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Editor’s Note

This volume _is a representative selection of the best criticism
devoted to Shakespeare’s poems and history plays. It is arranged in the
chronological order of publication, from 1930 to the present day.

My “Introduction” centers upon Falstaff as Shakespeare’s largest
single instance of original representation in the history plays. One of the
purposes of this volume is to juxtapose several very different modern
perspectives upon Falstaff, including my own, and the views of Goddard,
Wyndham Lewis, Barber and Kernan, which together afford a fairly com-
prehensive vision of the only figure in Shakespeare who challenges Ham-
let and Cleopatra in variety and profundity.

The chronological sequence begins with the late William Empson’s
two challenging exegeses of the sonnets. E. M. W. Tillyard’s classic
reading of Richard I prepares for the warmth and insight of Harold C.
Goddard’s loving account of Falstaff, and the shrewdness of Wyndham
Lewis’s portrait of the fat knight as shaman, proto-Machiavel, woman and
child.

Two very different, but equally distinguished readings of Shake-
- speare’s long poems, Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece, by Muriel
C. Bradbrook and C. S. Lewis, provide another compelling contrast in
modes of criticism.

We return to Falstaff with C. L. Barber’s brilliant interpretation of
~ Henry IV as a mingling of social order with ritual magic and public
festivity. Again this is complemented by the unmatched reading of Richard 111
by A. P. Rossiter, where the “cruel-comic side” of Shakespeare’s King
Richard III is seen as opening perspectives upon Iago, Macbeth and even
Coriolanus.

Stephen Booth’s thorough and discriminating way of analyzing the
sonnets provides an interlude of minute examination of Shakespeare’s
rhetorical art before we return to Falstaff, for a last time, with Alvin B.
Kernan's reading of ‘“The Henriad,” the major cycle of the history plays.
Kernan’s Falstaff is marked by “quick opportunism, raw common sense,
and cat-footed sense of survival.” If my introduction and Goddard’s essay
are wholly on Falstaff’s side, and Wyndham Lewis’s and Barber's partly set

against him, Kernan'’s portrait may be said to be the best balanced, being
perhaps the worldliest.



With Frank Kermode’s unmatched reading of the enigmatic “The
Phoenix and the Turtle,” we return to Shakespeare’s poems. Anne Bar-
ton’s dramatically informed interpretation of Henry V completes this
volume’s consideration of The Henriad. Finally, the essay by John
Blanpied on King John ends this book. Blanpied's analysis of “strong
possession” as a trope at once political, theatrical, and psychological
opens yet another perspective not only upon King John, but upon the
cosmos of Falstaff and all the history plays.
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Introduction

I

Falstaff is to the world of the histories what Shylock is to the comedies,
and Hamlet to the tragedies: the problematical representation. Falstaff,
Shylock, Hamlet put to us the question: precisely how does Shakespearean
representation differ from anything before it, and how has it overdetermined
our expectations of representation ever since?

The fortunes of Falstaff in scholarship and criticism have been
endlessly dismal, and I will not resume them here. 1 prefer Harold
Goddard on Falstaff to any other commentator, and yet | am aware that
Goddard appears to have sentimentalized and even idealized Falstaff. 1
would say better that than the endless litany absurdly patronizing Falstaff
as Vice, Parasite, Fool, Braggart Soldier, Corrupt Glutton, Seducer of
Youth, Cowardly Liar and everything else that would not earn the greatest
wit in all literature an honorary degree at Yale or a place on the board of
the Ford Foundation.

Falstaff, 1 will venture, in Shakespeare rather than in Verdi, is
precisely what Nietzsche tragically attempted yet failed to represent in his
Zarathustra: a person without a superego, or should I say, Socrates without
the daimon! Perhaps even better, Falstaff is not the Sancho Panza of
Cervantes, but the exemplary figure of Kafka’s parable, “The Truth about
Sancho Panza.” Kafka’s Sancho Panza, a free man, has diverted his daimon
from him by many nightly feedings of chivalric romances (it would be
science fiction, nowadays). Diverted from Sancho, his true object, the
daimon becomes the harmless Don Quixote, whose mishaps prove edifying
entertainment for the “philosophic” Sancho, who proceeds to follow his
errant daimon, out of a sense of responsibility. Falstaff’'s “failure,” if
it can be termed that, is that he fell in love, not with his own daimon,
but with his bad son, Hal, who all too truly is Bolingbroke’s son. The
witty knight should have diverted his own daimon with Shakespearean
comedies, and philosophically have followed the daimon off to the forest
of Arden.

Falstaff is neither good enough nor bad enough to flourish in the
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world of the histories. But then he is necessarily beyond, not only good
and evil, but cause and effect as well. A greater monist than the young
Milton, Falstaff plays at dualism partly in order to mock all dualisms,
whether Christian, Platonic or even the Freudian dualism that he both
anticipates and in some sense refutes.

Falstaff provoked the best of all critics, Dr. Johnson, into the
judgment that “he has nothing in him that can be esteemed.” George
Bernard Shaw, perhaps out of envy, called Falstaff “a besotted and disgust-
ing old wretch.” Yet Falstaff’s sole rival, in Shakespeare, is Hamlet; no
one else, as Oscar Wilde noted, has so comprehensive a consciousness.
Representation itself changed permanently because of Hamlet and Falstaff.
I begin with my personal favorite among all of Falstaff’s remarks, if only
because [ plagiarize it daily:

O, thou hast damnable iteration, and art indeed able to corrupt a saint:
thou hast done much harm upon me, Hal, God forgive thee for it: before
I knew thee, Hal, I knew nothing, and now am I, if a man should speak
truly, little better than one of the wicked.

W. H. Auden, whose Falstaff essentially was Verdi’s, believed the
knight to be “a comic symbol for the supernatural order of charity,” and
thus a displacement of Christ into the world of wit. The charm of this
reading, though considerable, neglects Falstaff’s grandest quality, his im-
manence. He is as immanent a representation as Hamlet is transcendent.
Better than any formulation of Freud’s, Falstaff perpetually shows us that
the ego indeed is always a bodily ego. And the bodily ego is always
vulnerable, and Hal indeed has done much harm upon it, and will do far
worse, and will need forgiveness, though no sensitive audience ever will
forgive him. Falstaff, like Hamlet, and like Lear’s Fool, does speak truly,
and Falstaff remains, despite Hal, rather better than one of the wicked, or
the good.

For what is supreme immanence in what might be called the order
of representation! This is another way of asking: is not Falstaff, like
Hamlet, so original a representation that he originates much of what we
know or expect about representation? We cannot see how original Falstaff
is because Falstaff contains us; we do not contain him. And though we
love Falstaff, he does not need our love, any more than Hamlet does. His
sorrow is that he loves Hal rather more than Hamlet loves Ophelia, or
even Gertrude. The Hamlet of Act V is past loying anyone, but that is a
gift (if it is a gift) resulting from transcendenc@well wholly in this
world, and if you are, as Falstaff is, a pervasive énftity, or as Freud would
say, “a strong egoism,” then you must begin to love, as Freud also says, in
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order that you may not fall ill. But what if your strong egoism is not
afflicted by any ego-ideal, what if you are never watched, or watched
over, by what is above the ego? Falstaff is not subject to a power that
watches, discovers and criticizes all his intentions. Falstaff, except for his

single and r&ﬂaced love, is free, is freedom itself, because he seems free

of the superego.

II

Why does Falstaff (and not his parody in The Memry Wives of Windsor)
pervade histories rather than comedies? To begin is to be free, and you
cannot begin freshly in comedy, any more than you can in tragedy. Both
genres are family romances, at least in Shakespeare. History, in Shakes-
peare, is hardly the genre of freedom for kings and nobles, but it is for
Falstaff. How and why? Falstaff is of course his own mother and his own
father, begotten out of wit by caprice. Ideally he wants nothing except the
audience, which he always has; who could watch anyone else on stage
when Ralph Richardson was playing Falstaff? Not so ideally, he evidently
wants the love of a son, and invests in Hal, the impossible object. But
primarily he has what he must have, the audience’s fascination with the
ultimate image of freedom. His precursor in Shakespeare is not Puck or
Bottom, but Faulconbridge the Bastard in The Life and Death of King John.
Each has a way of providing a daemonic chorus that renders silly all royal
and noble squabbles and intrigues. The Bastard in John, forthright like his
father, Richard the Lion Heart, is not a wicked wit, but his truthtelling
brutally prophesies Falstaff’s function.

There are very nearly as many Falstaffs as there are critics, which
probably is as it should be. These proliferating Falstaffs tend either to be
degraded or idealized, again perhaps inevitably. One of the most ambigu-
ous Falstaffs was created by the late Sir William Empson: “he is the
scandalous upper-class man whose behavior embarrasses his class and
thereby pleases the lower class in the audience, as an ‘exposure.’ ” To
Empson, Falstaff also was both nationalist and Machiavel, “and he had a
dangerous amount of power.” Empson shared the hint of Wyndham Lewis
that Falstaff was homosexual, and so presumably lusted (doubtless in vain)
after Hal. To complete this portrait, Empson added that Falstaff, being
both an aristocrat and a mob leader, was “a familiar dangerous type,” a
sort of Alcibiades, one presumes.

Confronted by so ambiguous a Falstaff, 1 return to the sublime
knight's thetoric, which I read very differently, since Falstaff’s power
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seems to me not at all a matter of class, sexuality, politics, or nationalism.
Power it is: sublime pathos, potentia, the drive for life, more life, at every
and any cost. I will propose that Falstaff is neither a noble synecdoche nor
a grand hyperbole, but rather a metalepsis or far-fetcher, to use Puttenham’s
term. To exist without a superego is to be a solar trajectory, an ever-early
brightness, which Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, in his bathos, failed to be. “Try
to live as though it were morning,” Nietzsche advises. Falstaff does not
need the advice, as we discover when we first encounter him:

FALSTAFF: Now, Hal, what time of day is it lad?

PRINCE: Thou art so fat-witted with drinking of old sack, and unbuttoning
thee after supper, and sleeping upon benches after noon, that thou
hast forgotten to demand that truly which thou wouldst truly know.
What a devil hast thou to do with the time of day? Unless hours
were cups of sack, and minutes capons, and clocks the tongues of
bawds, and dials the signs of leaping-houses, and the blessed sun
himself a fair hot wench in flame-coloured taffeta, I see no reason
why thou shouldst be so superfluous to demand the time of day.

[ take it that wit here remains with Falstaff, who is not only witty
in himself but the cause of wit in his ephebe, Prince Hal, who mocks his
teacher, but in the teacher’s own exuberant manner and mode. Perhaps
there is a double meaning when Falstaff opens his reply with: “Indeed, you
come near me now, Hal,” since near is as close as the Prince is capable of,
when he imitates the master. Master of what? is the crucial question,
generally answered so badly. To take up the stance of most Shakespeare
scholars is to associate Falstaff with: “such inordinate and low desires,
/Such poore, such bare, such lewd, such mean attempts,/Such barren
pleasures, rude society.” I quote King Henry the Fourth, aggrieved usurper,
whose description of Falstaff’s aura is hardly recognizable to the audience.
We recognize rather: “Counterfeit? | lie, I am no counterfeit; to die is to
be a counterfeit, for he is but the counterfeit of a man, who hath not the
life of a man: but to counterfeit dying, when a man thereby liveth, is to be
no counterfeit, but the true and perfect image of life himself.” As Falstaff
rightly says, he has saved his life by counterfeiting death, and presumably
the moralizing critics would be delighted had the unrespectable knight
been butchered by Douglas, “that hot termagant Scot.”

The true and perfect image of life, Falstaff, confirms his truth and
perfection by counterfeiting dying and so evading death. Though he is
given to parodying Puritan preachers, Falstaff has an authentic obssession
with the dreadful parable of the rich man and Lazarus in Luke 16:19 ff. A
certain rich man, a purple-clad glutton, is contrasted with the beggar
Lazarus, who desired “to be fed with the crumbs which fell from the rich



INTRODUCTION * 5

man’s table: moreover the dogs came and licked his sores.” Both glutton
and beggar die, but Lazarus is carried into Abraham’s bosom, and the
purple glutton into hell, from which he cries vainly for Lazarus to come
and cool his tongue. Falstaff stares at Bardolph, his Knight of the Burning
Lamp, and affirms: “I never see thy face but I think upon hell-fire, and
Dives that lived in purple: for there he is in his robes, burning, burning.”
Confronting his hundred and fifty tattered prodigals, as he marches them
off to be food for powder, Falstaff calls them “slaves as ragged as Lazarus in
the painted cloth, where the glutton’s dogs licked his sores.” In Part II of
Henry the Fourth, Falstaff's first speech again returns to this fearful text, as
he cries out against one who denies him credit: “Let him be damn’d like
the glutton! Pray God his tongue be hotter!” Despite the ironies abound-
ing in Falstaff the glutton invoking Dives, Shakespeare reverses the New
Testament, and Falstaff ends, like Lazarus, in Abraham’s bosom, accord-

ing to the convincing testimony of Mistress Quickly in Henry V, where
Arthur Britishly replaces Abraham:

BARDOLPH: Would I were with him, wheresome'er he is, either in heaven
or in hell!

HOSTESS: Nay sure, he’s not in hell; he’s in Arthur’s bosom, if ever man

went to Arthur’s bosom. A made a finer end, and went away and it
had been any christom child.

In dying, Falstaff is a newly baptized child, innocent of all stain.
The pattern of allusions to Luke suggests a crossing over, with the rejected
Falstaff a poor Lazarus upon his knees in front of Dives wearing the royal
purple of Henry V. To a moralizing critic, this is outrageous, but Shakes-
peare does stranger tricks with Biblical texts. Juxtapose the two moments:

FALSTAFF: My King, My Jove! I speak to thee, my heart!

KING: 1 know thee not, old man, fall to thy prayers. How ill white hairs
becomes a fool and jester! I have long dreamt of such a kind of man,
So surfeit-swell'd, so old, and so profane; But being awak’d, 1 do
despise my dream.

And here is Abraham, refusing to let Lazarus come to comfort the
“clothed in purple” Dives:

And beside all this, between us and you there is a great gulf fixed: so that
they which would pass from hence to you cannot: neither can they pass
to us, that would come from thence.

Wherever Henry V is, he is not in Arthur's bosom, with the
rejected Falstaff.
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111

I suggest that Shakespearean representation, in the histories, indeed
demands our understanding of what Shakespeare did to history, in con-
trast to what his contemporaries did. Standard scholarly views of literary
history, and all Marxist reductions of literature and history alike, have the
curious allied trait of working very well for, say, Thomas Dekker, but
being absurdly irrelevant for Shakespeare. Falstaff and the Tudor theory of
kingship? Falstaff and surplus value? I would prefer Falstaff and Nietzsche’s
vision of the use and abuse of history for life,,if it were not that Falstaff
triumphs precisely where the Overman fai!szzé}:e can read Freud on our
discomfort in culture backwards, and get somewhere close to Falstaff, but
the problem again is that Falstaff triumphs precisely where Freud denies
that triumph is possibl ith Falstaff as with Hamlet (and, perhaps, with
Cleopatra) Shakespéarean representation is so self-begotten and so influen-
tial that we can apprehend it only by seeing that it originates us. We
cannot judge a mode of representation that has overdetermined our ideas
of representation. Like only a few other authors—the Yahwist, Chaucer,
Cervantes, Tolstoi—Shakespeare calls recent critiques of literary represen-
tation severely into doubt. Jacob, the Pardoner, Sancho Panza, Hadji
Murad: it seems absurd to call them figures of rhetoric, let alone to see
Falstaff, Hamlet, Shylock, Cleopatra as tropes of ethos and/or of pathos.
Falstaff is not language but diction, the product of Shakespeare’s will over
language, a will that changes characters through and by what they say.
Most simply, Falstaff is not how meaning is renewed, but rather how
meaning gets started.

Falstaff is so profoundly original a representation because most
truly he represents the essence of invention, which is the essence of
poetry. He is a perpetual catastrophe, a continuous transference, a univer-
sal family romance. If Hamlet is beyond us and beyond our need of him,
so that we require our introjection of Horatio, so as to identify ourselves
with Horatio’s love for Hamlet, then Falstaff too is beyond us. But in the
Falstaffian beyonding, as it were, in what I think we must call the
Falstaffian sublimity, we are never permitted by Shakespeare to identify
ourselves with the Prince’s ambivalent affection for Falstaff. Future mon-
archs have no friends, only-followers, and<éstaff, the man without a
superego, is no one’s follower. Ereud never speculated as to what a person
without a superego would be like, perhaps because that had been the
dangerous prophecy of Nietzsche's Zarathu::é/.ls there not some sense in
which Falstaff’s whole being implicitly says-t0 us: “The wisest among you



INTRODUCTION s 7

is also merely a conflict and a hybrid between plant and phantom. But do
[ bid you become phantoms or plants?” Historical critics who call Falstaff
a phantom, and moral critics who judge Falstaff to be a plant, can be left
to be answered by Sir John himself. Even in his debased form, in The
Merry Wives of Windsor, he crushes them thus:

Have I liv'd to stand at the taunt of one that makes fritters of English?

This is enough to be the decay of lust and late-walking through the
realm. :

But most of all Falstaff is a reproach to all critics who seek to
demystify mimesis, whether by Marxist or deconstructionist dialectics.
Like Hamlet, Falstaff is a super-mimesis, and so compels us to see aspects
of reality we otherwise could never apprehend. Marx would teach us what
he calls “the appropriation of human reality” and so the appropriation also
of human suffering. Nietzsche and his deconstructionist descendants would
teach us the necessary irony of failure in every attempt to represent human
reality. Falstaff, being more of an original, teaches us himself: “No, that’s
certain, I am not a double man; but if I be not Jack Falstaff, then am I a
Jack.” A double man is either a phantom or two men, and a man who is
two men might as well be a plant. Sir John is Jack Falstaff; it is the Prince
who is a Jack or rascal, and so are Falstaff’s moralizing critics. We are in no
position then to judge Falstaff or to assess him as a representation of
reality. Hamlet is too dispassionate even to want to contain us. Falstaff is

passionate, and challenges us not to bore him, if he is to deign to
represent us.
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