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I NTRODUCTION

It is idle to conjecture as to which of t he Four

Gr eat Tragedies is gr ea t es t . s one writer has put it,

the reader is always i nclined to judge as t he great 

est the one he has read most recently. However t his

may be, Ki ng Lea r is traditionally pl a ced among the

best of Shakespear e ' s plays ; a nd like any play of

Shake spear e ' s it is a work of art eminently wor thy of

study.

Among the Four Great Tragedi e s , howeve r , Ki ng

Lear seems to be least in popula r i ty . l Thi s may be

due pa r t l y to the difficulty i n grasping t he huge s ig-

nifi cance of the play even when i t is read carefully;

and it is certainly due pa r t ly t o the di f f i cul ty of

presenting the pl ay on the stage. The a ct i onlllpl ies

much mor e than can be s hown on the stage; the charac-

ters are gigantic, often beyond the ability of t he

actors to portra~r. But what eve r t he r eason, compara-

tively little has been written about ~ Lear. Obvi

ously the Haml et criticism t akes undisputed lead in

quantity over the criticism on any other play of

1. A. C. Br adl ey , Shakespear ean Tragedy , p . 243.

1
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Shakespear e , a nd i ndeed over t hat on any other sin

gl e pl ay by any dramatist . But e ven a co parison of

the cr i t icism on acbeth wi t h tha t o n --i ng Lear s hows

one and one-half times as many bibliographica l items

on t he f ormer as t here a r e on the latter . ~reover ,

only t wenty-one compos er s have wr i t t en nus i c f or Lear ,

whereas about fifty ha ve compos ed f or _a cbet h . Fi na l -

l y, Lea r is produc ed on t he stage much l ess freque nt l y

t ha n many other pl a ys of Sha ke s pea r e , pr oba bl y because

of t he difficulties already me nt i oned . 2

Never t hel es s , it should not b e concl uded that

there is a pa uci ty of cr itic i sm o n Lear . The f a ct

t hat l ess has been wr i t t en about t his pla y than ha s

been wr i t t en about others i s i ntere st i ng, but pr ov es

not hi ng . Al l the gr ea t commentator s have ha d some t hing

to say about Ki ng Lear ; and often t h eir i nter pretat i ons ·

are at wi de variance one f rom another . One a uthor s ees

in t he Lear universe an expression of t he beauty of l aw-

ful order ; another sees a Har dyes que wor l d ruled by

cruel and mal i gnant Fat e . One c ons i der s t ha t poet i c

jus t i ce i s done a t t he end of t he pl ay ; ano t her f i nds

poet i c justice completely r eversed . And so i n a lmost

all aspe cts of the cr i t i c i sm and i nter pret a t ion of t he

play t her e is gr ea t di verge nce .

The purpose of t his t hesis , t hen, will b e to gi ve

2. Samuel A. Tannenba um, Sha kespeare 's ' Ki ng Lear ' :
A Concis e Bi bliogr aphy , p . vii.
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a conspect us of cr i t ica l opinion about t he pl ay since

t he beginning of t he pr es ent cent ury. The work of

r epresentative crit ic s , ri ll be s umma r i zed, and ca r e

wi l l be taken not to d i s t or t t he ir views in the con

densed v ersion to be g i ven . ior eover , only the cr i t i

ci s m whi ch dea l s wi t h i nt er pr etation or a pprecia t ion

of t he pl ay will be s ummarized; pr obl ems about t he

text, date , staging, et c . wi l l not be i nc l uded.

Finally, t he s ummaries wi l l be gi ven f or the mos t

pa r t wi t hout comment; any conclusi ons or judgment s

about individual wr i t er s will b e r eserve d f or t he

fi nal c hapter. It is hoped t hat by this me thod the

status of pres ent - day critic al opinion on Ki ng Lear

wi l l become clear and t hat t he mat e r i a l wi ll be use

ful for handy reference.

I t has been stat ed t hat t he cri t ic i sm to be s um

mar ized wi l l dea l chiefly wi t h i n t er pretat ion of t he

pl a y . In t he ca s e of Ki ng Lear , i nt er pr et a t i on of t he

play very oft en amounts to s pe culat ions and judgments

as to whether the pl ay refl e cts a pes s imi s t i c or an

optimistic view of lif e. Hence , s pecial emphasis will

be g i~ en .t o crit ics' v iews i n thi s r ega rd . But the

t heoretical a pproach of each critic will a l s o b e gi v en

when one ha s been stated, since t he cri tic' s approach

obviously ha s gr ea t i mportance i n his i nterpretation.

The choice of critics whos e work is to be s um

marized ha s been determi ned i n several ways ~ The
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fact t hat only i nterpretative cri t icism is to be

gi ven explains the omiss i on of some pr omi nent Shake

s pearean scholars. For example , Ha r l ey Gr a nv ille

Ba r ke r has been omitted because hi s work dea l s chiefl y

with t he theat rica l presentation of t he play ; t he valu

able wor k of Mi s s Li l y B. Campbell has not be en dealt

wi th because i t i s limited t o t raci ng El i za betha n

psychology i n t he play ; ~i s s Caroline F . E . Spurgeon ' s

i nter es t i ng ana l yses of Shakes pear e 's i magery have

been omitted beca us e t hey ha ve l i t tle bear ing on the

i nterpretation of t he pla y . For the s ame r eas on, cri-

t i cs who , l i ke J . M. Rober t son , deal chi efl y wi th the

chro nology and authent icity of the pl ays hav e not been

i ncluded. Likewi s e , t hos e wh o seek biograph i cal i n -

f ormation i n the pl ays , a s f or exa mple Darr el l Fi gg i s

an d Frank Har r i s , are among t he omissions .

On t he posit i ve side , t he a ttempt ha s been to

choose critics who ar e f or some r eason outs tandi ng among

t he mor e recent wr i t er s on Shakespear e . The choice of

t hese critics ha s to a l arge extent been gu i ded by t he

choice of Augus t us Ra l l i i n hi s exce l lent book , ~ Hi s 

t ory of Shakespearian Cr i ti c i s m. This book ha s be en

taken as a s ort of Who ' s Who among Shake s pea r ea ns ,

and t he critics included i n t his wor k ha v e be en i n-

eluded i n t he thes i s whe n t hei r c ontr i butions wer e s uf-

f i c i ent in ki nd and amount to be per t i nent to the

t hes is. But since Ral l i ' s bo ok does not go be yond
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1925, other critics have been chosen from t hos e who,

in t he l ast fifteen years, have wri tt en along line s

especially pe r tinent t o t he t hesis. In t his selec

tion Tannen baum' s bibliography vms of considerable

aid.

Wi t h regard to the general appr oa ch of t he present 

day Shakespear ean critics, it is common knowl edge that

t heir wor k ha s t ended to be much mor e scie ntific than

that of the nineteenth- century critic s. The cont r ast

is wel l expressed i n t he followi ng wor ds :

Romant i c and Vi ct orian crit ics, such a s Col
er i d e , Ha zl i t t , Axnol d , and Dowden , t ended
to t h i nk of Sha kespe ar e mor e a s an idol t o be
wor sh i pped t han a s an art i s t t o be under stood.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Toward" t he clos e of the nineteenth ce n
tury the mor e aggressive stude nts of El i za be
t han drama became mor e and mor e di s sat isfied
vd t h t he easy- going as sumpt ions taken f or
gr ant ed by t heir pr ede cessors . They be gan
to wonder whether , af t er a ll , the f lo od of
uncri t i cal r hapsody bes t owed on Sha ke s pear e
could be justifi ed when examined i n th e l i ght
of hi s t or i cal data . 3

The author of t h e f oregoing quota tion goes on t o say

that t he skeptical critics did their best work dur

ing t he first two de ca des of the cent ury and t hat

t he y succeeded i n maki ng clear t he di st inct i on be 

t ween the stereotyped el ement s wh i ch Shake spear e t ook

from hi s sources and t he origina l e l ements whi ch

Shakespear e ' s genius added. Of ten eno ugh , h owever ,

3. Paul Mues chke , "Recent Tr ends in Shake spear ean
Crit i ci sm, " The Mi chi gan Alumnus , XLIII (Spring, 1936 ),
p. 133.
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these critics l ao ked t hat i ntuitive i nsight wh i ch is

indispensable for just oritic ism of poet r y . Thi s

defi c i en oy has been s upplied by or i t ios who have

¥~it t en after 1920. Men l ike J . Dover i lson4 and

G. Wi l s on Kni ght have returned, in a way, to the

sympathetic attitude of the Vi ct or i a ns ; but a t t he

same time they ha v e pr of i t ed by t he hu ge s tore of in

forD~tion ga t he r ed by t he pa t i ent scholarshi p of t he

historical critics. 5

A final wor d may now be a dded a bout t he var i ous

t ypes of criticism represent ed i n the t hes is. The

transition, so to s peak, f rom the Vi ct orian to the

historical criticism is represent ed by A. C. Br a dl ey ,

Wa l t er Ral e i gh , E. K. Chamber s , a nd St opfor d Br ooke .

It is wi th diffidence tha t E. K. Chamber s is said to

r epres ent t he transit i on per iod , but the work s ummarize d

in the t hesis appeared in a series of editions whi ch

came out be twe en 1904 a nd 1908--at a time when hi s gr ea t

hi stor i cal i nvestigations wer e pe rhaps i n an i ncho

ative stage. The hi storica l , or s keptical, cr i tics

are r epr e s ent ed by the i r lea der, 'lmer Edgar St ol l ,

as well as by Hardi n Cr a ig ; Ri char d Perkins on may als o

be classed vrith thi s gr oup . Impr es s i onist i c crit icism

ha s an able exponent in J . Mi ddl et on Murr y , who i s the

4. It is regrettable t hat a small book by J . Dover
lii l son , Si x Tra~edi es of Shakes peare , 1927, i n whi ch
there is a orit1clsm of Ki ng Lear , wa s not available
f or the t hesis.

5. Paul Mues chke , loco cit., p . 138.-- --
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only ~ pr of es s o impressionist represented. Another

type of criticism is found in the wo r k of Pr of es s or

Benedetto Cr oce , who, for want of a better term, may

be called a philosophical critic; he seeks for the

philosophical presumptions of Shakespea r e ' s mind , but

at t he same time there a r e many conventional elements

in hi s interpretation of i ndividual plays . In one

last class may be ga t her ed most of t he mor e recent

critics i ncluded in the thesis: G. Wi l s on Kni ght ,

Mar k Van Dor en , and Ha zel t on Spenc er . These critics

appear to be somewhat i mpressionistic, but not in t he

strict sense; t hey rather gi ve int er pretations based

on the text. And since they hav e also pr of i t ed by

t he scholarship of t he hi s t or i cal critics, t heir t ype

may be called t he hi st or i ca l -int erpret at i v e .

So much for a pre-view of t he cr itics dealt wi t h

in the t hesis. The selection may s eem t o b e i nc om

plet e , but i t is hoped that t hose chosen wi l l be suf

fici ent to satisfy t he purpose of the the s i s as limit ed

above.



CHA.PTER II

THE OPIl\1I ONS OF A . C. BRADLEY

A. C. Bradley has been called the "most robust

01' modern critics."l And he seems to deserve t his

high praise 1'or several reasons. Hi s criticism is

wider in scope and deeper in penetration than t hat 01'

most other twentieth-century critics. Bradley seems

t o consider all the interpretative pr obl ems , not mer e l y

those in which he is int erested 1'or some mo r e or less

pr i vat e and per s onal reasons. Mor eover , he considers

the pr obl ems i n their rel ation to one another and arrives

at a balanced conclusion 1'rom hi s considerat i on 01' t he

whole. As Augus t us Ral l i says:

Pr o1'e s s or A. C. Bradley is acknowledged
to be the gr eate s t living Shake spear i an cri ti c,
and one 01' the very gr ea t e s t i n the history 01'
Shakespear i an criticism. He combines wi de phi l 
osophic outlook wi t h gras p of detai l, and syn 
t hetic power wi t h analyti c. I n trea t i ng a s ingle
character he never 1'orget s its relat i on to t he
impression pr oduced by t he whol e pl a y . His
mind is power f ul enough to cope with t he ent i r e
world which Shakespeare has hung in chains over
chaos, and it is fundamentally poe t i c . His

, analysis is ef1'ective in so 1'ar as it i s he l ped
by ' memori es and associations stirred up by the
poet ry of Shak~speare . He i s ne ve r merely phi l 
osophical ••••

1. Wm. J. Gr a ce , "Power in Ki ng Lear ," Amer i ca ,
LXVIII (November 7, 1942), 129.

2. Augus t us Ralli, A Hi s t or y 01' Shake s near i an
Criticism, II, 200. - --

8
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Furt her , it is fitting to begin ~~th Br a dl ey a

treatment of contemporary Shake s pearean criticism

because he may be called first i n t i me as well as

first in excellence. Hi s Shake spearean Tr agedy3 vms

f i r s t pUbl i she d i n 1904. I t contained new insights

i nto Shakespear ean tragedy, whi ch had before escaped

even a Col er idge or a Johnson. 4 Hence , all subs equent

critics have had to take not e of Br a dl ey ' s criticism,

although some disagree wi th him i n his approach t o the

pl ays . I t is t r ue, too, that new knowl edge a bout

Shakespear e a nd hi s times ha s , s ince Br a dl ey wr ot e ,

been garnered by s cholar s ; but never thel es s Br a dl ey

r ema ins i n a posit ion of pr e - eminen ce . Since he i s ,

therefor e , a crit ic of su ch i mportance , the s ummary

of hi s wor k will be considera bl y fuller t han t ha t

gi ven for subsequent cri t ics.

Professo~ Br a dl ey ' s analys i s of Ki ng Lear is

di vi ded i nto .a twofold consideration. 5 He r egards the

play fir st from a strict ly dramat i c viewpoint; and

secondly, he appeals 'to "a r arer a nd more strict l y
~

poet i ca l kind of i magi nation ,P f or a complete under-

stand i ng of the pl ay . In t he first analys i s

. .

3. The edi t ion us ed i n t he t hes is is the f ollowing :
A. C. Bradl ey , Shakes pear ean Crit i c ism, Se cond Edi t i on ,
London : Ma cmi l l an a nd Company , Li mi t ed , 1910. Pp . xi t
498 .

4. Ral l i , 0 0. cit., II, 201.
5. Br a dl eY:-£E. cit., Le ctures VI I and VIII , pp .

243-330 .
6. I bi d. , p . 248.
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Bradley tends towards examination of t he play in its

parts; he notes its improbabilities and inconsisten

cies, the vagueness of its settings, t he mons t r ou s

iniquity of the evil persons, t he parallel pl ots , t he

repeated allusions to brutes, the storm scenes and t heir

power, the catastrophe, and finally the expressions

regarding the ruling power of the universe. Thi s anal

ysis lays emphasis on the t1 pe s s imi s t i c " aspects of the

play; but the critic is careful to point out that this

view is the narrower one and doe s no t gi ve t he total

impression produced by t he pl ay . It is the t ot a l i m

pr ess i on explained in the second a nalys is wh i ch wi l l

reveal t he meaning of t he play •

. Before pr oceeding wi t h t he s ummary of Br a dl ey ' s

critic ism, it will be wel l to de fine the mea ning of

. the term " pes s Lmi.sm;" The 'No r d is def ine d in t he Oxford

Di ct i onary as "the tendenc y or di s posit i on t o l oo k a t

t he gl oomy a spect of t hings; t he ha bit of t aking the

gl oomi es t view of circumstances. " Thi s de finition

obviously r ef ers to an emotiona l sta te whi ch res ult s

often f r om some sort of f r us trat i on or bad luck. But

another meani ng of the wor d r ef er s t o a phi l os ophi ca l

theory: "the na me gi v en to the doct r ine of Schopenha uer ,

Ha r tmann , a nd other earlier and later philosoph ers, that

this wor l d is t he wor s t poss ible , or that ev erything

naturally tends to evil. " The critics have found bo th
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t he emotiona l and the ph i losophi cal t ypes of pe s 

simi sm i n Ki ng ~; but pr obably the greater number

see i n the pl ay a pes s imism of t he emot iona l t ype.

Br a dl ey is among t hese latt er ; he t hi nks t hat the pl ay

reflects t he a t t i tud e of t he poe t at a time when he

was disillusione d and saddene d by per so na l mi s f or t une ,

and looked out on h i s fel lo\v.men wi th anger and disaf 

fection.

Bradl ey cites many det ails i n~ Lear whi ch do

actually i ndicate a pes s i mist i c att itude toward l i f e.

Pr ominent among t he se is the f a ct t hat t he cha r a ct er s,

with the except ion of Lea r , Gl os ter , and ~lbany , f a l l

i nto t wo dis tinct gr oups - - one pr e domi na t el y good ,

t he other pr edomi nat ely wicke d . The good characters

exemplify extraordi nary virtue , whi l e t he ev i l have few

redeeming traits . It would seem as t hough t he v ery

s pirit of good were in co r1 1i c t wi t h t he nake d forc es

of evi l , " •••• as i f Shake s pear e , like mpedo cl e s , wer e

regardi ng Love and Ha t e as t he t wo ul t ima te for ces of

t h e uni ver s e . 11 7

Close l y all i ed to the f or egoi ng is t he presence

i n t he pl a y of char ac t er s s o mons t rous a s to s eem in

human . l1,lhat el ements of human nature are s o d i s t or t e d

or lacking a s to pr oduce such flagit ious peop l e as

7. A. C. Bradley , £E. cit., p . 263 .
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Edmund , Gone r il , Regan , and Cornwa l l ? The dramatist

h irnse 11' seems to a s k t his ques t i on : "Th en let them

anatomize . egan ; see wha t breeds a bout her hear t . Is

there any cause i n na t ure t hat makes t hes e ha r d n ear-t s ? "

(III . 80- 83 )8, Vl, And t hese charact ers are f it sub-

ject s f or t he comparisons t o mons t r os i t i e s wh i ch a r e

f r equent i n the play. Consid er t h e all usions, f or ex-

ampl e , in Lear t s lines:

I ngratitude, t hou ma r ble -hea r t ed fi end,
Mor e hideous whe n t hou s howtst t hee i n a chi l d
Than t he sea -mons t er ! (I, iv, 281-83 )

and i n:

Fi l i a l i ngrat itude!
Is it not a s this mout h sho uld t ear t his ha nd
For lifting f90d tott ? (III, i v, ~4-16 )

And altho ugh Shakespea r e t s characters a r e gener a l l y

considered as true to life, still i t i s pos s ibl e t hat

hi s gen i us is here beginning to analyze human nature

i nto i ts pa r t s ' and t hence to build up s t r ange nat ures ,

as l ater in Ariel a nd Caliban.

The pe s s i mi s tic aspects of the pl ay a r e f ur t her

i ntensifie d by t he repeated a l l us i ons t o t h e lower ani 

ma l s . 9 The an ima l s ment i oned are no t only t he highe r ,

domes t i oa ted a nimals, but a lso t he mor e vile f or ms--

the pol e- cat , t he civet-cat, t he f ly , t he rat , t he mous e ,

8 . Al l quotat i ons from t he pl a y its elf are t aken
from the edition by Thomas n~rc Pa r r o t t , Shakesoea r e :
Twe~ty-One Pl a ys and t he Sonnet s , l ew York : Char les
Scrlbnerts Sons, 1938.

9. See also G. Wi l s on Kni ght t s comments on t his
subject i n The \Vhe el of Fi r e , pp . 197- 99.
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the wal l -newt , the wat er-nev~ , and worm. At times ,

a charact er is expressly compared to an animal, a s i n

the fol lowi ng examples: Gone ril is a ki t e . (I, iv,

284) For her hus band , s he is a g i~de d s er pent.

(V, iii, 84 ) She a nd Regan a re tigers , not daughters .

(IV, ii, 40) Oswald is a mongrel . (I , iv , 53)

Thes e examples are but a f ew f r om many , but t hey ar e

sufficient to illustrate t he poi nt . It woul d s eem al-

most a s though Shakespear e wer e s eriously co ns idering

men i n the light of t he doct r ine of metempsychosis ,

whi ch ha d previously been f or him a s ubject of jest . l O

•••• He seems t o ha ve be en aski n hi ms elf
whether t ha t whi ch he loathes in man may
not be due to some strang e wrenching of t his
f rame of t hings, t hrough which t he l ower ani
ma l souls have found a l odgment i n human
forms, and t here found--to t he horror and
confusion of t he t hinki ng mind- -br a ins to
forge, tongues t o speak, and hands t o a ct ,
eno rmities !£ich no mer e br ut e ca n conce ive
or execute.

The pe s s imi s t i c i mpression from t he pl a y i s f ur -

t her strengthe ned, i n a way, by the st orm scenes. In .

.t he roaring of the wind a nd t hunder, t he torment i n

Lear's soul is s ymbolized. Mor eover , h e is buff et ed

and battered by t he elements in spite of hi s pl ea

10. See, for e xample, As You Like I t , III , ii, 187;
and Twel f th Ni ght , IV, ii, 55.

11. Bradley, £E. cit., p . 268.
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t hat t he y s houl d avenge hi m, "a poor , ini'irm, eak ,

and des pi s 'd old man." (III , ii , 20 ) But I a t ur e

seems to be co nvul s ed, bent on bringing her chi l dr en

to dest r uct ion .

I n su ch a wor Ld, the s hoc ki n catastrophe is only

what might have been expe ct ed . Al t hough th e deaths of

Cordeli a and Lear s eem f ar f r om i nevitable , since t hey

cannot be t hought to have dese rved deat h , nevertheless

in Sha kes pear e ' s wor ld of King Lea r weakne ss and i nno -

ce nce are not s pared.

At thi s point , t he quest i on as to wha t power r ul e s

such a wor l d naturally f or ces itself on t he mind . Thi s

is Br adl ey ' s f i nal ques t ion i n his pa rt -by- part exami -

na t ion of t he play . It is, bes ides , a question fre -

que nt ly pr oposed by t he cha r acters in the pl a y . Ther e

are at least four di fferent a nswers g i ven by them.

Kent states his vi ew i n t hese wor ds :

It is t he star s,
The stars above us, gover n our c ondition.

(I V, iii, 34f. )

Edmund i n these:

Thou , nature , a r t my goddes s ; to t hy l aw
V~ s ervices are bo und. (I, ii, I f .)

Gl os ter as follows:

As f lies t o wanton boys are we t o the go ds ;
They kill us f or t heir s port. (I V, i , 38f .)

Edgar :

Think t hat t he clearest god s , who make them hono r s
Of men' s i mpossibi lities, ha ve preser ved t hee .

( IV, vi , 73f .)
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Besides t hese rour distinct t heori es as to t he

nature or the r uling powers, there are numerous rerer

ences to justice and divine retribution in the play.12

Mocker y or justice, however, is so rrequent in t he pl ay

that the reader is puzzled as to what Sha kespear e him

self intended to convey. For example, Lear's rirst

appeal to a supernatural power :

o heavens,
Ir you do love old men , ir your sweet sway
Allow obedience, ir yourselves are old,
Make it your oause, (II, iv, 193-95)

is immediately answered by t he harsh voices or hi s

daughters laying down t he conditions under which he

is to dwell wi t h them. Aga i n , whe n arter leaving his

daughters, Lear prays to t he gods :

You see me her e , you gods , a poor old ma n ,
As rull or gr i er as a ge; wr et ched in both:

(II, iv, 275r.)

he is rewarded by the tumultuous storm on the heath.

Undoubtedly, the reader or Ki ng Lear is r rom time

to t ime oppressed by reelings or despair; but Pr ores s or

.Br a dl ey thinks that these sentiments cannot be the rinal

and t ot a l i mpression lert by the play. No other gr eat

wor k or art, he says, leaves t he reader wi th t he pa i n 

rul emotions or depression, despair, or indignation.

12. See also the ruller analysis of t his aspect
by Har di n Craig, "The Ethi cs or Ki ng Lear," Phi l o
logical Quar t er ly , IV (Apr il, 1925), 97-109.



16

And since Ki ng Lear is admittedly one or the vro r l d ' s

gr eat es t poems , it is difricult to subscribe to criti

cism wh i ch attributes to it a totally de pressing errect.

Rather the total and final impression left by the pl ay

•••• is one in whi ch pi t y and terror, carried
perhaps to the extreme limits or art, are so
blended wi t h a sense or law and beauty that
we reel at last, not depression and much less
despair, but a consciousness of gr ea t nes s in
pain, and 01 solemnit y i n t he mystery we can-
not fathom. 3 .

It is t his total and rinal i mpression whi ch Pr o

ressor Bradley analyzes in his second lecture on Ki ng

Lear. Wher e i n consists t his "greatness in pa in"? this

"solemnity in the myst ery we cannot rathom"? In answer-

ing these questions Pr or es s or Br adley concentrat es on

the persons of t he drama--a mos t necessary procedure

since the centre or tragedy is "act ion issuing in char

acter. 1l14 The action may s eem to por t r ay a fatalist ic

wor l d , but the devel opment and deeds of t he characters

mus t be considered f or the rinal int erpretat ion of

· t ha t world. Ir t he characters are r espons i bl e , even

in part, for t he course of the action, t h en the i r f or-

tunes cannot be attributed wi t ho ut qual ification t o a

pr et er nat ur a l power, malignant or oth erwise.

The character of the hero or t he play, Ki ng Lear ,

is the first to be expounded by Pr of es s or Br a dl ey .

13 . 3radley, £E. cit., p.279.
14. Ibid., p. Ilf:--
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And Lear's development, when seen in gl obo , helps to

soften rather t han i ncrease t he te r ror induced by the

pl ay . The r eader i nclines to s ympat hize unres er vedly

wi th th e old king in all t he suf fer i ng and mi s f or t une

t ha t come to him . However , it s houl d no t be forgotten

t hat Lear is t he pr ot agoni s t i n t he tra ge dy. Al t hough

during t he last four ac ts he is a passive charact er,

still he is t he i nciting f or ce of t he first a ct and

therefore of t he whole drama . He i s r esponsible f or

t he "hideous rashness" (I, i, 153) with whi ch he di 

vided hi s ki ngdom in or der t o escape the burdens of

r ul i ng; he is gui l t y of the ancient Gr eek ~~f 'S i n hi s

har sh treatment of Kent and Cor del i a . ior eover , t his

~PP'S rema i ns wi t h Lear on up t o the storm s cenes .

Hi s curse of Goneri l (I, iv, 297-310 ) is no t a s unjust

a s hi s treatment of Cordeli a , but t here i s in it t he

same ~PfIS. For a proper reading of the play, Lear ' s

faults must be remembered, not be cause they are pr opor 

tionate to his suffering, but bec ause t he y ar e at l east

a par t - caus e of his suffering. There is a strict con

nect i on between a ct and consequence, wh i ch i ndicates

t hat a moral and rat i ona l order is pr es ent i n the

wor l d and preclude s t he feeling t hat t he wor l d i s sub

ject to an a r bi trary and mal i c i ous p~ff er .
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In still another and more poi gnant way t he car eer

of Lear in t he play is made less f rightful . As a re

sult of hi s sufferings, he changes co mplet el y from t he

imperi ous an d despotic t yrant he was at the be ginning

of t he play to an humbl e old man wi th a f ellow- f eeling

f or ot h er men . He a dvances f rom de s potism, t hrough de s -

titution, to humi l i ty . Thus , the trage dy might be named

The Redempt i on of Ki ng Lea r . ·At t he end of t he pl ay

Lear is a gr eat er man t ha n he was at the be ginning.

The purification15 of Lear is limne d in some of

t he mos t touching scenes of the pla y. It begins dur ing

t he storm on the heath. At f i r s t Lear rai ls a ga i nst

t he el ement s , calls upon t hem to avenge him against hi s

da ught er s . But l ater when t hey have come upon t he hov-

el, he gent l y i nsists t hat Kent go in :

Pr i thee , go in t hyself; seek t hine O\Vll ease.
Thi s tempest wi l l not gi ve me leave t o ponder
On things woul d hurt me mor e . But I ' l l go i n .
LTo the Fool . J I n , boy; go firs t . You hous e -

less pover ty , - -
Nay , ge t thee i n. I'll pr ay and then I'll s lee p .

(III, iv, 21-27)

And Lear prays for the poo r peop l e , no t f or himself:

Poor naked wretches, wher es oe ' r e you a r e ,
That bide t he pel t i ng of t his pi tiless stor m,
How shall your hous eless heads and unf ed sides,
Your loop'd and window'd raggedness, defend yo u
Fr om season such as . t hese? 0 , I have ta'en
Too little care of t his! Ta ke physic, pomp;
Expos e t hyself t o f eel what wre t ches feel,

15. Br adl ey credits t his word to Pr of es s or E. DOWden ,
whom he also a cknowledges as having influe nced hi m mos t
i n h i s interpretat ion of -~ing Lear ; see Bradl ey , £E. cit.,
pp . 285 and 330, not e . ---- ---
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That t hou mayst shake the superflux to them, -
And show the he avens more j us t . (III, i v , 28-36 )

The Lear of t he s e lines is much different f r om t he Lear

of t he first scene, a nd much mor e a dmi r abl e .

Aga i n , t he r edemption of Lear i s evident in the

quickening of hi s pe r cept i on of mor a l values. When he

meet s Edgar on t he he ath, he real i zes t hat t he na ked

beggar r epresent s truth and reality more t han do t he

corruption and flattery to which he had before been

victim.

Is man no mor e than t his? Cons ider him wel l .
Thou ow'st t he worm no silk, t he b east no hi de ,
t he sheep no wool , t he cat no pe r f ume . Ha :
he r e ' s t hree on ' s a r e s ophis ticated! Thou art
the t hing its elf; •••• (II I, iv , 107-111)

And l at er, a t the e nd of t he pl ay , Lear s hows hims el f

r epentant, super i or t o the t hings of time , and con-

verted to love f or Cordelia :

Come, l et's away t o prison ;
We t wo alone will s ing like birds i' the cage.
When t hou dos t ask me bles s ing , I ' l l kne e l down
And as k of t hee f or giveness. So we ' ll live,
And pray , and s ing , and t ell old t ales , and laugh
At gi lded butterflies, and hear poor r ogue s
Talk of court news; and we ' l l t alk of them too ,
Who loses and who wins ; who 's i n, who 's out ;
And t ake upon's t he mys tery of things
As if we were gods ' spies; and we ' l l wear out ,
I n Ii wall' d pr i s on , -pa cks and s e.cts of grea t ones ,
That ebb and f l ow by t he moon . (V, iii, 9- 19)

A l ast consoling note in t he career of Lear oc curs

in t hat mos t pa the t i c of s cene s wher e he br i ngs in t he

de ad bod y of Cordelia . Lear is gener a l ly a cted at
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thi s point as t hough he were overcome vnth gr i e f . He

is, at first; but hi s gr i e f changes into ecstasy just

before he di es , for he believes again that Cor del i a

still lives:

Do you see t his ? Look on he r , look, her lips ,
Look there , l ook t here! (V, i i1, 309f .)

Shortly be f or e , vmen he ha d t hough t t ha t she was re -

vi ving, he had said: .

•••• she lives; if it .be s o,
I t 1s a cha nce that doe s r edeem all sor r ows
That ever I hav e f elt . (V, i ii, 265-67 )

Hence i t would seem t ha t Lea r ' s las t ges tures and

wor ds s hould express the utmost joy , if t h e role be

act ed t r ue t o Shake s pe ar e ' s mi nd . Lear di e s rejoic-

ing in the mi s t aken belief that Cor del i a st ill lives .

Such a view of Lear ' s par t i n the pl a y le ave s the

r eader wi t h ho pe that there is so me good t o be der ived

from l ife , even from t he sufferings a nd misf or tunes of

l i f e. Br a dl ey ne xt cons i der s the gr oup of evil charac

t ers, then t he gr oup of good , a nd finally Cor del i a .

I n t he Goner i l -Regan- Edmun d- Oswa l d gr oup , Oswa l d

is by fa-r t he mos t cont empt i bl e. He is a me re time -

s er ver. Yet he ha s one or t wo good traits : he is l oyal

t o Goner i l , but l oya l t y even to evil ha s some natural

goodnes s i n it. Cor nwa l l , on t he ot her hand , is wi t h

out re deeming t r aits; he is a fit ma te f or Regan . And

Rega n is t he most detes table of the gr oup : s he l acks
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the power of Goneri l , needles s l y l i es t o Oswa l d (I V,

v, 24-26), is i ndiffer ent to her fat her ' s cur s e (II,

i v , 2931'. ), and never onc e ment i ons t h e god s as do al l

t he other characters i n t he pl a y . Edmun d , a l t hough he

is a cool, calcul ating crimi nal, wi ns our s ympathy in

some ways . He is a goo d s port and ha s a s ense of humor .

Hi s villainy , mor eov er , is brought a bout by hi s bas

t ardy, f or whi ch he is i n no way r esponsible . Hi s re 

j ection from the social order i s un j us t ; hen ce his

gu i l t i n fi gh ting back is s omewhat pal l i ated .

Now i n a pes s i mist i c wor l d , such a gr oup of c har

acters could be e xpe ct ed t o have f ull s wa y a nd t o s uc 

ceed i n t heir undertakings . But t h is does not happ en

in Sha kes pear e ' s wor l d of Ki ng Lear . The ev i l embod ied

by the wi cked charact ers is me r e l y destructiv e . Al 

t ho ugh a lmos t to the end t h ey s eem t o have t he upper

ha nd , st i ll ev en b ef ore t he en d t h ey ha ve s own t he

seeds of t he i r destruc tion . Goner i l and Rega n a r e mor 

t al enemi es even before t h e ba t t le is won . Al l t he

ev i l charact ers a r e de a d wi t h in t wo weeks afte r t he out

burst of t heir evi l r ebel l i on a gains t the mor a l orde r

of t he wor l d . This f a ct i ndicat es t ha t the wor l d of

Ki ng Lear is unfri endly to evil a nd , that i t str i v es to

eject evil, even t hough i n doing s o i t convulses i tself .

The opposing gr oup of charact ers--Cor delia, Kent

Edga r , an d t he Fool - - a r e as remarka bl e f or t heir
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goodne s s a s t he evil gr oup are ror theLr wi cke dne s s .

Kent is comple t e l y uns elfish ; he s erves t he kil~ at

any cost , a nd he is den i ed even t he r eward of be i ng

r e cogni zed by t he old man i n t h e end . Edgar is a t hor

ough l y r eligi ous man , a lways hopeful and buoyant even

i n hi s wor s t i ll-l uc k. The Fool is on e of Sha ke s pea r e ' s

best -loved char ac t er s because of his boyish devot i on

t o t h e a ged king . The devot ion or all t hree- - Kent ,

Edmund , a nd t he Fool - - i s hi gh - l ight ed i n t he s t or m

s cene s . The power of Lear i n t hese s cenes a nd t he

loyalty of t he ot he r three gi v e a sense of t he di gni ty

of man and of his s uper i orit y t o ext er na l a dv ers i t y .

The cha r ac t er of Cor de l ia i s s i ngl e d out f or f ul 

l er d evel opment , f irs t be ca us e of t he danger of mi s 

understanding he r part i n t he tragi c action ; a nd se c 

ond l y be caus e of t he dif f i cul t y of e xpl a i ni ng h er

de ath a t t he end of t he t r a gedy . As r egar ds t he f i rst

point , Pr of essor Br a dl ey poi nt s out that Corde l i a

does contr i bute by her imperfect i ons t o t he tra gi c

sequence of eve nt s . No one woul d t hi nk e i the r of j us 

t ifyi ng, her or of bl aming he r fo r i mperfect ions wh i ch

appear mi ngled wi th s uc h nobl e qualities . But t he f act

r ema i ns tha t s he hinde r ed t he k ing ' s ca us e by not pr o

t est i ng mor e co nv i nc i ngl y he r love f o r her fa t he r ; she

s eeme d t o be t ongue-t i ed when i t wa s he r duty to ex

pr es s he r tender l ov e fo r he r fa t her . Mor eover , s h e
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even per ver t s the truth by i mplying that to g i ve l ove

to a husband is to take it f ro m a f ather. Su ch senti

ment s , e xpressed befor e a pr oud , des pot i c ol d man who

has dot ed on her love, ha sten on the r ash a ct ions of

Lea r a nd so contribut e to t he t ragedy . La s t l y , Cor 

delia shows a stra i n of stubbor n pr i de . She us es ha r sh

language t owards her sisters in t he first scene; and

Pr ofe ssor Br a dl ey do ubts whether ev en i n th e last scene

"she could hav e brought hers elf t o pl ead wi t h he r sis

ters for her father's life; a nd i f she had att empted

t he task she woul d have per f or me d it but i ll. ,,16 Thus

it appears that Cordelia i n s pit e of her nob l e and

amiable nature i s not a mer e onl ooker i n the tra gedy

but has some par t in bringi ng on t he tragi c ending .

The second poi n t - -why Corde l ia di es at the end-

causes perhaps a gr ea ter diffi cul ty fo r t he r eader.

It ca nnot be said i n a ny sense t hat Corde l i a ' s death

is due to, or pr opor tionat e t o, her co ntribution t o

t he tragic action. But t he r ea der is some wha t r econ 

ciled to Cor del i a ' s dea th by t wo f ac t ors: Firs t , h er

dea t h is du e to t he fa ct t h at both good an d ev i l spread

f ar and wide be yond t hemselves. I t is a t r a gic fact of

life that t he good a r e oft en de s t royed t hrough the

a ge nc y of evil-doers. Thus , t he dea t h of Cor del i a is

16. Br a dl ey , £E. cit., p. 322.
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true to l ife . But t h is affor ds l i t t le solace. Mor e

adequate solace f ollows f r om t he feeling t hat t he

he r oi c being is, after all, supe r i or t o wor l d he lives

in . Thi s fee l i ng impl ies t hat t he her oi c being is

s omehow "untouched by t he doom that overt a kes him ; and

is r ather set f r ee f r om l ife than depr i ved of i t. ,,17

I t is true that this fe eli ng , i f it were pr ominent i n

t he consciousness, wou ld transfor m the tragic aspe ct

of tragedy; for it woul d i mply t hat tragic event s are

not so tragic as t he y appear but r ea l l y bring t he vic -

- t i m to a hi gher pl ane of exi s t en ce . Never the l e s s , the

f eeling de s cribed -a ccompani e s the tragic emot i ons ,

t hough t he r ea der may be unconscious of t he i mplica

tion . Thi s f e el i ng, mor eove r , is evoked wi t h quite

exc eptional s t r engt h at the death of Cor del i a . Pi t y

and fear a r e s of t ened by t he ~e eling t hat wha t ha p

pens to suc h a being does not mat ter ; all t hat mat t er s

is what sh e i s. ,,18 The t hought that t he good shoul d

pr ospe r s uddenl y s eems wr ong , a nd is r eplaced by t he

t hought "that t he outward is not hing and t he i nward

all. ,,19-

Thi s i ndictment of ~rosper ity i s present i n Ki ng

Lear . I t is thi s aspe ct of the tragedy t hat constitutes

Shakespear e ' s "pessimism, " i f the ror d mus t be used ;

17. Br~dley , £E. cit., p . 324.
18. I b1d., p . 325.
19. I bi d . , p . 326.
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and the darkness of the tragedy may be due to a period

of depression in the poe t ' s life. But pessimism is

not the whole s pirit of the trage dy, for King Lear

presents a world in which the good grow side by side

with the wicked, a world in which sUffering and death

matter greatly, and at the same time a world which has

a deeper meaning than is at first apparent. The world

of King Lear is one which, no matter how starkly evil

it seems to be, still leaves t he spectator with the

hope of optimism.

In concluding this summary of Pr of e s s or Bradley's

criticism of King Lear, it may be stated that the at

tempt has been to state Bradley's views without comment.

In the last chapter his views will be compared to

those of other critics, and evaluated.



CHAPTER III

THE ttOPTIMISTIC" I NTERPRETATI ON

Al t hough the critics s ummari zed i n t his chapter re

present several di~ferent trends in critic ism , they have

been gr oup ed together because t hey see i n~ Lear a

universe t hat is not pes s i mi s t i c . That is , they do not

consider evil to be triumphant in t he pl ay ; nor do they

think that Shakespeare meant to port r ay in Ki ng Lea r a

universe ruled over by a malignant power i ndifferent to

the f ate of men . How much t h ey derive f r om Bradl ey woul d

be difficult to determine, and foreign t o the pur pos e of

the thesis. But they agr e e with Br adl ey at least . on t his

i mportant point', that the evil in t he play is du e to

the a ct i ons of men , not t o s ome external , omni potent force

of wickedness.

The critics s o chosen f or t his chapter have be en

arranged according to t he chronological order of the i r

publications. Thi s order has been chos en not because

it illustrates any particular developments, but be-

cause it happens to provide a sat i s fa ctory grouping als o

according to schools of crit ici sm. Since t he first t hree

critics represent dispar ate methods , ea ch i s in a class

by himself. The l ast three use the hist orical a ppr oach

26
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in their studies. Thus, the chronological order is co

incidentally the best order also fram the viewpoint of

critical trends.

JOHN MASEFIELD

It is with some doubt that John Ma sef i e l d
l

is placed

"amont the "optimists." On the one hand, he considers

the chief lesson of the pl ay to be that any injustice

delivers a man to powers who will restore the balance;

on the other hand, he seems to conceive these powers as

impersonal and fatalistic. The first idea points toward

an optimistic interpretation of the pl ay , while the second

coincides with the -pessimistic. I n any case, since Mr .

Masefield does not explicitly develop his conception of

the nature of these ruling powers, he is placed among the

critics who give an optimistic interpretation of the play.

King Lear is, according to Mr . Ma s ef i e l d , the most

affecting and the grandest of the tragedies. The evil in

the play springs both from the blindness of Lear and from

the blindness of Gloucester. Lear is blinded to the na-

tures of his wicked daughters by his unjust desire to

lay down- the burdens of kingly power in favor of women.

Gloucester is blinded to the true nature of Edmund by

the sentimental, sweet remembrance of the treachery which

begot this bastard son. In both cases, the blindness,

1. John Mas ef i el d , ffKing Lear," Wi l l i am Shakespeare,
pp. 186-95.
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which has resulted from an injustice, is made use of

by fate for the restoration of order. One of the chief

lessons of the play is the following:

Any injustice, trouble or hunger in the mind
delivers man to power s who restore calmness and
justice by means violent or gent l e accordi~

to the strength of t he di s t ur bi ng pas s i on .

In Lear, the injustice is against na t ur e ; it is unnat

ural that Lear s hould give hi s kingd om over to women ,

that he should curse hi s youngest daughter , t hat Glou

cester should so suddenly and easily believe evil of

the finest characters in the pl ay . Now since th e in

justices have been against nature, t he retribution will

also be violently unnatural: Goneril and Regan rule

their f ather, r esort to ghas t ly cruelties, l ust af t er

Edmund , and die unnaturally; Lear g oe s mad ; Fr ance makes

war against his sisters-in-law; Cornwall is stabbed by a

servant; Edmund dies by t he hand of his hal f - br ot her ;

Gloucester has hi s eyes goug ed out; Cordel ia dies by

order of her sisters' supposed lover.

And all t his unnatural evil is an "image of what was

most constant in Shake spear e ' s mi nd . ,,3 Ea ch of t he tra

gedies 'expresses some gr eat fi gure caught i n a net. I n

Lear the effect is mor e terrible because a man o f tre

mendous strength is caught, and he is power l es s . "He

is so strong that he cannot di e . He is so s trong that

2. Ibid., p. 189.
3. Ibid., p . 191.
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t b f the folds kl"l l him."4he nearly breaks the ne e ore

As it was said before, Mr . Mas ef i el d is with some

doubt pl a ced among the optimists. However , the fact

that he sees Lear's sUfferings as due to injustices seems

to indicate that for him the wor ld of Ki ng Lear is not

one in which things tend toward evil. If injustice is

punished, then there must be some principle of good

which has dominion over the doers of injustice.

The foregoing is the criticism of a poet, the pre

sent laureate of Engl a nd . As a poe t , Mr . Mas ef i e l d quite

naturally receives t he matter of Shakespeare in a poet i c

way and uses his own creative geni us in interpreting

Shakes pear e ' s work~ I t will be interesting now to turn

to a phi l os ophi c criticism and see how Shakespear e ' s

matter appears under a phi l os oph i c light.

BE~~DETTO CROCE

Professor Cr oce approaches Shakespear e from many

different poi nt s of view. 5 He considers at length the

necessity for distinguishing between Sha ke spear e ' s poetic

personality and his historical per s ona l i t y . He proposes

a theory. with regard to Shakespea r e ' s "sentiment," i.e.,

6"the characteristic spiritual attitude of Shakespear e . "

He goes on to investigate the motives and development of

4. ~., p. 191.
5. Benedetto Cr oce , Ar i os t o , Shakespear e , and

Cor nei l l e , pp. 117-334.
6. ~., p . 13 8.
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Shakespeare's poetry, hi s ar t , t he criticism of his

poetry, and finally our own attitude toward Shakespeare.

~or the purpos es of t he pres ent s t udy only t he pe r t inent

pa r t s of vr oc e ' s di s sertat ion wi l l be s ummarized, name l y ,

the part dealing with Shakespear e ' s sentiment7 and the

i
. 8part . . interpret ng Kl ng Lear.

Pr of e s s or Cr oce begins hi s analysis of Sha kespeare's

sentiment by asserting t hat Shakespear e was not a poe t

of any sort of ideals. As a poe t , he ,ms not i nterested

in solving religious, e thi cal , ~olit i cal , or social pr o-

blems; and t here i s nothing i n hi s pl a ys. to show that he

had any inclinations . t o solve pr obl ems of thi s so r t . Al 

though he magnificently por t rayed t he setting fo r such

pr obl ems , he always went beyond them and centered hi s

interest on life itself a s s een in t hem, wi t hout attempt

ing to formulate any faith to expla i n the riddles of life.

To feel life pot ent l y , without the determin
ation of a pa ssi on or an ideal, implies feeling
it unilluminated by faith, undisciplined by any
law of goodnes s , not to be reduced to the en
jo~ent of i~Yllic calm, or t o t he i nebriation
of JOy; ••••

Hence Shakespeare cannot be called religious or irreli

gious, moral or immoral, assertor of free will or det er -

minist, optimist or pe s si~i st .

In other wor ds , Shake spear e sees life entire in all

its facets: joy and sorrow, goodnes s and evil, freedom

7. Ibid., pp. 138-62.
8. IbId., pp . 230-36.
9. Ibid., p. 141.
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and f ate, etc. On t he other hand Shake s peare does not

consider t he phenomena of l ife to be self - explanatory ;

i n the words of Profes sor Cr oce :

He who nowhere in hi s works refers di r ect l y
to God, has eve r pre s ent wi t hin him t he obscure
consci ousness of a di vini ty , and t he s pectacle
of t he wo r l d , t ake n b y i tself , seems t o hi m to
be wit hout s i gnifi canc e, men and their pa s sions
a dream, a dream t hat has for int rinsic a nd
correlative end a reality whi ch , t houIB hidden ,
is mor e solid and pe r haps mor e l ofty.

It is true that t he good in Shakespearean drama

is always superi or to evil , not be cause it ove r come s

ev il, but simply be cause it is t he good , whi ch Shakespeare

seizes in its pr i s t i ne beauty and s t rength . Howeve r ,

there is really no deciding of i ssues be tween good and

evil. A certa i n ca lm may be restored a t the end of a

tragedy, "but the desolat i on of f aith be trayed, of g ood

ness trampled upon , of i nnocent creatures destroyed , of

noble hearts br oken, rema i ns."ll Hence , the vision of

life in t he plays is not oversimplified or super fi cial l y

por t r ayed as t he mer e ant i thesis between good and ev i l .

There is a lways a mys te ry s urr oundi ng t he course of

events, of which the poe t does not know t he ph i los ophi 

cal explanation nor the ult imate r e s ol ut i on.

In t he de pt hs of hi s consc i ousne s s, t hen, Shakespea r e

was entirely lacking i n any rel i gi ous, transcendental , or

theological explanation of t he universe. He is ne i ther

10. Ibid., p . 143.
11. IbId., p . 144.
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Christian nor pagan; but he has a delicate perception of

moral values, and is strongly influenced by the Christian

ethic. Since, therefore, Shakespeare shows himself to

be neither Christian nor pagan, it mus t be inferred that

he was skeptical as to the existence of a rational Pr o

vidence. But, on the other hand, he did not believe

in Fate, nor determinism, nor pr edest i nat i on . It will

be well here to quote t he wor ds of Pr of e s sor Cr oce , lest

they be misinterpreted:

•••• he recognizes human spontaneity and liberty,
as forces t hat pr ove their own reality in the
fact itself, t hough he never t hel e s s pe rmi t s lib
er t y and necessity to clash and the one some
times to overpower t he other, wi thout e stabl i s h 
ing a relation between the t wo, without suspect
ing their identity in opposition, without dis
covering that the two elements at strife form
t he single river of the real, and t here f ore fail
ing to rise to t hI level of t he moder n t heodicy,
which is Hi s t or y . 2

Such were t he phi l os ophi cal presumptions of

Shakespeare, but they were not formed into a philoso-

phical system. Never thel e s s , the moder n idealistic and

historical phi l os ophe r s have been strangely attracted

toward him as to one who shared their views. The reason

for this is that Shakes pear e had r ejected the 1~iddle Age s

and was filled with the Renai s s ance spirit. I n his por

trayal of t he cosmic strife of t hings, he seems to offer

material shaped to the needs of the mode r n dialectician.

So much for the exposition of Cr oce ' s views on the

12. Ibid., p. 155f.
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sentiment or Shakespeare. In his interpretation of the

plays the learned critic is mor e conventional. I n deal

ing with the tragedies, his pur pos e is to show the contrast

and strire which Shakespeare placed between good and

evil. The historical plays showed individuals in action,

Burreringexternal loss and gain; but the tragedies, go

ing beyond the external conrlict, s how also the winning

or losing or the soul itself, "the strire or good and

evil at the heart of t hings. "13

In King Lear, Cordelia is the per s oni r i cat i on or

goodness; she is like a lone star shining out on a dark

night. The rest is horror and cruelty and wickedness;

but the repugnance against the evil does not lead to the

feeling or doubt a s to the existence or g ood , ror in the

end the wicked are shown to be compounded only of malice

and hardness or heart. In the pe r s on or Ki ng Lear , all

humanity is represented as raging against itselr and the

world, because it has allowed itself to be deceived by

moral wickedness and the wo r l d has concurred in the deceit.

King Lear is pi t i r ul in his cries or anguish; he is also

an object of sarcasm in that he was foolish before he be

came mad. The character or Ki ng Lear , as well as those

or Goneril and Regan, are gigantic in their pr opor t i ons

because Shakespeare wished to give a gigantic picture or

reality. Goneril and Regan are boundless in their ego-

, 13. Ibid., p. 233.
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ism, merciless, and unscrupulous.

Yet in spite of the hatred in the play, the inspir

ation of love seems to be equal or stronger. "Cordelia

.. .. 11. "14is goodness itself ln ltS orlglnal we -sprlng, ••••

She is courageous, prudent, dignified, and modest. She

is firm in speaking the truth, even when doing so means

that she will be disinherited. She is forgiving towards

her father, and she is calmly resigned in the face of

final defeat. other good personages in the pl ay- - Kent ,

Gloucester, Edgar, and Al bany- - a l s o affirm the reality

of good as opposed to the deceitful show of goodness.

But Cordelia is above these characters; •••• "she is made

of celestial substance, of purest humanity, whi ch is

therefore divine."15 Why does not such goodness as Cor -

delia's prevail over her enemies? 'fuy is she defeated

in battle, thrown into prison, and later hanged~ "The

tragedy of King Lear is penetrated throughout vd t h this

unexpressed yet anguished interrogation, so full of the

sense of the misery of life."16

But for Prof e s s or Croce "the misery of life" seems

to consi~t in the ever-present struggle between good and

evil, which are but two manifestations of a single reality.

In this struggle good is somehow superior to evil, and

therefore the single reality is predominantly good. Al -

14. Ibid., p. 233.
15. Ibrd., p. 235.
16. Ibid.
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though in Professor Croce's opinion the superiority of

good is not due to a rational Prov~ den ce , still the mere

fact that it is superior is contradictory to the pessimis

tic world view. Now since Ki ng Lea r reflects this reality

which is predominantly good , it is evident that Pr of e ss or

Croce does not subscribe to a pessimistic interpretation

of the Lear universe.

Pr of es sor 0r oce ' s writing is often difficult to

understand. The reader feels that a formal knowledge of

Croce's philosophy is necessary to understand him, and

that t he lack of such a knowledge makes hi s criticism

appear obscure and contradictory. The following critic,

like Professor Croce, is also difficult to read and, at

first sight, appears obscure. Howeve r , a careful reading

of J. Mi ddl e t on Mur r y, reveals much that is worth while

and clears up the obscurity which was due to the diffi

culty of the matter. Her e is i mpressionistic criticism

at its best.

J. MIDDLETON ,MURRY

In his essay, "The Nature of Poet r y , "17 1~. Mur r y

states that he follows wholehe artedly the dictum of

Anat ol e France that criticism is t he confession of the

adventures of a man's soul among books. On approaching

a great work of literature, Mr . Mur r y feels that there

17. J. Mi ddl et on Mur r y , "The Nat ure of Poe t ry , "
Discoveries, pp. 13-44.
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is a dense, dark wall before him which is analogous to

the darkness which was in the poe t ' s creative mi nd a s he

brooded over hi s brainchild. Gradually the mystery be-

comes plainer and the rhythm of the poe t ' s work enters

into the mind of the critic, until poet and critic seem

to be united in spirit. At t his moment, the critic knows

the work; and in t his sense he will never know it mor e .

This is the moment of kn owl edge ; when all the
words that a poet has s poken, all the charac
ters that a novelist ha s created, ap pear to
us as t hings in themselves no longer, but as
the inevitable conditions, the necessary gar
ment of invention t hrough which a living yet
secret reality was compelle18to manifest it
self in the material wor ld .

This secret reality the critic will call by vari ous names

according to hi s own mental background, but Mr . Mur r y

prefers to call it the r hythm of life. At the moment

of gr e at es t knowledge " the critic is born along on the

waves of rhythm and is r apt out of himself. In his cri-

ticism he Ican only attempt t o show wher e in t he work the

veil is t hinnest, where the moti on is most visible, and

how the secret 'pat t er n works out in structure and de t a i l .

Wi t h this statement of his critical t heory, Mr .

Mur r y se4S out to explain the nature of poet ry . Mor e 

over, he explains the nature of poe t r y by explaining the

nature of Shake spe ar e ' s poe t r y . For the purpos es of the

t hesis it will be sufficient to emphasize hi s r emarks

about Ki ng Lea r .

18. Ibid., p. 16.
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Mr. Mur r y subscribes to the i dea "that the charac

teristic emotion of poet r y is a longing for the things

that are not, for permanence amid change, for security

in unrest •••• for eternity ami d mor t a l i ty . ,,19 But poe t s

express their desire t hrough the med i um of an imaginative

world. Hence, Ar i s t ot l e could define poe t r y as an "imi-

tation of emotions and a ct i ons . " As Bacon says, the poe t

"submits the shadow of things to the des i r e s of the mi nd ; ,,20

and again, "the use of poetry hath been to gi ve some sha-

dow of satisfaction to the mind of man in those poi nt s

0t ,,20wherein the nature of th ings doth de ny 1 •

Poet r y , then, .seeks to gi ve expre s sion "through the

shadow of things" to some dee per . r eality. I n the tra

gedies Shakes pea r e seems to be struggling to gi ve expr e s 

sion to a vision which he had experienced of a reality

beyond the plane of ordinary human knowl e dge . "•••• he

had a pprehended as realities a truth, a harmony and a

love •••• which a r e not to be found on earth, and a r e not

fUlly expressed in t erms of earthly happenings. ,,21 This

vision of something be yond the world explains Shake spear e ' s

preoccupation with death in the plays from Haml e t onward.

From this time, Shakespear e treats de ath as a pa s sage from

doubt to the assurance of finality, as a triumph over life,

as a period to mortality. Thus can be explained the ap-

19. Ibid., p. 21.
20. Quoted Ib i d., p . 22.
21. Ibid., ~2.

1"
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parent cynicism which per vades t he plays of the tragic

period; Shakespeare is hovering between the rejection of

a life which he loved deeply and the acceptance of an ex

perience which transcended life. The so-called serenity

of the Tempest period can also be explained, not as a re

newed acceptance of life, but as an acceptance of hi s own

rejection of life. Shakespeare has given up trying to

express his vision in terms of t his world.-

The rejection of life in the various tragedies is

expressed in various moods according to the different

emotions Shakespeare felt as one pl ay succeeded anot he r .

In Haml et the mood is one of utter bewilderment at t he

incompatibility between the vision and the actualit y.

In Ma cbet h the mood is one of complete despair and loath

ing for human destinies; but t hrough the blackness runs

the faint strain of the hi gh er vision.

Ki ng Lear, however, is less dark than Ma cbet h . It

sounds the pur el y superhuman note more clearly than any

other tragedy. By means of human symbols it communi-

cates more than any other play Shakespeare's secret

knowledge •
.,

Through the fury of the elements and the fiercer
fUry of evil souls we heara ·divine mus i c , an
assurance of that whi.ch can be on~2 by virtue of
the forces which seem to deny it.

22. Ibid., p. 21.
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The spirit which shines through the whole pl ay is mos t

brilliant in the character of Cordelia. She and Kent

are as close as earthly characters could be to the per-

fect fidelity which Shakespeare had experienced.

Indeed, this theme of perfect loyalty seems to be

for Shakespe ar e the best symbol of his vision. It

shadows forth somehow the higher relat ion that he knew.

"And the diffusion of the radiance of loyalty through

Ki ng Lear and Ant ony and Cl eopat r a sets the se t wo pl ays

apart as the pi nnacl e of hi s expression in literature.,,23

In them Shake s pear e succeeds better than an~vhere else

in put t i ng into earthly symbols his intuition into ulti

mate reality. Ant ony and Cl e opat r a (and Mr . ~~urry is

thinking also of Ki ng Lear) por t rays sUffering and death

and disaster as t he result of loyalty and sacrifice.

And it may be that these are t he situations in which men

come closest to divinity. Yet the mystery whi ch has

haunted men from t he time of Chr i s t is not solved. "He

that loseth his life shall save it" remains a paradox .

But as Christ's death was his triumph, so the de a t h of

Cordelia . and Cl eopa t ra is their victory.

Such criticism as the foregoing is undoubtedly sub

jective to a great extent, though this fact by no me ans

condemns it. The historical critics, however, i mbued

23. Ibid., p. 22.
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with the scientific spirit of the ag e , wanted to ferret

out as much objective truth about t he plays as pos s i bl e .

The following three critics ar e excellent examples of

t his tendency and of its results.

HARDI N CRAIG

Hardin Craig's thesis24 is that Shake spea r e r eflects

in his work the ethical phi l os ophy of his day, a nd that

this system of ethics was Ar i s t ot el ian and Thomistic. He

illustrates by showing how ·the concept of justice figures

in the pl ay Ki ng Lear .

I n t he popular phi l os ophy of Shakespeare ' s day the

virtue of justice is t he "highe st mani f es t a tion of nat 

ure.,,25 Justice is "in the l arge s ens e the law of na t ure ,

since it has the same content and t he same utility. ,,26

Now pol i t i ca l institutions are i ncluded by rist otle

among natural phenomena . Hence , viol a t ions of the l aw

of nature "had about t hem the maximum degr e e of he i nous -

ness,because such offences struck a t t he f oundat i ons of

all social and pol i t i cal life.,,27 nd it is "the func t ion

of the law of nature and the virtue of justice t o estab

lish and 'ma i nt ain ci v i l i zat i on and its institutions.,, 28

contemporary statement of t his idea is quoted from

24. Har di n Gr a ig , "The Et hi c s of Ki ng Lear ," The
Phi l ol og i ca l Quar t er l y , I V (April, 1925), 97-109.

25. Loc. cit., p . 100.
26. Loc . cit.
27. Loc. cit.
28. Loc. cit., p . 101.
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Wi l s on ' s Ar t of Rhet ori c :

The wisdom of prince s and t he f ear of God' s
t hrea t, wh i ch was uttered by hi s words , f orced
men by a l aw both to allow t h i ngs conf i rmed by
nature and to be ar wi th old customs , or e l s e
they s houl d not only suff er in body t emporal
pun ishment , but a l so lose t he i r souls forever .
Na t ur e is a right fantasy hath not framed , but
God hath gr a f ted and gi ven power thereunto ,
wher e of t hese a r e der i ve d :

Re l igion and a cknowledging of God .
Nat ur al love of our chil dren and others .
Thankfulness unto a l l men .
Stout ness bot h t o wi t hs t and a nd r eve nge.
Reve rence t o superiors.
As sur ed and constant truth i n t h i ngs. 29

Mor eov er , t hough justice r esult s f rom an i nnate

tendenc y it is a moral virtue and mus t be gui ded by t he

i ntellectual virtue of pr uden ce . Hence , Lea r 's f oll y is

f undamental to hi s trage dy. Regan a nd Gone ril both r e-

mark on the king ' s r ashne ss (I , i, 291-310 ); and the

Fool and Kent const antly emphasiz e i t .

The idea of commutative jus ti ce pl ays a prominent

par t i n t he pl ay . Cons ide r Lear ' s words i n regard to the

contract wi th hi s daughters:

Our s e l f , by monthly course
Wi t h r eservation of an hundred knight s ,
By you to be sustained, shall our ab ode
Make wi t h you by due turns. Only we still r etain
The name, and all the additions to a king.

(I, i, 1 34-38)

It is the violation of t his contract and t h e lack of

respect for hi s ki ngship wh i ch drives Lear t o madne s s •

. 29. T~omas Wi l s on , Ar t of Rhe tori c , quoted by
Hard ln Cr a lg , loco cit.
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Furthermore, in his own suffering t he ki ng realiz es

the necessity of distributive justice:

Poor naked wr e t ches , where s o'er you ar e ,
That bide t he pel t i ng of t his pi t i l e ss storm,
How s hall your ' houseless heads and unf ed sides,
Your loop' d and wi ndowrd r aggedne s s, defend you
From season such a s t he se ? 0 , I have t a'en
Too little care of t his! Take phys i c , ~omp ;

EXDose thyse lf to feel wha t wretches feel ,
That thou mays t s ha ke t he s upe r f l ux to them ,
And s how t he heavens mor e j us t . (I I I, iv, 28-36 )

Wi l s on ' s s i x subdi visions of jus t i ce a r e a l s o ronpl y

illustrated i n the pl a y . The examples are usuall y clear-

l y marked as violations or obs e r vances of t he v i rtue in

que st ion; and t he v i olat i ons a re con s i der ed to be the cause

of t he evi l s , whe r eas t he observanc es are considered as

the caus e of good fo r t he wor l d . I t will be s uf f i cient

for t he mos t pa r t mer e l y to . l i s t the reference s t o t he

pl a ce s where t he se exampl e s a re t o be f ound .

First , the vir tue of "re l i gion and a cknowledgi ng of

God" appea r s in t he piet y ~ Lear and the good characters ;

on t he othe r hand , ~dmund t s r ejec tion of t he supernatura l

is due t o infideli t y . Expr e s s i ons of f aith in divine

providen ce. a re found in IV , vi. Gloucester des pairs

aft er losing his f aith and des i res s uicide (IV , i , 38-3 9;

I V, vi, 34-41); but he i s re stored by Edgar ' s remi nder

of man ' s subj ection to hi ghe r powers in t he matter of

life a nd death (V, i i, 9-11).

The sec ond a nd t hird a spec t s of j us t i ce , fil i a l

reverence a nd gra t itude toward a l l men , a re of course t he
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fundamental t hemes of both t he major and the minor pl ot s .

How sharper than a serpent' s t ooth it is
To have a t hankless chi l d: (I, iv, 310-11 )

Ingratit ude , thou marble -hearted f iend :
(I, iv, 281)

These t wo examples wi ll 'be suf fi ci ent t o il l us t rate t he

oft-repe ated sentiment s of Lear wi th regard to his daugh

t ers' lack of affect i on and ingr atitude. The hero of the

subplot, Gl oucester , a l s o ' speaks i n t he same strain:

To his father, t hat s o t ende r l y a nd e ntire l y love s
him. (I, ii, 103-4)

The f ourth ~oint , stoutne ss bo th to withstand and

to r evenge i s fre quent l y illus t r a t ed: I , v , 42; I , iv ,

323-32; I I , iv, 279-89 . Lear ' s chie f weapon of r evenge

consists in "the untented woundings of a f ather 's cur se . "

(I, i v, 297- 311 ; II , i v , 164-70 )

Fi f thly , t he virtue of r ever ence and loyalty t owar ds

superiors has an i mpor t ant r ole i n the pl ay . I t appear s

i n its l arger a spects i n t he degenera cy and fla t tery of

Lear ' s court. Her e , of course, t he vi rtue is illustrated

by its opposite vice.

Finally, the sixth poi nt , as sured and cons t ant truth

in t hings, is illustrated by t he characte r s . Kent and

Cor del i a ar e models of truth; Oswal d a nd hi s kind are mere

flatterers; a nd Edgar is surpassed as a hyp ocr i t i cal

liar only by Iago among al l t he characters of Sha ke s pear e.

In the fi nal analysis, the play Ki ng Lear shows t he

complete and final chaos in f amily a nd state as a r esult
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of multiplied sins against justice. The de cay of the

state is mani f e st i n two ways . One is t he abol i t i on of

law and virtue a nd the directive control of r eason; t he

. f th f f ev;1 .30 L 'other is t he liberat10n 0 e or ce s 0 ~ ear s

mind, strippe d of reas on , r eflect s t he sta te str i ppe d of

mor al i ty and religion. Wi t h r eason gone i n t he king , l aw

and order vanished from t he state , it is easy t o under-

stand Lear's ravings when he mee ts Gl ouces t e r i n I V, vi .

None does offend , none , I say , none ; •.• • (I V, vi , 172)

For Pr ofe s s or Cr a ig , t herefor e , t he wor l d of Ki ng

Lear is one whi ch has been r educ ed t o cha os by r ea s on

of violati ons of j usti ce . The awful t r age dy of the pl ay

results not from t he caprice of a mal i gnant deity , bu t•
f r om violations of the orde r est abli she d by a j us t God .

I n such a un i ver se t here is hope t hat man can r e t r i eve

his losses by aga in conf ormi ng t o the j ust order , a nd

make pr ogre ss towards a be t ter wo r l d .

Pr of e s s or Cr a ig ' s ar t i cle is a go od exampl e of the

method used by t he hi s t or i cal critics . The s e critics

try to reconstruct the atmosphere in whi ch Shake spear e

lived and t he conditi ons under whi ch he worked . Thus

) 0. Cf . F . C. Kol be , Shake speare ' s~: "King
~, •••• anal ys ed to simplicity, is t he tragedy of
D~scord brought into man and society and Na t ur e by
the violation of ties of Love and Grat i t ude --t he four
italicized wor ds i ndicating the various unifyi ng
strands of expression which keep the one simple idea
cont i nuous l y before the mi nd . " P . 136 .
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they hope to arrive at a truer understanding of how

Shakespeare himself understood his pl a ys . Pr of e s s or

Craig's article assumes that if certain ideas about

justice were current in Shakespeare's day, then Shake s 

peare shared those ideas. I n the following ar t i cl e ,

Professor Stoll shows how the dramatic conventions of

the day affected Shakespe ar e ' s drama. Si nce St ol l is

the leading exponent of the hi s t or i ca l method in Ame r ica ,

his work may be taken as an outstanding example.

EL1lliR EDGAR STOLL

Professor Stoli's critical me thod3l consists chiefly

in applying to Shake spear e ' s pl a ys the dramatic conven

tions of the t ime. Moreover, St ol l considers t hat the

use of t hese conventions is determined and conditioned by

the exigencies which face a dramatist in any age . Now

t he prime exigency of all dramatists has been a striking

situation, one which will lead to a striking conflict.

"The sharper conflict pr ovokes the bi,gger pa s s i on ; t he

more striking contrast pr oduces the bigger effect; and to

genius the improbability is only a challenge.,,3 2

On this pr i ncipl e , Pr of es s or Stoll explains t he i m

probability of the situat ion in Lear. The wrath of the

ki ng and the t actlessness of Cordelia are simply neces-

31. Elmer Edgar Stoll, "King Lear," Ar t and rti- ·
fice in Shakespeare, pp. 138-43.

32. Ibid., p , 2.
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ary to make the play . Aga i n , i n r eal life Lear ' s wrath

might have overcome hi s affecti on for Cor del i a and tur ned

into hatred aga i nst her ; but since such a change would de s 

troy our pi t y f or Lear hi s wrath r emains merely opposed to

his affection, and t here is no pa vchoLogLcaL reconci liation

between the t wo pa ssions in h i s soul . Fur t he rmor e , t he

dramatic necessity for emotional effect e xplains t he

scenes on the he ath. I n t hese scenes, a l thougp t he char

acter element suffers in the r avings of Lear and the bab

bling of the Fool and t he g i bberi s h of Edgar , st i l l the

emotional gain more than compensates f or t he i mprobab il

ities in the characters. Fi nally , the l ong digr e s s i on

in t he l ast scene, i n which Kent seems t o fo r ge t about

Lear and Cor del i a , is necessary to work the aud ience up

to such a pi tch of anxie t y t ha t t he de a ths of Cordel ia

and Lear wi l l have t he gr eatest possible t r agi c e f fect .

The digression, of course, would ne ver have t ake n place

in r eal life; and in the pl a y its purpos e i s not to

explain the de aths of Cor del ia (the catastrophe is cer

tain before the digression, V, iii, 36), but to make

their passing tremendously mor e effective by he i gh tening

the suspense.

Wi t h regard to the question of whether t he pl a y re

flects pessimism or optimism, Pr of e s s or Stol l ha s s ome

interesting comments which would seem to f ollow from hi s

gener a l t heory of dramatic criticism. He disagrees wi t h



47

Bradley's contention that the painfulness of the catastro

phe is softened by the fact that death makes little dif

ference in the case of characters as noble as Lear and

Cordelia. Professor stoll believes that their nobility

"makes their tragic fate only the more lamentable, not

irrelevant. "33 Neither does Stoll find alleviation in

Shakespeare's intimation of the dreaminess and unreality

of life, which, he says, does not add to the tragedy as

such. But in spite of all these differences, Pr of e s s or

Stoll agrees with Bradley in holding that the play is not

pessimistic. Hi s reasons are fundamentally about the

same as Bradley's; but he ad ds to Bradl ey ' s explanation,

when he says that we feel exalted at the end of the pl ay

because of Shakespeare's exalted pre s entat i on . r ather

long quotation is necessary here to do justice to St ol l ' s

final judgment on~ Lear:

And all that I can discover to alleviate our
dismay when for the last time the curtain falls,
is, apart from the life-giving s pirit of poe t r y
moving and hovering over the stage, the breadth
and fairness, the exaltation and pity, in the
presentation • . (These are no matters of infer
ence but of direct imaginative or emotional ef
fect.) There is no cynicism, no pessimism--
the vision is too clear and broad. Good and
evil are not, as to-day~ confused or merged, but
are, as Croce says, "as light opposed to dark
ness". Evi l is not negative or incidental- but
while under sUffering it may grow worse, a~ in
Ma C? e t Lh , good, on the other hand, may grow better,
as 1n ear•. nd by evil good is not in the long
run triumphed over or overshadowed •••• The earth

33. ~., p. 164.
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trembles' but the verities a re unshaken, the
moral vaiues and even the social sanctions are
unbroken. Justice is administered, not only, in
the end, to the villains, but (though in dispro
Dortionate measure) to the hero and heroine ••••
I n fine, the poe t i ca l l y a nd drama t i ca l ly trans
mut ed and transformed material of life still re
't a i ns life's proportions and values; a nd Shake -
speare's tragedy wears the st~adYing, though not
co~orting, a spe ct of truth. 3

Some of the situations in the pl ay explained by

Professor St ol l are further explained in the following

article by Pr of es s or Per ki ns on . vVhe r ea s Stol~ implies

that much of the tragic material was a dde d merely for

emotional effect, Per ki ns on shows why it wa s a l so neces-

sary for dramatic consistency. Al t hough ~erkinson ' s

article does not expressly deal with t he questi on of

optimism or pes s i mi sm i n the pl a y , it is i nc l ud ed here

because it helps toward t he optimistic interpretation

of the play inasmuch as it explains, without rec ours e

to pessimism, why Shakes pear e added to t he action a

great deal of seemingly unnecessary SUffering and cruelty.

R. H. .PERKINSON

In the traditional story ofing Lear, according to

Perkinson,35 the old king is the central figure. He put s

his daughters to the test and suffers t hrough their in

gratitUde, but in the end he is happily restored to his

throne. The legend of Cordelia is entirely another ' story,

34. ~., pp . 164-66.
35. R. H. Perkinson, "Is This the Promised End? "

Engl i s che Studien, LXXIII (1939), 2:202-11.
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both hi s t or i cally a nd fictionall y. Now t hi s history of

Lear and Cordelia was well known to t he El i zabe t han

audi ences , who had frequently hear d it f rom Hol i ns hed ,

Hi ggi ns , Spens er , and the old pl a y Ki ng Lei r . The people

were u sed to a happy ending for the s t ory of Lear ; but

Shakespear e makes him a tragic f igure .

The pr obl em whi ch bothers critics is to de termine

why Shake spear e inj ected so much seemi ngly irrelevant

tragi c matter into the Lear story--for it was not hi s

custom to change to t he course of a fam i liar story.

Some answer t he pr oblem by poi nt i ng t o a n ethical flaw in

the characters which brings about t he ir ruin . Others

at t r i but e Shakespea r e ' s tragic handl ing of t he story to
..

hi s reputed 'fe l t s chmer z . Pr of es s or Schucking holds t ha t

there was a psycho logi ca l inconsistenc y i n t he older

versions between t he i nitial situation and the out come;

t he author of ~ Le i r chose to pr ovi de the mot i vat i on

in t he introduct ory matter, whi le Shakespear e chos e to

adapt the subsequent action to the initial a ct i on . Thi s

solution, however, overlooks the f act that the Corde l ia

fate was not included in t he original Lear story; he nce

there was no psyc hological inconsistency.

The answer to the pr obl em is t hat Shakes pear e dec ided

to telescope t he happy Lear stor y with t he tragi c Cor 

delia sequel. He was not compelled by t he i nitial situ

ation to write a tragedy, for the beginning of Lear is
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less tragic than the beginnings of some of Shake spear e ' s

comedies. Nor did he feel that unusual motivations for

Cor del i a ' s attitude was necessary, f or he could have sup

plied that had he desired. By deliberately determining

to write the story as a tragedy, t hen, Shake s pear e forced

himself to introduce much seemingly irrelevant tragic

matter.

One reason why Shakespeare chose to write a tragedy

probably lies in the attractiveness of Cor del i a . He

wanted to bring her story into the play; and since her

story is tragic, Sha~e speare had to alter the mor e i mpor

tant par t of Lear to fit the less i mportant episode of

Cordelia. I n order to do this Shake spear e emphas izes the

tragic character of the old king. He portrays him as

much sinned agai ns t , and adds the ma dnes s to the origi

nal character.

By these means , Shake spear e foreshadows the tragic

end for his audience. He had to introduce t he t ragi c

elements early in order to warn t he s pectators of an end

ing they were not expecting. This he did deliberately

because he had determined to join the Cor del ia story to

Lear's, and thus he turned them both into a tragedy.

The foregoing array of critics offers a fair sam

pling of those who consider King~ as an expression of

optimism, that is, of a world where good is superior to
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evil. One point of similarity among t hem may be poi nt ed

out before the chapter is brought to a close. This

point is that all of these critics (except Perki ns on )

take a large view of the play . They seek for the total

impression left by the pl ay when all the characters and

episodes are considered together. They indicate different

views about the nature of the power which is above the

characters and episodes; but they all agr ee that the

universe pi ct ured is not one of chaos, meaningless suf

fering, and triumphant evil.



CHAPTER IV

THE 'l'ESSIMISTIC"I NT~RPRETATION

The critics synopsized in the present chapter give

a pessimistic interpretation of the pl ay Ki ng Lear. That

is, the impression they receive from the play is pr edom

i nant l y one of pessimism. It is true that mos t of them

recognize the presence of good in the play, but they

feel that the good is overwhelmed by the evil. They mak e

definite statements to the effect that the Lear universe

is ruled by malignant fate; or they deny the existence of

any righteous order in the world of the pl ay . Thei r final

judgment, therefore, is that Shakes pear e represented a

philosophy of pessimism in Ki ng Lear.

The criticisms in this chapter have been a r ranged ,

like those in t he last chapter, in the chronological order.

They are the work of critics who be l ong to wha t was called

in the Introduction the historical-interpretative school.

They give t heir subjective interpretations of the play ,

and their judgment is enlightened by moder n hi s t or i cal

scholarship. The chronological order indicates no par t i 

cular trends in criticism since, as it has been stated,

all the critics represented use the same general approach

to Shakespeare. Hence , the chronological order seemed to

be as satisfactory as any.

52
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SIR E. K. 'HAMBERS

It is a fortunate circumstance that this chapter can

begin with Edmund Ker chi val Chamber s , l who has contributed

a vast amount of fruitful scholarship t o the study of

Shakespear e . Hi s books on the El i zabe than stage and on

the life of Shakes pear e have helpe d a gr eat deal in under

standing the pl ays ; they have cleared up many of the "pro

blems" of the older critics and have undoubtedly gi ve n

great impetus to the historical method of criticism.

Chamber s ' essay on Ki ng Lear wa s originally pub

lished in the Red Let t e r Shakespe are, 1904 to 1908. Thi s ,

of course, was before the publ i ca t i on of Chamber s ' great

works on the El i zabet han stage and on t he life of Shake 

s peare. But in the pr ef a ce to Shakespear e : A Sur vey ,

1925, ~hambers says t hat his more mature j udgment is i n

substant ial ag r eement wi t h his judgmen t of 1904 to 1908.

In the opinion of Chambe r s , Ki ng Lear is t he most

tragic of all the tragedies of Shake spear e . I t is so be

cause it effects more than any other the r istotelian

purification of t he emotions. Ki ng Lear effects the ideal

purification of pi t y and fear, which i s to elevate t hese

emotions and universalize them by fixing t hem on t ho se

elements of experience which a r e i n t hemse l ve s mos t pi t i 

able and mos t awesome. Lear di f f e r s from the earlier

1. E. "K. Chamber s , "King Lear, " Shakespear e :
Sur vey , DP . 240-48.
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tragedies in that its scope is cosmi c, while Julius

Cae sa r , Hamlet , a nd l ater Ant ony and Cl eopat r a are essen

tially studies of individual charac t er s. The cosmic

scope of Ki ng Lear and Ma cbet h i s apparent f r om the fac t

that t he cause of t he tragedy is some external fo rce ,

al t hough t he individual is still to some ext ent respon 

sible. Never t he l e s s , in t he cosmi c tragedies of Ma cbet h

and Ki ng Lear t he hero is under t he curse of an exter nal

power . I t is t his element t hat convinces the reader of

Shakespear e ' s pes s imi sm in t hese pla ys : t here may be

s ome hope of mi t igat i ng i ndividual wickedness , but ha rdly

of changing fo r the be t t er an external , supe r human power,' :

The cosmic scope of t he t r a gedy does not L , of c.our .!3e;,; " ,,'.'. . . -

eliminate t he psychol ogi ca l el ement ~ ' Lea r is hims e l f a

subtle psychol ogi ca l study of one pos s es s ed wholly by

t wo i nstinct s, t hat of des i r e fo r po~er ari d that of na t -

ural af f e ct i on fo r his da ughte r s . Bl i nded by t he se in

stincts,' , he gi ves up his power i n order t o s how hi s aff e c

t ion for hi s daughters. But in t hi s ver y a ct ,he frustrates

his de sire f or power by surrendering to Goner i l and Regan ,

whi le at t he s ame time his ~omineering t emperament is un

able t o s ee the fine shades of meani ng in t he wor ds of

Cor del ia , h i s one daughter who would have satisfied hi s

des i r e f or af f e ct i on .

The frustr ation of Lear ' s des i r e fo r power and of

hi s af f e ct ion fo r hi s daughters leads at once t o vi olent

conse que nces. Lear i ndul ges i n unres tra i ne d cursing of
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the t wo ungratef ul daughters , a nd appea ls f r om t hem to

the heavens with the cry that hi s cause is just . t

this poi nt ;t co smic side of the tragedy becomes evi 

dent . The s torm on t he heath i s s ymbolical of t he in

difference on the pa r t of the superhuman power s to human

in justice . Nat ur e ref uses t o COlae to t he res cue of the

ol d king ; r ather it is Nat ure t hat i n the end brings him

to subje ction . Fi na l ly , as a symbol of hi s def ea t comes

his madness , t he culmination of a tragic issue .

I n order furthe r t o enf orce t his f atalist ic pi c t ur e

of the univers e , Shak espear e ha s been caref ul to exclude

every Chr i s t i an touch fr om t he pl a y ; a l though he -i s usu

al l y ca r eles s about anachr oni sm, there i s no Chr i stian

intrusion into t h e pagani sm of Ki ng Lear . The superhu

man power is a lways refe~red to as Na t ur e , or by t he

names of pagan deities . l~reover , t he Lear pl ot i s uni 

versalized by t he addition of an e xact par a l l el i n the

Gl ouces t e r pl ot . Thus t he stor y of Lea r cannot be t aken

as one that would merely happen to an i ndi v i dua l . A

further univer sa l i z i ng touch is adde d i n that t he pr ot a 

goni st i n t he Gl ouces t e r .pl ot i s a bastard , whi ch s ugges t s

that wi ckedne s s flouris hes i n houses of every de gr e e .

The final irony of f ate is e xpressed in t he l ast

s cene . Hope i s aroused that t he be autiful ~orde lia wi t h

the he l p of her armies will conquer t he forc es of ev i l

i n Engl and and restore justice to t he l and . But such

hope is s oon found t o be vain , for Cor de l ia and he r army
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ar e simply defeated. I t is true t hat Edmund , Goneril a nd

Regan are caught in t he web of t he ir own treachery and

done away wi th ; but with t hem Lear and or del ia are a l s o

swept away. The re is no poe t i c j us t ice , but only the

caprice of high-judgi ng Jove, who se nds down h i s thunder

on t he j us t and t he unjust ali ke.

I t was said in the Introduction t hat Chambers , Wa l t e r

Ral eigh , and St opf ord Br ooke , (as well a s r adley) baong

to what might be called a trans ition period between Vic -

torian criticism and modern s kept i cal cri tic i sm. They

were the pi oneers in the ske ptical app r oa ch ; yet t h ey re 

tained a degree of worship for Shakespear e . Par t of Si r

Wal t er Rale i gh 's work is summarized i n the f ollowing. He

was a wor shi pper of Shakespear e , but his wa s a balanced

wor shi p .

SIR WALTER RALEI GH

An i mportant contribution to mode rn Shake spea r ean

criticism was t he Shak es pear e volume i n t he Engl i sh Men

of Let t er s Ser i e s by Wal t er Ral e igh , 2 a pr of e s s or a t

Oxford University . Ral eigh ' s general .purpose is t o analyze

Shakespear e ' s mi nd insofar as t bat g r e at mind can be caught

and inferred from the whole book of his work . Pr of e s s or

Ral eigh belongs to that school of Shakespear ean biography
,

which holds that a gr eat deal can be known about Shake s pea r e

2. Si r Wa l t er Ral eigh , Shake s~eare , passim.
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from hi s plays . Rale igh , however , is t hi nki ng chief l y

of Shakes peare ' s mi nd- l i f e , not of hi s ext ernal, visible

life.

No dramatist can cr eate l i ve char a ct er s save
by be que athi ng t he best of hims elf t o t he chil 
dren of hi s art , s cattering among t hem a lar 
gess of his own qua lit ies , g i vi ng , i t may be ,
to one hi s wit , t o anot her hi s phi l os ophi c
doubt , t o ano t he r hi s love of a ct i on , to an
other t he simplicity and cons~ancy that he
finds deep in hi s own nature.

Hence , if Ki ng Lear is pes s i mi s t i c , Ral e igh would i n

fer that Shakespear e was ~es simisti c a t t he t i me when

he wrote it.

s a mat t er of f a ct , however, i t is d i f fi cult t o

know whethe r or not Ral eigh cons i der s t he pl a y t o be an

expression of pe s s i mi sm. The d ifficul ty ar is es par t l y

from t he f ac t t ha t Ral e i gh ' s book i s not a collect i on of

essays on individual pl a ys , but a synt hesis of Shakespea r e ' s

t hought. Thus , when Pr of e s s or Ra l e i gh conside r s the women

i n Shakes pearean traged y he sees a r ef utation of t he con

tention that Sha ke s pear e was pessimistic . On t he ot her

hand, he holds t hat Shakespear e ' s tragi c world is one in

which chance or f ate may t urn t he wor ld over t o chao s o I t

will be sufficient to state both t he se vi ews a nd gi ve t he

reason why Ral eigh i s pl a ced i n t he pr e s ent cha pter.

Shake spear e 's women, according t o Si r Wal t er , ar e

either go ~d or bad. They a ct not on t hought, but on i n

stinct; a nd once they have set on a c our s e, t he y do not

3. Ibid., p . 7f.
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paus e to reas on about it. The go od women a re , t he r ef or e,

whol ly good . They are i nstinct with love and se r vice;

unselfish nob ilit y is character i s t ic of t hem. Such women

as t hese, says Rale i gh , pr e s er ve Shakes pear e ' s plays f rom

pes s imi sm; t heir r adiant goodne s s shi ne s in t he dar kne s s

of t he deepest traged y. As Pr ofessor Raleigh s a ys:

•••• in the Tragedi es t hey are t he onl y war rant
an d t oken of ultimate salvation, the l a st re 
fuge and sanct uary of f a i th . I f Ot he l l o had
di e d bl asphemi ng Des demona , if Lear had r efus ed
to be reconciled with Cordel ia , t here wo uld be
good re aso n t o t alk of Shakespear e ' s pes s imi sm.
As it is, t here is no room for such a discus
sion; in t he wi ldest and mos t dest r uct i ve tem
pes t his sheet -anch or holds. 4

On t he other hand , when Ral e i gh come s t o co ns i der

Sha kespear e ' s c on ce pt of the un iverse , he a t t ributes t o

the poe t a very dark outlook on life, at least i n the t r a 

gedi e s . Fi rs t ly , Rale igh de ni es t hat Shake s pear e had any

defini t e phi l os ophy about the meaning of the universe:

It is vain to seek i n t he pl ays for a phi l 
osophy or doct r ine which may be extracted a nd
set out in brief. Al l doct r ines a nd theori e s
concerning the pl a ce of ma n in t he uni ve r se , and
th~ origin of evil, are a poor and pa r t i al busi
ness compared with that dazzling vision of t he
pi t i f ul 5state of humanity whi ch i s r evealed by '
tragedy.

This i mplies that Shakespe are was a t best a ske ptic, be

wildered by t he enigma of sUffering. Se c ondly , Rale igh

de nies the existence of any morality in the plays . The

4. Ibid., p . 180.
5. Ibid., p . 195f.
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perception of morality in them r esults merely from the

reader's desire to escape from the naked brutality of the

world as painted by Shakespeare. I n other wor ds , if a

man can say that the evil in Shakes pear e ' s pl ays is due

to some human error, he will have hope of avoiding the

error and thus the terrible consequences. But in Sha ke 

speare's tragic world there is no ho pe of escape by good

conduct.

Mor al i t y is not denied; it is overwhelmed and
tossed aside by the onrush of the sea. There
is no moral lesson to be read, except acciden
tally, in any of Shakespeare's tragedies. The y
deal with gr ea t er things than man; with powe r s
and passions, elemental forces, and dark abysses
of sUffering; with the central fire, which breaks
through the thin crust of civilization, and
makes a s plendour in the sky above the blackness
of ruined homes. Because he is a poe t , and has
a true i magination, Shakespear e knows how pr e ca r 
ious is man's tenure of the soil, how deceitful
are his quiet orderly habits and his prosaic
speech. _ t any moment, by the operation of chance,
or fate, these things may be broken up, and the
world g i ven over onge more to the forces that
struggled in chaos.

This rather obscure passage seems to negate Pr of e s s or

Raleig~'s statement that there is no pessimism in Shake 

speare. At least the ideas here stated are considered

sUfficient reason for piacing Raleigh among those who feel

no sense of law and beauty at the end of the tragedies.

There may be doubt as to Ra l e i gh ' s view on the ques-

6. Ibid., p. 198f.
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tion of pessimism in Ki ng Lear, but there can be no doubt

about the opinion of the follovdng critic. Stopford

Brooke sees unmitigated pessimism in the play. Hi s cri

ticism of King Lear was originally publ i she d in 191},

and it is perhaps not much influenced by the modern his

torical skepticism. Augus t us Ralli says that "he refines

upon accepted views and explains rather than initiates.,,7

The influence of Bradl ey is not i ceabl e in his remarks on

the redemption of Ki ng Lea r ; but this is the only light

that he will admi t into the darkness of the tragedy.

STOPFORD BROOKE
8At the beginning of hi s essay, St opf ord Br ooke

states clearly the general i mpression made upon h i m by

King Lear. The play , he says, gi ves the dar kes t pi ct ur e

of the world that has ever been created by the tragic

imagination. There is no justice in Ki ng Lear; there seem

to be no gods above the sorrow and wickednes s of manki nd .

The wor l d is ruled by the stars, "de s t r oyi ng pl ane t s who

hate th~ human race.,,9 Even the good characters do not

relieve the bleakness of . the pi ct ur e ; for they SUffer more

for their goodness than the wicked do for their crimes.

Nature herself is blind and helpless; or if not blind,

wicked.

7. 2£. cit., p. 333.
8. Stopford A. Brooke, "King Lea~" ~ Mor e Pl ays

of Shakespeare, pp. 197-224.
9. Ibid., p. 198.
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The characters in this chaotic wor l d are men and

women of a primi t i ve civilization; t he y are just emerg-

ing from savagery. Thei r barbarity is clearly discernible

in the gouging out of Gl ouces t e r ' s eyes , i n t he unnatural

hatred of Goner i l and Regan aga i ns t t heir f ather, in the

bold lust of Edmund for both t he s i sters, i n the cruel

hanging of Corde l ia . And t o make matters wors e , t he re is

no Nemes i s to pur sue t he wi cked . They s i mply do t hem

selves to death without even feeling remorse of conscience.

Lear himself, ev~n before he is mad , is full of savage

pass i on ; he r ej e ct s his only t r ue daughte r in a moment

and calls down on Goner i l such a curs e as could come

only from a savage ' mind. Edmund belong s t o t his s oci et y

when he needlessly orde r s Cor de l ia t o be hung . Hi s v i ces,

however, are ana chronis t ic ; his gr eed a nd hi s lust af te r

Goner i l and Regan belong t o a mor e civil ized a ge of wea l t h

and power . Kent a lso sh ows aff ini t y t o an early age of

society in his rugged l oyalty and outspoken manner . He

is delighted with h i s a tta ck on Oswal d , and wi t h the i n

vective occasioned by t he encounter . St i l l he i s a man

of steadfast common sense, to whom t he king ' s pol i t i ca l

affairs are ent r us t ed dur i ng t he pl a y . Edgar alone among

the characters seems to belong to modern civilization.

But once he has fe i gned madness , he is ext remel y capable

at playi ng t he par t and pr obably is de l i ghted wi th i t.

In his disguise, he is able to utter sent iment s that would

have to be concealed, even t hough f e l t , i n ordinary con-
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In his role as Poor Tom, he reveals a pe r s ona l i t y

that mi ght have been hi s had he followed t he bent of hi s

subconscious .

It is among such characters as t hese that Shake spear e

plots the fortunes of Ki ng Lear . Lear , too, is a mamber

of this uncivilized "society . He is not mad dur i ng the

first scene of t he pl ay , but he i s so blinded by vanity

and violent temper that his a ct i ons are t hose of a mad

man. We fe el pi t y for hi m at first , be caus e h i s folly is

motivated by t he des i r e to be loved; but t he pi t y is mi xed

with just contempt . Later , however, t he cruelty of hi s

daughters makes h i m a n object of pi t y a l one . I t i s true

that the cruelt y of hi s daught ers had some excuse in t he

sUffering t hey had had to endure from him. Haught y and

independent a s they were , they had for ye ars been subject

to this egotistic and overbearing f ather . The y had suf -

fered , and now t he y had ampl e means of revenge . Gone r i l

pr ompt l y t akes advantage of he r new power t o cri t i cize

her father and his retinue . The old ki ng doe s not know

what t o make of this ; it is the first t ime he ha s ever

been cros sed . Vfuen his anger bursts f orth, it t akes the

form of an i mpassioned curse- -"primeval in i ts ant i que .

simplicity, terrible on a father 's lips, coming home to

that whi ch is deepest in a woman- - appeal i ng t o gr eat

Na t ur e he rself ."lO

The agony of Lear continues a t Gl ouces t e r ' s ca stle ,

10 . Ibid . , p . "211 .
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where he meet s Regan . Regan i s s t i ll mor e cruel t han her

si ster; s he en j oys cruelty for t he s ake of cruelty, a s is

l ater evidenced by her treatment of Gl ouces t e r . Lear

strives t o keep his me ntal bala nce, will ing to reason

at first, but f ur i ous a t see i ng Kent i n t he stocks . He

curse s Gone r i l once mor e but t he n r e s orts t o pl ea di ng

wi th Reg an . Fi na l ly , when Goner i l arrive s , he can con

t ain hi mself no l onger . Ca l l i ng on t he he avens t o t ake

his par t , he g oe s out into the s torm and joi ns his s or row

t o that of t he univer se .

Out in t he storm, Lear i s beate n t o and fro f r om

fury t o s elf - contr ol . The t empe st has he i gh tened his

powers of per cept i on . He see s t he elements a s de s t royer s

of himself and of the whol e world . He exoner a t es t he

winds of t he s in of ingrat i t ude ; i n th i s t hey are not a s

ba d as his daughters . I n a terri bl e i mpr e ca t i on, he pene

trate s t he crime of t he whole wo r ld a nd call s on t he ele 

ment s to de s t roy h i dde n crimi nals . Then he f inds pl e a sur e

in t he storm, becaus e it distracts hi m from t he gr ea t e r

ma l ady in hi s soul. Fi na l l y , a t Edgar ' s cr y , "Fa thom a nd

hal f , f athom and half , " (I I I, iv, 37) he goe s mad . Rea 

son r eturns moment arily when Lear per oe i ve s man as he i s

in the pe r s on of naked Tom 0 ' Bedlam. But from t his poi nt

o~ Lear i s completel y mad . Shake spear e ha s built up t o

this madne s s wi th consummate a r t t hat gi ve s t he lie t o t he

content i on that he was carele ss.



64

Al l through t his storm scene t he Fool has a ccompanied

Lear , but at this poi nt he di sappe ars from t he pl a y . He

has been angry wi th Lear for exil i ng Cordelia ; ye t the re

is love between t hem be caus e of thei r mut ua l love for

Cor del ia . When Lear's l ove fo r Cordelia returns , the

Fool forgives hi s a ct ion , but cannot help being bitter i n

his remar ks . Thi s bitter re calling of Lear 's foll y is

t he one cons t ant e lement i n t he Fool 's t hought ; fo r t he

re s t he is a half-wi t . But it i s t heir mutual l ove for

Cordelia whi ch bri ng s about t he d eep understandi ng between

Lear a nd the Fool . Thi s it i s whi ch gi ve s t he universal

attractivene s s to t he Fool ' s part in t he pl a y .

Lear's madness continue s unt il he mee ts Cor del ia

a t Dover . Her goodne s s i s seen in supe r b contra s t t o

the hatred of Gone r i l and Regan . The divine simpl icity

of her words i s unmatched in Shake s pear e . Her love fo r

Lear has not be en dimi nished one jot by her exile; and

t heir reconciliation at the end of Lear ' s career makes a

scene' of such extreme pa thos t hat many have wanted a

happy ending f or t he pl a y . But Shake spear e was in no mood

for t his duri ng these sunless days of d i sbe l i e f in an y

just gods . The r edemption of , Lear' s soul , however , i s

a sure s i gn of Shake spear e ' s exalted na ture . Lear is

made happy f or a moment , and r eal i ze s that love is truly

gr eat er t han power , weal th , or f lat te ry .

The fol lowing criticism by G. Wi l s on Kni ght is ve ry
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simi l ar t o t hat j us t gi ven f rom St opf or d Br ooke . Dr .

Kni ght a l so s ees very little to relieve t he darkness in

t he play exce pt that he extends the redemption mot i f to

a l l of t he good chara cters . Sub j e ct i ve elements a r e quite

pr ominent in the cr i ti ci sm of Dr . Kni ght . Al t hough learned

in Shakespearean scholarship , Dr . Kni ght is little re

s trai ned by it in put t i ng forth his own t heories . The

followi ng quotation expres ses his s hortcomings , harshly

perhaps :

Mr . Kni ght ' i s a cr i t ic entirely without caution .
He fo llows his ovm intuitions r ecklessly , a nd
t his r e ckl es s nes s lead to extravagance and even
absurdi t y .ll

G. WILSON KNI GHT

~ Lear , in the opinion of Dr . Kni ght , 12 is one

of the starkes t tragedies eve r written . Yet in its gr o-

tesqueness i t freque ntly verges on t he comic , a f act

whi ch r einf or ces t he tragic power of the pl ay . I t is

this gro t esque comedy which Dr . Knight analyzes in the

' f i r s t ' of h i s t wo e s says on Ki ng Lear . By "comedy ," how

ever, he does not always mean t hat sort of i nc ongr uity

which causes l aughter. He means me rely incongr uity, a l 

though oftent i mes the i nc ongruity i n Lear would cause

11. The London Time s Li t er a r y Suppl ement , Sep t em
ber 4, 1930, p . 696.

12. G. Wi l son Kni ght , "Lear- and the Comedy of the
Gr otesque ," and "The Lear Uni ve r se , " The Whee l of Fire
pp . 175-226. --- -- ----,
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laughter if it wer e not at t he same time so horr ible. As

it is, it i ncrease s t he tragic effect wi thout af fording

comic r e l i ef , because it makes t he sUffe r ings of the char

acters seem ext r emel y foolish and unnecessary.

The outstanding examples of f ool ishness ar e f ound i n

t he Lear and Gl ouces ter t hemes. The old king begins wi t h

an ab surd mis take i n judgment a s · t o t he loyalty of hi s

t hree da ughte r s . Vfuen t wo of them l a t er pr ove f a i t hless ,

he becomes a tottering, ar r ogant , a lmos t r i diculous old

man . I f he wer e not s o pa the t ic , he wou l d be ludicrous

as he goe s fr om one daughte r to t he other r anting a nd

haggling over t he number of r etainers in hi s train. Out

in t he storm t he autocr ati c ol d monarch r a i ls agains t the

element s and expect s t he m to obey him . When he mee ts

Poor Tom , he i ncongruously de ci des t o become "unsophis 

ticated " by r emoving hi s clot hes; t he Fool remi nds him

that it is a "naughty night to swim in." (I II, i v , 115:C)

Thi s gr otesque comedy of the old ki ng i s par a l l e l ed

i n the Gl ou ceste r subplot. He , too, is mi s t aken i n hi s

judgment of hi s children. He is subjected to unnece s sary

cruelty in having his eyes gouged out. 'l'he incongruity

of his struggle r eache s its summit when he t hinks he is

jumping off Dover Cl i f f , but mer ely f alls forward on his

face.

The same sort of cruel, grotesque irony stalks in

the paths of pr a ct i ca l l y all the characters of t he pl ay.
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It makes their sufferings more tragic because t hey are

mor e unreasonable. To quote a summary par agr ap h from

Dr . Knight:

The tragedy of Lear is mos t poigna nt in that it
is purposeless, unreasonable. I t is the mos t
fearless artistic facing of t he ultimate cruelty
of things in our literature. Tha t cruelty
would be less were there not this element of
comedy which I have emphasized, the insistent in
congruities whi ch create and accompany the mad
ness of Lear, which leap to vivid shape in the
mockery of Gloucester's suicide, which are intrin
sic in the texture of the whole pl a y . Mank i nd is,
as it were, deliberately and comically torment-
ed by 'the gods ' . He is not even allowed to die
tragically. ·Lear is 'bound upon a wheel of
fire' and only death will end the victim'S
agony:

Vex not hi s ghos t : 0 , let him pa s s : He
hates him much

Tha t would upon the r ack of t his t ough wor l d
St r e t ch hi m out longer. (V, iii, 313-15)

Lear is supreme in that, in its main theme, it
faces the very ab s ence of tragic purpos e : where 
in it is pr of oundl y different from Ti mon . Ye t ,
as we close t he sheets of this pl ay , t he re is
no horror, nor resentme£t. The tragic pur i f i 
cation is yet complete. j

In this paragraph Dr . Knight g i ve s the essence of his i n

terpretation of King ~. In his essay on "The Lear

Universe," Dr. Kni ght enlarges on his conclusion that

mankind is "deliberately and comically tormented by 'the

gods'."

The phi l os ophy reflected in Ki ng Lea r , he says, is

naturalistic. Looming l arge in the pl ay is the par t

played by phys i ca l nature. Ther e are numerous references

13. ibid., p . 191.
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t o animal s - -wol ves , cats, sheep, swi ne , bor s e s , r at s ,

and t he l i ke. Fr e quent ar e t he des cript ions of na t ur e

like t ha t of Dover Cl i f f . Bot h Edga r and Lear "r et ur n

t o nature" duri ng t he course of the play i n t ha t they cast

off t he a ccout rements of civi l i zat i on and f ace the naked

strengt h of t he elements . Vice i s called a deformi ty of

na ture ; Goner i l an d Regan are f or t hi s reason "unna t ur a l

hags ." Edmund ha s a perver ted idea of natur e when he

s ays:

Thou, Nat ure , art my goddess ; t o thy l aw
My s er vi ces are bound. ~~er efore shoul d I
Stand i n t he plague of cus tom, and permi t
The curi osity of nations t o de prive me ,
For t hat I am some t welve or f ourteen moonshi ne s
Lag of a brother ? (I , ii, 1-6)

I n Lear t he religion , t oo, is naturalis tic . Ther e

are numerous allusions to the g ods i n the pl ay , but t hey

s eem to be me r e figment s i n t he minds of t he cha r a ct er s.

Howeve r , at l east i n the case of Lear , rel i gion evolves

f r om a purely na t ural i stic conc ept t o a mor e s pi r i t ua l

reali~ation. Hi s early a l lus i ons are a l l to t he man-

made deities; but aft er hi s SUfferings he realizes tha t

t he gods above t hrow incens e on human sacrifice . Then ,

too, he and Cordel ia wi l l be "God's s pi es ." (V, iii, 17)

On t he practica l side of religion , justice a lso is

pre sent ed as a purel y na tural phenomenon . Tr ue , there

is much t alk about jus t i ce i n t he pl ay : Lea r constantly

t hinks of pun i shment f or his enemies; Edmund a ct s from
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a sense of in justice done t o hims elf ; a nd t here a re many

other examples. But in the end, j us t i ce is not done ;

human justice is a mockery , non- exis tent . t~an's mor a l 

ity, hi s idealism, hi s justice--all a re f alse and r otten

. t o t he core. ,,14

Nei t he r is t he re any di vine jus t i ce t o r ight the

wrongs of men . Lear calls upon di vi ne j us t ice in va i n;

t he heavens pay no he ed t o hi s cu r se s on Goner i l and

Regan . I t is true t hat there are some. spee ches i n t he

pl ay whic h refe~ t o di vi ne justi ce, a s when Al bany r e-

ma rks on t he death of vor nwal l :

Thi s shows you are a bove ,
You justicer s, t hat t he s e our ne t he r cri mes
So s peedily can venge: (IV, ii, 78-81 )

"But t here i s appa rent ly no j ustificat ion f or t he t hought:

me n i n Lear are goo d or bad i n t hems el ves . ,,15 In some

cases, indeed, "the story sugge sts ••.• t ha t sin brings

i nevitable retribution •••• But it is al l purely natur al :

t here is no celestial avatar t o right mi s gui ded hurnani ty . ,,16

The r e is natural justice in Lear , no t human or divine ,

but merely r esulting from natural for ces. Al t hough t he

good and the bad sUffer, the bad come to a wor s e end

t han the good; mor eover some of t he good are spared, but

none of t he bad.

14. Ibid., p . 211.
15. I bi d . , p . 212.
16. Ibid., p . 213.
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In spit e of t his a pparent lack of real justice i n

Lear , suffering humanity seems t o be t endi ng t oward some

pur pos ef ul e nd. The good are ennoble d by t heir ~urga 

t or i a l experienc e, whe r eas the bad are degr aded . The r e

is a stoic nobili ty in t he a t t itude of Kent and the

Fool . Poor Tom f i nds comfort a t l a s t in hi s beggar l y

state. Gloucester finds j oy i n gi vi ng his pur s e to

~dgar before he di es . ' Ki ng Lea r hi mself i s t he outst and

ing example of nobility r egained from sUfferi~. He

awakes after hi s madne s s t o r ecogni ze t he t r ans cendent

loveliness of Cor del i a . He i s happy t o s pend the rest

of hi s life in pr i s on t alking t o her . He i s humbled t o

l ove; he r eali ze s that he has been a fool . He has

reached the "r i penes s " s poken of by Edgar . (V, ii , 11 )

He i s r eady f or deat h "and ' the g ods ' - - i f indeed t hos e

gods eXi s t. "17

In the Lear pa norama of human beings working ou t

their own ruin or t heir own pur gu torial l ib erati on, the

fi gure of Lear stands out supreme. Buf fe ted by the

violence of the storm, he g oe s t hrough a mad ext ravaganza

wi t h Kent a nd the Fool . Hi s madnes s mount s to agony in

t he mock trial of Rega n and Gone r i l . Af t e r t he Gl ouce s t er 

Edgar i nterlUde, t he Lear agony r eaches its s ummit as the

pi t i abl e king ent er s crowned in f l ower s . Then comes t he

lovely presence of Cor de l i a wi th her r e stor ative ki s s .

Lear awakes to a knowl edge of love and beauty. "This is

17. I bi d . , p. 218.
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the justification of the agony, t he sufferance, t he

gl oom. Though once ~or e t he shadow closes, it has exis t 

ed, immortal, in it s own r ight , bending to no natural

law. ,,18

I n conclusion of this account of Dr . Kni ght ' s ana -

lysis of the Lear universe, it will be he l pful to quot e

from a summary paragraph which gi ve s t he essence of

his philosophical background:

On the wide canvass of this play thre e
persons stand out wi t h mor e vividness than
the ' rest: Edmund , Lear, Cor del i a . rl'hey
correspond to three periods in man ' s evolu
tion--the primitive, t he civilized, and
t he ideal. ~dmund is a t hr owback in t he
evolutionary pr oce s s •••• Lear hims elf' is
a complex of pr i mi t i ve and civilized ele
ments: •••• Cor de l ia , in that s he re presents
the Pr i nc i pl e of Love , is i de alized. Edmund
is of the pa s t , Lea r of t he pr e s ent , and
Cor delia of t he future dispensation.19

Like Dr . Kni ght , the following critic, Ma r k Van

Doren , is a man l ear ned i n Shake speare lore. Yet he doe s

not set out to apply directly to the pl a ys hi s knowledge

of Shakespearean scholarship. The prepa r a t i on whic h Mr .

Van Dor en brings to his work is well put in the fo llow

ing:

This book is the work of a poe t who is also
a scholar. The sensitive and sympathetic i magina
tion which is constantly al e r t t o overtones of
sty~e and s",!btleties of i magery is gr ounded upon
SOlld learnlng and an abunda nce of common sense.

18. Ibid., p. 223.
19. I bi d . , p . 219f.
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•••• He is abreast with the l atest findings and
theories of scholarship.20

MARK VAN DOREN

In his I nt r odu ct i on , Mr . Van Dor en21 states that

he is going to i gnore the biography of Shake s pear e , t h e

work of his contemporaries, t he history of hi s t imes,

the conventions of the El i zabe t han stage, and questions

of text and authorship. He admits the impor t an ce of

these matters, but believes that the pl ays as t hey stand

afford far mor e interest than matters extraneous to the

plays. He pr oceeds only on the t heory t hat Shakespear e

created a new world for each of hi s pl ays . Hi s success

was not a matter of devices--diction, i mages, atmosphere,

character, or pl ot - - "but of a l arger method t hat tended

instinctively t o unity and delight.,,22 Whi l e reading a

Shakespeare pl ay , one is in a different world a nd t ake s

in the details one by one without examining whet her e ach

detail is consistent wi t h the others. Thi s creature

world is not the great wor l d as we kn ow it, but r ather

some aspect of the world . which is so completely des

cribed as to seem complete in itself. Vfui l e in this

strange wor l d , the reader "has t he excitement of feeling

20. S. C. Chew, "The .Pl ay ' s the Thi ng " New York
Her al d Tr i bune Books, XVI (October 1, 1939;,0:----

21. Mar k Van Dor en , "King Lea r , " Shake s pear e
pp. 238-51. '

22. I bi d . , p . 3.
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that he is where t hings a re s impl y and ~inally alive. n23

llia t then is the wor l d o~ Ki ng Lear? Be~ore a nswer 

i ng t his question, ] • Van Doren sums up t he career or

ing Lear t hrough the pl ay . He says tha t t he play has a

be ginning a nd an end but no mi dd l e . Lear ' s gr eat ~ olly

in t he ~irst s cene pl unges him into a l ong and terrible

catastrophe. 'l.'he relation between t he events is l yrical

rather than logical. And to compensate ~or t his l a ck o ~

l ogic, Shakespe are had to strive ~or sensational and

immedi ate e~fectsj hence, the t empests, the hor r i bl e

cruelties, t he monst r ous iniquities. .ga i n , orderl y

progr es s of ev ents had t o be s uggested by an anal ogy with

mus ic , a nd Shake spear e ' s geni us has mad e t he pl a y i nto a

most complex symphony. 1h e movement is s low , gl a cie r -

likej a nd the mel ody o~ the Lea r . plot i s answered by

t he counter-melody o~ t he Gl ouces t er pl ot .

Thr ough t he i mpassioned mus ic Lear moves on towa rd

his doom. ~arly recognition o~ his error doe s not s ave

him ~rom being rejected and go i ng mad . He has no chance

t o retrieve his ~ormer estate, since Sha ke s pear e want ed

this to be such a catastrophe as had never be en be~ore.

ff or Lea r no happy endi ng is pos s i bl e j he has learned

much but too l ate.

The world o~ t he play has bee n t oo Sl nl S
ter for any warmth t o come a t suns et. The
ceiling of Lear ' s wor l d i s l ow, t he a t mosphere

23. Ibid., p . 5.
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is murky. The wet earth creeps with treac~er

ous, slimy-weather beasts: r at s , toads, wlld
dogs, a nd wolves, eels, P9le ~cats , snake?, and
vultures. The wild flower s I n Lear's ha l r are
not f l owers at al l ; he is crowned, s ays Gor de l i a

with rank
Wi t h hardocks, hemlocks,
Dar nel , and al l the idle
In our sustaining corn.

r umiter a nd furrow-wee ds,
nettles, cuckoo-flowers,
weeds t hat gr ow

(IV, Lv , 4-7)

The dark sky is oppressive, and clouds of enor
mous we i ght ha ng low in it t o torture human
beings wi t h their bUlk. 24

Mr . Van Doren goes on to say that the recogniti on scenes

in Lear increase t he pi t y mor e than they pr ov ide an out

l et for pent - up emotions. Ordi na r i l y a recognition

scene pr ovi des a discharge f or i ntens e emotions. But

in Ki ng Lear the recognitions are i ncomplete: Gl ouceste r

does not know hi s son ~dgar , and Lear ne ve r r ecognizes

t he faithful Kent . Even t he r e cognit ion of Cordel i a is

pos t poned until hope of relief has pa ssed .

The world of ~ Lear is, therefore, t he wor l d of

a man pursued t o i nexorable doom. The old king does

not have a chance of retrieving his lost pos i t ion once

the forces of destruction have been unleashed ag a i ns t

him.

The final criticism to be dealt with is that of

Ha zel t on Spencer, ~los e book is one of the be st s ynthe-

ses of Shakespe arean scholarship yet publ i s hed . ~rit -

ing i n 194-0, he sums up the l atest views of the hi s tor i -

cal school of criticism. n his interpretation of

King Lear, Mr . Spencer agrees that the pl ay closes on

24. I bi d . , p . 248f.
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the ruling power in the Lear universe justify h i s being

pl a ced among those who say that t he pl ay is pes s i mis t i c .

HAZELTON SPENCER

Like all historical critics, Prof es s or spencer 25

demands that the source of~ Lear be ke pt in mind .

The original was the story of a mythological ki nd, whi ch

Shakespeare did hi s be st t o make realist ic. The drama

tist sought to distract a t tent ion from t he di s tur bi ng

moral issue of Cordelia's silence by Kent ' s l ong r emon-

strance wi th t he ki ng . Se condly , a t t he end of the ac t

he revives our sympathy for Lear by having the wicked

daughters express t heir hos t i l i t y t oward him . Nor is

t he r ashness of t he king so i mprobable i n t he fi rst

scene as to make him appear mad, as some cri tics have

said. Hi s wilfulness is not l acking in pl aus i bili t y if

it is granted that he is not only an absol ute but a lmos t

a fair~-tale mona r ch . When he does go mad i n the t hi rd

act, he is really suffering fr ma de l irium r ather t han

insanity.

If the king had not recovered from t hi s fi t of

delirium, the tragedy woul d be i nfi nitely l ess movi ng •

. The catastrophe owes its extreme pathos to t he f act that

the g ood are swept away just after t hey have arrived a t

25. Ha zel t on Spe ncer , "King Lear" The rt and Li f e
of Wi l l i am Shake s pea r e , pp . 324-33. '
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peace. I n Pr of e s s or Spence r ' s mind , the moment ary res 

t orati on of Lear and Cor de l i a emphasizes t he tragic

irony of their end .

No sentences in all drama a r e mor e affecting
than t he s imple s peeches in whi ch the r eunion
wi t h Cor del ia is accomplished and t hen ruthlessly
broken by a malevol ence whi ch , th ough it opera t e s
through human agencies, is invisible and unassail
able. Wha t depths of despair Shake spear e had
known i t is idle to inquire. Tha t he had k nown
them, no experienced r eade r of Ki ng Lea r and
Ma cbet h can doubt . 26

In t hese words Pr of e s s or Spenc er i mplies a s his f inal

judgment that the ruling power of t he Lear universe is

a malignant being whi ch makes sport of man ' s no thi ngness .

And such a universe would be fatali stic and pe s s i mi s t ic .

At the conclusion of t his chapter a s uggestion mi gh t

be added as to why the forego ing cr i t i cs gi ve a pe ss i 

mistic interpretation of the pl ay . The reason may be

that these men ar e pes s i mi s t i c in t heir own Wel t ans chauung .

They s peak of the "ul t imat e' cruelty " of t hings, of t he

"irony" of Cor de l ia ' s f ate, a s though they t hemselves

looked 'upon the fortunes of men in a cynical wa y . If

t hi s were true, it woul~ greatly influenc e t heir j udg-

ment of a work of literature and could be t aken i nto con-

sideration in j udging their critic i sm. Si nc e , however,

the personal phi l os ophi e s of the cri tics cannot be known,

their work will be judged only on t he basis of intrinsic

evidence. It will be the business of the next and f i nal

chapter to at t empt such a judgment.

26. I bi d . , p . 330f.



CHAPTER V

SUMMARIES AND EVALUATI ONS

A summary seems out of place a t the conclusion of

t his thesis. Since the whole body of the work consists

in summaries, a · summary of the summaries would be too

much of the same thing. I t would be worth while, however,

. to point out the elements which are common to some of the

authors, or to gr oups of them. An attempt will a l s o be

made to evaluate the work of the individual critics. No

categorical statement will: be made a s to who ' s right,

who's wrong. Onl y the pr i nc i pl e of contradiction wi l l be

assumed, and certain statements of the authors will be

subjected to it. Al s o , some of t he laws of correct

thinking will be invoked as the critics are brought to

jUdgment.

One of t he outstanding ~oint s of agreeme nt among a l l

the critics is that Ki ng Lear is the starkest tragedy

Shakespear~ ever wrote. And this would hardly be contro

verted by anyone who had read the pl ay . 1~e optimists,

however, differ from the pessimists in t hinking t hat the

final i mpression left by the play is one of ho pe. Thus ,

Bradley speaks of "a sense of law and beauty"l at the end

. of the tragedy; Cr oce mentions the superiority of go od

1•• C. Bradley, £E. cit., p . 279.
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over evil; Mur r y is consoled by the per f e ct · l oyalty of

Kent a nd Cor del i a , a s ymbol of a mor e pe r f e ct reality;

St ol l f i nds al l evi a t i on in the poe t i cal ly r ea l and exal ted

pr es ent a t i on of good as superi or to evil. I t i s t r u e t ha t

t he f oregoing pe r cep t i ons oft en go beyond t he s phe r e of

drama, but per hap s it is equally true t hat Shake spea r e

meant to i mply some hope f or better t hi ngs after t he

cruel realities of Lear .

Anot he r element common to ma ny of the critics i s t he

redemntion mot i f which t hey s ee i n t he for t une s of Lear
~ .

and of t he other good characters. The pur i f i ca t i on , or

redemption, of Lear is given gr eat pr ominence by Br adl ey ,
2

who attributes t he idea t o Dowden . St ol l admi t s t he

ennoblement of the her o and her oi ne ; but for him t his onl y

increases t he tragic pathos of t he catastr ophe. Ha zel t on

Spencer follows St ol l i n t his contenti on. G. Wi l s on Kni ght

emphasi zes the pur ga t or ia l liberation of the go od . They

seem to be t ending toward some pur pos ef ul end , he s a ys

(but it' is d i f f icul t to r econci le t his idea wi th Kni ght ' s

concept of the Lear universe). Wal t er Ra l e igh and St op

f or d Br ooke also concede t he redemption of Lea r ' s soul

at the end of the traged y ; but t his i s t he only r eli ef

they allow in their deeply pes s i mi s t i c i nterpretation. For

those who g i ve an optimi stic interpretat i on of the pl a y , t he

redemption of Lear is the token of hope; fo r t he others,

2. V.s., p. 17, note.
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it is merely a puzzling light i n a mysterious da rkness .

further idea ment i oned by mos t of the critics is

t he i de a of justice. Ver y f ew hold that poe t i c justice

is done in t he s ens e of propor t iona t e reward or pun i sh

ment . aos t , howeve r , per ce i ve a t l ea s t a causal r e l a t i on

between the de eds of t he character s a nd t heir fo rtunes .

Bradl ey , for example, notices t hat, a l though mockery of

justice is f re que nt i n t he pl ay , there are a l so many

referenc es t o di vi ne r etr ibut i on; f urthermore , he sees

s ome gui l t i n Lear an d even in Gor de l i a , but cert ainly

no gui l t propor t ionate t o t heir sUff er ing . Ma s ef i e l d

holds t he chi ef l esson of t he pl ay to be t he inevit ab le

restorati on of the ba l a nce af ter an in justice ha s been

done . Cr a i g pr ove s t hat the whole play is a n ill us tra

t ion of t he virtue of j usti ce and of it s op?osite vice ;

he does not menti on poet ic j usti ce , but i mpl i e s i t when

he attri butes t he whol e cata s t r ophe t o mUl t ipl i e d sins

agai ns t jus tice. toll says s i mply tha t justice is a d

mini s tered , t hough i n the case of t he hero and hero i ne

dispr oportionatel y .

Thos e who gi ve a pes s imis t i c int erpr etati on of t he

play ar e , of course, l ess -l ikely to s ee any j us t i ce in

the Lea r uni ver se. Thus , 'hambe r s says bluntly t hat

there is no poet i c j us t i ce in the pl ay and t ha t the sup=r 

natural power is indifferent to human injust i ce . ~topford

Br ooke s ays t hat Shake s pear e , during t he t ime of t he com-
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pos i t i on of Ki ng~, had f al l e n into d i s be l ief i n any

just gods . ~he interesting conclusion of G. Wi l s on Kni ght

is t hat there is "natural justice"3 i n the pl ay , no t

human or divine; by t his he se ems t o me an t hat some how

t hings wor k out t o t he adva ntage of t he go od a nd t he

detriment of t he wi cke d .

The que s t i on of justice i n t he play res olve s i tse l f

into t wo aspe ct s . The f i rs t as pe ct deals wi th poe t i c

justi ce ; and t he consens us i s that t here is no strict

poe t i c justice in ·t h e sense of pr op or t i ona t e r eward f or

the go od and pun i s hme nt f or t he wi cked . The s e cond

aspect de als wi t h the e xistence of a j us t order of

things in the Lear uni verse . Her e opi ni on is divided .

The optimist s , especiall y Cra i g , hold with co ns ide r a b l e

pr oof that t here i s a just mor el orde r i n Sha ke spear e ' s

Ki ng Lear , whil e t he pe s s i mi s t s make r athe r grat ui t ous

statements to the effect t hat t her e i s no justice i n

the play .

Ano~he r pr obl em fo r whi ch t he cons ensus of vi ews

might be exami ned would be the question of t he rUling

power i n the world of Lear . However , t h e cri tics ' re 

marks on t hi s poi nt are so vague t ha t it s eems better

not to attempt to arrive a t a concept agr ee d upon by a l l

or s everal . The critics ' remarks on the r Uling powe r

3. G. Wi l s on Knight , £E. cit . , p . 21 3.
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wi ll be ment ioned i n t he ~ollowing eval ua t i ons of the

individual works .

As it ha s be en said be~ore, • C. Br adl e y is one o~

t he mos t in~luent ial critics o~ r e ce nt ye a rs , and he i s

~requent ly mentioned wi t h respec t by l at er cr itics .

Hi s virtues have been su~~iciently ment i oned a t t he be -

gi nni ng o~ Chapt er II . Hi s f ault s , it seems, lie chi e f l y

i n the application o~ his nineteenth cent ur y phi l os ophy

t o the plays of Shakespeare . St ol l s ays t hat "ph i l osophy ,

transcendentalism does no t appl y "4 i n a dis cus s i on of

tragedy. Thi s mayor may not be t r ue , but i t seems cer -

t ain tha t ne o-Hegel i an phi l os ophy wi l l hardly be ~ound i n

Shakespea r e . Thi s , s ays St ol l , i s r eally t he s ource of

Bradl ey ' s expl anation of vor del i a ' s death . 5 I t i s also

t he source o~ Bradl ey ' s vagueness wi t h r egard t o t he

dei t y i n t he Lear univer se . Br adl ey ' s f inal answer on

t hi s poi nt i s that t he a t mospher e of Ki ~~ Lea r is one of

"law and be auty " a nd o~ "solemni t y i n t he mystery we ca n

not f athbm."6 Never t he l e s s , i n spite of what s e ems t o be

a big defect, Br adl ey has deepened t he unde r standi ng of

Ki ng Lear. Perhaps neo-Hegel i ani sm helped Bradl ey ' s i n

sight i nto t he pl ay ; but fr om t his it does not f ollow

necessarily t hat Shake spear e me ant t o r ef l ect i n hi s

work a neo-Hegelian universe.

4. E•. E. St ol l , ~. cit., p . 166.
5. Ibld., p . 64, note .
6 . x:-: . Bradl ey , £E. cit., p . 279.
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Sir Wal t er Ra l e i gh ' s Shakespe are has also be en

highly pr a i s ed , though. not so hi ghly as Bradl ey ' s wor k :

•••• in the a t t empt t o extr ac t a ph i l os ophi ca l
signi~icance ~ om Shake s pear e he has neither
t he insight nor the synthe t i c power o~ Pro~ .

Bradl ey . Yet t he book is di s t i nc tly a bri lliant
pi ece o~ wri ting a nd one may doubt whet her any
one in our g ene r a t i on has said s o many ke en t hi ng s
about Shake s pear e or s aid them so wel l . 7

As it was poi nt ed out in Ghapt er IV , however , Ra leigh

involves himsel~ in a contradiction r egardi ng t he de s t i ny

o~ man as he ~inds it in Shakespeare's tragic wo r ld . I~

morality is "tossed aside," i~ t h e wo rld is a pl a ce o ~

"naked brutality," how are nobl e women goi ng t o bring
8

ab out "ul t imat e salvati on "?

Equal ly unsat is ~ac tory are E . K. Chamber s ' r emarks

t h3t t h e tragic ou tc ome o~ Ki ng Lear is due t o ma l i c ious

external powers and t hat t here i s no j us tice whatever i n

t he play . The l atter is s tated withou t proo~ , although

to many critics, like Br a dl ey and Jra i g , it does not ap 

pear to be sel~-evi dent. The ~ormer l os es force i n the

l i ght o~ Pr of e s s or Bradl ey ' s wel l -posited concl usi on that

there is a causal relation between t he a ct s of t he char-

acters and the conseque nces. ' hamber s ' pe r ce nt i on o~ t he

cosmic nature o~ t he gr ea t trage dies, however , is he l pf ul

and undoubtedly a j ust i ns i ght .

7. w. . Ne i l s on , "Re cent Sha ke spea r ea n Cr i t i ci s m,"
The At l ant i c 110nt hl y , C (December, 1 907), 824 .

8. ffa l t er Ral e igh , £E. cit., pp . 196 and 180.
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The criticism of Stopfo~d Brooke i s decidedly roman

tic. Hi s treatme nt of Lear is a cutely and correctly dealt

with in the following:

•••• St opf ord Br ooke refine s upon a ccepted views
and explains rather t han i nitia t es. By stating
def i ni te ly certain t hings he brings t hem home
to us--such as the degree of s avagery i n the
human nature of the play. We knew be fore but
not in s o de tai led a manne r t hat Lea r 's pa ssion
increased hi s Dowers . If it is pos s i bl e t o vin
dicate Goner il-and Regan to s ome slight extent
he has done s o- -and here his critic i sm get s an
imaginative tinge. I f he i s right that t he Fool
was angry , this is indeed something new: but we
will leave it undecided.9

St opf or d Brooke i s s i l en t about t he de i t y i n Lear. He

says simply that Shakes pea r e had lost belief in any j us t

gods ; but there i s no pos i t i ve s tatement as t o the na ture

of a n ext er nal omni potenc e, i f any .

Anot he r critic who derives from Hegel is Benede t to

Croce , who wrote in 1920 t o prove t h at Shake s pe a r e all

but arrived at t he dial e ct i ca l - hi s tori ca l i de alism of

the neo-Hegelians. Cr oce ' s essay on t he s entiment of

Shake sp~are is a labyrinth of contradictions. The few pa s 

sages quoted i n Chapter III illustr ate t hi s f act. For

example, af te r saying that Shakespear e "nowhe re in his

work refers directly to God , " l O he s ays a f ew pages fexher

9. August us Ra l l i , £E. cit., p . 333.
10. For a refutation of this sweeping gener a l i za t i on

see Le o Francis Stock , "Some Traces of Schol a s t i cism i n '
Shakespear e , " The Amer i can Cat hol ic Qua r t e r l y Review,
XLVII (July, 1922), p. 302.
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~ore over , he deni e s that Shake s pe ar e had any de f i nite s ystem

of ethics or any def i ni t e beliefs, t hen i n t he end make s

him out to be, almos t , a follower of the moder n dial ectic .

He arrives at this conclusi on by i nve stigating in some

myster i ous way "the pr of ound character"12 of t he man ,

although he has pr ev iousl y t aken pa ge s t o s how how

ridiculous it is to a t t r i but e t o a poet the sentiments

he expresses in h i s wor k . The upshot of Cr oce ' s essay

is that the r eader . is as bewildered about Shakespe ar e as

Shake spear e , a ccor ding to Croce , was a bout t he univers e.

Onl y the hope r ema i ns t hat f r om t he s trife of the contra

dictions a synthes i s 'of truth wi l l emer ge .

Cont rary t o Cr oce , ~ . Mi ddl e t on Mur r y believes that

a gr ea t deal c an be knovm about a poe t ' s mi nd - l i f e from

an examination of hi s works . Mur r y examine s Shakespear e ' s

works and arrives at an ingenious and or i ginal theory

about Shakespea r e ' s '!:lentiment " during t he t ragi c 'and ro

mant i c per i ods . Ral l i doubt s whether t he expl ana t i on i s
13 .

true; and T. S . El i ot find s that there is mor e of Mur r y

in it than of Sha kespear e .

It seems to me th at one of t he chief reasons fo r
questioning 1~ . St r a chey ' s Shakespeare and Mr .
M ' · ,~rry s •••• 1S the remarkable r esemblance they
bear t o Mr . St r a chey and Mr . Mur ry . l 4

11. Be~ede tto Cr oce , £E. cit., p . 144.
12. Ib1d . , p . 153.
13. Augus t us Ral l i , £E. cit., p . 437.
14. Quot ed by Wm. S . Kni cker bocker , ~Jr . St ol l 's

Shakespear e ," ~ Sewanee Revi ew, XLI I (April, 1934), 213.
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But of course Mr . Mur r y ' s a nswer is that critici sm is

the confession of the adventures of a man's s oul among

books. Whet he r or not Mur r y ' s expl anation is true, i t is

undoubtedl y interesting. Ther e i s very likely, however ,

much objective truth in hi s explanati on of the nature of

poet r y .

The article by Har di n Gr ai g , summarized in Chapt er

I I I , stands on its own merits. I t is reasonable to as sume ,

as Craig does, th~t since Shake spe ar e was not a prof e s s i ona l

phi l os ophe r , he" shared in the i deas popul a r in hi s day

ab out ethics, religion, and other phi los ophi ca l mat te r s .

The pr ocedur e , t hen, is to fi nd out wha t t he popul ar c on

ce ption was on a gi ven que s t ion a nd to i nve s t i ga t e Shake 

speare's work to s e e if t h i s concept i on i s bo r ne out .

In the ar t i cle r eferre d t o, ~raig sta t es t he popul a r

El i zabet han conception of justi ce and then pr oves by means

of a l arge number of pertinent quotat i ons t hat Shakes pea r e

injected t his concept even i nto t he s t ark and cha otic ,ror l d

of~ Lear. Thi s method seems t o be so l ogica l and

scientific that the conclusion must of necessity be gr a nt ed .

St ol l , Perkinson, a nd Spence r a pply the h i stori ca l

method to di f f er ent pr obl ems and ar r i ve a t conclusions

that ar e very satisfying bec ause "t hey are very reas onable .

The difficul t y wi t h hi s t ori ca l criti ci sm i s not the met hod

itself, but t he unreasonable extension of the method . I f

t he hi s t or i ca l cr i t i c forgets. t hat he is dealing wi t h
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poetry and not wi th a cata l og of convent ions in a certain

ag e , hi s crit icism will very likely go awry .

Any pr ocedur e whi ch tri es-to hold in j us t equi
l i br i um external i nfluences upo n t he dramat ist ,
and the myst erious vast of geni us , i s bound t o
err in de tails . Be i ng human , the critic cannot
always hold the balanc e true . So Legouis thinks
t hat St ol l does not a lways make sufficient ~l low

a nce f or Sha ke spear e ' s i magi na t i ve f reedom . 15

Thi s is und oubtedly true. Many think t ha t St ol l errs in

excessive i ns i stence on t he conclusions of the hist or i ca l

method . Spence r shows gr eat s kill i n comb ining the find 

ings of his tor i cal criticism with a t r ue a ppreciati on of

poe t r y . And Perkinson , de aling with t he source of Ki ng

Lear, is not gr eat l y int e r es ted i n interpreta t ion .

G. Wi l s on Kni ght is an exampl e of t he critic who con -

demns hi storical cr i ticism and attempts to a rrive t hrough

i ntuition a t Shakespear e ' s me ani ng . In the pr ocess he

unc onscious l y, perhaps , sets Shakespear e ' s stage \n t h

hi s own moder n intell e ct ual props . Thus , his discovery

t hat t he i de a of pr ogr es s i s represent ed in the characters

of Ki ng Lear is pr obabl y due t o modern anthro pological con

ceptions r ather t han based on sound evidence i n t he play

i t self. It is true that the i dea of man 's pr ogr e s s from

savagery was current eve n in ancient l ite rature ; but

there i s little r eason t o suppos e t hat Shakespear e meant

to i l l ustrate t he idea i n Ki ng Lear . But whatever may be

15. Quot ed ibid . , p . 216 , f rom W. W. Lawrence ,
Shakesnea r e 's Pr obl em Jomedies , p . 29 .
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t he truth wi th rega rd to t his part i cula r question--ir

the act ual, hi s t or i ca l background or Shakes pear e ' s work

is rejected, ano t her background or the cr itic's own i n

vent i on will be s ubstituted •

•••• to t hrow out Shakes pear e ' s s tage and t h ea 
trical technique i n one sweeping sentence s hows
just how r ar t he critic wi ll lead us r r om Shake
speare a nd hi s age i~to t he mys t i ca l dr eams or
modern metaphys i cs . l b

This a pplies also to throwing out Shakespear e ' s sources

and Shakespear e ' s thought background. And t he re sult or

doing so is well 'exempliried i n t he va garies or G. Wi l s on

Knight .

The ideal critic, t hen, woul d be one who combi ned

vas t learni ng wi t h deep poet i c i nsight. Mar k Va n Dor en ,

t hough not a v er y i nr l uent ia l cri tic, is credit ed wi t h

t his rare combination or qual it i e s . Ha zel t on Sp en cer also

appr oa ch es it, t hough i n hi s book t he emphasis i s on the

retailing of ract s . I n t he r oll ovn ng t wo quotations both

Van Dor en ' s and Spencer ' s merits a r e justly express ed:

This book LVan Doren's] is t he wor k or a poe t
who is also a scholar. The sensitive and sympathe
tic i magination whi ch is co nstantly a l er t to ov er
tones or s t yle a nd'subtleties of imagery is gr ound
ed upon solid l earning and an abundance or common
sense. 17

Compar i s on or this book wi th Iir . iJIa r k Van
Dor en ' s ' Shakespeare' •••• is obvious. Ea ch

16. R. W. Ba bcock , "The fhi t e Knight As Cr i t i c , "
The Sewanee Rev i ew, XLII (July, 1934 ), 323.

17. s. C. Chew, "The Pl ay ' s t he Thing " New York
Her a l d Tr i bulle Books , XVI (October 1, 1939(, -r;;--
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supplements t he other most accept a qly. The poe t
gave us a mor e profound and more s ensitive com
mentar y ; •••• The pr of essor ha s had to pack in
short compas s all that we know, together wi t h
what may be validly as sumed , co ncer ning Shake
speare's life, s ocial a nd professional environ
ment , technique, and achievement. 18

The first of t hese quota t i ons may seem to co nt r a dict Van

Dor en ' s statement t hat he is going to i gnor e ques t i ons of

t ext , source, authenticity, etc.; but a t the s ame time

Van Doren had this knowl edge t o stea dy his poet i c tempe r a -

ment in his judgme nts about the plays .

Wi t h r egar d to the r uli ng power of t he Lear univers e ,

Van Dor en is silent; however he i mplies a mal i c i ous

deity when he s ays t hat Lear is the tra gedy of a man

pur sued to i nevitabl e doom. Spence r a l s o impl i es a

ma l i c i ou s power whi ch , he s ays, operates through human

agencies.

The f or egoing j udgmen t s on t he var ious crit ics repr e

sented i n t he t hesis ar e offered a s evalua tions which are

somewhat tentative. The pr imary pur pos e of t he thesis ,
,

however, was not t o det ermine fina l ly wh i ch of the i nt er-

pr et a t i ons wer e t he best, but to gi ve a s mnmary, as objec

tively a s poss ibl e , of the f oremos t interpreters of t he

pl ay since the beginni ng of t he century. Thi s has been

done i n Chapters II , I I I , I V.

In making t he s ummaries, however , it was i mpos s i ble

18. s . C. Chew, "Vlho Wi l l i am Sha kes pea r e 'Va s , II

New York Her a ld Tr i bune Books , XVI ( l~rch - 31, 1940 ), 6.
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not to notice some points or silailarity and di r r er ence

and to make so me judgment as to t he relative mer i t s of

t he various wor ks . Thes e point s or similarity and di r 

rerence have been a dded in t he rinal cha pter together

wi th the evaluations or the various wor ks . I n r ina l

analysis, t he n, wha t conclusion can be drawn as to t he

present-day status or criticism on the mea ning or Ki ng

Lear? To the writer, it seems that the optimists have

t he advantage over t he pessimists. The ma i n reason is

that their arguments are better supported by evidence

rrom t he play. A second reaso n is t he gr ea t aut hor i t y

or t he critics who hold t he optimistic i nter preta t i on.

I n t his regard r ew critics could be f ound s uperi or t o

Har di n Cra i g , J. ~i ddleton Murr y , Elmer Edga r s t ol l , and

A. C. Bradl ey . I n the wr i t er ' s j udgment , t he s e men have

gi v en the best interpretations or Ki ng Lear .
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