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For Susan Spero and Gary Heller



Author’s Note

In the main, I have followed the 1997 Arden edition, but have repunctuated according to my understanding of the text. In a few places, I have restored Shakespeare’s language, where I judge traditional emendations to be mistaken.



CHAPTER 1


Every Inch a King

Shakespeare’s most challenging personalities are Prince Hamlet and King Lear. The Tragedy of Hamlet Prince of Denmark and The Tragedy of King Lear rival each other as the two ultimate dramas yet conceived by humankind.

Hamlet and Lear have virtually nothing in common. The Prince of Denmark carries intellect and consciousness to their limits. King Lear of Britain lacks self-awareness and any understanding of other selves, yet his capacity for feeling is beyond measure.

The ironies of both personalities are too large to be fully seen. Readers and playgoers have to confront the difficulty of judging what is ironic and what is not. Hamlet’s inwardness is available to us through his seven soliloquies but their interpretation frequently is blocked because no other dramatic protagonist is so adept at not saying what he means or not meaning what he says. Lear incessantly proclaims his anguish, fury, outrage, and grief, and while he means everything he says, we never become accustomed to his amazing range of intense feeling. His violent expressionism desires us to experience his inmost being, but we lack the resources to receive that increasing chaos.

We know almost nothing of Shakespeare’s own inwardness. His beliefs or absence of them cannot be induced from his plays or poems. I find it useless to speculate about his religious orientation. Whether Shakespeare the man was Protestant or recusant Catholic, skeptic or nihilist, I neither know nor care. Hamlet and King Lear both contain biblical references but neither is a “Christian” drama. There is no question of redemption in either play. A Christian work, however tragic, must finally be optimistic.

In King Lear there are only three survivors: Edgar, Albany, Kent. Lear and Gloucester die of inextricably fused joy and grief. The monsters Goneril, Regan, Cornwall, Oswald all die violently. Edmund the Bastard is cut down by his half brother Edgar. The Fool vanishes. Cordelia is murdered. When Lear dies, there are apocalyptic overtones:

Kent:       Is this the promised end?

Edgar: Or image of that horror?

Albany:          Fall, and cease.

act 5, scene 3, lines 261–62

Those are not the accents of Christian optimism. Shakespeare being Shakespeare, I have not the temerity to suggest precisely what they are. The gods of King Lear are curiously Roman in name though the more or less historical King Leir was supposed to have reigned about the time of the founding of Rome, in the eighth century before the Common Era. That might have made Leir the contemporary of the prophet Elijah, and so alive a century before King Solomon the Wise.

King James I, who was the crucial member of the audience attending Shakespeare’s plays from 1603 until 1613, has been called “the wisest fool in Christendom.” As King he regarded himself as a mortal God and fancied he was the new King Solomon. He is perhaps the only monarch of Britain who was an intellectual of sorts, and he wrote a few mediocre books. His clashes with Parliament over revenues foreshadowed the disaster of his son and successor Charles I, beheaded for high treason in January 1649.

When Lear speaks of the great image of authority, his bitterness bursts forth: “a dog’s obeyed in office.” Yet Kent, the loyal follower whom he has exiled, and who disguises himself so as to go on serving Lear, seeks and finds authority in the great King:

Lear: What art thou?

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

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

Kent: Service.

Lear: Who wouldst thou serve?

Kent: You.

Lear: Dost thou know me, fellow?

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

Lear: What’s that?

Kent: Authority.

act 1, scene 4, lines 19–30

The ultimate authority in The Tragedie of King Lear ought to be the gods but they seem to be uncaring or equivocal. Edmund the Bastard invokes Nature as his goddess, and urges her to stand up for bastards.

What Edmund means by “nature” is antithetical to what Lear regards as the distinction between “natural” and “unnatural.” Goneril and Regan in their father’s judgment are “unnatural hags.” They see their behavior as “natural,” as does Edmund.

“Nothing” is a term prevalent in this tragedy. There are thirty-four uses of “nothing” and forty-two of “nature,” “natural,” “unnatural.” The relationship between nothing and nature is a vexed one throughout Shakespeare and is particularly anguished in The Tragedie of King Lear. In the Christian argument, God creates nature out of nothingness. The end of nature, according to the Revelation of St. John the Apostle, comes in a return to a restored Eden:

And he showed me a pure river of water of life, clear as crystal, proceeding out of the throne of God, and of the Lamb.

In the midst of the street of it, and of either side of the river was the tree of life, which bare twelve manner of fruits, and gave fruit every month: and the leaves of the tree served to heal the nations with.

Geneva Bible, Revelation 22:1–2

That healing abundance is alien to Lear’s tragedy. As the drama closes, Albany, Kent, and Edgar discover that Lear’s prophecy has been fulfilled: Nothing has come of nothing. There is no revelation; nature again drifts back to chaos.

Authority, as a concept, is neither Hebrew nor Greek. It is Roman. Hannah Arendt defined authority as an augmentation of the foundations. When Julius Caesar usurped all authority, he did it in the name of returning to the founders of Rome. Though an expedient fiction, all subsequent authority, whether secular or spiritual, is Caesarian and extends that seminal usurpation of power.

No one has worked out the intricate relationship between authority and what we have learned to call “personality.” The European Renaissance of Michel Eyquem de Montaigne (1533–1592), Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra (1547–1616), and William Shakespeare (1564–1616) can be said to have inaugurated our sense of personality. Montaigne invents and studies his own personality, Cervantes independently creates the idiosyncratic Don Quixote and the surprisingly witty and sane Sancho Panza, and Shakespeare peoples his heterocosm with myriad people, each with her or his own personality.

Montaigne, skeptical of all prior authority, massively portrays himself with the freedom of a man who begins anew with a tabula rasa of speculation. Cervantes mocks his forerunners and asserts his personal glory that he shares with Don Quixote. Shakespeare, always hidden behind his work, allows the giant personalities of his plays to act and speak for themselves.

Hamlet’s knowledge has no limits, because he does not love anyone. Lear’s increase in knowledge always augments suffering, because he loves Cordelia and the Fool. Frequently Hamlet plays the part of himself, since he is theatrical to the core. Lear knows nothing of playing; it is alien to his vast nature.

What is authority to Hamlet? You could argue that the dead father assumes that role. Yet Hamlet’s relation to the Warrior-King Hamlet seems equivocal. The ghost of King Hamlet expresses no love for his son, but only for Gertrude, now the wife of the usurper and regicide King Claudius. Though Prince Hamlet says, “He was a man, take him for all in all, / I shall not look upon his like again,” we wonder about that “all in all.” Do we not hear in that the father’s lack of love for the son? Yorick, the King’s jester, was the child Hamlet’s surrogate mother and father, carrying the little boy about on his back: “Here hung those lips that I have kissed I know not how oft.” The Prince has no memories of kissing King Hamlet, and cannot we surmise a sorrow at the heart of his mystery?

King Lear has an enormous need to be loved, by his daughter Cordelia in particular. Shakespeare is nothing if not elliptical and we learn to quest for what has been left out. Nothing is said of Queen Lear. Presumably she is deceased, hardly surprising since Lear is well over eighty years of age. Had she survived, there would have been no place for her in the drama. How horrifying it would have been had she shared Lear’s privations, exposed out on the heath.

As we first encounter him in the play, Lear is very difficult to love. He wants to abdicate and yet retain all his authority. Incapable of distinguishing between the hypocrisy of Goneril and Regan and the loving recalcitrance of Cordelia, he is given to amazingly fierce misunderstandings, and to furious cursings. And yet from the start we can see that he is venerated by everyone humane and decent in the drama. Kent, Gloucester, Edgar, Albany join Cordelia and the Fool in their love for him, while Goneril, Regan, Cornwall, Oswald loathe him. Edmund the Bastard, the brilliant tactician of evil, neither loves nor hates anyone, and is so alien to Lear that they never exchange a single word anywhere in the play, though they are on stage together for crucial scenes at the start and the finish.

There is something uncanny in Lear’s greatness. Shakespeare has combined in the aged King the attributes of fatherhood, monarchy, and divinity.



CHAPTER 2


Meantime We Shall Express Our Darker Purpose

Lear’s drama begins with him still offstage. His loyal followers, the Earl of Kent and the Earl of Gloucester, discuss the forthcoming division of the kingdom, which does not alarm them. King James I would not have been amused and the audience probably shared his reaction. Shakespeare introduces the silent and ominous Edmund, bastard son to Gloucester. Insensitively, Gloucester refers to Edmund as the whoreson. The first word spoken by Edmund is “No” and he sounds icily prophetic by assuring Kent: “Sir, I shall study deserving.” That ironic understatement reverberates with disasters to come:

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

Edmund: No, my lord.

Gloucester: [to Edmund] My Lord of Kent. Remember him hereafter as my honourable friend.

Edmund: My services to your lordship.

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

Edmund: [to Kent] Sir, I shall study deserving.

act 1, scene 1, lines 18–30

The entrance of the great King is marked by his first speech, baleful and desperately confused:

Meantime we shall express our darker purpose.

Give me the map there. Know that we have divided

In three our kingdom; and ’tis our fast intent

To shake all cares and business from our age,

Conferring them on younger strengths, while we

Unburdened crawl towards death. Our son of Cornwall,

And you, our no less loving son of Albany,

We have this hour a constant will to publish

Our daughters’ several dowers, that future strife

May be prevented now.

The two great princes, France and Burgundy,

Great rivals in our youngest daughter’s love,

Long in our court have made their amorous sojourn,

And here are to be answered. Tell me, my daughters—

Since now we will divest us both of rule,

Interest of territory, cares of state—

Which of you shall we say doth love us most,

That we our largest bounty may extend

Where nature doth with merit challenge.—Goneril,

Our eldest born, speak first.

act 1, scene 1, lines 35–54

By “darker purpose” Lear may mean his intention to bestow a third of his kingdom upon Cordelia. But “darker” gets away from him. His vision of abdication is unnerving. He will forsake the duties of kingship and “unburdened crawl towards death.” Cornwall, Regan’s bestial husband, seems to Lear as loving as Albany, the humane spouse of the even more horrible Goneril. Her speech of supposed love for her father breathes hypocrisy:

Sir, I do love you more than word can wield the matter,

Dearer than eyesight, space and liberty,

Beyond what can be valued, rich or rare,

No less than life, with grace, health, beauty, honour.

As much as child e’er loved, or father found,

A love that makes breath poor and speech unable,

Beyond all manner of so much I love you.

act 1, scene 1, lines 55–61

Regan’s declaration of daughterly love minces in Goneril’s mode and absurdly seeks to surpass it:

Sir I am made of that self mettle as my sister,

And prize me at her worth. In my true heart

I find she names my very deed of love:

Only she comes too short, that I profess

Myself an enemy to all other joys

Which the most precious square of sense possesses,

And find I am alone felicitate

In your dear highness’ love.

act 1, scene 1, lines 69–76

In reaction to these monstrous sisters, Cordelia loves and is silent:

Lear:         But now our joy,

Although our last and least, to whose young love

The vines of France and milk of Burgundy

Strive to be interessed, what can you say to draw

A third more opulent than your sisters? Speak.

Cordelia: Nothing, my lord.

Lear: Nothing?

Cordelia: Nothing.

Lear: Nothing will come of nothing, speak again.

Cordelia: Unhappy that I am, I cannot heave

My heart into my mouth. I love your majesty

According to my bond, no more nor less.

Lear: How, how, Cordelia? Mend your speech a little,

Lest you may mar your fortunes.

Cordelia:          Good my lord,

You have begot me, bred me, loved me. I

Return those duties back as are right fit,

Obey you, love you, and most honour you.

Why have my sisters husbands, if they say

They love you all? Hapily when I shall wed,

That lord whose hand must take my plight shall carry

Half my love with him, half my care and duty.

Sure I shall never marry like my sisters

To love my father all.

Lear: But goes thy heart with this?

Cordelia: Ay, my good lord.

Lear: So young and so untender?

Cordelia: So young, my lord, and true.

act 1, scene 1, lines 82–108

“Nothing will come of nothing” to Lear means he will withdraw Cordelia’s dowry. He cannot know that he has prophesied the final emptiness that will afflict his world. His furious curse rises suddenly and with amazing violence:

Well, let it be so. Thy truth then be thy dower,

For by the sacred radiance of the sun,

The mysteries of Hecate and the night,

By all the operation of the orbs

From whom we do exist and cease to be,

Here I disclaim all my paternal care,

Propinquity and property of blood,

And as a stranger to my heart and me

Hold thee from this for ever. The barbarous Scythian,

Or he that makes his generation messes

To gorge his appetite, shall to my bosom

Be as well neighboured, pitied and relieved,

As thou my sometime daughter.

act 1, scene 1, lines 109–21

Christopher Marlowe’s Tamburlaine the Great (1587) established the fashion of viewing the Scythians, who inhabited the Black Sea area, as cruel and barbarous. It can be doubted that they cannibalized their young, but the enraged Lear says that in time of need he would just as soon have aided them as he would his disowned daughter.

How can we account for the uncontrolled wrath of a great king previously known for his loving-kindness? What is it in Lear’s personality that has opened up to this abyss? Sigmund Freud, in one of his most revealing misreadings, attributed Lear’s ferocity to repressed lust for Cordelia. My admiration for Freud as a major essayist, the Montaigne of the twentieth century, is not diminished by his mistaken speculation. Lear desperately needs Cordelia to love him, but not as a sexual partner.

Lear’s personality, every inch a king, requires universal reverence and obedience from everyone but particularly Cordelia, since he loves her best. If he is Yahweh, then she is Israel. As the Chosen Person she suffers the fate of Israel.

It hardly matters if one neither trusts nor loves Yahweh. He will not go away. No other literary character approaches his inescapability. James Joyce’s Stephen tapped his own forehead and said: “But in here it is I must kill the king and the priest.” He would not have said: “But in here it is I must kill God.” Nietzsche in Twilight of the Gods remarked: “I am afraid we are not rid of God because we still have faith in grammar.”
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