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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

It is idle to conjecture as to which of the Four
Great Tragedies is greatest. As one writer has put it,
the reader is always inclined to judge as the great-
est the one he has read most recently. However this
may be, King Lear is traditionally placed among the
best of Shakespeare's plays; and like any play of
Shakespeare's it is a work of art eminently worthy of
study.

Among the Four Great Tragedies, however, King
Lear seems to be least in popularity.1 This may be
due partly to the difficulty in grasping the huge sig-
nificance of the play even when it is read carefully;
and it is certainly due partly to the difficulty of
presenting the play on the stage. The action implies
much more than can be shown on the stage; the charac-
ters are gigantic, often beyond the ability of the
actors to portray. But whatever the reason, compara-
tively little has been written about King Lear. Obvi-
ously the Hamlet criticism takes undisputed lead in

quantity over the criticism on any other play of

l. A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy, D. 243.




Shakespeare, and indeed over that on any other sin-
gle play by any dramatist. DBut even a comparison of
the criticism on Macbeth with that on Ling Lear shows
one and one-half times as many bibliographical items
on the former as there are on the latter. Lioreover,
only twenty-one composers have written music for Lear,
whereas about fifty have composed for lacbeth. Final-
ly, Lear is produced on the stage much less frequently
than many other plays of Shakespeare, probably because
of the difficulties already mentioned.2

Nevertheless, it should not be concluded that
there is a paucity of criticism on Lear. The fact
that less has been written about this play than has
been written about others is interesting, but nroves
nothing. All the great commentators have had something
to say about King Lear; and often their interpretations
are at wide variance one from another. One author sees
in the Lear universe an expression of the beauty of law-
ful order; another sees a Hardyesgue world ruled by
cruel and malignant Fate. One considers that poetic
justice is done at the end of the play; another finds
poetic justice completely reversed. And so in almost
all aspects of the criticism and Iinterpretation of the
play there is great divergence.

The purpose of this thesis, then, will be to give

2. Samuel A. Tannenbaum, Shakespeare's 'King Lear':
A Concise Bibliography, p. vii.




a conspectus of critical opinion about the play since
the beginning of the present century. The work of
representative critics will be summarized, and care
will be taken not to distort their views in the con-
densed version to be given. Lioreover, only the criti-
cism which deals with interpretation or appreciation
of the play will be summarized; problems about the
text, date, staging, etc. will not be included.
Finally, the summaries will be given for the most
part without comment; any conclusions or judgments
about individual writers will be reserved for the
final chapter. It is hoped that by this method the
status of present-day critical opinion on EKing Lear
will become cleér and that the material will be use-
ful for handy reference.

It has been stated that the criticism to be sum=-
marized will deal chiefly with interpretation of the
play. In the case of King Lear, interpretation of the
play very often amounts to speculations and judgments
as to whether the play reflects a pessimistic or an
optimistic view of life. Hence, special emphasis will
be given to critics' views in this regard. But the
theoretical approach of each critic will also be given
when one has been stated, since the critic's approach
obviously has great importance in his interpretation.

The choice of critics whose work is to be sum-

marized has been determined in several ways. The



fact that only‘interpretative criticism is to be

given explains the omission of some prominent Shake-
spearean scholars. TFor example, Harley Granville-
Barker has been omitted because his work deals chiefly
with the theatrical presentation of the play; the valu-
able work of Miss Lily B. Campbell has not been dealt
with because it is limited to tracing Elizabethan
psychology in the play; liiss Caroline F. E. Spurgeon's
interesting analyses of Shakespeare's imagery have
been omitted because they have little bearing on the
interpretation of the play. For the same reason, cri-
tics who, like J. M. Robertson, deal chiefly with the
chronology and authenticity of the plays have not been
included. Likewise, those who seek biographical in-
formation in the plays, as for example Darrell Figgis
and Frank Harris, are among the omissions.

On the positive side, the attempt has been to
choose critics who are for some reason outstanding among
the more recent writers on Shakespeare. The cholce of
these critics has to a large extent been guided by the
choice of Augustus Ralli in his excellent book, A Hig-

tory of Shakespearian Criticism. This book has been

taken as a sort of Who's Who among Shakespeareans,

and the critics included in this work have been in-
cluded in the thesis when their contributions were suf-
ficient in kind and amount to be pertinent to the

thesis. But since Ralli's book does not go beyond



1925, other critics have been chosen from those who,
in the last fifteen years, have written along lines
especially pertinent to the thesis. In this selec-
tion Tannenbaum's bibliography was of considerable
aid.

With regard to the general approach of the present-
day Shakespearean critics, it is common knowledge that
their work has tended to be much more scientific than
that of the nineteenth-century crities. The contrast
is well expressed in the following words:

Romentic and Vietorian critics, such as Col-
eridge, Hazlitt, Arnold, and Dowden, tended
to think of Shakespeare more as an idol to be
worshipped than as an artist to be understood.
Toward the close of the nineteenth cen-
tury the more aggressive students of Elizabe-
than drama became more and more dissatisfied
with the easy-going assumptions taken for
granted by their predecessors. They began
to wonder whether, after all, the flood of
uncritical rhapsody bestowed on Shakespeare
could be justified when examined in the light
of historical data.

The author of the foregoing quotation goes on to say
that the skeptical eritics did their best work dur-
ing the first two decades of the century and that
they succeeded in making clear the distinction be-
tween.the stereotyped elements which Shakespeare took
from his sources and the original elements which
Shakespeare's genius added. Often enough, however,

3. Paul lMueschke, "Recent Trends in Shakespearean

Criticism,™ The Michigan Alumnus, XLIII (Spring, 1936),
Pa k334




these critics lacked that intuitive insight which is
indispensable for just criticism of poetry. This
deficiency has been supplied by critics who have
written after 1920. len like J. Dover Wilson* and
G. Wilson Knight have returned, in a way, to the
sympathetic attitude of the Victorians; but at the
same time they have profited by the huge store of in-
formation gathered by the patient schdlarship of the
historical critics.5
A final word may now be added about the various
types of criticism represented in the thesis. The
transition, so to speak, from the Victorian to the
historical criticism is represented by A. C. Bradley,
Walter Raleigh, E. X. Chambers, and Stopford Brooke,
It is with diffidence that E. K. Chambers is saild to
represent the transition period, but the work summarized
in the thesis appeared in a series of editions which
came out between 1904 and 1908--at a time when his great
historical investigations were perhaps in an incho-
ative stage. The historical, or skeptical, critics
are represented by their leader, Elmer Edgar Stoll,
as well as by Hardin Craig; Richard Perkinson may also
be classed with this group. Impressionistic criticism
has an able exponent ih J. liiddleton Murry, who is the
L. It is regrettable that a small book by J. Dover
Wilson, Six Tragedies of Shakespeare, 1927, in which
there is a criticism of King Lear, was not available

for the thesis.
5. Paul Mueschke, loc. cit., p. 138.




only ex professo impressionist represented. Another
type of criticism is found in the work of FProfessor
Benedetto Croce, who, for want of a better term, may
be called a philosophical critie; he seeks for the
philosophical presumptions of Shakespeare's mind, but
at the same time there are many conventional elements
in his interpretation of individual plays. In one
last class may be gathered most of the more recent
eritics included in the thesis: G. Wilson Knight,
Mark Van Doren, and Hazelton Spence™. These eritics
appear to be somewhat impressionistic, but not in the
strict sense; they rather give interpretations based
on the text. And since they have also profited by
the scholarship of the historical critics, their type
may be called the historical-interpretative.

So much for a pre-view of the critics dealt with
in the thesis. The selection may seem to be incom-

plete, but it is hoped that those chosen will be suf-

ficient to satisfy the purpose of the thesis as limited

above.



CHAPTER II
THE OPINIONS OF A. C. BRADLEY

A, C., Bradley has been called the "most robust
of modern critics."l And he seems to deserve this
high.praise for several reasons. Hls criticism is
wider in scope and deeper in penetration than that of
most other twentieth-century critics. Bradley seems
to consider all the interpretative problems, not merely
those in which he is interested for some more or less
privete and persbnal reasons., Moreover, he considers
the problems in their relation to one another and arrives
at a balanced conclusion from his consideration of the
whole, As Augustus Ralli says:

Professor A. C. Bradley is acknowledged
to be the greatest 1living Shakespearian critic,
and one of the very greatest in the history of
Shakespearian criticism. He combines wide phil-
csophic outlook with grasp of detail, and syn-
thetiec power with analytic. In treating a single
character he never forgets its relation to the
impression produced by the whole play. His
mind is powerful enough to ccpe with the entire
world which Shakespeare has hung in chains over
chaos, and it is fundamentally poetic. His
analysis is effective in so far as it is helped
by memories and associations stirred up by the
poetry of Shak%speare. He is never merely phil=-
osophical ...

l. ¥m., J. Grace, "Power in King Lear," America,
IXVIII (November 7, 1942), 129.

2., Augustus Ralli, A History of Shakespearian
Critielsm, II, 200.




Further, it is fitting to begin with Bradley a
treatment of contemporary Shakespearean criticism
because he may be called first in time as well as

first in excellence. His Shakespearean Tragegx3 was

first published in 1904. It contalned new insights
into Shakespearean tragedy, which had before escaped
even a Coleridge or a Johnson.h Hence, all subsequent
crities have had to teke note of Bradley's criticism,
although some disagree with him in his approach to the
plays. It is true, too, that new knowledge about
Shakespeare and his times has, since Bradley wrote,
been garnered by scholars; but nevertheless Bradley
remains in a position of pre-eminence. Since he is,
therefore, a critic of such importance, the summary
of his work will be considerably fuller than that
given for subsequent critics.

Professor Bradley's analysis of Xing Lear is
divided into a twofold consideration.5 He regards the
play first from a strictly dramatic viewpoint; and
seeondly, he appeals to "a rarer and more strictly
poetical kind of imaginationésfor a complete under-
sténdihg of the play. In the first analysis

3. The edition used in the thesis is the following:
A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean Criticism, Second Edition,

London: &isecmillan and Ccumpany, Limited, 1910. Pp. xi
498.

&a BRAEL: 85 a8, Iy 20,

5. Bradley, op. cit., Lectures VII and VIII, pp.
243-330,
&, Yhid., p. 248.
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Bradley tends towards examination of the play in its
parts; he notes its improbabilities and inconsisten-
cies, the vagueness of 1its settings, the monstrous
inigquity of the evil persons, the parallel plots, the
repeated allusions to brutes, the storm scenes and their
powef, the catastrophe, and finally the expressions
regarding the ruling power of the universe. This anal-
ysis lays emphasis on the "pessimistic™ aspects of the
play; but the critic is careful to point out that this
view is the narrower one and does not give the total
impression produced by the play. It is the total im-
pression explained in the second analysis which will
reveal the meaning of the play.

Before proceeding with the summary of Bradley's
criticism, it will be well to define the meaning of
the term "pessimism." The word is defined in the Oxford
Dictionary as "the tendency or disposition to look at
the gloomy aspect of things; the habit of taking the
gloomiest view of circumstances.™ This definition
obviously refers to an emotional state which results
often from some sort of frustration or bad luck. But
another meaning of the word refers to a philosophical
theory: "the name given to the doctrine of Schopenhauer,
Hartmann, and other eaflier and later philosophers, that
this world is the worst possible, or that everything

naturally tends to evil." The critics have found both




11

the emotional and the philosophical types of pes-
simism in King Lear; but probably the greater number
see in the play a pessimism of the emotional type.
Bradley is among these latter; he thinks that the play
reflects the attitude of the poet at a time when he
was disillusioned and saddened by personal misfortune,
and looked out on his fellowmen with anger and disaf-
fection.

Bradley cites many details in King Lear which do
actually indicate a pessimistic attitude toward life.
Prominent among these is the fact that the characters,
with the exception of Lear, Gloster, and Albany, fall
into two distinect groups--one predominately good,
the other predominately wicked. The good characters
exemplify extraordinery virtue, while the evil have few
redeeming traits. It would seem as though the very
spirit of good were in conflict with the naked forces
of evil, "....as if Shakespeare, like Impedocles, were
regarding love and Hate as the two ultimate forces of
the universe."7

Closely allied to the foregolng 1s the presence
in the play of characters so monstrous as to seem in-
human. YWheat elements of human nature are so distorted

or lacking as to produce such flagitious people as

e ko O Beadiey, ap, eit., p. 263.

—
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Bdmund, Goneril, Regan, and Corawall? The dramatist
himself seems to ask this question: "Then let them
anatomize Regan; see what breeds about her heart. Is
there any cause in nature that makes these hard hearts?"

8 And these characters are fit sub-

(III, vi, 80=83)
jects for the comparisons to monstrosities which are
frequent in the play. Consider the allusions, for ex-
ample, in Lear's lines:

Ingratitude, thou marble-hearted fiend,

lMore hideous when thou show'st thee in & child

Than the sea-monster! (I, iv, 281-83)
and in:

Filial ingratitude!

Is it not as this mouth should tear this hand

For lifting food to't? (III, iv, 14-16)

And although Shakespeare's characters are generally
considered as true to life, still it is possible that
his genius is here beginning to analyze human nature
into its parts and thence to build up strange natures,
as later in Ariel and Caliban.

The pessimistic aspects of the play are further
intensified by the repeated allusions to the lower ani-
mals.9 The animals mentioned are not only the higher,
domesticated animals, but also the more vile forms--
the pole-cat, the civet-cat, the fly, the rat, the mouse,

8. All quotations from the vlay itself are taken
from the edition by Thomas lMarc Farrott, Shakespeare:
Twenty-One Plays and the Sonnets, New York: Charles
Sc;ibner's Sons, 1938.

9. See also G. Wilson Knight's comments on this
subject in The Wheel of Fire, pp. 197-99.
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the wall-newt, the water-newt, and worm. At times,

a character is expressly compared to an animal, as in

the following examples: Goneril is a kite. (I, iv,

284) PFor her husband, she is a gilded serpent.

(v, iii, 84) She and Regan are tigers, not daughters.

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

These examnles are but a few from many, but they are

gsufficient to 1llustrate the point. It would seem al-

most as though Shakespeare were seriously considering

men in the light of the doctrine of metempsychosis,

which had previously been for him a subject of jest.lo
eseos He seems to have been asking himself

whether that which he loathes in man may

not be due to some strange wrenching of this

frame of things, through which the lower ani-

mal souls have found a lodgment in human

forms, and there found--to the horror and

confusion of the thinking mind--brains to

forge, tongues to speak, and hands to act,

enormities YBich no mere brute can conceive

or execute.

The pessimistic impression from the play is fur-
ther strengthened, in a way, by the storm scenes. In
the roaring of the wind and thunder, the torment in
Lear's soul is symbolized. Ilioreover, he is buffeted
and battered by the elements in spite of his plea

10. See, for example, As You iike iy ELL, 11, 187;

and Twelfth Night, IV, ii, 55.
Lia-Dmsd ey, ¢ps eit., p. 268,
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that they should avenge him, "a poor, infirm, wesk,
and despis'd old man."” (III, ii, 20) But Nature
geems to be convulsed, bent on bringing her children
to destruection.

In such a world, the shocking catastrophe is only
what might have been expected. Although the deaths of
Cordelia and Lear seem far from inevitable, since they
cannot be thought to have deserved death, nevertheless
in Shakespeare's world of King Lear weakness and inno-
cence are not spared.

At this point, the question as to what power rules
such a world naturally forces itself on the mind. This
is Bradley's final question in his part-by-part exami-
nation of the play. It is, besides, a gquestlion fre-
quently proposed by the characters in the play. There
are at least four different answers given by themn.
ent states his view in these words:

It is the stars,

The sters above us, govern our condition.

Ey. 448 SAT.)
Edmund in these:

Thou, nature, art my goddess; to thy law
My services are bound. PEardivile.)

Gloster as follows:

As Tlies to wanton boys are we to the gods;
They kill us for their sport. (IV, i, 38f.)

Edgar:
Think that the clearest gods, who make them honors

Of men's impossibilities, have preserved thee.
(1%, 1, Tir.]
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Besides these four distinct theories as to the
nature of the ruling powers, there are numerous refer-
ences to justice and divine retribution in the play.12
Mdckery of justice, however, is so frequent in the play
that the reader is puzzled as to what Shakespeare him-
self intended to convey. For example, Lear's first
appeal to a supernatural power:

0 heavens,

If you do love old men, if your sweet sway

Allow obedience, 1f yourselves are old,

Make it your cause, (IX, iv, 193-95)
is immediately answered by the harsh voices of his
daughters laying down the conditions under which he
is to dwell with them. Again, when after leaving his
daughters, Lear prays to the gods:

You see me here, you gods, & poor old man,

As full of grief as age; wretched in both:

(TEeiv, 27585 )
he is rewarded by the tumultuous storm on the heath.

Undoubtedly, the reader of King Lear is from time
to time oppressed by feelings of despair; but Professor
.Bradley thinks that these sentiments cennot be the final
and total impression left by the play. No other great
work of.art, he says, leaves the reader with the pain-
ful emotions of depression, despair, or indignation.

12. See also the fuller analysis of this aspect

by Hardin Craig, "The Ethics of King Lear," Philo-
logical Quarterly, IV (April, 1925), 97-109.
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And since King Lear is admittedly one of the world's
greatest poems, it is difficult to subscribe to eriti-
cism which attributes to it a totally depressing effect.
Rather the total and final impression left by the play
eeees 15 one in which pity and terror, carried
perhaps to the extreme limits of art, are so
blended with a sense of law and beauty that

we feel at last, not depression and much less

despair, but a consciousness of greatness in

Eﬁ%n%aiggm?EBSolemnity in the mystery we can-

It is this total and final impression which Fro-
fessor Bradley analyzes in his second lecture on King
Lear. Wherein consists this "greatness in painﬁ? this
"solemnity in the'mystery we cannot fathom"? In answer-
ing these questions Professor Bradley concentrates on
the persons of the drama-—a most necessary procedure
since the centre of tragedy ig "action issuing in char-
ac:ter."ll+ The action may seem to portray a fatalistic
world, but the development and deeds of the characters
must be considered for the final interpretation of
"that world. If the characters are responsible, even
in part, for the course of the action, then their for-
tunes cannot be attributed without qualification to a
preternatural power, malignant or otherwise.

The character of the hero of the play, King Lear,
is the first to be expounded by rrofessor Bradley.

13. 3radley, op. eit., p. 279.
L. Ebid., ps LIL.
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And Lear's development, when seen in globo, helps to
soften rather than increase the terror induced by the
play. The reader inelines to sympathize unreservedly
with the old king in all the suffering and misfortune
that come to him. However, it should not be forgotten
that Lear 1s the protagonist in the tragedy. Although
during the last four acts he is a passive character,
still he is the inciting force of the first act and
therefore of the whole drama. He is responsible for
the "hideous rashness™ (I, i, 153) with which he di-
vided his kingdom in order to escape the burdens of
ruling; he is guilty of the ancient Greek éﬁﬁ”f in his
harsh treatment of Kent and Cordelia. Moreover, this
VﬂPlf remains with Lear on up to the storm scenes.

His curse of Goneril (I, iv, 297-310) is not as unjust
as his treatment of Cordelia, but there is in it the
same :$pls. For a proper reading of the play, Lear's
faults must be remembered, not because they are propor-
tionate to his suffering, but because they are at least
a part-cause of his suffering. There is a strict con-
nection'between act and consequence, which indicates
that a moral and rational order is present in the
world and precludes the feeling that the world is sub-

jeet to an arbitrary and malicious power.
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Iﬁ still another and more poignant way the career
of Lear in the play is made less frightful. 4As a re-
sult of his sufferings, he changes completely from the
imperious and despotic tyrant he was at the beginning
of the play to an humble old man with a fellow-feeling
for other men. He advances from despotism, through des-
titution, to humility. Thus, the tragedy might be named

The Redemption of Xing Lear. At the end of the play

Lear is a greater man than he was at the beginning.

The purification15 of Lear is limned in some of
the most touching scenes of the play. It begins during
the storm on the heath. At first Lear rails against
the elements, calls upon them to avenge him against his
daughters. But later when they have come upon the hov-
el, he gently insists that Kent go in:

Prithee, go in thyself; seek thine own ease.
This tempest will not give me leave to ponder
On things would hurt me more. But I'll go in.
[Te. the Fool.1l In, boy; go first. You house~
less poverty,--
Nay, get thee in. I'll pray and then I'll sleep.
GRLL . dw, 21-27)

And Lear prays for the poor people, not for himself:

Poor naked wretches, wheresoe're you are,

That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm,
How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides,
Your loop'd and window'd raggedness, defend you
From season such as these? O, I have ta'en

Too 1little care of this! Take physic, pomp;
Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel,

- 15, Bradley credits this word to FProfessor E&. Dowden,
whom he also acknowledges as having influenced him most
in his interpretation of King Lear; see Bradley, op. cit.,
pp. 285 and 330, note.
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That thou mayst shake the superflux to them,
And show the heavens more just. (III, iv, 28-36)

The Lear of these lines is much different from the Lear
of the first scene, and much more admirable.

Again, the redemption of Lear is evident in the
quickening of his perception of moral values. When he
meets Edgar on the heath, he realizes that the naked
beggar represents truth and reality more than do the
corruption and flattery to which he had before been
victim,

Is man no more than this? Consider him well.

Thou ow'st the worm no silk, the beast no hide,

the sheep no wool, the cat no perfume. Ha!

here's three on's are sophisticated! Thou art

the thing itselfr; .... (IIL, iv, 107-111)

And later, at the end of the play, Lear shows himself
repentant, superior to the things of time, and con-
verted to love for Cordelia:

Come, let's away to prison;

We two alone will sing like birds i' the cage.

When thou dost ask me blessing, 1'11 kneel down

And ask of thee forgiveness. So we'll live,

And pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh

At gilded butterflies, and hear poor rogues

Talk of court news; and we'll talk of them too,

Who loses and who wins; who's in, who's out;

And tske upon's the mystery of things

As if we were gods' spies; and we'll wear out,

In a wall’d prison, packs and sects of great ones,

That ebb and flow by the moon. (V, iii, 9-19)

A last consoling note in the career of lear ocecurs
in that most pathetic of scenes where he brings in the

dead body of Cordelia. Lear is generally acted at
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this point as though he were overcome with grief. He
is, at first; but his grief changes into ecstasy just
before he dies, for he believes again that Cordelia

still lives:

Do you see this? Look on her, loolk, her lips,
Look there, look there! ¥ 341, S0

Shortly before, when he had thought that she was re-
viving, he had said:
eees She lives; 1f it be so,
It 1s a chance that does redeem all sorrows
That ever I have felt. (F, i1, ¥B5-a7)
Hence it would seem that Lear's last gestures and
words should express the utmost joy, 1f the role be
acted true to Shakespeare's mind. ILear diles rejoic-
ing in the mistaken belief that Cordelia still lives.
3uch a view of Lear's part in the play leaves the
reader with hope that there is some good to be derived
from life, even from the sufferings and misfortunes of
life. Bradley next considers the group of evil charac-
ters, then the group of good, and finally Cordelia.

In the Goneril-Regan-Zdmund-Oswald group, Oswald
ig by far the most contemptible. He is a mere time-
server. Yet he has one or two good traits: he is loyal
to Goneril, but loyalty even to evil has some natural
goodness in it. Cornwall, on the other hand, is with-
out redeeming traits; he is a fit mate for Regan. And

Regan is the most detestable of the group: she lacks
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the power of Goneril, needlessly lies to Cswald (IV,

v, 24-26), is indifferent to her father's curse LT

iv, 293f.), and never once mentions the gods as do all
the other characters in the play. Edmund, altihiough he
is a cool, calculating criminal, wins our sympathy in
some ways. He is a good sport and has a sense of humor.
His villainy, moreover, is brought about by his bas-
tardy, for which he is in no way responsible. His re-
jeetion from the social order is unjust; hence his

guilt in fighting back is somewhat palliated.

Mow in a pessimistic world, such a group of char-
acters could be expected to have full sway and to suc-
ceed in their undertakings. But this does not happen
in Shakespeare's world of King Lear. The evil embodied
by the wicked characters is merely destructive. Al-
though almost to the end they seem to have the upper
hand, still even before the end they have sown the
seeds of their destruction. CGoneril and Regan are mor-
tal enemies even before the battle is won. All the
évil characters are dead within two weeks after the out-
burst of their evil rebellion against the moral order
of the world. This fact indicates that the world of
Xing Lear is unfriendly fo evil and-that it strives to
eject evil, even though in doing so it convulses itself.

The opposing group of characters--Cordelia, Kent

Edegar, and the Fool--are as remarkable for their
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goodness as the evil group are for their wickedness.
Kent is completely unselfish; he serves the king at
any cost, and he is denied even the reward of being
recognized by the old man in the end. Edgar is a tnor-
oughly religious man, always hopeful and buoyant even
in his worst ill-luck. The Fool is one of Shakespeare's
best-loved characters because of his boyish devotion
to the aged king. The devotion of all three--Kent,
Edmund, and the Fool--is high-lighted in the storm
scenes., The power of Leer in these scenes and the
loyalty of the other three give a sense of the dignity
of man and of his superiority to external adversity.
The charactef of Cordelia 1s singled out for ful-
ler development, first because of the danger of mis-
understanding her part in the tragic action; and sec-
ondly because of the difficulty of explaining her
death at the end of the tragedy. As regerds the first
voint, Professor Bradley points out that Cordelia
does contribute by her imperfections to the tragic
sequence of events. 1To one would think either of jus-
tifying her or of blaming her for imperfections which
appear mingled with such noble qualities. But the fact
remalns that she hindered the king's cause by not pro-
testing more convineingly her love for her father; she
seemed to be tongue-tied when it was her duty to ex-

rress her tender love for her father. INioreover, she
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even perverts the truth by implying that to give love
to a husband is to take it from a father. Such senti-
ments, expressed before a prcud, despotic old man who
has doted on her love, hasten on the rash actions of
Lear and so contribute to the tragedy. Lastly, Cor-
delia shows a strain of stubborn pride. She uses harsh
language towards her sisters in the first scene; and
Professor Bradley doubts whether even in the last scene
"she could have brought herself to plead with her sis-
ters for her father's life; and if she had attempted
the task she would have performed it but ill."16 Thus
it appears that Cordelia in spite of her noble and
amiable nature is not a mere onlooker in the tragedy
but has some part in bringing on the tragic ending.

The second point--why Cordelia dies at the end--
causes perhaps a greater difficulty for the reader.
It cannot be said in any sense that Cordelia's death
is due to, or proportionate to, her contribution to
the tragic action. But the reader is somewhat recon-
ciled to Cordelia's death by two factors: First, her
death is due to the fact that both good and evil spread
far and wide beyond themselves. It is a tragic fact of
life that the good are often destroyed through the

agency of evil-doers. Thus, the death of Cordelia is

6. Bradley, op. cif., p. 322.

—
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true to life. But this affords little solace. liore
adequate solace follows from the feeling that the
heroic being is, after all, superior to world he lives
in. This feeling implies that the heroic being is
gsomehow "untouched by the doom thet overtakes him; and
is rather set free from life than deprived of it."l7
It is true that this feeling, if it were prominent in
the consciousness, would transform the tragic aspect
of tragedy; for it would imply that tragic events are
not so tragic as they appear but really bring the viec-
"tim to a higher plane of existence. Nevertlheless, the
feeling descrlbed accompanies the tragic emotions,
though the reader may be unconscious of the implica-
tion. This feeling, moreover, is evoked with quite
exceptional strength at the death of Cordelia. Pity
and fear are softened by the "Weeling that what hap-
pens to such a being does not matter; all that matters
is what she is."18 The thought that the good should
prosper suddenly seems wrong, and is replaced by the
thought "that the outward is nothing and the inward
all,m?

This indictment of prosperity is present in King
Lear. It is this aspect of the tragedy that constitutes
Shakespeare's "pessimism," if the word must be used;

17. Bradley, op. eit., p. 324.

18. Ibid., D. 325.
19, Thid., p. 326.
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and the darkness of the tragedy may be due to a period
of depression in the poet's life, But pessimism is
not the whole spirit of the tragedy, for King Lear
presents a world in which the good grow side by side
with the wicked, a world in which suffering and death
nmatter 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 the spectator with the
hope of optimism.

In conecluding this summary of Professor Bradley's
criticism of King lLear, 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 ®"OPTIMISTIC"™ INTERPRETATION

Although the critics summsarized in this chapter re-
present several different trends in criticism, they have
been grouped together because they see in King Lear a
universe that 1s not pessimistic, That is, they do not
consider evil to be triumphant in the play; nor do they
think that Shakespeare meant to portray in King Lear a
universe ruled over by & malignant power indifferent to
the fate of men. How much they derive from Bradley would
be difficult to determine, and foreign to the purpose of
the thesis. But they agree with Bradley at least on this
important point, that the evil in the play is due to
the actions of men, not to some external, omnipotent force
of wickedness.

The crities so chosen for this chapter have been
arranged according to the chronclogical order of their
publications. This order has been chosen not because
it illustrates any particular developments, but be-
cause it happens to provide a satisfactory grouping also
according to schools of criticism. Since the first three
eritics represent disparate methods, each is in a class

by himself. The last three use the historical approach

26
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in their studies. Thus, the chronological order is co-
incidentally the best order also from the viewpoint of

critical trends.

JOHN MASEFIELD

It is with some doubt that John Masefieldl is placed
‘amont the Moptimists."” On the one hand, he considers
the chief lesson of the play 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 play, while the second
coincides with the pessimistic. In any case, since Mr.
Masefield does not explicitly develop his conceﬁtion of
the nature of these ruling powers, he is placed among the
eritics who give an optimistic interpretation of the »lay.

King Lear is, according to Mr. Masefield, 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 reﬁembrance of the treachery which
begot this bastard son. In both cases, the blindness,

l, John Masefield, "King Lear,™ William 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 powers who restore calmness and

justice by means violent-or gegtle accprdigg

to the strength of the disturbing passion.

In lLear, the injustice is against nature; it 1s unnat-
ural that Lear should give his kingdom over to women,
that he should curse his youngest daughter, that Glou-
cester should so suddenly and easily believe evil of

fhe finest characters in the vlay. Now since the in-
justices have been against nature, the retribution will
also be violently unnatural: Goneril and Regan rule
their father, resort to ghastly cruelties, lust after
Edmund, and die unnaturally; Lear goes mad; France makes
war against his sisters-in-law; Cornwall is stabbed by a
servant; Edmund dies by the hand of his half-brother;
Gloucester has his eyes gouged out; Cordelia dies by
order of her sisters' supposed lover.

And all this unnatural evil is an "image of what was
most constant in Shakespeare's mind."3 Each of the tra-
gedies expresses some great figure caught in a net. In
Lear the effect is more terrible because a man of tre-
mendous strength is caught, and he is powerless, "He
is so strong that he cannot die. He is so strong that

2. Thtl. . B, 189,
5. T83%., p. 191.
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: L
he nearly breaks the net before the folds kill him."

As it was said before, Mr. Masefield is with some
doubt placed among the optimists. However, the fact
that he sees Lear's sufferings as due to injustices seems
to indicate that for him the world of King 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 England. As a poet, Mr. Masefield quite
naturally receives the matter of Shakespeare in a poetic
way and uses his own creative genius in interpreting
Shakespeare's work. It will be interesting now to turn
to a philosophic criticism and see how Shakespeare's

matter appears under a philosophic light,

BENEDETTO CROCE

Professor Croce approaches Shakespeare from many
different points of view.5 He considers at length the
necessity for distinguishing between Shakespeare's poetic
personality and his historical personality. He provoses
a theory with regard to Shakespeare's "sentiment," i,e.,
"the characteristic spiritual attitude of Shakespeare."6
He goes on to investigate the motives and development of

L. Ibid., p. 191.

5. Benedetto Croce, Ariosto, Shakespeare, and

Corneille, pp. 117-334.
. Ibid., p. 138.
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Shakespeare's poetry, his art, the criticism of his
poetry, and finally our own attitude toward Shakespeare.
For the purposes of the present study only tke pertinent
parts of uroce's dissertation will be summarized, namely,
the part dealing with Shakespeare's sentiment7 and the
part interpreting King Lear.

Professor Croce begins his analysis of Shakespeare's
sentiment by asserting that Shakespeare was not a poet
of any sort of ideals. As a poet, he was not interested
in solving religious, ethical, volitical, or social pro-
blems; and there 1s nothing in his plays to show that he
had any inclinations to solve problems of this sort. Al-
though he magnificently portrayed the setting for such
problems, he always went beyond them and centered his
interest on life itself as seen in them, without attempt-
ing to formulate any faith to explain the riddles of life.

To feel 1life potently, without the determin-

ation of a passion or an ideal, implies feeling

it unilluminated by faith, undisciplined by any

law of goodness, not to be reduced to the en-

joygen? of igyllic calm, or to the inebriation

OF 2 JOFS wicee
Hence Shakespeare cannot be called religious or irreli-
gious, moral or immoral, assertor of free will or deter-
minist, optimist or pessimist.

In other words, Shakespeare sees life entire in all
its facets: joy and sorrow, goodness and evil, freedom
Thidh., pp. 138=62.

o 10L&, PPs 230-36.
s AT Do 1kl

O 00~
H
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and fate, etc. On the other hand Shakespeare does not
consider the phenomena of life to be self-explanatory;
in the words of Professor Croce:

He who nowhere in his works refers directly

to God, has ever present within him the obscure

consciousness of a divinity, and the spectacle

of the world, taken by itself, seems to him to

be without significance, men and their passions

a dream, a dream that has for intrinsic and

correlative end a reality which, thou§8 hidden,

is more solid and perhaps more lofty.

It is true that the good in Shakespearean drama
is always superior to evil, not because it overcomes
evil, but simply because it is the good, which Shakespeare
seizes in its pristine beauty and strength. However,
there is really no deciding of issues between good and
evil. A certain calm may be restored at the end of a
tragedy, "but the desolation of faith betrayed, of good-
ness trampled upon, of innocent creatures destroyed, of
noble hearts broken, remains."ll Hence, the vision of
life in the plays is not oversimplified or superficially
portrayed as the mere antithesis between good and evil,
There is always a mystery surrounding the course of
events, of which the poet does not know the philosophi-
cal explanation nor the ultimate resoclution.

In the depths of his consciousness, then, Shakespeare
was entirely lacking in any religious, transcendental, or
theological explanation of the universe. He is neither

18, Ibid., P« 143.
Tl J8i8-, Dv Lid.
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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 must be inferred that
he was skeptical as to the existence of a rational Pro-
vidence. But, on the other hand, he did not believe
in Fate, nor determinism, nor predestination. It will
be well here to quote the words of Professor Croce, lest
they be misinterpreted:

.s+s he recognizes human spontaneity and liberty,

as forces that prove their own reality in the

fact itself, though he nevertheless permits lib-

erty and necessity to clash and the one some-

times to overpower the other, without establish-

ing a relation between the two, without suspect-

ing their identity in opposition, without dis-

covering that the two elements at strife form

the single river of the real, and therefore fail-

ing to rise to thi level of the modern theodicy,

which is History. 2

Such were the philoscphical presumptions of
Shakespeare, but they were not formed into a philoso-
phical system. Nevertheless, the modern idealistic and
historical philosophers have been strangely attracted
toward him as to one who shared their views. The reason
for this is that Shakespeare had rejected the Middle Ages
and was fllled with the Renaissance spirit. In his por-
trayal of the cosmic strife of things, he seems to offer

material shaped to the needs of the modern dialectician.

So much for the exposition of Croce's views on the

18, Thid., »p. 155f.
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sentiment of Shakespeare. In his interpretation of the
plays the learned critiec is more conventional. In deal-
ing with the tragedies, his purpose is to show the contrast
and strife which Shakespeare placed between good and
evil., The historical plays showed individuals in action,
suffering external losé and gain; but the tragedies, go-
ing beyond the external conflict, show also the winning
or losing of the soul itself, "the strife of good and
evil at the heart of things."l3
In King Lear, Cordelia is the personification of
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 of doubt as to the existence of good, for in the
end the wicked are shown to be compounded only of malice
and hardness of heart. In the person of King Lear, all
humanity is represented as raging against itself and the
world, because it has allowed itself to be deceived by
moral wickedness and the world has concurred in the deceit.
King Lear is pitiful in his cries of anguish; he is also
an object of sarcasm in that he was foolish before he be-
came mad. The character of King lLear, as well as those
of Goneril and Regan, are gigantic in their proportions
because Shakespeare wished to give a gigantic picture of

reality. Goneril and Regan are boundless in their ego-

43 E8 8., 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
is goodness itself in its original well-spring, ...."lh
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. Uther good personages in the play--Kent,
Gloucester, Edgar, and Albany--also affirm the reality
of good as opposed to the deceitful show of goodness.

But Cordelia is above these characters; .... "she is made
of celestial substénce, of purest humanity, which is
therefore divine."l5 Why does not such goodness as Cor-
delia's prevail over her enemies? Why is she defeated

in battle, thrown into prison, and later hangedt® "The
tragedy of King Lear is penetrated throughout with this
unexpressed yet anguished interrogation, so full of the
sense of the misery of life."16

But for Professor Croce "the misery of life" seems
to consigt 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=-

Ibs IRi., p. 233.

15, T8y .- 235«
16, Ibid,
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though in Professor Croce's opinion the superiority of
good is not due to a rational Providence, still the mere
fact that it is superior is contradictory to the pessimis-
tic world view. Now since Xing Lear reflects this reallity
which is predominantly good, it is evident that Professor
croce does not subscribe to a pessimistic interpretation
of the Lear universe.

Professor Croce'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 the lack of such a knowledge makes his criticism
appear obscure and contradictory. The following critie,
like Professor Croce, is also difficult to read and, at
first sight, appears obscure. However, a careful reading
of J. Middleton Murry reveals much that is worth while
and clears up the obscurity which was due to the diffi-
culty of the matter., Here is impressionistic criticism

at its best.

J. MIDDLETON MURRY
In his essay, "The Nature of Poetry,"17 Mr. Murry
states that he follows wholeheartedly the dictum of
Anatole France that criticism is the confession of the
adventures of a man's soul among books. On approaching
a great work of literature, Mr. lMurry feels that there

17. J. Middleton Murry, "The Nature of Poetry,"
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 poet's creative mind as he
brooded over his brainchild. Gradually the mystery be-
comes plainer and the rhythm of the poet's work enters
into the mind of the critic, until poet and critic seem
to be united in spirit. At this moment, the critic knows
the work; and in this sense he will never know it more.

This is the moment of knowledge; when all the

words that a poet has spoken, all the charac-

ters that a novellist has ecreated, appear to

us as things in themselves no longer, but as

the inevitable conditions, the necessary gar-

ment of invention through which a living yet

secret reality was compelleisto manifest it-

self in the material world.
This secret reallity the critic will call by various names
according to his own mental background, but Mr. Murry
prefers to call it the rhythm of life. At the moment
of greatest knowledge, the critic is born along on the
waves of rhythm and is rapt out of himself, In his cri-
ticism he can only attempt to show where in the work the
veil is thinnest, where the motion is most visible, and
how the secret pattern works out in structure and detail,

With this statement of his critical theory, Mr.
Murry sets out to explain the nature of poetry. More-
over, he explains the nature of poetry by explaining the
nature of Shakespeare's poetry. For the purposes of the

thesis it will be sufficient to emphasize his remarks

about King lLear.

L& Ehid., 1. 16.
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Mr. Murry subscribes to the idea "that the charac-
teristic emotion of poetry is a longing for the things
that are not, for permanence amid change, for security
in unrest .... for eternity amid mortality."19 But poets
express their desire through the medium of an imaginative
world. Hence, Aristotle could define poetry as an Mimi-
tation of emotions and actions.™ As Bacon says, the poet
"submits the shadow of things to the desires of the mind;"20
and again, "the use of poetry hath been to give some sha-~
dow of satisfaction to the mind of man in those points
wherein the nature of things doth deny it."2o

Poetry, then, seeks to give expression "through the
shadow of things" to some deeper reality. In the tra-
gedies Shakespeare seems to be struggling to give expres-
Sion to a vision which he had experienced of a reality
beyond the plane of ordinary human knowledge. ".... he
had apprehended as realities a truth, a harmony and a
love .... which are not to be found on earth, and are not

2l pyig

fully expressed in terms of earthly happenings.”

vislion of something beyond the world explains Shakespeare's

preoccupation with death in the plays from Hamlet onward.

From this time, Shakespeare treats death as a passage from

doubt to the assurance of-finality, as a triumnh over life,

as a period to mortality. Thus can be explained the ap-
19. IiR., p. 21.

20, Quoted Ibid., p. 22.
2L, Ibide, ps 32
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parent cynicism which pervades the 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 his own
rejection of life. Shakespeare has given up trying to
express his vision in terms of this world.

The rejection of life in the various tragedies is
expressed in‘various moods according to the different
emotions Shakespeare felt as one play succeeded another.
In Hamlet the mood is one of utter bewilderment at the
incompatibility betWeen the vision and the actuality.

In Macbeth the mood is one of complete despair and loath-
ing for human destinies; but through the blackness runs
the faint strain of the higher vision.

King Lear, however, is less dark than Macbeth., It
sounds the purely superhuman note more clearly than any
other tragedy. By means of human symbols it communi-
cates more than any other play Shakespeare's secret
knowledgef

Through the fury of the elements and the fiercer

fury of evil souls we hear a divine music, an

assurance of that which can be on%g by virtue of
the forces which seem to deny it.

22. IBMd., p. 21.
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The spirit which shines through the whole play is most
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 Shakespeare the best symbol of his vision. It
shadows forth somehow the higher relation that he knew.
"And the diffusion of the radiance of loyalty through

King Lear and Antony and Cleopatra sets these two plays

23

apart as the pinnacle of his expression in literature."
In them Shakespeare succeeds better than anywhere else
in putting into earthly symbols his intuition into ulti-

mate reality. Antony and Cleopatra (and Mr. Murry is

thinking also of King Lear) portrays suffering and death
and disaster as the result of loyalty and sacrifice.
And it may be that these are the situations in which men
come closest to divinity. VYet the mystery which has
haunted men from the time of Christ is not solved. "He
that loseth his life shall save it" remains a paradox.
But as Christ's death was his triumph, so the death of
Cordelia. and Cleopatra is their viectory.

Such criticism as the foregoing is undoubtedly sub-
jective to a great extent, though this fact by no means

condemns it. The historical critics, however, imbued

R3. IWi8.y.p. 22,
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with the scientific spirit of the age, wanted tc ferret
out as much objective truth about the plays as possible.
The following three critics are excellent examples of

this tendency and of its results,

HARDIN CRAIG

Hardin Craig's ‘l;hesism+ is that Shakespeare reflects
in his work the ethical philosophy of his day, and that
this system of ethics was Aristotelian and Thomistic. He
illustrates by showing how the concept of justice figures
in the play King Lear.

In the popular philosophy of Shakespeare's day the
virtue of justlce is the "highest manifestation of nat-

25

upen Justice is "in the large sense the law of nature,

since it has the same content and the same utility."26
Now political institutions are included by Aristotle
among natural phenomena. Hence, violations of the law
of nature "had about them the maximum degree of heinous-

ness, because such offences struck at the foundations of

27

all social and political life."™ And it is "the function

of the law of nature and the virtue of justice to estab-

lish and maintain civilization and its institutions."28

A contemporary statement of this idea is quoted from

2L, Hardin Craig, "The Ethics of King Lear," The
Philological Quarterly, IV (April, 1925), 97-109. ~—

25. Loc. e¢it., p. 100.

26. Low, alt.

27 « Liotnueith;

28. T899, elf.; p. 101.
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Wilson's art of Rhetoric:

The wisdom of princes and the fear of God's
threat, which was uttered by his words, forced
men by a law both to allow things confirmed by
nature and to bear with o0ld customs, or else
they should not only suffer in body temporal
punishment, but also lose their souls forever.
Nature is a right fantasy hath not framed, but
God hath grafted and given power thereunto,
whereof these are derived:

Religion and acknowledging of God.

Natural love of our children and others.

Thankfulness unto all men.

Stoutness both to withstand and revengs.

Reverence to superiors. 5

Assured and constant truth in things. 9

Moreover, though justice results from an innate
tendency it 1s a moral virtue and must be guided by the
intellectual virtue of prudence. Hence, Lear's folly is
fundamental to his tregedy. Regan and Goneril both re-
mark on the king's rashness (I, i, 291-310); and the
Fool and Kent constantly emphasize it.

The idea of commutative justice plays a prominent
part in the play. Consider Lear's words in regard to the
contract with his daughters:

Ourself, by monthly course

With reservation of an hundred knights,

By you to be sustained, shall our abode

Make with you by due turns. Only we still retain

The name, and all the additions to a king.

(I, i, 134-38)
It is the violation of this contract and the lack of
respect for his kingship which drives Lear to masdness.

29. Thomas Wilson, Art of Rhetoric, quoted by
Hardin Craig, loc. cit.
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Furthermore, in his own suffering the king realizes

the necessity of distributive justice:

Poor naked wretches, whereso'er you are,

That bide the pelting of this pitiless stornm,

How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides,

Your loop'd and window'd raggedness, defend you

From season such as these? O, I have ta'en

Too little care of this! Take physic, pomp;

Exvnose thyself to feel what wretches feel,

That thou mayst shake the superflux to them,

And show the heavens more just. (IiI, iv, 28-36)

Wilson's six subdivisions of justice are also amply
illustrated in the play. The examples are usually clear-
ly marked as violations or observances of the virtue in
question; and the violations are considered to be the cause
of the evils, whereas the observances are considered as
the cause of good for the world. 1t will be sufficient
for the most part merely to.list the references to the
places where these examples are to be found.

First, the virtue of "religion and acknowledging of
God" appears in the piety of Lear and the good characters;
on the other hand, Edmund's rejection of the suvernatural
is due to infidelity. Expressions of faith in divine
providence. are found in IV, vi. Gloucester despairs
after losing his faith and desires suicide Wy, -1, 38=39-
IV, vi, 34~41); but he is restored by Edgar's reminder
of man's subjection to higher powers in the matter of
diT# andl dgath (v, 11, 9-11).

The second and third aspects of Justice, filial

reverence and gratitude toward all men, are of course the
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fundamental themes of both the major and the minor plots.

How sharper than a serpent's too?h il &8
To have a thankless child! (I, iv, 310-11)

Ingratitude, thou marble-hearted fiend!
(f, iv, 281)

These two examples will be sufficient to illustrate thé
oft-reveated sentiments of Lear with regard to his daugh-
ters' lack of affection and ingratitude. The hero of the
subplot, Gloucester, also speaks in the same strain:

To his father, that so tenderly and entirely loves
Nim, (L, 11, 103=k)

The fourth point, stoutness both to withstand and
to revenge is frequently illustrated: I, v, ey o Xp X0,
323-32; II, iv, 279-89. Lear's chilef weapvon of revenge
consists in "“the untented woundings of a father's curse."
(s 1iv, #97-311; 1II, iv, 164&-70)

Fifthly, the virtue of reverence and loyalty towards
superiors has an important role in the play. It appears
in its larger aspects in the degeneracy and flattery of
Lear's court. Here, of course, the virtue is illustrated
by its opposite vice.

Finaliy, the sixth point, assured and constant truth
in things, is i1llustrated by the characters. Kent and
Cordelia are models of truth; Oswalé and his kind are mere
flatterers; and Edgar is surpassed as a hypocritiecal
liar only by Iago among all the characters of Shakespeare.

In the final analysis, the play King Lear shows the

complete and final chaos in family and state as a result
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of multiplied sins against justice. The decay of the
state is manifest in two ways. One is the abolition of
law and virtue and the directive control of reason; the
other is the liberation of the forces of evil.30 Lear's
mind, stripped of reason, reflects the state stripped of
morality and religion. With reason gone in the king, law
and order vanished from the state, it is easy to under-
stand Lear's ravings when he meets Gloucester in 1V, ¥i.

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

For Professor Craig, therefore, the world of King
Lear is one which has been reduced to chaos by reason
of violations of justice. The awful tragedy of the vlay
resq}ts not from the caprice of a malignant deity, but
from violations of the order established by a just God.
In such a universe there is hope that man can retrieve
his losses by again conforming to the just order, and
make progress towards a better world.

Professor Craig's article is a good example of the
method used by the historical critics. These critics
.try to reconstruct the atmosphere in which Shakespeare
lived and the conditions under which he worked. Thus

30. Cf. F. C. £olbe, Shakespeare's Way: "King
Lear, .... analysed to simplicity, is the tragedy of
Discord brought into man and society and Nature by
the violation of ties of Love and Gratitude,--the four
italicized words indicating the various unifying

strapds of expression which keep the one simple idea
continuously before the mind." P. 136.
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they hope to arrive at a truer understanding of how
Shakespeare himself understood his plays. Professor
Craig's article assumes that if certain ideas about
justice were current in Shakespeare's day, then Shakes-
peare shared those ideas. In the following article,
Professor Stoll shows how the dramatic conventions of

the day affected Shakespeare's drama. Since Stoll is

the leading exponent of the historical method in aAmerica,

his work may be taken as an outstanding example.

FBIMER EDGAR STOLL

Professor Stoll's critical methodBl consists chiefly
in applying to Shakespeare's plays the dramatic conven-
tions of the time. Moreover, Stoll considers that the
use of these conventions is determined and conditioned by
the exigencies which face a dramatist in any age. Now
the prime exigency of all dramatists has been a striking
situation, one which will lead to a striking conflict.
"The sharper conflict provokes the bigger passion; the
more striking contrast produces the bigger effect; and to
genius the improbability is only a challenge."32

On this principle, Professor Stoll explains the im-
probaBility of the situation in Lear. The wrath of the
king and the tactlessness of Cordelia are sinply neces-

31. Elmer Edgar Stoll, "King lear," irt and Arti-

fice in Shakespeare, pp. 138-43,
R A T :
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ary to make the play. Again, in real life Lear's wrath
might have overcome his affection for Cordelia and turned
into hatred against her; but since such a change would des-
troy our pity for Lear his wrath remains merely ovovosed to
his affection, anéd there is no ps;chological reconciliation
between the two passions in his soul. Furthermore, the
dramatic necessity for emotional effect explains the
scenes on the heath., In these scenes, althoughthe char-
acter element suffers in the ravings of Lear and the bab-
bling of the Fool and the gibberish of Hdgar, still the
emotional gain more than compensates for the improbabil-
ities in the characters. Finally, the long digression
in the last scene, in which Kent seems to forget about
Lear and Cordelia, is necessary to work the audience up
to such a piteh of anxiety that the deaths of Cordelia
and‘Lear will have the greatest possible tragic effect.
The digression, of course, would never have taken place
in real 1life; and in the play its purpose is not to
explain the deaths of Cordelia (the catastrophe is cer-
tain before the digression, 7V, iii, 36), but to make
their passing tremendously more effective by heightening
the suspense.

With regard to the question of whether the play re-
flects pessimism or optimism, Professor Stoll has some
interesting comments which would seem to follow from his

general theory of dramatic criticism. He disagrees with
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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
Shekespeare's intimation of the dreaminess and unreality
of 1life, which, he says, does not add to the tragedy as
such. But in spite of all these differences, Professor
Stoll agrees with Bradley in holding that the play is not
pessimistic. His reasons are fundamentally about the
game as Bradley's; but he adds to Bradley's explanation,
when he says that we feel exalted at the end of the play
because of Shakespeare's exalted presentation. A rather
long quotation is necessary here to do justice to Stoll's
final judgment on King 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 spirit of poetry

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

evlil are not, as to-day, confused or merged, but

are, as Croce says, "as light opposed to dark-

ness". Zvil is not negative or incidental; but

while under suffering it may grow worse, as in

Macbeth, good, on the other hand, may grow better,

as in ;ear. And by evil good is not in the long
run triumphed over or overshadowed .... The earth

33« Ihid., p. 164,
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trembles; but the verities are unshaken, the

moral values and even the social sanctions are

unbroken., Justice is administered, not only, in
the end, to the villains, but (though in dispro-
portionate measure) to the hero and heroine ....
in fine, the poetically and dramatically trans-

muted and transformed material of life still re-

‘'tains 1life's proportions and values; and Shake-

speare's tragedy wears the SSZadying, though not

comforting, aspect of truth.

Some of the situations in the play explained by
Professor Stoll are further explained in the following
article by Frofessor Perkinson. Whereas Stoll implies
that much of the tragic material was added merely for
emotional effect, Perkinson shows why it was also neces-
sary for dramatic consistency. Although rerkinson's
article does not expressly deal with the question of
optimism or vessimism in the play, it is included here
because it helps toward the optimistic interpretation
of the play inasmuch as it explains, without recourse

to pessimism, why Shakespeare added to the action a

great deal of seemingly unnecessary suffering and cruelty.

R. H. PERKINSON
In the traditional story of King Lear, according to
Perkinson,35 the o0ld king is the central figure. He puts
his daughters to the test and suffers through their in-
gratitude, but in the end he is happily restored to his
throne. The legend of Cordelié is entirely another story,
34. Ibid., pp. 164=66.

350 R. H. Perkinson "Ts This the P d ® ol
Englische Studien, LXXIIf (1939}, 2:202_11.1111sa 5nd*
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both historically and fictionally. Now this history of
Lear and Cordelia was well known to the Elizabethan
audiences, who had frequently heard it from Holinshed,
Higgins, Spenser, and the old play King Leir. The people
were used to a happy ending for the story of Lear; but
Shakespeare makes him a tragic figure.

The problem which bothers critics is to determine
why Shakespeare injected so much seemingly irrelevant
tragic matter into the lear story--for it was not his
custom to change to the course of a familiar story.

Some answer the problem by pointing to an ethical flaw in
the characters which brings about their ruin. Others
attribute Shakespeare's tragic handling of the story to

his reputed Weltschmerz. Professor Schﬁcking nholds that

there was a psychological inconsistency in the older
versions between the initial situation and the outcome;
the author of King Leir chose to provide the motivation
in the introductory matter, while Shakespeare chose to
adapt the subsequent action to the initial action. This
solution, however, overlooks the fact that the Cordelia
fate was not included in the original Lear story; hence
there was no psychological inconsistency.

The answer to the problem is that Shakespeare decided
to telescope the happy Lear story with the tragic Cor-
delia sequel. He was not compelled by the initial situ-

ation to write a tragedy, for the beginning of Lear is
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less tragic than the beginnings of some of Shakespeare's

comedies. Nor did he feel that unusual motivations for
Cordelia's attitude was necessary, for he could have sup=
plied that had he desired. By deliberately determining
to write the story as a tragedy, then, Shakespeare forced
himself to introduce much seemingly jrrelevant tragiec
matter.

One reason why Shakespeare chose to write a tragedy
probably lies in the attractiveness of Cordelia. He
wanted to bring her story into the play; and since her
story is traglc, Shakespeare had to alter the more impor-
tant part of Lear to fit the less important episode of
cordelia. in order to do this Shakespeare emphasizes the
tragic character of the old king. He portrays him as
much sinned against, and adds the madness to the origi-
nal character.

By these means, Shakespeare foreshadows the tragic
end for his audience. He had to introduce the tragic
elements early in order to warn the spectators of an end-
ing they were not expecting. This he did deliberately
because he had determined to join the Cordelia 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 Lear 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 them may be pointed
out before the chapter is brought to a close. This

point is that all of these critics (except Perkinson)

take a large view of the play. They seek for the total
impression left by the play 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 agree that the
universe pictured is not one of chaos, meaningless suf-

fering, and triumphant evil,



CHAPTER IV
THE "PESSIMISTIC" INTERPRETATION

The eritics synopsized in the present chapter give
a pessimistic interpretation of the play King Lear. That
is, the impression they receive from the play is predom-
inantly one of pessimism. It is true that most of them
recognize the presence of good in the play, but they
feel that the good is overwhelmed by the evil. They make
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 play. Their final
judgment, therefore, is that Shakespeare represented a
philosophy of pessimism in King Lear.

The criticisms in this chapter have been arranged,
like those in the last chapter, in the chronological order.
They are the work of critics who belong to what was called
in the Introduction the historical-interpretative school.
They givé their subjective interpretations of the play,
and their judgment is enlightened by modern historical
scholarship. The chronological order indicates no parti-
cular trends in criticism since, as it has been stated,
all the critics represented use the same general avproach
to Shakespeare. Hence, the chronological order seemed to

be as satisfactory as any.

52
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SIR E. K. CHAMBERS

It is a fortunate circumstance that this chapter can
begin with Edmund Kerchival Chambers,1 who has contributed
a vast amount of fruitful scholarship to the study of
Shakespeare. His books on the Elizabethan stage and on
the life of Shakespeare have helped a great deal in under-
standing the plays; they have cleared up many of the "pro=
blems'" of the older critics and have undoubtedly given
great impetus to the historical method of criticism.

Chambers' essay on King Lear was originally pub-

lished in the Red Letter Shakespeare, 1904 to 1908. This,

of course, was before the publication of Chambers' great
works on the ®lizsabethan stage and on the life of Shake-

speare. But in the preface to Shakespeare: A Survey,

1925, Chambers says that his more mature Judgment is in
substantial agreement with his Judgment of 1904 to 1908.
In the opinion of Chambers, King Lear is the most
tragic of all the tragedies of Shakespeare. It is so be-
cause it effects more than any other the Aristotelian
purification of the emotions. King Lear effects the ideal
purification of pity and fear, which is to elevate these
emotions and universalize them by fixing them on those
elements of experience which are in themselves most piti-

able and most awesome. Lear differs from the earlier

1. E. K. Chambers, "King Lear," Shakes eare: A
Survey, pp. 240-48. - z peare: a4
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tragedies in that its scope is cosmic, while Julius

Caesar, Hamlet, and later Antony and Cleopatra are essen-

tially studies of individual characters. The cosmic
scope of King Lear and Macbeth is apparent from the fact
that the cause of the tragedy is some external force,
although the individual is still to some extent respon-
sible. Nevertheless, in the cosmic tragedies of Macbeth
and King Lear the hero is under the curse of an external
power., It is this element that convinces the reader of
Shakespeare's pessimism in these plays: there may be
some hope of mitigating individual wickedness, but hardly
of changing for the better an external, superhuman power,:
The cosmic scope of the tragedy does net, .of COUTSe ;.-
eliminate the psychological element. .Léar is himself a
subtle psychological study of one Déssessed wholly by
two instincts, that of desire for power and that of nat-
ural affection for his daughters. Blinded by these in-
stincts; he gives up his power in order to show his affec-
tion for his daughters. But in this very act he frustrates
his desire for power by surrendering to Gonerll and Regan,
while at the same time his domineering temperament is un-
able to see the fine shades of meaning in the words of
Cordelia, his one daughter who would have satisfied his
desire for affection.
The frustration of Lear's desire for power and of
his affection for his daughters leads at once to violent

consequences. Lear indulges in unrestrained cursing of
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the two ungrateful daughters, and appeals from them to
the heavens with the ery that his cause is just. At
this point.tqe cosmic side of the tragedy becomes evi-
dent. The storm ca the heath is symbolical of the in-
difference on the part of the superhuman powers to human
injustice. Nature refuses to coue to the rescue of the
0ld king; rather it is Nature that in the end brings him
to subjection. Finally, as a symbol of his defeat comes
his madness, the culmination of a tragic issue.

In order further to enforce this fatalistic pilcture
of the universe, Shakespeare has been careful to exclude
every Christian touch from the play; although he is usu-
ally careless about anachronism, there is no Christian
intrusion into the paganism of King Lear. The superhu-
man power is always referred to as Nature, or By the
names of pagan deities. !loreover, the Lear plot is uni-
versalized by the addition of an exact parallel in the
Gloucester plot. Thus the story of Lear cannot be tsken
as one that would merely happen to an individual. A
furtherluniversalizing touch is added in that the prota-
gonist in the Gloucester plot is a bastard, which suggests
that wickedness flourishes in houses of every degree.

The final irony of fate is expressed in the last
scene. Hope is aroused that the beautiful Zordelia with
the help of her armies will conquer the forces of evil
in England and restore justice to the land. But such

hope is soon found to be vain, for Cordelia and her army
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are simply defeated. It is true that Edmund, Goneril and
Regan are caught in the web of their own treachery and
done away with; but with them Lear and Cordelia are also
swept away. There 1s no poetic justiée, but only the
caprice of high-judging Jove, who sends down his thunder

on the just and the unjust alike.

Tt was said in the Introduction that Chambers, Walter
Raleigh, and Stopford Brooke, (as well as Bradley) bdong
to what might be called a transition period between Vie-
torian criticism and modern skeptical criticism. They
were the pioneers in the skeptical approach; yet they re-
tained a degree of worship for Shakespeare. Part of Sir
Walter Raleigh's work is summarized in the following. He
was a worshioper of Shakespeare, but his was a balanced

worship.

SIR WALTER RALEIGH

An important contribution to modern Shakespearean
criticigm was the Shakespeare volume in the Xnglish Men
of Letters Series by Walter Raleigh,2 a professor at
Oxford University. Raleigh's general,burpose is to analyze
Shakespeare's mind insofar as that great mind can be caught
and inferred from the whole book of his work., Professor
Raleigh belongs to that school of Shakespearean biography

which holds that a greaf deal can be known about Shakespeare

-

2. Sir Walter Raleigh, Shakespeare, passim.
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from his plays. Raleigh, however, is thinking chiefly
of Shakespeare's mind-life, not of his external, visible
life.

No dramatist can create live characters save

by bequeathing the best of himself to the chil-

dren of his art, scattering among them a lar-

gess of his own qualities, giving, it may be,

to one his wit, to another his philosophie

doubt, to another his love of action, to an-

other the simplicity and consgancy that he

finds deep in his own nature.
Hence, if King Lear is pessimistic, Raleigh would in-
fer that Shakespeare was vessimistic at the time when
he wrote it.

As a matter of fact, however, it is difficult to
know whether or not Raleigh considers the play to be an
expression of pessimism. The difficulty arises partly
from the fact that Raleigh's book is not a collection of
essays on individual pleys, but a synthesis of Shakesveare's
thought. Thus, when Professor Raleigh considers the women
in Shekespearean tragedy he sees a refutation of the con-
tention that Shakespeare was pessimistic. On the other
hand, he holds that Shakespeare's tragic world is one in
which chance or fate may turn the world over to chaos, It
will be sufficient to state both these views and give the
reason why Raleigh is placed in the present chapter.

Shakespeare's women, according to Sir Walter, are

either good or bad. They act not on thought, but on in-

stinct; and once they have set on a course, they do not

3s Ibddis, B 7Ts
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pause to reason about it. The good women are, therefore,
wholly good. They are instinct with love and service;
unselfish nobilityv is characteristic of them. Such women
as these, says Raleigh, preserve Shekespeare's plays from
pessimism; their radiant goodness shines in the darkness
of the deepest tragedy. As Professor Raleigh says:

«ees 1n the Tragedies they are the only warrant

and token of ultimate salvation, the last re-

fuge and sanctuary of faith. If Othello had

died blaspheming Desdemona, if Lear had refused

to be reconciled with Cordelia, there would be

good reason to talk of Shakespeare's pessimism.

As 1t is, there is no room for such a discus-

gion; in the wildest and mos}t destructive tem-

pest his sheet-anchor holds.

On the other hand, when Raleigh comes to consider
Shakespeare's concept of the universe, he attributes to
the poet a very dark outlook on life, at least in the tra-
gedies. Firstly, Raleigh denies that Shakespeare had any
definite philosophy about the meaning of the universe:

It is vain to seek in the plays for a phil-
osophy or doctrine which may be extracted and

set out.in brief. .... All doctrines and theories

concerning the place of man in the universe, and

the origin of evil, are a poor and partial busi-

ness compared with that dazzling vision of the

pitiful gstate Oof humanity which is revealed by
tragedy.
This implies that Shakespeare was at best a skeptic, be-
wildered by the enigma of suffering. Secondly, Raleigh
denies the existence of any morality in the plays. The

ke IRid., ps 180,
5. 18id., p. 1952,
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perception of morality in them results merely from the
reader's desire to escape from the naked brutality of the
world as painted by Shakespeare. 1n other words, if a
man can say that the evil in Shakespeare's plays 1s due
to some human error, he will have hope of avoiding the
error and thus the terrible consequences. But in Shake-
speare's tragic world there is no hove of escape by good
conduct.

Morality 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. They
deal with greater things than man; with powers
and passions, elemental forces, and dark abysses
of suffering; with the central fire, which breaks
through the thin crust of civilization, and

makes a splendour in the sky above the blackness
of ruined homes, Because he is a poet, and has

a true imagination, Shakespeare knows how precar-
jous is man's tenure of the soil, how deceitful
are his quiet orderly habits and his prosaic
speech. At any moment, by the operation of chance,
or fate, these things may be broken up, and the
world given over onge more to the forces that
struggled in chaos.

This rather obscure passage seems to negate Professor
Raleigh's statement that there is no pessimism in Shake-
speare, At least the 1deas here stated are considered
sufficient reason for placing Raleigh among those who feel

no sense of law and beauty at the end of the tragedies.,
There may be doubt as to Raleigh's view on the ques-

&, Ividsirp, 158L.
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tion of pessimism in King Lear, but there can be no doubt
about the opinion of the following critic. Stopford
Brooke sees unmitigated pessimism in the play. His cri-
ticism of King Lear was originally published in 1913,

and it is perhaps not much influenced by the modern his-
torical skepticism. Augustus Ralli says that "he refines
upon accepted views and explains rather than initiates."7
The influence of Bradley is noticeable in his remarks on
the redemption of King Lear; but this is the only light

that he will admit into the darkness of the tragedy.

STOPFORD BROOKE

At the‘beginning of his essay, Stopford Brooke8
states clearly the general impression made upon him by
King Lear. The play, he says, gives the darkest picture
of the world that has ever been created by the tragic
imagination. There is no justice in King Lear; there seem
to be no gods above the sorrow and wickedness of mankind.
The world is ruled by the stars, "destroying planets who
hate the human race."9 Even the good characters do not
relieve the bleakness of the plcture; for they suffer more
for thelr goodness than the wicked do for their crimes,
Nature herself is blind and helpless; or if not blind,
wicked.

T 8. skbg p. 333

8. Stopford A. Brooke, "King Lear,” Ten More Plays

of Shakespeare, pp. 197-224.
9 Abid., p. 198,
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The characters in this chaotic world are men and
women of a primitive civilization; they are just emerg-
ing from savagery. Their barbarity is clearly discernible
in the gouging out of Gloucester's eyes, in the unnatural
hatred of Goneril and Regan against their father, in the
bold lust of Edmund for both the sisters, in the cruel
hanging of Cordelia. And to make matters worse, there is
no Nemesis to pursue the wicked. They simply do them-
selves to death without even feeling remorse of conscience.
Lear himself, even before he is mad, is full of savage
passion; he rejects his only true daughter in a moment
and calls down on Goneril such a curse as could come
only from a savage mnind. Edmund belongs to this society
when he needlessly orders Cordelia to be hung. His vices,
however, are anachronistic; his greed and his lust after
Goneril and Regan belong to a more civilized age of wealth
end power. Kent also shows affinity to an early age of
society in his rugged loyalty and outspoken manner, He
is delighted with his attack on Oswald, and with the in-
vective occasioned by the encounter. Still he is a man
of steadfast common seﬁse, to whom the king's political
affairs are‘entrusted during the play. Edgar alone among
the characters seems to belong to modern civilization.

But once he has feigned madness, he is extremely capable
at playing the part and probably is delighted with it.
In his disguise, he is able to utter sentiments that would

have to be concealed, even though felt, in ordinary con-
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verse. In his role as Poor Tom, he reveals a perscnality
that might have been his had he followed the bent of his
subconsclous.

It is among such characters as these that Shakespearse
plots the fortunes of Xing Lear. Lear, too, is a member
of this uncivilized society. He is not mad during the
first scene of the play, but he is so blinded by vanity
and violent temper that his actions are those of a mad-
man. ‘e feel pity for him at first, because his folly is
motivated by the desire to be loved; but the pity is mixed
with just contempt. Later, however, the cruelty of his
daughters makes him an object of pity alone. It is true
that the cruelty of his daughters had some excuse in the
suffering they had had to endure from him, Haughty and
independent as they were, they had for years been subject
to this egotistic and overbearing father. They had suf-
fered, and now they had ample means of revenge. Goneril
promptly takes advantage of her new power to criticize
her father and his retinue. The old king does not know
what to make of this; it is the first time he has ever
been crossed. When his'anger bursts forth, it takes the
form of an impassioned curse--"primeval in its antique
simplicity, terrible on a father's lips, coming home to
that which is deepest in a woman--appealing to great
10

Nature herself.n

The agony of Lear continues at Gloucester's castle,

18, Tndd.. p. ‘T,
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where he meets Regan. Regan is still more cruel than her
sister; she enjoys cruelty for the sake of cruelty, as is
later evidenced by her treatment of Gloucester. Lear
strives to keep his mental balance, willing to reason

at first, but furious at seeing Kent in the stocks. He
curses Goneril once more but then resorts to pleading
with Regan, Finally, when Goneril arrives, he can con-
tain himself no longer. ©Calling on the heavens to take
his part, he goes out into the storm and joins his sorrow
to that of the universe.

Out in.the storm, Lear is beaten to and fro from
fury to self-control. The tempest hes heightened his
powers oOf perceptlion. He sees the elements as destroyers
of himself and of the whole world. He exonerates the
winds of the sin of ingratitude; in this they are not as
bad as his daughters. In a terrible imprecation, he pene-
trates the crime of the whole world and calls on the ele-
ments to destroy hidden criminals.. Then he finds nleasure
in the storm, because it distracts him from the greater
malady in his soul. Finally, at Ldgar's ery, "Fathom and
half, fathom and half;" (ITI, iv, 37) he goes mad. Rea-
son returns momentarily when Lear perceives man as he is
in the person of naked Tom o' Bedlam. But from this point
on, Lear is completely mad. Shakespeare has built up to
this madness with consummate art that gives the lie to the

contention that he was careless.
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All through this storm scene the Fool has accompanied
Lear, but at this point he disappears from the play. He
has been angry with Lear for exiling Cordelia; yet there
is love between them because of their mutual love for
Cordelia. When Lear's love for Cordelia returns, the
Fool forgives his action, but cannot help being bitter in
his remarks. This bitter recalling of Lear's folly is
the one constant element in the Fool's thought; for the
rest he is a half-wit. But it is their mutual love for
Cordelia which brings about the deep understanding between
lear and the Fool. This it is which gives the universal
attractiveness to the Fool's part in the play.

Lear's madness continues until he meets Cordelia
at Dover. Her goodness 1s seen in superb contrast to
the hatred of Goneril and Regan., The divine simplicity
of her words is unmatched in Shakespeare. Her love for
Lear has not been diminished one jot by her exile; and
their reconciliation at the end of Lear's career mskes a
scene of such extreme pathos that many have wanted a
happy ending for the play. But Shakespeare was in no mood
for this during these sunless days of disbelief in any
just gods. The redemption of Lear's soul, however, is
a sure sign of Shakespeare's exalted nature. ILear is
made happy for a moment, and realizes that love is truly

greater than power, wealth, or flattery.

The following criticism by G. Wilson Knight is very
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gimilar to that just given from Stopford Brooke. Dr.
Enight also sees very little to relieve the darkness in
the play except that he extends the redemption motif to
all of the good characters. Subjective elements are quite
prominent in the criticism of Dr. Knight. Although learned
in Shakespearean scholarship, Dr. Knight is little re-
strained by it in putting forth his own theories. The
following quotation expresses his shortcomings, harshly
perhaps:

Mr. Knight is a critic entirely without caution.

He follows his own intuitions recklessly, and

this recklessness lead to extravagance and even

absurdity.ll

G, WILSCN EKNIGHT

King lear, in the opinion of Dr. Knight,12 is one
of the starkest tragedies ever written. Yet in its gro-
tesqueness it frequently verges on the comic, a fact
which reinforces the tragic power of the play. 1t is
this grotesque comedy which Dr. Knight analyzes in the
first of his two essays on King Lear. By "comedy," how-
ever, he does not always mean that sort of incongruity
which causes laughter. He means merely incongruity, al-
though oftentimes the incongruity in Lear would cause

11. The london Times Literary Supplement, Septem-
ber 4, 1930, p. 696,

12. G. Wilson Knight, "Lear and the Comedy of the

Grotesque," and "The Lear Universe," The Wheel of Fire,
DD. 175-226c B T
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laughter if it were not at the same time so horrible. As
it is, it increases the tragic effect without affording
comic relief, because it makes the sufferings of the char-
acters seem extremely foolish and unnecessary.

The outstanding examples of foolishness are found in
the Lear and Gloucester themes. The old king begins with
an absurd mistake in Judgment as to the loyalty of his
three daughters. When two of them later prove faithless,
he becomes a tottering, arrogant, almost ridiculous old
man. If he were not so pathetic, he would be ludiecrous
as he goes from one daughter to the other ranting and
haggling over the number of retainers in his train., OCut
in the storm the autocratic 0ld monarch rails against the
elements and expects them to obey him. When he meets
Poor Tom, he incongruously decides to become "unsophis-
ticated™ by removing his clothes; the Fool reminds him
that it is a "naughty night to swim in." (III, iv, 115£)

This grotesque comedy of the 0ld king is paralleled
in the Gloucester subplot. He, too, is mistaken in his
Judgment of his children. He is subjected to unnecessary
cruelty in having his éyes gouged out. ‘The incongruity
of his struggle reaches its summit when he thinks he is
Jumping off Dover Cliff, but merely falls forward on his
face,

The same sort of cruel, grotesque irony stalks in

the paths of vractically all the characters of the play.
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It makes their sufferings more tragic because they are

more unreasonable. To quote a summary paragraph from

Dr. Knight:

The tragedy of Lear is most poignant in that it

is purposeless, unreasonable. It is the most
fearless artistic facing of the ultimate cruelty
of things in our literature. That cruelty

would be less were there not this element of
comedy which I have emphasized, the insistent in-
congruities which create and accompany the med-
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 play. Mankind is,
as it were, deliberately and comically torment-

ed by 'the gods'. He is not even allowed to die
tragically. -Lear is 'bound uron a wheel of

fire' and only death will end the victim's

agony:

Vex not his ghost: 0, let him pass! He
hates him much

That would upon the rack of this tough world

Stretch him out longer. (V, iii, 313-15)

Lear is supreme in that, in its main theme, it

faces the very absence of tragic purpose: where-

in it is profoundly different from Timon. 7Yet,

as we close the sheets of this play, there is

no horror, nor resentmeEE. 'The tragic purifi-

cation 1s yet complete.
In this paragraph ur. Knight gives the essence of his in-
terpretation of King Lear. In his essay on "The lLear
Universe,” Dr. Knight enlarges on his conclusion that
mankind is "deliberately and comically tormented by 'the
gods ] = 1"

The philosophy reflected in Xing Lear, he says, is
naturalistiec. Looming large in the play is the part

Played by physical nature. There are numerous references

13. Isid., p. 191,
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to animals--wolves, cats, sheep, swine, horses, rats,

and the like. Frequent are the descriptions of nature
like that of Dover Cliff. Both Edgar and lear "return

to nature" during the course of the play in that they cast
off the accoutrements of civilization and face the naked
strength of the elements. Vice is called a deformity of
nature; Goneril anrd Regan are for this reason munnatural
hags." Edmund has a perverted idea of nature when he
says:

Thou, Nature, art my goddess; to thy law

My services are bound. Uherefore should I

Stand in the plague of custom, and permit

The curiosity of nations to deprive me,

For that I am some twelve or fourteen moonshines

lag of a brother? (1, ii, 1-6)

In Lear the religion, too, is naturalistic. There
are numeroﬁs allusions to the gods in the play, but they
seem to be mere figments in the minds of the characters.
However, at least in the case of Lear, religion evolves
from a purely naturelistic concept tc a more spiritual
realization. His early allusions are all to the man-
made deities; but after his sufferings he realizes that
the gods above throw incense on human sacrifice. Then,
too, he and Cordelia will be "God's spies." (V, iii, 17)

On the practical side of religion, Jjustice also is
presented as a purely natural phenomenon. True, there

is much talk about justice in the play: Lear constantly

thinks of punishment for his enemies; Edmund acts from
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a sense of injustice done to himself; and there are many
other examples. But in the end, justice is not domne;

human justice is a mockery, non-existent. "Man's moral-
ity, his idealism, his justice--all are false and rotten

to the core."lh

Neither is there any divine justice to right the
wrongs of men. Lear calls upon divine justice in vain;
the heavens vpay no heed to his curses on Goneril and
Regan. It is true that there are some speeches in the
play which refer to divine justice, as when Albany re-
marks on the death of Cornwall:

This shows you are above,

You justicers, that these our nether crimes

So speedily can venge! {IV, 11, 78-81)

#"But there is apparently no justification for the thought:

15 In some

men in Lear are gocd or bad in themselves."
cases, indeed, "the story suggests .... that sin brings
inevitable retribution .... But it is all purely natural:
there is no celestial avatar to right misguided humanity."16
There is natural justice in Lear, not human or divine,
but merely resulting from natural forces. Although the
good and the bad suffer, the bad come to a worse end
than the good; moreover some of the good are spared, dut
none of the bad.

Ihe IRiE. 5 p. 211,

SSueEyidy .5, 218,
Ty Shal., B 213.
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In spite of this apparent lack of real justice in
Lear, suffering humanity seems to be tending toward some
purvoseful end. The good are ennobled by their ourga-
torial experience, whereas the bad are degraded. There
is a stoic nobility in the attitude of Kent and the
Fool. Poor Tom finds comfort at last in his beggarly
state. Gloucester finds joy in giving his purse to
#dgar before he dies. Kking lLear himself is the outstand-
ing example of nobility regained from suffering. He
awakes after his madness to recognize the transcendent
loveliness of Cordelia, He is happy to spend the rest
of his 1life in prison talking to her. He is hurbled to
love; he realizes that he has been a fool, He hsas
reached the "ripeness" spoken of by Edgar. (V, ii, 11)
He is ready for death "and 'the zods'--if indeed those
gods exist."17

In the Lear panorams of human beings working out
their own ruin or their own purgatorial liberation, the
figure of Lear stands out supreme. Buffeted by the
violence of the storm, he goes through a mad extravaganza
with Kent and the Fool. His madness mounts to agony in
the mock trial of Regan and Goneril. After the Gloucester-
Edgar interlude, the Lear agony reaches its summit as the
pitiable king enters crowned in flowers. Then comes the
lovely presence of Cordelia with her restorative kiss.

Lear awakes to a knowledge of love and beauty. ™This is

10 Jhidy. ». 218.



71

the justification of the agony, the sufferance, the

gloom., Though once more the shadow closes, it has exist-
ed, immortal, in its own right, bending to no natursl

laW."l8

In conclusion of this account of Dr. knight's ana-
lysis of the Lear universe, it will be helpful to quote
from a summary paragraph which gives the essence of
his philosophical background:

On the wide canvass of this play three
persons stand out with more vividness than
the rest: Edmund, Lear, Cordelia. 'They
correspond to three periods in man's evolu-
tion--the primitive, the civilized, and
the ideal. &dmund is a throwback in the
evolutionary process .... Lear himself is
a complex of primitive and civilized ele-
ments: .... Cordelia, in that she represents
the Principle of Love, is idezlized. Zdmund
is of the past, Lear of the present, and
Cordelia of the future dispensation.l9

Like LUr. Knight, the following critic, Mark Van
Doren, is a man learned in Shakespeare lore. 7Yet he does
not set out to apply directly to the plays his knowledge
of Shakespearean scholarship. The preparation which Mr.
Van Doren brings tc his work is well put in the follow-
ing:

This book is the work of a poet who is also

a scholar., The sensitive and sympathetic imagina-

tion which is constantly alert to overtones of

sty}e and subtleties of imagery is grounded upon
801lid learning and an abundance of common sense.

e ABLd ., . 223.
1. T84, , p. 219f.
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.... He is abreast with_the latest findings and
theories of scholarship.

MARK VAN DOREN

In his Introduction, Mr. Van Doren21 states that
he is going to ignore the biography of Shakespeare, the
work of his contemporaries, the history of his times,
the conventions of the &lizabethan stage, and questions
of text and authorship. He admits the importance of
these matters, but believes that the plays as they stand
afford far more interest than matters extraneous to the
plays. He proceeds only on the theory that Shakespeare
created a new world for each of his plays. His success
was not a matter of devices--diction, images, atmosphere,
character, or plot--"but of a larger method that tended
instinetively to unity and delight."22 While reading a
Shekespeare play, one is in a different world and takes
in the details one by one without examining whether each
detail is consistent with the others. This creature
world is not the great world as we know it, but rather
some aspect of the world which is so completely des-
cribed as to seem complete in itself. While in this
strange world, the reader "has the excitement of feeling
1 201 S. €. Chew, "The rlay's the Thing," New York
Herald Tribune Books, XVI (October 1, 1939), 6.

2l. Mark Van Doren, "King Lear,™ Shakespeare,

PPO 238-51.
R B, p. 3
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that he is where things are simply and finally alive."23
What then is the world of King Lear? Before answer-
ing this question, Mr. Van voren sums up the career of
King Lear through the play. He says that the play has a
beginning and an end but no middle, Lear's great folly
in the first scene vlunges him into a long and terrible
catastrophe. 'he relation between the events is lyrical
rather than logical. And to compensate for this lack of
logic, Shakespeare had to strive for sensational and
immediate effects; hence, the tempests, the horrible
cruelties, the monstrous iniquities. Again, orderly
progress of events had to be suggested by an analogy with
music, and Shakespeare's genius has made the play into a
most complex symphony. ‘'he movement is slow, glacier-
like; and the melody of the Lear plot is answered by
the counter-melody of the Gloucester plot.

Through the impassioned music Lear moves on toward
his doom. warly recognition of his error does not save
him from being rejected and going mad. He has no chance
to retrieve his former estate, since Shakespeare wanted
this to be such a catastrophe as had never been before.
For Lear no happy ending is possible; he has learned
much but too late.

The world of the play has been too sinis-

te? for any warmth to come at sunset. The
ceiling of Lear's world is low, the atmosphere

B Ik, ; P 5.
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is murky. "The wet earth creeps with treacher-

ous, slimy-weather beasts: rats, toads, wild

dogs, and wolves, eels, pole-cats, snakes, and

vultures. The wild flowers in Lear's hair are

not flowers at all; he is crowned, says Cordelia

with rank fumiter and furrow-weeds,

With hardocks, hemlocks, nettles, cuckoo-flowers,

Darnel, and all the idle weeds that grow

In our sustaining corn. (v vy =19

The dark sky is oppressive, and clouds of enor-

mous welght hang low in it to torture human

beings with their bulk.<
Mr., Van Doren goes on to say that the recognition scenes
in Lear increase the pity more than they provide an out~
let for pent-up emotions. Ordinarily a recognition
scene provides a discharge for intense emotions. But
in King lLear the recognitions are incomplete: Gloucester
does not know his son Edgar, and Lear never recognizes
the faithful Kent. Even the recognition of Cordelia is
postponed until hove of relief has passed.

The world of King Lear is, therefore, the world of
a man pursued to inexorable doom. The 0ld king does
not have a chance of retrieving his lost position once
the forces of destruction have been unleashed against
hin.,

The final criticism to be dealt with is that of
Hazelton Spencer, whose book is one of the best synthe-
ses of Shakespearean scholarship yet published. Writ-
ing in 1940, he sums up the latest views of the histori-

cal school of criticism. In his interpretation of

King Lear, Mr. Spencer agrees that the play closes on

24, Ibid., p. 2487,
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e note of triumph; yet one or two of his remarks about
the ruling power in the Lear universe justify his being
placed among those who say that the play 1is pessimistic.
HAZELTON SPENCER

Like all historical critics, Professor Spencer25
demands that the source of King Lear be kept in mind.
The original was the story of a mythological kind, which
Shakesveare did his best to make realistic. The drama-
tist sought to distract attention from the disturbing
moral issue of Cordelia's silence by Lent's long remon-
strance with the king. Secondly, at the end of the act
he revives our sympathy for Lear by having the wicked
daughters express their hostility toward him. Nor is
the rashness of the king so improbable 1n the first
scene as to make him appear mad, as some critics have
said. His wilfulness is not lacking in plausibility if
it is granted that he is not only an absolute but almost
a fairy-tale monarch. When he does go mad in the third
act, he is really suffering from delirium rather than
insanity,

If the king had not recovered from this fit of
delirium, the tragedy would be infinitely less moving.
The catastrophe owes its extreme pathos to the feect that

the good are swept away just after they have arrived at

25. Hazelton Spencer, "King Lear," The Art and Life

of William Shakespeare, pp. 324-33,
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peace. In Professor Spencer's mind, the momentary res-
toration of Lear and Cordelia emphasizes the tragic
irony ef their end.
No sentences in all drama are more affecting
than the simple speeches in which the reunion
with Cordelia is accomplished and then ruthlessly
broken by a malevolence which, though it operates
through human agencies, is invisible and unassail-
able, What depths of despair Shakespeare had
known it is idle to inquire. That he had known
them, no experienced reader of King Lear and
Macbeth can doubt.?
In these words Professor Spencer impnlies as his final
judgment that the ruling power of the Lear universe is
a malignant being which mskes sport of man's nothingness.
And such a universe would be fatalistic and pessimistic.
At the conclusion of this chapter a suggestion might
be added as to why the foregoing critics give a pessi-
mistic interpretation of the play. The reason may be

that these men are pessimistic in their own Weltanschauung.

They speak of the "ultimate cruelty" of things, of the
"irony" of Cordelia's fate, as though they themselves
looked upon the fortunes of men in a cynical way. If
this were true, it would greatly influence their Judg-
ment of a work of literature and could be taken into con-
sideration in judging their criticism. Since, however,
the personal philosophies of the ciitics cannot be known,
their work will be judged only on the basis of intrinsie
evidence. It will be the business of the next and final

chapter to attempt such a judgment.

26, Ibid., ». 330°T.



CHAPTER V
SUMMARIES AND EVALUATIONS

A summary seems out of place at the conclusion of
this thesis. Since the whole body of the work consists
in summaries, a summary of the summaries would be too
much of the same thing. It would be worth while, however,
to point out the elements which are common to some of the
authors, or to groups of them. An attempt will also be
made to evaluate the work of the individual critices. No
categorical statement will be made as to who's right,
who's wrong. O©Only the princivle of contradiction will be
assumed, and certain statements of the authors will be
subjected to it. Also, some of the laws of correct
thinking will be invoked as the critics are brought to
judgment.

One of the outstanding noints of agreement among all
the critics is that King Lear is the starkest tragedy
Shakespeare ever wrote. And this would hardly be contro-
verted by anyone who had read the play. The optimists,
however, differ from the pessimists in thinking that the
final impression left by the play is one of hope. ‘hus,
Bradley speaks of "a sense of law and beauty"l at the end

of the tragedy; Croce mentions the superiority of good

1. A. C. Bradley, op. cit., ». 279,
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over evil; Murry is comnsoled by the perfect loyalty of
Kent and Cordelia, a symbol of a more perfect reality;
Stoll finds alleviation in the poetically real and exalted
presentation of good as superior to evil. 1t is true that
the foregoing perceptions often go beyond the sphere of
drama, but perhaps it is egually true that Shakespeare
meant to imply some hope for better things after the
cruel realities of Lear.

Another element common to many of the crities is the
redemption motif which they see in the fortunes of Lear
and of the other good characters. The vurification, or
redemption, of Lear is given great prominence by Bradley,
who attributes the idea to Dowden.2 Stoll admits the
ennoblement of the hero and heroine; but for him this only
increases the tragic pathos of the catastrophe. Hazelton
Spencer follows Stoll in this contention. G. Wiison Knight
emphasizes the purgatorial liberation of the good. They
seem to be tending toward some purposeful end, he says
(but it is difficult to reconcile this idea with Knight's
concept of the Lear universe). Walter Raleigh and Stop-
ford Brooke also concede the redemption of Lear's soul
at the end of the tragedy; but this is the only relief
they allow in their deevly pessimistic interpretation., For
those who give an optimistic interpretation of the play, the

redemption of Lear is the token of hope; for the others,

2 ¥.8., p. 17, note.
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it is merely a puzzling light in a mysterious darkness.

A further idea mentioned by most of the critics is
the idea of justice. Very few hold that poetic justice
is done in the sense of proportionate reward or punish-
ment. Most, however, perceive at least a causal relation
between the deeds of the charscters and their fortunes.
Bradley, for example, notices that, although mockery of
justice is frequent in the‘play, there are also many
references té divine retribution; furthermore, he sees
some guilt in Lear and even in Cordelia, but certainly
no guilt proportionate to their suffering. Masefield
hoids the chief lesscn of the play to be the inevitable
restoration of the balance after an injustice has been
done. Craig proves that the whole play is an illustra-
tion of the virtue of justice and of its omposite vice;
he does not menpion poetic justice, but implies it when
he attributes the whole catastrophe to multiolied sins
against justice. utoll.says simply that justice is ad-
ministered, though in the case of the hero and heroine
disproportionately.

Those who give a pessimistic interpretaticn of the
play are, of course, less-likely to see any Jjustice in
the Lear gniverse. ‘'hus, Chambers says bluntly that
there is no poetic justice in the vlay and thet the suosr-
natural power is indifferent to human injustice. 3Stopford

Brooke says that Shakespeare, during the time of the com-
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position of King Lear, had fallen into disbelief in any
just gods. ‘“he interesting conclusion of G. Wilson ¥night
is that there is "natural justice"3 in the play, not

human or divine; by this he seems to mean that somehow
things work out to the advantage of the good and the
detriment of the wicked.

The question of justice in the play resolves itself
into twce asvects. The first asvect deals with poetic
Justice; and the consensus is that there is no striect
poetic justiee in the sense of proportionate reward for
the good and punishment for the wicked. The second
aspect deals with the existence of a just order of
things in the Lear universe. Here opinion is divided.
The optimists, especially Craig, hold with considerable
proof that there is a just morzl order in Shakespeare's
King Lear, while the pessimists make rather gratuitous
stetements to the effect that there is no justice in
the play.

Another problem for which the consensus of views
might be examined would be the question of the ruling
power in the world of Lear. However, the critics' re-
marks on this point are so vague that it seems better
not to attemnt to arrive at a concept agreed uvnon by all

or several. The critics' remarks on the ruling power

3. G. Wilson Knight, s 22%., P. 213,
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will be mentioned in the following evaluations of the
individual works.

Ais it has been said before, A. C. Bradley 1is one of
the most influential critics of recent years, and he is
frequently mentioned with respect by later critics.

His virtues have been sufficiently mentioned at the be-
ginning of Chapter II. His faults, it seems, lie chiefly
in the application of his nineteenth century philosophy
to the plays of Shakesveare. Stoll says that "philosophy,
transcendentalism does not apply"h in a discuésion of
tragedy. This may or may not be true, but it seems cer-
tain that neo-Hegeliasn philosophy will hardly be found in
Shakespeare. This, says Stoll, is really the source of
Bradley's explanation of Cordelia's death.? It 1s also
the source of Bradley's vagueness with regard to the
deity in the Lear universe. Bradley's final answer on
this point is that the atmosphere of king Lear is one of
"law and beautyﬁ and of "solemnity in the mystery we can-

not fatht)m."6

Nevertheless, in spite of what seems to be
a blg defect, Bradley has deepened the understanding of
King Lear. Perhaps neo-Hegelianism helped Bradley's in-
sight into the play; but from this it does not follow

necessarily that Slakespeare meant to reflect in his

work a neo-Hegelian universe.

' Be R, BisY); ep. git., p. 166.
5. Ibid., p. 64, note.
O. &, ©s Bredley, op, cit., p. 279.
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oir Walter Raleigh's Shakespeare has also been

highly vpraised, though not so highly as Bradley's work:
vev. in the attempt to extract a philosophical
significance from Shakespeare he has nelther

the insight nor the synthetic power of Prof,

Bradley. Yet the book 1s distinctly a brilliant

plece of writing and one may doubt whether any-

one in our generation has said so many keen things

about Shakespeare or said them so well.

As it was pointed out in Chavter IV, however, Raleigh
involves himself in a contradiction regarding the destiny
of man as he finds it in Shakespeare's tragic world. If
morality is "tossed aside,™ if the world is a place of
"naked brutality,™ how are noble women going to bring
about "ultimete salvation"?

Equally unsatisfactory are E. K. Chambers' remarks
that the tragic outcome of King Lear is due to malicious
external powers and that there is no justice whatever in
the play. The latter is stated without proof, although
to many critics, like Bradley and “raig, it does not ap-
pear to be self-evident. The former loses force in the
light of Professor Bradley's well-posited conclusicn that
there is a causal relation between the acts of the char-
acters and the consequences., Chambers' percention of the

cosmic nature of the great tragedies, however, is helpful

and undoubtedly a Jjust insight.

7. W. 4. Neilson, "Recent Shakespearean Criticism,"

The Atlantic Monthly, C (December, 1907), 824.
8. Walter Raleigh, op. c¢it., pp. 196 and 180.
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The criticism of Stopford Brooke is decidedly roman-

tie., His treatment of Lear is acutely and correctly dealt

with in the following:

«e+s Stopford Brooke refines upon accepted views
and explains rather than initiates. By stating
definitely certain things he brings them home

to us--such as the degree of savagery in the
human nature of the play. We knew before but
not in so detailed a manner that Lear's passion
increased his powers. If it is possible to vin-
dicate Goneril and Regan to some slight extent
he has done so--and here his criticism gets an
imaginative tinge. If he is right that the Fool
was angry, this is indeed something new: but we
will leave it undecided.?

Stopford Brooke 1s silent about the deity in ngz. He
says simply that Shakespeare had lost belief in any just
gods; but there is no positive statement as to the nature
of an external omnipotence, if any.

Another critic who derives from Hegel is Benedetto
Croce, who wrote in 1920 to prove that Shakespeare all
but arrived at the dialectical-historical idealism of
the neo-Hegelians. Croce's essay on the sentiment of
Shakespeare is a labyrinth of contradictions. The few pa.s-
sages quoted in Chapter III illustrate this fact. For
example, after saying that Shakespeare ™nowhere in his
work refers directly to C—od,"lO he says a few pages father

9. Augustus Ralli, By 8%, p. 933,

10, For a refutation of this sweeping generaligation,
see Leo Francis Stock, "Some Traces of Scholasticism in

Shakespeare,™" The American Catholic Quarterly Review
XLVII (July, 1922), p. 302. o . ’
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on: "The God that should pacify hearts 1is invoked, .'Jl
Moreover, he denies that Shakespeare had any definite system
of ethics or any definite beliefs, then in the end makes
him ocut to be, almost, a follower of the modern dialectic.
He arrives at this conclusion by investigating in some
mysterious way "the profcund character"l2 of the man,
although he has previously taken pages to show how
ridiculous it is to attribute to a poet the sentiments
he expresses in his work. The upshot of Croce's essay
is that the reader is as bewildered about Shakespeare as
Shakespesre, according to Croce, was about the universe.
Only the hope remains that from the strife of the contra-
dictions a synthesis of truth will emerge.

Contrary to Croce, J. Middleton Murry believes that
a great deal can be known about a poet's mind-life from
an examination of his works. Murry examines Shakespeare's
works and arrives at an ingenious and original theory
about Shakespeare's sentiment™ during the tragic and ro-
mantic periods. Ralli doubts whether the explanation is

13

true;”” and T. S. Eliot finds that there is more of Murry

in it than of Shakespeare.

It seems to me that one of the chief reasons for
questioning Mr. Strachey's Shakespeare, and Mr,

Murry's .... is the remarkable reseTblance they

bear to Mr. Strachey and Mr. Murry,Llk

11l. Penedetto Croce, op. cit. o 144,
BEAN . 1gz, T e Pe Ak
13. Augustus Ralli, op. cit., p. 437.
14, Quoted by Wm. S. Knickeréoéker, "Mr, Stoll's
Shakespeare," The Sewanee Review, XIII (april, 1934), 213.
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But of course Mr. Murry's answer is that criticism is
the confession of the adventures of a man's soul among
books. Whether or not Murry's explanation is true, it 1s
undoubtedly interesting. There is very likely, however,
much objective truth in his explanation of the nature of
poetry.

The article by Hardin Uraig, summerized in Chapter
III, stands on its own merits. It is reasonable to assune,
as Craig does, thaut since Shakespeare was not a professional
philosopher, he shared in the ideas popular in his day
about ethies, religion, and other philosophical matters.
The procedure, then, is to find out what the populsr con-
ception was on a given question and to investigate Shake-
speare's work to see if this conception is borne out.
In the article referred to, Craig states the vpooular
Elizabethan conception of justice and then proves by means
of a large number of pertinent quotations that Shakespeare
injected this concept even into the stark and chaotic world
of King Lear. This method seems to be so logical and
scientific that the cqnclusion nust of necessity be granted.

Stoll, Perkinson, and Spencer avnply the historical
method to different problems and arrive at conclusions
that are very satisfying because they are very reasonable.
The difficulty with historical criticism is not the method
itself, but the unreasonable extension of the method. If

the historical critic forgets that he is dealing with
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poetry and not with a catalog of conventions in a certain
age, his criticism will very likely go awry.

Any procedure which tries to hold in just egui-

1ibrium external influences upon the dramatist,

and the mysterious vast of genius, is bound to

err in details. Reing human, the critic cannot

always hold the balance true. ©So legouis thinks

that Stoll does not always make sufficient gllow-

ance for Shakespeare's imaginative freedom.

This is undoubtedly true. Many think that Stoll errs in
excessive insistence on the conclusions of the historical
method., Spencer shows great skill in combining the find-
ings of historical criticism with a true appreciation of
poetry. And Psrkinson, dealing with the source of King
Lear, is not greatly interested in interpretation.

G. Wilson Knight is an example of the critic who con-
demns historical criticism and attempts to arrive through
intuition at Shakespeare's meaning. In the process he
unconsciously, perhaps, sets Shakespeare's stage with
his own moGern intellectual provs. 'Thus, his discovery
that the idea of progress is represented in the characters
of Xing Lear is probably due to modern anthropological con-
ceptions rather than based on sound evidence in the play
itself. It is true that the idea of man's progress from
savagery was current even in ancilent literature; but
there is little reason to suppose that Shakespeare meant
to illustrate the idea in King lLear. But whatever may be

15. Quoted ibid., p. 216, from W. ¥W. Lawrence,
Shakespeare's Problem Comedies, p. 29.
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the truth with regard to this particular question--if
the actual, historical background of Shakespeare's work
is rejected, another background of the eritic's own in-
vention will be substituted.
v... to throw out Shakespeare's stage and thea-
trical technique in one sweeping sentence shows
just how far the critic will lead us from Shake-

speare and his age igto the mystical dreams of
modern metaphysics.l

This applies also to throwing out Shakespeare's sources
and Shakespeare's thought background. And the result of
doing so is well exemplified in the vagaries of G. Wilson
Knight. ‘

The ideal critic, then, would be ons who combined
vast learning with deep poetic insight. Iark Van Doren,
though not a very influential critic, is credited with
this rare combination of qualities. Hazelton Spencer also
approaches it, though in his book the emphasis is on the
retailing of facts. In the following two quotatlions both
Van Doren's and Spencer's merits are justly expressed:

This book lVan Doren's) is the work of a poet
who is also a scholar. The sensitive and sympathe-
tic imagination which is constantly alert to over-
tones of style and subtleties of imagery is ground-
ed upon solid learning and an abundance of common
sense.l7

Comparison of this book with Mr. Mark Van

Dorents 'Shakespeare! .... is obvious. ZEach

16. R, W. Babcock, "The White Knight As Critic,"
The Sewanee Review, XLIT (July, 1934), 323.

17. S. C. Chew, "The Play's the Thing,"™ New York
Herald Tribuus Books, XVI (October 1, 1939(, .
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supplements the other most acceptably. The poet

gave us a more profound and more sensitive com-

mentary; .... The professor has had to pacg in

short compass all that we Xknow, togepher with

what may be validly assumed, concerning Shake-

speare's life, social and professional environ-

ment, technique, and achievement.l
The first of these quotations may seem to contradict Van
Doren's statement that he is going to ignore questions of
text, source, authenticity, etc.; but at the same time
Van Doren had this knowledge to steady his poetic tempera-
ment in his judgments about the plays.

With regard to the ruling power of the Lear universe,
Van Doren is silent; however he implies a malicious
deity when he says that Lear is the tragedy of a man
pursued to inevitable doom. Spencer also implies a

malicious power which, he says, operates through human

agencies.

The foregoing judgments on the various critics repre-
sented in the thesis are offered as evaluations which are
somewhat tentative. The primary purpose of the thesis,
however, was not to determine finally which of the inter-
pretations were the bést, but to give a summary, as objec-
tively as possible, of the foremost interpreters of the
play since the beginning of the century. This has been
done in Chapters II, III, IV.

In making the summaries, however, it was impossible

18. S. C. Chew, "iho William Shakespeare Was,"

New York Herald Tribune Books, XVI (March 31, 1940), 6.
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not to notice some points of similarity and difference
and to make some judgment as to the relative merits of
the various works. These points of similarity and dif-
ference have been added in the final chapter together
with the evaluations of the various works. In final
analysis, then, what conclusion can be drawn as to the
present-day status of criticism on the meaning of King
Lear? To the writer, it seems that the optimists have
the advantage over the pessimists. The main reason is
that their arguments are better supported by evidence
from the play. A second reason is the great authority
of the critics who hold the optimistic interpretation.
In this regard few critics could be found superior to
Hardin Craig, J. Middleton Murry, Elmer kdgar Stoll, and
A. C. Bradley. In the writer's judgment, these men have

given the Best interpretations of King Lear.
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