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Come, said my soul,
Such verses for my body let us write, (for we are one,)

Walt Whitman — Leaves of Grass — 1855

A highly valued contributor to Memoria di Shakespeare has left us,
not long after authoring an intelligent and original piece published
in issue number 7, “Vanitas”, edited by Rosy Colombo and Keir
Elam. That essay was further proof of Catherine Belsey’s interest in
continental Shakespearean studies — which in turn are much
indebted to her vivid and thoughtful contributions to academic
inquiry. Our journal will miss her voice.
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Introduction. American Shakespeare

Maria DiBattista

The American Shakespeare profiled in this volume may at times
appear but is not, be assured, some jingoistic chimera conjured by
cultural nationalists eager to appropriate him as their country’s
genius loci'. Shakespeare occupies a real and commanding place in
America’s national life, serving for over two centuries as a cultural
touchstone in the curriculum of both public and private schools and
on the boards of theaters from Broadway to Tombstone? and as a

1 In his inaugural lecture as the first director of the Folger Shakespeare Library,
Joseph Quincy Adams was eager to claim Shakespeare as “the common
possession of both branches of the Anglo-Saxon race”. The British colonists may
have “shifted the place of their residence”, he argued, “but not to a foreign
country”. They had, rather, “established a newer England beyond the sea”,
taking with them, as “their birthright”, Shakespeare “as the finest flower of
[their] language and culture”. “Nothing could rob them of him”, Adams writes;
“And being theirs, he is ours, is of us, their descendants” (Adams 2014, 419-21).

2 InJohn Ford’s My Darling Clementine, Wyatt Earp proves his mettle and worth
as a sheriff for the feral frontier town of Tombstone by volunteering to rescue a
harried Shakespearean actor who has been kidnapped by the notorious Clanton
gang. He finds the terrified actor being taunted into performing Hamlet's “To
be or not to be”, which he manages to do until, terrified, he stops short after
declaiming, “Who would fardels bear / To grunt and sweat under a weary life”.
The tubercular Doc Holliday, who grunts and sweats for physical as well as
spiritual reasons, takes up the dopped line at the charged word “life”, and
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VIII MARIA DIBATTISTA

wisdom figure almost reflexively invoked in public debates about
the exceptional nature and (possibly imperiled) future of the
Republic®. Yet American Shakespeare cannot simply be regarded
as a cultural icon like any other, since veneration of Shakespeare,
while it entails, can also transcend conventional notions of
influence. At its most profound and generative, American
enthrallment with Shakespeare and his characters — above all
Falstaff and Hamlet, but also and obsessively, with Lear, Macbeth,
Prospero, Shylock, Coriolanus, lago and, for those with particularly
supple natures, Rosalind and that queen of the bodily sublime,
Cleopatra — can lead to the discovery, or unleashing, of the ‘true
self’, Whitman’s “Me myself”, which otherwise might remain
dormant or incompletely realized. To cite some of the most eminent
examples featured and expounded in this volume: Emily
Dickinson, the recluse of Ambherst, saw her own declamatory
inwardness mirrored in a Danish prince with too much, rather than
too little, commerce with the world; Orson Welles, whose life might
easily be moralized in Falstaff’s self-lament, “Company, villainous
company, hath been the spoil of me” (Shakespeare 2005, II1.iii.9-10),
cutting and splicing revered Shakespearean texts to ‘liberate’ the

proceeds to recite words that possess an achingly special meaning for him — “But
that the dread of something after death...”. Although Doc does not quite finish
the soliloquy, his contemplation of impending death resonates with a personal
pathos that otherwise seems to be missing in a frontier town whose fame is
connected to its affinity for dead bodies. The Englishman, once freed, concludes,
miserably for everyone, that “Shakespeare was not meant for taverns nor for
tavern louts”.

3 Even as I write, Shakespeare is a trusted guide through the thickets of political
dissension and disorder. In a column lamenting how “Wokeness Derails the
Democrats”, Maureen Dowd appeals to Shakespeare for guidance: “In
Shakespeare, when characters want to fulfill their desires, they escape to what's
been called the Green World. And that’s what Democrats promised voters: that
they could leave behind the vitriol and aggravation of Donald Trump’s America
and escape to an Arden that was cool, calm and reassuring”. Noting that the
Democrats “violated that pledge” and lost their way to that “verdant forest”,
Dowd laments that the Democrats only managed to lead the country “into a
circular firing squad”, so that, as one top Democrat she quoted dispiritedly
remarked, instead of “rancor and division” Democrats “offered something else:
division and rancor” (Dowd 2021). Rosalind might be amused to hear that the
Forest of Arden is characterized as a cool, calm and reassuring place of refuge.
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Introduction. American Shakespeare IX

great-spirited entertainer Falstaff he felt himself to be; Philip Roth,
from Operation Shylock through Sabbath’s Theater and the terse bitter
outbursts of Exit Ghost and The Humbling impersonating and
Americanizing one Shakespearean role after another as if
determined to establish, as Stephen Dedalus is challenged to do in
Ulysses, that Shakespeare was a Jew*.

Such imaginative transpositions of Shakespearean into
American originals are among the sturdier offspring of what Walt
Whitman deemed the “mythus” of Shakespeare’s incomparable, but
also inexplicable genius (Whitman 2014, 221). The most fantastical
yet tenacious belief emanating from that mythus is that Shakespeare
found his natural heirs and true home in America. Willa Cather
abandoned her customary reserve to advance just such a view. In
reviewing a production of As You Like It staged at a newly
dedicated Stratford theater in which the American Mary Anderson
played Rosalind, Cather insisted that “[i]Jt was more fitting [...] that
an American woman play there that night than an English woman
because Shakespeare belongs to two nations now” (Cather 2014,
247). Cather follows up this upstart claim to joint ownership of
Britain’s most cherished national treasure with a disarming
admission: “Then one always fancies if he had been born just a few
centuries later he would have been an American” (247). Once you
grant — a major concession! — Cather’s initial premise that there is a
something intrinsically American in Shakespeare’s unbounded
genius, it “then” inevitably (“always”) follows that it was only an
historical accident, one easily rectified by American fancy, that he
wasn’t born in America.

Cather was not alone in conjuring an American Shakespeare as
the great might-have-been and perhaps yet-to-be. A half century
earlier Melville refused to be deterred by the mythus of

¢ In compiling evidence to support his claim that “[a]ll events brought grist to his
mill”, Stephen argues that “Shylock chimes with the jewbaiting that followed
the hanging and quartering of the queens’ leech Lopez, his jew’s heart being
plucked forth while the sheeny was yet alive”. He is just congratulating himself
on “getting on very nicely” with his “theolologicophilolological”
demonstrations when he is challenged by John Eglinton: “Prove he was a jew
[...]. Your dean of studies holds he was a holy Roman” (Joyce 2000, 262-63). The
point is not an idle one in a novel that posits that the modern Ulysses is a Jew.
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X MARIA DIBATTISTA

“Shakespeare’s unapproachability”, a tenet of the “absolute and
unconditional adoration of Shakespeare” as an unsurpassable,
decidedly Anglo-Saxon genius (Melville 2014, 131). Carrying the
banner of “republican progressiveness into Literature”, Melville, in
a sudden surge of evangelical zeal, rallies his comrades in
American letters: “Believe me, my friends, that Shakespeares are
this day being born on the banks of the Ohio. And the day will
come, when you shall say who reads a book by an Englishman that
is amodern?” (131).

No one would argue that that day has come (and gone) and
Melville justified in his belief that “if Shakespeare has not been
equalled [sic], he is sure to be surpassed, and surpassed by an
American born now or yet to be born” (132). This volume does not
concern itself with assessing the chances or alleged instances of
such miraculous surpassings. Rather it addresses Shakespeare’s
uncanny modernity through the supreme fiction of his
naturalization and subsequent instatement as the tutelary spirit of
the New World fostering its fables of a diverse, resourceful and self-
creative humanity. Collected here are essays that survey and
analyze telltale works of literary, cinematic and popular culture
that invoke Shakespeare as the progenitor and custodian of its
artistic and spiritual achievements, its advances upon unclaimed
reaches of human experience. It examines Shakespeare’s presence
in its various, multiform avatars and iterations — prose fiction,
staged performances, essays and journal entries, poetry and film —
any and all works that allude to, re-imagine or internalize
Shakespeare in pursuit of their own aesthetic aims, whether those
aims be to satisfy or to disappoint modern and democratic
American purposes, such as they may be and however they are
defined, defended or derided (satirized).

*%3%

Emerson was the first to proclaim Shakespeare, whose very name
“suggests joy and emancipation to the heart of men”, as a poet-
prophet “announcing new eras and ameliorations” (Emerson 2014,
119-20). In his “omnipresent humanity” (118) Shakespeare was
prototype of the American Bard proclaiming the liberal and
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Introduction. American Shakespeare XI

liberating ideals espoused (if never adequately realized) by the
world’s newest democracy. Trusting, like all true genius, to his
demotic instincts, he grounded his art in popular tradition, which
“in furnishing so much work done to his hand, [left] him at leisure,
and in full strength for the audacities of his imagination” (108).
Such audacities in “transferring the inmost truth of things into
music and verse” left not just human, but “natural history” forever
changed and so “added a new problem to metaphysics” (118-19).
Whitman, more troubled by the political than metaphysical
problem posed by Shakespeare’s imaginative fecundity, confessed
to a “baffled and mix’d” feeling in confronting the audacities of
Shakespeare’s creative power (Whitman 2014, 223). He hazarded
that there was something “offensive to the modern spirit” in an
imagination so engrossed by “the dragon-rancors and stormy
feudal splendor of mediseval caste” (Whitman 1892, 391). He
insisted that Shakespeare’s style, supremely grand as it was,
stopped “short of the grandest sort, at any rate for fulfilling and
satisfying modern and scientific and democratic American
purposes” (392). Nonetheless he prophesized that in less than two
generations Shakespeare was destined to live in America “less as
the cunning draughtsman of the passions, and more as putting on
record the first full exposé — and by far the most vivid one,
immeasurably ahead of doctrinaires and economists — of the
political theory and results, or the reason-why and necessity for
them which America has come on earth to abnegate and replace?”
(Whitman 2014, 222).

The recent spate of works on Shakespeare’s enduring relevance
to American political culture would seem to ally themselves with
Whitman over Emerson in defining the nature and impact of
Shakespeare’s words (what his personal views might be is forever
in dispute) on American public life. Among the most notable and
influential ~scholars/popularizers of Shakespeare’s unfailing
contemporaneity is James Shapiro, whose Library of America
anthology, Shakespeare in America, a collection spanning from
Revolutionary times to the present day, and his Shakespeare in a
Divided America: What His Plays Tell Us about Our Past and Future,
advance the view that Shakespeare is unrivalled in giving voice to
the American political unconscious. “For well over two centuries”,
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Shapiro writes, surveying the wide rolls of democratic citizenry,
“Americans of all stripes — presidents and activists, writers and
soldiers — have turned to Shakespeare’s works to give voice to what
could not readily or otherwise be said” (Shapiro 2020, ix). In
Shapiro’s account, Shakespeare emerges as an articulate medium
for a diverse and increasingly cacophonous wvox populi,
ventriloquizing the political hopes and grievances of dissenting, at
times rabid faction that would otherwise remain ill-formulated or
altogether mute.

Sometimes the messaging is implicit rather than overt, as in the
anecdote Shapiro relates to introduce Shakespeare in America. He
singles out an 1846 production of Othello staged largely for the
entertainment of U.S. troops stationed in Corpus Christi, Texas, a
slave state that bordered on Mexico, with whom the country was
soon to be at war. The oddity that seemed prescient yet hardly
remarked at the time involved casting: soon-to-be Confederate
general James Longstreet was initially cast as Desdemona, and
when he proved too tall, Ulysses S. Grant, the future commander of
the Union army, was assigned the role. (He was later replaced by a
professional actress, his performance apparently lacking in the
sentiment, not to mention the desired “look”, for the role [Shapiro
2014, xix]). Shapiro regards this episode, which exposes the sordid
tangle of the country’s foreign and internal race relations, the latter
of which would soon plunge the country into civil war, as
symptomatic of how “the history of Shakespeare in America is also
a history of America itself” (xxii). The equation is elegant, but
perhaps a little too tidy in aligning the two histories in such a
seamless synchrony. One might as readily venture that
Shakespeare becomes the man of the times precisely when the times
themselves seem unsure of what his value, the value of the arts
generally, might be in light of the pressing, agonizingly obdurate
political, social and economic problems besetting and sometimes
dividing the nation. As Robert L. Caserio suggests in an essay in
this volume: “If Shakespeare (or any poet, dramatist, or novelist)
can target and illuminate the news of the day, then, it would seem
to follow, his cultural value, as well as that of literature generally,
is assured”.
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Caserio questions the grounds and, more radically, the benefits
of such assurance and the avid, increasingly urgent pursuit of
demonstrable relevance it fuels. The urgency is exemplified by
Stephen Greenblatt’'s Tyrant. Greenblatt portrays Shakespeare as a
popular entertainer and shrewd businessman who, knowing “that
for a playwright, any critical reflections on powerful contemporary
figures or on contested issues were at once alluring and risky”
(Greenblatt 2018, 184), resorts to canny indirection to make himself
heard without jeopardizing his livelihood, not to mention his life.
He became master of the art of “the oblique angle” by which he
“prudently projected his imagination away from his immediate
circumstances”. Nonetheless, Greenblatt avers,

Shakespeare found a way to say what he needed to say. He managed
to have someone stand up onstage and tell the two thousand listeners
- some of whom were government agents — that “a dog’s obeyed in
office”. The rich get away with what is brutally punished in the poor.
“Plate sins with gold”, his character continued,

And the strong lance of justice hurtless breaks:

Arm it in rags, a pigmy’s straw does pierce it.

If you said words like these at the tavern, you stood a good chance of
having your ears cut off. But day after day they were spoken in public,
and the police were never called. Why not? Because the person who
spoke them was Lear in his madness. (186)

It is through such oblique yet readily discernible references that
Shakespeare, Greenblatt concludes, “never looked away from the
horrible consequences visited upon societies that fall into the hands
of tyrants”. In his focused attention on the “tyrants” who populate
Shakespeare history plays and tragedies — Richard II, Macbeth, Lear
and Coriolanus — Greenblatt himself looks obliquely at the
character and regime of Donald Trump, whose election in 2016
convinced him of “Shakespeare’s uncanny relevance to the political
world in which we now find ourselves” (191).
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Kenneth Burke, writing at an earlier but equally if not in fact
more troubled, disconcerting time?5, had a somewhat different sense
of Shakespeare’s uncanny relation to the social and political world
and a decidedly different theory of how such uncanniness worked
on a mind — or audience — distressed at the state of things. Although
he is briefly tempted to succumb to the biographical allure of the
Shakespeare mythus®, Burke does not linger over his ‘feelings’ about
how the plays may betray Shakespeare’s personal traits or
inclinations, but prefers to foreground “another kind of knowledge
about Shakespeare that we do have, and should use”, namely that
Shakespeare “lived at a time when feudal thinking was being
transformed into nationalism”: “Otherwise put, the kind of
quarrels among families that had come to a head in the Wars of the
Roses were giving place to the growth of centralized, though
limited monarchy, and the emergence of Britain as an empire”
(Burke 2007, 7-8). Feeling securely grounded in the historic
‘knowns’ of Shakespeare’s time, he then takes a theoretical leap into
the aesthetic unknown where, presumably, Shakespeare’s genius
was germinating, and discovers something like the traces of
spontaneous generation:

I think he spontaneously saw both how complex a motive is and how
to translate it into, if not a simplicity, at least a unified set of
interrelationships. And whereas others might have added an adjective
to a noun, or to a verb an adverb, he added to our lore a cluster of

5 Burke’s intense engagement with Shakespeare began in the 1920s and extended
over half a century through the Great Depression and the Second World War
and into the postwar era. His landmark reading of Othello appeared in 1951, but
it was in the 1960s, a period of inordinate social and political unrest, that his
method illustrated, in three of his most trenchant and influential readings, the
fatalities of power in Shakespeare’s political tragedies: “Shakespearean
Persuasion: Antony and Cleopatra” (1964); “Coriolanus — and the Delights of
Faction” (1966); “King Lear: Its Form and Psychosis” (1969). These essays are
collected in Burke 2007.

6 Thus, for example, with a characteristic and, to me at least, an endearing
willingness to indulge second thoughts, he allows that the plays “do reveal a
kind of imagination ultimately impinging upon modes of self-involvement that,
as you prefer, could be called either suicidal or narcissistic. Such traits come to
fruition, I feel, in plays as different as Othello, Antony and Cleopatra, and Timon of
Athens” (Burke 2007, 4).
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persons. He knew, even more thoroughly than Plato, how any given
idea would behave, when translated into terms of personality. (8)

Burke, an imaginative but loyal disciple of Aristotelian poetics
and rhetoric, turns his attention to Shakespeare’s plots, which
reliably and entertainingly translated ideas into personalities.
Infusing and complicating his Aristotelianism with Freudian
insights into individual and social pathologies, Burke contends that
Shakespeare’s plays recognize and project whatever underlying
socio-political anxieties — he calls them “psychoses” — might have
motivated them. This is a theory he advances and develops, with a
surprising amiability, in his “King Lear: Its Form and Psychosis”.
Recognizing that the coupling of form and psychosis seems too
radical, even demented a notion to entertain, Burke suggests we
“now try: ‘King Lear: What Is It About?’”. The rephrasing, he hopes,
will encourage us not to think about the play as being simply
“*about’ a foolish old king whose bad judgment got him into fatal
difficulties” and to begin thinking about its plot “in ways whereby
it can be shown to involve an underlying extra-literary ‘psychosis’,
if there is such a thing as an underlying psychosis” (155). There is
indeed such a thing, as Burke will take pains to demonstrate, not
only in King Lear but in all the great Shakespearean dramas,
including the comedies. (The absurd entanglements and ludicrous
interlacing of human and faery worlds of A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, for example, are motivated by a “Court psychosis” that
Puckishly splits the form — and our sympathies — between “the
courtly characters and the respectfully subservient ‘mechanicals’”
[180], between human and faery kingdoms)?.

7 In this late work, Burke is keen to establish that though the tenor of comedy,
especially a comedy like A Midsummer Night’s Dream, is designed to induce a
“state of total relaxation”, “the motive underlying its comic appeal (what I would
call the “psychosis’ of the situation) was in dead earnest”. To illustrate just how
deadly, he compares the comedy to Coriolanus, whose psychosis reflects and
tragically intensifies the “equally wide social gap between the courtly characters
and the ‘handicraft men’ who are so seriously concerned with their plans to
perform a play in the Duke’s honor” (Burke 2007, 178-79). Both the tragic class
oppositions at the heart of Coriolanus and the comic entanglements in which both
the Court and merry mechanicals are embroiled in A Midsummer Night’s Dream
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In Burke’s account King Lear is a play whose psychosis derives
from “anxieties and disturbances” consequent upon the very idea
of abdication, whose appeal, Burke speculates, overlaps “upon
such motivational quandaries as are implicit in thoughts of retreat
or surrender, with no reference whatever to parents and their
offspring”:

For instance, any threat to one’s self-esteem might find sympathetic
response in the tragedy of a man whose mistakes had strongly forced
upon him the fear of impotence, with a corresponding sense that many
of his utterances might prove as powerless as the rage of senility or
infancy. Might not the appeal of King Lear, so far as an extra-literary
“psychosis” is concerned, begin in such feelings as many people have
at the thought, far afield, that our nation must not give, like a weak old
man, but should go on expending its treasure until, still young and
vigorously assertive, we shall have torn apart any enemy, even if it be
but a distant victim of our own choosing? (157)

As Burke almost sheepishly confesses, “it is but a step from drama
to Dramatism” (156-57), his omnibus theory of the multiple,
multivalent rhetorics of human culture that was indebted to
Shakespeare’s modeling and representation of the world as
theatrum mundi, a stage on which is enacted, over and over and yet
never exactly the same, the “play” — understood both as a construct
and a series of expressive acts — of human life. “[O]nce you hit that
center”, Burke writes, “and know how to be thorough in
developing outwards from it, or in tracking down its implications,
you have in principle anticipated just about everything — and that’s
the recipe for Shakespeare” (8). Emerson was adamant that “[n]o
recipe can be given for the making of a Shakespeare” (Emerson
2014, 119). Apparently a recipe can be given, and not just an
approximate one either. According to Burke, it is precisely what the
critic can and should feel compelled to provide if we are to identify
“everything” that goes into the making of a Shakespeare play.
Burke, having stumbled on that word, never abandons or regrets it;
“recipe” recommends itself as a word suggesting that the materials

illustrate Shakespeare’s “Humanistic” treatment of a “hierarchal psychosis”
(184).
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of drama are readily at hand, a matter of combining the formulas
and motives of human action in their rightful, that is dramatically
combustible (mentally or emotionally comestible?) proportions. In
exemplary democratic fashion he selects a homely word to signify
a method, at once palatable and purgative, of serving up to our
hungry minds the prima materia of the human pageants®.

Ex

That Shakespeare is routinely invoked as the national dramaturg
providing the scripts and dramatis personae for America’s political
and cultural stage would seem to confirm Whitman prediction that
Shakespeare, “the cunning draughtsman of the passions”, would
be superseded by Shakespeare the prescient delineator of the
‘reasons why’ a constitutional republic is destined to abnegate and
replace the ancien régimes of caste-bound societies. But
Shakespeare’s looming presence in the national psyche may also
portend a somewhat different outcome, one in which Whitman’s
prophecy itself appears superannuated, given that politics and the
passions now seem to have merged, one hopes not irreversibly, in
the furors and paroxysms of class-inflected faction. The times
arguably call for, if they do not exactly promote, another urgency,
the need to attend to the “philosopher’s Shakespeare”® who
enthralled and instructed Melville. Melville extolled an altogether
different American Shakespeare from the popular idol adored by
“those mistaken souls, who dream of Shakespeare as a mere man
of Richard-the-Third humps, and Macbeth daggers” (Melville 2014,
129). It was not such self-disfiguring disguises and lurid props,
Melville reminds us, but “those deep far-away things in him; those

8 Newstok notes that “in Shakespeare’s period, ‘recipe’ meant a prescription-like
formula for a medical concoction, a sense appropriately returning us to the
medico-physiological basis of Aristotle’s catharsis what was of enduring interest
to Burke”. He then goes on remark that recipe “might even hearken back to the
disdain Socrates displays toward rhetoric as mere ‘cookery’ in the Gorgias
[462b-466a], a kind of shadow of true medicine — a charge that Burke would have
been eager to rebut” (Burke 2007, xxix).

° Stanley Cavell has been the most eloquent and influential exponent of the
skeptical “philosopher’s Shakespeare”. See especially Cavell 1987. See also
McGinn 2006.
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occasional flashings-forth of the intuitive Truth in him; those short,
quick probings at the very axis of reality; — these are the things that
make Shakespeare, Shakespeare” (129).

These deep far-away things clustered around the very axis of
reality are rarely, if ever apprehended, much less probed by the
collective mind, which is generally satisfied by things close-by that
are found on the surface, rather than hidden within the depths of
reality. For Melville, the sublimity of Truth is gleaned through
individual intuitions and the mind’s “quick probings” that have the
capacity to transfigure the realities they penetrate. Emerson had
insisted that “[f]lor executive faculty, for creation, Shakespeare
[was] unique”, “the subtilest of authors, and only just within the
possibility of authorship” (Emerson 2014, 118). Imagining worlds
and lives at “the farthest reach of subtlety compatible with an
individual self” (118), the (American) Shakespeare Emerson salutes
no longer insistently appears or even interests us as “a canary in the
coal mine” (Shapiro 2020, 203), a harbinger as well as indicator of
potentially explosive, incipiently transformative cultural change.
He attracts our attention and ultimately compels our moral and
spiritual allegiance as the creator, Harold Bloom insists the
inventor, of the human. Bloom helpfully if tendentiously
summarizes the two main, utterly divergent ways of reading
Shakespeare — or as Bloom would and did say, the ways
Shakespeare reads us. The first concentrates on Shakespeare
primarily as “a cultural phenomenon, produced by sociopolitical
urgencies”. “In this view”, Bloom alleges, “Shakespeare did not
write Shakespeare — his plays were written by the social, political,
and economic energies of his age”. This is arrantly reductive but
not that far off the mark. “The other way of exploring Shakespeare’s
continued supremacy”, as Bloom describes it, “is rather more
empirical: he has been universally judged to be a more adequate
representer of the universe of fact than anyone else, before him or
since” (Bloom 1998, 16).

Whether one accedes to Bloom’s vision of Shakespeare’s
supremacy depends in large part on whether one agrees with, or
even fully comprehends, his sense of fact. The universe of fact he
invokes is constituted, along with strictly empirical data favored by
historicist critics — dates, events and the broad social and political
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movements they instantiate, statistical and circumstantial
information about the lived reality of any particular time or person
— out of less tangible moral and ontological facts, especially the fatal
vagrancies of the will and heart and the blunt fact that we must die.
In rebuffing the claims of historizing materialists with his own
generous sense of fact, Bloom disarms resistance to the notion that
Shakespeare “gives us more of the world most of us take to be fact”
and thus makes more plausible his even more extravagant claim
that to an extent we have still to acknowledge, Shakespeare
“pragmatically reinvented us”. Reinvention is a particularly
American trope, especially when it comes to questions of identity,
asin “Americans are always reinventing themselves”, a formula for
the opportunity America offers its citizenry that every schoolchild
learns and, often to their cost, takes to heart. Shakespearean
humanity anticipates and is perpetuated by this typically American
desire and will to change, to become other or more than oneself. Or
as asserted by Bloom: “What Shakespeare invents are ways of
representing human changes, alterations not only caused by flaws
and by decay but effected by the will as well, and by the will’s
temporal vulnerabilities” (2). Shakespeare envisioned and
endowed his characters with a moral freedom never before
experienced, foremost a freedom of self-determination previous
literary characters, however original, hardly ever possessed, much
less were allowed to exercise.

Following Dr Johnson, Bloom locates the grandeur and
astonishing fecundity of Shakespeare’s all-too-
human/superhuman art in the number of these transformations, in
his “diversity of persons”: “No one, before or since Shakespeare,
made so many separate selves” (1). Although this claim is made in
exploring Shakespeare’s universalism, it reflects an American
preoccupation with the allure, but also the challenge of diversity,
connecting as it does the notion of a changeable and changing
selfhood with the social advantages and cultural splendors of
difference, of separate selves each with their individualizing
language, each intent on exercising their inalienable right to pursue
their own sweet (or foul, as the case may be) will. Bloom, for whom
separateness is the hallmark and guarantor of a genuine diversity,
is most astonished by Shakespeare’s prodigies, “heroic vitalists”, as
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he characterizes them, like Rosalind, Shylock, Iago, Lear, Macbeth,
Cleopatra, characters who, in his most Emersonian evocation of
new eras and ameliorations, Bloom credits with “the inauguration
of personality as we have come to recognize it” (4).

Bloom spent the last decades of his extraordinary life as an
antinomian critic expounding the audacities of Shakespearean
characters, who are no longer featured players or protagonists in
the classical or traditional sense of the term, but aboriginal beings
who abound in “[c]harisma”, with “an aura of the preternatural”
(384). Citing “Hegel’s fine observation that Shakespeare made his
best characters ‘free artists of themselves’”, Bloom then pronounces
that “[t]he freest of the free are Hamlet and Falstaff, because they
are the most intelligent of Shakespeare’s persons (or roles, if you
prefer that word)” (271) and, as such, are “the fullest
representations of human possibility in Shakespeare” (745). Bloom
thus proposes — vehemently —

that we know better what it is we mean when we speak of the
personality of Hamlet as opposed to the personality of our best friend,
or the personality of some favorite celebrity Shakespeare persuades us
that we know something in Hamlet that is [...] his principle of
individuation, a recognizable identity whose evidence is his singularity
of language, and yet not so much language as diction, a cognitive choice
between words, a choice whose drive is always toward freedom [...].
Like Falstaff, Hamlet implicitly defines personality as a mode of
freedom, more of a matrix of freedom than a product of freedom. (427)

Such freedom is not, we are advised, particularly emancipatory.
A dark ambivalence shadows Bloom’s portraits of Shakespeare’s
heroic vitalists. The ambivalence is “both cognitive and affective”
and is incarnated in Hamlet, but prepared for in Shylock, the first
of Shakespeare’s characters to warn us of the “abyss of
inwardness”: “the tenacious and justice-seeking Shylock essentially
is a would-be slaughterer, and Shakespeare painfully persuades us
that Portia, another delightful hypocrite, prevents an atrocity
through her shrewdness” (11). We are thus persuaded of Hamlet’s
superior reality because Shakespeare has given Hamlet, “the least

archaic role in all of Shakespeare” (385), both the intelligence and
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freedom to confront “the truth, truth too intolerable for us to
endure” (7). It is this confrontation with such an intolerable truth
that ages Hamlet; he is older, Bloom hazards, than Falstaff, afflicted
as he is with a “catastrophic consciousness of the spiritual disease
of his world, which he has internalized, and which he does not wish
to be called upon to remedy, if only because the true cause of his
changeability is his drive toward freedom” (430).

Falstaff, fattened on pleasure, enamored of play and thus
paradoxically, cognitively, the younger personality, enjoys and
pursues another mode of freedom. It is a freedom coursing through
“his torrent of language and laughter” and that is necessary for his
“assaults the frontiers of what is possible” (Bloom 2017, 6). What is
possible is always, to Sir Jack, more life. And what is required to
satisfy life’s hunger to extend the frontiers of the possible is less the
freedom from — “from malice”, from “the superego” and its
moralisms (Bloom 1998, 313) — as much as the freedom to -
primarily the freedom to play. “The idea of play is as central to
Falstaff as the idea of the play is to Hamlet”, Bloom writes, then
quickly adds, as if to eliminate any confusion about the kinds of
vitality, consciousness and freedom each player embodies and, in
his own way, perfects: “These are not the same idea: Falstaff is
infinitely more playful than Hamlet, and the prince is far more
theatrical than the fat knight” (401). But for both, as for Bloom, as
for Burke, the play is the thing:

“Play out the play!” Falstaff cries to Hal; “I have much to say in the
behalf of that Falstaff”. “Suit the action to the word, the word to the
action”, Hamlet admonishes the Player King. “I charge you, O men, for
the love you bear to women”, Rosalind adroitly pleads, “that between
you and the women the play may please”. The voice in all three, at just
that moment, is as close as Shakespeare ever will come to letting us hear
the voice of William Shakespeare himself. (225)

A%A

If there is something patently “hyperbolical” in Bloom’s claims (his
own word for those who would read him only in terms of his
extravagances [726]) and something palpably, at times worryingly
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overwrought in the American idolatry of Shakespeare as the “man
of men, [...] who [...] planted the standard of humanity some
furlongs forward into Chaos” (Emerson 2014, 121), it did not go
unnoticed by Americans themselves. T. S. Eliot, whose Prufrock
knows he is not Hamlet nor is meant to be, declared, with a sense
of exasperation he can barely conceal, that Hamlet was a failure that
did not so much advance on Chaos as succumb to it. Here again it
would seem that it is facts themselves that are in dispute. Eliot
wonders that no one has sufficiently remarked that “Hamlet (the
man) is dominated by an emotion which is inexpressible, because
it is in excess of the facts as they appear” (Eliot 2014, 382). The facts,
such as they are, at least to Eliot, are these: Hamlet is overwhelmed
by a “disgust” with his mother, a disgust that “envelops and
exceeds her” (383). Eliot's Hamlet is not Bloom’s intellectual
adventurer into the abyss of inwardness, that ontological vortex in
which seeing and being, playing and acting are so perilously
interfused. He is the febrile brainchild of a Shakespeare writing
“under compulsion of” some “inexpressibly horrible” experience
(383-84), a Shakespeare who struggles and fails to find an objective
correlative for a horrendous experience, the actual nature of which
we can only surmise.

I revisit this dispute not to resolve it but to draw attention to
what Eliot claims Hamlet offers in the place of an objective
corrective — a “buffoonery of an emotion which can find no outlet
in action” (383) or in the dramatist’s verbal art. Yet Eliot himself
knew and unleashed the power of buffoonery to express and not
simply lampoon unfathomable emotion, as many of the poems
collected in Inventions of a March Hare and the characteristically
hangdog verses of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and its
companion poems attest. In such moments of high clowning, as
well as in the verbal hijinks of Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats,
Eliot secured his popular appeal as an American humorist, a
dimension of his artistic personality that faded virtually to
extinction in his later paeans to high culture and its churches. The
innate humor lurking in excessive or outsized emotion is familiar
to American popular audiences in the form of the tall tale and its
larger than life folk heroes like Paul Bunyan and Pecos Bill, forms
and figures that come naturally to a people who, as Melville
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manfully boasts, “in most [...] things out-do as well as out-brag the
world” (Melville 2014, 132). In the free and easy, sometimes
outlandish fantasies circulating through and enlivening popular
culture, Shakespearean excesses in word, deed or emotion are not
regarded as signs of artistic failure; on the contrary they provide an
outlet for the crude vitalism and rude invention encouraged and
rewarded, indeed demanded by the rough and ready culture of a
society for whom the memory of the wilderness is quite recent and
painfully sharp. What Eliot dismissed as a mere “buffoonery of
emotion” could even be sublimated and spiritualized into what
Melville, peering into the dark recesses of Hawthorne’s twice-told
tales, called a “religion of mirth” (126), a peculiarly American creed,
touched as it is with “Puritanic gloom” and suffused with that
“great power of blackness” that “derives its force from its appeals
to that Calvinistic sense of Innate Depravity and Original Sin, from
whose visitations, in some shape or other, no deeply thinking mind
is always and wholly free” (128).

Two seemingly antithetical but deeply allied minds, both
mordant American humorists steeped in the doctrine of “Original
Sin”, exemplify American ingenuity in accommodating these
visitations through Shakespearean “buffooneries of emotion”,
buffooneries enacted, witnessed or denounced. The first “deeply
thinking”, but superficially ingenuous mind belongs to Mark
Twain, who relished parodying Shakespearean plots, characters
and language, never to greater, more hilarious effect than the
Shakespearean revival (mis)conceived and staged by the conning
duke and king in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. For an encore to
this night of dazzling entertainment the duke gamely pieces
together fragments of Hamlet’s famous soliloquy, musings on the
afterlife that are interspersed with Macbeth’s equally lugubrious
musings on life’s calamities. The opening alerts us to the grim fun
ahead:

To be, or not to be; that is the bare bodkin

That makes calamity of so long life;

For who would fardels bear, till Birnam Wood do come to Dunsinane,
But that the fear of something after death

Murders the innocent sleep,
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Great nature's second course,
And makes us rather sling the arrows of outrageous fortune
Than fly to others that we know not of. (Twain 1958, 115)10

These scrambled lines never attract the audience they seek, and
may in fact deserve; the show is a flop, but the duke, a quick study,
decides on a very different entertainment the following evening,
replacing Shakespearean set pieces with the spectacle of the king
appearing before a now full house “a-prancing out on all fours,
naked” (127). No matter, since the best audience for the duke’s
Shakespearean pastiche is surely Huck himself, who seems to have
committed the bowdlerized soliloquy to memory. He may not
recognize the lines as a nonsensical mishmash, but that does not
mean that they do not have their intended effect, especially if we
connect them to what we might call Huck’s “psychosis”, a child’s
(but hardly childish) dread of isolation intensified by an even
greater dread of finding oneself in the company of “sivilized” saints
(23). This split consciousness, born of Huck’s dawning awareness
of himself as inviolably separate and other, manifests itself at the
very beginning of the novel when, after being “pecked at” by the
pious Miss Watson about the “bad place” where misbehaving
miscreants like himself are destined to go unless he behaves (4),

10 For your enjoyment, here is that delirious pastiche in its entirety: “To be, or not
to be; that is the bare bodkin / That makes calamity of so long life; / For who
would fardels bear, till Birnam Wood do come to Dunsinane, / But that the fear
of something after death / Murders the innocent sleep, / Great nature’s second
course, / And makes us rather sling the arrows of outrageous fortune / Than fly
to others that we know not of. / There’s the respect must give us pause: / Wake
Duncan with thy knocking! I would thou couldst; / For who would bear the
whips and scorns of time, / The oppressor’s wrong, the proud man’s contumely,
/ The law’s delay, and the quietus which his pangs might take, / In the dead
waste and middle of the night, when churchyards yawn / In customary suits of
solemn black, / But that the undiscovered country from whose bourne no
traveler returns, / Breathes forth contagion on the world, / And thus the native
hue of resolution, like the poor cati’ the adage, / Is sicklied o’er with care, / And
all the clouds that lowered o’er our housetops, / With this regard their currents
turn awry, / And lose the name of action. /’'Tis a consummation devoutly to be
wished. But soft you, the fair Ophelia: / Ope not thy ponderous and marble jaws,
/ But get thee to a nunnery — go!” (Twain 1958, 115-16).
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Huck gives his mind over to the night’s darkness to which he feels
his feelings and behavior have condemned him:

I felt so lonesome I most wished I was dead. The stars were shining,
and the leaves rustled in the woods ever so mournful; and I heard an
owl, away off, who-whooing about somebody that was dead, and a
whippowill and a dog crying about somebody that was going to die;
and the wind was trying to whisper something to me and I couldn't
make out what it was, and so it made the cold shivers run over me.
Then away out in the woods I heard that kind of a sound that a ghost
makes when it wants to tell about something that’s on its mind and
can’t make itself understood, and so can't rest easy in its grave and has
to go about that way every night grieving. I got so down-hearted and
scared, I did wish I had some company. (5)

Huck is never more himself, since he is never more alone, than as a
pint-sized American Hamlet, haunted by a ghost eager to make
itself understood. The ghost, we might say, is a specter of his own
nascent moral consciousness burdened, as the ghost is, by
incommunicable but lacerating grief. Grief for what? The loss of
innocence perhaps, or the loss of faith in “sivilization”, which
ultimately are the same loss. The unquiet rustlings of the night echo
his disquieting apprehension of such losses and the death they
portend. These fardels become easier to bear, however, when
lightened by Huck’s own guileless religion of mirth, his best and
perhaps only defense upon the darkness within as well as outside
him, including and especially the black infamy of slavery. But Huck
is a child and his defenses are unavailing against the brute social
and political facts of antebellum America, facts so obdurate and
unconquerable as to make his planned escape to the Territory
beyond the reach of all “sivilizing” people and forces seem what it
actually is — a childish fantasy.

A more adult, contemporary and decidedly militant
Shakespearean burlesque is Mary McCarthy’s assault on “General
Macbeth” as “[a] commonplace man who talks in commonplaces, a
golfer, one might guess, on the Scottish fairways” (McCarthy 2014,
531). In McCarthy’s moral dissection of the ambitious Thane of
Glamis, Macbeth is shown up as the Shakespearean hero who most
corresponds to an American “bourgeois type”, “a murderous
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Babbitt” (531). She begins by protesting that Macbeth has been
credited, falsely and to the detriment of genuine visionaries, with
imagination, while on the contrary his actions betray the baleful
literal-mindedness and pettiness of a middle-class opportunist.
McCarthy allows that Macbeth is “impressionable” (531); he is,
after all, particularly susceptible to the equivocating prophecies of
the three witches, predictions that amuse Banquo but which
Macbeth credulously accepts. But a truly “reflective” mind,
McCarthy insists, “might wonder how fate would spin her plot”,
whereas “Macbeth does not trust to fate; that is, to the unknown,
the mystery of things; he trusts only to a known quantity — himself
— to put the prophecy into action. In short, he has no faith, which
requires imagination. He is literal-minded; that, in a word, is his
tragedy” (531).

McCarthy parses that word and the tragedy that ensues from it
in all its variations, remarking how literal-minded Macbeth cannot
contain his excitement at the promised ‘promotion’ to king and
sends on a letter to his wife “like a businessman briefing an
associate on a piece of good news for the firm” (532). McCarthy
ridicules him even here as a trepidant executive, a “buck-passer”,
“ready to fix responsibility on a subordinate” (537), as he does in
incriminating the drunken chamberlains for Duncan’s death. He is
expert at providing himself public cover, justifying his actions in
bombastic utterances, subtly and horribly converting poetry into
declamations that pitch the entire play “to the demons’ shriek of
hyperbole” (540). In all these ways, McCarthy concludes, Macbeth
shows us “life in the cave” (540). For McCarthy, Macbeth’s
reversion to a primeval conception of nature and human society
found its contemporary counterpart in “the return of the irrational
in the Fascist nightmare and its fear of new specters in the form of
Communism, Socialism, etc.” (540). It is thus not brooding Hamlet,
but “bloodstained Macbeth” who seems to her “the most ‘modern””
of Shakespeare’s characters, “the only one you could transpose into
contemporary battle dress or sport shirt and slacks” (540). So
attired, Macbeth’s last and most morally depraved contemporary
avatar is the “churchgoer”, “indifferent to religion, to the
categorical imperative of any group of principles that be held to
stand above and govern human behavior” (540-41).
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Bloodstained or less murderously ambitious Babbitts may be
indifferent or outright hostile to any categorical imperative at odds
with their craving for social success or supremacy, but America is
also the land of the non-conforming, the dissident, the free. For such
American originals, the nation’s founding principles — life, liberty
and the pursuit of happiness — possess tangible moral weight and
reference and impose certain deeply felt obligations, including the
obligation to oneself. These democratic ideals were never more
exuberantly defined and defended, but also more ardently
scrutinized, than in classical Hollywood cinema, especially in the
comedies of its golden age. Two anxieties in particular shadowed
and thus potentially jeopardized the human and historical viability
of these ideals. One we might call the “love psychosis”, the fear,
endemic to hard times, that love is an economic liability and
happiness is best pursued and more likely to be realized apart or in
spite of marriage. The other we might deem the “class psychosis”,
a disturbance or fracturing of class identity symbolized in the
runaway heiress and dizzy dame, defectors from the upper class
who risked their personal and even mental safety in venturing
beyond the prescribed bounds, the safety and sanctimony, of
conformity. These “psychoses” threatened to undermine faith in,
and moral allegiance to, the life, liberty and authorized pursuits of
happiness that constitute America’s foundational principles and
categorical imperatives.

Here, too, Shakespeare provided the characters and the
dramatic templates, the “recipe”, as Burke might say, for
acknowledging and dramatically purging the psychoses spawned
by a world-wide Depression and the rise of totalitarian regimes that
were undermining trust in the viability of democratic institutions.
Stanley Cavell puzzled “why it was only in 1934, and in America of
all places, that the Shakespearean structure surfaced again, if not
quite on the stage” (Cavell 1981, 19), to give birth to a socially and
philosophically questioning, self-revising and indisputably native
genre — the comedy of remarriage. Cavell points to the historical
confluence of transformative social forces: “the technology and the
achievement of sound movies, the existence of certain women of a
certain age, a problematic of marriage established in certain
segments of the history of theater” (28). Remarriage thus became a
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trope for reaffirming but also reimagining social bonds between the
sexes and the classes from which they came and hoped either to
reform or escape. The genre of remarriage reached its apogee in
films like Frank Capra’s It Happened One Night, a Depression era
fairy tale that tallied, in a uniquely American accounting, what
love, among other necessary commodities, actually cost; Howard
Hawks’ Bringing Up Baby, a zany burlesque of renegade instincts
(and loose leopards) in the “green world” of Connecticut; and in
the dazzlingly ingenious farces of Preston Sturges. Sturges, as
demonstrated in an essay in this volume, was brilliantly inventive
in transposing Shakespearean comic situations and predicaments,
especially the perplexities of being twinned or its psychological
equivalent — divided yet joined in feeling, motives or objectives —
into an American context, a transposition that meant not just a
change in terrain, but a transvaluation of social, moral and
emotional outlook. In Sturges’s canny Americanization of
Shakespearean plots and plotters, the pursuit and achievement of
happiness rather than social harmony and comity became the end
terms of comedy’s contrivances and mystifications, its frantic
deceptions and social maneuverings.

America also proved hospitable to more malign but equally
entertaining master manipulators schooled in Shakespearean
schemes and connivances, like the fiendish, manipulative and
hyper-theatrical Frank Underwood of House of Cards, a
Shakespearean prodigy of evil concocted out of a grotesque
coupling of Macbeth and southern ribs (a recipe Burke might have
savored). In the pantheon of charismatic demons incubated and
nourished in American popular entertainments we might add Don
Corleone, an actual, if lovable monster who actually dies
pretending to be one to amuse (although he only succeeds in
terrifying) his grandson, and Tony Soprano, the one the more
dangerous the quieter he becomes, the other volatile and
clamorous, both ruthless in conducting family business. Both are
outsized Shakespearean personalities playing signature roles in
America’s dark romance with the twisted codes and criminality of
the Italian mob. Then there are the merchants of vice like Walter
White, the black genius of Breaking Bad (whose Shakespearean
DNA, along with Frank Underwood’s, is anatomized within this
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volume), or Deadwood’s Al Swearengen, the real life architect and
kingpin of a thriving gambling and prostitution emporium in
historic Deadwood whose thriving trade in drink, cards and flesh
proved instrumental in the annexation of the Dakota territory. The
casting of lan McShane, an English actor with RADA training, to
play the American-born Swearengen continues the tradition of
English actors impersonating the accent and speech patterns as well
as the tawdry morals of American builders of family and
commercial empires, suggesting the brisk and fertile transatlantic
translation of Old World Shakespearean characters (and character
actors) into New World villains with the wilderness in their blood.

The first native American actor who seemed the rightful
inheritor, but also transformer of the Shakespearean legacy was
Edwin Booth, to whom we owe our “modern” Hamlet, dressed in
black and melancholic. His fame and stature are forever shadowed
by the infamy of his brother, John Wilkes, the assassin of President
Lincoln. Both are the central figures of David Stacton’s The Judges of
the Secret Court, the title itself evoking American paranoia towards
its own juridical institutions, whether constituted as legal or moral
courts of conscience. The brothers are creatures of the theater for
whom Shakespeare not only represents but comprises “the
universe of fact”. The world for them is but a stage and the stage a
world on which they have been born — doomed? — to perform, albeit
with different levels of skill. The least skillful actor is the assassin;
he is also, as Mary McCarthy might say, the literalist. In a near-
faultless illustration of Burkean dramatism, John Wilkes, in
preparing for his murderous assault, assembles all the necessary
ingredients of the dramatic recipe suitable for his chosen role as
“the booted avenger”:

It seemed altogether natural, therefore, to pack a false beard, a dark
moustache, a wig, a plaid muffler and a make-up pencil, for wrinkles
and lines of anxiety, should those be called for. [...]

There remained only the choice of some phrase appropriate to the
action. This was a serious matter, and Shakespeare was the source
there. Unfortunately he could not think of anything from Julius Caesar,
Richard II, Richard 111, or King Lear, the only Shakespeare he really knew.
The immortal assassination line in Caesar unfortunately belongs to
Caesar. (Stacton 2011, 43)
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An actor who knows he is only as good as his lines, John Wilkes
combs his memory for a striking Shakespearean phrase to make his
assassin’s bullet fatally eloquent. He finally decides that “if words
were to have any dignity, they must be in Latin. They must have a
certain imprimatur, if that was the word” (43). Not exactly the right
word, but no matter, since the audience in attendance at the Ford’s
Theater never hear his vaunted lines of justification, “Sic semper
tyrannis”, and in fact initially believe this intruder on the stage to
be “a character from some other play” who “blundered into this
one” (55). The last impression made by the actor who envisioned
himself as a Great Hero is that of a “maimed and crazy” supporting
player, dressed as a slave driver and limping like a toad, making a
clumsy, ignominious exit. In his flight to the (presumed) safety of
the South, Booth, incorrigibly theatrical and now delirious from the
sepsis emanating from the injury he sustained in leaping onto the
stage, conceives a new part for himself. No longer the Great Hero,
he will shine as the Great Sinner impressing the world with the
enormity of his sins. Booth ransacks his memory for Shakespearean
speeches that capture the pathos of defeat, finally settling on the
lines possessing the desired Shakespearean imprimatur:

All I want, he would say, is a grave.
A little little grave, an obscure grave.
He had always been adept at pathos. (134)

But as John Wilkes realizes when he awakens from his delirium, the
“lines” are “from the wrong play”: “They are spoken by Richard II,
before he is betrayed by the pretended clemency of Bolingbroke
into giving himself up, not by Richard III” (134). Buffoonery of
emotion has found its objective correlative.

But Stacton does not end his account, nor should we our survey,
with such tragic blunders, grotesque miscasting, scrambled lines
and roles. The figure brought and arraigned before the Judges of
the Secret Court, a uniquely American institution of moral
inquisition, at the beginning and conclusion of Stacton’s historically
based fiction is Edwin Booth. His personal and family life coalesce
into an affecting “gaslit parable” in which he is, perennially, the
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Hamlet doomed to set things right. He accepts the burden of that
role, resolving that “having lost spontaneous laughter, like Hamlet
himself, he could at least be jesting gay” (238). His capacity for such
doleful humor helps exalts Edwin to “the palladium of the
American arts, those arts they [Americans] had no time for, and
regarded with suspicion” (240). That American audiences
nonetheless found time for Edwin and for the Shakespearean art he
incarnated was due, Stacton advises, to there being

something gentle in Edwin, and at the same time something enormously
strong, which made him acceptable. Perhaps it was dignity. Or perhaps it
was that he was a sort of talisman, that he had to live with something that
they knew they should remember, and yet, being human and every day,
quite sensibly forgot. (241)

National poet, seer, and dramaturg, American Shakespeare’s
last but not final role, we might hazard, was to act as a sort of
national talisman, a reminder of something to be remembered, but
also what Americans tend, perhaps sensibly, perhaps not, to forget.
That something is encompassed, positively but ineffably, by the
democratic ideals in danger of being lost or forgotten among the
expediencies and temporizing moralities of a citizenry at once
jealous and heedless of its freedoms. That something is
encompassed, negatively but palpably, in Edwin’s recognition that,
with Hamlet dead, “[t]he world belongs to Fortinbras” (240). His
recognition carries with it a judgment against the universe of facts,
of things as they are. But things as they are susceptible to change, a
possibility that the American Shakespeare, in his various avatars,
but especially as the Bard of new eras and ameliorations,
represents.
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Taking its cue from a contribution of mine to a past issue of this journal (“Persona
Pratica e Persona Poetica”, Memoria di Shakespeare 2, “On Biography”, ed. Rosy
Colombo and Gary Taylor, 2015, pp. 1-23), this article takes a step further, tracing
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“The Poet” (1844) and “Shakspeare; or, the Poet” (1850). The act of reading is here
dramatized: hence the structure in four ‘acts’ of a composition arranged as an
imaginary two-voiced fugue. Quotations from Emerson’s essays (in italics) are
contrapuntually interwoven with my own reflections on texts whose freshness and
directness of approach are astounding. Emerson has not developed his theme by
singling out any play or character in particular: his “Shakspeare” looks naturally
American, before any of the plays exists. His words have fallen out of heaven
directly on American soil, and are staring at America’s “incomparable materials”:
waiting, “like the enchanted princess in fairy tales”, for the “destined human
deliverer” who will be doing justice to them. In what looks like a new act of
‘discovery’, Emerson does, for American letters, what the early settlers of his own
time were doing for the American continent.

Keywords: America, Homer, Influencer, Materials, Medium, Originality,
Representative/Representation

Act I: Searching

I look in vain for the poet whom I describe. [...]. We have yet had no genius in
America, with tyrannous eye, which knew the value of our incomparable
materials, and saw, in the barbarism and materialism of the times, another
carnival of the same gods whose picture he so much admires in Homer.
(Emerson 1904c, 37)

To see Homer’s gods in the barbarism and materialism of the times:
of this divine power Shakespeare had been the supreme
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incarnation for his epoch, and no less was expected of

it

“Shakspeare”?, his American avatar, whose descent on the
American scene, however eagerly anticipated, was still to be

realized.

Oregon and Texas [...] are yet unsung. Yet America is a poem in our eyes; its
ample geography dazzles the imagination. (Emerson 1904c, 38)

Banks and tariffs, the newspaper and caucus, Methodism and Unitarianism
[...] rest on the same foundations of wonder as the town of Troy and the temple
of Delphos, and are as swiftly passing away. (37)

On the new, virgin soil, mythical forces are still in control of men’s
lives. The yet-to-come American Shakespeare founds his claim to
antiquity on his power to be Homer’s contemporary and equal.

Words are also actions, and actions are a kind of words. (Emerson 1904c, 8)
But Homer’s words are as costly and admirable to Homer as Agamemnon’s
victories are to Agamemnon. (7)

And the same is true of Shakespeare’s words: as costly and
admirable to him as Homer’s words to Homer and Agamemnon’s
victories to Agamemnon. They have the hardiness and costliness of
the iron ore out of which they are extracted — each of them as sharp
and sparkling as a warrior’s sword. Doesn’t Dante’s Homer hold a
sword in his hand (Inferno, IV.86)? American Shakespeare will be
the American Homer, the American Dante.

Read the antique documents extricated, analyzed and compared by the
assiduous Dyce and Collier, and now read one of these skyey sentences —
aerolites — which, seem to have fallen out of heaven, and which not your
experience but the man within the breast has accepted as words of fate, and tell
me if they match; if the former account in any manner for the latter; or which
gives the most historical insight into the man. (Emerson 1904f, 208)

The most historical insight into the man Shakespeare is to be found
in human breasts, where his words are inscribed with permanent
marks. By this miraculous extra-corporeal circulation of his own

1 Emerson’s spelling is retained in all quotations.
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words, Shakespeare is kept alive. No wonder there is no one
biography of Shakespeare, but as many as there are men who have
accepted his words as words of fate. An infinite number of ever-
new biographies has been and will continue to be alive in the
breasts of men of different epochs and places. An uncanny literality
sustains this all-American reading of Shakespeare as the earliest
and most powerful of “influencers’.

[TIhe reason why opinions as to his age vary so much is that our Homer truly
lived on the lips and in the memories of the peoples of Greece. (Vico 1948, 290,
§876)

Emerson witnessed the early phase of Vico’s influence on modern
culture. Maybe he heard about Michelet’s unabridged translation
of the Scienza nuova, and almost certainly saw Henry Nelson
Coleridge’s — the editor of his famous uncle — translation of its third
book, on the “Discovery of the True Homer”. Should he not have
heard of it, his ideal proximity to the Neapolitan philosopher
would be all the more striking.

[Slince there has come down to us no writer more ancient than Homer [...],
we are obliged [...] to discover the truth, both as to his age and as to his
fatherland, from Homer himself. (Vico 1948, 272, §788)

It was after years spent garnering words on the very lips of people
of different tribes — scattered on the craggy territories and the
thousand islets that would one day be ‘Greece’ — that Homer,
having recognized, in those words, the distant echo of a future
common language, invented the nation of that name. Having lived
before ‘Greece’ was, he could not simply be Greek. He was the
inventor of Greece.

[TIhe reason why the Greek peoples so vied with each other for the honor of
being his fatherland, and why almost all claimed him as citizen, is that the
Greek peoples were themselves Homer. (Vico 1948, 290, §875)

Even more radically than Vico’s ‘biography’ of Homer, Emerson’s

‘biography’ of Shakespeare comes to light through a self-reflexive
movement of the soul.
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Shakspeare is the only biographer of Shakspeare; and even he can tell nothing,
except to the Shakspeare in us, that is, to our most apprehensive and
sympathetic hour. [...]

Hence, though our external history is so meagre, yet, with Shakspeare for
biographer, instead of Aubrey and Rowe, we have really the information which
is material. (Emerson 1904f, 208)

It is a paradox of Shakespeare’s biographies that not even
Shakespeare himself would be able to edit them.

Man is explicable by nothing less than all his history. [...]. A man is the whole
encyclopeedia of facts. [...]
This human mind wrote history, and this must read it. (Emerson 1904a, 3-4)

Just as “the Greek peoples were themselves Homer”, so the ‘Saxon
race’ are themselves Shakespeare.

Act II: Digging

The breadth of the problem is great, for the poet is representative. He stands
among partial men for the complete man, and apprises us not of his wealth, but
of the common wealth. (Emerson 1904c, 5)

A new order of cognitive power is announced in these words: no
less than Gloucester's in King Lear, Emerson’s search for
Shakespeare as ‘the Poet’ is, imaginatively, a jump in the void. It
lands him on one of interpretation’s blank spaces: not the time-
honoured and by now stale issue of ‘representation’, going back to
Plato’s myth of the cavern, but the entirely modern topic of
‘representative-ness’. Emerson does, for American letters, what the
early settlers were doing for the American continent.

The entrepreneurial pioneers owned the land and also identified with it. [...]
This “primordial wilderness” was also “vacant”: when the European settlers
saw themselves as quickening a virgin land, the modern spirit completed its
genesis by becoming flesh in the body of the American continent. (Jehlen 1986,
4)
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The American ‘Shakspeare’ becomes flesh in the body of the
American continent.

There is somewhat touching in the madness with which the passing age [...]
registers every trifle touching Queen Elizabeth, and King James, and the
Essexes, Leicesters, Burleighs and Buckinghams; and lets pass without a single
valuable note the founder of another dynasty, which alone will cause the Tudor
dynasty to be remembered. (Emerson 1904f, 202)

A harsh judgment, considering how thoroughly Shakespeare’s text
had been worked upon during the last century and a half. But also
a glimpse of Harold Bloom’s ‘inventor of the human’ (Bloom 1998).

[The] English genius [...] is wise and rich, but it lives on its capital. It is
retrospective. How can it discern and hail the new forms that are looming up
on the horizon, new and gigantic thoughts which cannot dress themselves out
of any old wardrobe of the past? (Emerson 1904g, 246)

Gigantic thoughts will dress the future anew out of Emerson’s
American Shakespeare,

the man [...] on whose thoughts the foremost people of the world are now for
some ages to be nourished, and minds to receive this and not another bias.
(Emerson 1904f, 202)

The ‘Shakspearized’ thought of the present time bears the
unmistakable brand of “the Germans, those semi-Greeks, who [...],
by means of their height of view, [...] think for Europe” (Emerson
1904g, 254).

Our poet’s mask was impenetrable. [...]. It was not possible to write the history
of Shakspeare till now; for he is the father of German literature [...]. It was not
until the nineteenth century, whose speculative genius is a sort of living
Hamlet, that the tragedy of Hamlet could find such wondering readers. Now,
literature, philosophy and thought are Shakspearized. His mind is the horizon
beyond which, at present, we do not see. (Emerson 1904f, 203-4)
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In the casual note taken by an anonymous member of the original
audience, one can ‘hear’ Shakespeare being presented as an
‘influencer’, perhaps for the first time:

Mpr. Emerson once defined the cultivated man as “one who can tell you
something new and true about Shakspeare”. [...]

In writing of Great Men in 1838 in his journal, he says: “[...] Shakspeare has,
for the first time, in our time found adequate criticism, if indeed he have yet
found it: — Coleridge, Lamb, Schlegel, Goethe, Very, Herder [...]”. (Emerson
1904d, 347)

The German spirit ought to be thanked, if adequate criticism of
Shakespeare can be found in Lamb, de Quincey, Hazlitt and, of
course, Coleridge, the master of them all. By them a new mode of
looking at the ‘Characters of Shakespeare’s Plays’ as properties, or
requisites, of the critic’s performance has been invented, and
passed on to the popular stages. Squeezed in between German high
speculation, British literary gossip and, last but not least, the vanity
of the stages, what way was left open for the American scholar to
say something ‘new and true” about Shakespeare?

Malone, Warburton, Dyce and Collier have wasted their oil. The famed
theatres, Covent Garden, Drury Lane, the Park and Tremont have vainly
assisted. Betterton, Garrick, Kemble, Kean and Macready dedicate their lives
to this genius; him they crown, elucidate, obey and express. The genius knows
them not. (Emerson 1904f, 206)

One might wonder whether the genius knew the Sage of Concord,
busy — all alone in his study on the other side of the Pond — with
etching for him a new, unedited profile. Very likely he did not. It
took most of the time it took America to grow as a nation for the
genius to acknowledge the powerful, however de-centralized — or
maybe powerful because de-centralized — likeness of himself
produced, early on, in that distant province of his Empire.
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Act III: Reaping

But whatever scraps of information concerning his condition these researches
may have rescued, they can shed no light upon that infinite invention which is
the concealed magnet of his attraction for us. (Emerson 1904f, 205-6)

At some point it must have been clear to Emerson that his quest for
Shakespeare as the American Poet was growing into a quest for the
American Critic. He had pointed the searchlight on himself, and
from this reversal of the critic’s standard gesture a re-positioning of
Shakespeare had ensued. If the Poet’s infinite invention was
destined to remain a concealed magnet, the critic’s capacity for
feeling its attraction was open to self-scrutiny. The moment
Shakespeare’s attraction is acknowledged as being ‘for us’, the
critic’s persona moves centre-stage as the arbiter of Shakespeare’s
‘influence’.

A magnet must be made man [...] before the general mind can come to
entertain its powers. (Emerson 1904e, 9-10)

The concealed magnet must be made man ‘for us’: that is, for the
myriad readers, or audiences, who, in the most various formations,
are, and will be, interested in entertaining the attraction so
powerfully shaking and shaping their breasts. The American Critic
knows that the surest path to ‘Shakspeare; or, the Poet’, is via his
own heart (plus, of course, Homer and his gods), and would like to
share this knowledge, and the joy it brings with it, with as many as
possible of his readers and audiences.

Man is that noble endogenous plant which grows, like the palm, from within
outward. (Emerson 1904e, 6)

Man is endogenous, and education is his unfolding. The aid we have from
others is mechanical compared with the discoveries of nature in us. (8)

Like the palm, the Critic-as-Philosopher projects his own mind
from within outward. At first sight not the most orthodox of
cognitive strategies. While testing it on Shakespeare, he finds that
his text is the American continent, and his goal no longer the
interpretation, but the appropriation of Shakespeare for America.
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Gigantic thoughts are brewing.

Well, in good faith, we are multiplied by our proxies. How easily we adopt their
labors! Every ship that comes to America got its chart from Columbus. Every
novel is a debtor to Homer. Every carpenter who shaves with a fore-plane
borrows the genius of a forgotten inventor. (Emerson 1904e, 12)

Ten years earlier, thrilled at the first lightening of the idea, he had
jotted it down with the fervour of the Unitarian divine:

Life only avails, not the having lived. Power [...] resides in the moment of
transition from a past to a new state [...]. This one fact the world hates; that
the soul becomes; for that forever degrades the past. (Emerson 1904b, 69)

Now at the zenith of his career as a writer and philosopher, he
knows how to substantiate with facts that abstract proposition. Far
from degrading it, labour, as a force applied to nature, enhances the
past, by “publishing’ the unstoppable transition of substances from
old to new states.

Justice has already been done to steam, to iron, to wood, to coal, to loadstone,
to iodine, to corn and cotton; but how few materials are yet used by our arts!
The mass of creatures and of qualities are still hid and expectant. It would seem
as if each waited, like the enchanted princess in fairy tales, for a destined
human deliverer. (Emerson 1904e, 9)

Dazzled by America’s ‘ample geography’, the observer’s
imagination is fired with enthusiasm for America’s ‘incomparable
materials’. Not even the polar divide from Columbus to a forgotten
inventor — from ‘great man’ to workman —is too great to be bridged,
were it only by proxy. But the mass of creatures and qualities is still
waiting to be delivered and made representative of human labour
by use.

Man, made of the dust of the world, does not forget his origin; and all that is
yet inanimate will one day speak and reason. [...]

Thus we sit by the fire and take hold on the poles of the earth. This quasi
ommnipresence supplies the imbecility of our condition. [...] [W]e wish for a
thousand heads, a thousand bodies, that we might celebrate its immense beauty
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in many ways and places. Is this fancy? Well, in good faith, we are multiplied
by our proxies. (Emerson 1904e, 11-12)

“This is” pure “Orphic Emerson: shamanistic, anarchic, devoted to
self-union” (Bloom 2015, 157). Endogenous, like the palm. Of the
degrading of the past implicit in the ‘becoming’ of the soul, he has
no fear. Quite the contrary: what might be felt as a miscegenation
exalts his soul to the delirium of ‘quasi omnipresence’, of which the
twin utopias of full expression and unrestrained joy are the
outposts.

Act IV: Shakespeare
Shakspeare is not literary, but the strong earth itself. (Emerson 1904d, 347)

If power resides in the moment of transition, the biggest
accumulation of power is the earth itself, with its still unfathomed
reservoir of materials, deep in the process of passing from a past to
anew state. To the eyes of the American critic, Shakespeare, who is
not literary but the strong earth itself, has the appeal of America’s
incomparable materials.

This pleasure of full expression [...] is the secret of the reader’s joy in literary
genius. Nothing is kept back. There is fire enough to fuse the mountain of ore.
Shakspeare’s principal merit may be conveyed in saying that he of all men best
understands the English language, and can say what he will. (Emerson
1904e, 15)

Shakespeare can say what he will — no doubt about that — yet his is
not — nor could it ever be — the full-throated ease of Keats’s
nightingale.

[TIhese unchoked channels and floodgates of expression are only health or
fortunate constitution. Shakspeare’s name suggests other and purely
intellectual benefits. (Emerson 1904e, 15-16)

Unrestrained utterance can only signal a healthy body and a happy

constitution. But the other, purely intellectual benefits, by which
Shakespeare is made a ‘representative man’ — perhaps the most
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representative of the six taken into consideration — are still to be
dug out?.

Unpublished nature will have its whole secret told. Shall we say that quartz
mountains will pulverize [...] till they are made vehicles of more words?
(Emerson 1904e, 12)

Shakespeare’s capacity for full expression is continuous with fire’s
capacity for fusing the mountain of ore. Priceless raw materials will
be made the vehicles of more and more words... One cannot not
think of the costly minerals encrypted in those unsurpassed
vehicles of words that are our cell phones; of battles fought to the
death, in order to gain control over those minerals: at bottom, over
more words...

As plants convert the minerals into food for animals, so each man converts
some raw material in nature to human use. (Emerson 1904e, 8)

Each material thing [...] has its translation, through humanity, into the
spiritual and necessary sphere. (11)

‘Material” does not translate so well into ‘spiritual’; nor into
‘intellectual” either. Or, if it does, it does so symbolically, or
metaphorically. But nothing could be further from Emerson’s mind
than this abstraction. In his system, substances — no less than men,
and especially ‘great men’, have their translation into the spiritual

2 In 1850 Emerson published Representative Men, a collection of essays derived
from his lectures. Plato, Swedenborg, Montaigne, Napoleon, Shakespeare and
Goethe are the champions presented. The seventh and introductory essay is
provokingly titled “Uses of Great Men”. To our idealistically-trained minds,
‘greatness’ and ‘use’ make strange bedfellows. But a title like that must have
startled original audiences as well. It was all right for the six ‘representative
men’ to be labelled with their respective qualifications: all right for Plato to be
the Philosopher, Swedenborg the Mystic, Montaigne the Skeptic, Napoleon the
Man of the World, Goethe the Writer, and Shakespeare, of course, the Poet. But
that each of these daunting ‘greatnesses’ should be checked against their
respective “uses’ must have sounded embarrassing even to Puritan ears. Wasn't
it a duty for all men to be “useful’? For a ‘great man’ to be indexed under the
heading ‘use’ was tantamount to having his strong singularity dissolved into the
myriad trades and professions that were making great the American nation of
the mid-century. Once made transferrable — like money — the very idea of
singularity was lost.
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by the mediation of their “uses’. This is what he calls “having justice
done to”, or “being representative”. It remains to be seen in what
way this applies to Shakespeare.

Man in society, with all his passions and his pleasures, [...] becomes the object
of the passions and pleasures of man; an additional class of emotions produces
an augmented treasure of expressions; and language, gesture, and the imitative
arts become at once the representation and the medium. (Shelley 1915, 76-77)

In Shelley’s seminal text, Emerson found Wordsworth’s legacy
augmented and transcended. The language of poetry was not just
‘recollection’, but a complex of verbal and bodily elements. The
formula ‘both the representation and the medium’ seemed to open
the way to further, unheard of, developments. Four years later, he
would go back to those words.

The poet is [ ...] the man without impediment, who sees and handles that which
others dream of, traverses the whole scale of experience, and is representative
of man, in virtue of being the largest power to receive and to impart. (Emerson
1904c, 6)

The power to receive and to impart — or, to become at once the
representation and the medium — is at its highest in Shakespeare,
whose words are, consubstantially, received from the earth —
wherefrom else? — and imparted to men. Justice has been done to
steam, iron, wood, coal, loadstone, iodine, corn, cotton, by their
uses. But all these materials, and possibly many more, are waiting
to be ‘published’ by Shakespeare. By entering art's dominion they
are made ‘representative’, to a higher degree than in the everyday
use of the words. The power of words in poetry manifests itself in
their double nature. In one and the same act, they are both the
representation and the medium.

Great genial power, one would almost say, consists in not being original at all;
in being altogether receptive; in letting the world do all, and suffering the spirit
of the hour to pass unobstructed through the mind. (Emerson 1904f, 191)

The received opinion according to which a literary genius must be,
first of all, an ‘original’ is abolished; ‘representative’ and ‘original’
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seem here to live at opposite ends. Great genial power does not
consist in pouring your never-heard-of inventions on the expectant
world. It is rather a voiding of the self, executed as a preliminary to
letting the spirit of the hour pass unobstructed through you. One
might even think that a camera would provide that type of
‘“unobstruction’.

In short, he [Shakespeare] is the chief example to prove that more or less of
production, more or fewer pictures, is a thing indifferent. He had the power to
make one picture. Daguerre learned how to let one flower etch its image on his
plate of iodine; and then proceeds at leisure to etch a million. There are always
objects; but there was never representation. Here is perfect representation, at
last; and now let the world of figures sit for their portraits. No recipe can be
given for the making of a Shakspeare; but the possibility of the translation of
things into song is demonstrated. (Emerson 1904f, 213-14)

A project of infinite reproducibility is implied by Emerson’s work
on ‘representative-ness’. The unexpected appearance, in this
context, of the photographer Daguerre confirms the presence of
that strain, or variant, in the blood of American Shakespeare. Just
because they are ‘medium’, Shakespeare’s words are not ‘original’
but ‘representative’: that is, deep in the process of passing from a
past to a new state, like the earth.

[H]e borrows very near home. [...]. He knows the sparkle of the true stone, and
puts it in high place, wherever he finds it. Such is the happy position of Homer
perhaps. (Emerson 1904f, 197)

Shakespeare is here the gold digger who looks at ‘the cropping out
of the original rock” and sees the sparkle of the true stone in it: a
more ‘American’ portrait of the Poet could not be conceived. The
scenario is the mythic one a number of western movies have
imaginatively fixed for us to mid-nineteenth century: however
unwittingly, those hunters for riches were fully contemporary with
Emerson’s passionate search for an American Shakespeare. With
Homer’s shadow peeping round the stage door...

Shakspeare knew that tradition supplies a better fable than any invention can.
[...] [A]t that day, our petulant demand for originality was not so much
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pressed. [...]. He is therefore little solicitous whence his thoughts have been
derived; whether through translation, whether through tradition, whether by
travel in distant countries, whether by inspiration. (Emerson 1904f, 196)

Representative men are made ‘great’ by their capacity for
‘publishing’, or re-presenting, nature’s uses. This capacity is at its
fullest in literary genius. The American Shakespeare makes his
entrance on a waste land of literary materials and — like Homer,
who invented ‘Greece’ — invents the ‘Elizabethan age’, contextually
making of it a precious heritage for generations yet to come.

At the time when he left Stratford and went up to London, a great body of
stage-plays of all dates and writers existed in manuscript and were in turn
produced on the boards. [...]. All the mass has been treated, with more or less
skill, by every playwright, and the prompter has the soiled and tattered
manuscripts. It is now no longer possible to say who wrote them first. They
have been the property of the Theatre so long, and so many rising geniuses
have enlarged or altered them, inserting a speech or a whole scene, or adding a
song, that no man can any longer claim copyright in this work of numbers.
Happily, no man wishes to. (Emerson 1904f, 192-93)

By a sort of diplopia, or double vision, Shakespeare’s image is here
projected against the background of a ‘primordial wilderness’ of
letters. Like the entrepreneurial pioneers of Emerson’s own time,
who saw themselves as quickening a ‘virgin” land — virgin to their
rapacious eyes, but as old and lived upon as the rest of the created
globe — this new Shakespeare of Emerson’s invention looks at the
mass of soiled and tattered manuscripts — or better pulp scripts — that
are left-overs from other stages, and what his ‘tyrannous eye’
descries in them is a boundless expanse of ‘incomparable
materials’, both immensely old and startlingly new, not unlike
those whose picture he so much admires in Homer. And
unsurprisingly like those the early settlers were discovering, and
doing justice to, at that time, in America.

[H]e borrows very near home. [...]. He knows the sparkle of the true stone, and
puts it in high place, wherever he finds it. Such is the happy position of Homer
perhaps. (Emerson 1904f, 197)
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The mountain of waste stock is waiting to be pulverized into words
and, in the absence of authors and copyright claimers, any
experiment can be freely tried on it. According to a method of work
strongly reminiscent of the labour of the chiffonniers, or dustmen,
active on the streets of nineteenth-century Paris and London, and
known to Emerson from the pages of Dickens and Baudelaire. But
there were rag-and-bone men in sixteenth-century London too.
And second-hand clothes trade was flourishing.

The greatest genius is the most indebted man. [...]

The Genius of our life is jealous of individuals, and will not have any
individual great, except through the general. There is no choice to genius.
(Emerson 1904f, 189-90)

Shakspeare did owe debts in all directions, and was able to use whatever he
found. (195)

The Poet whose genius consists in looking at the mass of
accumulated literary materials and seeing Homer’s gods in them is
the “American Shakspeare’. That genius, and not another, will give
the world, as a bias, America’s challenging perspective: through his
eyes, and not another’s, what will be called “the Elizabethan age”
is perceived, for the first time, as a spatially remote age. The Old
World did not entertain other than a femporal image of that
remoteness.

But the most dizzying fact, on reading Emerson on ‘Shakspeare’,
is the impression of nearness produced by that extraordinary
distance in space. The ensuing somersault is Emerson’s own gift to
the reader. Looking from today’s perspective, it appears almost
obvious that Shakespeare’s ‘lack of originality” should be the source
of his infinite productiveness: not in terms of the number of dramas
brought on the stage, but of the power displayed in them, to re-use
the past, and invent a future which was from the start a heritage.
All but ignored by the intellectuals of his time, Shakespeare was
loved by his public - all too prompt in following the scent of a
possible future — and made his fortune.

As a counter evidence, reference may be made to Shakespeare’s
contemporary reception:
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The unique fact in literary history, the unsurprised reception of Shakspeare —
the reception proved by his making his fortune; and the apathy proved by the
absence of all contemporary panegyric — seems to demonstrate an elevation in
the mind of the people. Judge of the splendor of a nation by the insignificance
of great individuals in it. (Emerson 1904g, 237)
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Faltering in the Fight: Pierre and Hamlet

David Greven

Melville’s 1852 novel Pierre; or, The Ambiguities foregrounds its intertextual link to
Shakespeare’s Hamlet. This essay focuses on several subjects: incest, framed as an
all-encompassing allegory for the problems within and posed by the family; sexual
ambivalence, which both the tragedy and the novel thematize in the hero’s horror
at the thought of adult genitality; and an episode that links Hamlet to Pierre and
combines concerns with authorship and dismemberment, the reference to the myth
of the amputated Giant Enceladus. Pierre is notable for being the most sustained
depiction of female sexuality in Melville’s work. The titular hero’s possible half-
sister Isabel can be considered a version of Shakespeare’s Ophelia, just as the
character of Mary Glendinning, Pierre’s mother, revises Hamlet's mother
Gertrude. Melville’s transformation of Shakespeare’s female portraits is
fascinatingly problematic. He uses the precursor text to imagine forms of
subversive female power but also reifies images of the woman as, respectively,
narcissistic and siren-like, a doom to men. At the same time, Melville reimagines
Milton’s Eve, specifically the moment where she ponders her own reflection in a
pool. The novel’s most resistant element is its Hamlet-like depiction of masculinity
as “faltering in the fight” compromised and embattled. Melville’s Shakespearean
and ekphrastic uses of the Enceladus myth allow him to develop an allegorical
register for his mutually illuminating explorations of the failure of the artist and
the failure of American masculinity.

Keywords: Melville, Milton, Female sexuality, Masculinity, Narcissism, Incest

Herman Melville’s work reflects the centrality of Shakespeare’s
influence, rivalled only by Milton’s, for American Romanticism.
As Jonathan Arac notes: “During the romantic period the most
consequential writers of the various Western national cultures
found Shakespeare an indispensable means of defining their own
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innovations” (Arac 2011, 6)'. Melville’s novel Pierre; or, The
Ambiguities, published in 1852, passionately evinces this
Shakespearean indispensability in its intertextual relationship
with Hamlet. “Shakespeare saturated” the writing of Pierre, Brian
Higgins and Hershel Parker note in Reading Melville’s “Pierre; or,
The Ambiguities” (Higgins and Parker 2006, 21). They buttress their
claim that no writer of fiction before Melville had so closely
attended to “the complex workings of the psyche” by crediting
Shakespeare as the author to whom Melville was “deeply
indebted” for this achievement (23). Consultation with digitized
Melville’s copy of Hamlet at the website Melville’s Marginalia
Online, a digital archive of books Melville owned, borrowed, and
consulted, confirms Melville’s deep engagement with the text,
which contains many markings in pencil and also an annotation
written in the margins: “Here is forcibly shown the great
Montaignism of Hamlet” (Shakespeare 1837, 7:297)2.

Pierre’'s  strong incestuous overtones echo Hamlet and
synthesize the centrality of incest discourse in nineteenth-century
America3. Incest gave Romantic writers a capacious metaphor for

1 In the Romantic era, Shakespeare assumed the God-like power of the Bible; his
works and the Bible were both seen “as the expression of an incomparable
inner power requiring endless exegesis” (Arac 2011, 15).

2 Melville rediscovered Shakespeare in 1849 and read him avidly,
comprehensively, and intensely, the occasion being Melville’s acquisition of
the 1837 American edition of the Hilliard, Gray Dramatic Works of William
Shakespeare. This seven-volume set, in which Melville marked thirty-one plays,
is digitized at Melville’s Marginalia Online. Melville’s Marginalia Online allows
readers to search these volumes for Melville’s markings, annotations, and so
forth, several of them newly recovered through digital technology. As
Christopher Ohge et al. elucidate: “Computational approaches to [Melville’s]
marginalia allow readers to complement assessments of word counts and
frequencies, word variety, topic clusterings, and sentiment associations, with
informed acts of close reading and source elucidation that reveal Melville
constructing new paths in his own writing from his experiences of reading
Shakespeare” (Ohge et al. 2018, 65).

3  For an analysis of the thoroughgoing importance of incest to literary
production and social arrangements in the early republic and the antebellum
period, see Connolly 2014. Connolly draws on Butler’s theory of the
“melancholia of gender identification”, noting that the incest prohibition,
rooted in the prior ban on homosexual desire for the same-sex parent,
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the artist’s relationship to the world, their own creativity, and
sexuality. In Pierre, the Shakespearean incest theme centered in the
mother-son relationship is expanded to include the titular
protagonist’s improbable, increasingly intense relationship to a
woman who identifies herself as his half-sister Isabel Banford.
Incest complexly provides the logic of human relationships
generally here, as Cindy Weinstein has argued, linking Pierre
Glendinning’s relationships not only with his mother and Isabel
but also with his deceased father, claimed by Isabel to be her
father as well (Weinstein 2004). Melville’s reworking of Hamlet's
incest themes allows him to reflect on the gender politics of
authorship, creativity, and literary influence.

Hamlet, Incest, and Fratricide

Before turning to Pierre, 1 want to highlight aspects of
Shakespeare’s tragedy salient for the mnovel. Hamlet's
understanding of Claudius as “more than kin, and less than kind”
(Shakespeare 2016, 1ii.65) and his nausea over his mother’s
second marriage clarify that he associates family with overbearing
intimacy and a potential for cruelty. Yet this disposition includes a
fixation on his biological parents’ sexual relationship, his mother’s
sexuality, and his father’s sexual magnetism. Implicitly, Hamlet
idealizes parental sexuality as wholesome and satisfying,
everything that Gertrude’s and Claudius’s could never be. Yet his
sexual disgust, noted by critics from Freud and Ernest Jones
forward, especially vivid in his interactions with Ophelia and
Gertrude, exceeds the parameters of his justifiable anger. Before
the Ghost conscripts his son into a revenge plot, Hamlet expresses
contemptuous feelings towards Claudius and his mother and
seems particularly horrified by the thought of their sexual

establishes heteronormativity as norm. As he notes, however pervasive incest
discourse was, it remained silent on the subject of same-sex incest. “Every
iteration of incest in nineteenth-century America presumed, and in doing so
produced, heterosexual subjects” (Connolly 2014, 17). For a related discussion,
see Jackson 2014, 70-71.

Memoria di Shakespeare. A Journal of Shakespearean Studies 8/2021



20 DAVID GREVEN

intimacy. One could argue that it is disgust at the thought of his
own parents’ sexual relationship that Hamlet displaces onto the
“shadow-couple”, in Raymond Bellour’s phrase (Bellour 2000,
254), of Gertrude and Claudius, who both fail to live up to his
idealized standards. Hamlet's revulsion from sexuality, in its
intensity, suggests underlying grief and anger.

That Claudius is a substitute for his father allows Hamlet to
have the Oedipus complex without guilt — he can kill the father’s
image in Claudius rather than the father himself, kill it because it
so poorly reproduces the father. The sense of Claudius as an
inadequate substitute for his father deepens in the closet scene
where Hamlet terrorizes Gertrude. Holding up two images before
her eyes, one of his father, the other of Claudius, “[t]he counterfeit
presentment of two brothers” (Shakespeare 2016, IILiv.52),
Hamlet explicitly commands that she look at them and implicitly
that she draw the same conclusions that he does*. Claudius is a
poor imitation of “[s]o excellent a king”, Hamlet says of his father,
who was “Hyperion” to Claudius’s “satyr” (1.ii.139-40). Hyperion
was one of the Titans who overthrew their devouring father
Cronos; I will discuss the intertextual significance of Titans and
Giants, often confused with one another in the reception of
classical mythology, as Melville typifies when he categorizes the
Giant Enceladus (a figure central to our discussion) as a Titan.

One of Hamlet’s ingenious maneuvers is to force Claudius to
relive his homoerotic fratricide by forcing him to watch the play-
within-the-play that reenacts this episode. Melville takes this
homoerotic-incest theme and embroiders it, envisioning both
brother-sister incest and a homoerotic bond between male cousins
as metaphors for the unspeakable topic of homosexuality, as
James Creech forcefully argues in his book on Pierre, Closet
Writing/Gay Reading (1993).

Dying into freedom, as Harold Bloom evocatively puts it,
Hamlet finds a way to resolve his conflicts over his own wayward
masculinity and his attitudes towards parental heterosexuality by

¢ In the Globe’s original production of Hamlet, “it is likely that miniature
portraits would have been used” (Wilder 2010, 124).

Memoria di Shakespeare. A Journal of Shakespearean Studies 8/2021



Faltering in the Fight: Pierre and Hamlet 21

destroying nearly all the participants in this sexual pageant
(Bloom 1998, 517). But his beloved friend Horatio survives, the
witness to this endless scene of sexual crime. That the loving
friend, who regards Hamlet as a “sweet Prince” (Shakespeare
2016, V.ii.343), remains standing is a suggestive touch. Horatio
takes over Hamlet's witnessing role. Such an ardent testimonial to
male friendship will be one of the most savagely overturned
elements of Melville’s reworking of Hamlet in Pierre, where, unlike
in Moby-Dick, Melville cannot imagine either survival or ardent
male ties.

Pierre and the Law of the Mother

Moby-Dick had not done well, partly due to the disastrous first
publication of the novel in England that failed to include the final
chapter revealing Ishmael’s survival. Pierre was an outright
disaster, sparking the New York Day Book’s infamous headline,
“HERMAN MELVILLE CRAZY”, on 8 September 1852 (Parker 2002,
632). Melville parodied the sentimental novel and Gothic fiction in
this tale of a once-prosperous young man’s descent into madness
when he meets a woman who claims to be his half-sister and
decides to be her salvation.

Nineteen years old and handsome in the manner of Billy Budd,
Pierre Glendinning, named after his father, enjoys an idyllic,
unassuming life in Saddle Meadows (upstate New York). His
flirtatious relations with his mother, Mary, fill even the relatively
tranquil earlier chapters with unease. The son and mother’s
tensely cheerful interactions verge on the incestuous: he calls his
attractive mother “Sister Mary”, and she calls him “Brother”;
Pierre plans to marry the appealing, blonde Lucy Tartan, who
emerges from the tradition of the romance, a union that his
controlling mother supports®. But when Pierre meets the
enigmatic, dark-haired young woman Isabel Banford, haunted

5 Higgins and Parker note that the romance tradition frequently depicts
“golden-haired, blue-eyed heroines as so rarefied or almost disembodied in
their beauty that they seem angelic” (Higgins and Parker 2006, 46).
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and haunting, he becomes entranced by her and her story. She
claims that her mother was a European refugee, and, it is
insinuated, also a victim of the French terror, and that she and
Pierre share a father.

Isabel’s remarkable dreamlike, sustained narrative of her life
before she met Pierre is one of the novel’s high points. Drawn to
Isabel in a manner that nearly explicates the palpable but
unspoken incest theme, Pierre decides on a radical plan to solve
the dilemma Isabel endures and poses. He breaks off his
engagement to Lucy and marries Isabel, the marriage ostensibly a
platonic one. Isabel evokes the Victorian femme fatale whose
appearance radically alters the male protagonist’s life when he
becomes hopelessly infatuated with her. Isabel, however, is a
deeply melancholy siren who seems to be lured by her own death
song. She is associated with music, her emblem the guitar that
speaks for her: “Now listen to the guitar; and the guitar shall sing
to thee the sequel of my story; for not in words can it be spoken.
So listen to the guitar” (Melville 1971, 126).

Determined to ensure that Isabel receives her fair share of their
father’s money but too frightened by his mother’s wrath to tell her
the truth, Pierre tells Mary that he has secretly married someone
else and broken off his engagement with Lucy. In a fury at his
decisions, Mary disowns him. Pierre and Isabel, joined by a
socially ostracized young woman named Delly Ulver, the
disgraced victim of a rake, move to New York City, where Pierre’s
cousin, Glendinning Stanley, resides. Pierre believes that Glen will
be his sanctuary, but, far from helping, Glen rejects and shuns
him. Glen’s behavior stuns and wounds Pierre because he and his
cousin were extremely close in youth; their shattered relationship
reflects Melville’s consistent depiction of male relations as
fractious, prone to betrayal. When Mary dies, she vindictively
leaves all her money and property to Glen, who further
vanquishes Pierre’s legacy by becoming engaged to Lucy Tartan.
Lucy, however, remains tethered to Pierre and, in a surprising
move, joins him and the other women at a boardinghouse known
as the Church of the Apostles. Glen and Lucy’s elder brother
Frederic violently tussle with Pierre, but cannot prevent Lucy
from entering his abode. Finally, overcome by financial difficulties
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and his failure as a writer, Pierre murders Glen, shooting him in
the street, and (like Bartleby in Melville’s most famous short story)
is sent to the prison known as The Tombs. When Isabel and Lucy
visit him there, Lucy hears Isabel referring to Pierre as her brother
and dies of shock. Pierre drinks from the vial of poison that hangs
from Isabel’s neck. When Frederic bursts into the prison cell in
search of Lucy, he discovers her and Pierre’s corpses. Recalling
fond times when they were younger, he expresses penitent regret.
Rebuking Frederic, Isabel then drinks from the same poison vial
and dies: “her whole form sloped sideways, and she fell upon
Pierre’s heart, and her long hair ran over him, and arbored him in
ebon vines” (Melville 1971, 362).

While there is an almost inexhaustible amount of material to
explore in Pierre, in terms of its revision of Hamlet I will focus on
three major dynamics: Melville’s depiction of femininity,
especially Mary and her role in the central mother-son
relationship, contrasted with Pierre’s idealized father; the incest
theme, which ultimately unites Pierre and Hamlet in a shared
refusal of normative heterosexual desire; and the use of the
Enceladus myth, which effectively links Shakespeare’s and
Melville’s protagonists as defeated would-be giants.

Pierre’s mother represents one of the most formidable female
characters in nineteenth-century American fiction (Higgins and
Parker link her to Shakespeare’s Volumnia, Coriolanus’s
fearsome, militaristic mother [Higgins and Parker 2006, 22]). With
Shakespearean notes echoing throughout his language, Pierre
contemplates his relationship with Mary as well as his own fate.

She loveth me, ay — but why? Had I been cast in a cripple’s mold, how
then? Now, do I remember that in her most caressing love, there ever
gleamed some scaly, glittering folds of pride. Me she loveth with
pride’s love; in me she thinks she seeth her own curled and haughty
beauty; before my glass she stands — pride’s priestess — and to her
mirrored image, not to me, she offers up her offerings of kisses. Oh,
small thanks I owe thee, Favorable Goddess, that didst clothe this
form with all the beauty of a man, that so thou mightest hide from me
all the truth of a man. Now I see that in his beauty a man is snared,
and made stone-blind, as the worm within its silk. (Melville 1971, 90)
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Pierre’s own thoughts, this passage offers an analysis of woman’s
desire for power and the role that male beauty plays in women’s
efforts to achieve and exert power. Most tellingly of all, it
represents a male’s fantasy of these female fantasies, Pierre’s as
well as Melville’s. The question of Melville’s treatment of
femininity generally is a vexed one; Pierre contains his most
extensive exploration of femininity even if one thoroughly
mediated through male eyes.

In the closet scene, often performed as if an explicit rendering
of mother-son incest, Hamlet tells Gertrude, increasingly frantic in
the face of her son’s volatility: “Come, come, and sit you down.
You shall not budge. / You go not till I set you up a glass / Where
you may see the inmost part of you” (Shakespeare 2016, IILiv.17-
19). Hamlet wants to force Gertrude to confront her “inmost part”,
a conscription into self-recognition, as if visible perusal will
produce interior reckoning. Adding the considerable arsenal of
misogynistic associations between vain woman and reflective
surfaces to his assault against his mother’s character, Hamlet
imposes the longstanding cultural narrative of narcissistic female
vanity. Pierre follows suit. Melville reveals his hero’s interiority
through free indirect discourse, giving us access to his private
thoughts in all their contours. While, from dialogue alone, we
have considerable evidence of Mary’s questionable character, our
immersion in Pierre’s private musings gains us a sense, his sense,
of his mother’s self-love and frustrated desires for power and the
son’s instrumental and frustrating role in these tangled
aspirations. If Pierre does not treat Mary with the relentless
rhetorical (and possibly physical) violence that informs Hamlet's
treatment of his mother, he treats maternal authority as a rule to
be opposed and overturned while idealizing the dead father.
Melville’s depiction of Mary as, arguably, the chief villain in the
novel, certainly as the most powerful persona, accords with
psychoanalytic theory’s “law of the mother”, which Juliet Mitchell
describes as the ban against parthenogenesis (Mitchell 2000, 343-
44). Mary wields an authority that she believes to be absolute, and
Pierre’s defiance of her shatters this fantasy. Her comeuppance is
a necessary component in Pierre’s fierce scheme to reorder the
world and to remake his own identity. In effect, he refashions
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himself as parentless, ultimately rejecting Mary as she rejected
him but also destroying his father’s “chair-portrait” (Melville
1971, 74), the emblem of his idealized love for his father.

The official drawing room portrait of Pierre Glendinning,
Senior contrasts starkly with the chair portrait of him as a young
man, which was painted in secret by his cousin, Ralph Winwood.
The contrast between the official and the chair portraits has
attracted scholarly attention over the years, including James
Creech’s extensive analysis of the queer implications of this
contrast. These analyses have not frequently included a
consideration of Melville’s intertextual uses of Shakespeare and
Hamlet’s relevance to the paternal portraits’ significance®. In Closet
Writing/Gay Reading, Creech offers a heroically unflinching and
intensive account of the “winking” rhetoric whereby Melville
conveyed a coded but excavatable queer sensibility (Creech 1993).
My argument here focuses on a dimension of the work that is not
Creech’s focus, Melville’s intertextual relationship with
Shakespeare, though I share Creech’s premise that Pierre is a
richly and disturbingly significant homoerotic text.

As Creech observes: “The bourgeois, heterosexual
paterfamilias, flower of homosocial culture, is represented by a
large oil painting which hangs prominently over the mantlepiece
in the drawing room” (Creech 1993, 130). In sharp contrast to this
depiction is “the small oil of Pierre senior as a young bachelor”,
which Pierre reverences and keeps in “a small chamber next to his
bedroom. Melville consistently terms this space a “closet’. A closet
in this nineteenth-century usage was not the small wardrobe that

6 Readings of the paternal portraits in Pierre include Creech 1993, 130-52; Brown
1990, 153-54, 162; Higgins and Parker 2006, 68-69; Lukasik 2011, 186-230;
Dinius 2012, 86-125. None of these treatments, however, sharp as they are,
explore Hamlet as intertext for Pierre, with the exception of Higgins and Parker,
who discuss Pierre’s overlaps in other contexts with Hamlet and other
Shakespeare works. Sacvan Bercovitch, who makes surprisingly cursory note
of valences between both texts in The Rites of Assent, observes that Pierre
consists of characteristics of “a variety of Shakespearean heroes, most notably
(and self-consciously) Hamlet, but also Macbeth, Romeo, Coriolanus, and even
for a moment (in the dialogue with Isabel) King Lear and his Fool” (Bercovitch
1993, 263).
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it is today, but rather a more intimate chamber than the adjoining
bedroom” (130). Creech reminds us that “autobiographical links”
between Melville and his protagonist include the fact that these
paintings “correspond point for point with extant portraits of
Melville’s father Allan who died when Herman was twelve years
old” (131), a most tragic end mired in bankruptcy and madness
for a once larger-than-life father.

Pierre’s spinster aunt Dorothea contends that the chair portrait
records Pierre’s father’s affair with a young French woman.
According to Dorothea, cousin Ralph intended to capture Pierre
Senior’s pining desire in portrait form. In stark contrast to Pierre
and his aunt’s devotion to the chair portrait, Mary loathes it,
claiming that it in no way resembles Pierre’s father. Instead, she
reverences the comparatively paunchy middle-aged official
portrait of her husband that hangs in the drawing-room. The
strong implication is that Mary knows the truth of her husband’s
youthful affair and that of Isabel’s existence as well, hence her ire.

Nancy Fredricks considers Hamlet’s relevance here, incisively
observing in Melville’s Art of Democracy that

For Hamlet and Pierre, the crisis of representation centers primarily
around the world of the father and the patriarchal social structure that
seeks to perpetuate itself through words and images. Both texts focus
on imagery of portraiture as both heroes probe beneath the deceptive
surfaces of appearance. Hamlet asks Laertes, “was your father dear to
you? Or are you like the painting of a sorrow, A face without a heart”
(4.7.106). Pierre reads his copy of Hamlet, “The time is out of joint, /
Oh cursed spite, / That ever I was born to set it right” (235). Melville
appears to be drawing on the imagery of framing in Hamlet to denote
Pierre’s crisis of representation. (Fredricks 1995, 96)

Fredricks remarks that the two portraits that Hamlet aggressively
holds up to Gertrude - his noble “Hyperion” father and
degenerate “Satyr” uncle — “illustrate for Hamlet a political and
moral disjuncture” (96). While Pierre makes a similar discovery,
“Melville avoids the melodramatic personifications of good and
evil” when Pierre locates both Hyperion and Satyr in one man, his
father (96).
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Reflecting its sustained incest theme, Pierre focuses on the
varieties of incest. Pierre’s relationships with Mary and his half-
sister Isabel are shocking enough in their openly erotic character,
but Melville adds to this Pierre’s homoerotic desire for his
handsome young father as captured in the chair portrait and for
his cousin Glen. Indeed, the chapter on Pierre and Glen’s
relationship, “The Cousins”, is the most thorough analysis of
homoerotic male relations in antebellum American literature. It
implies that Glen’s rejection of Pierre has a basis in their sexual
relationship as adolescents, one that must be repudiated in
adulthood.

Hamlet's fraught relationship with other men dominates the
play: his egregious murder of Ophelia’s father, Polonius, takes his
contempt for the dithering old man to a grotesquely excessive
level; his acid attitude to her brother Laertes as he grieves over his
sister outrageously ignores Hamlet’s culpability in Ophelia’s
death and the fact that he murdered Laertes’ father; and if
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, his friends from university, betray
him, Hamlet nevertheless seems to delight in vengefully securing
their deaths. This leaves Claudius, certainly worthy of Hamlet's
ire but less clearly the intensity of his disgust. In other words, had
King Hamlet simply died and Claudius replaced him in terms of
both crown and marriage bed, it is likely that his angry nephew
would feel much the same animus toward him, minus the urgency
of the revenge plot.

The Meanings of Incest

Hamlet provides a foundation for Pierre’s foregrounding not only
of the paternal image but of the paternal as image. Most
relevantly, it establishes the horror of incest as a screen for its
hero’s fantasies of and revulsion against adult genitality.
Analogously, Pierre, while in seeming thrall to an inescapable
incestuous passion, takes a course of action that ensures his sexual
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inviolability”. It cannot be overlooked that Pierre devises his
outlandish plan to marry Isabel just when he is about to embark
on a legal, socially affirmed marriage to Lucy Tartan. While some
have argued the opposite, the novel makes no clear indication
that, however erotically charged their relationship, Pierre and
Isabel have sexual relations?.

If Isabel recalls the Victorian figure of the femme fatale, Lucy
Tartan embodies her foil, the femme fragile, who models delicacy
and innocence and always verges on being deathly ill; Lucy and
Isabel typify the Victorian tendency toward female doubles
(Braun 2012, 62-63). Isabel’s backstory brims with dire specificities
but always remains obscure, an index of femininity’s traditional
associations with the enigmatic and unknowable. Wendy Stallard
Flory, in a key reading, likens Isabel to Romantic poetry’s mythic
images of woman as Muse, imagination, and symbol of artistic
creativity (Flory 2006). Clear parallels exist between Isabel and
Coleridge’s “damsel with a dulcimer” in his fragment-poem

7 Pierre is yet another representation of a recurring antebellum figure, the
sexually inviolate male, volitionally cut off from heterosexuality and male
homosociality. For a study of the inviolate male in antebellum American
fiction, see Greven 2005.

8 I am joined by critics Paula Miner-Quinn, in her essay “Pierre’s Sexuality”,
Michael Paul Rogin, in Subversive Genealogy, and the great Newton Arvin, in
his 1950 study Herman Melville, in viewing Pierre and Isabel’s marriage as
platonic. As Rogin outlines, Pierre’s decision to marry Isabel expresses a desire
to destroy the romantic image of the father and to replace him. But the taboo
on incest prevents him from sexually consummating the relationship; “he can
only masquerade as the romantic father. His father’s romance, outside of
marriage, produced a child. Pierre, masquerading as a husband, is celibate”. In
keeping with the Medusa motif in the novel, “Pierre is encased in stone” since
“he can neither possess Isabel, nor free himself from her” (Rogin 1983, 171). R.
Scott Kellner, in his essay “Sex, Toads, and Scorpions”, argues that Pierre and
Isabel do sexually consummate their marriage but that for Melville “[s]ex is
man’s downfall”: “Man ‘stoops’ to sex. Pierre insists ‘I do not stoop to thee, nor
thou to me; but we both reach up alike to a glorious ideal!” (p. 192). This is a
vision he is not able to maintain. In the end, the chivalrous knight Pierre
wishes both Lucy and Isabel dead. ‘For ye two, my most undiluted prayer is
now, that from your here unseen and frozen; chairs ye may never stir alive’ (p.
358). He has been ruined by his conflicting feelings about sex and women”
(Kellner 1975, 19).
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“Kubla Khan”: “In a vision once I saw: / It was an Abyssinian
maid / And on her dulcimer she played, / Singing of Mount
Abora” (lines 37-41). Like this oneiric female figure, Isabel plays a
musical instrument, her guitar, that puts the male in a state of
exaltation and dread. Nothing about Isabel connotes a realistic
attempt at portraying a female character; she recalls Poe’s dark-
haired siren-Muse Ligeia, similarly galvanizing and destructive.

I regard Pierre as a radical novel on two crucial levels:
Melville’s at times excruciating, often daring manipulations of
language, typified by his transformation of one kind of word to
another, such as verbs into adverbs (Pierre contemplates Isabel’s
journey across the sea in her mother’s secret tow: “she had
probably first unconsciously and smuggledly crossed it hidden
beneath her sorrowing mother’s heart” [Melville 1971, 137,
emphasis mine]) and his sustained immersion in heightened
rhetorical registers; and his depiction of a protagonist who
eschews, indeed defies, traditional codes of masculinity. But the
novel's depiction of Isabel as unreadable, unknowable,
‘mysterious’ — literally noted in the song that emanates from
Isabel’s guitar (“Mystery of Isabel!” and “Isabel and Mystery!”
[126]) — circumscribes the woman as irrational other, anticipating
Freud’s infamous description of femininity as “the dark
continent”. A hazy, muffled, blurry presence, Isabel enters
narrative as a decorporealized figure: a mesmerizing face, a series
of incantatory utterances. Her ghostly quality throughout,
alleviated only by her humanly jealous rivalry with Lucy Tartan,
makes it possible to imagine that Isabel is an object of desire
without that desire necessarily translating into sexual
consummation.

Incest functions as a screen for sexual as well as social relations
in Pierre. Its tantalizing/horrifying possibility allegorizes the
longing and the antipathy that defines the novel’s major
relationships. Given incest’s longstanding metaphorical uses as
coded homosexuality, male-female incest here also stands in for
same-sex desire. Registered with thoroughgoing dread in Hamlet,
incestuous sexuality signifies more complicatedly in Pierre,
suggesting at once utopian oneness transcending difference and
the dread of intimacy. Pierre foregrounds the sense that all
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sexuality is incestuous®. Family members — his mother, cousin,
possible half-sister — constitute the hero’s major relationships, all
of which are erotically tinged; while his relationship with Lucy is
a non-biological tie, she effectively becomes a family member by
joining his small sorority at the Church of the Apostles.

As we have noted, the question of Gertrude and Claudius’
shared perfidy sparks not only Hamlet’s rage but also his sexual
revulsion. The famous play-within-the-play scene, relevant in
many ways for Pierre, collapses adultery, incest, and
homoeroticism, as evinced by the prosy stage directions:

Enter [Players as] a king and a queen, the queen embracing him and he her.
He takes her up and declines his head upon her neck. He lies him down upon
a bank of flowers. She seeing him asleep leaves him. Anon come in [a Players
as] another man, takes off his crown, kisses it, pours poison in the sleeper’s
ears and leaves him. The queen returns, finds the king dead, makes passionate
action. The poisoner with some three or four [Players] come in again, seem to
condole with her. The dead body is carried away. The poisoner woos the
queen with gifts. She seems harsh awhile but in the end accepts love.
(Shakespeare 2016, I11.ii.128)

Claudius and Gertrude are forced to witness a scene that serves as
a grotesque mirror for the crime undergirding their union. But it is
a mirror for Hamlet as well; tellingly, it is the vulnerable, wronged
Ophelia - in every respect Hamlet’s chief victim, unconscionably

9 Many scholars have located the basis for the idea that all sexuality is
incestuous in Michel Foucault’s argument that, given the centrality, at once, of
the family and sexuality to modernity, incest “occupies a central place; it is
constantly being solicited and refused; it is an object of obsession and
attraction, a dreadful secret and an indispensable pivot” (Foucault 1978, 109).
But the thematization of incest in works such as Hamlet, Paradise Lost, The
House of the Seven Gables, and Pierre hardly make such expedient use of the
trope. The undermining of traditional concepts of the family, sexuality, and the
couple in these works, complexly and diversely coordinated, refuses any stable
deployment of incest themes even if they constitute a through line in these
works. Which is to say, incest works specifically in each work while also
adding to each work’s resistant treatment of sexuality. Why Foucault’s tightly
rigid schemas have proven so indispensable a pivot for contemporary
scholarship is fodder for a different discussion.
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abused by him even as he has felt himself abused — whom he sits
beside during this mock-performance. Just as Gertrude fails to
honor Old Hamlet’'s memory in Hamlet’s eyes, so too does Hamlet
fail to honor his past intimacy with Ophelia, which the play
suggests was sexually tinged!. The play-within-the-play’s action
rebukes Hamlet no less than the criminal adulterers he wishes to
shame and expose.

Melville stunningly reworks this Shakespearean tableau.
Pierre’s marriage to Isabel reconceives marriage as parodic assault
on compulsory sexual norms. A transgressive and volatile union,
Pierre and Isabel’s marriage threatens to bring ruin. Even the
disgraced Delly Ulver, wronged and rejected, fears that their
marriage will result in her greater perdition: “If I stay, then — for
stay I must — and they be not married — then pity, pity, pity, pity,
pity!” (Melville 1971, 321). Isabel’s hostility toward Lucy when she
joins them insinuates Isabel’s more-than-sisterly tie with Pierre
(especially since Isabel feels protective toward rather than
competitive with the non-rival Delly). This theme of
“sororophobia”, to use Helena Michie’s term (Michie 1992), is one
indication among many that, far from signifying a utopian
alternative to institutionalized heterosexual marriage, the sham
marriage between Pierre and Isabel creates as many social divides
as it transcends them.

Pierre’s fantasy of male heroism - that he can somehow
singlehandedly rescue not only Isabel and Delly but also Lucy —
results ultimately in the deaths of Isabel and Lucy as well as
himself. (It is not clear what fate befalls Delly, left alone in their
quarters at the Apostles, but that it is a less grim one is unlikely).
Melville here offers his own version of Hamlet’s questionable
behavior toward his mother and dishonorable treatment of
Ophelia while combining Hamlet’s bifurcated attitudes toward
male relationships; Pierre’s friendship-turned-enmity with Glen
combines a Horatio-like love with a Laertes-like poisonous

10 If Hamlet and Ophelia had a sexual relationship, it was perhaps not conducted
in the soft-core porn manner that Kenneth Branagh depicts in flashback in his
1996 film version of the play, in which he cast himself in the titular role.
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rivalry. The collapse of male friendship and love into murderous
hate further signifies a dark side to Pierre’s attempts to break free
of social strictures. This is not to suggest that Pierre’s utopian
impulses are themselves wrong. Rather, Melville cannot imagine a
utopian effort at transcendent wunities, heterosexual or
homosexual, that escapes wreck and ruin. Pierre is earnest but
also vaingloriously rash and foolish, ensuring the destruction of
those he vows to protect and rendering the vulnerable even more
vulnerable with him than without him. Pierre transforms Hamlet’s
elaborate climax involving poisoned lances and cups and a mass
death scene into the prison cell’s barren, desolate tableau in which
the bodies of dead women festoon dead Pierre.

Fallen Giants

Pierre explicitly mentions incest six times; five of those times occur
in the paragraph on Enceladus, one of the Giants who battled the
Olympian gods in Greek mythology. The sixth mention of the
term incest comes later, in Book 26, during a discussion of the
portrait of Beatrice Cenci, at the time attributed to Guido Reni™.
Of its many significant dimensions, Pierre’s reference to
Enceladus intriguingly nods to Hamlet's implicit one at the site of
Opbhelia’s grave. Grief-stricken over her suicide by drowning and
furious at the priest who balks at giving her a proper funeral
service for this reason, Laertes leaps into Ophelia’s grave. He then
frames himself as a giant of grief by evoking the Giants who
battled the Olympians: “Now pile your dust upon the quick and
dead / Till of this flat a mountain you have made / T'0’ertop old

1 This portrait beloved in the nineteenth century also figures prominently in
Hawthorne’s last published novel The Marble Faun (1860). Beatrice Cenci,
whose mild expression in the portrait was interpreted by nineteenth-century
artists as indicative of great reserves of grief and violation, killed her father,
who forced her to have incestuous relations with him. Her fair complexion has
a seraphic quality, a blondeness “vailed by funereally jetty hair”, which
materializes the symbolic “black crape of the two most horrible crimes (of one
of which she is the object, and of the other the agent) possible to civilized
humanity — incest and parricide” (Melville 1971, 351). For a discussion of the
influence of Shelley’s closet drama The Cenci on Melville, see Mathews 1984.
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Pelion or the skyish head / Of blue Olympus” (Shakespeare 2016,
V.i.240-43). The war between the Giants and the gods was retold
by Ovid in Book 1 of Metamorphoses, which Shakespeare could
have read in the original and in the translation of Arthur Golding
(Findlay 1978, 985)™2. In order to reach heaven, the Giants piled
mountains atop one another, heaping Ossa and Olympus on
Pelion, or Pelion and Ossa on Olympus, hence the proverbial
phrase “to pile Pelion on Ossa”, meaning “to make a bad situation
worse”. Not to be outdone, Hamlet provocatively taunts Laertes,
extending his rival’s allusion and associating himself with the
Giant Enceladus: “Dost come here to whine, / To outface me with
leaping in her grave? / Be buried quick with her, and so will L. /
And if thou prate of mountains let them throw / Millions of acres
on us till our ground, / Singeing his pate against the burning zone,
/ Make Ossa like a wart” (Shakespeare 2016, V.i.266-72). ].
Anthony Burton notes that Hamlet's several references to the
Giants” rebellion inform the play’s power dynamics. The
Elizabethan audience would have understood that the Giants
“were the polar opposites of the divine Olympians. Variously
described as impious, foolhardy, impetuous, treasonous,
indiscreet, inglorious, beastlike, dangerous, vile, and tyrannous,
their cause was always reprehensible” (Burton 1984, 6). So neither
Laertes nor Hamlet cover themselves in glory when likening their
affect or cause to that of the Giants.

As he tries and disastrously fails to become a writer, Pierre’s
mythological avatars emerge as Hamlet, Dante, and the Giant
Enceladus, mistakenly identified as a Titan here, which
underscores the frequent interchangeability of the two in the
myth’s reception. Nancy Fredricks observes:

2 Jonathan Bate notes, in Shakespeare and Ovid, the millennium-long tradition of
suppressing the erotic character of Ovid’s works in favor of reading them
allegorically, morally, and didactically, and this has relevance to the story of
the Giants’ battle against the gods: “Allegorical and biblical interpretations
were set beside moral ones; thus the revolt of the giants against the Olympian
gods was made to represent the building of the tower of Babel, but also the
pride of any worldly human who rebels against the authority of God” (Bate
1993, 25-26).
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Like Hamlet, who evokes the myth of Enceladus when he becomes
disgusted by Laertes’ feeble attempts to “outface” him at the grave of
Opbhelia, Pierre, in launching his attack on the world of seeming,
imagines himself the Titan, Enceladus, the offspring of the incestuous
marriage of two worlds, heaven and earth, forever beaten down by
the Olympians who bury him alive. (Fredricks 1995, 96)

In an ekphrastic tour-de-force, Melville reads the sculptor
Gaspard Marsy’s work The Enceladus Fountain, sculpted in lead
between 1675 and 1677 and prominently displayed in the Groves
of Versailles, as an allegorical figure for the artist defying his
oppressors. Shorn of limbs yet intransigent in the face of certain
defeat, he “turn[s] his vast trunk into a battering-ram” (Melville
1971, 346). Even vanquished, the Giant transforms his
dismembered body into a weapon against his enemies. Pierre,
having a dream that could be called a nightmare, cries out in his
sleep. “Enceladus! it is Enceladus!” (346). And the Giant faces him,
though from that moment “Pierre saw Enceladus no more; but on
the Titan’s armless trunk, his own duplicate face and features
magnifiedly gleamed upon him with prophetic discomfiture and
woe”; the “ideal horror” of his dream transmutes into “all his
actual grief” (346).

Interestingly, Melville provides the Giant’s backstory after this
oneiric vision.

Old Titan’s self was the son of incestuous Ccelus and Terra, the son of
incestuous Heaven and Earth. And Titan married his mother Terra,
another and accumulatively incestuous match. And thereof Enceladus
was one issue. So Enceladus was both the son and grandson of an
incest; and even thus, there had been born from the organic blended
heavenliness and earthliness of Pierre, another mixed, uncertain,
heaven-aspiring, but still not wholly earth-emancipated mood; which
again, by its terrestrial taint held down to its terrestrial mother,
generated there the present doubly incestuous Enceladus within him;
so that the present mood of Pierre — that reckless sky-assaulting mood
of his, was nevertheless on one side the grandson of the sky. For it is
according to eternal fitness, that the precipitated Titan should still
seek to regain his paternal birthright even by fierce escalade.
Wherefore whoso storms the sky gives best proof he came from
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thither! But whatso crawls contented in the moat before that crystal
fort, shows it was born within that slime, and there forever will abide.
(347)

Pierre aligns himself with Enceladus and with Hamlet, who did
the same. Though not incestuous himself, Enceladus is the
progeny of incestuous unions across generations. If all sexuality is
incestuous, as the novel appears to claim, Enceladus models the
sexual subject. In Hamlet in His Modern Guises, Alexander Welsh
discusses Enceladus’s context within Pierre’s incest plot.

[Pierre’s] dare to free himself and Isabel to incestuous desire, or to
commit incest if he should so please, has more probably to do with
the impossible quest for originality and Promethean heroics. Pierre
seeks to make love to his own devoted mirror image and dreams of
being the titan Enceladus, “the present doubly incestuous Enceladus
within him” [...]. Once it becomes clear that Pierre is also a writer, the
act of tearing works of Dante and Shakespeare to shreds can be seen
as indicative of similar strivings. (Welsh 2001, 150)3

I do not see Melville as tearing his literary precursors to shreds
but rather as reimagining and extending their ideas for his own
purposes. He sparks off the Enceladus-related allusions and
energies of Hamlet to envision a wayward contemporary version
of Shakespeare’s protagonist, one less counseled and guided and
even more unmoored, whose revenge plan stumbles entirely
because so diffuse and inscrutable.

13 Welsh notes that “Freudian interpreters” eager to maintain “the primacy of the
Oedipus complex [...] tend to regard the half sister as a displacement of the
mother and generally assume that Melville’s glances at the ‘wisely hidden’
significance of Hamlet or the ‘the hopeless gloom of its interior meaning’
confirm some such reading” (Welsh 2001, 150). While Freud’s readings of
Oedipus and Hamlet inform my own, I do not view Isabel as a displacement of
Mary Glendinning. That would suggest that something subterranean was at
work in Melville’s depiction of Pierre’s relationship with his mother, but the
author goes quite far in making the incestuous dimensions of the mother-son
relationship palpable and nearly explicit.
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Likeness Visible

In his essay “On Love”, Percy Bysshe Shelley writes:

Thou demandest what is Love. It is that powerful attraction towards
all that we conceive, or fear, or hope beyond ourselves when we find
within our own thoughts the chasm of an insufficient void and seek to
awaken in all things that are, a community with what we experience
within ourselves. [...] [I]f we feel, we would that another’s nerves
should vibrate to our own, that the beams of their eyes should kindle
at once and mix and melt into our own [...]. This is Love. (Shelley
1977, 473)

When we desire, we desire self-likeness. This potentially radical
idea gets much less radical when it reifies misogynistic
constructions of femininity as reflective surfaces for male self-
likeness. Anne K. Mellor critiques “On Love” as reflective of the
narcissistic sensibility that she calls “masculine Romanticism”. She
identifies the “fundamental desire of the romantic lover” as the
effort “to find in female form a mirror image of himself”, what
Shelley calls in “On Love” the “anti-type” (Mellor 1993, 25).

In response to Mellor, Steven Bruhm writes that he has no wish
“to deny that such Romantic narcissism effaces and destroys the
represented woman” (Bruhm 2001, 21); nevertheless, he points out
that the view of narcissism as pathological imposes an
anachronistic paradigm on Romanticism and its uses of the
Ovidian Narcissus myth. “Romantic male authors purposely
exploited the implications of looking at — and looking into -
oneself”, which has relevance for “the dangerous and volatile field
of same-sex relations within the homosocial spectrum” (21-22).

Melville upholds narcissistic desire’s centrality to Romantic
writing, in part by explicitly naming Narcissus in his work, which
he does in Moby-Dick. Yet throughout Pierre, it is primarily the
female characters who see their likeness in the male. Mary, if
Pierre’s interpretation of his mother’s desire holds true, sees in
him her own idealized likeness as well as her gender-based loss of
opportunities. Pierre’s aunt Dorothea fetishizes the chair portrait
that she brings to Pierre’s attention, seeing in it the image of her
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brother that she prefers to the one Mary commissioned. Yet
Dorothea verges on seeing herself in the portrait, as she suggests
when explaining to the child Pierre her role in the portrait’'s
creation:

My child, it was I that chose the stuff for that neckcloth; yes, and
hemmed it for him, and worked P. G. in one corner; but that aint in
the picture. It is an excellent likeness, my child, neckcloth and all; as
he looked at that time. Why, little Pierre, sometimes I sit here all alone
by myself, gazing, and gazing, and gazing at that face, till I begin to
think your father is looking at me, and smiling at me, and nodding at
me, and saying — Dorothea! Dorothea! (Melville 1971, 79)

Dating from the late eighteenth century, a cultural investment in
the face as the visible manifestation of truth and authenticity
became a preoccupation of American life, as Christopher ].
Lukasik has shown. The face connotes, at once, identity and non-
identity in Melville’s (and Hawthorne’s) work. Isabel’s
maddening, mesmerizing face metonymizes her, goading Pierre to
seek her once he glimpses it.

But Isabel maintains her own relationship to her face. In a
passage that intertextually echoes Milton’s Narcissus-like Eve and
her narration of her nativity in Book 4 of Paradise Lost, Isabel
recalls having stared at her reflection in a smooth lake when she
was a girl. She then sees that reflected image of herself in the face
of the man who speaks the word “Father” to her and that she
comes to believe is her father (Melville 1971, 124). When Pierre
brings Isabel and Lucy into an art gallery and they discover a
portrait of a man that recalls the image of Pierre’s father, “A
stranger’s head, by an unknown hand”, Isabel exclaims: “’My God!
see! see!’ cried Isabel, under strong excitement, ‘only my mirror
has ever shown me that look before! See! see!”” (349-50). Eugenia

14 In the early American republic, one’s countenance revealed “a [...] permanent,
essential, and involuntary sense of character [...] that no amount of individual
performance could obscure” (Lukasik 2011, 10). A now commonplace maxim
from this era began to define American social relations: “there is a face that
you put on before the public, and there is a face that the public puts on you”
(10).
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C. DeLamotte has noted the recurring significance of ancestral
portraits in the Gothic, usually for the purpose of authenticating a
family’s rightful heirs. But throughout Pierre, Melville “link[s] the
quest for knowledge with the quest to express knowledge in art”
(DeLamotte 1990, 87). Enceladus captures this idea, as a figure of
the writer reaching for heaven “but trapped in the ‘imprisoning
earth’” (87). The art gallery holds “the walls of the world” amply
filled with paintings, but these paintings are failures, miserably
empty. The desire to know and the desire to express knowledge
through art fail at once; seeing the portrait of the stranger’s head
by an unknown hand leads Pierre to question Isabel’s blood-
relation to him and whether art matters at all (87). As Wyn Kelley
observes, Enceladus, “the product and victim of monstrously bad
parenting”, figures Pierre’s domestic difficulties (Kelley 1998, 109).
“Heroically resisting his progenitors’ destructive family patterns
in a spirit no less defiant than that of such female rebels as Fanny
Fern’s Ruth Hall or E. D. E. N. Southworth’s Capitola, Pierre
adopts a ‘reckless sky-assaulting mood’” (109). “Like these female
protagonists”, Pierre tries “to escape the sins of his demonic
fathers and grandfathers by resisting male authority [and
establishing] a nonpatriarchal household” (109).

If Enceladus provides the Ur-image of the castrated artist, this
artist is buried in the earth, immobile, immured along with his
defiance. =~ As  Isabel's self-apprehension-as-paternal-image
allegorizes, femininity is frozen in the image; Isabel can only
recognize herself in the image of the male, unable to move beyond
this spectatorial position even if knowledge of her own situation
and desires emerges from it. Hamlet’s forcing Gertrude to stare at
the two different portraits, one of his father and the other of his
hated uncle, provides an especially sadistic intertext in light of this
Melvillean theorization of women'’s relationship to the image. In
forcing Gertrude to acknowledge the inadequacy of the one and
the “Hyperion”-like superiority of the other, Hamlet entombs his
mother in a conceptualization of the gaze that always already
leads to the recognition of male superiority. Melville takes this
idea further and challenges it, but only to a certain extent. Pierre’s
ruminations on Mary’s experience when seeing herself reflected in
her comely young son’s form offer fascinating insights into male
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psychology, mother-son relationships, and the narcissistic self-
regard that links Pierre to his mother. Yet the passage where
Pierre contemplates his mother’s fixation on him is a phobic one,
evoking Mary’s icy character but also rebuking the autonomous
and forthright woman’s desire. Isabel’s apprehension of being
reflected in the image of her ostensible father and in the
“stranger’s head” portrait leads to her further entrapment in the
idealized male image. It also loosens Pierre’s faith that they are
related and deepens his suicidal futility that includes an
increasing belief in the impossibility of both knowledge and art™.
Pierre ruminates on his relationship to his precursor.

Hamlet taunted him with faltering in the fight. Now he began to curse
anew his fate, for now he began to see that after all he had been finely
juggling with himself, and postponing with himself, and in meditative
sentimentalities wasting the moments consecrated to instant action.
(Melville 1971, 170)

Hamlet taunts both Pierre and Melville, and in tribute to this prior
text Melville envisions a hero forever “faltering in the fight”.
Pierre’s ceaseless faltering grimly revises Hamlet: Hamlet's
qualified triumph at the play’s climax, compared to Pierre’s
nihilistic achievement, seems comparatively optimistic. Melville
concludes with faltering, his hero’s Pyrrhic victory a testament to
Melville’s own intransigence in the face of literary giants.
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In New England, Shakespeare’s work was welcomed with alternating success. It was
censored at first for several reasons: the Puritan law found his stories too sensuous
and indecorous and his language was considered foreign to the New World. Even
Emerson, despite his wide culture, objected to the fact that his contemporaries
should consider Shakespeare immortal, claiming that he embodied a past that
needed to be left behind.

If Shakespeare was frowned upon by the supercilious older generations, troubled
by his moral and linguistic ambiguity, Emily Dickinson and her young
contemporaries devotedly admired his work and read about it. The environment
Emily Dickinson grew up in refined her taste vis-a-vis her readings and led her to
an idea of drama as a possible and less intimidating double for real life. Drawing on
hidden and more overt allusions, this essay explores the ways in which
Shakespeare’s dramatic voice offered her the opportunity of interweaving fancy and
daily life, imagination and real events.

Keywords: Emily Dickinson, Poems, Letters, Allusions to Shakespeare, Shakespeare
in New England

Words and Flowers

Emily Dickinson left nothing but words, and flowers. Her words,
her flowers. In the summer of 1877, Emily Dickinson sent a note to
Mrs Higginson:

Dear friend
I send you a flower from my garden — Though it dies in reaching you,
you will know it lived, when it left my hand —
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Hamlet wavered for all of us — (L512)!

It caught my attention, not only for its fitting reference to
Shakespeare’s tragic hero, but also because it discloses some
relevant features of Emily Dickinson’s personality, of her facets and
contradictions. From her self-imposed reclusion she writes to the
invalid wife of Thomas Wentworth Higginson, the man she had
always considered her “Preceptor” and with whom she had started
a long correspondence a decade earlier. Despite never having met
her (and she never would), she reaches out to her enclosing a cape
jasmine flower from her garden, although it would inevitably
wither in reaching its recipient. Life and death are entangled in this
highly laconic (unsigned) note. Was Emily Dickinson underlining,
as she did throughout her life, the relevance of Shakespeare’s work
for her and her contemporaries (“all of us”), or was she identifying
with Hamlet’s figure and his tragedy? Perhaps the answer is both.

Discovering Emily Dickinson

As she lived, Emily Dickinson had already composed most part of
her poetic production by 1877: almost two thousand poems, most
of which she meticulously collected herself in hand-sewn booklets
(‘fascicles’) and hid in her desk. They were hermetic, complex
poems deemed by many as “confessional”, or autobiographical,
and as drawing on sixteenth-century metaphysical poetry. To many
more her poems seemed beyond any possible interpretation. Then
as today, critics could only speculate on what was hiding behind
those minimal ante litteram Imagist compositions. They are not
sonnets, that we know for sure. They are not hymns. They are not
psalms. Certainly she did look at the three genres and drew upon
their large production. Her meter is generally a four-line stanza
with metrical experiments in nearly every one of them.

Despite the complexity of their formal structure, if compared to
the poetry I was acquainted with, when I first read them as a young

! Emily Dickinson’s letters used throughout the text will be quoted from
Dickinson 1958 and referred to by number.
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student, I was struck by the unique, dramatic juxtaposition of
subjects and lyrical motifs:

Escape is such a thankful Word
I often in the Night

Consider it unto myself

No spectacle in sight

Escape — it is the Basket

In which the Heart is caught

When down some awful Battlement
The rest of Life is drop —

"Tis not to sight the savior —

It is to be the saved —

And that is why I lay my Head

Upon this trusty word — (no. 1347)?

“To escape”, “to die”, “to forget”: Emily Dickinson ‘adjusted” her
life to the semantic areas related to these verbs, or rather she chose
to cope with them. Apparently, they haunted her imagination and
imagery, hence most of her poems sounded as precious as music to
her. She was highly unpredictable both in her private and
sentimental life, not to mention her writings, which were unlike
any school of poetry, either Romantic or Transcendental, that she
knew of but decided to ignore.

Jeune fille bien rangée, she was brought up in a well-off milieu,
but like the “thief” in her poems (inspired by Mr and Mrs
Browning’s Dramatis Personae, she liked to disguise behind a variety
of masks) she would sneak books and magazines from her father’s
library. She had knowledge of the Civil War end, the Gold Rush, of
English poetical diction, as well as physics and medicine, but she
was in love with words and the imagery she borrowed from
Shakespeare, the Bible, the Book of Revelation, and metaphysical
poetry. So she shaped a world nobody could break into. A world of
words that were precious to her, and certainly a world of poems

2 Emily Dickinson’s poems used throughout the text will be quoted from
Dickinson 1955 and referred to by first line and number.
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and letters (no diary was ever found3), a world where the
apparently fragile girl, and then woman, confronted the very
concept of identity. A daring choice for her years. Her own identity:
silent and proud. Ironic, self-ironic, and aggressive (like “a Loaded
Gun” as in “My Life had stood — a Loaded Gun”, no. 754) in
opposition to the ambiguities of the fake middle class that
surrounded her, whose members could not come to terms (with the
exception of Walt Whitman) with the concepts of solitude and
identity. It took decades for her poems to be discovered, before
modern poetry (and Freud) realized what she did not know she
knew, but she knew:

Soto! Explore thyself!

Therein thyself shalt find

The “Undiscovered Continent” —
No Settler had the Mind. (no. 832)

As she lived, her poems remained unpublished.

In 1862, Emily Dickinson withdrew from social life. She isolated
in the world she had built for herself, where she kept busy reading
books, magazines, and newspapers, and writing: writing pages she
would edit herself, scribbling on any paper scrap she had at hand,
poems and letters, some of which she never mailed.

In that same year she wrote the first letter to T. W. Higginson,
who was the editor of the magazine The Atlantic Monthly. She wrote
to him asking for his guidance, inspired by his “Letter to a Young
Contributor”, the lead article for the April 1862 issue, where he
invited beginning writers, young gentlemen or young ladies, to
send in their work to be reviewed, and eventually published. She
never suspected that, though he firmly refused to publish her
poems as she lived, he would actually later read them to his
intellectual circles in Boston and Cambridge and would be her first
editor after her death.

Emily’s first letter to Higginson, dated 15 April 1862, sounded
(deliberately) affected and even beseeching. For the first time she

3 Following Emily’s instructions, after her death, her sister Lavinia presumably
destroyed all her diaries along with most written material she found in her room
other than her poems.
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was unveiling her private compositions to a potential publisher,
and in seeking an audience she dared to appear extravagant,
closing her note with one of her many Shakespearean quotes:

Mr Higginson,

Are you too deeply occupied to say if my Verse is alive?

The Mind is so near itself — it cannot see, distinctly — and I have none to
ask —

Should you think it breathed — and had you the leisure to tell me, I
should feel quick gratitude —

If I make the mistake — that you dared to tell me — would give me
sincerer honor — toward you —

I enclose my name - asking you, if you please — Sir — to tell me what is
true?

That you will not betray me - it is needless to ask — since Honor is it's
[sic] own pawn* — (L260, emphasis mine)

With the above (unsigned) letter Emily Dickinson enclosed a card
on which she wrote her name and attached four poems: “Safe in
their Alabaster Chambers” (no. 216), “The nearest Dream recedes —
unrealized” (no. 319), “We play at Paste” (no. 320), and “I'll tell you
how the Sun rose” (no. 318), which Higginson labeled “spasmodic”
and “uncontrolled”, deeming them too crude and too distant from
the conventional Romantic poetry her contemporaries could accept
and appreciate.

Unscathed by his criticism, she replied to him a few months later
(7 June 1862):

Dear friend.

Your letter gave no Drunkenness, because I tasted Rum before —
Domingo comes but once — yet I have had few pleasures so deep as
your opinion, and if I tried to thank you, my tears would block my
tongue —

[...]

4 Quote from Richard II, “mine honour’s pawn” (1i.74), and The Two Gentlemen of
Verona, “her honour’s pawn” (Liii.47). All Shakespeare quotations are taken
from Shakespeare 2005.
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Your second letter surprised me, and for a moment, swung [...]. Your
first — gave no dishonor, because the True — are not ashamed — [...]
Perhaps the Balm, seemed better, because you bled me, first.

[...]

If fame belonged to me, I could not escape her — if she did not, the
longest day would pass me on the chase — and the approbation of my
Dog, would forsake me — then — my Barefoot-Rank is better —

You think my gait “spasmodic” — I am in danger — Sir —

You think me “uncontrolled” — I have no Tribunal.

Would you have time to be the “friend” you should think Ineed? I have
a little shape — it would not crowd your Desk — nor make much Racket
as the Mouse, that dents your Galleries —

[...]
The “hand you stretch me in the Dark”, I put mine in, and turn away -
I have no Saxon, now —

[..]
But, will you be my Preceptor, Mr Higginson? (L265, emphasis mine)

This time she did sign it “Your friend / E Dickinson -”.

Her brother Austin, who knew her best, confirmed that Emily
was ‘posing’ as a naive young woman writer, longing for guidance
to get her potential career as a poet started. Higginson did
intervene, not by publishing any of the poems she enclosed, but by
prompting her to ‘adjust’” her verses by adding titles and more
rhymes, to make it “‘more orderly” — which (given her temper) she
ignored to do, but she did carry on her correspondence with him.

It was Higginson himself who eventually provided the titles,
after Emily’s death, when he co-edited with Mabel Loomis Todd?,
Austin’s mistress, the fragments of the letters and poems she had
left behind in The Poems of Emily Dickinson, published for the first
time in 1890, and subsequently in 1891 and 1896. So did Emily’s

5 After Emily’s death, with Austin’s permission, Mabel Loomis Todd began
sorting through Emily’s papers, transcribing them: letter scraps, scribbled pages,
and unsent messages. Later she would also contact Emily’s friends, relatives,
and acquaintances to collect the letters sent by Emily in her lifetime, through
Lavinia, who used to mail them for her. Some of the recipients sent the letters
back, others transcribed them, some refused to disclose their content. She
published her transcriptions in Letters of Emily Dickinson in 1894 (Dickinson
1894). What about those transcriptions? Were they faithful to the originals? Were
any letters accidentally lost, or perhaps purposely burnt?
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closest, life-time friend and sister-in-law, Susan Huntington Gilbert
Dickinson, who jealously kept the poems and letters in her
possession (more than two hundred and seventy-six known poems
Emily sent or personally delivered to her through the little path that
connected the Homestead and the Evergreens), maintaining till the
very end that she was the only one who had the right to publish
them. She never did, it was ultimately her daughter who edited and
published them a few years later, in 1925.

Hence, Emily Dickinson’s poems were first published altering
her peculiar punctuation, adding new rhymes and periods,
eliminating dashes, and substituting capital letters, forcing her
work into a more subdued replica of contemporary poetry, such as
Frances Sargent Osgood’s or Helen Hunt Jackson's.

Oddly enough, none of the first editors seemed to consider that
capital letters were used regularly by both Shakespeare and
metaphysical poets.

To many Emily Dickinson’s poems appeared “strange” — or at
least so they were to her contemporary American readers, who
were not familiar with medieval and Renaissance English
expressions such as (and I am choosing at random among
Shakespeare’s and Donne’s sonnets): “thou” for “you”, “dos’t” for
“does”, “phantom” for “ghost”, “shalt” for “shall”, “hath” for
“has”, “gaus’t” for “gave”. Or, with the way Chaucer, Shakespeare,
and the metaphysical poets used to spell: “doth” for “does”, “thine”
for “your”, “pow’r” for “power”, “nought” for “nothing”, “addeth”
for “add”, “brethren” for “brother”. Moreover, they were filled
with literary allusions and quotes that were certainly not easy to
decipher. One wonders how many of her contemporary authors
would have written in a poem:

Where Thou art — that — is Home —
Cashmere — or Calvary — the same —
Degree — or Shame —

I scarce esteem Location’s Name —
So I may Come —

What Thou dost — is Delight —

Bondage as Play — be sweet —
Imprisonment — Content —
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And Sentence — Sacrament —
Just We two — meet —

Where Thou art not —is Wo —

Tho” Bands of Spices — row —

What Thou dost not — Despair —

Tho” Gabriel — praise me — Sir (no. 725)

Not only were the subjects of her poems hard to decode, for the
most part, but their form was quite unusual. Besides the absence of
rhyme, they were also generally quite short, and the lines ended
with a dash, a very unusual habit in nineteenth-century poetry.
Many times she used them to stress the relevance of a specific
lexeme, although she certainly knew when to use quotation marks,
as in:

The Heart has many Doors —
I can but knock —

For any sweet “Come in”
Impelled to hark —

Not saddened by repulse,
Repast to me

That somewhere, there exists,
Supremacy — (no. 1567)

She seems to ask her readers not to put an ‘end’ to their reading,
inducing them to take a ‘break’, to pause or linger on the very last
line, or to return to its very beginning. After all isn’t this what
poetry is? A suggestion to be pondered.

Since Higginson’s preface to The Poems of Emily Dickinson in
1890, where he presented them as “flashes of wholly original and
profound insight into nature and life”, Emily Dickinson was
‘doomed’ to be the poet of “Life, Nature, Love, Time, Eternity” for
some decades. It is a fact that when she edited The Complete Poems
of Emily Dickinson published by Little, Brown & Company (Boston),
her niece Martha Dickinson Bianchi still presented her aunt as a
“romantic” poet, who wondered about the “relationship” between
time and eternity, time versus eternity. Dickinson Bianchi did not
provide a preface to her collection, nor a description to support her
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perspective. She seemed to — and probably did - forget what
Higginson had written, asking Dickinson’s readers to go beyond
her apparently “romantic” approach to life and poetry. Conversely,
in 1945, Mabel Loomis Todd’s daughter, Millicent Todd Bingham
wisely included Higginson’s preface in her precious publication
Ancestors’ Brocades:

This selection from her poems is published to meet the desire of her
personal friends, and especially of her surviving sister. It is believed
that the thoughtful reader will find in these pages a quality more
suggestive of the poetry of William Blake than of anything to be
elsewhere found - flashes of wholly original and profound insight into
nature and life; words and phrases exhibiting an extraordinary
vividness of descriptive and imaginative power, yet often set in a
seemingly whimsical or even rugged frame. They are here published as
they were written, with very few and superficial changes; although it
is fair to say that the titles have been assigned, almost invariably, by the
editors. (Bingham 1945a, 416-17)

After refusing to publish Dickinson’s work during her lifetime,
four years after her death Higginson finally recognized her genius
behind her “insight into nature and life”. Though few of Emily
Dickinson’s critics (very few) ever liked his approach to her poetry,
he was among the first to introduce it to the public. In his first
preface, he cared to inform her readers that her poems had no title
and were charged with “an extraordinary vividness of descriptive
and imaginative power”, and that when touched upon by her, a
“shipwreck” had nothing to do with an Ancient Mariner’s ballad,
but rather with a “mental conflict” (417):

[...] we can only wonder at the gift of vivid imagination by which this
recluse woman can delineate, by a few touches, the very crises of
physical or mental struggle. And sometimes again we catch glimpses
of a lyric strain, sustained perhaps but for a line or two at a time, and
making the reader regret its sudden cessation. But the main quality of
these poems is that of extraordinary grasp and insight, uttered with an
uneven vigor sometimes exasperating, seemingly wayward, but really
unsought and inevitable. After all, when a thought takes one’s breath
away, a lesson on grammar seems an impertinence. (417)
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Higginson’s highly effective, and one would dare say ‘poetic’,
words in describing Emily’s lines as “poetry torn up by the roots,
with rain and dew and earth still clinging to them” (417) sound like
something she might have wished could have been written about
her verse. What he once deemed too ‘rough’ to be published had
eventually turned into and “uneven vigor sometimes exasperating,
seemingly wayward, but really unsought and inevitable”.

Mabel Loomis Todd'’s preface to the second edition of The Poems
of Emily Dickinson gave readers and editors to come some key
directions to follow:

As a rule, the verses were without titles; but “A Country Burial”, “A
Thunder-Storm”, “The Humming-Bird”, and a few others were named
by their author, frequently at the end - sometimes only in the
accompanying note, if sent to a friend.

The variation of readings, with the fact that she often wrote in pencil
and not always clearly, have at times thrown a good deal of
responsibility upon her Editors. But all interference not absolutely
inevitable has been avoided. The very roughness of her own rendering
is part of herself, and not lightly to be touched; for it seems in many
cases that she intentionally avoided the smoother and more usual
rhymes.

[...] [TThe very absence of conventional form challenges attention. In
Emily Dickinson’s exacting hands, the especial, intrinsic fitness of a
particular order of words might not be sacrificed to anything virtually
extrinsic; and her verses all show a strange cadence of inner rhythmical
music [...] — appealing, indeed, to an unrecognized sense more elusive
than hearing. (419)

Millicent Todd Bingham also included her mother’s preface in
the above mentioned Ancestors” Brocades where she recounts her
mother’s heartfelt involvement in collecting, editing, and
publishing Emily Dickinson’s work. A precious publication indeed,
as it shed a new light on Emily Dickinson’s mysterious figure and
offered a fresh perspective on her work. After her mother’s death,
she was allowed to read and transcribe passages from her mother’s
journals and diaries, along with the yet unpublished manuscripts
her mother had locked in a camphor-wood chest, which she
collected in Bolts of Melody published that same year:
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Most of them were smothered with alternative words and phrases
crowded into every available space — around the edges, upside down,
wedged between the lines. (Bingham 1945b, xii)

Ancestors’ Brocades follows a philological approach, through which
Mabel Loomis Todd’s daughter discloses how Emily literally
abandoned her poems and letters in the hands of her future editors.

Emily placed a great responsibility upon her editors by leaving to them
so often the choice of a key word. For it authorized them to color her
thought with their taste. [...] [TThey might be tempted to go further, to
change a word to fit their own preference — a dangerous leeway, for the
thought is timeless while taste may change. [...]

[...] Emily’s habits with regard to punctuation were individual to say
the least. The editors decided that her way of beginning important
words with capitals would not convey in print the nuance of emphasis
intended. Capitals must be used sparingly if at all. Another pet device,
that of underscoring for emphasis, would look exaggerated as italics on
the printed page. Superfluous quotation marks, too, were scattered
through the poems. Were they intended as guideposts, the editors
questioned, if the strangeness of a word was considered too shocking?
Or did Emily use them because she wanted to reassure the reader that
she meant what she said? (Bingham 1945a, 38-39)

Hence, with some controversy and taking a few editorial liberties,
four women probed into and shaped Emily Dickinson’s work
according to the roles they had in her life: her brother’s ‘other
woman’ Mabel and her daughter Millicent Todd Bingham, her
brother’s wife Susan and her daughter Martha Dickinson Bianchi.
The former two trying to keep her writings the way they were,
faithfully transcribing them, the latter two trying to stress the
relevance of Emily’s relationship with her sister-in-law.

Millicent revealed how laborious the exchange of letters and
opinions between Emily’s editors, publishers, and critics had been,
so that her work could finally be known to her contemporary and
future readers.

Susan, so that no one would forget that she was the closest to
Emily, also authored her obituary in the Springfield Republican:
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One can only speak of “duties beautifully done”: of her gentle tillage of
rare flowers filling her conservatory, into which, as into a heavenly
Paradise, entered nothing that could defile, and which was ever abloom
in frost or sunshine, so well she knew her subtle chemistries; of her
tenderness to all in the home circle; her gentlewoman’s grace and
courtesy to all [...]. Like a magician she caught the shadowy
apparitions of her brain and tossed them in startling picturesqueness to
her friends, who, charmed with their simplicity and homeliness as well
as profundity, fretted that she had so easily made palpable the
tantalizing fancies forever eluding their bungling, fettered grasp. So
intimate and passionate was her love of Nature, she seemed herself part
of the high March sky, the summer day and bird-call. Keen and eclectic
in her literary tastes she sifted libraries to Shakespeare and Browning;
quick as the electric spark in her intuitions and analyses, she seized the
kernel instantly, almost impatient of the fewest words by which she
must make her revelation. To her life was rich, and all aglow with God
and immortality. With no creed, no formalized faith, hardly knowing
the names of dogmas, she walked this life with the gentleness and
reverence of old saints, with the firm step of martyrs who sing while
they suffer. How better note the flight of this “soul of fire in a shell of
pearl” than by her own words? —

Morns like these, we parted;

Noons like these, she rose;

Fluttering first, then firmer,

To her fair repose. (Dickinson 1998, 266-68, emphasis mine)

She obviously described Emily Dickinson as she knew her, offering

a concise and splendid image of what she was to her. The image of

a “soul of fire in a shell of pearl” is something that Dickinson never

used to describe herself, but the image of the pearl often appeared

in her poems, (directly or indirectly) echoing Shakespeare’s Ariel

and his “Those are pearls that were his eyes” (The Tempest, 1.i1.401):

Best Things dwell out of Sight
The Pear] - the Just — Our Thought.

Most shun the Public Air
Legitimate, and Rare —

The Capsule of the Wind
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The Capsule of the Mind

Exhibit here, as doth a Burr —
Germ’s Germ be where? (no. 998)

Ultimately, fame did belong to Emily, and to her words. And
through her words, there she was: as in a blurred daguerreotype,
Emily Dickinson began to acquire a shape and a physiognomy,
until she finally and legitimately became one of the most famous
poets of nineteenth-century American literature, along with Walt
Whitman.

As she lived, mystery and gossip surrounded her life. She was
already a myth in Amherst, at least to the eyes of her acquaintances
and family, as Mabel Loomis Todd once described her in her
journal (15 September 1882):

Emily is called in Amherst “the myth”. She has not been out of her
house for fifteen years. [...] She writes the strangest poems, & very
remarkable ones. She is in many respects a genius. She wears always
white, & has her hair arranged as was the fashion fifteen years ago
when she went into retirement. She wanted me to come & sing to her,
but she would not see me. She has frequently sent me flowers & poems,
& we have a very pleasant friendship in that way. (Quoted in Sewall
1980, 217)

She was an apparently fragile woman. She seemed discreet and
shy, but was resolute enough to live in solitude, as Mabel Loomis
Todd would point out in her introduction to the second publication
of Emily’s poems in 1891: “She had tried society and the world, and
found them lacking” (Bingham 1945a, 419).

Kinsmen of the Shelf: Shakespeare in Amherst

Unto my Books — so good to turn —
Far ends of tired Days —

It half endears the Abstinence —
And Pain - is missed — in Praise —

As Flavors — cheer Retarded Guests
With Banquettings to be —
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So Spices — stimulate the time
Till my small Library —

It may be Wilderness — without —
Far feet of failing Men —

But Holiday — excludes the night —
And it is Bells — within -

I thank these Kinsmen of the Shelf —
Their Countenances Kid

Enamor - in Prospective —

And satisfy — obtained — (no. 604)

The Homestead where Emily grew up had a well-stocked library
that inspired her readings and discussions with relatives, friends,
and tutors. Most of the volumes, along with the publications of her
poems and letters, are now part of the Emily Dickinson Collection
in the Houghton Library at Harvard. From Chaucer to
contemporary authors, the Old and New Testaments (one edition
dated 1843 she received as a gift from her father when she was
fourteen years old). And then Cervantes, Romantic literature,
metaphysical poets, Dickens, Emerson, William G. Howells, Henry
James (the installments published in The Atlantic Monthly of The
Europeans), Keats, and, among her contemporaries, Longfellow and
Tennyson. In addition to the Bibles, some other religious texts, such
as Christian Believing and Living by F. D. Huntington.

Certainly, alongside the scriptural passages from the Old
Testament she surely perused The Pictorial Edition of the Works of
Shakespeare (1840) edited by Charles Knight, a collection of
paintings and drawings, screen printings, which her father had
bought to keep in the family library. She was welcomed to look at
them and she certainly found inspiration in them. It is by no
coincidence that some of the characters (one amongst many, Puck)
she mentions in her writing seem a literary version of the
iconographic ones pictured in one of Knight's volumes. One of the
volumes shows several markings and loose pages that suggest it
must have been often used in the Dickinson household.

To the family library one must add Emily’s school books, the
texts she worked on and studied while attending Mount Holyoke
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College. Among others: The Evidences of the Christian Religion (1832)
by Archibald Alexander; Elements of History, Ancient and Modern
(1828) by Joseph Emerson Worcester; Catalogue of Plants Growing
without Cultivation in the Vicinity of Amherst (1829) by Edward
Hitchcock; A Practical System of Rhetoric (1827) by Samuel Phillips
Newman; A Class-book to Botany (1851) by Alphonso Wood, and,
last but not least, Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667).

Conscious of the extensiveness of the reading material she could
approach in her family library, in April 1862 she wrote to
Higginson:

I'had a terror — since September — I could tell to none — and so I sing, as
the Boy does by the Burying Ground — because I am afraid — You
inquire my Books — For Poets — I have Keats — and Mr and Mrs
Browning. For Prose — Mr Ruskin — Sir Thomas Browne — and the
Revelations. I went to school — but in your manner of the phrase — had
no education. When a little Girl, I had a friend, who taught me
Immortality — but venturing too near, himself — he never returned —
Soon after, my Tutor, died — and for several years, my Lexicon — was
my only companion — (L261)

Though she omits Shakespeare here, who was clearly one of her
masters, she categorizes books and fear on the same level, revealing
that her lexicon was her companion, the precious glossary that
would help her go through the day. Being reading and writing a
way to overcome fear and solitude. What about her terror? What
was it?

She once admitted to her close family friend Joseph Bardwell
Lyman that writing would save her:

We used to think, Joseph, when I was an unsifted girl and you so
scholarly that words were cheap & weak. Now I don’t know of
anything so mighty. There are [those] to which I lift my hat when I see
them sitting princelike among their peers on the page. Sometimes I
write one, and look at his outlines till he glows as no sapphire. (Quoted in
Sewall 1980, 675, emphasis mine)

Sometimes she calls words an empty space: a “gap” to be filled,
an “abyss”, as in “To fill a Gap” (no. 546). She feels danger (“Peril
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as a Possession”, no. 1678), despair (“It was not Death, for I stood
up”, no. 510). She herself seeks fear and loneliness, as she clearly
states in the poem “The Loneliness One dare not sound” (no. 777):

The Loneliness One dare not sound —
And would as soon surmise

As in its Grave go plumbing

To ascertain the size —

The Loneliness whose worst alarm
Is lest itself should see —

And perish from before itself

For just a scrutiny —

The Horror not be surveyed —
But skirted in the Dark —

With Consciousness suspended —
And Being under Lock —

I fear me this — is Loneliness —
The Maker of the soul

Its Caverns and its Corridors
[lluminate — or seal —

Words complemented her. Emily had to write so that her words
could flow into music, cancel mourning, melt into the whispering
of the wind, opening up to alarming appearances, as in “Conscious
am I in my Chamber” (no. 679).

She had to write to embody and define a solitude enhanced by
silence:

The words the happy say
Are paltry melody

But those the silent feel
Are beautiful — (no. 1750)

She had to write so that words could bring to the surface of
language the very paradoxes and contradictions that remain
concealed in speech and that the act of digging into the single word
could unveil:
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A word is dead
When it is said,
Some say.

I'say it just

Begins to live

That day. (no. 1212)

After being treated for an eye problem in 1865, she wrote to J. B.
Lyman to share her joy, for she could read her beloved books again,
and one author in particular:

How my blood bounded! Shakespear [sic] was the first; Antony &
Cleopatra where Enobarbus laments the amorous lapse of his master.
Here is the ring of it.

“heart that in the scuffles of

great fights hath burst the

buck[l]e on his breast”

then I thought why clasp any hand but this. Give me ever to drink of
this wine. Going home I flew to the shelves and devoured the luscious
passages. I thought I should tear the leaves out as I turned them. Then
I settled down to a willingness for all the rest to go but William
Shakespear [sic]. Why need we Joseph read anything else but him.
(Sewall 1965, 76)

Some years later (about 1873), in a letter to F. B. Sanborn, an
acquaintance of hers, she wrote about her strong bond with books
and her predilection for Shakespeare:

I am glad there are Books.

They are better than Heaven for that is unavoidable while one may miss
these.

Had I a trait you would accept I should be most proud, though he has
had his Future who has found Shakespeare — (L402)

In New England, Shakespeare’s work had been welcomed with
alternating success. It was censored at first for several reasons: the
Puritan law found his stories too sensuous and indecorous and his
language was considered foreign to the New World. Even
Emerson, despite his wide culture, objected to the fact that his
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contemporaries should consider Shakespeare immortal, claiming
that he embodied a past that needed to be left behind.

However, if Shakespeare was frowned upon by the supercilious
older generations, troubled by his moral and linguistic ambiguity
(puns and wits were dangerous ways of playing with words),
Emily and her young contemporaries devotedly admired his work
and read about it. Even her beloved women poets could not
compare to “the Master” whom she referred and paid tribute to in
her writing, borrowing from him what could suit her poetry and
enrich her letters.

In a November 1871 letter to Higginson, she praised women
poets, but even her favorite writers were minuscule compared to
the Master:

Mrs Hunt’s Poems are stronger than any written by Women since Mrs
- Browning, with the exception of Mrs Lewes — but truth like Ancestor’s
Brocades can stand alone [...]. While Shakespeare remains Literature is
firm —

An Insect cannot run away with Achilles” Head. (L368)

Notwithstanding the Puritan New England milieu, the Bard was
certainly not a menacing presence in the Dickinson household, and
Emily and her siblings were well acquainted with his work.
Certainly Austin and Lavinia did not miss the events staged in
Boston or the plays at the Boston Museum, a popular theatre on
Tremont Street. Shakespeare became more and more the object of
society discussions and cultural debates. As the years and the
republishing of his plays went on (a similar fate befell Emily
Dickinson’s poems), Shakespeare’s works were eventually
associated with an ethical message also suited for young women.
Though there is no evidence that Emily ever attended one of
Shakespeare’s plays with her siblings, we know for sure that she
was deeply fascinated by Shakespeare, to the point that, along with
a group of fellow students, she had founded a reading club in
Ambherst where they read his work aloud and discussed the articles
that appeared in the local magazines The Indicator and The Amherst
College Magazine. Emily deeply admired him and his work to the
point that when the morality of his verse was once questioned, she
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refused to read a redacted version stating: “There’s nothing wicked
in Shakespeare, and if there is I don’t want to know it” (Dickinson
1894, 129-30).

Theaters, magazines, and periodicals promoted Shakespeare’s
work. The lectures on Shakespeare by Richard Henry Dana, Sr. — a
brilliant, albeit very conservative, essayist and speaker — were a
popular attraction of the time. In 1850, he was in Amherst for a
series of his Shakespeare lectures. The first one, titled “The
Influence of Literature on Our Characters in Daily Life”, was
published in Ambherst College Indicator and focused on the
principle that reading poetry would lead to high and eternal truth
and that Shakespeare’s work would expand “our imagination
activity and [...] our fancy”. In all likelihood, Emily attended the
lectures with her family and certainly, being the avid reader that
she was, she could not have missed the many articles on
Shakespeare that repeatedly appeared in local newspapers and
student magazines, such as The Amherst Student praising him: “He’s
ourselves, our lesson, our flesh and blood”, or the Hampshire
Franklin Express that published Dana’s talk on “Woman”. Nor could
she have ignored the above mentioned Indicator, which published
an essay titled “Shakespeare’s Women”, presenting Shakespeare’s
heroines as consistent and trustworthy “models of femininity” and
appreciating the fact that there were no “female Hamlets”.

Nevertheless, weren’t Ophelia, Desdemona, and Cleopatra, like
Hamlet, victims of a world they had not been able to come to terms
with? Emily liked that. It was a world that needed decoding, which
was exactly what Emily did.

The environment Emily Dickinson grew up in refined her taste
vis-a-vis her readings and led her to an idea of drama as a possible
and less intimidating double for real life. Whose dramatic voice
better than Shakespeare’s could have offered her the opportunity
of interweaving fancy and daily life, imagination and real events?

We dream - it is good we are dreaming —
It would hurt us — were we awake —

But since it is playing — kill us,

And we are playing — shriek —
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What harm? Men die - externally —
It is a truth — of Blood -

But we — are dying in Drama —
And Drama - is never dead —

Cautious — We jar each other —

And either — open the eyes —

Lest the Phantasm — prove the Mistake —
And the livid Surprise

Cool us to Shafts of Granite —

With just an Age — and Name —
And perhaps a phrase in Egyptian —
It’s prudenter — to dream — (no. 531)

Though de-codifying allusions to Shakespeare’s work might prove
a difficult but possible task as far as her letters are concerned, the
procedure becomes altogether challenging if one attempts to search
in her poems. As if to hide them, she mingled references to
Shakespeare’s work, with passages from the Book of Revelation,
with news from Ambherst’s daily life, together with her personal
reflections. Word after word, she slowly entered that interregnum
she deemed consonant with her identity, and with what she
suspected was and would be her identity as a woman, and her
literary persona.

If as a poet, “drama” was her stance, why not select among
Shakespeare’s characters, the ones she felt closer to? Rebel,
dissenter, and isolated as she was, I would suggest to start with the
figure of the ‘fool” — as in Shakespeare, the privileged recipient of
truth.

One of the essays published by The Indicator addressed the
matter of Hamlet being actually crazy, settling the question as
follows: “If its madness was real, it was reasonable, it feigned
faultless”®. This could shed a light on the question mark closing the
poem “The first Day’s Night had come” (no. 410):

My Brain — begun to laugh -
I mumbled - like a fool —

6 See Finnerty 2006, 194.
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and tho’ “tis Years ago — that Day —
My Brain keeps giggling — still.

And Something’s odd — within —
That person that I was —

And this One — do not feel the same —
Could it be Madness — this?

One could speculate why this very poem was not published until
1947. Were her editors afraid it would disturb her readers’
expectations? We know that in the States, nineteenth-century
asylums were built not only to confine the ‘insane’” but in the
attempt to free society altogether from all the troublesome,
‘difficult’ figures. Asylums and jails were meant to preserve a
supposedly respectable society.

The rhetorical question mark at the end of the poem echoes the
madness of Shakespeare’s fools and their way to wisdom: the very
wisdom that Hamlet shares in the apparently playful fiction he sets
up, behind which his own tragedy, and not only his, hide.

KiNG CLAUDIUS

Madness in great ones must not unwatched go.
(Hamlet, 111.1.191)

HAMLET

[L]et those that play your clowns speak no more than is set down for
them; for there be of them that will themselves laugh to set on some
quantity of barren spectators to laugh too, though in the mean time
some necessary question of the play be then to be considered. That's
villainous, and shows a most pitiful ambition in the fool that uses it.
(111.ii.38-45)

Not to mention the exchange between the Fool and King Lear:

FooL

If a man’s brains were in his heels, were’t not in danger of kibes?
LEAR

Ay, boy.

FooL

Then, I prithee, be merry: thy wit shall ne’er go slipshod.
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[...]

FooL

The reason why the seven stars are no more than seven is a pretty
reason.

LEAR

Because they are not eight.

FooL

Yes. Thou wouldst make a good fool.

LEAR

O, let me not be mad, sweet heaven!

I would not be mad.

Keep me in temper. I would not be mad. (King Lear, 1.v.8-12, 34-38, 45-
47)

Shakespeare’s style also inspired Dickinson’s taste for
assonance, alliteration, and repetition. A beating rhythm of lines
that, depending on the circumstances, may sounds sinister, as in
King Lear’s case (“And my poor fool is hanged. No, no life”
[V.iii.300]), or pounding, as in:

JAQUES

A fool, a fool, I met a fool i’th’ forest,

A motley fool — a miserable world! -

As 1do live by food, I met a fool,

Who laid him down and basked him in the sun,
And railed on Lady Fortune in good terms,

In good set terms, and yet a motley fool.

“Good morrow, fool”, quoth I. “No, sir”, quoth he,
“Call me not fool till heaven hath sent me fortune”.
And then he drew a dial from his poke,

And looking on it with lack-lustre eye

Says very wisely “It is ten o’clock”.

“Thus we may see”, quoth he, “how the world wags.
"Tis but an hour ago since it was nine,

And after one hour more "twill be eleven.

And so, from hour to hour, we ripe and ripe,

And then from hour to hour we rot and rot;

And thereby hangs a tale”.

(As You like It, 11.vii.12-28)
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LEAR
O, that way madness lies. Let me shun that.
No more of that.

[...]
This cold night will turn us all to fools and madmen.
(King Lear, IL.iv.20-21, 70)

Lines that seem to perfectly integrate with Emily Dickinson’s final
lines in “The Wind didn’t come from the Orchard - today” (no.
316):

And a hoarse “Get out of the way, I say”,
Who'd be the fool to stay?

Would you - Say -

Would you be the fool to stay? (emphasis mine)

Another rhetorical question: “Would you be the fool to stay?”.
Sane? Sanity? Who is sane in Shakespeare’s tragedy? Who is sane
in Dickinson’s poems? As she dared to maintain:

Witchcraft was hung, in History,
But History and I

Find all the Witchcraft that we need
Around us, every Day — (no. 1583)

And:

A little Madness in the Spring

Is wholesome even for the King,

But God be with the Clown -

Who ponders this tremendous scene —
This whole Experiment of Green —

As if it were his own! (no. 1333)

Year after year, Emily read the books she received as presents
from her father and relatives as well as from the Evergreens, where
Austin and his family lived. As time went by, however, she seemed
to remain true to one volume in particular that has quite rarely been
taken into account: The Imitation of Christ written around 1420 by
Thomas a Kempis in medieval Latin. It was a devotional book,
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written for young monks, that had become highly popular, to the
point of being translated into French, German, Italian, Spanish, and
of course English. Susan and Emily shared a copy dated 1857 (notes
and underlining might have been marked by either or both of them)
until 1876, when Susan gave Emily another copy as a Christmas
present (now at the Houghton Library, inscribed: “Emily with
Love”). Both girls were fascinated by this book. It was especially
popular among young women, while considered ‘dangerous’ by
their families for an alarming exhortation: it invited its readers to
choose to be “as strangers and pilgrims in this world” and learn the
relevance of “the Love of Solitude and Silence” which one should
practice in order to find peace and fulfillment, needless to say, to be
“saved” (Kempis 1952, 167 and 50). Hence, a ‘dangerous’ book: not
only vis-a-vis the sensual, secular attitude towards life, love, and
personal interaction that Shakespeare had already been
encouraging in his readers and audience (happy and tragic endings
included), but mainly in relation to the personality of the recipient
of Susan’s gift. Emily avoided going to church, hiding in the
Homestead cellar while her whole family was attending mass. She
preferred to share with Susan “the church within our hearts, where
the bells are always ringing” (L77, about February 1852). Certainly
the Dicksinsons did not suspect that she would eventually call God
a “Merchant”, “Banker” (no. 49), “Eclipse” (L261, 25 April 1862),
‘Necromancer’ (no. 177) and “distant — stately Lover” (no. 357).

Her passion for writing and reading and her independence from
a heavenly God was so strong that she never did give up reading
despite the book’s suggestion that praying would be better than
reading.

Kempis” book was indeed ‘dangerous’ for this self-secluded
young lady. She most certainly took the author’s invitation “to go
abroad but seldom” and “to avoid being seen” and her choice of
“Solitude and Silence” (Kempis 1952, 50-52) certainly found
endorsement in the chapter dedicated to “Personal Humility”
which presented it to her as the right and only one: “[...] but a good
life refreshes the mind, and a clean conscience brings great
confidence in God” (28-29).

She certainly did abide by Thomas a Kempis’ lesson, yet we can
presume it was Shakespeare and not God she trusted. We can also
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presume that imitating Christ interested her less than imitating
Shakespeare’s earthly search and characters.

Herald of a New Age

Dickinson’s fascination with Shakespeare remained unshakable
throughout her life. He was her literary model, her master. His
heroes and heroines were her companions. In 1882, she declared to
her sister-in-law: “With the exception of Shakespeare, you have
told me of more knowledge than any one living — To say that
sincerely is strange praise” (L757, about 1882).

Shakespeare did bring Susan and Emily closer together, in a
deeper transitive way. The two shared their fascination for
Shakespeare, reciting his lines, quoting him in their letters,
exchanging quips from their copies of a daily Shakespeare calendar
keeping his words and lines alive between them. Lines to which
Emily often added her own poems, at times even dedicating them
to her sister-in-law, who collected them one after the other,
unaware that they were somehow shaping Emily’s persona and
identity, for her readers to come.

Despite not being the first one to publish her sister-in-law’s
work, Susan unknowingly became the main intermediary between
Emily and us. She was certainly one of the main recipients of
Emily’s letters, flowers, and poems. In her private collection, Susan
transcribed lines of Emily’s poems splitting them into shorter lines,
such as “Those not live yet / Who doubt to live again” (no. 1454),
also adding an interesting note at the bottom of the poem: “To read
to friends”. She used to read them to her guests. Sometimes she
even cut out Emily’s signature to send it as a gift to those who
admired her the most, and wanted to know more about the white-
clad recluse and her untraditional poetic compositions.

Before becoming her husband’s mistress, Mabel Loomis Todd
was one of those guests she read them to. She wrote about those
soirées in her diary: “Went in the afternoon to Mrs. Dickinson’s. She
read me some strange poems by Emily Dickinson. They are full of
power” (quoted in Sewall 1980, 217).
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Full of power they were indeed, because obscure, terse,
enigmatic, weaved with literary echoes, quotations from the Book
of Revelation and from Shakespeare.

So if Emerson published “Ode to Beauty”, Emily, who had
learned from Keats the meaning of Beauty, would answer “I died
for Beauty — but was scarce” (no. 449) and “Estranged from Beauty
— none can be” (no. 1474). When her poem “Success is counted
sweetest” (no. 67) was anonymously published in The Brooklyn
Daily Union in 1864 and mistakenly credited to Emerson, she could
not care less. Nor did she care about Susan’s house parties, where
Emerson was a habitual guest, unaffected as she was by his
considerations and thoughts. He believed in Nature, in the
possibility that a whole “Circumference” would enclose Nature
and Man, whereas Emily was more fascinated by Platonic ideas (“I
never saw a Moor”, no. 1052) and she would rather ask questions
than suggest answers. As her letters proved, she was more
concerned about European literature and Shakespeare’s oeuvre,
although she would still state:

To see the Summer Sky
Is Poetry, though never in a Book it lie —
True Poems flee — (no. 1472)

In the same years in which Emerson recognized Walt Whitman -
who believed in a world where one’s identity would merge with
that of others — as the new voice and identity of American poetry,
Emily Dickinson — who claimed not to have read his work — would
write “I'm Nobody! Who are you?” (no. 288), reversing Whitman’s
approach to the “self”.

Emily’s feelings never seem to be filled with doubt. For both
“Nature and God” know her “so well”, to the point of ‘startling’
her, ‘executing’ her “identity”, erasing it from her own vision of the
world:

Nature and God - I neither knew
Yet Both so well knew me

They startled, like Executors

Of My identity.
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Yet Neither told — that I could learn —
My Secret as secure

At Herschel’s private interest

Or Mercury’s affair — (no. 835)

Nevertheless, she knows she is lying to herself, as “God cannot be
found” as she states in “Those — dying then” (no. 1551). She knows
that the world and her world are split by God’s “amputated hand”.
Just like Hamlet, she knows that “time is out of joint” and lets
Hamlet doubts “for all us” .

Let us go in together,
And still your fingers on your lips, I pray.
The time is out of joint. O cursed spite
That ever I was born to set it right!
Nay, come, let’s go together.
(Hamlet, 1.v.187-91)

Shakespeare’s lines, where ‘pauses’ meant an expectation of
change, or allude to a sidereal uncertainty (albeit not for the
spectator), turn any statement upside down into its opposite, as in
Hamlet:

PoLONIUS

[...] Will you walk out of the air, my lord?

HAMLET

Into my grave.

PoLonN1us

Indeed, thatis out o’th” air. (Aside) How pregnant sometimes his replies
are! [...] My lord, I will take my leave of you.

HAMLET

You cannot, sir, take from me anything that I will more willingly part
withal — except my life, my life, my life.

PoLONIUS

(going) Fare you well, my lord.

(IL.ii.208-11, 215-20)

Hamlet’s pauses as he doubts, but at the same time he knows his
choice is the right one. He is a character as well as an actor in the
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play-within-the play he performs in the castle of Elsinore. He is in
doubt, and reasonably so, but nonetheless speaks and interacts
with ghosts. Hamlet knows about insanity. So does King Lear — and
his Fool, the King’s double. Emily Dickinson calls on Shakespeare’s
tragic heroes and heroine as she expresses the drama of the human
heart in “Drama’s Vitallest Expression is the Common Day” (no.
741):

Drama’s Vitallest expression is the Common Day
That arise and set about Us —
Other Tragedy

Perish in the Recitation —

This — the best enact

When the Audience is scattered
And the Boxes shut —

“Hamlet” to Himself were Hamlet —
Had not Shakespeare wrote —
Though the “Romeo” left no Record
Of his Juliet,

It were infinite enacted
In the Human Heart -
Only Theatre recorded
Owner cannot shut —

As Dana had commented in his lectures on Shakespeare, Hamlet
was the “Idealistic poet estranged from the real world””. Just like
Emily, who never identified with a contemporary writer around
her, but only with her beloved Shakespeare.

In a letter to Higginson (February 1879), she once confessed:

Mother’s hopeless illness, overwhelmed my Moments, though your
Pages and Shakespeare’s, like Ophir — remain — (L593)

To her, Shakespeare was “like Ophir” — according to King Solomon
(the Bible), a source of wonders, riches, silver, gold, sandalwood,

7 See Finnerty 2006, 193.
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ivory pearls.

She often took on Hamlet’s role. She quotes Hamlet’s “There’s a
special providence in the fall of a sparrow [...]. The readiness is all”
(V.ii.165-68) in a letter to Mrs Bowles, after Mr Bowles’ death on 6
September 1881:

Mr. Samuel “sparrow” does not “fall” without the fervent “notice”.
(L724)

In a letter dated August 1885 to Samuel Bowles’ son, she uses
Shakespeare’s words again (Hamlet, 11.ii.50):

If ever of any act of mine you should be in need, let me replay with the
Laureate, “Speak that I live to hear!” (L1012)

Emily had literally entered Shakespeare’s world. As in one of her
notes to her sister-in-law, when she used Hamlet’s lines to express
her feelings: “Do you remember what Hamlet whispered to
‘Horatio’?” (L1028).

Courting Susan allows her to wear different masks, in her letters
she becomes alternatively a male and a female persona as she
pleases, as when quoting Antony and Cleopatra, 11.i1.232-33:

Will my great Sister accept the minutiae of Devotion, with timidity that
is no more?

Susan’s Calls are like Antony’s Supper —

“And pays his Heart for what his Eyes eat, only - (L854, about 1883)

Similarly, in a letter to Otis Phillips Lord:

Was it to him the Thief cried “Lord remember me when thou comest
into thy Kingdom”, and is it to us that he replies, “This Day thou shalt
be with me in Paradise”?

The Propounder of Paradise must indeed possess it — Antony’s remark
to a friend, “since Cleopatra died” is said to be the saddest ever lain in
Language — That engulfing “Since”. (L791, about 1882)

Shakespeare’s characters are ubiquitous in Emily’s letters: Emily
is in turns Hamlet, Cleopatra, Desdemona, Macbeth, and, last but
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not least, Othello.

The actor Tommaso Salvini played the role of Othello in his
American tour in 1873-74. Critics unanimously praised his
performance as a “masterpiece of elocution”. Emily, who
presumably related to Othello’s distress, once wrote in a letter to
Mrs Whitney: “Othello is uneasy, but then Othellos always are,
they hold such mighty stakes”. She also tells her how Austin, who
knew about her fascination for Othello and admiration for the
Italian actor, “brought” her a “picture of Salvini when he was last
in Boston”. And she adds:

The brow is that of Deity — the eyes, those of the lost, but the power lies
in the throat — pleading, sovereign, savage — the panther and the dove!
(L948, autumn 1884)

Emily’s relationship with Shakespeare’s characters “wavered”.
Just like Hamlet. After wearing Hamlet’s mask, she takes on
Othello’s and then Antony’s.

In a letter to Mabel Loomis Todd dated March 1885:

Nature forgot — The Circus reminded her —

Thanks for the Ethiopian Face.

The Orient is in the West.

“You knew, Oh Egypt” said the entangled Antony — (L978)

In one of her letters to O. P. Lord from whom she had received a
copy of the Complete Concordance to Shakespeare, she dedicates these
lines to him:

Dont [sic] you know you are happiest while I withhold and not confer
— dont [sic] you know that “No” is the wildest word we consign to
Language?

[...]

It is Anguish I long conceal from you to let you leave me, hungry, but
you ask the divine Crust and that would doom the Bread.

That unfrequented Flower. (L562, about 1878)

Like Cleopatra, she is unattainable. She was in fact reluctant to meet
the male recipients of her letters — provided she ever actually
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mailed them — such as T. W. Higginson, Judge O. P. Lord, Samuel
Bowles (editor of the Springfield Republican) and Reverend Charles
Wadsworth, her third potential suitor, as her gossipy sister-in-law
maintained.

In her hesitation to meet anyone in person, Emily liked to be
mysterious, elusive, playing various roles and identities depending
on her interlocutors.

She was actor and actress. She was both male and female,
echoing the gender play in Shakespeare’s comedies. She must have
also known about British actress Charlotte Cushman who could
cross the gender line, performing flawlessly in both male and
female roles, playing for instance Romeo in Romeo and Juliet,
Oberon in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, or Cardinal Wolsey in
Henry VIII. Though lacking any direct reference to Cushman, Emily
must have known about her, about her contralto voice, at least from
reading the Springfield Republican which described the actress as
“the most passionate of Romeos” and the “fiercest of Ladies
Macbeth”s.

Emily was fascinated with Romeo’s figure, which she often
quotes in her letters.

In a letter to Elizabeth Dickinson Currier (17 April 1886), she
quotes Romeo (Romeo and Juliet, V.i.37):

“I do remember an Apothecary”, said that sweeter Robin than
Shakespeare, was a loved paragraph which has lain on my Pillow all
Winter, but perhaps Shakespeare has been “up street” oftener than I
have, this Winter. (L1041)

Again in January 1882, she writes to Mrs J. A. Sweetser quoting
Romeo and Juliet’s line “As is with bud bit with an envious worm”
(1i.157, Montague), to tell her about her cherished plants:

Last was a fatal season — An “Envious Worm” attached them — then in
early Autumn we had Midwinter Frost. (L746)

Reference to death and the worm had already appeared in one of
her earliest known poems (“The worm doth woo the mortal, death

8 See Finnerty 2006, 197.
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claims a living bride”) published anonymously in the Springfield
Republican in 1850, a “valentine” (no. 1), where, echoing
Shakespeare’s sonnets, she invites a single young man to choose
among “Six true, and comely maidens”, in a parody of romantic
love. In a second valentine young Emily wrote that same year, she
played with biblical language, closing her letter with the “all hail”
of Macbeth’s witches (Macbeth, 1.iii.46-48, 67)°.

This Was a Dream

Yet another image, that of the worm, which can be traced back to
several of Shakespeare’s passages, along with that of winter:
heaven and hell, pleasure and pain (intertwined with love) as in his
tragedies and sonnets, seem to lead, as T. S. Eliot knew, to a
“wasteland” inhabited by dirt, empty streets, dry paper, and silent
tormented human beings. The worm and the snake then. I will not
enter the labyrinth of potential Freudian readings for either one'
but have found a specific pertinent presence in the passages below:

No longer mourn for me when I am dead

Than you shall hear the surly sullen bell

Give warning to the world that I am fled

From this vile world with the vilest worms to dwell.
(Sonnet 71, 1-4, emphasis mine)

CLEOPATRA
Hast thou the pretty worm
Of Nilus there, that kills and pains not?
(Antony and Cleopatra, V ii.238-39, emphasis mine)

MERCUTIO

Her wagoner, a small grey-coated gnat
Not half so big as a round little worm
Pricked from the lazy finger of a maid.
(Romeo and Juliet, 1.iv.65-67, emphasis mine)

9  Presumably to George Gould, an associate of her father (Sewall 1980, 419-21).
10 See, for instance, Dickinson 2010.
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CLIFFORD

The smallest worm will turn, being trodded on,
And doves will peck in safeguard of their brood.
(3 Henry VI, 11.ii.17-18, emphasis mine)

HAMLET
Not where he eats, but where he a is eaten. A certain convocation of
politic worms are e’en at him.

[---]

A man may fish with the worm that hath eat of a king, and eat of the
fish that hath fed of that worm.

(Hamlet, 1V iii.20-21, 27-28, emphasis mine)

The image of the worm/serpent is of course used as a disturbing
element of the natural world: it blights flowers and crops, feeds on
rotten flesh or, when transfigured into a viper or a deadly snake, it
poisons to death a sensual, healthy, flesh, as in Cleopatra’s death.
Despite snakes being obviously more sinister than worms and
potentially malignant — considering their size and venom -
Shakespeare introduces them even in his lighter plays, such as
Henry VI and As You Like It, that do not end tragically.

In A Midsummer Night’s Dream the Fairies sing:

You spotted snakes with double tongue,
Thorny hedgehogs, be not seen;

Newts and blindworms, do not wrong;
Come not near our Fairy Queen.
Philomel with melody,

Sing in our sweet lullaby. (ILii.9-14)

and Rosalind in As You Like It:

Men have died from time to time, and worms have eaten them, but not
for love. (IV.i.99-101)

I see love hath made thee a tame snake. (IV.ii.70-71)

And in 2 Henry VI:
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QUEEN MARGARET

Or as the snake rolled in flow’ring bank

With shiny chequered slough doth sting a child
That for the beauty thinks it excellent. (III.i.228-30)

Emily Dickinson offers the image of the snake as “A narrow Fellow
in the Grass” (no. 986). A poem that is worth mentioning here
because it is narrated through the eyes of a boy. As she sometimes
used the masculine in referring to herself in both poems and letters,
for her dramatic persona in this particular poem she chooses to wear
that of a “barefoot boy”:

A narrow Fellow in the Grass
Occasionally rides —

You may have met Him — did you not
His notice sudden is —

The Grass divides as with a Comb —
A spotted shaft is seen —

And then it closes at your feet

And opens further on —

He likes a Boggy Acre

A Floor too cool for Corn —

Yet when a Boy, and Barefoot —

I more than once at Noon

Have passed, I thought, a Whip lash
Unbraiding in the Sun

When stooping to secure it

It wrinkled, and was gone —

Several of Nature’s People

I’ know, and they know me —
I feel for them a transport
Of cordiality —

But never met this Fellow
Attended, or alone
Without a tighter breathing
And Zero at the Bone -
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Unaware of danger, a boy comes across and touches what he
believes to be a “whip”, which turns out to be a snake, ‘wrinkling
away’ as a snake would. In the last two quatrains, the boy has
become an adult, aware of the risk he has just run. However, the
final line does not allow readers to abandon the scenery they have
entered. Its final dash opens to more possible readings. Dickinson
feels “a transport / Of cordiality”, which is hoped and looked for in
the quatrain preceding the last one. It freezes the reader, though
promising an irreversible emotion that Dickinson encapsulates in a
highly impressive “zero at the bone”.

Albeit undated, the poem seems to juxtapose itself and entangle
with “In Winter in my Room” (no. 1670), where the encounter with
the snake turns the monologue into a dramatic exchange between
the lyrical subject and the frightening being she encounters in her
room, later to realize, at the very (happy) end, that it was just a
dream. An encounter that, as mentioned above, some critics have
interpreted as the account of a sexual initiation.

In Winter in my Room

I came upon a Worm —

Pink, lank and warm —

But as he was a worm

And worms presume

Not quite with him at home -
Secured him by a string

To something neighboring
and went along.

A Trifle afterward

A thing occurred

I'd not believe it if I heard
But state with creeping blood —
A snake with mottles rare
Surveyed my chamber floor
In feature as the worm before
But ringed with power —

The very string with which

I tied him - too

When he was mean and new
That string was there —
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I shrank — “How fair you are”!
Propitiation’s claw —
“Afraid”, he hissed

“Of me”?

“No cordiality” —

He fathomed me -

Then to a Rhythm Slim
Secreted in his Form

As Patterns swim

Projected him.

That time I flew

Both eyes his way
Lest he pursue

Nor ever ceased to run
Till in a distant Town
Towns on from mine

I set me down

This was a dream.

The poem foresees a seduction that echoes a fairy tale (as in “Once
upon a time”) where fear and horror — as in most fairy tales — are
coupled and intertwined with the expected happy ending. If one
considers the suggested Freudian interpretation as plausible, we
might see why Higginson decided not to publish Dickinson’s “Wild
nights — Wild nights!” (no. 249) about two lovers longing to meet
each other: that very poem, according to Higginson, would have
turned the pure “virgin recluse” (as her acquaintances and friends
considered her) into a less virginal New England young girl. As he
wrote in a letter to Mabel Loomis Todd, dated 21 April 1891,
discussing the second series of The Poems of Emily Dickinson:

Let us alter as little as possible, now that the public ear is opened.

One poem only I dread a little to print — that wonderful “Wild Nights”
— lest the malignant read into it more than that virgin recluse ever
dreamed of putting there. (Quoted in Bingham 1945a, 127)

Realistically speaking, snakes like the very poisonous
copperhead snake did inhabit the New England grounds, and it is
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very likely that Emily had learned about their existence from her
textbooks, but also during a solitary walk in the wilderness, a habit
for her — which also suggests that she was not so reluctant to
venture out of the house on her own. I would however argue that
in this poem she tried, as she rarely did, to give shape to a
nightmare she had, or perhaps only imagined, carefully crafting
music and images, with assonance and alliteration, and possibly
recalling Cleopatra’s destiny in one of her favorite tragedies. It
seems to echo the final scene where the Queen, waiting for the
“pretty worm / Of Nilus” is about to give her clearsighted awe-
inspiring monologue, which ends with her death:

Give me my robe. Put on my crown. I have
Immortal longings in me. Now no more

The juice of Egypt’s grape shall moist this lip.
[---]

Yare, yare, good Iras, quick — methinks I hear
Antony call. I see him rouse himself

To praise my noble act. I hear him mock

The luck of Caesar, which the gods give men
To excuse their after wrath. Husband, I come.
Now to that name my courage prove my title.
I am fire and air; my other elements

I give to baser life.

(Antony and Cleopatra, V ii.275-85)

A death that Shakespeare envisaged immersed in silence, as she
closes her life ‘royally’:

FIRST GUARD
Where’s the Queen?
CHARMIAN
Speak softly. Wake her not.
FIRST GUARD
Caesar hath sent —
CHARMIAN
Too slow a messenger.
[-.-]
FIRST GUARD
What work is here, Charmian? Is this well done?
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CHARMIAN
It is well done, and fitting for a princess
Descended of so many royal kings.
[.--]
CAESAR
Bravest at the last,
She levelled at our purposes, and, being royal,
Took her own way.
(314-16, 320-22, 329-31)

To death and silence Cleopatra, just like Hamlet, is
doomed.

To die, to sleep.
To sleep, perchance to dream. Ay, there’s the rub,
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil
Must give us pause. There’s the respect
That makes calamity of so long life,
For who would bear the whips and scorns of time.
(Hamlet, 11L.1.66-72)

Emily Dickinson too knew what silence could mean, as in “Great
Streets of silence led away” (no. 1159), “Silence is all we dread” (no.
1251), and “Speech is one symptom of Affection” (no. 1681). It was
silence, like night, and darkness that allowed her to reach the dark,
warm language of poetry. Surrounded and protected by silence, her
words could become strong, dramatic, absolute.

Unpathed Waters and Undreamed Shores

Nevertheless, the point to be addressed in most of Emily
Dickinson’s poems, in my opinion, is not that of sexuality that some
literary criticism has pursued, but rather that of ‘sensuousness’.

Exultation is the going

Of an inland soul to sea,

Past the houses — past the headlands -
Into deep Eternity —
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Bred as we, among the mountains,

Can the sailor understand

The divine intoxication

Of the first league out from land? (no. 76)

"Twas such a little — little boat
That toddled down the bay!
"Twas such a gallant — gallant sea
That beckoned it away!

"Twas such a greedy, greedy wave
That licked it from the Coast —
Nor ever guessed the stately sails
My little craft was lost! (no. 107)

In that sense,  would suggest looking at poem no. 520, “I started
Early — Took my Dog”, whose line “We met the Solid Town”,
comparable to the final line “This was a dream” in “In Winter in
my Room”, implies that the persona has survived a threat: not that
of a deadly snake bite, but that of being swept away by the ocean.
The innocent and inexperienced girl has escaped the danger of
being swallowed, or perhaps seduced as the third stanza implies,
by the tide:

But no Man moved Me - till the Tide
Went past my simple Shoe —

And past my Apron — and my Belt
And past my Bodice — too —

Dickinson first depicts the ocean as a voracious man and then as a
knight who, “bowing - with a Mighty look”, eventually
relinquishes his hold of her. The sea allows the girl, who was at first
innocently dreaming of “Mermaids” and “Frigates”, to go back to
“the Solid Town”, the community she belongs to and where she is
safe. Her virginity (hasn’t the sea tried to undress her?) is safe, or at
least the way she copes with it. She underlines the strength of the
persona involved, though probably doomed to subdue, eventually,
to the mighty waves and tides cited in other poems, such as “Water,
is taught by thirst” (no. 135) and “I think that the Root of the Wind
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is Water” (no. 1302). Knowing how sensitive she was in her
readings, one can easily trace the reference to Shakespeare’s
Sonnets:

Like as the waves make towards the pebbled shore,
So do our minutes hasten to their end,

Each changing place with that which goes before;
In sequent toil all forwards do contend.

Nativity, once in the main of light,

Crawls to maturity, wherewith being crowned
Crooked eclipses “gainst his glory fight,

And time that gave doth now his gift confound.
Time doth transfix the flourish set on youth,
And delves the parallels in beauty’s brow;
Feeds on the rarities of nature’s truth,

And nothing stands but for his scythe to mow.

And yet to times in hope my verse shall stand,
Praising thy worth despite his cruel hand.
(Sonnet 60, emphasis mine)

When I have seen the hungry ocean gain
Advantage on the kingdom of the shore,
And the firm soil win of the wat’ry main,
Increasing store with loss and loss with store.
(Sonnet 64, 5-8, emphasis mine)

Shakespeare too depicts a threatening sea where the
motion of the waves symbolizes birth and the irreversible journey
towards death:

MESSENGER

The ocean, overpeering of his list,

Eats not the flats with more impetuous haste
Than young Laertes, in riotous head,
O’erbears your officers.

(Hamlet, IV.v.97-100)

Attracted and repulsed by danger, Emily’s persona “wavers” one

step in and one step away, while the sea follows her and caresses
her feet “overflow[n] with Pearl”. She paints here an image we all
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loved as children: seeing our feet in the shallow water covered with
shiny bubbles of water. Readers appreciate that image and its
memory just like she does, sensing the wonder she feels. The
persona has been held and then released by the very element that
was going to seduce her, thus staging a peculiar game. Who is the
seducer? And who is being seduced?

So much for the struggle between the persona and the strength
of water. What about the more explicit metaphor of her being the
‘prisoner’ of an unidentified executioner?

In this respect Emily’s readers have also wondered about the
hidden meaning of the poem “He put the Belt around my life” (no.
273), whose sensuous subject could relate to that of the above
mentioned poems (nos. 1670 and 76).

It was Elémire Zolla, the first Italian scholar to go beyond the
early stereotypes that Emily Dickinson’s critics were ‘doomed’ to
face, who pointed out that the image of “the Belt” might have been
taken from medieval mystical knowledge (Julian of Norwich,
Revelations of Divine Love, 1670). I would complement Zolla’s useful
remark quoting “Did the Harebell loose her girdle” (no. 213). Both
poems address the image of a subdued condition, where the “Belt”
and the “girdle” in the two titles imply enclosure and
imprisonment, the confinement from which the dramatic persona,
the supposed female victim, wants to ‘free” herself.

Needless to say, Shakespeare too had played with the image of
the girdle:

KING HENRY

Into the sea; and other times to see

The beach girdle of the ocean

Too wide for Neptune’s hips.

(2 Henry 1V, 111.ii.48-50, emphasis mine)

RoBIN

I'll put a girdle round about the earth

In forty minutes.

(A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 11.i.175-76, emphasis mine).

Considering the sensuousness that exudes from many of Emily
Dickinson” s poems and letters alongside her ‘religious” quest, I
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often wondered why some of the questions I was frequently asked
either by my students at the end of a seminar, or by my audience at
the end of a lecture, were: “Did she ever have a lover?”, “Did she
know what a sexual encounter was?”’, “Was she really the
distressed, fragile, and withdrawn woman that so many critics
assumed her to be?”. I have always let her writings answer —
“Poetry or love coeval come”:

To pile like Thunder to it’s close
Then crumble grand away
While Everything created hid
This — would be Poetry —

Or Love — the two coeval come

We both and neither prove —
Experience either and consume —

For None see God and live — (no. 1247)

After all, poetry was an emotional (and physical) affair for Emily
Dickinson. As she wrote to Higginson in a letter dated 16 August
1870:

If I read a book [and] it makes my whole body so cold no fire ever can
warm me I know that is poetry. If I feel physically as if the top of my
head were taken off, I know that is poetry. These are the only way I
know it. Is there any other way. (L342)

In closing, given that Shakespeare was one of the constant
reference points in Emily Dickinson’s readings and writings, and
Hamlet a plausible mask of hers, let me recall Frank Kermode’s
reading of the figure of Hamlet, in which he points out: “[N]o one
much like Hamlet ever existed before. That is why images of
Hamlet usually reflect what came after, not before him. To take him
as a herald of a new age is neither idolatrous nor hyperbolical. In
this new age we need not expect matters to be made easy for us.
The new mastery is a mastery of the ambiguous, the unexpected, of
conflicting evidence and semantic audacity. We are challenged to
make sense, even mocked if we fail” (Kermode 2000, 125).

Let us accept Kermode’s challenge. If, in Mabel Loomis Todd’s
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words, Emily Dickinson’s poems were “strange” and “full of
power”, we may add they were very ‘audacious’. Audacious vis-a-
vis her contemporary fellow poets and readers, and why not, even
today. Her message and the way she shaped it were as strong and
mysterious as her life. It was 1863 when she wrote “One need not
to be a Chamber — to be Haunted” (no. 670).

One need not to be a Chamber - to be Haunted -
One need not be a House —

The Brain has Corridors — surpassing

Material Place —

Far safer, of a Midnight Meeting
External Ghost

Than its interior Confronting —
That Cooler Host.

Far safer, through an Abbey gallop,
The Stones a’chase —

Than Unarmed, one’s a’self encounter —
In lonesome Place —

Ourself behind ourself, concealed —
Should startle most —

Assassin hid in our Apartment

Be Horror’s least.

The Body - borrows a Revolver —
He bolts the Door —

O’erlooking a superior spectre —
Or More —

She opened up to questions her contemporaries were not even
dreaming of. How does identity get shaped? Does it get shaped at
all? And if it does, how can it be managed? Is identity concealed? Is
it ‘oneself behind oneself’? Does one’s identity hide behind what
we assume is our public identity?

Dickinson had no answers but wrote about it, and as if
apologizing, in a letter to Mrs Holland, dated early August 1856,
she “asked’: “Pardon my sanity [...] in a world insane” (L185).
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How could she dare? She, sane among insane people? Was she
self-centered? Audacious, heretic? The latter she was (that we
know) and certainly audacious too. Self-centered? Perhaps.

Shakespeare never used the word “identity”, it was not a
category of his times. Not yet! Influenced, or inspired by the
characters he had created, Emily Dickinson shaped it for us, mainly
through her words. Words that take contours, words that live in
being pronounced and written, words that draw meaning through
monologues (even a dialogue becomes a dramatic soliloquy for her)
ending in a mysterious laconic “Finite infinity”:

There is a solitude of space

A solitude of sea

A solitude of death, but these
Society shall be

Compared with that profounder site
That polar privacy

A soul admitted to itself —

Finite infinity. (no. 1695)

The “itself’ she eventually discovered, and we with her, was her own
self — the thing she had sought throughout her erratic, spasmodic,
barefoot life.
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upon readers were well-known to Henry James. Scholars have paid due attention to
his introduction to The Tempest or his famous short story “The Birthplace”. But one
must also revisit “The Jolly Corner” through the lens of that champion of discretion,
Sir John Falstaff, to better glimpse James's critique of a trending pusillanimity.

Keywords: Sir John Falstaff, The Jolly Corner, The Birthplace, Discretion,
Discreteness

Midway through Henry James’s short story “The Birthplace”,
Morris and Isabel Gedge, the newly-employed wardens and tour-
guides of “the early home of the supreme poet, the Mecca of the
English-speaking race” (James 2017, 5), have a domestic spat, the
outlines and stakes of which are all too familiar to students and
teachers of Shakespeare. Morris, more scrupulous than Isabel,
worries he is lying through his teeth every time tourists visit the
upstairs room of the historic house and ask whether it is indeed,
truly, ‘the birthplace’. When he finally has the gumption to confront
his wife on the topic, whom he knows to be a devout believer in the
birthplace’s authenticity, it is with a weak conviction that truth, or
at least the dignity of not having to lie, should have some
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negotiating power against the economic obligations that keep them
tethered to their current presentation. “Couldn’t you adopt [...] a
slightly more discreet method?”, he timidly proposes, as much to
himself as to her (25). Any number of oblique approaches — a
deference to tradition or lore, a mode of speech that highlights the
factuality of facts, a reserve or strategic hesitation — would, Morris
suggests, alleviate the pressure put on truth and still meet the
financial constraints which their contract with the Poet’s heritage
foundation enjoins:

“[...] [1]s this really [...] the very spot where He was born?” “So it has,
from a long time back, been described as being”. Couldn’t one meet
Them, to be decent a little, in some such way as that? (25)

Isabel rejects Morris’s proposal — “I decline to let the place down”
(26) — but academics in America have taken Morris to heart even as
they, too, decline to let the birthplace go.

Around the unknowability of ‘Shakespeare the man’ have
grown two critical habits: one, a disavowal of all biographical
criticism that treats the plays as guides to the psyche of the author;
and the other, a need to see, taste, smell, and analyze the material
landscapes where he allegedly breathed them into life. Generations
of student audiences have been taught a number of “more discreet
methods” for reading Shakespeare sans Shakespeare, some
pronouncing “the death of the author”, others beckoning to
“always historicize” but never speculate biographically or
psychologically. At the same time, and at first glance paradoxically,
generations of students’ tuitions have fed the touristic-academic
industry that promotes getting to know the Bard by visiting his
homeland and becoming intimate with his works in the environs in
which they were composed.

This unusual intertwining of Isabel and Morris’s positions in
American academia emerges from the very concept of discretion
invoked but not defined in the Gedges’s dispute. As all study-
abroad-in-London alumni will remember, the one thing we all
know and can say with certainty about Shakespeare is that we
know next to nothing about Shakespeare. In a clear role-reversal of
James’s “The Birthplace”, the unknowability of the Bard is today
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the clear, core, and imperturbable dogma that the authenticity of
his birthplace was for the Isabels of ages past. If Oxfordians
occasionally rattle the cages, or if proponents of Shakespeare as
crypto-Catholic or closet-trans seasonally make waves, a scholarly
bulwark stands ready to re-echo Morris’s discretionary
agnosticism: “I grant you there was somebody. But the details are
naught. The links are missing. The evidence [...] is nil” (26). The
very success of that discretionary agnosticism works,
counterintuitively, to stoke the insatiable curiosity of those who
visit the birthplace. The radical unknowability of Shakespeare has
made the need to trace his footsteps all the more urgent,
compelling, and self-evidently fundamental if one is to get any real
sense of the writer. What is left of Shakespeare when you get rid of
the person is the place in which his life took place: short of getting
to know him, go and get to know that.

American academia may want it both ways in its approach to
Shakespeare, but in adopting this stance, it takes the word
“discretion” far beyond its usual precincts. The “more discreet
method” of side-stepping the biographical abyss has led us into
new territories of discretion. Here discretion has very little to do
with preserving truth from error, exaggeration, embarrassment, or
overreach, and still less to do with the usual understanding of
guarding unpublishable secrets from uncivil leaks. Scholarship is
not concerned with what ought not be said given what is known but
with what is left to say given what cannot be known. Discretion, as
asserted in America’s classrooms and conference-rooms, is no
longer a convention regarding what we agree to never air publicly
about Shakespeare; it is an evolving decorum about what we resign
ourselves to never knowing about Shakespeare.

In that sense, discretion remains an epistemic value as well as
an aesthetic, social, and moral code, and a changing one at that. It
takes a learned gentility, an educated rhetoric to maintain that you
simultaneously presume to know nothing about Shakespeare the
person (if he or she ever truly existed) yet to admire everything
admirable about the works. This strange combination of being
passive in unknowing yet active in appreciation requires a heady
mixture of urbanity and mystic sensitivity; but it can result in
moments of unintended presumption and embarrassment (ask any
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doctoral student coming home from their first Shakespeare
conference whether they feared making some gauche remark like
“What Shakespeare really meant to say is...” or “I feel as though
Shakespeare would never have...”).

Nina Schwartz once described, with her characteristic precision,
the similar dilemma and skirting of embarrassment that Henry
James’s stories chronically induce in readers:

On the one hand, we may often feel as intensely as James’s characters
do a desire simply fo know the facts [...]. At the same time, however, we
may also feel embarrassed by this desire, fearing it to be a sign of vulgar
literal-mindedness. [...] [T]o require the specifics is to expose oneself as
unaware of the general aesthetics of social order. To need to know the
facts, that is, is to refuse the opportunity that a mystery offers, the
chance to assert one’s civil sophistication by analogically inferring its
solution. (Schwartz 1991, 69-70)

This civil sophistication that willingly accepts mysteries and infers
the solution to ‘known unknowns’ is a class virtue that James’s
protagonists and narrators reverently call “discretion”. Sometimes,
as in Morris’s proposal to adopt a “more discreet method”, it is a
useful lever with which to seize higher social ground, for one can
never be discreet or decent enough. But at other times, as in James’s
short story “The Jolly Corner” (1908) — and, I would argue, in the
American Shakespeare classroom — it is crowned with a capital “D”
and an exclamation point, like a modern-day “Eureka!” for the
ways in which it allows us to cope and rest content with certain
kinds of unknowing. “The Jolly Corner”, read through the lens of
Shakespeare’s champions of discretion, Hamlet and especially Sir
John Falstaff, proves an excellent primer for understanding the
manipulable social and epistemic uses of discretion which have
shaped Shakespeare in American classrooms. Especially in the
pages of a journal like Memoria di Shakespeare, whose title evokes
Borges’s story of the same name where a protagonist walks about
mysteriously endowed with the memory of the real-life William
Shakespeare!, it behooves us to reflect on this “need to know the
facts”, the embarrassments which it occasions, and the

1 See Borges 2001. The original title is “La memoria de Shakespeare” (1983).
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entanglements, ironies, perhaps even vices it begets in those
learning and professing Shakespeare in today’s America.

Today’s legalese understands the term “discretion” as a form of
jurisdiction based in private discernment, and so Harold Bloom
once glossed it in defense of his beloved poltroon Falstaff: “the right
to choose what should be done in a particular situation” (Bloom
2017, 119). Yet its more civil meanings — a resistance to ostentation,
a trustworthiness with respect to the public disclosure of private
matters, “a reserve of expression” (Levine 2002, xi)> — have never
been lost on readers of Shakespeare, including James himself. In his
introduction to The Tempest, James wrestles fiercely with that very
high reserve of expression which has made Shakespeare, the man,
an ungraspable figure to a reader of his plays. James’s desire is an
understandable but ill-fated one: he would cross-examine the
slightest indiscretions of Shakespearean characters for clues to the
playwright’s otherwise inaccessible life and psyche. If scholars may
discuss “the facts of the Poet”, what “supremely interests” James is
“the Man” inside the characters, who “remains as unseen of us as
our Ariel, on the enchanted island, remains of the bewildered
visitors” (James 1984, 1216). Neil Chilton, parsing the introduction
in 2005 with tact for its ironies, proposed that for James “to develop
intimate understandings of Falstaff and Hotspur it is, perhaps, at
the expense of our knowledge of William Shakespeare” (Chilton
2005, 220). In James, as in the average American study-abroad
student, Shakespeare’s biographical unknowability stokes the fire
of curiosity even as it establishes firm limits upon it. For James,
however, unlike most undergraduates, it is more than mere
curiosity, it is a vocational, indeed existential aspiration and
exasperation: “How are we to arrive at a relation with the object to
be penetrated if we are thus forever met by a locked door flanked
with a sentinel [...]?” (James 1984, 1217).

For Shakespeare critics besides James, the various meanings of
discretion take on special value, for phraseological and
performative reasons as well as for broader historical and

2 Levine invokes the term “discretion” more narrowly to refer to culturally imposed
silencing or self-elected censorship with regards to what James’s editor called
“guilty love”, adulterous themes, and other forms of sexual explicitness.
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ideological ones. In citing Harold Bloom earlier, I have already
discreetly nodded at Falstaff’s much-cited line “The better part of
valor is discretion”, a renowned justification uttered shortly before
the fat knight lies down to play dead rather than fight at the Battle
of Shrewsbury (1 Henry 1V, V.iv.122)3. One may just as well recall
Hamlet’s injunction to the visiting troupe of actors, “let your own
discretion be your tutor” (Hamlet, 1ILii.17-18), or Lysander,
Demetrius, and Theseus’s quips at Snug’s expense, as the rude
mechanical takes on the role of Lion in The Most Lamentable Comedy
and Most Cruel Death of Pyramus and Thisbe:

LYSANDER

This lion is a very fox for his valor.

THESEUS

True, and a goose for his discretion.

DEMETRIUS

Not so, my lord, for his valor cannot carry his discretion, and the fox
carries the goose.

THESEUS

His discretion, I am sure, cannot carry his valor, for the goose carries
not the fox. It is well. Leave it to his discretion, and let us listen to the
moon.

(A Midsummer Night’s Dream, V.i.245-52)*

Across these examples, the keyword fluctuates in meaning, or,

i

as V. N. Volosinov once wrote, its “social accents” “clash and criss-
cross” (Hillman 1996, 74)5. In one corner of the arena, we have the
expectations placed on the Danish prince, the Athenian nobles, and
the lords at the Battle of Shrewsbury, namely that their valor should

match and “carry” their discretion, their courage complement their

3 All Shakespeare quotations are taken from the Folger Shakespeare Library’s online
open-access digital texts (https://shakespeare.folger.edu).

¢ T am grateful to colleagues at INCH (the International Network for Comparative
Humanists) for several of these suggestions.

5 As the philologist David Hillman reports, V. N. Volosinov, a Marxist linguist,
called discretion “a little arena for the clash and criss-crossing of differently
oriented social accents” (Hillman 1996, 74). On the same page, Hillman adds that
discretion “came to mean ‘separation or disjunction’ [...] toward the last decade of
the sixteenth century”, coincidentally the very decade when Falstaff, the character
who boasts of containing multitudes, came to life.
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prudence, not rival it. In the opposite corner, we have the discretion
expected of Snug the Lion and enjoined by Hamlet upon himself
and his troupe of actors: that of theatrical verisimilitude and
illusion, that of not betraying one’s secrets nor one’s intentions.

Falstaff crisscrosses both meanings as he arises from his
counterfeit collapse on the battlefield. To his mind, the better part
of valor is knowing when and how to avoid calling upon valor. And
to his credit, counterfeiting death proves more useful and salutary
than counterfeiting bravery: “to counterfeit dying when a man
thereby liveth is to be no counterfeit, but the true and perfect image
of life indeed” (1 Henry IV, V.iv.119-22). Nothing, for Falstaff, is
more consonant with human existence than to pretend and
dissimulate when discretion permits and the law of life demands.
Yet thinking partly of Falstaff’s other life as a philanderer with the
merry wives of Windsor, Jacqueline T. Miller notes that discretion
also admits of a feminine twist in the “arts of discretion”, whenever
a lady openly loved two men and exercised either her judgment in
choosing one over the other or her self-possession in voicing a
preference for neither (Miller 2006).

There is perhaps no better way to summarize the polyvalency of
the term “discretion” than to echo the early sixteenth-century
humanist Thomas Elyot, who lamented its “moche abuse” (Hillman
1996, 74). Falstaff proves more opportunistic than most
Shakespearean characters in abusing the term, and none testifies
better to the exquisite ironies such abuse enabled. If the
exasperations of trying to peer indiscreetly past the locked door
and the flanked sentinel into Shakespeare’s hidden life give us one
sense of what discretion meant to Henry James, it is his re-use of
Falstaff for his short story “The Jolly Corner” that illuminates, by
contrast, James’s concern with the discretion that scholars
(following Morris Gedge) invoke as remedy to the problem of
Shakespeare’s unknowability.

Spencer Brydon, the aristocratic protagonist of “The Jolly
Corner”, could be described as a man choked with discretion. He
clamors for more discretion (self-sovereignty), a more discreet
manner (self-reserve), a more discrete situation (remoteness from
others), as well as more valor. For Brydon, it is “above all the
bignesses” of New York City — not only its indecorously large
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buildings or the girth of police officers patrolling its avenues at
night, but especially the greed with which social peers demand his
opinion on “so big a subject” as “everything” - that make his
homecoming to America so ghastly an experience after thirty-three
years’ sojourn abroad in “Europe” (James 2017, 203-4). The
quotation marks with which he and the narrator systematically
cordon off “Europe” underscore that predilection for an old world
of self-restraint, proportionality, and well-defined boundaries. By
comparison, the modern American cityscape - the jungle, the
wilderness, as James’s characters often describe it — is a concrete
accretion built for indiscretion. Its all-seeing and all-revealing glass
skyscrapers, its ancient familial homes repurposed into multi-plex
apartments, its body-on-body-piled tramways no longer afford the
old distinction that the philosopher Hannah Arendt mourned when
she diagnosed modernity as the emergence of a “social realm,
which is neither private nor public, strictly speaking” (Arendt 1998,
28). The city’s capacity to cram more and more people into less and
less space is a loss, particularly, for those who feel a need to keep to
themselves.

Pockets of discretion do remain, however, and notable among
them is the more cherished of the two Brydon family homes, the
titular Jolly Corner. It is an ancestral house and haunt and, as its
name implies, Brydon reserves it for sport and solace. Abundant
“in nooks and corners, in closets and passages”, Brydon describes
it as a place where an adult might yet play “hide-and-seek [...] in
spite of the clear windows” without fearing “the cynical light of
New York” (James 2017, 219). The home is kept unfurnished and
vacant, to the befuddlement of the Irish cleaning lady Mrs Muldoon
and to the measured curiosity of Brydon’s only bosom friend, that
“well of discretion” Ms Alice Staverton (215). The great secret
Brydon keeps from both women, as readers soon learn, is that he
spends his nights there in solitary pursuit of childhood specters.
His quarry — he speaks of it in terms of big-game hunting — is a
vision of who he might have become had he stayed in America
those thirty-three years, had he in fact become the powerful
millionaire that he and Alice suspect he could have been.

One late night, Brydon senses that his quarry is hidden behind
a closed door that Brydon, mysteriously, does not remember
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closing. The door “stared, it glared back at him with that challenge;
it put to him the two alternatives: should he just push it open or
not?” (223). He chooses not to, invoking “the value of Discretion!”
(224) as pretext and rationale. Discretion, Brydon goes on to
articulate, bypasses that confrontation with hazardous knowledge,
avoids the offense of closure or certainty, spares the secret of the
hidden figure, and politely excuses Brydon from what Schwartz
calls “the opportunity that a mystery offers”. Yet as if to thwart that
discreet retreat, the same night Brydon does confront (or is
confronted by —it is hard to tell which) the vision of a stranger with
mutilated hands and pince-nez glasses. It is far more terrifying and
less sporting an alter-ego than he ever expected to encounter. It
proves to be more than he can face. The terror of being hunted by
what he thought he was hunting makes him swoon. He awakens
the next morning in the caring lap of Alice Staverton, who beguiles
readers by revealing that she knew intuitively of Brydon’s secret
nighttime escapades and that she understands, via her dreams, the
nature of that mystic encounter. She tantalizes us with the identity
of the threatening stranger — is he or is he not Brydon’s other self?
— by disclosing a degree of liking for him: “why [...] shouldn’t I like
him?”, “I could have liked him”, “