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FOREWORD

" Reviewing the first edition of John Middleton Murry’s Sha-
kespeare in 1936, T.S. Eliot wrote : ‘Mr. Murry has written a
book about Shakespeare which, for several reasons, is a very good
book indeed. It was evidently a book that Mr. Murry wanted to
write : one cannot read it without becoming convinced that he has
worked on the subject for a long time, and has made himself per- ‘
fectly familiar with the plays and poems of Shakespeare.
Furthermore, his conjectures are always restrained by reason ; :
“and while scholars may perhaps be able to question some of his
constructions, they cannot be allowed to deny that these construc-
tions are illuminating, and valuable even if mistaken.” These words
remain true today, and to have Murry’s work on four of Shakes-
peare’s major plays presented to us again is welcome indeed. In
the following pages my friend Dr. Wagdy Fishawy examines
Murry’s interpretation of Hamlet, Othello, Macheth, and Xing
Lear, plays which have established, and maintained, Shakespeare’s
reputation among the greatest of European dramatlsts His choice
is a wise cne : though there is much throughout Mumys book
which would repay analysis, here, in his confrontation with the
most profound aspects of Shakespeare’s art, we see the critie at
his best and most chamctenstlc In Hamlet he discerns the cul-
mination of that figure he traces throughout Shakespeare’s earlier
work and which he interestingly labels ‘The Shakespeare Man’ ;
in Othello he finds Shakespeare’s .genius expr essing itself with
cunremitting intensity” ; his analysis of Macbeth is illuminatingly
focused on the impertant question of time in the play ; and in his



—8 —

discussion of King Lear we find Murry provocatively willing to
challenge accepted critical opinion, forcing us to reconsider our
~responses to the play in the light of the honesty of his reaction,

_ ‘valuable’, as Eliot says, ‘even if mistaken’. One regrets, of course,
that some thlnos have had to be omitted from Dr. Fishawy’s dis-
cussion, in particular, perhaps, Mulrys very 1mportant examina-
tion of the hlstcny plays, and his perception of me peculiar SIgm-
ficance to hakespeale S development of the creation of the
Bastald Faulconb1 1dge in ng John. But Dr Fishawy's energles,
I know, are boundless and we may hope that in a future volume
he will 1ed11ect our attention to the value of these aspects of
Murry’s er 1t1c1sm ‘

' }'t 18 not only, however, in brmgmg fust-c]ass cutlclsm afresh
to our attentlon that Dr. Fishawy ser ves us so well. N eally forty
years have passed since Murrys book was pubhshed yeals ot
1ntense act1v1ty in Shakespea1 ian scholarship. To examme Murry’
work in the hght of subsequent crltlca] dlscussmns ‘of these four
tragedxes, as D1 Fishawy has done, is to reveal the deftness and
accuracy with which Murry: lsolated the - principal  critical pro-
“blems, and the tact and good sense with which he wrote about
them \duny s readmgs remain genumely helpful and interesting,
grounded as they are on the closest knowledge of, and reference
to, the ver bal te*cture of the plays Hei is less aware, perhaps, than
modern critics would WlSh of the theatrxcal dlmensmn but if
there is a lack hele it seems adequately compens'lted for by his
understandmg of the natule of poetry, ‘more penetratmg, as
» Ehot says, ‘than that of most scho]ars and men of letters, and
more comprehenswe and cathohc than that of most poets’.

ough thls, vabove all Murrys crltlclsm remams capable of
eeepenmg and enrlchmg' our response to Shakespeare
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In that early review of Murry’s book, Eliot "dre_w attention
to its author’s close acquaihtance, with Shakespeare criticism, so
that ‘he neither parades his predecessors s'uperf]tmusly nor ignores .
them when their presence is désii"able’. Readers of the following
pages will be grateful to Dr Fishawy not only for reviving' our
interest in a valuable work of criticism and for setting it in a
fuller context, but also for the ‘tact' he displays in following his

master’s example.

'The Shakespeare Institute,
R.L. Smallwood
December 1972



AN APPROACH

IN the world of mighty critics and strenuous scholars, Shakes-

pear’s allurement is always unavoidable. Though collosal and
at times frightening, Shakespeare has always been considered the
real test of critical discernment and acute perception. To approach
him genuinely and successfully, means an everlasting name in the
circle of light.

As the most distingnished critic in the twenties, Murry
found it of considerable importance to say his say and add his
mite to the Shakespearean heritage ; it was a responsibility which
he could not burke and an ambition that he could not smother or
resist. Moreover, he felt intensely that Shakespeare “held a
secret” for him, “asecret of the utmost importance for my life”.
By the force of this intuitive secret, he was driven to devote
three yeaxs to an intensive study of Shakespeare’s work : “I read
Thim] again and again™. Continuously, slowly, and painfully, he
began to have impressions, to form views, and to come to the
conclusion that he should give himself to “the task of a complete

exposition of Shakespeare.”

Mm"ry?s Shakespeare was published in 1936, and from the
start, Murry states his eritical procedure. He has no theory to
tormulate, no conclusion to come to ; he will not go to the work,
to use Hazlitt’s expression, with a pair of compasses and a ruler
to see whether it is round or square or to measure its critichl
dimensions. He will “feel” Shakespeare — for him, no other way

is posszible — in 2am attempt %o communicate his feelings to his

o
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readers. This simply means that Murry’s main concern is con-
centrated, not on passing a judgment, but on convéying a sen-
sation, for, as he believes, the absolutely final word can never
he said in the field of Shakespearean criticism. Best of all, says
Murry, “perhaps would be that a critic who, early in life, deter-
mined to tfy to say something of perman‘er‘ltkvalue about Shake-
speare, should write a book once évery ten years or so based .
on a sudden and complete re-reading of Shakespeare, careless
each time of what he had said befdre, discarding his notebooks,
with a plain text in front 6f'him, concerned with only what he,
at that moment, understood and felt and conjectured” (*).

Approaching his great “hero”, Murry decides to avoid the
old “beaten way’’ of criticism. The defached, coid, calculating style
is not onAe of his main concerns ; the attraction it has for other
critics is dismissed as a spurious artificiality ; it does not give
the sensation of what Shakespeare really is. This, quite naturally,
leads Murry to the conviction that the scientific approach to
Shakespeare’s works — though precise, minute, and analytical —
is neither valid nor acceptable. The application of a scientific
method to works of the imagination is one of the most serious
aberrations inb literary criticism ; to insist on it is a misconceb—
tion of the critic’s function as Murry understé.ngis it. To carry
an imaginative work to the laboratory in order to dissect it leads
inevitably to failure, for in such a case the critic may be trying
the impossible —a reconciliation of the contraries : “The results
- of science and the deliverance of the imagination are in opposi-
tion. It is unlikely that it is the imagination that is at fault”
(Shakespeare, p. 24).

(1) IM. Murry, Shakespeare (London, 1865), p. X.



- It was Murry’s firm belief that the best style, to be used:

in' dealing with Shakespeare, is that of self-surrender. The critic

must submit completely to the 6verwhe1ming influence of the

playwright ; no alternative is possible : “Either we must move

away from him, in order to remain ourselves ; or we must let

the wave go over us, and risk annihilation” (Shakespeare, p. 17).

The procedure is, unmlstclkedbly, romantic. Mmry lives, spiritu- -

ally, with Shakespeare’s charactels in a dxffelent and hlghl\
elevated universe, and gives his immediate mactmn, as if he
were responding to real flesh zind blood. Once again, like Hazlitt,
he says ‘what he thinks and thinks what he feels.

This attitude towards Shakespeare is not surprising, how-
ever, whether it is of a romanticist like Murry or of a strenuous
classicist like Johnson. who notes that Shakespeare’s characters
are an honest presentation of human nature itself. Shakespeare,
says Johnson, “has no heroes ; his scenes are occupied only by
men, who act and speak as the reader thinks that he should
himself have spoken or acted on the same occasion : Even where
the agency is supernatural the dialogue is level with life” (2).
To. Johnson, then, Shakespeare is the supreme poet of nature ;
the supreme essence of human existence is minutely and genuine-
ly. portrayed in his writing. '

It is not theoretic extravagance to say that this is a point on
which no two critics of eminence can ever differ ; Cla_ssicism and
Romanticism, in so far as; Shakespeare’s genius is. concerned, can
safely meet without disputation. Johnson’s view concurs with that
of William Hazlitt — the most impressionistic of all the romantic

(2) TJohnson On Shakespeare. Essays and Notes Selected and Set forth

with .én Introduction by Walter Raleigh (London, 1931), p. 1.

W
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crltlcs —_ who rapturously ‘declares that “other -dramatic writers
give' us ver y fine versions and paraphrases of nature ‘but Shakes-
peare, together with his'cornments, -gives us the or 1gmal text” (3),

The same stance is taken by Murry who proclaims forcibly
that Shakespeare’s works are not a mere expression of the truth
about life, they are “pre-eminently” -an embodiment of that
trath. This immortal artist, according to 'Murry, does not look
-at nature and writé : “hature utters itself in him”. Sh'akeSpeéa‘x'-é,
he puts it bluntly, s life itself. That ts why he finds lt extiremely .
‘difficult, if not absolutely preposterous; to pass fin‘.‘%‘d judgment
on Shakespeare “You cannot sit in judgment on life itself”. And
'so long as sibrission to life is the common lot of man submission
to Shakespeare becomes unavoidable:’ Consequently, Murry does
not ‘concern himself with finalities in ‘critical eva}uatlon he cofi-
centrates on t“he conifhunication of a sensation ~— an mdxsputably
romantic approach

" Murry begiiis his bodk with a brief discussion of the views
of Edgir Bripp and G. Wilson Knight, poititing out the main dif-
ferences betweeti théir critical criteria and his own. Fripp’§ coh-
tentioni that Shakespeare. wis brought up in 'a‘p'di'i‘taﬁicaiﬁ atmos-
phere is unﬁ‘cb‘épt'able, though Muity avows his debt and grati-
tude to. FI ipp’s Shakespeare Man and Artist. At the same time,
Mulry does not dlsgulse hlS dissatisfaction at Wilson Knight’s
~ interpretation of some of Shakespeares plays, which, though
.overwhelming, is neither satisfactory nor illuminating..Knight’é
@nclusion that Henry VIII is “in spiritual content, the veritable

”

crown of Shakespeare’s work,” is rejected as misleading extra-

13) PP. Hawe ed, Complele Wotks Of lehu’m Hazlitt (l.ondon, 1930-1934)
vol. 4, p. 233
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vaganza Thxs opemng section is followed by an exposmon of
Shakespeare s influence on Johnson, Mllton, Colerxdge and Keats,
as well as their own‘reactlons‘to‘wardsvthe great “poet of poets”.

Shakespeare S huge production is extensively dealt with ;
bes1des, Murry exerts a satxsfactory effort in an attempt to re-
veal some aspects of the poet’s personal life as reflected eon-
sclously or unconsclously, in his works. This dOes not mean that
Shakespeare S hfe-hlstory xs premsely explored it rather indicates
that the llfe of the artlst is approached through the artist’s own
art. Nevertheless Muny reahzes the dlfflculty of the method

-,.and states frankly that “the number of passages in the whole of -
‘ Shakespeale s plays whlch point at all compulswely to actual

incidents in his life 1s smgularly small. And.an mdlcatlon which
is compulsive in this direction to one reader, may be thhout

significance to another” (Shakespeare, p. 32).

Generally si)eaking, Murry divides Shakespeare’s theatrical
~ career into three main periods : the first, from 1585 to 1592 ;
the second, froni: 1594 to 1602 ; the third, from 1603 to 1611.
- During the first period, Shak‘espeare wrote Henry VI in three

parts, Titus An;kﬁonic;\s, The Comedy of Errors, The Taming of .

the Shrew, The Two Gentlemen of Verona, and Richard III

Shakespeare’s - impressive production’ belongs to the third

“period which is the period of Othello, Macbeth, Lear, Timon,

Troilus, Ceriolanus, Antony and Cleopatra. Cymbeline, The Win-

ters Tale, and The Tempost ‘The rest of the plays culminating
.in Hamlet, belong to the second period. The ‘stress here will be
" on Muryy’s views on the_ four ‘great’ tragedies : Hamlet, Othello,
Macbeth, and King Lear, on the assumption that the greatest
strength of gemus 1s always shown in portraying the strongest
passions. '
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It must be stressed t}lat.Murry' does not probe deep into .
the plays as whole entities ; the questions of texture, structuré,
character, and language, in the works as organic unities, do not
arouse his interest or occupy his thought. He snatches a soliloquy
heve or a passage there and concentrates all his attention on it,
paying no heed to the vast issues of the play in general. Such
a method leads to no final conclusion and incorporates no definite
approach which may be systematized into a theory. -

Névertheless, it may be safely said that Murry’s attitude
towards Shakespeare’s tragic heroes has always been -influenced
by the idea of the existence of a serious discrepancy between
their characters and their actions. An objection may easily be
raised against such a deduction on the grounds that Murry’s
study of the plays is not comprehensive, and that he does not
emphasise the prominence of such a discrepancy. To a great ex-
tent this may be true. But once again, regardless of all. rserva-
tions, it must be said that the discrepancy between character and
action is the only thread that can be handled inMurll'y’s criticism
of ‘the plays ; otherwise, his views will appear as if they were
o more than shreds and patehes scattered here and there, with-
out any value or significance. ' '

Shakespeare’s fundamental method, notes Murry, lies in the
splendid- effort he exerts in humanizing characters and actions
that, in the hands of an ordinary dramatist, would have appeared
as either melodramatic or farcical, or both. But the process of
humanization, though successfully managed, leads inevitably to
a “point when_ we are aware of a discrepancy between the charac-
ter and the acts. This discrepancy does not disturb us ; we are
seldom immediately conscious of it as a discrepancy. It strikes

us rather as a mysterious control exercised by some vague and
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dark. supelnatural power” (Shakespeare, D. 323). In King' Lear,
the discrepancy is between Lear’s natural inclination and his
“initial act” ; in Macbeth, it is between the striking “naivety” of
the hero and the heroine, and their terrifying crime of genocide ;
in Othello, the diserepancy between honest simplicity and murde-
rous jealously springs. with a devastating power as a result of
the satanic “machmatnon of a human ‘demi-devil’, Iago” ; in
Hamlet, it is between what Hamlet says and what he does, 4 me-
thod which is consciously and cleverly utilized so as to “delay
aet” instead of putting it into motion. 1t is this theory of dis-
crépancy that will be elucidated and critically evaluated through-
out the following pages. '

re



1§
HAMLET

TYHE universality of Hamlet’s “To be or' not to 'be” has been
acknowledged. by multitudes of scholars all over the world.
It is not a critical extravaganza to say that about three thousand
books and- articles have been wr 1tten on the paradox .of Hamlet’s ’
angulshed hfe and traglc death. Eminent critics and ‘commen- -
tators have been attr acted and fas\cmated by the perplexmg ques-
tion of “To be or not to be”. In their attempt to find a meaning
and 1each a conclusmn, they ‘have dug deep and wide, so that
the chance of addmg any new contribution becomes a real test
for those who are exceptlonally endowed thh more than commorn

'senmblhty Yet Murry believes that the passage has always

been mlsunderstood and consequently mlsmterpreted He shrewd-
ly advances hls ‘case : ““One might say that everybody knows it,
and that eve1 ybody knows what it means and everybody knows

‘wrong. Of course, that ‘every-body’ is an ‘exaggeration ; it ‘must

be. But.it is the fact that I have never discussed the Speech with
any person,. however educated however famlhar w1th Shakes-
peare, without fmdlng that he was convmced that ‘To be or not
to be’ means ‘To live or not to live’, and that the whole sohloquy
is a debate on the pros and cons of sulclde” (Thmgs To Come,
pp. 230 - 231). :

Murry does not concur with the general opinion, for it ap-
pears to him as groundless and unreal ; it is not the question
of to live or to die that puzzles ‘Hamlet, but it is the problem of
to act or not to act, to kill the king or not to kill the king, that
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oceupies his thought. Murry affirms that. “what is ‘to be or not
~to be’ is not Hamlet, but Hamlet’s attempt upon the kmg s hfe
: Hamlet’ S R
| “Whether ‘tls nobler m the mmd to suffer S
© The slings- and arrows of utrageous fortune, -
or take avms ‘against’ a sea of troubles Ca
And by opposmg end them”, (3/1/57 60)

lends credxbzhty to Murry s mterpretatlou The opt:on for Hamlet

. isnmota sxmple one he has either to endme in silenice and pain,” - o
submxttmg to the powets of darkness and evxl or to carry arms

and take the . plunge mto an indefatigable wax “against all his
houbles, whlch evndently mdlcates that opposition, not sulcxde,

“is the subJect of hlS medltatxon as ‘the only means leadmg to

stability and rest But the xdea of death is not excluded by
kﬂhng the kmg theze is a great possxblhty of hls being kxlled

From this, springs the inevitable speculation on. the subject of -
- “death — not the death of a- coward escapmg' his troubles by com-

mxttmg SlllClde. but the death of a “rebel in arms : hexo

- But the thought of what takes place in- the after-hfe paraly- -
_.ses Hamlet’s will. Were he sule of serenity and peace in-the world i
: to. eome, he would k\ll the kmg pat thhout the slightest: hesxta- W

tnon and face hns own death wnth a calm smxle But bemg pex-
plexed he was sme of nothmg :

) To die, to sleep - _
' No m01e and by a sleep to say we’ end
- The heazt-ache and the thousand natural shocks
‘ “‘That flesh is heir to ; ‘tis a eonsummatlon
k Devoutly to be wished to die to sleep!
To sieep, perchance to dream, ay there’s the rub,
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come
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~ When we have shuffled off this mortal coil
. 'Must give us pause — there’s the respect
- That makes calamity of so long life. (8/1/60 - 69)

Hamlet’s uncei;tainty about what will come after death, and the
idea that death may not be an end in itself, makes him_hesitaté
and endure the calamities of a depressed and tortured life:

For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,
Th’ oppressor’s wrong, the proud man’s contumely,
The pangs of disprized love, the law’s delay,

The insolence of office, and the spurns

That patient merit of th’unworthy takes,

When he himself might his quietus make

With a bare bodkin. (3/1/70 - 76)

Here and for the first time, Murry assents, the’ soli]o‘q'uy' men-
tions the idea of a suicidal act. Yet, he contends, it appears only‘
to disappear, for in the main Hamlet reflects on death in general,
and“‘suicide enters simply as one means of death. It enters only

to disappear again”.

It is worth notfing that G. Wilson Knight comes into a direct
confrontation with Muwry when he ventures a reckless step in
the opposite direction, stating daringly that Murr,y"s reading is
unacceptable. Alleging that he does not intend to attack or hurt
other critics, but only to explicate his own point of view, Knight
proceeds to refute Murry's viewpoint : “I am aware that Mr.
Middleton Mutry considers that he has shown the opeﬁing of this
soliloquy to refer, not to suicide, but to Claudius’ assassination :
he reads it as’ to act or not to act’ ” (3) Knight contends that there -

(1) G. Wilson Knight, The Imperial Theme (London, 1931), p. 106.
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: ~’;1s nothmg in the text to suppoxt Murry’s “paraphrase” +ha’c the

: Kllung of the king would certcunly or «,ompelhngly Tead to Ham-
1et’s ‘death. The point’ advanced by Knight is that thz whole
soliloquy is. a profound meditation on self-murder, “a perfect
unit as a piece of suicide- thought”. Hamlet’s wo&ds, nght ar-

gues, are “to be” and not “to act”.

This is a déngerous critical battle in which to engage. But
one is foreed to part company with Knight’s reading — he takes
Hamlet’s words at their face value, giving a literal explanation
which is very far from being the right expression of Hamlet’s
thought The monologue is not an expression of the last convul-
‘sions of a man on, the brink of self-destruction out of agony and
despair ; it is rather a minute analysis of what is to be done
and whethe1 the consequences are to be endured or not. This

~means that Knight’s case is unacceptable Nevertheles§, one must
add that it is very difficult, if not completely impossible, to give
: 'the absolutely indisputable meaning of the Hamlet conception.

In any case, Murry’s view can easily be supported by other‘
critics, who have taken a similar approach. F.C. Kolbe penetra-
tingly declares that Hamlet’s main intention is to reveal himself :
“In accordance with the character of the play, he is analysing
himself to himself. This is a psychological consideration of gleat
importance : yet it is often missed. In this case he has not the

smallest intention, or even temptation, to commit suicide : he is
- just ‘putting a case’” (2). “

Derek Traversi, in an illuminating comment on the soliloquy
reflects Murry’s contention that “To be or not to be” means to

(2) F.C. Kolbe, Shakespeare’s Way (London, 1930), p. 35.
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act or not to act, for, says Traversi, action is “the necessary
confirmation of. being”, even if it leads, in the end, to self-des-

truetion (3).

So it is action, not suicide as Knight alleges, round which
Hamlet’s thought revolves. The point is accepted without reser-
vation by James Kirsch who affirms that Hamlet does not “medi-
tate suicide” ; Hamlet’s question is “whether to be a murderer -
or not,” an explication that confirms the validity of Muiry’s-
verdict, indicating at the same time that Knight’s argument
does not hold good. However, in his‘reconsideration of Hamlet,
Knight does not hesitate to declare honestly that his previous
views on the play seem to him rather “misleading” and “inade-
quate”. Inevitably he finds himself confronting the problem of
his first reading of “To be or not to be”, and his insistence, when
refuting Murry’s, that it expresses nothing but suicidal thought.
Becoming conscious of his slip, he tries to advance an emenda-
tion without sharply contradicting “what he himself has said
elsewhere. So he attempts a compromise by plausibly saying that /
“commentators differ as to whether Hamlet's “To be or not to
be ; that is the question,’ refers to the proposed killing of Clau-
dius or to the killing of himself. Hitherto I have supported the
latter reading, but I now think that both are somehow included,‘
or rather surveyed from a vantage not easy to define ” (4) Knight
in The Wheel Of Fire disproves what he has said in The Impérial
Theme, admitting, though indirectly, that Murry’s intel;pl'etation
is authentically sound. To conclude this point, however, one would -

(3) Derek Traversi, An Approach To Shak,e‘spedxe (Londen,. 1969), vol. 2,
p.- 53. . ' S L
" (4) G. Wilson Knight, The Wheel Of Fire (London, 1949), p. 304. = -
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like to refer to D.H. Lawrence’s reading of Hamlet’s famous ques-
tioh, for — 1'eo'arc‘alés’$ of all veservations — it is both profound
and unique. “The question”, says Lawrence, “which Hamlet puts
himseif, dees not mean to live or not {o live. It is not the simple
human being who puts himself the question, it i Lle; supreme
' ] King and Father. To be or not to be Km Father, in‘ the Self

suv ‘eme ? Aﬁd the decision is, not to ©e” ().

But to say that Hamlet's decision is ‘not to be’ means that
Lawerence has come to the idea of the ultimate mea*ling‘ of Ham-
let’s words, which is undcubtedly no more than sheer 'j Cheoretic.

J

supposition. Hamlet is not so much of a melanchelic defeatist as
to come to the final conclusion of not to be, thus losing tl*e battle
without raising an arm. To Murry, Hamlet is made of. & mettle
that befits a great traglc hero ; to say from the start that he
has deciced not to be is to distort the whole meaning of the tra- »
gedy and to state that fdamiet is a great failure mstead of being
a great here. Such a COI’I"IUnlOﬂ is decisively rejected by Murry
‘\'IAO w#h a shght touch Of #ony, declaves : “To . me, Itv a;wayo L

'seems rxdxculous to speak of the failure of Hamle
what to fail, one can only pray for failure : for ﬂaxmet’ “appears

to me not a beaten; but a:tr;hmphant man ; or rather, ,m'mp want -

Man” (Shakespeare, p. 270).

Here, the question bﬂcbmes : Why does he not acc He has B »

- a fathex kllled a mother stamed ; he believes that his. m cle- has'
nopped between h1m and hls ambition of himself 1 becoming I::ng ;

" he is “intolerably wronfred and ‘dangevously threate rl’—"d Henge-

forth, action, and act.cn of the most womnt kind becomes the

(5) DH. Lavrence, Twilight In Iialy (London, 1925), p. S6.
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Indispensable necessity for Hamlet’s life : still be does not act.
That is why, as Murry discerningly points out, a serious dis-
Crepancy, between Hamlet’s character and his acts, emerges from

within, puzzling his wits and pé,ralysing his will,

In the brayer-scene Hamlet gets hig chance to revenge his
father’s death, and to put an end to all his troubles ; his enemy
is in front of him, helpless and unavare of Hamléet’s uhSileathed '
sword ; but he will not kill the king at his prayers. Instead of
giving the death-thrust, he soliloquizes, philosophizes and holds;
back with his sword unused : o

Now might
I 'do it pat, now a’is a-praying —
And now Il do’t, fhe draws his sword] and so g goes
to heaven, o e ‘
And so am I revenged. That would be scanned ;
- A villain killg my father, and for. that
i I his sole son do this same villain send
' to heaven....
“Why, this is bait and salary, not re\?enge.
A’ took my father grossly, full of bread,
With all his crimes broad blown, as flush as May,
~And how his audit stands who knows save heaven ?
"But in our circumstance and course of thought,
- "Tis heavy with him : and am T then revenged .
To take him in the purging of his soul,
When he is fit and seasoned for his passage ?
No. [he sheathes his sword]
Up, sword, and know thog a more vhorﬁd hent;
When he is drunk zisléep, or in his rage,
Orin th’ incentuous pleasure of hig bed,
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At game, a-swearing, or about some act

That has no welish of salvation in’t,

Then trip him that his heels may kick at heaven,
And that his soul may be as damned and black

As hell whereto it goes. R
(3/8/73 - 95)-

In his comment on the scene Murry refers to Johnson’s hor-
ror at the villainous “fiendishness” of Hamlet, and to Coleridge's. "
comment in his notes on Shakespeare where he seems troubled
by “Dr. Johnson’s mistaking of the marks of reluctance and pro-
crastination for impetuous, horrorstriking, fiendishness ! — Of
such importance is it to understand the germ of a character” (6).
The two approaches are thoroughly antithetieal, and Murry ref-
rains from deciding between them ; but he clarifies his position
by stating that it is difficult to accept a literal explanation of
Hamlet’s words, for “it is by no means self-evident, as it is now
supposed to be, that Hamlet means what he says” (Shakespeare,
p. 256). ' '

The view that Hamlet is fiendishly eruel and savagely bar-
baric, though adopted by many critfcs, is totally rejected by
Murry, who vehemently defends his hero. James Kirsch notes
that Hamlet is an unfortunate creature whose misery is mainly
caused by the murderous motives that drive him to destroy and
be destroyed at the end of the play. To him, as it has been to
Johnson, Hamlet spares the king’s life only because he wants
to send him to an eternal damnation, without any hope of either
purgation or salvation. His brutality is also quite apparent in

(6) ST. Coleridge, Notes On Shakespears And The Dramatists (Lond,
1881), p. 224. ’ '
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o cause he has walked and held converse with death, and his cén-
sciousness works in terms of death and the negation of cynicism.
He has seen the truth, not alone of Deninark, but of humanity,
- of the universe ‘and the truth js evil: Thus Hamlet is an element
of evil in the state of Denmark” (The Wheel of Fire, p. 38). '

Murry tries, using all hig critical alertness and discerning

acuteness to defend Hamlet againgt his accusers. The case of
- Guildenstern and Rosencrantz must not be used as an illustyg-

tion to prove Hamlet’s savagery or his inclination to contrive an ;

eternal damnation for the king, The two cases, Muryy asserts,
are not analogouys, The two school-mates go to their death “off-
' stage”, disturb.ing neither Hamlet nop the spectator ;- they are
not neay Hamlet’s conscience angd “certainly not much on ours”,
Bug this is not the true crux of the matter, The essence of the
Hamlet problem is muych deeper than that; Murry pereeptively
points to two different Hamlets within the same person ! “Hamlet-
in-aétion" and “Hamlet—in-thought” ; the two are completely dif-

ferent, being naturally opposed to each other, Henceforth, the dis-

erepancy between ‘Hamlet’s character and his action becomes
striking — 5 fact tha_t must be acknowiedge—d as the essential
trait of Shakespeare’s poi'ttait. We Eave to accept, says Murry,
“the fact that one of the most striking characteristics of the
‘Hamlet whom Shakespeare sets before ug g the discrepancy‘ be-

tween what he cap do ‘on the spuy of the moment’ anq what he
can do when there is time for that cantelous consciousness of hig
to put itself in motion, That discrepancy, one might'almost' say,

is Hamlet’t' (Shakespeare, p. 259).

This discrepancy g the main key to Hamlet’s charactey,
Polonius ig killed on the “spur of the moment” when Hamletj has
7o time to think ; Guildenstern and 'Rosehcrantz are the victims



cf the “Hamlet-in-action” ; the king’s life is spared simply be-
cause the encounter between the two mighty adversaries coincides

with a Hamlet lost in his meditation, and conszequently in his
. hesitaticn, which inevitably results in the paralysis of his will-

i0-act he becomes the thinkey the philoscpher, the scno]”u Wio
i3 dazed by the strangeness of his own dream. Nor is that all.
There ave two main causes that have helped in cre‘ating Hamlet's
hasitation to kill the king in an instant : The first is Hamlet's fear
of the after-death state ; it possesses all his being and shakes him
to the very core :
‘ But that the dread of somathing after déath_, _
The undiscove: ed couatry, from whose bourn
No traveiley e’m“ns, puzzles the w! i, |
And makes us rather bear those ills we have,
Than fly to others we kunow not of ? |
3/1/ 78 - 82)
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'étlmt ile ls lwa"s vacili ‘ti“'

adds : “Shakespeare (it seems o mo) sets vrozkmg koth motiv
ia Hamlet’s mind. Not CqLLl?..V of course. The fermer is the ;.?.’in
dramatic motive of de‘a*' : but the latter is prosent as an over-
tone” (Bhakespeare, p. 243). '

(8)- This expression has criginally been used by T.S. Eliot.
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In any case, the second motive can be completely ignored
without heavy detraction from the value of Murry’s critical cor-

pus as a2 whole — for it is with the dramatic motivation, in the

main, that, literary criticism is concerned. It is the fear of the
affer-life, then, that curbs Hamlet’s movement. And in his turn
Hamlet puzzles his audiences by his paradoxical words on “The
undiscovered country, from whose bourn/No traveller returns”.
One is obliged to say that he has either forgotten the Ghost or
lost his belief in him, which in both cases, is incredible, for it
is essentially the Ghost’s terrific pronouncement that has partly

“shattered the innocence” of Hamlet’s soul.

To be more specific, an explication of Murry’s view on this
point is necessary. Murry believes that, regardless of all the im-
pressiveness of the Ghost’s appearance and the harrowing effect
of his tale, Hamlet cannot put his faith and trust in the appari-
tion coming from the after-death kingdom. To Hamlet, Muiry
arg‘ues,‘ the Ghost belongs to a different order of existence and
embodies a different kind of morality which cannot be épplied
to the order of living men ; the dead, even if they exist in another
world, must not impose their will on the living. The natural out-
come of such an argument is "that Hamiet ¢annot admit the reality
. of the-Ghost and consequently cannot trust his tale.

That Hamlet does not become immediatly — after his encoun-
ter with his father’s spirit — a ghost-possessed man, is an unac-
ceptable contention which is rejected by most of the Hamlet cri-

tics. G. Wilson Knight, for example, stands in extreme opposition,

declaring that the role played by the Ghost is overwhelmingly
crushing ; Hamlet’s personality and attitude towards life suffer

a complete change : “Absolute ‘death, absolute evil, disease and

horror, and all life now but a tale told by a ghost. .. this is Ham-

e



— 29—

let’s v1sxon” (The Impenal Theme p 105) Concurrmg W1th this

view 1s James Knsch’s 1eadmg whlch clalms that Hamlet “sur-

renders his conscmusness umese1vedly and becomes a dxffelent‘,

personality : “Hamlet is ‘now both he and his fathe1” (")

ThlS mtelpretatlon leads 1nev1tably to the conclusion. that" i
Hamlet’s spirit and thought are pmsoned by the Ghosts words,
that the supelnatulal is imposing its conatlon on the 11‘1tu1al“' ‘

order of existence, and that Hamlet is a mele puppet in the

hands of a power commg from behind the frontiers of the un-

known. In such a case, a crucial guestion may be r'used Can,

such a Hamlet be a tragic hero 2 If he-is to be con31de1 ed t1om
the very start, as a ghost-dlseased youth, one does not bchev :

that he will ever be accepted as a hero ; the weak and the dlseae-

ed arouse feelings of pity mingled with scorn, which will never -

do in the case of Hamlet, for ‘a tragic hero he was, every inch

a hero.

The Ghost shakes Hamlet s1mply because he comes as a

mere confirmation of the “hideous suspicion” of Hamlet’s * plO-' ,

phetic soul”. The doubt, the gloom, . the melancholy, and the

father-complex are originally . there, in Hamlet’s heart, taking

root, spoiling his life and embittering lns existence. His father’s

image seems to be engraved in his mmd ‘and heart ; he sees hlS

father, even before the appearance of the Ghost : . _ . .o~

Hamlet. My father, methinks 1 see my father.
Horatio. Where, my lord ? ’
Hamlet. In my mind’s eye, Horatio.

(1/2/184 - 186)

(9) James Kirsch, op. cit., p. 53.

2l Lot
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This clearly indicates that the t;aglc flaw emerges from Hamlet’s
natural dlsposxon and that the Ghost “merely confirms” Hamlet’s
streak of perturbed thought. Yet, Murry does not deny that_ ;
Hamlet is profoundly disturbed by the Ghost’s appearance ; his
sight is blurred and his doubts are mtensxfled ; the strangeness
of the scene avound him-responds to the strangeness of the feel-
ing within him. “The revelation of his mother’s animality”, notes
Murry, “his dreadful doubt concermng the manner of his father’s
death — theSe have already meant the shattering of a whole
moral universe. Why should not abysses yawn in the after-life,
as they have yawned in this ?” (Shakespeare, p. 268). Such an
idea intensifies Hamlet’s dreadful fear of the life-to-come.

What must be emphasised is that Musry firmly believes o

that the Ghost regardless of the impressiveness of his revela-
tion, does not shape Hamlet’s destiny or lead him to his destruc-
tive end. To Hamlet, the Ghost cannot be real. That seems, says
Murry, “to do violence to the naked substance of the play ; and
vet it is no perversion of it. She fifth act arises utterly free of
the Ghost and his influence. It has faded away, as it were at thc
cock-crew of a new imaginative dawn. But to be vid of the Ghost
Hamlet has had to become a new man — a man who is no longer
such that a Ghost (or that of which a Ghost is the emanation,
or symbol) can shake his disposition” (Shakespeare, p. 267).

And to become a new man Hamlet has to put an end to his
self-division, to the discrepancy between what he says and what
he does, and also to his fear of what will come after death. In
other words, Hamlet has to achieve the wholeness of his soul —
the devastating opposition between the two conflicting Hamlets
must be “transcended”. And, as Murry states emphatically, “it is
transcended”. No successfully convincing ‘case can ever be sub-
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mitted against the fact that the Hamlet of the fifth act is a
. Hamlet thhout fears of the “somethmg after death”, without

- i ‘_,hesxtatxon, without a puzzled will, and thhout a ghost. The Ghost -

s gvaduzﬂly fades away “and loses his"

o ) _:_hts answer and reached hls destmat;on

2 _fluence on Hamlet’s attitude l
f,’ towards hns smroundmgs Thxs xs true even in the. third act '
- f'by the txme of “to be or not to be” ﬁle Ghost’s 1ealxty is shaken

S The Hamlet of the last. act ls a Ha.mlet who, wlth a new .
e faath ‘goes to his ; destmed end w1th a contented sou“i“ The, whole )
:problem raxsed in “to e or. not to be" is solved Hamlet has founﬁ ”‘““m ; '

You w1ll lose thls wager, my lord

_Ha.mle_t : ;I do not thmk 0. Smce ‘he went mto annce,
RS & have been in cou,tmual practice. i shall win'.
. "';at the odds ;- but: thou wouldst not think how

« 111 all’s hele about my heart — but xt 1s no matter

"-;'Horatxo - Nay, good my loxd G

Hamlet ':.?It is- but foolery, but 1t is such a kmd of ‘
. L gam-gnvmg as would perhaps txouble a woman L

Homtxo I yom “mind: dlsllke any thmg, obey 1t _
o T will forestall thelr xepan hlthex, and sqy you »
i __-’:ue no't f1t : :

Haml'et :_.-\Iot a Whlt we defy auguly There xs speclal
v f »;ﬁ p10v1dence in the fall of a sparrow. If it be’ now,
" ’tis not to come —— if it be not to come, i it will
_be now — if it be not now, yet it w111 come
the 1eadmess is all Since no man, of aught he
leaves, knows what is't to leave betimes, let- be.

(5/2/207 - 221)
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How supremely revealing is this “let be” ! Hamlet’s belief ,

in the “special providence” that shapes man’s destiny, and the
impressiveness of his final “let be”, create the impression that
‘the néw Hamlet has emeérged into life — the perfection. of his
prophetlcally heroic ‘soul has: reached the highest pinnacle ever
reached by man. He is ready and “the readiness s all”’.

’ Murry asserts that the Hamlet of the last act is an absolutely o
free soul : “so far as we can tell, there is no thought in Hamlet’ :

‘mind now ‘of revenge upon the king” (Shakospeare, p. 248). He
asks. Laertes’. pardon, .though, ironically enough, Laertes walts
- for him with a poisoned rapier ; he behaves cordlally, mnocently,
and decently as if he were a newly born soul Iti is only when the
queen cries, “The drmk the dunk !'Tam poisoned 1”, that Hamlet
becomes aware of the' pmso_ned ‘existence all around him. “O vil-

lainy 1”, he cries coming to a-sudden realization : “Ho! let the

door be lock’d : Treachery ! Seek it out.” But the appalling con-
fession’ of Laertes discloses the secret of ‘t‘het bloody deed :
" Laertes : It is here, Hamlet. Hamlet, thou art slain,
’ ‘No medicine in the world can do thee good,
_ In thee there is hot ha]f an hour of life,
" The treachelous instrument i is in thy hand,
'~ Unbated and - venomed. The foul practice
‘Hath turned -itself ‘on me, here I lie,
Never to rise again ~— thy mother’s poisoned —
I can no more — the king’s to blame.
, (5/2/311 318)
In such a mtuatmn heﬂtatlon is- cowardice, and meditation is
senseless ; the truth is as plain as the mid-day sun. “The pomt
‘is envenom’d too,” Hamlet decisively knows what he has to do :
“Then, venom, to thy work.” And by his own instrument of
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- death, the king falls. It is not the Ghost's demand that drives
Hamlet to stab the murderous king ; it is the king’s final act
of “treachery” that moves Hamlet to instant action. “We feel,”

says Murry, “and pelliapé we are meaht to feel, that ‘Hamlet
kills the king as much for his corruption of Laertes as for his
_ treache1y towards Hamlet’s self ; and fmally we feel . that
thus and only thus’ could the Hamlet of the fifth act have kllled
' the king at all” (Shakespeare, p. 249).

So at last, muaculously enouoh Hamlbt .,uccc,eds m over-
coming the discrepancy that has poxsoned his thought and shat-
tured his will. His self-unity is a(,meved and he dles the death
of a perfect hero, not of a dlseased ghost-hcu‘nted man. Av Murry
tnumphantly puts it : Hamlet has conquered his frear




111
OTHELLO

N Othelio, Murry concentrates oh the drama of the handker-
chief, for it stands as a symbol that magnifies the terrifying
discrepancy between chavacter and acts in the different move-
ments of the Othello - Desdemona tragedy. The handkerchief,
Murry notes, is “dlsrevamed by the very motion of love,” and.
this seemingly simple incident is, intelligently and maliciously,
used to drive the Moor to a catastrophic end — he kills where

he loves.

Murry draws attention to the fact tha:i the seeds of des-
truction have been implanted by nature into the Moor’s heart ;
his existence and his wife’s life are smothered when the seeds
take root and grow dangerousiy and disastrously. According to
Murry, Iago is not the main and ultimate moving power that
turns the wheels of Othello’s misfortune, for even Iago, with
all his diabolical cunning, would have found himself helplessly
despicable in front of a healthy and undivided Othelio : “Iago’s
motive power would be irvelevant and futile if it had no point
of appiication ; or, by a better mefaphor, were the seed of catas-
trophe not present in the relation of Desdemona and Othello,
it could never be germinated by the heat of Iago’s malign cunn-

ing” (Shakespeare, p. 319).

Othello is a strange crop transplanted into a strange soil ;
survival in such circumstances becomes a matter of mere chance.
To be coloured, or discoloured, by a new life, a new tradition

and a new trend of thought is not an every day occurrence ; it
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nearly reaches the verge of the impossible in men of extra-
ordinary calibre — men who are made of the mettle of heroes.
Othello has either to adjust himself 01"perish and because of the
impressive magnanimity of his noble nature, he cannot become
what he is not He perishes. It cannot be otherwise.

By nature and upbringing, notes Murry, Othello is a roman-
tic figure. It is not an exaggeration to say that he is the most
romantic of all Shakespeare’s heroes. His adventures are live
history and his words are moving poety. He wins Desdemona’s love
by telling her strange and amazing tales that have the power of
magic on the maiden’s heart : '

Othello. - My story being done,

She gave me for my pains a world of sighs :
She swore, in faith 'twas

passing strange ;
"Twas pitiflil, ‘twas wondrous pitiful ;
Shé'wished' she had not heard it, yet she wished

That heaven had made her such a man ; she
thanked me,

And bade me, if T had a friend that loved he1,
I should but teach him how to tell my story,
And that would woo her. Upon this hint 1 spake ;
She loved me for the dangers I had passed,
And I loved her that she did pity them.
This only is the witchcraft I have used.

(1/3/158 - 169)

He loves Desdemona in his own way, romantically ; he ideal-
izes her, idealizes himself, as if they were made of a stuff rare
to be found in human nature. He creates an aura of a charmed
world around his life with Desdemona — of such a woi'ld, the
handkerchief, with the magic in the web, becomes a .symbol,



Thete is 'sotne wonder, sa)‘f's Murry, in this handkerchief.
And he sets out to discover 1t It was the Moor’s first gift to

o Desdemona a token that embodles all his love for her ; that is

- why its 1mportance becomes fatally 51gn1f1cant The loss of such
L a keepsake becomes dlsastrous to. a man of the. Othello type 1t
may be- -argued that the magmtude g‘lven to the handkel chxef’

o value 1s somewhat overestlmated But Mu.ﬁ'y cﬁntends that any

o true love-glft must have no “intrinsic’ value for its real worth
hes in the meanmg it represents : “A pepple, a w1ld flower a
" blade of glass, a. handkerchlef — such are the gifts of love :
thmgs whxch can ‘have no meaning but love, because they can
be tendel ed only by love, and received only by love” (Shakespeare,
p. 314).

Nevertheless, Murry is not blind to the fact that Othello’s
handkerchief is not of common stuff , there is a touch of an- -
cient Egypt about it, in add-itibon to a rhystei'ious magic that
makes it wonderfully dnique in its kind. Othello’s words about
the handkerchief sound as if they were the revelzitions of one
of the ancient prophets : '

Othello. That handkerchief -
Did an Egyptian to my mother give ;
She was a charmer, and could almost read
The thoughts of people : she told her, while she kept it
"Twould make her amiable and subdue my father
Entirely to her love ; but if she lost it
Or made a gift of it, my father’s eye
Shouid hold her loathe’d and his spirit should hunt
After new fancies. She dying gave it me,
And bid me, when fate would have me wive,
To give it her. I did so ; and take heed on't :
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Make it darling like you1 precious eye k
To lose it or gwe’t away were such perditwn
As nothing else could match L

Desdemona. ~ Is’t possible ?
Othello. ’'Tis true. There is magic in the web of it :
A sibyl, that had numbered in the world
The sun to course two hundred compasses,
In her prophetic fury sewed the work ;
The worms were hallowed that did breed the silk ;
And it was dyed in mummy which the skilful
‘Conserved of maidens’ hearts,
(3/4/58 -178)

The loss of such a ‘hand‘kerchiefv cannot pass without serious
consequences ; it can never be forgiven. And Desdemona does
lose the handkerchief — an incident that creates an overwhelm-
ing chaos in her small world, and threatens her very existence.
The magic in the web gains a revengeful power, and “the pro-
phecy of the Egyptian is being fulfilled on her”.

‘Here, the discrepancy between character and acts prevails
supremely ;‘it is quite apparent in the behavi()uf of both Othello
and Desdemona. According to Murry, Desdemona is undoubtedly
a true lover ; to her, the handkerchief, as a symbol of love, is
. dearly lovéd,; she “reserved it evermore about her to kiss and
talk to”. Yet, ironically enough, she forgets all about it in a
moment of absolute devotion to the man she Iovés, for in such
a moment her sick hero, lover and husband, fills her mind, heart v
and imagination as the only reality ; the handkerchief sinks into
the background as a mere handkerchief, “a piece of lawn,” no
more than that. “It is,” notes Murry, “the perfection of Desde-
mona’s love for Othello that destroys her. For ‘there is some
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wonder in this handkerchief’ — a Woeder of which Desdemona
'i's aware : the wonder of the true love-token. And she forgets

it only when love bids her. Tforget it” (Shakespeare, p 315).
'Othello in his turn reJects the -solicitous devotion of ‘his wife;
. refusmg to allow her to help in curmg his headache. Dy the mere
act of reJectmg her attention — an attention which he needs

. most — he, as Robert Heilman says “rejects the magiecal powers '

~of love ; he will not be cured. He Wlll neither love nor let
~ himself be loved” (1. ' '

Mum‘yvfirmly believes that Othello is essentially a tragedy.

of love — love which is absolute in its entirety and perfection ;
that is why its continuity becomes an impossibility : “It is that
.. the ‘perfection of human love destroys itself.” The handkerchief,
“in such a_context, is a symbolic manifestation of a ruinocus pro-
cess leading to an inévitable end. Its loss, from Murry’s point of
view, is not an accident, and cannot be one ; Desdemo'na must
lose it, forget that 1t has been lost, and to remember it “would
be the blemish”. It is an ediet of destiny which cannot be avoided,
" a fatal blow that cannot be averted. Othello’s and Desdemona’s
love must be undermmed by 1ts own perffectlon .

It is worth saymg here that Murry is overestlmatmg, if not
glorlfymg, the love affair between the Moor and his wife. Ab-
solute perfection, as suwgested by Mulry, cannot really exist,
except as a dream, in the world of men and women. It is true,
says Murry, that the “seeds of death” lie in the hearts of the
lovers, or, to be more prec1se in the heart of Othello ; but he
does not. elaborate or convincingly support his view. His idea

(1) Robeit B. Heilman, Magic in the Web (Lexington, 1956), p. 213.
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about the “perfection of human love [that] destroys itself,” can-
Otheilo’s Tove is not

“entirely perfect. Derek Traversi does not hesitate to declare that

-__;;notg],o'/e easily accepted, fg'r, in point of.ffégc 3
,Desdemoﬁa’s passion for the Moor, judged'. by the stéildal'ds oﬁ
- Venetian” morality, is no more than a'n ‘emotional “1}’91‘&7(52'5ion”=
_which caumot survive for long simply becatse it is against th.é"
nature of "thiflgs. He claims that “for the culttred and sceptical
venetians around Desdemonz, her relations with the‘lascivious
Moor’ are mysterious, unnatural, and deeply disturbing. In the
eyes of her father,  who holds to the last that his child has de-
ceived him, Desdemona’s action proceeds from a perversion of
the judgment and is a poison which acts through the erring

senses to enslave the will” (2),

This reading of the Desdemona - Othello relationship is not,
by now, an anomaly in the vast arena of Shakespearean criticism ;
the shortcomings of the two lovers have often been referred
to. H. Somerville notes that Desdemona has been misled by her
“romantic” inclinations. Desdemona’s love for Othello is founded
on “esteem and pity” which, ineluctably, lead to frustration and
failure; pity, in particular, leads to disgust and contempt, never to
love. It is not difficult, Somerville expostulates, “to read between
the lines [of the willow song] and find that she was already half

repenting her black bargain” (3).

Neither is the Moor, as Murry claims, perfect in nobility.
It is true that he is noble, but it is also true that he is not al-
together noble ; he is splendidiy and supremely human, but the

(2) Traversi, op. cit., p. 103.
(3) H. Somerville, Madness In Shakespearian Tragedy (London, 1929),
p. 79. :
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mere fact of his bemg human denotes that he has the weakness -
inherent in the nature of human beings. Derek Traversi suggests
that Othello’s defects can easily be detected in splte of the over-
whelming “impression of strength and consistency” that his
character inspires. The Moor tends to dramatize feehngs and
‘ thoughts in order to achieve a self-aggrandizement that may add

to the 1mpressweness of his pexsonahty

My services which I have done the signiority
Shall out-tongue his complamts. "Tis yet to know —
Which, when I know that boa.stihg is an ho'nouf,
1 shall promulgate — I fetch my life and being
From such royal siege ; and my demerits
May speak unb(mnéted to as proud a fortune
~ As this that I have reached. |
| | (1/2/18 - 24)

" That is how the Moor, rhetorically and poetically, proclaims the
nobility of his royal descent, culminating in a proud declamation
of his heroic achievements. At the beginning of the play, he
shows off with bombastic theatricality ; and at the end he pas-
ses away, like a dying swan, in the pomp and glory of his high-~

sounding words :

I have done the state some service, and they know't.
No moye of that. I pray you, in your letters,
When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,

: Speak of me as I am ; nofhing extenuate,
Nor set down aught in malice. Then must you speak
Of one that loved not W1sely but too well ;
Of one not easily. jealous but being wrought
Pe1plexed in the extreme ; of one whose hand,
Like the base Indlan, threw a pearl away
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Richer than all his tribe ; of one whose subdued eyes,
Albeit unused to the melting mood
Drop tears as fast as the Arabian trees
Their medicinable gum — Set down thls ;-
And say besides, that in A]eppo once,
Where a malignant and a turbaned Turk -
Beat a Venetian and traduced the staté,
I took by the throat the circumciséd dog -
And smote 91m —_ thus [he stabs himself]
(5/2/341 358)

Yet, it must be noted that Othello’s rhetorical theatrxcahty
is not his most serious defect. Self-aggrandizement, in ‘his roman-
tic individuality, leads naturally to self-deception. This is one of
the factors that has helped in working out the downfall of the
unfortunate hero. He adores Desdemona, and he finds no shame
in declaring it ; but he I'esolutely denies that he is taking her
with him to the battle-field to satisfy a sexual need. He gives
his audience the impression that he is nobly subreme : he is the
hero, the fighter, the conqueror, the noble Moor who has mas-
tered not only men but aléo passions and desires. This collected
and calculated belief in rationality is amazing in a man who
firmly believes in the “magxc—webbed” handkerchlef he gives to
his beloved. The discrepancy between what he professes and

- what he practises must result in failure.

Othello’s denial of the sexual effects, and his ser ené haughti-
ness in pr oclalmmg that he is a eonqueror even of his own de51res
lead some cr itics to the conclusion that he is sexually impotent.
Robert Heilman, analysing the Moor’s shortcomings, hints —
' though obliquely — at it. “The d1sv0wal of sensuahty, says
. Heilman, “is another mdex of self-deceptlveness Not 1 believe,



that there is in Otnello a powerful sexuahty which he is endea-_

vouri noi to c‘eny’or dlsregdrd The O‘eneL

ponve to Desd ,ona is the counterpa

tepldness tnere 1s a lack of Walmbh at c..ll eve;s”( ). The same

view han been expressed by Somelvllle who behevea that Des-
demona’s choice 1s fatal, Lhdt her mar"lawe is catasuophl‘,, and
that her death must not be 1egretted for it dehve‘ s-her from the
pains of living an extlemely miserable life with an “impotent
husband”. It is Othello s “consclousness of a shattered manhood”
that draws him to the “sheltering bosom of his gentle love” (5).

The upshot of all these views is to elucidate Murry’s vague
and imperfect statement about the seeds of death in the Othello-
Desdemona “perfect” love, though one concurs with his general
conclusion that this love is foredoomed to destruction even with-
out the cunning manipulation of Iago. Murry believes that Tago
is used as a means to an end, a machination & to bring the mvw‘oie
tragedy of the human heart into clarity and visibility. The hand-
kerchief, Murry ar gues, is used symbolically as a dramatic effect
opelafmg indirectly, but Iago is represented as the maker of the
“drama” in the sense that “he magnifies it into visibility. He
is to be understood as a mere source of motive power whose
function it is to bring the seed of death that is in the love of
Othello and Desdemona to maturity within the compass of a
play. What would be, in ordinary human life, a process lasting
many years, with no violent outcome - ; ending only in the death
of love, and perhaps in its rebirth, has to be turned into ‘sen-
sation’. And Jago is the means by which it is achieved” (Shak-

(4) Heilmem, op. cit, p. 172.
(5) Somerville, op. cit., p. 74.

'”mcomp C-tene.>s of res-
of a celtam physwal
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" espeare, p. 318). This, unequivocally, denotesitha‘t Iago is' a mere
instrument whose function is to turn the Wheel of des‘cmy, ac-
celerating the 1ap1d1ty of disaster ; without hlS diabolical effo;t
,tne death-process would have been loncrer but the 1esult ‘would
have been the same.

- This acute ;appre»ci‘ation of lago’s character, as a moving 3
power, reveals an intelligent perceptive capability .on Murry’s v
part as a critic. He is not misled by the devaStati_ng”demonism _
of Tago’s power into saying that Iago is the main source of the
tragedy, he is not. But this does not mean that Murry overlooks

or underestimates Iago’s villainy. Neither does he argue against
| the idea that Iago is diabolical. Compared with the coramon lot
of humanity, Iago’s diabolism appears as piercingly devastating.
'He is an embodiment of the “element of death that is in love”
“without him there would have been no drama at all, regardless
of the fact, Murry emphasises once again, that the “seed of
catasﬁ*ophe” is essentially inherent in the very nature of the
Othello-Desdemona love-affair. '

Murry argues that Iago’s cunnmg, or what he calls. Iagos :
“kenning” is the most chalacterlstlc trait that dlstmgulshes h1m
from those avound him, This is an ‘indispensable quahty m a -
character whose main function is to “expedite disaster”. In a
man, states Murry, “that would be diabolical indeed. Bﬁt Iago-
is not a man. He is a dlsembodled intelligence, of somewhat the
 game kind that Dostoevsky was to bring shadowﬂy before us in
his Stavrogins and his Sv1dr1gallovs — an abstract potentiality
of the human consciousness : that which knows the nature of
~ human love, and knows what accxdents are necessary to destroy
it” (Shakespeare, p. 320).
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What is significant in Murry’s approach to Iago’s character
is his declaration that “Iago is not a man”. Such an’ interpreta-
‘tion concurs with the readings of varieus critics ranging from
Colerldge to G. Wilson Knight. Coleridge, for example, believes
that Tago’s art is irresistible simply because it is “superhuman”.
Hazlitt considers him as one of the most manvellous “supereroga-
tions” of Shakespeales genius ; Iago is created with none of the

“milk of human kindness” in his composition. His imagination is
devilish, and his thoughts are poisonous; to his depraved appetite,
virtue or goodness are sickly and insipid. Iago’s dark, guarded,
and delibrate “artifice” is beyond the skill of any living being.
G. Wilson Knight, following the same track, states that the ele-
ments of human nature are lacking in Iago ; his devilishness is
absolute, and his cynicism is limitless. Iago is “cynicism loathing
beauty, refusing to allow its existence. Hence the venom of his
plot : the plot is Tago — both are ultimate, causeless, self-begot-
ten. Iago is cynicism mcaq'nate and projected into action” (The
‘Wheel of Fire, p. 114)

There may be slight differences in the approaches of these
critics, but in the main they reinforce Murry’s conclusion which
~ denies the humanity of Tago. Nevertheless, one can refer to an-
other group of ecritics whose views are entirely different flom
Murry’s ; to them, JTago’s inhumanity or superhumamty is ‘no
more than a fallacious idea that must be rejected by any sagac-
ious scholar. Charles Coe notes that there are many indications in
the play which help in creating the belief that Iago is a ‘man,

“a real man turned villian for a purpose”. Bradley expresses the
same opinion when he writes about the symptoms of humanity
in Iago’s character : ; Jago’s hesitation and “doubt”, as to whether
~he must work out Cassio’s and Roderigo’s death, impress and
surprise him as indications of “the obscure working of conscience
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or humemty” He goes to the extent of saying that Tago feels
remorseful and ashamed because he is mfhctmg pain on an inno-
cent creature, “for Desdemona is the one person concemed aga-

inst whom it is impossible for him even. to 1m’tgme a “ground

of resentment, and so an excuse for cruelty” He, also, interprets
‘Iago S 1°ush1ng at Emilia, wlth the cry “vﬂlamous who

rare moment of “real passion” (6).

The human element in Iago’s character, expressed ',byb‘Coe ,
and stressed by Bradley, is referred to, though differently, by
Heilman who suggests the possibility of a one-sided love between
Tago and Desdemona. After a long analysis of Iago’s feel-'ings and
motives, Heilman comes to the conclusion that Tago is sensa-
tionally obsessed with an endless train of “efotic imagirhatién",
and that he is “in his strange way sexually attracted to Des-

demona”’ (7).

Though these views may be regarded as a possible refutation
of Murry’s thesis that Iago is not a man, one does not hesitate
to say that the delving deep into Tago’s character has been car-
ried too far, and that the application of modern psychology to an
Elizabethan creation may be misleading. Iago has been created
for a purpose, and he is significant in so far as he succeeds in
achieving this purpose : the manipulation of a discrepancy which
has already been existing. In other words, says Mun}‘y, in a

wonderfully perceptive conclusion, “to discover what Iago is, the

(6) A.C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, (London, Macmillan, 1950),

p. 235.
(7) Heilman, op. cit, p. 20l
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time-medium [of the tragedy] must be changed back again. Then
he dissolves from an incredible human being — a monster —
back into his imaginative reality, which is simply the awareness
of the potentiality of death in human love. That awareness is
Shakespeare’s” (Shakespeare, p. 320). | '

0J
L]
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MACBETH

THE discrepancy between character and act in Macbeth is one

the most striking accomplishments of Shakespeare’s art.
The deed is done, Duncan is killed, but Macbeth feels puzzled, per-
plexed, lost in the whirlpool of the dreadful act. He has mq&:dered ‘
grace, divinity, loyalty, and he has also murdered sleep. He is
shaken to the very roots of his existence so that he yearns for

the impossible — Duncan’s rise from the dead :

To know my deed, 'twere best not know myself, knock.
Wake Duncan with thy knocking : I would

thou couldsf; : ‘
' (2/2/71-2)

Murry states that the diserepancy between character and act
in Macheth is “turned consciously to account”. It is the vortex
from which the whole tragedy emerges, arousing great animation
and expectation, illusion and disillusion, overwheiming ambition
and dreadful despair. Macbeth, the mighty warrior, “that Bel-
lona’s bridegroom, lapp’d in proof,” and his seemingly iron-willed
wife look at each other, after the murder, in puzzled astonish-
ment, as if they were two naive children. They “see themselves”,
and what they see makes them tremble. That is why they try
by all possible means to avoid looking into themselves. They we-
sort to all human and superhuman resources in a desperate at-
tempt to séwe the integrity of their souls. But it is of no avail ;
it is a destiny which they have to face. No escape is poésible.
And the mere realization of that drives them mad.
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According to. Murry, this fatal power to see th:mselves
rnanliested as they manifest lt convinces us as nothm'r else
“could’ convince us, of their essentlal nobility of soul. And by thlsg
turn the situation becomes bottomless in profundity. That a man
and woman should, in the very act -of heinous and diabelical
murder, reveal themselves as naive and innocent, convuises our
morality and awakens in us thoughts beyond the reaches of our
souls” (Shakespeare, p. 325). The contrast here _lxes in the nobi-
lity of the protagonists’ souls and the heinousness of their action. _
This leads one to examine the mysterious motive power that has
disastrously worked havoc in the hearts of these two extraor-

dinary personalities.

In Othello, Iago plays the part of the instigator, the tempter
who puts the action into that rapid motion which results in the

total destructlon of the plotagomst and his wife. The devilish

agent takes the form of a human power embodled in a man deal- ’
ing with men. In Hamlet, the drama begins with the supernatu-
ral trying to impose its will on the natural o'rdex of things -— the
v1s1tatlon of the Ghost reveals the secret of the murder of a
king, merc1lessly awakening Hamlet’s deeply ‘rooted Sl]Spl(:lOIl _
In Macbeth, the tempting powers are both human and super-
human — Macbeth’s ambition, his wife’ s lustful desire for power
and family-aggrandizement, and the predictions of the Weird
Sisters, all contribute to the bloody rise and harrowmg downfall
of the hero.

The role of the Weird stters has always been dlsputed by '
the Shakesnearlan critics. The questlon of whether they are
: natural or preternatural human or superhuman mere future-
‘tellers or destructxve elements cannot be answered sxmply or
easily. Murry thinks that 1t is a gross mistake to represent the
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Witches as active factors practically working for the extermina-
tion of the unfortunate Macbeth. They, Murry insists, “do not
hate or contrive or entangle. They merely reveal a future to him
who will believe it”. But whether or not they have an influencial
power over Macheth, directing his steps to a predestined conclu-
sion, will not be answered by Shakespeare, Undoubtedly Shakes-
peare was conséious of the medieval tradition with all its beliefs
in preternatural agents able to reveal the secrets of the unknown.
Stories of bargains between men and the powers of evil have
been told throughout the ages, and the price has always been
the same : man has to give up his soul to the devil.

The question it is important to ask is this : Is there any
bargain between Macbeth and the Weird Sisters ? Do they compel
him to wade in the blood of his innocent vietims ? Do they ask
for his soul in return for revealing a glimpse of the future ?
Murry’s answer is unequivoeal : “Macbeth makes no bargétin with
the emis';aries of the powers of darkness : nor are they bargain-
able. The knowledge offers itself to him : it is, indeed, as he
says ‘a supernatural soliciting’. But he is not solicited to the
treachery and murder which he commits. It has been granted him
to read a little in the book of destiny, and he has found its first
sentence true, there is nothing that compels him to be asistant
and accomplice to the working of the second” (Shakespeare,
p. 326).

Murry’s reading of the text does not differ much from that
of his great predecessor A.C. Bradley who states clearly that the
Witches must not be labelled with the responsibility of Macbeth’s
guilt. Bradley contends that there is mno indication whatsoever
which would lead to the belief that Macbeth has been driven to
his destiny by supernatural powers. The Witches and their pre-
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‘diéfiohé, says .Bi;éd'l'éy, “are presented simply as dangerous’ cir-
‘cﬁmstances"‘“}ith' which Macbeth has to deal .... Macbeth is, in
the ordmary sense perfectly free from them” (1). Their main
mgmﬁcance springs from the fact that they harp on Macbeth’s
thought as an echo of his murderous intentions : ’

1 Wltch All hail, Macbeth ! hail to thee , Thane of Glamxs !
| 2 Wltch All haﬂ Macbeth ! hail to thee, Thane of Cawdor !
3 Witch. All hail, Macheth ! that shalt be king hereafter.
Ban : Gbod Sir, Why do you start, and seem to fear
' Things thatjydo sound or faire ? ‘ _
| | (1/3/48 - 52)

Banquo’s question is piercingly poignant. He notices that,
on hearing the prophecies, Macbeth is startled, as if dazed. An
innocent man would have never feared such a revelation, but
Macbeth is not such a man. He is terrified simply because, un-
expectedly, the Weird Sisters have given utterance to his own
thoughts. The temptation does not come from without ; it main-
ly springs from within creating havoc in the barbaric world of
Macbeth. The Witches, as Roy Walker says, are instruments, not
powers ; they “would be defeated without a principal to enforce
their attack upon Macbeth’s soul” (2). Against such a strong
~point of view, James Kirsch, in his valuable book Shakespear’s
Royal Self, claims that Macbeth, due to an inherent weakness in
‘his personality, falls a “helpless vietim of the Witches' craft”
(p. 333) The filst'palt of Kirsch s contention is valid, but the
gest of it is far from being true — Macbeth is not vietimized
by the Witches. '

(1) AC. Bradley, op. dit. p. 343.
(2) Roy Walker, The Time is Free (London, Andrew Dakers, 1949), p. 136.




One do not hesitate to accept the full 1mphcat10ns of Murry S
conception of the Weird Sisters. Macbeth after the fatal encoun-
ter, could have held back paying no heed to the prophecles, and
forgetting all,‘,about the heath and the Wxtches Such a supposu
fion can be accrééited' and easﬂy supported by Macbeth’ own

words :

If it wel‘"el'done when tls done, then twere»“ well
It were done qulckly if th’ essasmatlon i '
Could trammel up the consequence and catchk'z Saanie
With his surcease success that but this’ blow
_ Might be the be-all and the end-all here,
: But here, upon thxs bank and shoal of tlme,. L
We'd Jump the life to come. — But m these caee%
We shall have judgment here ; that we but tedch -

Bloody 1nst1uct10ns, whlch “being taught 1etu1n '

To plague ‘th’ inventor :

Besxdes, thls Duncan
Hath borne his faculties so meek, lmth been
Qo clear in his great office, that his vutuesl
Wwill plead like angels, trumpet-tongu’d, agamst
The deep damnation of his taking-off ;
And pity, like a naked new-born babe,
Striding the blast, or heaven’s Cherubins, hors’d
Upon the sightless couriers of the air,
Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye,
That tears shall drown the wind. — I have no spur
To prick the sides of my intent, but only
Vaulting ambition, which o erleaps itself
And faﬂs on th’ other —

(1/7/1 - 28)
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"There is ne reference here to witcheraft or metaphysical aid ;
Macbeth does not make the shghtest attempt to put the res-
‘ , ponsnbxhty of his attiude towards the king on the shoulders of
the mysterious hags ; he does not even mention them. The in-
,stxgatlon comes originally from. _within, not from without. Es-
sentlally it is his “vaulting ambltxon" that causes his destruction;
and in this sense he gains in depth and magnanimity as a tlaglc
- hero. To say that the Witches are the. active agents that cause
Macbeths catastrophlc end, is to destroy the whole conception
- and sxgmflcance of the tragedy |
~* In point of truth the murder of Duncan has been medltated
upon before the appearance of the Witches, Lady Macbeth’s
- stunning question “What beast was’t then, That made you break
 this enterprise to me 7’ 1/7/41), unequivocally implies that

~ the murder has been a topic of discussion between Macbeth and

his wife. Lady Macbeth has a full knowledge of her husband’s ,
psychologxcal state. She can read his thoughts as easﬂy as she
‘reads his words. She is sure that his soul is yearning for Duncan’s
untimely end ‘yet she is also aware of his instability of purpose
and. his dlscouragmg hesitation he “would not play false but
yet would wrongly win”. What frightens Macbeth is not the
‘ murder itself, but the ensuing damnatlon of its dlscovery he
is ready to commxt it, if ascertamed that the world around him
will not damn him with suspicious eyes. Being no Hamlet, he is
“not worried or impressed by the world- to-come ; such a question
. ean be burked and the life-to-come can be jumped over. The
mu1dere1 says Murry, “who will jump the judgment of the life
to come and all that it implies, needs but the hope that the mur-
der will be unknown to do the deed. That hope will come ; it will
- create itself. For the life of the judgment to come is prmected
'conscxence Consclence once drugged Murder becomes but a mat-
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ter of contrivance. And that is all. Macbeth is appalled not by the
thought of the deed, but by the thought of failure to conceal it”
(Shakespeare, pp. 327 - 8).

According to Murry, what Macbeth needs is the drugging
of hjs conscience, which, if achieved, would let loose all tiie furies
of Macbeth’s bloody imagination ; he would challenge men and ',
beasts, humans and superhumans, and even fate would not count
too much for him, if it came into the list. But it all depends on
whether his conscience will be efficiently drugged or not. This is
marvellously achieved by Lady Macbeth — a woman who will
be described by Malcolm as “the fiendish queen”.

Lady Macebth’é influence over her husband is tremendous.
She is handling 2 man with whom she has lived both physically
and spiritually. He has a conscience which must be “drugged”,
if that deed is to be done. He is for the murder pf Duncan, but
he does not want to be himself the murderer. She would diug
his conscience, overcome his hesitancy, fill him With her own
spirit and drive him forward to achieve all the wished for great-
ness : ] '

. Hie thee hither,
That I may pour my spirits in thine ear ;
And chastise with the valour of my tongue
All that impedes thee from the golden round,
Which fate and metaphysical aid doth seem

to have thee crown’d withal.
(1/5/27 - 32)

The news of Duncan’s passing the night in her castle is beyond
her expectation. It is her golden opportunity and it must not
be lost. Still, she is aftraid of her husband’s faltering virtue —

a fact which is confirmed by Macbeth’s helpless words :
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We‘ will proceed no further in this business :

He hath honour’d me of late ; and I have bought
‘Golden opinions frem all sorts of people

Which would be worn now in their newest gloss,
Not cast aside so soon. o :
N (1/7/30 - 32)
Macbeth is afraid ‘lest the murder should undo him ; it would
mean the perdltxon of his existence. |

At once, Lady Macbeth reacts and her reactlon is over-
whelming, so much so that Macbeth stands gazing at her in ama-
zement, as if stunned. She attacks him ferociously, shaking him
- to the very roots of his being. To her, his hesitation is cowardice,
his fear is childish, and even his masculinity is doubtful. Kingship
and manhood, she believes, éannbt be separated ; so, he Woﬁld be
much mhore the man, if he becomes the king. She has prepared
evérything for the final scene — the grooms are drugged, the
daggeré are ready, and Duncan sleeps happily and unsupiciously
after being generously treated by his “honour’d hostess”. There
" is no possibility of failure. All they need is determmatwn the
chance must not be missed, and the deed must be done. To be a
man that deserves her veneration Macbeth must overcome his
“cowardice” and put an end to his fear. Her argument with him
is rounded up with the nerve-shattering lines :

o I have given suck and know
How tender 'tis to love the babe that milks me :
I would, while it was smiling in my"face,
~ have plucked my nipple from his bottomless gums,
. And dash’d the brains out, had I so sworn
_As you have done to this. -
S (1/7/54 - 59)
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These lines may be interpreted as the e}\pressmn of a dia-
bolical creature — a woman without pity, thhout fear, void of
the milk of common humanity. To put it summarily, she appears
to be a woman without regrets, especially if seen in the hg}g;;__
of her ' : ::';

Come, you spirits

That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me heré,

And £ill me from crown to toe, top-full '

Of direst cruelty ! o
| (1/5/41)
This has tempted some crities to consider Lady Macbeth as the
embodiment of absolute evil. Roy Walker represents her as a
“Gorgon”, a “she-devil”, who is ready to be;: “‘de-natured and un-
sexed” for the sake of attaining the crown. Macbeth, says Wal-
ker, “might overcome his own temptation to murder Duncan,
might face the Witches and break the spell that binds him to
his burning desire for the crown. But when he confronts the
fiend, in limb and motion feminine, whos: prayer to Hell that
she may be unsexed and filled from crown to toe with direst
cruelty has been answered, his return upwards to the light of
day is for ever lost” (3). With this view James Kirsch concurs,
though he gives his interpretation the psychological colouring of
Dr. Jung and his school of thought. To Kirsch, Lady Macbeth is
“a continuation of the Witches into the human rea-lm. She has
no moral scruples whatsoever. She intends to be quite active in
Macebeth’s plans, to stimulate his anima with her criminal in-
tentions. She incarnates his murderous impulses .... She is

more goddess than human being, and must therefore be under--

(3) Roy Walker, op. cit., p. 43.
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stood as a representation of Macbeth’s unconsciousness” (4). By

- goddess here Kirsch means the goddess of darkness, villainy and

dire cruelty who fears neither Heaven nor Hell, and who cares
not for either blessing or damnation ; her main aim is to strike
with all her might in order to have the “golden 'round”.

This weading is partly accepted by G. Wilson Knight who be-
lieves that Lady Macbeth is the incarnation of “evil absolute
and extreme” for “only one mighty hour”. But after that, when
the terrifying deed is done and Duncan is removed forever, she
becomes what by nature she is — a woman with all the frailties
of womanhood : “She faints at Macbeth’s description of Duncan’s
body. As her husband grows rich in crime, her significance dwind-
les : she is left shattered, a human wreck who mutters over again
in sleep the hideous memories of her former satanic hour of pride”
(The Wheel of Fire, p. 152).

What must be stressed is that Lady Macbeth is a great
woman of mighty will, unequalled courage, and unique power of
determination ; her self control is admirable, her presence of mind
is perfect, and her belief in herself is almost absolute, that is why
she towers over all those around her. Hence springs the fatal flaw
that creates the crack, the discrepancy which in its turn destroys
her mercilessly. Lady Macbeth is a woman who has miscalculated
the limits of her strength and overstimated her “powers of en-
durance”. The fact that she commits this fatal mistake proves
that she is human. To borrow the words of Somerville, Lady

- Macbeth is a woman only, not a superwoman.

To this great woman, notes Murry, Macbeth submits, and the
moment of his submission becomes the moment of his perdition.

(4) Joames Kirsch, op. cit, p. 345,
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It means that .he is forever lost, without any hope of redemption

or any glimpse of -salvation.

Lady M.: My husband !
Macb.. : I have done the deed. Dld’st thou not hear a -
o noise ? . ‘
Lady m.: I heald the owl sc1eam and the crlckets c1y
- Did you not speak ?
Macb. R 'When ? :
Lady m.: Now.
Mach. : AslI descended ?
Lady M.: Ay!
Muacb. Hark !
 Who lies i’ the second chambes ?.
Lady M.: Donalbain. ‘ -
Macb. : Thisis a sony sight [Looking" on his hands]
Lady M. : A foolish thought to say a sorry sight.

(2/2/15 21)

The dlsmepancv here, as Murry- pomts out hes in the ter-

rifying

“naivety” of the protagonist and his wife. The deed be-

gins to work havoc in their souls, regardless of the fact that they

are unconscious of 1t Stlll the snapping of the cords can be clear-

ly heard :

Macb.

There’s one did laugh in’s sleep, and one cried,
“Murther !” -

That they did wvake each other : I stood and
heard them ; .

But they did say their prayers, and address’d
them

Again to sleep.
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Lady M.: There are two lodg’d together.
Macb. : One cried, “God bless us !” and “Amen,” the
other,
As they had seen me with these hangman’s
hands.
List'ning their fear, I could not say, “Amen,”
When they did say, “God bless us.”
Lady M. : Consider it not so deeply.
Macb. : But wherefore could not I pronounce “Amen” ?
- I had most need of blessing, and “Amen” Stuck
" in my throat. '
Lady M.: These deeds must not be thought
After these ways : so, it will make us mad.
(2/2/22 - 32)

The dialogue is supremely revealing. Lady Macbeth is exert-
ing a tremendous effort to control the situation and bring her
husband back to his senses. She screws up all her powers ; yet
“as she gathers control, she knows that he is not considering
it deeply at all. He is considering it simply and strangly, and
fatally, as she had also been considering it. There is no word for
that kind of contemplation, when two creatures; become them-
selves, look on the irremediable thing they did when they were
not themselves” (Shakespeare, p. 331).

The voint it is important to make is this : the discrepancy
between what the two characters essentially are and what, after
the murder, they have consequently become, is a string on which
Shakespeare harps with masterful skill. It becomes the predomi-
nant feature of the tragedy. It is the callous power that drives the
wheel of fortune full circle, ending in the destruction of Macheth
and his wife. Lady Macbeth cracks under the burden of conscious-
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ness and a conscience emerging, ‘despite her desperate attempt
to smother it, frdm the subconscious. She walks in her sleep,
confesses her guilt on paper, seals it, yrhu'rmurs in a whimpering
voice about what is, what has been, and what is to be :

Out, damhed spot ! out, I say ! — One ; two :

why, then ‘its time to do't. — Hell is murky !

Fie, my lord, fie ! a soldier, and afeard ? What
need we fear who knows it, when none can call
our power to account ? — Yet who would have thought
the old man to have had so much blood in him ?

Here’s the smell of blood still : all the
- perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand.
Oh'! oh! oh!
(V/1/34 -50)

The burden is more than she can bear, ‘and the inner struggle
is beyond her power of endurance. She has overestimated herself
and miscalculated the limits of her fs't-rength. “It will drive us
mad,” she tells Macbeth, and it does.

Macbeth, on the other hand, is puzzled and frightened by
the strangeness and unexpectedness of the event. He is unable
to recognize what is real and what is fanciful. Tumult within and
outside him play havoc in his soul ; he hears strange voices and

listens to terror-striking words :

Macb. : Methought, I heard a voice cry, “Sleep no more !
Macbeth does murther Sleep,” — the innocent
" Sleep !
Sleep, that knits up the ravell’d sleave of care,
The death of each day’s life, sore labour’s bath,
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Balm of hurt minds, great Nature’s second
course,
Chief nourisher in life’s feast ; —
"Lady M.: What do you mean ?
Macb. : Still it cried, “Sleep no more !” to all the house :
“Glamis hath murther’d Sleep, and rherefore
Cawdor
Shall sleep no more, Macbeth shall sleep no
more !”
("/"/ 34 - 42)

Muuys comment on these lines is one of Lhe most interest-
ing things he says. He believes that by murdering sleep, Micbeth
has muywdered time, human time ; so it becomes inevitable that
he should take the plunge into the horror of the metaphysieal.
Macbeth’s time is now timeless. His existence is annihilated by
the tlmelessness of time ; he is bound to the devastating wheel
of fire, “the victim of uninterrupted and unending time, chained
to the wheel of the everlasting Now” (Shakespeare, p. 333). From
such a ‘c_'oyndition no escape is possible. Lady Macbeth commits
suicide,: but even death would not save her soul. Those who have
murdered sleep, have “murdered death also”. In such a state of

- existence, life becomes meaningless :

‘{‘?leac‘b. ¢ Wherefore was that cyy,
,,j.if";Sey. The Queen my lord, is dead,
’ Ma«"b : She should have died hereafter :

' There would have been time for such a word. —
To-morrow, and to- -morrow, and to-morrow,
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day,

‘To the last syllable of recorded time ;

And all our vesterdays have lighted fools
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The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle ! -
Life’s but a walking shadow ; a poor player,
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,
And then is heard no more : Lt is a tale
B Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
Signifying nothing. j»_
(574/15-28)

Muﬁy’sinterpretation of the first part of Maébéth"s speech

is indisputably unique. He admits frankly that he cannot fully

. grasp the meaning of the first five lines. Still, he rejects Johnson’s
reading which states that the Qeen’s death “should have been

deferred to a more peacable time”. This is the common explana-

tion of the text which necessitates no diving deep into the real ..

state of Macbeth’s strange world. But, Murry strenuously dis-
putes the point, “Macbeth’s meaning is stranger than that. ‘Here-
after,” I think, is purposely vague. It does not mean ‘later’ ; but
a different mude of time from that im which Macbeth is im-
-prisoned mow. ‘Hereafter’ — in the mot - now : there would have
been a time for such a word as “the Queen is dead’. But the time
in which he is caught §s to-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-mor-
row, — one infinite siameness, in which yesterdays have only
lighted fools the way to dusty death. Life in this time is mean-
ingless — a tale told by an idiot — and death also. For his wife’s
death to have meaning there needs some total change — a plunge
across a new abyss int;o a Hereafter” {Shakespeare, p. 335).

Murry’s thesis of the timelessness of time in Macbeth and
his explanatlon of the meaning of the “hsereafber”, in mn.]ectlon
with Lady Macbeth's death, seem somewhat puzzling, if ztmt per-
plexing to some emitics and commentators. Kenneth Muir, in his
notes on Macheth, states that 'a’Macbeth’s “She should have died



— 62 —

hereafter” is “ambigious”. He refers to Arrowsmith Wilson’s in-
terpretation : “qhe would have died sometime,” and to J ohnson’s
“Her death should have been deferred to a more peaceful hour ;
had she lived longer, there would :hav’e' been a more convenient
time for such a word”, follow“in‘g‘ th‘ese_ ;‘vcwo veadings by Murry’s
. criticism of ‘thhson’s. In his“‘.vei;y‘ sh01t comment on Murry’s
I statement, Kenneth Muir’s perplexity E‘is”qi'li,te'épparent ; he does
not accept Murry’s reading of ‘the texf, but at the same time,
he does not refute it. He finds a way out of the impasse by stat-
ing : “that Shakespeare would have been puzzled by this explana-

tion is not necessarily a condemnation of it” ().

Roy Walker, in the main, agrees wifh Murry's thesis of time
in Macbeth, though he blames Murry for not referring to the
resumption of “human time” at the end of the play. Analys‘ing
Macbeth’s “She should have died hereafter”, Walker draws at-
tention to the fact that the statement is meaningless ; Macbeth
himself has realized that, “for time itself — time past, time pre-
sent and time future — is meaningless ; he has jumped the life
to come. Time is a nightmare succession of incidents without
significance” (6). Time according to Walker, is “rooted in the
eternal” which cannot be “mocked” and from which there is no
escape ; it is different from Macbef,h’s time which is “not joined
to the days of the year, to the natural rhythm of seasons, the
cycle of death and resurrection. It is a chaos of seperate to-mor-
rows in which the to-morrow that is a time for planting and the

to-morrow that is time for plucking up never comes” (7).

(5) Kenneth Muir, ed., Macbeth, New Arden Edition (-Motﬁuen And Co.,
London, 1951), p. 159.

(6) Walker, op. cit, p. 190.

(7) Ibid., p. 194
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Clearly there is no fundamental difference between Murry’s
and Walker’s explanations, though Walker, in his introduction,
gives the impression that he is going to advance a new theory of
the time process in Macbeth : “How much I agree with this
judgment [Murry’s] the following pages show, but Murry does
" not observe the resumption of what he calls ‘human time’ (it is
essentially superhuman time) in the final scene, expressed by
the flood of daylight and summed in Macduff’s words : “The time

is free’” (8).

Walker’s veiled a,ttack,y in the form of a reservation and an
unqualified objection, is pointless, for Murry’s concéntration is on
the question of time in the Macbeth-world, not after that. So,
whether after Macbeth’s death time is free or not, is not Murry’s
main contention, the title of his article being “The Time Has
Been”, not the time will be. Moreover, Walker’s rejection of
Murry’s “human time”, by alleging that “it is essentially super-
human time”, is a grave misunderstanding of Murry’s point of
view. By writing about “human time”, Murry is referring to the
time process before the murder of Duncan, for, Murry asserts,
the selfsame moment Duncan’s blood is shed ““ ‘the blessed time’
is gone, an accursed time is come. And whaf an accursed Time
may be, we glimpse in the speech : ‘She should have died here-
after’. The blessed time does not appear very blessed to us —
a time ‘that when the brains were out, the man would die,’ a
time when Macbeth’s senses ‘would have cool’d to hear a night-
shriek’. Nevertheless, that time was human [Italics mine]” (Sha-
kespeare, p. 336). To agree with Roy Walker that the time was
superhuman, is to take the risk of accepting a critical absurdity.

(8) 1Ibid., p. IX, n.
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_ To round up Murry’s argument, one must stress the fact
that the protagonist and his wife have been destroyed by a dis-
crepancy between what they are and what they, after the mur-
der, have subsequently become. They have overthrown order and
broken harmony in the natural order of society ; the coherence
of life has been desecrated. By trying desperately to grasp the
“future in the instant”, they have murdered the symbol of a
divine order, thus murdering sleep, dislocating time, and taking
the plunge into the timeless world of metaphysical horror. Their
desperate attempt to hold the self and not-self together — what
they have been and what they have become — is absolutey futile,
for it demands a more-than-human effort. Undel such a tenlI)_
ing burden the cords of their existence snap and finally their
life cracks and collapses. Time which has been violated, but never
successfully mocked, takes revenge. The queen, mercilessly at-
tacked by the “great instant” which has sunk into the subcon-
~ scious to emerge every now and then driving her mad, commits
suicide. Macbeth, in his terrifying attempt to disjoint the frame
of things and make “both worlds suffer” in order to escape the
fear of the moment, is fully annihilated by the fatal stroke of
the grace of Grace, reppresented by Macduff and embodied in
his final words : “The time is free”.
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KING LEAR

APPROACHING the tragedy of King Lear the discrepancy ap-

" pears, not between Lear’s action and his character, but be-
tween Murry’s theory and practice, for he does not follow the
same line pursued in his dealing with Hamlet, Othello, and Mac-
beth. He disregards his theory and takes a tremendous_; plunge
into the arena of anti-Shak&spearean eriticism. King Lear,. Murry
puts it bluntly, is not a great tragedy in the sense that Hamlet,
Othello, :ind Macheth are great ; it does not belong to the same
order and it does not poessess the same grandeur o magﬁitude.
It is the woik, Muiry persistently insists, of a weary man who
is psychologically obsessed and poetically out of his depth, which
consequently amf inevitably leads to peirfunctoriness and artifi-
ciality — two prominent defects obvious throughout the whole
work. Nevertheless, Mwry asserts, in its own kind, King Lear
is a masterpiece, though “it is its kind which seems to me lacking
in the supreme Shakespearian qualities of spontaneity and natu-
ralness” (Shakespeare, p. 343). To do it justice, King Lear must
not be placed with the three great tragedies, but with the lower
order of Timon of Athens, Treilus and Cressida, and Titus Andro-
nices, for it is only among these plays that its grandeur becomes
manifest.

Murry declares quite candidly that he is a “heretic” in so far
as Ring Lear is concerned. He will not ailow himself to be over-
whelmed oi' overawed by the tags used by the devout admirers
about the sublimity and the Gitanic grandeur of the play. It is
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not all that ; it is rather “the work of a Shakespeare who is out
of his depth. Hedoesmt*mnykmwwlmthemtsﬁmw e
haps he does not really kmm wheﬁher he wants to say amything”™

(Shakespeare, p. 338). This is mot because the theme is inferior
to or less exciting tham any of the themes of the other Shajkes.
pearian tragedies ; on the contrary it is more “tremendons”™, Hiowr;,
as Murry puts if, it is “the death of the Self and the birth of
Divine Love” on the way to self-kmowledge Whmin is achieved
through “abscliute ifsolation” and throwgh m&hmss to the ex-
tent that Lear becomes “the thing itsef™ R

Such a themse, if properly tackled and rightly approeched
would produce 2 most powerfu} effect on both readers amd spec-
tators. But Shakespeure, ascordin ng o Murry, faiied in handling
his subject and manipalating his material. He was, says Murry,
“if not perfunctorv, uneertain. I could almest believe that Sha-
kespeare was on the verge of madness himself when he wrote
King Lear, and perhaps . . . I should put King Lear and Timen aod
Troilus together as the evidence of period of wncomizolable
despair, lit by gleams of illumination. I mean 2 period Mﬁw@mﬁ.ﬂ
in essential natwre, from what is generally called the “Wragic
period”. Hamilet, Othella, and Macheth ave lragedies ; but they
are evidence of entive imaginative mastery in their swilmr. That

lrich is ereative s eveating Stself undisturbed in them, But in
King Lear, T find disturbames, hesitution, wnerrbainty, ond 2 con-

stant interroption of the erc»mmam passion”. The major amd

2. The Imaginstion

e imagination
igging
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Self—knowledge, through unbearable suffering, is the main
theme of King Lear. Still, Shakespeare dld not suceeed in the
working out of his conception. The play, as G. Wilson Knight says,
is based on an absurdity..A tottering old man, the chosen hero,
decides to divide his kingdom4 between his three daughters, in v
order to get rid of the burden of responsibility and lead a care-
free life. But all this depends on a strange and demanding re-
quest : they have to undergo the ordeal of a love. test, proclaim-
ing their devotion for the old monarch ; the warmer the 'declara-

tion is, the gxeater the shale will be :

Know that we have
divided ,
In three our kingdom ; and 'its our fast mtent
"To shake all cares and business flom our age,
Confefring them on younger strengths, while we
Unburthen’d'crawl toward death '

| Tell me, my

daughters, ’ A
(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.

(I/1/37 - 53)

From the start the absurdity is apparenf — it reaches thé'
vérge_ of the grotesque. If Lear is serious — and one does not
hesitate to say he isv—- the division of the ‘k.ingdom and the
giving away of power must be achieved in a ritualistic atmos-
phere of thanks-giving and love “acclamations”. Childish and
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sentimental, it may be said, yet — one may retort — natural to
the common feelinys of man. But Leai‘ is not any man. He is a
:~ king, and has been a mighty one. So the slightest mlstake in his
caleulation is fatal, and the least of hxs errors is catastrophic.
And he does err. ‘ '

: The two elder daughters, being false and corrupt, succeed
in flattermg thelr father’s vamty with unfelt love protestations
‘ which he unhesitatingly gulps. He does not understand, nor
‘does he care to understand, the true nature of the three sisters.
Consequently, t_he honey-dipped flattery of the elder daughters
finds its way quite easily to his heart ; he blindly believes in its
truthvand sincerity. That is why his disappointment and frustra-
tion are tremendous when he listens to the siinple truth ema-
nating fr om the br: east of the third daughter Cor deha hlS most
beloved

.Lear. :  Now, our joy, _ » ;
"~ Although eur last, and least ;' to whose young love
The vines of France and milk of Burgundy
Strive to be interess’d ; what can you say to draw
A third more opulent thcm your sxstexs ? Speak.
Cor. : Nothing, my lord
Leuar. : -Nothmg?
Cor. : ' Nothing. _
Lear. :  Nothing will come out of 'noth‘ihg : speak fzgain »

(I/1/82 90)

She will say no more than the truth of what she feels, to

" which the old king reacts with : “thy truth then be thy dower”.

Not being a hypocrite or a blaggart she will love and be silent.
She is unable to heave her deep emotion to her tongue, neither
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will she condescend to take part in a despicable contest to win

a piece of land.

Being herself proud, Cordelia will not satisfy her father’s
arrogant pride and morbid egogtism. There is, says Coleridge,
“something of disgust at the ruthless hypocrisy of hes sisters,
and some little faulty admixture of pride and sullenness in Cor-
delia’s ‘Nothing’ 7 (1). Furiously and blindly, without giving kim-
self a moment of consideration, the old king shoots his arrow
into the heart of his dearest — she will have nothing, for, aceord-
ing to his simple logic, nothing will come of nothing :

Lear. : Cornwall and Albany,

With my two daughters’ doweis digest the third ;
1 do invest you jointly with my power,
Pre-eminence, and all the lle'ge effects
That troop with majesty.

(1/1/27-32)

Rashly and unknowingly, he has given all to t.hose who de-

serve nothing. Hence springs the tragedy of King Lear.

Here, one cannot help repeating the puzzled questions of
Aléred Harbage : “Why should that patriarch who wishes to
vield his power and possessions require of the receivers declara-
tions of love 7 Why should that maiden who honestly loves him
responds only with declarations of her love of honesty ?”” Unans-
werable questions, or at least questions that cannot be answered
logically. Still, a very naive answer can be advanced : the drama

demanded it, and Shakespeare followed the drama. That is why

(1) S.T. Coleridge, Notes ‘and Lectures (Liverpool, Edward Howell, 1881),
p. 192. v ‘ '
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* Murry 1'egzu'd's"‘the play as no more than an artefact, a perfunc-
“tory work done at a moment of uncertainty and tiredness. With

~such a verdict Harbage concurs when he declares that there is
. no logical reason to account for what is taking place in the first
- scene of the play ; yet “vitual is ritual is-ritual, its logic its own.

" Prose is yielding to poetry, ‘realism’ to reality. King Lear is not

true” (),

Lear’s_trégedy is the outcome of his rash judgment,l or to
be more accurate, of his rash misjudgment. Cordelia is to leave
for France “without our grace, our love, our benison” ; Kent,
the most faithful and most courageous of his followers, is to be

~banished because he tries to make the old king ‘“‘see” ; and Lcaw

is to be left ‘,‘at the mercy of the merciless Goneril and Regan.
That is how the torture of Lear begins. Diabolical in their thought
and inhuman in their action, the two daughters drive their old
father out to face the devastating storm, fight the elements,
lose his wits, and find himself eternally bound to “the wheel of
fire”. And with the crushing agony of Lear, his education be-
gins, and through the fire of his suffering he is purified, thus
achieving the salvation of his soul.

Murry-bélieves that Lear’s madness is consciously represent-
‘ed as a “process”. Lear is aware, being maltreated by Goneril and
rejected by Regan, that something within him is giving way.
The ruthless “savagery” of the two daughf;érs is absolutely be-
yond his expectaticn ; it strikes him as if it were a thunderbolt,
stunning and destructive. He realizes suddently that he has been

(2) Allred Haorbage, ‘Shakespeme: The Tragedies (Iérentice-Hdll, 1964),
p. 113, N
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stabbed By those who have sucked the sap of his life. Awakened
by the tremendous shock, he sees the reality of what he is: a
poor, tottering old man who has once been a mighty monarch.
Under the burden of such a 1'ealization, he begins to collapse :

Lear :

You heavens, gi\?e me that patience, patience I need !
You see me here»,'vyou 'Gods, a poce old man,

As full of grief as age ; wretched in both !

If it be you that stirs these daughters hearts
Against their father, fool me not so much

To bear it tafnely ; touch me with noble an‘ger,

"~ And let not women’s weapons, water-drops,

Stain man’s cheeks ! No, you unnatural hags,
I will have such revenges on you both
That all the world shall — I will do such things,

‘ What they are, yet I know not, but they shall be

The terrors of the earth. You think I'll weep ;
No, I'll will not weep : ‘
I have full cause df_ weeping [Storm heard at a
distance] but this heart .
Shall break into a hundred thousand flaws
Or ere I'll weép. O Fool ! I shall go mad.
o | (2/4/73 -88)

And it does coms true. On the heath, under torrents of rain

and flashes of thunder, rapped by nothing but the piercing wind,

Lear’s “wits begin to twrn”. He will not listen to Kent’s entreaties.

to enter the hovel ; the tempest all around him is not as destruc-

tive as the tempest within him ; physical pain, to Lear, is a mere

trifle if compared to mental agony, for inevitably “that way

madness lies”.

Lear. :

Thou think’st 'tis much that this contentious storm

Invades us fo the skin : so ’tis to thee ;



But where the greater malady is fix’d,
The lesser is scarce felt.

this tempest in my mind
Doth from my senses take all feeling else
Save what beats there — filial ingratitude !

- Is it not as this mouth should tear this hand
For lifting food to’t ? But I will punish home :
No, I will weep no more. In such a night
To shut me 6ut ? Pour on ;'I will endure.

In such a night as this 7 O Regan, Goneril !
Your old kind father, whose frank heart gave
ail, —

0! that way madness lies.

o (3/4/6-21)

Edgar's appearance as Tom o’Bedlam, and his first encoun-
ter with his king, prove thaht Lear has become thorcughly mad.
He takes Edgar for a philosopher, a “learned Theban”, a “good
Athenian”, asks him about the cause of thunder, begs for a word

~ “in private”, and insists on keeping “still with my philosepher”.

What is surprising is that simultaneousiy with the process
of suffering which leads to mad_ness, there is another process
towards knowledge and wisdom. Murry believes that through
suffering Lear learns his lesson ; the purification of Lear’s soul
springs from his mental agony. With the first lash of the fateful
whip, he takes an unusual plunge into his inner self and faces
those around him with the unexpected question : “Who am 177
Oswald gives him the blunt answer : “My Lady’s father”, the

Fool provides a different one : “Lear's shadow”. Significantly
- enough, he awakens to face facts ; he begins te “see” that the

(Ve
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mighty Lear is no more than a relic of the past, a has-been who
exists no more as an unquestioned authority in the world of men,
nor in the world of women either. His hakedness becomes gradual-
ly ti'an‘:parent, and his helpless impotence forces him to look
‘into himself and realize that his life has been a fraud, a jlie :
‘ They | ;
flattered me like a dog, and told me I had the white
hairs in my béard ere the black ones were there.

. Go
to, they are not men o’their words : ‘they told
‘me I was every thing ; ’tis a lie, I am not a’gué-
proof. ' - '
~ (4/6/97-106)
That is true. Lear is not “ague-piroof” ; he is as vulnerable as
a broken-winged hawk. And in his bewilderment he learns too
much, too late. He sees what he has never seen before :
Poor naked wretches, where so’er you are,
That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm,
How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides,
Your loop’d and window’d raggedness, defend you
From seasons such as these 72 0! I have ta’en
Too little care of this. Take physie, Pomp ;
Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel,
That thou mayst shake the superflux to them,
And show the Heavens more just. '
| (3/4/28 - 36)

This is not the Lear of the beginning of the play, the majes-
tic autocrat who divides a kingdom, creates monarchs, and stands
as a ?}lossal demi-gcd towering above all : “Of all these bounds-...
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 we make thee ]ady” “To thee and thine,' hereditary ever/Rehain

this ample third of- our fair kingdom”, “Come not between the
dragon and his wrath” “Hence and avoid my sight !”, “I invest
you,Jomtly with my power”, “Away ! by Jupiter,/This shall not
be revok’d"’ | “Betfer thou/Hadst not been born than not t’have
pleased me bettel” The sense of absolute ‘power gradually fades
away with the mona1 ch, to be replaced by the sensations of a puri-
fied soul. Through agony and madness, Lea& becomes a d1ffe; ent
man who declareo that “None does offend none I say, none”, and
who — asking for pardon — at Jast admits :

I am a very foolish fond old man,
Fourscore and upward, not an hour moie or less ;
And, to deal plainly,
I fear I amv‘not in my pe;'fect mind. .
' (4/7/60 - 64)

The more a‘valeness of what he now is, is supremely 1evea11ng
The moment of realization becomes the moment of illumination :

by accepting his suffering, Lear creates his own kingdom within
the realm of a selfless spirit. On the wheel of fire, he becomes
a king — every mch a king. But he pays the price, and the price

is all he has, for his newly created kingdom belongs not to this

world, but to the world to come. Lear’s final innocence, accord-
: ing to Murry, “is not that of a man who has experienced a spi-
ritual revolution through suffering, but that of one who has suf-
fered too much as well. That his final innocence is terrible and
wenderful when it comes is _beyond dispute” ’S‘zaheepezvze, p. 347).

What Murry disputes is Shakﬂsneare’s presentation of mad-
ness. He feels that the presentamon of madness in Lear is un-
‘natural ; it does not reach the g“eat and splendid heigh’s of
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jealousy in Othello, or “hesitation in Hamlet, or guilt in Mac-
beth” ; it does not belong to the same order of poetic genius,
for it lacks the genuine Shakespearian spontaneity. -What is
creative is not creating itself : “Lear's ‘madness’ — including in
it his desperate sanity as well — is splendidly worked out ; but
it is worked out. It may, for ought I know, mark the limit of what
is possible in this direction. But that would merely show that
there is a great difference between the limit of what is possible
in a certain direction, and what Shakespeare achieved in certain
other directions. I refuse to be overawed by epithets. King Lear
may be ‘sublime’ and ‘“titanic’ ; and, if those adjectives are used
to imply that there is a difference in kind between King Lear
' and the other tragedies, I am willing to submit to them. But the
adjective 1 should choose to convey and define that impression
would be less ambigious ; it would suggest that Shakespeare, in

being ‘titanic’, was being unnatural” (Shakespeare, p. 348).

That the mad-scenes have a touch of the grotesque aﬁd the
improbable is by now a critical commonplace. G. Wilson Knight
in his essay on “King Lear and the comedy of the grotesque”,
deals elaborately with the point. The mock trial which Lear sets
" for his daughters in “pidiculous” ; it stresses the fact that the
whole play is based on “indignity and incongruity”. Lear's mad-
ness, being tackled in such an unnatural way, comes to ‘“‘some-
thing nearer the widiculous than the terrible, something which

moves our pity, but does not striko awe” (The Whesl of Five,

st

(4]

p. 168). The same view is advanced by Alfred Harbage when
asserts that “there is even a Gothic ciement of the Grelergue, as
when a mock-beggar, jester, and king, reduced to common con-

- 3 2Tl emad Anriciaal iy Aia 3 e
dition, held their med jurdcal wroceeding in @ storm-inshed

1A e - . 11, 3 iapt aweiie Tiromaman e
hovel, or when crazed king and binded suhisch exchenge lnmenta-
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tions and puns !’ (3}, The reasoning of the mad king is strange

and the answers of Edgar are bewilderingly stranger :

Lear. :

Kent. :
Lear. :

Edg.

Fool. :
Lde. :

Now all the plagues that in the pendulous air

Hang fated o’er men’s faults light on thy daugh-
teis !

He has no daughters, Sir.

‘Death traitor ! nothing could have subdu’'d nature

To such a lowness but his unkind daughters.

It is the fashion that discarded fathers

Should have thus little mercy on their flesh ?
Judicious punishment ! 'twas this flesh begot
Those pelican daughters.

Pillicock sat on Pillicock hill :

Alow, alow loo, loo !

This cold night will turn us all to fools and madmen
Take heed o'th’ foul fiend. Obey thy parents ;
Keep thy word’s justice ; swear not ; commit not

with man’s sworn spouse ; set not thy sweet heart

on proud array. Tom’s a-cold.

(83/4/70 - 83)

It is quite apparent that Shakespeare is forcing his imagina-

tion to work out the scene, simply because, as Murry says, the

whole experience of madness was beyond the scope of his ima-
ginative power. It is lacking in intensity, and instead of arousing
the required feeling of awe and pity, it evokes smiles, if not

lJaughter. The poetic spontaneity, which is one of the main char-

actertics of Shakespeare’s genius, seems at the end of its tether,
uncertain, exhausted and even lost. As L.C. Knights states, in

—————————

(3) Alired Hwbage, op. cit, p. 115.

W
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‘his. Fmthel Exnlorahons, the whole essence ofKing Lear is na-

aral, but it is not mresented naturahstlﬁally There is no rieed, :
says Knights, “to do more than remind you of how far, in King
Lear, Shakespeare is from concerning hlmself with naturalistic -
illusion. Not only are there bold -improbabilities (the . parallel ‘/
plots, Edgar’s disguises, Dover cliff, etc...), there is an almost
complete rejection of verisimilitude in the pmtxayat of the char-
acters and their setting, of anythmg that mlght seem to keep
us in close touch with a familiar — or at all events an actual —
world” (p. 174) .

ThIS according to Murry, is mainly due to the fact that Sha-
‘kespeare wrote the play more or less in the spirit of a “profes-
sional”, at a time when he himself was psychologically vobsessed»':
“T could almost believe that Shakespeare was on the verge of
madness himself when he wrote King Lear” (Shakespeare, p. 338).
But to be on the verge of madness does not necessarily mean that
the writer will be a supreme creator in handling a theme dealing
with madness ; the identification may be impossible : “To iden-
tify oneself completely; with a character in the process of going
mad is perhaps inherently impossible”. That is Why Shakespéare’s
. vision seems to be under a cloud. King Lear, Murry feels, gives
one the impression of a Shakespeare who is tired, divided, hesi-
tant, and uncertain, “a Shakespeare who is out of his depth”

In sum, Murry believes that King Lear cannot stand up’to
the/profundity and splendour of the other three great tragedies ;
it is artifact, a tour de force which ‘proves no magnanimity and
ereates no supremacy in the realm of art. The incessant quesﬁon
s : Why did Shakespeare, being no humbug, choose such a theme
which proved to be outside the rahge. of his poetic. depth and
intuitive spontaneity ? Mum‘y’s answer is suggestive, though not
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definite : “Perhaps the necessity of novelty, of striking out in
a new direction, of presenting the public with a new sensation,
‘pressed harder upon Shakespeare than we W1hng1y conceive. Hit-
herto, his novelties had been of a kind which enabled his imagi-
nation to function freely but ng Lear obstmately remained in
the condition of a tour de force. That he took great pains with it
in the beginning, the story of its construction is evidence ; per-
haps he took great pains with it throughout. But great pains
is not enough” (Shakespeare, p. 349).

Murry’s fault, as Kenneth Muir suggests, seems to be based
on the assumption that Shakespeare lived the parts he created
and he would not believe that Shakespeare could have undergone
the intolerable sufferings of King Lear ; that is wihy he thinks
that the identification between the creater and the created char-
acter was byond the frontiers of what is convincinvly possible.

One does not find it preposterous to support Muir’s point
of view. Murry’s treatment of the play, if one is not mistaken
is neither thorough nor satifactory. He neglects the play as a
whole and concentrates on a scene or two o as to drive his at-
tack home, forcibly and vehemently. However, one does not feel
it appropriate here to elaborate and dispute the point with Murry
proving that the play, regardless of its glaring defects, has mo-
ments of unsurpassed splendour and unique power. It is enough,
for a conclusion, to quote few lines from Muriy’s very short re-
consideration of King Lear, in which he admits that it was he,
not Shakespeale that was out of his depth ‘when dealing with
the play “T feel that, however honest, it was preposterous in
me to say that Shakespeare was out of his depth, when the evi-
dence stares me in the face that I was out of mine. There is not

a little evidence in the construction or the verse to suggest that -

Shakespare was not saying in King Lear precisely what he want-
ed to say” (preface to the new edition of Shakespeare. 1955,
p. xviii). ‘ o
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