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INTRODUCTION TO WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

 

FACTS VERSUS SPECULATION

Anyone who wishes to know where documented truth ends and where speculation begins in Shakespearean scholarship and criticism first needs to know the facts of Shakespeare’s life. A medley of life records suggest, by their lack of inwardness, how little is known of Shakespeare’s ideology, his beliefs and opinions.

William Shakespeare was baptized on April 26, 1564, as “Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakspere”; the evidence is the parish register of Holy Trinity Church, Stratford, England.

HUSBAND AND FATHER

On November 28, 1582, the Bishop of Worcester issued a license to William Shakespeare and “Anne Hathaway of Stratford” to solemnize a marriage upon one asking of the banns providing that there were no legal impediments. Three askings of the banns were (and are) usual in the Church of England.

On May 26, 1583, the records of the parish church in Stratford note the baptism of Susanna, daughter to William Shakespeare. The inference is clear, then, that Anne Hathaway Shakespeare was with child at the time of her wedding.

On February 2, 1585, the records of the parish church in Stratford note the baptisms of “Hamnet & Judeth, sonne and daughter to William Shakspere.”

SHAKESPEARE INSULTED

On September 20, 1592, Robert Greene’s A Groats-worth of witte, bought with a million of Repentance was entered in the Stationers’ Register. In this work Shakespeare was publicly insulted as “an upstart Crow, beautified with our [“gentlemen” playwrights usually identified as Marlowe, Nashe, and Lodge] feathers, that with Tygers hart wrapt in a Players hyde [a parody of a Shakespearean line in II Henry VI] supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you: and being an absolute Iohannes fac totum, is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in a country.” This statement asperses not only Shakespeare’s art but intimates his base, i.e., non-gentle, birth. A “John factotum” is a servant or a man of all work.

On April 18, 1593, Shakespeare’s long erotic poem Venus and Adonis was entered for publication. It was printed under the author’s name and was dedicated to the nineteen-year-old Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton.

On May 9, 1594, another long erotic poem, The Rape of Lucrece, was entered for publication. It also was printed under Shakespeare’s name and was dedicated to the Earl of Southampton.

On December 26 and 27, 1594, payment was made to Shakespeare and others for performances at court by the Lord Chamberlain’s servants.

For August 11, 1596, the parish register of Holy Trinity Church records the burial of “Hamnet filius William Shakspere.”

FROM “VILLEIN” TO “GENTLEMAN”

On October 20, 1596, John Shakespeare, the poet’s father, was made a “gentleman” by being granted the privilege of bearing a coat of arms. Thus, William Shakespeare on this day also became a “gentleman.” Shakespeare’s mother, Mary Arden Shakespeare, was “gentle” by birth. The poet was a product of a cross-class marriage. Both the father and the son were technically “villeins” or “villains” until this day.

On May 24, 1597, William Shakespeare purchased New Place, a large house in the center of Stratford.

CITED AS “BEST”

In 1598 Francis Meres’s Palladis Tamia listed Shakespeare more frequently than any other English author. Shakespeare was cited as one of eight by whom “the English tongue is mightily enriched, and gorgeouslie invested in rare ornaments and resplendent abiliments”; as one of six who had raised monumentum aere perennius [a monument more lasting than brass]; as one of five who excelled in lyric poetry; as one of thirteen “best for Tragedie,” and as one of seventeen who were “best for Comedy.”

On September 20, 1598, Shakespeare is said on the authority of Ben Jonson (in his collection of plays, 1616) to have been an actor in Jonson’s Every Man in His Humour.

On September 8, 1601, the parish register of Holy Trinity in Stratford records the burial of “Mr. Johannes Shakespeare,” the poet’s father.

BECOMES A “KING’S MAN”

In 1603 Shakespeare was named among others, the Lord Chamberlain’s players, as licensed by James I (Queen Elizabeth having died) to become the King’s Men.

In 1603 a garbled and pirated Hamlet (now known as Q1) was printed with Shakespeare’s name on the title page.

In March 1604, King James gave Shakespeare, as one of the Grooms of the Chamber (by virtue of being one of the King’s Men), four yards of red cloth for a livery, this being in connection with a royal progress through the City of London.

In 1604 (probably) there appeared a second version of Hamlet (now known as Q2), enlarged and corrected, with Shakespeare’s name on the title page.

On June 5, 1607, the parish register at Stratford records the marriage of “M. John Hall gentleman & Susanna Shaxspere,” the poet’s elder daughter. John Hall was a doctor of medicine.

BECOMES A GRANDFATHER

On February 21, 1608, the parish register at Holy Trinity, Stratford, records the baptism of Elizabeth Hall, Shakespeare’s first grandchild.

On September 9, 1608, the parish register at Holy Trinity, Stratford, records the burial of Mary Shakespeare, the poet’s mother.

On May 20, 1609, “Shakespeares Sonnets. Never before Imprinted” was entered for publication.

On February 10, 1616, the marriage of Judith, Shakespeare’s younger daughter, is recorded in the parish register of Holy Trinity, Stratford.

On March 25, 1616, Shakespeare made his will. It is extant.

On April 23, 1616, Shakespeare died. The monument in the Stratford church is authority for the date.

BURIED IN STRATFORD CHURCH

On April 25, 1616, Shakespeare was buried in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford. Evidence of this date is found in the church register. A stone laid over his grave bears the inscription:

Good Frend for Jesus Sake Forbeare, To Digg The Dust Encloased Heare! Blest Be Ye Man Yt Spares Thes Stones, And Curst Be He Yt Moves My Bones.

DEMAND FOR MORE INFORMATION

These are the life records of Shakespeare. Biographers, intent on book length or even short accounts of the life of the poet, of necessity flesh out these (and other) not very revealing notices from 1564-1616, Shakespeare’s life span with ancillary matter such as the status of Elizabethan actors, details of the Elizabethan theaters, and life under Elizabeth I and James I. Information about Shakespeare’s artistic life-for example, his alteration of his sources-is much more abundant than truthful insights into his personal life, including his beliefs. There is, of course, great demand for colorful stories about Shakespeare, and there is intense pressure on biographers to depict the poet as a paragon of wisdom.

ANECDOTES-TRUE OR UNTRUE?

Biographers of Shakespeare may include stories about Shakespeare that have been circulating since at least the seventeenth century; no one knows whether or not these stories are true. One declares that Shakespeare was an apprentice to a butcher, that he ran away from his master, and was received by actors in London. Another story holds that Shakespeare was, in his youth, a schoolmaster somewhere in the country. Another story has Shakespeare fleeing from his native town to escape the clutches of Sir Thomas Lucy who had often had him whipped and sometimes imprisoned for poaching deer. Yet another story represents the youthful Shakespeare as holding horses and taking care of them while their owners attended the theater. And there are other stories.

Scholarly and certainly lay expectations oblige Shakespearean biographers often to resort to speculation. This may be very well if biographers use such words as conjecture, presumably, seems, and almost certainly. I quote an example of this kind of hedged thought and language from Hazelton Spencer’s The Art and Life of William Shakespeare (1940); “Of politics Shakespeare seems to have steered clear . . . but at least by implication Shakespeare reportedly endorses the strong-monarchy policy of the Tudors and Stuarts.” Or one may say, as I do in my book Blood Will Tell in Shakespeare’s Plays (1984): “Shakespeare particularly faults his numerous villeins for lacking the classical virtue of courage (they are cowards) and for deficiencies in reasoning ability (they are ‘fools’), and in speech (they commit malapropisms), for lack of charity, for ambition, for unsightly faces and poor physiques, for their smell, and for their harboring lice.” This remark is not necessarily biographical or reflective of Shakespeare’s personal beliefs; it refers to Shakespeare’s art in that it makes general assertions about the base - those who lacked coats of arms-as they appear in the poet’s thirty-seven plays. The remark’s truth or lack of truth may be tested by examination of Shakespeare’s writings.

WHO WROTE SHAKESPEARE’S PLAYS?

The less reputable biographers of Shakespeare, including some of weighty names, state assumptions as if they were facts concerning the poet’s beliefs. Perhaps the most egregious are those who cannot conceive that the Shakespearean plays were written by a person not a graduate of Oxford or Cambridge and destitute of the insights permitted by foreign travel and by life at court. Those of this persuasion insist that the seventeenth Earl of Oxford, Edward de Vere (whose descendant Charles Vere recently spoke up for the Earl’s authorship of the Shakespearean plays), or Sir Francis Bacon, or someone else wrote the Shakespearean plays. It is also argued that the stigma of publication would besmirch the honor of an Elizabethan gentleman who published under his own name (unless he could pretend to correct a pirated printing of his writings).

BEN JONSON KNEW HIM WELL

Suffice it here to say that the thought of anyone writing the plays and giving them to the world in the name of Shakespeare would have astonished Ben Jonson, a friend of the poet, who literally praised Shakespeare to the skies for his comedies and tragedies in the fine poem “To the Memory of My Beloved Master the Author, Mr. William Shakespeare, and What He Hath Left Us” (printed in the First Folio, 1623). Much more commonplace and therefore much more obtrusive upon the minds of Shakespeare students are those many scholars who are capable of writing, for example, that Shakespeare put more of himself into Hamlet than any of his other characters or that the poet had no rigid system of religion or morality. Even George Lyman Kittredge, the greatest American Shakespearean, wrote, “Hamlet’s advice to the players has always been understood - and rightly - to embody Shakespeare’s own views on the art of acting.”

In point of fact, we know nothing of Shakespeare’s beliefs or opinions except such obvious inferences as that he must have thought New Place, Stratford, worth buying because he bought it. Even Homer, a very self-effacing poet, differs in this matter from Shakespeare. Twice in the Iliad he speaks in his own voice (distinguished from the dialogue of his characters) about certain evil deeds of Achilles. Shakespeare left no letters, no diary, and no prefaces (not counting conventionally obsequious dedications); no Elizabethan Boswell tagged Shakespeare around London and the provinces to record his conversation and thus to reveal his mind. In his plays Shakespeare employed no rainsonneur, or authorial mouthpiece, as some other dramatists have done: contrary to many scholarly assertions, it cannot be proved that Prospero, in The Tempest in the speech ending “I’ll drown my book” (Act V), and Ulysses, in Troilus and Cressida in the long speech on “degree” (Act II), speak Shakespeare’s own sentiments. All characters in all Shakespearean plays speak for themselves. Whether they speak also for Shakespeare cannot be proved because documents outside the plays cannot be produced.

As for the sonnets, they have long been the happy hunting ground of biographical crackpots who lack outside documents, who do not recognize that Shakespeare may have been using a persona, and who seem not to know that in Shakespeare’s time good sonnets were supposed to read like confessions.

Some critics even go to the length of professing to hear Shakespeare speaking in the speech of a character and uttering his private beliefs. An example may be found in A. L. Rowse’s What Shakespeare Read and Thought (1981): “Nor is it so difficult to know what Shakespeare thought or felt. A writer, Logan Pearsall Smith, had the perception to see that a personal tone of voice enters when Shakespeare is telling you what he thinks, sometimes almost a raised voice; it is more obvious again when he urges the same point over and over.”

BUT THERE’S NO PROOF!

Rowse, deeply enamoured of his ability to hear Shakespeare’s own thoughts in the speeches of characters speaking in character, published a volume entitled Shakespeare’s Self-Portrait, Passages from His Work (1984). One critic might hear Shakespeare voicing his own thoughts in a speech in Hamlet; another might hear the author in Macbeth. Shakespearean writings can become a vast whispering gallery where Shakespeare himself is heard hic et ubique (here and everywhere), without an atom of documentary proof.

“BETTER SO”

Closer to truth is Matthew Arnold’s poem on Shakespeare:

Others abide our question. Thou art free. We ask and ask - thou smilest and art still, Out-topping knowledge. For the loftiest hill, Who to the stars uncrowns his majesty, Planting his steadfast footsteps in the sea, Making the heaven of heavens his dwelling Spares but the cloudy border of his base To the foiled searching of mortality; And thou, who didst the stars and sunbeams know, Self-schooled, self-scanned, self-honoured, self-secure, Didst tread the earth unguessed at. - Better so. . . .

Here Arnold has Dichtung und Wahrheit - both poetry and truth - with at least two abatements: he exaggerates Shakespeare’s wisdom - the poet, after all, is not God; and Arnold fails to acknowledge that Shakespeare’s genius was variously recognized in his own time. Jonson, for example, recorded that the “players [actors of the poet’s time] have often mentioned it as an honor to Shakespeare, that in his writing (whatsoever he penned) he never blotted a line” (Timber), and of course there is praise of Shakespeare, some of it quoted above, in Meres’s Palladis Tamia (1598).

THE BEST APPROACH

Hippocrates’ first apothegm states, “Art is long, but life is short.” Even Solomon complained of too many books. One must be, certainly in our time, very selective. Shakespeare’s ipsissima verba (his very words) should of course be studied, and some of them memorized. Then, if one has time, the golden insights of criticism from the eighteenth century to the present should be perused. (The problem is to find them all in one book!) And the vast repetitiousness, the jejune stating of the obvious, and the rampant subjectivity of much Shakespearean criticism should be shunned.

Then, if time serves, the primary sources of Shakespeare’s era should be studied because the plays were not impervious to colorings imparted by the historical matrix. Finally, if the exigencies of life permit, biographers of Shakespeare who distinguish between fact and guesswork, such as Marchette Chute (Shakespeare of London), should be consulted. The happiest situation, pointed to by Jesus in Milton’s Paradise Regained, is to bring judgment informed by knowledge to whatever one reads.
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INTRODUCTION TO MACBETH

 

THEME

There are few plays from which all critics will abstract the same main theme. With this caveat one may think that Macbeth is founded on the idea that the nature of man and the nature of man’s universe are so constructed that a man cannot play with evil and remain prosperous and intact in this world, not to mention the next one. More precisely, in the words and formulation of G. R. Elliott, it is that a “wicked intention must in the end produce wicked action unless it is not merely revoked by the protagonist’s better feelings, but entirely eradicated by his inmost will, aided by Divine grace.” The theme is enforced by the brevity of the play; by the relatively unvaried style; by recurrent images, notably sleeplessness, blood, and darkness; and by a succession of physically thrilling actions, such as sleepwalking, hallucinations, Banquo’s ghost, the Sisters, deaths and reports of deaths.

DATING OF MACBETH

The dating of Macbeth is not definitely established. The intimate connections of the play with the ideas of James I of England suggest that the play was not written before 1603, the date of Jame’s accession. One Simon Forman attended a performance at the Globe in 1611. Tres Quasi Sibyllae, in which creatures like the Sisters spoke oracularly of James’s splendid descent from Banquo, was given before the King in the summer of 1605. The Porter refers to “equivocation,” thought to allude to Father Garnet’s “equivocation” during his trial in the spring of 1606 for complicity in the Gunpowder Plot; and this note of equivocation, since it resounds throughout the play, does not appear to be a spur-of-the-minute insertion. A connection may exist between the farmer that hanged himself on the expectation of plenty (II.iii.4-5) and the price of wheat in 1606. The evidence therefore intimates that Macbeth was first produced in late 1606.

SOURCES OF MACBETH

The main source of Macbeth is Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles, 1587 from which, as a modern source (as distinguished from Plutarch the ancient, for example), Shakespeare felt free to depart. He combines the rebellion of Macdonwald and the invasion of Sweno, King of Norway. He drops Holinshed’s point that Banquo was Macbeth’s chief ally in the murder of Duncan. He shifts over to the murder of King Duff by Donwald for the account of the butchery of Duncan. He seems to take the voice crying “Sleep no more” from what Holinshed tells of the dream of King Kenneth III. In Holinshed, the Weird Sisters disappear after meeting Macbeth on the heath. Wizards in Holinshed warn to beware Macduff, and a witch offers the prophecy of “none of woman born” and the prophecy of Birnam Wood. Shakespeare eliminates Holinshed’s point that Macbeth was a good king for ten years.

Murderer’s.

Other chroniclers presenting the story of Macbeth were Hector Boece, Scotorum Historiae, 1527, translated into Scottish by John Bellenden; John Fordum, Scotichronicon, ca. 1384; and Andrew Wyntown, Orygynale Chronykil of Scotland, ca. 1424. Although the history of Macbeth was known, there does not seem to have been an earlier play on this subject. As one might expect, Shakespeare employed many minor sources or, at any rate, wrote in such fashion that scholars frequently suggest analogues that they are tempted to view as sources. For example, Jane H. Jack calls attention to the Book of Revelation (on a portion of which King James wrote his A Fruitfull Meditation) as paralleling, in its account of Satan’s breaking forth from prison and the terrors of the last days, Macbeth’s reign in Scotland. She goes on to suggest that both works are full of images of the withdrawal of grace, vast space, strange phenomena (voices, earthquakes, etc.), blood, and children. Henry N. Paul, perhaps the most notable recent scholar of Macbeth, suggests Senecan influence specifically from Hercules Furens, in the horror of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth as they look upon their bloodstained hands. He thinks Seneca’s words “Curae leves loquuntur, ingentes stupent” (light cares make one talkative, huge cares stupefy) underlie Malcolm’s lines in IV.iii.209-210. More generally, Paul connects the ghosts, the aphorisms, and the tendency to make the audience admire Macbeth at the last hour with the practice of Seneca.

AN ACTOR’S PLAY

Macbeth is preeminently an actors’ play because its condensed expression leaves much to pauses, hesitations, inflections, and gestures especially in III.iv. Dennis Bartholomeusz’ Macbeth and the Players may be offered in testimony. Garrick played the title role so as to inspire fear and pity. Kemble emphasized pity by the nobility of his acting. Macready’s Macbeth was more savage than noble. G. H. Lewes wrote of Kean’s Macbeth: “You had less the thought of a combat with Fate than of a bull fight and of the brave and frantic efforts of the tortured animal in the arena.” Orson Welles in a filmed version made Macbeth a heathen of the moors more suitable to the atmosphere of Beowulf than to the Renaissance. Roman Polanski in another filming made Macbeth so villainous that the protagonist does not struggle between the promptings of good and evil. In Akira Kurosawa’s filmed version, Lady Macbeth announces pregnancy when Macbeth is about to become king.

QUESTIONS THAT THE PLAY RAISES

Macbeth, like other good tragedies, raises many questions for which there are no completely satisfactory answers. Why does Macbeth not know of Cawdor’s treachery? Why does Macduff leave his family? Who is the Third Murderer? Why does Banquo never speak to the lords of the prophecies of the Sisters? Why does Banquo, the putative ancestor of King James, show a less healthy moral sensibility than Macduff, particularly inasmuch as he has more evidence of Macbeth’s guilt than Macduff possesses? Does Macbeth’s attitude toward his wife change as the play proceeds? Has Lady Macbeth had a child? How is one to reconcile the beneficent and the malefic aspects of external nature in Macbeth? What has Hecate to do with manifestations of witchcraft in Scotland? Is Macbeth to be thought as having medieval Scotland or the Renaissance as its chronological setting? How can Duncan be thought a highly admirable king when he does not always know his friends from his enemies? How do we know that a Jacobean audience understood that the posterity of Banquo and of Duncan somehow merged, inasmuch as this notion is extra-textual? Why does Lady Macbeth, who shows little interest in Macbeth’s account of the Witches, suddenly invite demons to possess her? Did Shakespeare know that the word “weird” signified fate? How long does the action of Macbeth last? Why is there evidence of at least six unwritten scenes in Macbeth? Why does Macbeth speak of himself in IV.i.98 as “our high-placed Macbeth” when it is not characteristic of him to refer to himself impersonally? How could the Bleeding Sergeant travel the impossibly long way from Fife to Forres (I.ii.42)? Precisely what is the action indicated by the stage directions at the end of V.viii?

WITCHCRAFT ON THE ENGLISH STAGE

Before Macbeth only a few English plays, such as Mother Bombie and The Wise Woman of Hogsden, had dealt at length with witchcraft, and the only great play to be devoted to the supernatural during the English Renaissance before Shakespeare’s work was Marlowe’s The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus. Nevertheless, assuming Macbeth to have been tailored to King James’s interests and believing that English people of these times generally credited witchcraft, we think that Shakespeare had a number of considerations that made success possible for a play combining witchcraft and the supernatural. James was a student of witchcraft, as attested by his writing Daemonologie, published in 1597. In 1605 the King visited Oxford University where he witnessed a playlet in Latin in which three persons dressed as sibyls came forth to flatter him with prophecies concerning the tenure of the Stuart dynasty. The primary source of Macbeth, Holinshed, authorized use of the three Sisters in a dramatic treatment of this subject. Holinshed says: “But afterwards the common opinion was, that these women were either the weird sisters, that is (as ye would say) the goddesses of destinie, or else some nymphs or feiries, indued with knowledge or prophesie by their necromantical science, because everything came to passe as they had spoken.” Shakespeare causes the Sisters to absorb later prophecies vouchsafed Macbeth by a wizard and a witch, thus magnifying their role.

HOW OLD IS MACBETH?

Macbeth’s age has often been mooted by scholars, and the question obtrudes itself upon readers and, all the more so, upon film directors and directors of plays. A too-young Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, as in Roman Polanski’s filmed version, may be “too callow to express Shakespeare’s emotions” (Pauline Kael, New Yorker, Feb. 2, 1972); and Macbeth thus depicted may be at his latter end too unwrinkled and supple to be natural in delivering such lines as “my way of life/ Is fall’n into the sear, the yellow leaf. . . .” A too-old Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, as in George Schaefer’s filmed version (with Maurice Evans and Dame Judith Anderson), seem past the age of political ambition. In discussing this question in an appendix to Shakespearean Tragedy, A. C. Bradley concluded that Macbeth is middle-aged, older than Malcolm, of about the same age as Banquo, and younger than Duncan.

MACBETH’S CHARACTER

Macbeth has, as his wife says, the milk of human kindness (which was not a cliché when the play was written), the kind of affection that many people have for others when self-interest is not rampant. He has a high regard for Duncan and Banquo, defaming the latter only once (III.i.74 ff.). He differs from Duncan in this regard in that the King’s charity is of a quality that works to transform human society into a family and that, as G. R. Elliott points out, “makes the spirit of Duncan persist through the play after his death.” Nevertheless, Macbeth shares in a somewhat limited way in the moral nature of manhood as seen in I.vii.46-47, as E. M. Waith observes, without wanting to contract himself at the urgings of his wife into a paragon of energy, energy simply devoted to utterly selfish ends. Macbeth thus differs from Macduff, who more fully realizes both the valorous and moral nature of manhood, and from Richard III, who is a melodramatic villain and indeed a scourge of God.

Macbeth, unlike Richard, is not completely hardened even at the end of the play. He exhibits remorse immediately after the murder of Duncan, and he repeatedly displays anguish after commission of his atrocities. In proposing the savage murder of Macduff’s family, he speaks of these “unfortunate” souls (IV.i.152) without attaching irony or sadism to this adjective. The passage “I have lived long enough” (V.iii.22-28) is not, in its apprehension of the failure of a life, the utterance of a thorough reprobate like Richard; and “poor heart” (V.iii.28) is analogous to “unfortunate souls.” Macbeth, unlike Richard, is self-tortured and thus wins of us a degree of sympathy. Macbeth is utterly free from Richard’s savage humor as seen, for example, in his jesting about sending Clarence to Heaven post-post-haste. Unlike Iago, Macbeth is unequipped with a philosophy of egoism.

Unlike Lady Macbeth, he does not pray to have his nature altered. He makes no formal compact, as Faustus does, with the Devil. He never chastises his wife for her failure to bear sons though his ambition is dynastic rather than personal, and even though, whatever Renaissance medical theory may have taught, royal practice as observable in the reign of Henry VIII held the wife rather than the husband to blame for lack of issue. Although there is slight evidence that Macbeth uses Lady Macbeth not to form his murderous intent toward Duncan but to give him courage and practical insight into the way this piece of regicide may be committed, he vacillates before the murder of Duncan (I.vii.1ff.), he experiences hallucinations that precede (II.i.33-35) and follow (II.ii.35-36) this murder; he is unable to answer “amen” to “God bless us” (II.ii.23 ff.); he feels remorse in II.ii.60 ff.; and his later savagery suggests the utter subversion of his nature.

Macbeth is not sufficiently cultivated in good or evil to muster poise for all occasions: thus he experiences difficulty in sleeping; he uses rhetoric badly in the presence of others when disturbed (I.iv) and even resorts to improbability (e.g., I.iii.149-150); he cannot reproduce imperial dignity and the graces of kingship as Claudius, Hamlet’s stepfather, manages to do. So he must act, and so he stays the onset of madness, acquiring firmness of purpose in the wrong road. Even his soliloquies, notable for magniloquence and phantasmagoria and marked by voluptuous word-painting, show more the stages of his corruption than its causes - the need for action to cover his lack of poise in awaiting developments and the need to stifle the moral imagination that enables him to foresee the consequences of his actions.

AUDIENCE SYMPATHY FOR MACBETH

Shakespeare manages to keep Macbeth within the circle of the readers’ sympathy in spite of the difficulties inherent in blackening his character (as received from Holinshed, the primary source) in the interest of promoting the Stuart myth and of thereby caressing and cosseting King James. Shakespeare suppresses the point that it is an elected king, Duncan, who names his son heir-apparent. He declines to mention Holinshed’s remark about Duncan’s “feeble and slouthful administration.” We hear nothing of Macbeth’s capable rule of Scotland for ten years as reported by Holinshed. Shakespeare causes Macbeth to murder a guest, whom he is duty-bound to protect. He makes a younger and physically stronger man murder a presumably old man in his sleep. He causes Macbeth to murder, only for the cause of advancement, a king who is legitimate and honorable, and this murder is compassed on the night of the day when Macbeth has been rewarded with the thanedom of Cawdor and his wife has been given a diamond by the monarch. Macbeth is insensitive to the beauty of nature and, with qualifications, to the beauty of human life. His imagination fixes on the horrid and gloomy.

In spite of these refractory considerations, Shakespeare wins by various means a measure of sympathy for Macbeth. He gives his protagonist wonderful lines. He exhibits Macbeth’s virtue and bravery at the beginning of the play, and he keeps Macbeth’s bravery before us to his death. He emphasizes the influence of the supernatural on Macbeth. He makes much of the inordinate ambition of Lady Macbeth and of her goading Macbeth by remarks that reflect badly on his manhood. Shakespeare reduces our interest in most other characters by keeping them relatively unindividualized so that Macbeth and Lady Macbeth tend to absorb our attention and sympathy. He keeps Macbeth and Lady Macbeth active: audiences tend to identify themselves more readily with active than with passive characters. He keeps the murder of Duncan offstage. He keeps Macbeth from becoming a scourge of God like Richard III: if Macbeth is a monster of iniquity from the beginning, as in Orson Welles’s Macbeth, the speech about the loss of friends, honour, love (V.iii.24-26), and certain other speeches become drained of significance. Readers of Romantic ideology and sympathies, because of their sympathy with anyone who is a rebel and who dares greatly, tend to feel kindly toward Macbeth. Critics whose forte is character analysis, e.g., Bradley, incline to admire Macbeth. On the other hand, those who are chiefly concerned with pattern analysis, notably of imagery (Christian references, light, darkness, order, disorder, etc.), are not especially sympathetic with Macbeth. (See also “Macbeth” in “Character Analyses,” p. 136).

CHARACTER OF LADY MACBETH

Lady Macbeth derives from her counterpart in Holinshed, more from Donwald’s wife (Donwald was “set on” by his wife to murder King Duff) in the same source, possibly from Livy’s Tullia, and mostly from Shakespeare. Extremes of her characterization are on the one side a hatchet-faced termagant and on the other, as G. H. Lewes said of Mrs. Siddons’ post-Shakespearean sentimentalization,” a fair, delicate womanly woman, capable of great ‘valour of the tongue’, capable of nerving herself for any one great object but showing by her subsequent remorse and broken heart that she had been playing a part.” The former characterization has explicit textual basis in Malcolm’s “fiend-like queen” (V.ix.35); the latter is based upon the belief that she is small - she says that she has a small hand - and probably fragile, that she is beautiful, and that she almost faints after the murder.

Lady Macbeth is of course not so thoroughly individualized as Macbeth: accordingly Shakespeare does not show her gradual declension. She defines herself wholly by her husband, whom she will single-mindedly promote by any means to the throne, in which he seems to have shown a tenacious interest before the opening of the play in speeches not reported in the exposition. If she does not have considerable force of character, compounded of “self-conquest, singleness of will, and tenacity of purpose,” she will appear sniveling, and Macbeth will not seem misled. She is neither intellectually brilliant nor very knowledgeable. Her idea of blaming the grooms lacks cogency. Like people of humdrum minds, she depends on proverbial wisdom, e.g., “the poor cat i’ the adage.” The Witches are not important to her although they are made important in the play. Interestingly, Lady Macbeth and the Witches are visually linked in Kurosawa’s filmed version by “unearthly whiteness both in dress and countenance.” She does suffer a traditional effect of demon-possession in that by removal of her blood she is unable to have children-in Shakespeare villains do not usually beget offspring-in spite of her husband’s intense desire to found a dynasty, and loss of blood may account for her tottering of mind and body in her last appearance. Shakespeare, with his habitual aversion to the excessively repulsive, does not explain concerning either Lady Macbeth or Joan of Arc how demons remove blood from human females.

Lady Macbeth is like Lady Macduff in remoteness from the political life of Scotland, in her passionate and impatient nature, and in her devotion to her husband; she lacks, of course, Lady Macduff’s conventional morality but not to the point of speaking of Duncan’s murder without the disguise of euphemisms (e.g., “to catch the nearest way,” “this night’s great business”). Though her nature is sufficiently poised to indulge deliberate punning (“I’ll gild the faces of the grooms withal”), she is not able to endure horrors which are unplanned and novel, e.g., the butchery of Duncan’s grooms. She eggs on her husband by charm, coaxing, soothing, and taunting. An interesting point is what she means by sworn in “had I so sworn as you/ Have done in this” (I. vii. 58-59). Either she means that Macbeth has actually sworn before the opening of the play to kill Duncan because “he would not have been chosen by the witches had his soul not been prepared for them,” or Lady Macbeth is exaggerating in the hope of stealing her husband for the deed.

THE THREE SISTERS

The precise nature of the Sisters is ultimately unclear, an enrichment of the play because a great tragedy should by no means be so clear to us as the multiplication tables lest it cease to fascinate us and lest it oversimplify human nature, to say nothing of the supernatural. Holinshed spoke of the Sisters as “feiries,” and Shakespeare paralleled “fairies” and “tempters of the night” in Cymbeline, II .ii. 9, thus employing in Macbeth traditional associations of these creatures and eschewing the delicate, dainty, and entrancing ambience of fairies that he had innovated in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The term weird (from Anglo-Saxon wyrd, “fate”) in “weird sisters,” twice spelled weyward in the First Folio of 1623, means in Holinshed “goddesses of destinie,” but this fact does not necessarily mean that Shakespeare gives the word Holinshed’s meaning. Certainly the idea that the Sisters are Fates lends them stature far above that of witches as understood by the English and assists in deluding Macbeth to his downfall. When his destruction is near he realizes that they are “juggling fiends,” creatures through whom the Devil works. It was one of the errors of the great Shakespearean scholar G. L. Kittredge, who, interestingly, wrote Witchcraft in Old and New England (1929), to insist upon the Nornlike (i.e., resembling the Norse Fates) character of the sisters (Sixteen Plays of Shakespeare [Boston, 1946), pp. 589-60): the fact is that they do not determine Macbeth’s destiny but only predict it.

Yet, unlike witches, they can disappear into exiguous air; and they seem to know the past, the present, and the future. Yet they are like English witches (who are properly to be distinguished from Scottish witches) in their horrid appearance and in the disgusting ingredients thrown into their brew. Among themselves they speak as if they came from the lowest classes, but with Macbeth they speak in elevated fashion with obscure brevity and solemnity in headless octosyllabics. Their oracular utterance presumably derives from the inspiration of their “familiars” (one of whom is named “Harpier”). The puzzling identity of the Sisters is compounded by the Hecate scenes, which are usually thought to be non-Shakespearean interpolations by Thomas Middleton because of his authorship in The Witch of the songs called for in the stage directions at III.
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