadrangles as well. Nor is it uncommon to find leaders who have clung to power too long, only to find a hungry successor quietly hoping for their exit—or even accelerating nature’s course.


Shakespeare brings to his study of this kind of power a profound metaphor: politics as theater. Politics can be understood as a kind of theatrical production, in which all the components of stagecraft can be found. Successful politicians have always chosen their stages. Think, for example, of the Versailles conference in 1919, placed in the Hall of Mirrors, a scene of French glory and humiliation (there Bismarck inaugurated the German Empire after the Franco-Prussian War). But stages need not be magnificent. They may be subtly luxurious or even bare. What matters is how the troupe makes them work. The bareness of the Elizabethan stage—a few props, little more—allowed Shakespeare’s actors to fill it with audience members’ imaginations, inducing them to conjure up castles and battlefields, storm-wracked ships and desert islands.


The playwrights of power are behind the scenes. Their scripts may succeed brilliantly, usually garnering them little fame, or fall apart in the hands of untalented actors. They are often the advisers and consultants, the counselors and strategists. The directors may be a bit more visible: think of Senate Majority Leader Lyndon Baines Johnson in the 1950s, directing, guiding, and shaping politics in ways that were quite clear to other senators although not to a larger public. There are actors, of course, because those in power are often self-consciously playing roles. They usually do best when their stage personas and real characters mesh, and they have a necessarily limited performance range. Margaret Thatcher was right for the battered Britain of the 1970s and 1980s and Golda Meir for the Israel of her time. Neither would have had much chance in the other’s politics, and neither would do well in her starring role in the politics of a different time, as little as twenty or thirty years later. Both women too played their parts carefully, attending to matters of dress or minor gesture, be it Thatcher’s handbags or Meir’s personally tended coffeepot for her kitchen cabinet.


The audiences of power are also critical: after all, they make or break the play. And as in Shakespeare’s time, when the groundlings who stood through the play craved bawdy humor and exciting sword play, while the richer folk seated in the balconies hoped for something a bit more cerebral, different kinds of people are watching the same performance. And the shrewd playwright, director, and actors will attempt to cater to all kinds. There are, finally, critics, which in the political world translates to journalists, historians, and observers of all kinds, whose judgments may not be fair but most definitely matter.


In Shakespeare’s world the most talented leader combines many of these roles. Such is the case for Henry V, who carefully manages his moments of power, plays many characters (the dupe, the stern ruler, the everyman king, the simple soldier, and the ardent lover), and is very calculating about the drama he will stage. Richard III, the arch villain king, is engaging in part because he offers an acute running commentary for the audience on his own performance as deceiver. This is not merely entertaining: rather, it shows us how the business of deception, seduction, and political murder are done, and done well.


Power is exercised through theater. A spectacular example of that occurred on July 1, 2021, when tens of thousands of people gathered in Tienanmen Square in Beijing. There on the platform stood the Communist Party’s general chairman and the president of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), Xi Jinping. Around him were scores of faceless bureaucrats and functionaries in black suits and red ties. He, however, was dressed in a gray suit, of the cut made famous by Mao Zedong, the founder of the PRC. “To the 70,000 people in Tiananmen Square watching the Xi-Mao juxtaposition, Xi was sending a message: I am the only person who can accomplish this historic mission [the incorporation of Taiwan into the PRC] and thereby go down in history. For that reason, I will aim for Mao’s status.”18 Xi had chosen a magnificent stage and made a statement with his costume.


The same technique has been used on a smaller scale and for far more benign purposes. When John F. Kennedy gave an inaugural speech that inspired a generation, he dressed the part, discarding the hat that presidents normally wore on cold January days in Washington, DC. The costume (or in this case, the artful and conspicuous removal of costume) added punch as he declared, “Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans.” Without showing any lack of respect to the old war hero he was succeeding, his hatlessness suited his words: he wanted to convey youth and vigor, and he did so with admirable stagecraft. Kennedy, like Lincoln and Churchill, also used the English language in a Shakespearean manner. He consciously adopted elevated speech, which in Shakespeare’s plays usually comes in the form of iambic pentameter, knowing that it was suited to the occasion and place.


Shakespeare’s own use of the tools of theater makes our understanding of character and of power as stagecraft far deeper than one would derive from a learned article or the shrewdest reporting. If he did not invent the soliloquy, he most definitely mastered it as a way of letting us into the mind of a central figure. The soliloquy, a speech delivered by a character speaking to himself, or perhaps to an audience—breaking the so-called fourth wall of the stage, that which fronts on the spectators—is an unparalleled way of exploring a character. The soliloquy itself may misjudge reality, or the characters giving one may fool themselves, but in it they reveal not only what they really think but who they really are.


Consider, for example, Richard, Duke of Gloucester’s soliloquy in Henry VI, Part 3. He will eventually become the monster king Richard III, but at the moment he is far from the crown and lays bare his soul. His brother Edward has become king after the tumultuous struggle between Lancastrians and Yorkists for the throne. The lecherous Edward has declared that he will be charitable to the widow of one of his enemies—although he clearly has seduction in mind as well.


Richard loathes his brother, who has just instructed his courtiers to “use her honourably.” In disgust and fury, he reveals the ambition and despair at his core:


Ay, Edward will use women honourably.


Would he were wasted, marrow, bones and all,


That from his loins no hopeful branch may spring


To cross me from the golden time I look for.


Richard introduces himself to us as a man seething with resentments, capable not just of rivalry with his brother but of real hatred. He hints at the sexual jealousy and frustration that form a critical part of his character and at the aspiration for success of a kind that few men can achieve.


Richard’s golden time is one in which he can be king, but as he points out, between him and the crown stand not only Edward but his brother Clarence and his nephews. Richard then opens his mind to the audience:


Why, then, I do but dream on sovereignty


Like one that stands upon a promontory


And spies a far-off shore where he would tread


Wishing his foot were equal with his eye,


And chides the sea that sunders him from thence,


Saying, he’ll lade it dry to have his way:


So do I wish the crown, being so far off;


Richard, we discover, is not without self-knowledge. It is absurd to think that one can drain the sea that stands between him and the crown; it is absurd too to rant at inanimate objects.


And so I chide the means that keeps me from it;


And so I say, I’ll cut the causes off,


Flattering me with impossibilities.


My eye’s too quick, my heart o’erweens too much,


Unless my hand and strength could equal them.


For Richard, like most intelligent megalomaniacs, there is a tension between desires that they know are indeed “impossibilities” and their desire for them. What distinguishes him from many like him is a certain degree of self-knowledge.


Richard’s opening statement here is not outrageous. He is an ambitious man and, like many ambitious individuals, chafes at the distance between his desires and his apparent ability to achieve them. In and of itself, there is nothing awful about that; it is neither unusual nor reprehensible.


Well, say there is no kingdom then for Richard;


What other pleasure can the world afford?


I’ll make my heaven in a lady’s lap,


And deck my body in gay ornaments,


And witch sweet ladies with my words and looks.


Richard is not unusual either in having a yearning for sex that is linked with his drive for power. But whereas that hunger will trap and sometimes even ruin other power-hungry men, in his case realism creeps in.


O miserable thought! and more unlikely


Than to accomplish twenty golden crowns!


Why, love forswore me in my mother’s womb:


And, for I should not deal in her soft laws,


She did corrupt frail nature with some bribe,


To shrink mine arm up like a wither’d shrub;


To make an envious mountain on my back,


Where sits deformity to mock my body;


To shape my legs of an unequal size;


To disproportion me in every part,


Like to a chaos, or an unlick’d bear-whelp


That carries no impression like the dam.


That realism comes with a curse. Richard looks in the mirror and sees what is actually there, and he knows that it is ugly—externally and internally as well.


And am I then a man to be beloved?


O monstrous fault, to harbour such a thought!


At this moment one can—and most audiences probably do—sympathize with Richard, who assumes his physical deformities will repel women and believes (correctly) that he is profoundly unlovable. But there is a deeper point here. A tyrant, classically defined, is someone with an overwhelming lust for domination—eros out of control. That is true of Richard, but it is also the case that he is totally alone in the world. He can seduce people, but he can never have a loving relationship with anyone other than himself (and shortly before his death, he doubts even that).


Then, since this earth affords no joy to me,


But to command, to cheque, to o’erbear such


As are of better person than myself,


I’ll make my heaven to dream upon the crown,


And, whiles I live, to account this world but hell,


Until my mis-shaped trunk that bears this head


Be round impaled with a glorious crown.


Power may or may not be, as Henry Kissinger reputedly said, the ultimate aphrodisiac, but in Richard’s case it is a potential solace and substitute for love. Yet this is a narrow and cruel conception of power. The kind of power Richard desires is a means of avenging himself on those who are more fortunate and better-looking. His heaven, moreover, lies not in accomplishment so much as in dreaming. He has no idea what he will do with power once he has it, other than to revel in and exert it. In that way he differs from a Lenin, Stalin, Hitler, or Mao, who had very definite ideas of how they would use it. Richard defines success with an unusual word: his “mis-shaped trunk that bears this head” will be “impaled”—a word that more usually connotes a particularly brutal kind of execution. Perhaps deep down Richard knows that even being crowned will not, in fact, bring happiness, even in that golden time that he looks for. At this point Richard exposes a streak of madness.


And yet I know not how to get the crown,


For many lives stand between me and home:


And I,—like one lost in a thorny wood,


That rends the thorns and is rent with the thorns,


Seeking a way and straying from the way;


Not knowing how to find the open air,


But toiling desperately to find it out,—


Torment myself to catch the English crown:


And from that torment I will free myself,


Or hew my way out with a bloody axe.


Richard is, like many desperately striving leaders, a peculiar combination of fantasist and realist. Here the latter has taken charge of his thoughts, as the claustrophobia of his aspirations becomes clear to him even as he dreams of escaping those constraints. The thorny wood of high politics is indeed a place of torment. But Richard does not end there.


Why, I can smile, and murder whiles I smile,


And cry “Content” to that which grieves my heart,


And wet my cheeks with artificial tears,


And frame my face to all occasions.


I’ll drown more sailors than the mermaid shall;


I’ll slay more gazers than the basilisk;


I’ll play the orator as well as Nestor,


Deceive more slily than Ulysses could,


And, like a Sinon, take another Troy.


I can add colours to the chameleon,


Change shapes with Proteus for advantages,


And set the murderous Machiavel to school.


Richard understands but inflates his own political gifts, which, like those of many tyrannically inclined leaders, are narrow but deep. He has no conscience, and he is a talented actor (again, the theatrical metaphor). He is also utterly ruthless, without even the limited compunctions that make Macbeth a more sympathetic figure. Having taken stock of his talents, he concludes that what started as impossibility is now well within reach:


Can I do this, and cannot get a crown?


Tut, were it farther off, I’ll pluck it down.19


Richard’s certainty here has, again, a touch of madness. Having begun by noting in sober reality how difficult it would be to dispose of all those who stand between him and the crown, he now airily dismisses those obstacles. He is both right and wrong—his ability to deceive and his willingness to betray and to kill will enable him to seize the throne, but those qualities have a half-life. Once those around him understand who he is, the tide of power will turn against him.


Richard in this soliloquy has shown not only his motivations and his aspirations but also the shape of his future career. He will indeed manipulate, dissemble, and murder his way to the top. But he has also foreshadowed his ultimate misery and failure as a wielder of power. Unloving and unlovable, he will forever be clawing at those around him, trusting no one, ruling only by fear or, at best, deception.


Those delivering a soliloquy do not lie to the audience, although they may very well deceive themselves. They do, however, reveal themselves. We eavesdrop on their innermost thoughts and convictions. In the case of Richard, we learn enough of his psychology to pity him, to be horrified by him, and to both respect his skills and perceive his madness. We see him, in short, as a complicated human being.


In political life this is no small thing. Powerful people receive the admiration or the loathing of those around them; they may be dismissed as bumblers who somehow ended up in a position of power or respected extravagantly as master puppeteers. The truth is almost always more complex.20 Their aptitudes and skills may be partial but profound; they may atrophy or grow; and they may be morally complex as well. Empathy is the essential quality for those who desire to understand power, and if Shakespeare teaches nothing else, it is the ability to inhabit the personality of someone utterly alien or even repugnant to us. In a very different context, this quality of empathy is the artistry of his portrayal in The Merchant of Venice of the usurious Jew Shylock, who is unquestionably a villain but gets all the best speeches and is, as W. H. Auden once argued, the only serious person in the play.


In real life soliloquies rarely occur—like all theatrical speeches, they are contrived, and besides, it is difficult not to be aware of an audience that is watching. This is one reason why a play can provide more insight into political characters than a formal biography. But there are moments in real life that approach a soliloquy. One such is Richard M. Nixon’s farewell speech to the White House staff on August 9, 1974.


Nixon, one of the more complicated individuals to make it to the American presidency, had been brought down by what others described as “a third-rate burglary”—the famous break-in at the offices of the Democratic opposition, housed in the Watergate complex. The brooding president, hated by large segments of the political and intellectual elite, had been extraordinarily successful in the conduct of foreign policy, extricating the United States from Vietnam, opening relations with China, and stabilizing the US relationship with the Soviet Union. On the domestic front he had actually supported legislation that, in retrospect, repaired and strengthened the welfare state. He had been reelected by a healthy margin. But facing impeachment and trial in the Senate, he resigned.


Exhausted and broken, he spoke to his staff, his speech both trite and poignant as he thanked the ushers and his personal White House staff: “And I recall after so many times I’ve made speeches—some of them pretty tough—you’ll always come back or after a hard day—and my days usually have run rather long—I’d always get a lift from them because I might be a little down, but they always smiled.”21


A Shakespearean Richard (II, not III) echoes the same sentiment toward his own end, reflecting on the loneliness of a persecuted public man:


For ’tis a sign of love; and love to Richard


Is a strange brooch in this all-hating world.22


With Nixon’s gratitude comes a sense of the opportunities he has missed: “And so it is with you. I look around here and I see so many of this staff that, you know, I should have been by your offices and shaking hands and I’d love to have talked to you and found out how to run the world. Everybody wants to tell the President what to do. And boy he needs to be told many times. But I just haven’t had the time.” He sounds like another king leaving power in circumstances of despair, King Lear on the heath: “I have taken too little care of this,” or, again like Richard II, “I wasted time and now doth Time waste me.”


But the most Shakespearean moment of all is at the end, when, after moments of self-pity, he pays tribute to his parents and reflects on Theodore Roosevelt: “We want you to be proud of what you’ve done. We want you to continue to serve in government if that is your wish. Always give your best. Never get discouraged. Never be petty. Always remember others may hate you but those who hate you don’t win unless you hate them. And then you destroy yourself.” The transition from the royal we of the opening sentence to the singular voice (“And then you destroy yourself”) is striking. Here is a real-life moment of anagnorisis, for if anything destroyed Nixon, it was his own petty hatreds, his desire for revenge against those he believed looked down on him or had kicked him around. At that moment, one has to think, Nixon’s audience was like that in a theater seeing a man come to terms with his own demons. Like Cardinal Wolsey in Henry VIII, the fallen president had acquired bitter wisdom too late to benefit from it.


Richard Nixon was notoriously loathed by his numerous enemies, but it is difficult not to be touched by that moment of revelation. Much like a soliloquy of a character as loathsome as Richard III, his farewell speech sparked empathy (and maybe even some sympathy) among those who mistrusted him. His remarks revealed how the powerful can be tormented by their unachievable longings and regrets. In the same way, one cannot read Shakespeare’s plays closely and still think even of one’s bitterest enemies as cartoon figures, monsters though they may be.


This is what Shakespeare has to teach us about power. He wields tools that permit us to understand power as an arc with a dynamism far beyond what any but the very best biographers, journalists, and historians can achieve. He can reorder time and space; he can invent people and occasions and throw them together as he sees fit; he can open windows into a politician’s mind. The greatest conjuror of the English language that has ever lived, he has a magic wand of infinite versatility to create alternative realities in which we believe, even after the immediate enchantment of a reading or a performance. Insofar as politics is concerned, his focus is narrow: the dynamics of courts and the drama of power as theater. But that is room enough for us to learn whence power comes, how it is used, and how it is lost.
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